
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 25 

 

OMAKASE 
By Weike Wang 

June 11, 2018 

 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/06/18/omakase?verso=true 

The couple decided that tonight they would go out for sushi. Two years 

ago, they’d met online. Three months ago, they’d moved in together. 

Previously, she’d lived in Boston, but now she lived in New York with him. 

The woman was a research analyst at a bank downtown. The man was a 

ceramic-pottery instructor at a studio uptown. Both were in their late thirties, 

and neither of them wanted kids. Both enjoyed Asian cuisine, specifically sushi, 

specifically omakase. It was the element of surprise that they liked. And it 

suited them in different ways. She got nervous looking at a list of options and 

would second-guess herself. He enjoyed going with the flow. What is the best 

choice? she’d ask him when flipping through menus with many pages and many 

words, and he’d reply, The best choice is whatever you feel like eating at the 

moment. 

Before they got there, the man had described the restaurant as a “hole-in-

the-wall.” He had found it on a list of top sushi places in central Harlem. Not 

that there were many. So, instead of top sushi places, it may just have been a list 

of all sushi places. Be prepared, he said. Nothing is actually a hole-in-the-wall, 

she replied. Yet the restaurant was as the man had described: a tiny room with a 

sushi bar and a cash register. Behind the bar stood an old sushi chef. Behind the 

cash register sat a young waitress. The woman estimated that the hole could seat 

no more than six adults and a child. Good thing sushi pieces were small. Upon 

entering, she gave the man a look. The look said, Is this going to be O.K.? 

Usually, for sushi, they went downtown to places that were brightly lit, 

crowded, and did not smell so strongly of fish. But tonight downtown trains 

were experiencing delays because someone had jumped onto the tracks at Port 

Authority and been hit. 

That was something the woman had to get used to about New York. In 

Boston, the subway didn’t get you anywhere, but the stations were generally 

clean and quiet and no one bothered you on the actual train. Also, there were 

rarely delays due to people jumping in front of trains. Probably because the 
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trains came so infrequently that there were quicker ways to die. In New York, 

the subway generally got you where you needed to go, but you had to endure a 

lot. For example, by the end of her first month the woman had already seen 

someone pee in the corner of a car. She had been solicited for money numerous 

times. And, if she didn’t have money, the same person would ask her for food or 

a pencil or a tissue to wipe his nose. On a trip into Brooklyn on the L, she had 

almost been kicked in the face by a pole-dancing kid. She’d refused to give that 

kid any money. 

You worry too much, the man said whenever she brought up the fact that 

she still didn’t feel quite at home in New York. And not only did she not feel at 

home; she felt that she was constantly in danger. 

You exaggerate, the man replied. 

At the restaurant, he gave the woman a look of his own. This look said 

two things: one, you worry too much, and, two, this is fun—I’m having fun, 

now you have fun. 

The woman was having fun, but she also didn’t want to get food 

poisoning. 

As if having read her mind, the man said, If you do get sick, you can 

blame me. 

Eventually, the waitress noticed that the couple had arrived. She had been 

picking polish off her nails. She looked up but didn’t get up and instead waved 

them to the bar. Sit anywhere you like, she said sleepily. Then she disappeared 

behind a black curtain embroidered with the Chinese character for the sun. 

When they first started dating, they’d agreed that if there weren’t any 

glaring red flags, and there weren’t, they would try to live together, and they 

did. To make things fair, each tried to find a job in the other’s city. Not 

surprisingly, the demand for financial analysts in New York was much higher 

than the demand for pottery instructors in Boston. 

Huzzah, he texted the day the movers arrived at her old apartment. She 

texted back a smiley face, then, later, pictures of her empty living room, 

bedroom, bathroom, and the pile of furniture and things she was donating so 

that, once they were living together, they would not have, for example, two 

dining-room sets, twenty pots and pans, seven paring knives, and so on. 



She was one of those people—the kind to create an Excel spreadsheet of 

everything she owned and send it to him, so that he could then highlight what he 

also owned and specify quantity and type, since it might make sense to have 

seven paring knives if they were of different thicknesses and lengths and could 

pare different things. 

He was one of these people—the kind to look at an Excel spreadsheet and 

squint. 

Before the big move, she had done some research on the best time to 

drive into the city in a large moving truck. She did not want to take up too much 

space. It would pain her if the moving truck was responsible for a blocked 

intersection and a mess of cars honking non-stop. The Internet said that New 

Yorkers were tough and could probably handle anything. But the Internet also 

said, To avoid the angriest of New Yorkers during rush hour, try 5 A.M. When 

she arrived at 5 A.M., he was waiting for her in the lobby of his building, with a 

coffee, an extra sweatshirt, and a very enthusiastic kiss. After the kiss, he 

handed her a set of keys. There were four in total: one for the building, one for 

the trash room, one for the mailbox, one for their apartment door. Because all 

the keys looked the same, he said that it might take her a month to figure out 

which was which, but it took her only a day. She was happy that he was happy. 

She would frequently wonder, but never ask, if he had looked for a job as 

diligently as she had. 

