fish cheeks by amy tan answer key

Understanding "Fish Cheeks" by Amy Tan: An
Answer Key for Deeper Comprehension

Amy Tan's evocative short story, "Fish Cheeks," offers a poignant and
humorous exploration of cultural identity, adolescent awkwardness, and the
complexities of family relationships. This piece, often studied in literature
classes, resonates with readers through its relatable portrayal of a young
girl navigating the challenges of impressing her crush while trying to
reconcile her Chinese heritage with her American upbringing. Understanding
the nuances of Tan's narrative, its themes, and the author's intent is
crucial for a thorough literary analysis. This comprehensive guide serves as
an answer key for those seeking to delve deeper into "Fish Cheeks," providing
insights into its plot, character development, thematic significance, and
literary devices, all designed to enhance your comprehension and appreciation
of this classic story.
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Unpacking the Plot: Key Events in "Fish Cheeks"

"Fish Cheeks" by Amy Tan recounts a pivotal Chinese New Year dinner when the
then-fourteen-year-old Amy is deeply infatuated with a boy named Robert. The



story's narrative arc centers on Amy's intense desire to appear sophisticated
and "Americanized" to impress Robert, who is invited to her family's
traditional celebration. This external pressure creates an internal conflict
for Amy, as she grapples with her embarrassment over her family's perceived
"foreignness." The story meticulously details the preparations for the feast,
highlighting the unfamiliar (to Amy, in her adolescent mindset) dishes and
the boisterous nature of her relatives. A significant turning point occurs
when her father serves the whole steamed fish, complete with its head and
cheeks, a dish Amy finds particularly unappealing and indicative of her
cultural difference. Her attempts to hide her feelings and her subsequent
mortification when Robert tries the fish cheeks form the crux of the
narrative's humor and emotional depth.

The story skillfully moves through Amy's internal monologue, revealing her
anxieties and her desperate attempts to fit in. The presence of her family,
particularly her mother's traditional yet loving demeanor, contrasts sharply
with Amy's self-consciousness. The climax of the evening, when Robert boldly
samples the fish cheeks and declares them delicious, marks a profound moment
of realization for Amy. This act of acceptance from her crush, coupled with
her grandmother's gentle observation of her feelings, leads to a shift in
Amy's perspective. By the end of the story, Amy begins to understand and
appreciate her heritage, recognizing the love and pride her family exudes,
even through the unconventional elements she once found so embarrassing. The
narrative concludes with Amy's newfound acceptance of her identity, a
significant emotional arc achieved within the confines of this single
evening.

Character Analysis: Understanding the Narrator
and Her Family

Amy Tan: The Awkward Adolescent Narrator

The narrator, a fourteen-year-old Amy, 1is the heart of "Fish Cheeks." She
embodies the universal experience of adolescence, marked by intense self-
consciousness and a yearning for acceptance. Her infatuation with Robert
drives her to scrutinize her surroundings and her family through a critical,
outsider lens. Amy's internal conflict stems from her desire to assimilate
into the dominant American culture, believing that her Chinese heritage makes
her less desirable. Her embarrassment over the food, the language spoken by
her relatives, and the overall atmosphere of the dinner showcases her
struggle with dual identity. Her journey throughout the story is one of self-
discovery, moving from shame to pride in her cultural roots.

The Mother: A Pillar of Tradition and Love

Amy's mother is portrayed as a strong, traditional figure who deeply wvalues
her Chinese heritage. While Amy sees her mother's customs as embarrassing,
the reader perceives her actions as rooted in love and a desire to share her
culture. Her unwavering commitment to preparing traditional dishes, including
the much-discussed fish cheeks, highlights her cultural pride. Her subtle
understanding of Amy's anxieties, often conveyed through knowing glances or



quiet words, demonstrates a deep maternal connection. The mother's role is
crucial in subtly guiding Amy towards an appreciation of her background, even
without overt lecturing.

The Father: A Supportive and Observant Presence

Amy's father, though less central than her mother, serves as a supportive and
observant presence. He is the one who serves the entire fish, a gesture that
initially mortifies Amy. His participation in the family traditions and his
quiet demeanor underscore his role in upholding the cultural fabric of the
family. His act of offering the fish cheeks to Robert, and his subsequent
observation of Amy's reaction, hints at a paternal awareness of his
daughter's feelings and her burgeoning identity.

