
Whenever I speak to my dad on the phone, the first thing he asks me is “have 

you eaten?”. I always assumed he was curious about what I eat, so I go on to 

describe what my last meal was, or what I’m cooking for dinner. Then I ask 

him about what he’s eaten or what he’s going to eat. I love to hear him 

describe what’s for dinner, the more details the better, especially when it’s the 

everyday dishes he used to cook for me growing up, like pork rib soup or 

steamed fish with ginger and scallion. It transports me back to the meals 

we’ve shared when I was a child, and I can almost smell the rice steaming in 

the rice cooker through the phone.

Recently I came across the explanation that “have you eaten?” is a Chinese 

greeting similar to asking “how are you?”. It is rooted in food scarcity, and 

asking someone if they’ve eaten is an expression of concern for their well-

being.

It made me wonder how many things have been misunderstood between us 

through language. I wonder how I would see my father differently if I spoke 

Cantonese, and how he would see me differently.

Our bodies are constantly changing shape and being rebuilt by the foods we 

eat. How we experience the world is shaped by the language we speak.

爸爸, 食咗飯未?