I’ll just have water, the man said, when the waitress gave them each a cup 

of hot tea. It was eight degrees outside, and the waitress explained that the tea, 

made from barley, was intentionally paired with the Pacific oyster, which was 

the first course of the omakase. The waitress looked no older than eighteen. She 

was Asian, with a diamond nose stud and a purple lip ring. When talking to her, 

the woman could only stare at the ring and bite her own lip. The woman was 

also Asian (Chinese), and seeing another Asian with facial piercings reminded 

her of all the things she had not been able to get away with as a kid. Her 

immigrant parents had wanted the best for her, so imagine coming home to 

them with a lip ring. First, her parents would have made her take the ring out, 

then they would have slapped her, then they would have reminded her that a lip 

ring made her look like a hoodlum and in this country not everyone would give 

someone with an Asian face the benefit of the doubt. If she looked like a 

hoodlum, then she would have trouble getting into college. If she couldn’t get 

into college, then she couldn’t get a job. If she couldn’t get a job, then she 

couldn’t enter society. If she couldn’t enter society, then she might as well go to 



jail. Ultimately, a lip ring could only land her in jail—what other purpose did it 

serve? She was not joining the circus. She was not part of an indigenous African 

tribe. She was not Marilyn Manson. (Her father, for some strange reason, knew 

who Marilyn Manson was and listened to him and liked him.) Then, in jail, she 

could make friends with other people wearing lip rings and form a gang. Is that 

what you want as a career? her parents would have asked. To form a lip-ring 

gang in jail? And she would have answered no. 

Tea it is, the man said. He smiled at the pretty waitress. She was pretty. 

The purple lip ring matched the purple streak in her hair, which matched the 

purple nail polish. Nevertheless, the man complimented the waitress’s 

unremarkable black uniform. The waitress returned the favor by complimenting 

the man’s circular eyeglass frames. 

Oh, these silly things, the man said, lifting his glasses off his nose for a 

second. 

They’re not silly, the waitress said matter-of-factly. They’re cool. My 

boyfriend couldn’t pull those off. He doesn’t have the head shape for it. 

If the man lost interest, he didn’t show it. If anything, knowing that the 

pretty waitress had a boyfriend only made the flirtation more fun. 

Kids now are so different, the woman thought. She hadn’t had a 

boyfriend until college. She wasn’t this bold until after grad school. But the 

waitress might not have immigrant parents. Perhaps her parents were born here, 

which would mean different expectations, or parenting so opposed to the way 

they had been brought up by their own strict immigrant parents that there were 

basically no expectations. Another possibility: the waitress might have been 

adopted. In which case all bets were off. Kids now were not only different but 

lucky, the woman thought. She wanted to say to the waitress, You have no idea 

how hard some of us worked so that you could dye your hair purple and pierce 

your lip. 

The man nudged the woman, who was sitting next to him like a statue. 

You’re staring, he said. The waitress had noticed, too, and huffed off. 

The mugs that the tea came in were handleless. The tea was so hot that 

neither of them could pick up the handleless mug comfortably. They could only 

blow at the steam, hoping that the tea would cool, and comment to each other 

on how hot it was. Until now, the sushi chef had not said a word to the couple. 



But it seemed to irritate him as he prepared the Pacific oyster (which turned out 

to be delicious) to see them not drink the tea. 

This is the Japanese way, he finally said. He reached over the bar for the 

woman’s mug. He then held the mug delicately at the very top with two 

fingertips and a thumb. The other hand was placed under the mug like a saucer. 

This is the Japanese way, he said again. He handed the mug back to the woman. 

The couple tried to mimic the chef, but perhaps their skin was thinner than his; 

holding the mug the Japanese way didn’t hurt any less than sticking their hands 

into boiling water. The man put his mug down. The woman, however, did not 

want to offend the chef and held her mug until she felt her hands go numb. 

Now that the man knew the chef could speak English, he tried to talk to 

him. 

What kind of mug is this? he asked. It looks handmade. The glaze is 

magnificent. Then the man turned to the woman and pointed out how the green-

blue glaze of their mugs seemed to differ. The layering, he said, was subtly 

thicker and darker in this part of her mug than in his. 

Hmm, the woman said. To her, a mug was a mug. 

It’s a yunomi, isn’t it? he said to the chef. Taller than it is wide, 

handleless. Yes, handleless, with a trimmed foot. Used in traditional tea 

ceremonies. 

The chef looked suspiciously at the man. Maybe he was wondering if the 

man was fucking with him, as people sometimes did when they encountered a 

different culture and, in an effort to tease, came off as incredibly earnest, only to 

draw information out of the person they were teasing until the person looked 

foolish. 

“So is this the fun part, or will there be even bigger bugs sticking to my 

face soon?” 

He’s a potter, the woman said. 

The man quickly turned to her as if to say, Why did you just do that? We 

were having so much fun. Then he began to laugh, leaning back and almost 

falling off the barstool. I’m sorry, he said to the chef. I didn’t mean to put you 

on the spot. The mug is beautiful, and you should be proud to have something 

like this in your kitchen. I would be. 

The chef said thank you and served them their first piece of fish on 

similarly green-blue ceramic plates that the man promised not to scrutinize. 



Enjoy, the chef said, and gave them a steady thumbs-up. 

The man responded with his own thumbs-up. 

The woman liked how easily the man handled everything. He never took 

anything too seriously. He was a natural extrovert. By now, the woman knew 

that, although he worked alone in his studio, he not only enjoyed the company 

of others but needed it. When out, he talked to anyone and everyone. Sometimes 

it was jokey talk, the kind he was having with the sushi chef. Sometimes it was 

playful banter, the kind he had with the pretty waitress. The flirting didn’t 

bother the woman. Instead, it made her feel good that the man was desired. 

While he was not handsome, he had a friendly face and rosy cheeks. The word 

“wholesome” came to mind. He was someone who could have just stepped out 

of a Norman Rockwell painting. 