The Grandparents and Relatives: Embodiments of
Heritage

The extended family, including her grandmother and various aunts and uncles,
represent the vibrant, unadulterated embodiment of Chinese culture. Their
loud conversations, their enthusiastic sharing of food, and their genuine
affection for each other contribute to the rich tapestry of the dinner scene.
Amy's initial embarrassment towards them is a direct reflection of her
internal conflict. Her grandmother, in particular, is depicted as a wise
figure who notices Amy's feelings and offers a quiet, comforting presence,
acknowledging the complexities of her granddaughter's adolescent world.

Key Themes Explored in "Fish Cheeks"

Cultural Identity and Belonging

One of the most prominent themes in "Fish Cheeks" is the struggle for
cultural identity and belonging, particularly for children of immigrants.
Amy's internal turmoil reflects the challenges many young people face when
caught between two cultures. She feels the pressure to conform to the
dominant culture while simultaneously being tethered to her ancestral
heritage. The story highlights the difficulty of navigating these often-
conflicting identities, especially during the formative years of adolescence.
Amy's journey illustrates the eventual reconciliation of these two aspects of
herself, leading to a deeper understanding and acceptance of who she is.

Adolescent Awkwardness and the Crush Factor

The universal experience of adolescent awkwardness 1is a driving force in the
narrative. Amy's intense crush on Robert amplifies her self-consciousness,
making her hyper—-aware of every perceived flaw in her family and
surroundings. Her desire to impress him leads her to try and hide her



cultural background, believing it to be a source of shame. The story captures
the overwhelming nature of first crushes and the lengths to which teenagers
will go to gain approval, even at the expense of their own comfort or their
family's traditions.

Parental Expectations and Generational Differences

"Fish Cheeks" also touches upon the theme of parental expectations and the
inevitable generational differences that arise within families. Amy's
parents, particularly her mother, have expectations for her to embrace and
carry on their cultural traditions. Amy, however, is more influenced by the
prevailing cultural norms around her and the desire to fit in with her peers.
This creates a subtle tension between generations, where love and
understanding are present, but there are also differing perspectives on what
constitutes "normal" or desirable behavior. The story suggests that these
differences are a natural part of family dynamics and that understanding can
bridge the gap.

The Role of Food and Family Rituals

Food plays a pivotal role in "Fish Cheeks" as a symbol of culture, family,
and identity. The Chinese New Year dinner is a rich tableau of traditional
dishes, each carrying cultural significance. For Amy, these dishes, like the
whole steamed fish with its cheeks, become focal points of her embarrassment.
However, the act of sharing this meal is also a profound expression of family
love and tradition. The story demonstrates how food can be a powerful
connector to one's heritage and how shared rituals, even those that initially
seem foreign, can foster a sense of belonging and connection. Robert's
acceptance of the fish cheeks is a symbolic act of accepting Amy and her
background.

Literary Devices and Their Impact in "Fish
Cheeks"

Narrative Voice and Point of View

The story is told from a first-person perspective, allowing the reader direct
access to Amy's thoughts, feelings, and anxieties. This intimate narrative
voice is crucial for conveying the depth of her adolescent confusion and
self-consciousness. The use of "I" creates a personal connection, making her
experiences relatable to a wide audience. The retrospective nature of the
narration, where an adult Amy recounts this childhood memory, adds a layer of
maturity and reflection, allowing her to analyze her past feelings with a
newfound understanding and empathy.



Irony and Humor

Irony and humor are expertly woven throughout "Fish Cheeks." The primary
source of humor comes from the juxtaposition of Amy's intense mortification
with the reader's understanding of her family's loving intentions and the
eventual positive outcome. The situational irony lies in Amy's attempts to
appear sophisticated and American, only for her crush to embrace the very
elements she finds embarrassing. This humor makes the story engaging and
allows the reader to connect with Amy's awkwardness without feeling
alienated. The humor also serves to soften the potentially heavy themes of
cultural alienation and self-doubt.

Symbolism

The story employs powerful symbolism, most notably through the food. The
whole steamed fish, with its head and cheeks, symbolizes the entirety of
Amy's Chinese heritage — a heritage she initially wants to discard or hide.
The fish cheeks themselves become a potent symbol of what is considered
strange or unappealing by Amy, but which ultimately proves to be a delicacy
and a source of connection when embraced. The act of Robert eating the fish
cheeks symbolizes acceptance and the bridging of cultural divides. The
setting of the Chinese New Year dinner itself symbolizes family, tradition,
and cultural continuity.

Sensory Details

Amy Tan skillfully uses sensory details to immerse the reader in the
experience of the dinner. Descriptions of the sights, sounds, and smells of
the feast—the "loud, proud language" of her relatives, the "rich, fishy
smell," the visual of the entire roasted pig—all contribute to creating a
vivid and memorable scene. These details not only bring the setting to life
but also underscore Amy's heightened awareness of her surroundings as she
navigates her feelings of embarrassment. The sensory richness makes her
internal experience feel tangible to the reader.

