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Asuka Goto’s “lost in translation” is a collection of several
hundred works on paper documenting her process of translating
her father’s novel from Japanese to English. One of my favorite
moments in these works is a screenshot of Asuka texting her
mom for help translating a particular word, a private and
personal moment that also becomes, like the overall project, a
beautiful meditation on the transmission and formation of racial,
cultural, and national identity as it is translated from one person
to the next and the impossibility of replicating or even defining
these identities.

| have been thinking more about this imperfect translation as |
enter middle age and re-enter new parenthood. Most of my
ideas about Korean-ness came from the specific experience of
my parents, who moved here just before | was born. While there
is overlap, their idea of Korean identity is different than someone
else’s based on what they received and chose to keep from their
families and communities. It is even more complicated for my
kids, who have a Chinese-American mom and a Korean-
American dad. Trying to parse out and quantify how Korean/Chi-
nese/American the various cultural habits and traditions they will
inherit from us are reveals how absurd a static, essentialized
idea of racial/national identity is. Similar to how the individual
modules in my work never quite turn out the same because of
my hand and the materials, racial, national, and cultural identity
is imperfectly translated depending on the specific life experi-
ence and circumstance of each person.

Having struggled throughout my life with simultaneously feeling
not Asian enough and not American enough | realize the losing
battle of framing the question around these two undefinable
poles. While the term Asian-American is useful (and was created)
as a tool for political organizing, it can also be flattening and
marginalizing to those who don’t fit the narrow definitions of
what we can be like. It is unlikely that | will escape this label, so
| want to create and define my own sense of belonging within it,
in spite of it; and give myself and my kids the freedom and
space to express our own specific, unresolved, and ultimately
untranslatable definitions of being Asian-American.

-Alex Paik
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