Their first official date had been on Skype. It had consisted of each of 

them drinking a bottle of wine and watching the same movie on their respective 

laptops. He suggested “House of Flying Daggers,” and she said that she was 

O.K. with watching something else. Maybe something that wasn’t so overtly 

Chinese and, no offense to the talented Zhang Yimou, so old-school. 

What do you mean, “old-school”? he had asked. 

I mean Tang dynasty, she had said. 

She was fine with watching something more mainstream, set in modern 

day, with story lines about non-Asians. She didn’t need the man to make her 

feel comfortable, if that was, in fact, what he was trying to do. 

But it’s a critically acclaimed movie, he’d replied. 

So they ended up watching “House of Flying Daggers.” The entire movie 

was in Chinese, with English subtitles. As they got progressively tipsier, the 

man asked the woman if the subtitles were all correct. I guess, the woman said, 

even though she understood only half of what was said and was reading the 

English herself. The man knew much more about Wuxia than she did. He also 

knew much more about the Tang dynasty, especially the pottery. During that 

dynasty, the Chinese had perfected color glazes. Most famously, they had 

perfected the tricolored glaze, which is a combination of green, yellow, and 

white. He even said the Chinese word for it, sancai, and she was a little 

shocked. No, she was a lot shocked. You would know the glaze if you saw it, he 

said once the movie was over and the wine had been drunk. The next day, he 

sent her a picture of a Tang-dynasty camel with sancai glaze. It was the same 

camel that had sat next to her mother’s fireplace for the past twenty-five years. 



The woman asked some of her friends. Most of them were Asian, but she 

had a few non-Asian friends as well. A red flag? She did not want to continue 

with this man if he was interested in her only because she was Chinese. She had 

heard of these men, especially the kind you met on the Internet. She had heard 

of “yellow fever.” She didn’t like that it was called yellow fever. To name a 

kind of attraction after a disease carried by mosquitoes that killed one out of 

four people severely infected said something about the attraction. Her closest 

friends told her that she was doing what she did best, overthinking and picking 

out flaws where there weren’t any, hence the reason she was still single at 

thirty-six. As a potter, the man would obviously know about the history of 

pottery. And he probably just liked “House of Flying Daggers” as a movie. One 

of her non-Asian friends said, He’s a guy and probably just thinks martial arts 

are cool. One of her Asian friends said, He probably just wants to impress you. 

We’ll see, she replied. 

For their next Skype date, he suggested a romantic comedy set in 

England. The following week, an American action film. The next week, a 

Russian spy drama. After watching, they chatted first about the movie and then 

about other things. He told her that he had been in a few serious relationships, 

the most recent of which ended a year ago. What was she like? the woman 

asked, but really just wanted to know if she was Chinese. The man said that she 

was nice, though a little neurotic. But what was she like? the woman asked 

again, and the man said, What do you mean? She was Jewish and tall. He didn’t 

suggest watching a Chinese movie again. When they visited each other, they ate 

not at Chinese places but at French, Italian, and Japanese restaurants. She was 

excited that he was turning out to be a regular guy. He met most of her friends, 

who afterward found a way to tell her how lucky she was to have met someone 

like him: single, American—an artist, no less—and her age. By “American,” 

some of her Asian friends also meant “white,” the implication being that she 

was somehow climbing the social ladder. She hadn’t thought any of these things 

before, but now she did. Or maybe she had thought all of these things before 

and was just now admitting to them. Eventually, the woman felt comfortable 

enough to ask the man why he had picked “House of Flying Daggers” for their 

first date. The answer he gave was even less profound than what her friends had 

said. It was a random choice, he explained. That day, the movie had popped up 

on his browser as something that he might be interested in watching. It was 

critically acclaimed, he said again. 



So it was settled. The big question of why he was dating her was out of 

the way. Her Chineseness was not a factor. They were merely one out of a 

billion or so Asian girl–white guy couples walking around on this earth. 

The sushi chef worked quickly with his hands, and the woman couldn’t 

help but be mesmerized. From a giant wooden tub of warm rice he scooped out 

two tiny balls. He molded the balls into elongated dollops. Then he pressed a 

slice of fish on top of the rice using two fingers, the index and middle, turning 

the nigiri in the palm of his hand as if displaying a shiny toy car. As a final 

touch, he dipped a delicate brush into a bowl of black sauce and lightly painted 

the top of the car. For certain pieces, he wrapped a thin strip of nori around the 

nigiri. For others, he left the fish slices on a small grill to char. The woman was 

impressed. This chef looked as though he belonged at the Four Seasons or the 

Mandarin Oriental. Between courses, he wiped down his cooking station and 

conversed with them. He spoke softly, which meant that the couple had to listen 

carefully and not chew too loudly. The man told the chef that they lived only a 

few blocks away. The chef lived in Queens but was originally from Tokyo. The 

man said that he had seen the chef working here before. The chef said that that 

was impossible. The man insisted that he had. He said that he walked by this 

restaurant every day on the way back from his studio, and though he had never 

come in, he peeked inside every now and then and saw a chef—you, he said—

working diligently behind the bar. 

The chef chuckled and said, That’s impossible. 

Why do you say impossible? the man asked. 

Because this is my first day working here. 