The Significance of the Title: "Fish Cheeks"

The title, "Fish Cheeks," is deceptively simple yet profoundly significant.
It directly refers to a specific dish served at the Chinese New Year dinner,
a dish that becomes the focal point of the narrator's adolescent
embarrassment. For Amy, the fish cheeks represent the aspects of her Chinese
heritage that she perceives as strange, unusual, and potentially off-putting
to her American crush, Robert. She views the whole fish, with its unadorned
head and prominent cheeks, as a stark contrast to the more "refined" Western
culinary presentations she is accustomed to or aspires to emulate. Her
anxiety about Robert's reaction to this traditional Chinese delicacy mirrors
her broader anxieties about how her entire culture will be perceived.

However, the title also carries a deeper symbolic meaning. The fish cheeks,
which are often considered a delicacy in Chinese cuisine due to their tender



texture and rich flavor, ultimately become the catalyst for acceptance and
connection. When Robert unhesitatingly samples and praises the fish cheeks,
he is, in essence, embracing and appreciating the very cultural element that
Amy had tried to hide. This act transforms the "fish cheeks" from a symbol of
shame to a symbol of validation. The title, therefore, encapsulates the
narrative's central arc: the journey from embarrassment and cultural
alienation to acceptance and a deeper appreciation of one's roots, all
initiated by a seemingly simple dish.

Cultural Identity and Belonging in "Fish
Cheeks"

Amy Tan's "Fish Cheeks" serves as a powerful narrative about the complexities
of navigating cultural identity, especially for individuals who belong to
hyphenated ethnicities, like Chinese—-Americans. The story vividly illustrates
the internal conflict that arises when one feels caught between two worlds.
Amy, at fourteen, experiences a profound sense of shame regarding her Chinese
heritage, viewing it as an obstacle to fitting in and being accepted by her
American peers, particularly the object of her affection, Robert. She
perceives her family's traditions, their language, and their food as markers
of difference that isolate her from the mainstream American culture she
wishes to embrace.

The narrative captures the immigrant experience in a subtle yet impactful
way. While Amy is American-born, she is acutely aware of the cultural
heritage her parents and relatives cherish. This awareness creates a tension
between the desire to honor her family's traditions and the pressure to
conform to the dominant cultural norms she encounters outside her home. The
story highlights how societal perceptions, even if unarticulated, can
influence an individual's self-perception. Amy’s fear that her heritage will
be judged negatively by Robert is a manifestation of this internalized
pressure. Her eventual realization that her culture is a source of richness
and pride, rather than shame, marks a significant step in her development of
a healthy bicultural identity. The story ultimately advocates for the embrace
of one's heritage, suggesting that true belonging comes from accepting all
facets of one's identity.

Adolescent Awkwardness and the Crush Factor

The narrative of "Fish Cheeks" is deeply rooted in the universal experience
of adolescent awkwardness, amplified by the intensity of a first crush. Amy's
self-consciousness is palpable as she attempts to navigate a social situation
where she feels particularly vulnerable. Her infatuation with Robert drives
her to scrutinize her appearance, her family's behavior, and the very
environment of her home through a critical lens. She desperately wants to
present a polished, "Americanized" image to him, believing that her Chinese
background might be a source of ridicule or disapproval.

This heightened state of self-awareness leads Amy to interpret even innocent
familial interactions through the filter of her own anxieties. The boisterous
conversations, the unfamiliar dishes, and the general exuberance of her
family, which are expressions of love and cultural celebration, are perceived



by Amy as potential points of embarrassment. The story masterfully captures
the intense emotional landscape of adolescence, where small social cues can
feel like monumental judgments. Robert's presence acts as a catalyst,
intensifying Amy's internal struggle and pushing her to confront her feelings
about her identity. The story’s humor and relatability stem from this shared
understanding of the awkwardness that often accompanies both growing up and
experiencing romantic feelings for the first time.

Parental Expectations and Generational
Differences

"Fish Cheeks" subtly explores the dynamics of parental expectations and the
natural rifts that can emerge between generations, particularly in the
context of cultural heritage. Amy's parents, especially her mother, embody a
strong sense of cultural pride and continuity. They actively maintain Chinese
traditions, evident in the elaborate Chinese New Year feast they host. For
them, these traditions are not merely rituals; they are vital links to their
ancestry and a fundamental aspect of their identity that they wish to pass on
to their daughter.

