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Fish Cheeks by Amy Tan Answer Key is an essential resource for anyone studying this poignant essay.
Amy Tan's "Fish Cheeks" is a coming-of-age story that reflects on her experience of cultural identity
and the complexities of growing up as a Chinese American. The essay encapsulates her feelings of
embarrassment and acceptance while navigating her dual heritage during a pivotal moment in her
adolescence. To fully appreciate the nuances of Tan's writing, a thorough understanding of the
essay's themes, characters, and literary devices is necessary. This article will provide a detailed
exploration of these aspects along with an answer key to enhance your comprehension of Tan's work.

Summary of "Fish Cheeks"

To begin with, it is crucial to understand the narrative structure of "Fish Cheeks." The essay recounts
a significant Christmas dinner that Tan's family hosts for a group of Americans, including the boy Tan
has a crush on, Robert. The dinner is laden with traditional Chinese dishes that elicit feelings of
embarrassment for Tan, who is acutely aware of the cultural differences between her family and her
American peers.

Key Events in the Essay

1. Setting the Scene: The essay opens with Tan describing her family preparing for a Christmas
dinner, contrasting her cultural background with that of her American friends.

2. The Dinner: As the dinner unfolds, Tan's embarrassment escalates. She describes the various
dishes served, emphasizing the stark differences in cuisine and customs.

3. A Moment of Realization: The climax occurs when Tan's mother, in an act of love and pride, serves



the fish cheeks, a delicacy in their culture, yet a source of shame for Tan.
4. The Conclusion: The essay ends with a reflection on her mother's words, which highlight the
importance of embracing one’s heritage.

Thematic Analysis

The essay addresses several profound themes that resonate with readers, particularly those who
grapple with their cultural identity.

Identity and Cultural Conflict

- Dual Heritage: Tan's experience illustrates the struggle of balancing two cultures. She feels torn
between her Chinese heritage and her desire to fit in with her American peers.

- Embarrassment and Acceptance: The emotional core of the essay revolves around Tan's feelings of
embarrassment during the dinner, which eventually leads to a deeper understanding and acceptance
of her identity.

Family and Tradition

- Maternal Influence: Tan'’s relationship with her mother is central to the narrative. Her mother’s love
is evident in the way she prepares the food, which Tan initially finds embarrassing but later learns to
appreciate.

- Cultural Legacy: The food served at the dinner symbolizes the richness of Tan's heritage, as well as
the expectations placed upon her by her family to honor their traditions.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "Fish Cheeks" enhances the appreciation of the narrative.

Amy Tan (the Narrator)

- Insecurity: The narrator’s initial shame reflects a common teenage experience, making her relatable
to readers.

- Growth: Throughout the essay, Tan evolves from a state of embarrassment to one of pride in her
heritage, showcasing her character development.

Amy's Mother

- Cultural Ambassador: Tan’s mother embodies the traditional values of their Chinese culture.



- Symbol of Strength: She represents the immigrant experience, showcasing resilience and love
through her culinary practices.

Robert

- The Object of Affection: Robert serves as a focal point for Tan’s insecurities and highlights the
cultural divide between her family and her American classmates.
- Catalyst for Change: His presence at the dinner forces Tan to confront her feelings about her culture.

Literary Devices

Tan employs various literary devices that enrich the narrative and convey deeper meanings.

Imagery

- Tan uses vivid descriptions of the food and the dinner setting to evoke sensory experiences, making
the cultural divide tangible for readers.

- For example, the descriptions of the fish cheeks and other dishes serve to illustrate Tan’s initial
disdain contrasted with her later appreciation.

Symbolism

- The Fish Cheeks: The titular dish symbolizes the complexity of Tan’s identity, representing both her
cultural pride and her teenage embarrassment.

- Christmas Dinner: This setting symbolizes the intersection of different cultures and the challenges of
acceptance.

Irony

- Tan’s realization that the very things she was ashamed of were what made her unique is a poignant
example of irony that underscores the essay's message.

Discussion Questions

To further engage with "Fish Cheeks," consider the following discussion questions:

1. What emotions does Tan experience at the dinner, and how do these emotions evolve throughout
the essay?
2. How does the setting influence Tan'’s perception of her culture?



3. In what ways does Tan’s relationship with her mother shape her understanding of her cultural
identity?

4. How does the use of imagery enhance the reader's understanding of the cultural differences
portrayed in the essay?

Conclusion

In conclusion, Fish Cheeks by Amy Tan Answer Key serves as a valuable tool for anyone looking to
deepen their understanding of this insightful essay. Through Tan's exploration of identity, family, and
cultural conflict, readers are invited to reflect on their own experiences with cultural heritage and
acceptance. The narrative not only highlights the challenges of growing up between two cultures but
also celebrates the richness of that experience. By analyzing the themes, characters, and literary
devices, students and readers alike can gain a comprehensive understanding of Tan's work and the
messages it conveys about embracing one's identity. As Tan ultimately learns to appreciate her
culture, so too can readers find value in their own diverse backgrounds.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Fish Cheeks' by Amy Tan?

The main theme revolves around cultural identity and the embarrassment of adolescence, particularly
in the context of being a Chinese-American girl.

How does Amy Tan depict her feelings of embarrassment in
the story?

Tan illustrates her embarrassment through her reactions to her family's traditional customs during a
dinner with her crush's family.

What does the fish symbolize in 'Fish Cheeks'?

The fish symbolizes both the cultural heritage that Tan feels ashamed of and the richness of her
family's traditions.

How does the setting of the story contribute to its themes?

The setting, particularly the contrast between Tan's Chinese home and the American environment,
highlights the tension between her cultural identity and her desire to fit in.

What lesson does Amy Tan learn by the end of 'Fish Cheeks'?

By the end, Tan learns to embrace her cultural identity and appreciate her family's traditions instead
of being embarrassed by them.



How does Tan's mother influence her perspective on culture?

Tan's mother instills a sense of pride in her heritage, ultimately helping Tan to reconcile her feelings
about being different.

What role does the dinner play in the story?

The dinner serves as a pivotal moment that highlights Tan's internal conflict between her cultural
background and her desire to fit in with her peers.

How does the narrative style of 'Fish Cheeks' enhance its
message?

The narrative style is reflective and personal, allowing readers to connect deeply with Tan's emotions
and experiences as an immigrant child.
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