Oh, the man said, but, refusing to admit that he had been wrong, pushed 

on. He asked if the restaurant was a family-run business. He might not have 

seen the chef, as in you, but he might have seen a brother or a friend. And surely 

the chef must have come in for an interview. Perhaps when he peeked in that 

day the chef was actually there, learning the ropes from the previous chef, who 

might have been the brother or the friend. At this point, the woman put a hand 

on the man’s thigh. 

The chef chuckled again, longer and louder than before. He looked at the 

woman, and she felt herself unable to meet his gaze. It was not a family-run 

business, he clarified. He did not know the previous chef. He had been hired 

yesterday and had interviewed by phone. 



The man finally let the topic slide, and the woman was relieved. If he’d 

continued, she would have had to say something. She would have had to explain 

to the man (in a roundabout way) that he sounded insensitive, assuming that the 

chef he’d seen in the window was this chef and then assuming that the chefs 

could have been brothers. The roundabout way would have to involve a joke—

something like Oh-don’t-think-all-of-us-look-the-same—and the man would 

have laughed and the woman would have laughed and the chef would have 

chuckled. It would have to be said as a joke, because the woman knew that the 

man hadn’t meant to seem insensitive; he had just wanted to be right. Also, the 

woman didn’t want to make a big deal out of nothing. She didn’t want to be one 

of those women who noted every teeny tiny thing and racialized it. And wasn’t 

it something that she and her closest Asian friends joked about, too—that, if you 

considered how people are typically described, by the color of their hair and 

their eyes, it did sound as though they all looked the same? 

But joking about this with her friends was different from joking with the 

man. 

For a moment, the woman felt a kinship with the chef, but the moment 

passed. 

After the couple had finished their tea, the waitress came back and started 

them on a bottle of unfiltered sake. She still seemed miffed from earlier. She 

spoke only to the man, explaining that the nigori had herbal notes and hints of 

chrysanthemum. The woman tossed back her sake and couldn’t taste either. The 

man hovered his nose over his cup for a long minute and said that he could 

smell subtle hints of something. 

Alcohol? the woman said. 

Something else. 

Chrysanthemum? 

Something else. 

The woman wanted to add that perhaps what the man was smelling was 

bullshit, because the waitress was clearly making everything up. How the 

woman knew was that she had read the back of the bottle, which said the sake 

had a fruity nose with hints of citrus. 

What’s wrong with me? the woman thought. She was getting riled up 

over nothing. This was nothing. The man leaned over and rubbed a finger under 

her chin. She felt better, but not entirely right. The chef smiled at them while 

slicing two thin pieces of snapper. 



When enough time had passed, the man began chatting with the chef 

again. He was curious, he said. The sushi was delicious, and he was wondering 

where the chef had worked before. He must have had years of experience. It 

showed. Speaking on behalf of both of them, the man continued, he hadn’t had 

omakase like this in years and they went to some of the best places in the city. 

Like where? the chef asked. 

The man listed the places, and the chef nodded in approval and the man 

beamed. The woman felt a need to interject. Many of these omakase places had 

been her suggestion. To be honest, when they first started dating the man knew 

what omakase was but had never tried it. He said the opportunity had never 

come up, and the woman wondered if this was code for I didn’t know how to go 

about it, I didn’t want to look like an idiot if I went in and ordered wrong. So, 

for one of their early in-person dates she had taken him to a place in Boston. 

She knew the chef, who was Chinese. Many Chinese chefs turned to Japanese 

food, as it was significantly classier and more lucrative. She spoke with the 

Chinese chef in Chinese about the Japanese omakase, an experience that she 

would not have known how to describe to her parents, who had been taught to 

loathe the Japanese, or her grandparents, who had lived through the Sino-

Japanese War and did loathe the Japanese. Thankfully, that history was not part 

of the woman’s identity. She had grown up in the States. She felt no animosity 

toward Japanese people, culture, or food. Anyway, the point was that, when 

she’d visited the man in New York, she had looked up the places he had just 

listed. She had taught the man that, in Japanese, “omakase” means “I leave it up 

to you.” There was one more thing. She had paid. Not always but most of the 

time, especially at the more expensive places. And it made sense for her to pay. 

She earned more, and trying omakase together had become one of their things. 

She liked that they had things. 

There was also that place in Boston, the woman interjected. Remember? 

The one I took you to. The first time you had omakase. While she was saying 

this, the woman wondered if she was being too defensive, but she said it 

anyway. 

Of course, the man said without glancing at her. So where did you work 

again? he asked the chef. 

A restaurant downtown, he said. He then gave the name, but it was not 

one that either the man or the woman recognized. 

You might not know it, he said. It was a very exclusive place. Very fancy. 

We didn’t open every day. We opened only by reservation. And to make a 



reservation you had to call a specific number that wasn’t listed, that was only 

passed by word of mouth. When you called, you asked to speak with the 

manager. The manager had to know you, or else he would say you’d called the 

wrong number and hang up. 

You’re kidding, the man said. Then he looked at the woman and asked if 

she’d heard that. 

She had heard it. The chef wasn’t whispering. The man leaned over the 

bar, so that his upper body was now above the trays of nori and the bowl of 

sauce. He was leaning on his elbows, like a little boy waiting for a treat from his 

mother in the kitchen. Adorable, the woman noted, and momentarily felt fine 

again. 

So I’m guessing you got tired of that, the man said. Dealing with all those 

rich folks. 

No. 

It was probably the stress. I bet a place like that made you work terrible 

hours. All those private parties. People who have nothing better to do with their 

money. 

No. 

And not being able to make whatever you wanted. What the customer 

wants the customer gets. A place that exclusive, you probably got some strange 

requests. 