Amy, however, is a product of her immediate environment, which is
increasingly influenced by American culture. Her adolescent desire to fit in
and her susceptibility to peer perceptions lead her to feel a disconnect from
her family's traditions. She internalizes the idea that her heritage might be
a barrier to acceptance. This creates a subtle tension between her desire for
American validation and her parents' earnest efforts to immerse her in her
Chinese roots. The story does not portray this as a conflict of opposition,
but rather as a natural phase of development where a young person begins to
question and reconcile their inherited culture with the wider societal
influences they encounter. The story implicitly suggests that while
generational differences in perspective are inevitable, they can be navigated
with understanding and love, as demonstrated by the eventual resolution in
Amy's own self-acceptance.

The Role of Food and Family Rituals

Food in "Fish Cheeks" is far more than sustenance; it serves as a powerful
symbol of heritage, family, and cultural identity. The Chinese New Year
dinner is the narrative's central event, a rich tapestry of dishes that
represent the traditions and values of Amy's family. For Amy, however, these
familiar yet distinct culinary offerings become the focal points of her shame
and self-consciousness. The whole steamed fish, with its head and distinctive
"cheeks," is a prime example. She views it as an alienating symbol that
highlights her perceived differences from the American culture she aspires to
assimilate into. Her fear is that Robert will be repulsed by what he sees as
a strange or unappetizing meal.

Conversely, the shared act of consuming this traditional meal is a profound
expression of family love and belonging. The story emphasizes how these
rituals, passed down through generations, are meant to foster connection and
reinforce identity. The narrative arc culminates in a moment of acceptance:
Robert's genuine enjoyment of the fish cheeks transforms them from symbols of



shame to symbols of cultural affirmation. This underscores the idea that
embracing one's heritage, even the parts that initially seem challenging or
different, can lead to deeper understanding and connection. The food,
therefore, acts as a bridge, both within the family and, potentially, between
different cultural worlds, as exemplified by Robert's experience.

Critical Reception and Educational Significance
of "Fish Cheeks"

"Fish Cheeks" by Amy Tan has garnered significant critical acclaim for its
poignant and accessible exploration of universal themes. Literary critics
often praise Tan's masterful use of humor and her authentic voice in
portraying the complexities of cultural identity and adolescent experiences.
The story is frequently lauded for its ability to resonate with a diverse
readership, allowing individuals from various backgrounds to connect with the
narrator's journey of self-discovery and cultural acceptance. Its enduring
appeal lies in its relatable depiction of the awkwardness of growing up and
the often-difficult process of reconciling one's heritage with societal
expectations.

Beyond its critical reception, "Fish Cheeks" holds considerable educational
significance. It is a staple in many English language arts curricula,
particularly in middle and high schools. The story serves as an excellent
vehicle for teaching essential literary concepts such as narrative voice,
symbolism, irony, and theme. Educators often use it to spark discussions
about cultural diversity, the immigrant experience, family dynamics, and the
challenges of adolescence. Analyzing "Fish Cheeks" helps students develop
critical thinking skills, empathy, and a deeper appreciation for the
multifaceted nature of identity. The story's ability to provoke introspection
and dialogue makes it an invaluable tool for fostering literary understanding
and personal growth.

Conclusion: Mastering "Fish Cheeks" by Amy Tan

In conclusion, "Fish Cheeks" by Amy Tan offers a rich tapestry of themes and
literary devices that contribute to its enduring impact. This comprehensive
answer key has explored the narrative's key events, provided in-depth
character analysis, and dissected the prominent themes of cultural identity,
adolescent awkwardness, and generational differences. We have examined the
symbolic significance of the title and the crucial role of food and family
rituals in shaping the narrator's journey. By understanding these elements,
readers can gain a profound appreciation for Amy Tan's masterful storytelling
and the universal messages embedded within "Fish Cheeks." Mastering this
story involves recognizing the intricate interplay of these components,
leading to a deeper comprehension of its emotional resonance and cultural
significance, ultimately celebrating the journey from self-consciousness to
self-acceptance.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Amy Tan's "Fish Cheeks"?

The central theme of "Fish Cheeks" is the author's struggle with her Chinese
heritage and identity as a young girl, particularly in relation to her
American upbringing and her embarrassment over her family's customs and food
during a pivotal Christmas dinner.

Who is the intended audience of "Fish Cheeks"?

While the essay is a personal narrative, its themes of cultural identity,
family, and navigating adolescence make it relatable to a broad audience,
particularly young adults and those who have experienced similar cultural or
familial challenges.

What specific event triggers the narrator's
embarrassment in "Fish Cheeks"?