Yes, but that’s not the reason I was fired. 

Fired? 

The man looked even more interested. Did you hear that? he said to the 

woman. To him, if a high-class chef had been fired that meant that the chef had 

a rogue streak, which was something the man tended to respect. Also, he was 

getting drunk. The sake bottle was empty, and the waitress had brought another. 

Fired for what? the man asked. He offered the chef a cup of sake, but the 

chef declined. 

The woman turned her own cup in her hands and stared at the wall behind 

the chef, which had a painting of a giant wave about to crush three tiny boats. 

The woman liked the fact that she and the man worked in completely different 

fields. It meant that there was very little competition between them, and what 

they had in common was something genuine. The man had no interest in 

money, and that fascinated her. He seemed a free spirit, but how was he still 



alive today if he didn’t care about money? She, on the other hand, was much 

more concerned about money and where it came from. She liked her job, but 

she liked it most because it was stable and salaried. Although she could not say 

those things to the man, who sometimes said to his friends, Bankers, when she 

made practical remarks about how they were going to split the check. After he 

said that, he did one of those comical eye rolls to show everyone that he was 

kidding. It was funny. She laughed along. But later, when she asked him why he 

did that, he would put a hand on her head and say that she was overthinking it. 

He was only teasing her because he was so proud of her. She did something he 

couldn’t in a million years do. Numbers, graphs—just hearing her on the phone 

made his head spin, but the work was clearly important and necessary. And 

you’re able to do this because, well, let’s face it, you’re smarter than me. The 

man had said that. When he said it, the woman felt a happy balloon rise from 

her stomach to her mouth. 

Fired for what? 

The chef didn’t answer. Instead, he washed his hands, which were now 

covered in red slime, and picked up a blowtorch to sear the skin of a nearby 

salmon. 

A year into dating, she had taken the man to meet her parents. They lived 

in a cookie-cutter suburb in Springfield, Massachusetts. Her father worked for a 

company that designed prosthetic limbs. Her mother was a housewife. Back in 

China, they’d had different jobs. Her father had been a computer-science 

professor and her mother had been a salesclerk, but their success in those former 

roles had hinged on being loquacious and witty in their native language, none of 

which translated into English. Every now and then, her father went out for 

academic jobs and would make it as far as the interview stage, at which point he 

had to teach a class. He would dress as sharply as he could. He would prepare 

careful notes. Then, during class, the only question he was asked, usually by a 

clownish kid in the back row, was whether he could please repeat something. 

Her mother took a job at JCPenney but eventually quit. In China, an efficient 

salesclerk followed customers from place to place like a shadow, but no one 

wanted her mother to do that at JCPenney. In fact, her mother was frequently 

reported for looking like a thief. Nevertheless, her parents were now 

comfortable in their two-thousand-square-foot house, which had a plastic 

mailbox and resembled everyone else’s. Perhaps her parents liked the sameness 

of suburban houses because, from the outside, you couldn’t tell that a Chinese 



family lived inside. Not that her parents were ashamed of being Chinese, and 

they had taught their daughter not to be ashamed, either. You are just as good as 

anyone else, they’d told her, even before she realized that this was a thought she 

was supposed to have. 

The woman did not know how her parents would react. She had brought 

home other boyfriends, and the reception had been lukewarm. The man was the 

first boyfriend she had brought home in a long time. Unfortunately, that made 

the question of race even harder to answer, as he was also the first white 

boyfriend she had brought home. So, were her parents being welcoming out of 

relief that their daughter wouldn’t become a spinster or out of surprise that she, 

as her friends pointed out, had got lucky? As with every complex question in 

life, it was probably a mixture of both. But was it a fifty-fifty mix or a twenty-

eighty one, and, if the latter, which was the eighty and which was the twenty? 

Throughout the weekend, the woman felt feverish. Her brain was in 

overdrive. She watched the man help her mother bring in groceries and then 

help her father shovel the driveway. She was in disbelief when her father went 

out and came back with a bottle of whiskey. She didn’t know that he drank 

whiskey. She then had to recalculate the fifty-fifty ratio to take into account the 

whiskey. For each meal, her mother set out a pair of chopsticks and also cutlery. 

When the man chose the chopsticks, her parents smiled at him as if he were a 

clever monkey who had put the square peg into the square hole. 

That he could use chopsticks correctly elicited another smile, even a clap. 

Then they complimented him on everything, from the color of his hair down to 

the color of his shoes. 

The woman was glad that her parents were being nice, as it dispelled the 

cliché of difficult Asian parents. Previously she had explained to the man that 

her parents had a tendency to be cold, but the coldness was more a reflex from 

years of being underdogs than their natural state. When her parents turned out 

not to be cold at all, the woman was glad, but then she wondered why they 

hadn’t been more difficult. Why hadn’t her father been more like a typical 

American dad and greeted the man at their cookie-cutter door with a cookie-

cutter threat? 

By the end of the weekend, her mother had pulled her aside to say that 

she should consider moving to New York. The man had thrown the idea out 

there, and the woman didn’t know how to respond. 

“I’m just sayin’—seventeen TVs in this joint and you can’t turn one to 

the dressage championship?” 



I’m not sure yet, she told her mother. But we’re going to look for jobs in 

both places. 

Her mother nodded and said, Good. Then she reminded the woman that a 

man like that wouldn’t wait around forever. 

For their last piece of omakase, the chef presented them with the classic 

tamago egg on sushi rice. The egg was fluffy and sweet. How was that? the chef 

asked. He asked this question after every course, with his shoulders slumped 

forward, and their response—that it was the best tamago egg on sushi rice 

they’d ever had—pushed his shoulders back like a strong wind. 

The Japanese way, the woman thought. Or perhaps the Asian way. Or 

perhaps the human way. 

Dessert was two scoops of mocha ice cream. For the remainder of the 

meal, the man kept asking the chef why he’d been fired. Another bottle of sake 

had arrived. 

It’s nothing interesting, the chef said. 

I doubt that, the man said. Come on. We’re all friends here. 

Though neither he nor the woman knew the chef’s name, and vice versa. 

During the meal, no one else had come into the restaurant. People had stopped 

by the window and looked at the menu but had moved on. 

Management, the chef finally said. He was done making sushi and had 

begun to clean the counter. He would clean the counter and wash his rag. Then 

he would clean the counter again. 

His purpose wasn’t to clean anymore, the woman decided. It was to look 

as if he had something to do while he told the story. 

What happened? she asked. At this point, she might as well know. 

I was fired three weeks ago, the chef said. The manager had booked a 

party of fifty for a day that I was supposed to have off. Then he called me in. I 

initially said no, but the party was for one of our regulars. I said I couldn’t serve 

a party of fifty on my own and he would need to call in backup. He said O.K., 

and an hour later I showed up. But there was no backup, just me. The manager 

was Chinese, and said that he had called other chefs but no one had come. 

The chef stopped cleaning for a moment to wash his rag. I’m not an idiot, 

he continued. I knew that was a lie. So I only made sushi for two people. I 



refused to make sushi for the other forty-eight, and eventually the entire party 

left. 

Bold, the man said. 

The woman didn’t say anything. There was a piece of egg stuck between 

her molars and she was trying to get it out with her tongue. When she couldn’t, 

she used a finger. She stuck her finger into the back of her mouth. Then she 

wiped the piece of egg—no longer yellow and fluffy but white and foamy—on 

her napkin. 

I’m Chinese, the woman said reflexively, the way her parents might have. 

The chef went back to cleaning his counter. The man cleared his throat. 

He said, not specifically to the woman or the chef but to an invisible audience, 

That’s not what the chef meant. 

I know, the woman said. She was looking at the man. I know that’s not 

what he meant. I just wanted to put it out there. I don’t mean anything by it, 

either. 

The man rolled his eyes and a spike of anger went through the woman. Or 

maybe two spikes. She imagined taking two toothpicks and sticking them 

through the man’s pretty eyes to stop them from rolling. Then she imagined 

making herself a very dry Martini with a skewer of olives. 

Sorry, the chef said. He was now rearranging the boxes of sesame seeds 

and bonito flakes. He was smiling but not making eye contact. In a moment, he 

would start humming and the woman would not be able to tell if he was sorry 

for what he’d said or sorry that she was Chinese. A mix of both? She wanted to 

ask which one it was, or how much of each, but then she would sound insane. 

She didn’t want to sound insane, yet she also didn’t want to be a quiet little 

flower. So there she was, saying nothing but oscillating between these two 

extremes. In truth, what could she say? The chef was over sixty years old. And 

the Chinese, or so she’d heard, were the cheapest of the cheap. 

The man never called her sweetheart. Sweetheart, he said, I think you’ve 

had enough to drink. Then he turned to the chef. Time to go, methinks. 

The chef spoke only to the waitress after that. He called her over to help 

the couple settle the bill. The woman put her credit card down while the man 

pretended not to notice. She tipped her usual twenty per cent. 

What was that? the man said once they were outside. It had got colder. It 

would take them fifteen minutes to walk home. 



I’m not mad at him, the woman said. 

And you shouldn’t be. He was just telling a story. 

Again, I’m not mad at him. 

The man understood. They walked in silence for a while before he said, 

Look, I wasn’t the one who told the story and you have to learn not to take 

everything so personally. You take everything so personally. 

Do I? 

Also, you have to be a little more self-aware. 

Aware of what? 

The man sighed. 

Aware of what? 

The man said, Never mind. Then he put a hand on her head and told her 

to stop overthinking it. ♦ 
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Microaggressions Matter 
They may not always be ill-intentioned, but the slights illuminate 
deeper problems in America. 

SIMBA RUNYOWA 
SEPTEMBER 18, 2015 

When I was studying at Oberlin College, a fellow student once 
compared me to her dog. 

Because my name is Simba, a name Americans associate with animals, 
she unhelpfully shared that her dog’s name was also Simba. She froze with 
embarrassment, realizing that her remark could be perceived as debasing and 

culturally insensitive. 

It’s a good example of what social-justice activists term 
microaggressions—behaviors or statements that do not necessarily reflect 

malicious intent but which nevertheless can inflict insult or injury. 

I wasn’t particularly offended by the dog comparison. I found it 

amusing at best and tone deaf at worst. 

But other slights cut deeper. As an immigrant, my peers relentlessly 
inquired, “How come your English is so good?”—as if eloquence were 
beyond the intellectual reach of people who look like me. An African 
American friend once asked an academic advisor for information about 
majoring in biology and, without being asked about her academic record 
(which was excellent), was casually directed to “look up less-challenging 
courses in African American Studies instead.” 

I, too, have sometimes made what turned out to be deeply offensive 
remarks unintentionally. So I am in no rush to conclude that any of these 
people harbor ill intent. In fact, they’re probably well-meaning and good-
hearted people. 