The narrator's embarrassment is primarily triggered by her family's elaborate
Chinese feast served during Christmas dinner, which she perceives as a stark
contrast to the Americanized meal her crush's family would have, and she is
mortified by the presentation and consumption of foods like "fish cheeks".

How does the narrator's perception of her family and
her heritage evolve throughout the essay?

Initially, the narrator is deeply embarrassed by her family's traditions,
viewing them as "other." However, as she matures, she comes to appreciate the
richness of her culture and her family's love, understanding that her
mother's grand meal was an expression of pride and welcome, leading to a
shift in her perspective and a greater acceptance of her identity.

What does the phrase "fish cheeks" symbolize in the
essay?

The "fish cheeks" themselves symbolize the tangible aspects of her Chinese
heritage that the narrator finds most alienating and embarrassing. They
represent the unfamiliarity of her culture in the eyes of her American peers
and her own internalized shame.

What is the significance of the narrator's mother's
words at the end of the essay, "Now you are too old
to eat off your father's plate"?

This statement signifies a significant cultural lesson about respect and
familial bonds. It also marks the narrator's transition from childhood
embarrassment to a more mature understanding and appreciation of her family's
traditions and the values they represent. It's a moment where the narrator
starts to embrace her heritage.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Fish Cheeks by Amy Tan, along with their
descriptions:

1. _The Joy Luck Club_ by Amy Tan

This novel explores the complex relationships between four Chinese immigrant
mothers and their American-born daughters. Through interwoven narratives, it
delves into themes of cultural identity, generational differences, and the
enduring bonds of family. The stories highlight the challenges of
assimilation and the cultural misunderstandings that can arise between
mothers and daughters.

2. _The Kitchen God's Wife_ by Amy Tan

This book tells the story of Winnie, a Chinese immigrant mother who has
always been guarded about her past. When her daughter, Pearl, begins to
suffer from a mysterious illness, Winnie is compelled to reveal the
tumultuous events of her life in China and her journey to America. It's a
powerful exploration of sacrifice, resilience, and the secrets that shape
families across generations.

3. _Where the Sidewalk Ends_ by Shel Silverstein

This beloved collection of poems and drawings is known for its whimsical and
imaginative content. While not directly about Chinese culture, it captures
the universal experience of childhood, wonder, and the sometimes-absurd
realities of growing up. Its playful nature can resonate with readers who
enjoyed the relatable childhood observations in Fish Cheeks.

4. _The Hundred Secret Senses_ by Amy Tan

This novel follows the story of Olivia, a young American woman who is given a
Chinese nanny named Chang-yi. Chang-yi claims to be able to see ghosts and
possesses a wisdom that helps Olivia understand her family's past and her own
identity. The story beautifully blends themes of cultural heritage, family
secrets, and spiritual connections.

5. _A Thousand Splendid Suns_ by Khaled Hosseini

This novel tells the story of two generations of women in Afghanistan and
their struggles against oppression and hardship. While set in a different
cultural context, it shares with Fish Cheeks the theme of intergenerational
connection and the impact of cultural traditions on women's lives. The
narrative explores themes of resilience, sacrifice, and the enduring strength
of the human spirit.

6. _American Born Chinese_ by Gene Luen Yang

This graphic novel masterfully weaves together three seemingly unrelated
storylines that ultimately converge. It tackles themes of cultural identity,
assimilation, and the stereotypes faced by Chinese Americans. Readers who
connected with Amy Tan's exploration of cultural duality in Fish Cheeks will
find a similar depth and thoughtfulness here.

7. _Interpreter of Maladies_ by Jhumpa Lahiri

This collection of short stories focuses on the lives of Indians and Indian
Americans, exploring themes of cultural displacement, identity, and the
complexities of human relationships. Lahiri's nuanced portrayals of
characters navigating between two cultures will resonate with anyone who
appreciated the cultural exploration in Fish Cheeks. The stories delve into
both the joys and sorrows of belonging.

8. _Fating the Dragon_ by Jane Yolen



This collection of fairy tales and myths from around the world features a
variety of stories, often with strong female characters and explorations of
cultural folklore. While diverse in its origins, it shares with Fish Cheeks
an appreciation for storytelling and the way cultural narratives shape
understanding. Some tales might touch upon themes of family and tradition in
a different light.

9. _The Namesake_ by Jhumpa Lahiri

This novel tells the story of Gogol Ganguli, the son of Indian immigrants to
America, and his struggle to reconcile his American upbringing with his
Bengali heritage. It delves into the challenges of finding one's identity
when caught between two cultures. The book offers a profound look at the
immigrant experience and the lasting impact of family expectations, much like
the unspoken elements in Fish Cheeks.
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