But the fact remains that those words were fundamentally 
inappropriate and offensive. Even though I don’t think the student really 
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meant to compare me to a dog, the incident nonetheless stayed with me. 
The impact of her words and actions mattered more than her intent. It is all 
too easy to hurt and insult others without exercising vigilance in interacting 
with those whose lived experiences are different than our own. 

This particularly matters in the context of universities. Colleges are 
charged with providing an education in an environment in which everyone 
feels welcome. However, for historical reasons, people of color, LGBT 
people, and others who do not conform to the dominant demographics 
prevalent at most institutions of higher education in this country already 
don’t always feel included or welcome. As campaigns like I too am 
Harvard or the satirical film Dear White People have attempted to illustrate, 
microaggressions targeted at minorities only serve to amplify those feelings of 
alienation. 

This is because microaggressions point out cultural difference in ways 
that put the recipient’s non-conformity into sharp relief, often causing anxiety 
and crises of belonging on the part of minorities. When your peers at a 
prestigious university express dismay at the ability of a person of color to 
master English, it calls your presence in that institution into question and 
magnifies your difference in ways that can be alienating. It can even induce 
imposter syndrome or stereotype threat, both of which I have felt while 
studying at Oberlin. The former is feeling insecure, undeserving, or 
unaccomplished enough to be in a particular setting while latter is the 
debilitation that can arise from the constant fear of validating a stereotype 

about people from your identity groupings. 

The turn towards political correctness in academia, to which the 
concept of microaggressions belongs, is sometimes mischaracterized as an 
obsession with the creation of victims or shoehorning radically liberal ideas 
into college students. Others have argued that political correctness 
evangelizes a new kind of moral righteousness that over-privileges identity 
politics and silences conservative viewpoints. 

What these critics miss is that the striving for “PC culture” on college 
campuses is actually rooted in empathy. The basic tenets of this culture are 
predicated on the powerful impulse to usher both justice and humanity into 
everyday social transactions. Given the visible (albeit slow) rise in diversity on 
campuses, the lexicon of social justice invites students to engage with 
difference in more intelligent and nuanced ways, and to train their minds to 

entertain more complex views of the world. 
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Take for instance, the prevalent use of non-traditional gender 
pronouns at Oberlin College, a practice becoming increasingly common 
elsewhere, as well. They acknowledge that people can identify with many 
genders, not just along the binary of male and female. Using a person’s 
preferred or desired gender pronouns (such as the gender neutral “they” 
instead of she or he) is not a meaningless exercise in identity politics—it is an 
acknowledgement of a person’s innermost identity, conferring both respect 
and dignity. 

The ability to deftly navigate these finely textured strata of diversity in 
the face of changing demographics and societal values, coupled with the 
intensification of globalization, is a skill that can only pay dividends for all 
students as they prepare to confront a future that will be marked by an 

intricate pluralism. 

Last week, my colleague Conor Friedersdorf cited the website Oberlin 
Microaggressions as an example of political correctness run amok. 
Unearthing one extreme confrontation between a white student and a 
Hispanic student over the former’s allegedly appropriative use of a Spanish 
word, ignoring many more obviously offensive examples on the site, 
Friedersdorf extrapolated from that single incident to argue that Oberlin is 
the archetype of a malignant “victimhood culture” in which college students 
are instrumentalizing oppression as a means to accumulate higher social 
standing through eliciting sympathy from others. 

He quoted from a sociological study that supports his argument: 

The culture on display on many college and university campuses, by 
way of contrast, is “characterized by concern with status and sensitivity to 
slight combined with a heavy reliance on third parties … Domination is the 
main form of deviance, and victimization a way of attracting sympathy, so 
rather than emphasize either their strength or inner worth, the aggrieved 
emphasize their oppression and social marginalization.” 

But there is nothing glamorous about being subjected to racism, and 
certainly no social rewards to be reaped from being the victim of oppression 
in a society that heaps disadvantage on historically marginalized groups. So 
why would people willingly designate themselves as victims if they do not 
truly feel that way? The only people who benefit from oppression are the 

ones who are exempt from it—not the ones who suffer through it. 

The study quoted by Friedersdorf chastises those who mobilize in 
response to the injustices they perceive. He cosigns the definition of 
microaggressions as “a form of social control in which the aggrieved collect 
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and publicize accounts of intercollective offenses, making the case that 
relatively minor slights are part of a larger pattern of injustice and that those 

who suffer them are socially marginalized and deserving of sympathy.” 

But it makes sense that marginalized groups would attempt to form 
coalitions and enlist allies.  They are severely underrepresented on most 
campuses. At Oberlin, for instance, black students form only 5.2 percent of 
students, Hispanic students 7.2 percent, and Asian Americans 4.2 percent. 
Minorities, by virtue of their being in the minority, do not and cannot exert 
robust social control of any kind at elite universities like Oberlin. When 
appealing to other students and administrators for validation and support 
after encountering discrimination, such students are scarcely clamoring to be 
seen as victims. They’re grasping to gain some small degree of power that can 
amplify their voices, where their concerns are so often silenced or ignored. 

It’s the persistence of exclusion, alienation, and discrimination within 
the academy that spurs the emergence of sites like Oberlin Microaggressions 
at Smith, Swarthmore, and other colleges in the first place. In the case of 
Oberlin, the site was formed in direct response to a series of racist incidents, 
and the persistent harassment of students and faculty of color that included 
defacing of Black History Month posters with the N-word. Oberlin’s 
reputation as an extremely liberal college led many to dismiss claims of 
racism. The site was built to catalogue these experiences as proof of the 
various ways in which racism, sexism, homophobia, and other forms of 
discrimination were, in fact, commonplace. 

Those who disagree with paying attention to microaggressions often 
argue that they are much ado about nothing. Why can’t these minor slights be 
ignored, easily forgiven, or graciously laughed into disappearance? Viewed 
within the context of seemingly larger problems, the entire notion of 
microaggressions can seem trivial. 

These critics have a point: There are indeed some microaggressions 
that may not be worth interrogating or intellectualizing. The internet, in 
particular, has contributed to an exhausting cycle of retributive outrage that 
spins the smallest error into a scandal. But at the same time, microaggressions 
do not emerge from a vacuum. Often, they expose the internalized prejudices 
that lurk beneath the veneer of our carefully curated public selves. 

It is certainly worth exploring microaggressions on the basis of their 
link to implicit biases, and the ways in which they can both telegraph and 
contribute to the proliferation of more invidious, macro-level prejudices. 
Implicit biases have serious material consequences beyond hurt feelings, from 
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discriminatory hiring to racial inequities in policing and the broader U.S. 
criminal-justice system. In other words, microaggressions matter because they 

seem to be both symptoms and causes of larger structural problems. 

The call to downplay microaggressions also underestimates the 
powerful effect of sanctioning them instead. Calling out microaggressions can 
serve as a deterrent.  From the perspective of social-justice advocates, 
accountability incentivizes more thoughtful communication across lines of 
gender, race, sexuality, and gender identity.  It codifies the empathy that can 
help lead to a more inclusive atmosphere. 

Critics will argue that political correctness is addicted to shutting out 
opposing views. That gets it backwards. Only the empathy fostered by the 
dictates of political correctness can help us productively encounter 
difference. 

SIMBA RUNYOWA is a fellow with The Atlantic. 
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Cross-cultural marriage is no picnic 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2010/jan/11/cross-cultural-marriage-fetished 

Pathik Pathak 

Marrying someone from another faith and race can involve huge familial strain – it's not 
something to be fetishised by liberals 

Mon 11 Jan 2010 12.00 EST 

My engagement present was a book of pocket psalms, with yellow highlighter 

streaked through passages that warned of the eternal damnation that non-believers face. It 

was presented to me in the small, dark room of a village house on the outskirts of Nairobi by 

my future father-in-law, a lay preacher. I had gone there to ask for my girlfriend's hand in 

marriage, and to meet her family. I'm a Hindu. 

That's why I read Anushka Asthana's invitation for everyone to join Britain's cross-

cultural marital jamboree with more than a little alarm. It's not that I oppose inter-racial or 

inter-religious marriage, because I've enjoyed mine. But there is a dark side to it, and 

sometimes the choices it forces upon you are more trying than deciding between curries and 

roast dinners. 

I can't pretend that my marriage typifies cross-cultural marriages in any way. I don't 

have statistics to hand but I'd guess that Asian female/white male marriages are more 

common than Hindu Asian male/Christian Kenyan female. What my marriage showed, 

though, is that cross-cultural matches can light up an unexpected bonfire of bigotries. 

My parents, for example, were remarkably accepting of our union, but my extended 

family much less so. For many traditional Indians, fairness of skin is the yardstick of beauty ; 

it's inextricably linked to social status too. So my fiancée, darker than their servants, wasn't 

considered marriage material (this wasn't helped by the fact that many of my cousins have 

wives who could pass for Greeks). When she passed through Mumbai, on a work trip, they 

took the opportunity to quiz her on why she wanted to marry me, wondering aloud if it wasn't 

so she could get a British passport. The fact that she wasn't Hindu didn't seem to bother them 

too much, though. 

If colour lay at the root of my family's objections, then religion was my father-in-law's 

prejudice of choice (I'll admit, being a lay preacher meant he was never going to accept 

without a struggle my worship of many, many gods). They had no problem with my race – 

"we are all brothers in Christ!" he repeatedly insisted. His problem was with my faith. For 

these reasons he didn't speak to my fiancée for six months before I went to Kenya, and 

threatened never to again unless she broke off our engagement. 

Fortunately for us, he broke his silence the day before I arrived, in exchange for the 

opportunity to have a crack at converting me. He did try, and try hand, to give him credit 

(hence the engagement gift). I spent most of the trip squirming from the Christianity that 

crept into every family get-together; it turned out that there wasn't anything that wasn't worth 

praying for (we even paused to pray to a quick journey to the airport, even though it made us 

late). I ended up meeting more people from my father-in-law's church than from his family, 

and they all impressed upon me the perils of worshipping false idols. They also consistently 

failed to say my name properly. After a certain point I was convinced they were 

mispronouncing my name deliberately so that I might be think of myself as actually being a 

Patrick, and thus one step close to the kingdom of Christ. 
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Despite these trials, they didn't put us off marriage, and if anything strengthened our 

resolve. So I'm not suggesting that anyone should give up their big romance out of fear of 

tripping up on family prejudices; that's clearly not the right message. But there's something 

worrying about fetishising cross-cultural marriage or trying it out for novelty or to prove just 

how liberal you are. It won't be a "magical journey" for everyone, and sometimes it can place 

strains of family that take them to breaking point. In fact, they should come with a health 

warning: cross-cultural marriages can seriously damage your relationship with your parents. 

 

 


