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Why We Swim 
Why We Swim is propelled by stories of Olympic champions, a 
Baghdad swim club that meets in Saddam Hussein’s palace pool, 
modern‑day Japanese samurai swimmers, even an Icelandic 
fisherman who improbably survives a wintry six‑hour swim after a 
shipwreck. New York Times contributor Bonnie Tsui, a swimmer 
herself, dives into the deep from the San Francisco Bay to the 
South China Sea, investigating what seduces us to water, despite 
its dangers, and why we come back to it again and again. She 
offers an immersive, unforgettable, and eye-opening perspective 
on swimming—and of human behavior itself.  
 
Bonnie Tsui 
Bonnie Tsui is a longtime contributor to The New York Times and 
the author of American Chinatown, a San Francisco Chronicle 

bestseller that won the 2010 Asian/Pacific American Award for Literature. Her new book, Why 
We Swim, was published in April 2020; it was a New York Times Book Review Editors’ Choice, 
a TIME Magazine Must-Read Book of 2020, an NPR Best Book of 2020, and a Los Angeles 
Times and Boston Globe bestseller. Her first children’s book, Sarah & The Big Wave, about the 
first woman to surf Mavericks, will be published in May 2021. She lives, swims, and surfs in the 
Bay Area Her website is bonnietsui.com. 
 
Discussion Questions 

1. In chapter three Tsui says, “We should teach ourselves how to live with water, not keep 
it at bay,” and then describes how the Dutch now require a swimming test in which the 
swimmer must be fully clothed with shoes on. What else could we do to live with water in 
today’s world? 

2. Westerners tend to dismiss other cultures’ myths as mere fictional tales. But Tsui 
describes the aquatic tales of various cultures (Moken, Japanese, Icelandic, and more) 
and how these myths saved lives and helped shape society over time. By recognizing 
the truths and facts in these myths, the Western dismissal of myths as mere fictions is 
challenged. What might we learn from taking other cultures’ stories, myths, and legends 
seriously? 
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3. Consider for example, Guðlaugur Friðþórsson, the Icelandic seal man, who could easily 

be dismissed as a silly, Icelandic myth a century from now. What would we lose by not 
taking his story seriously? 

4. Who gets to swim? Chapter eight challenges us to consider the history of swimming 
access, including racist and sexist public pool rules, clothing discriminations, and more. 
Do any new or old prejudices continue to affect who gets to swim today? Which ones 
and how?  

5. Historical exclusion to public and private pools has led to significantly fewer Black 
Americans being able to swim. Tsui writes, “Black children drown at a rate five times 
higher than that of white children.“ What could we do to increase swimming access and 
abilities among America’s Black and Brown populations? 

6. Women’s swimming abilities have also been historically weaponized. Tsui gives the 
example of women being thrown in water as proof of whether or not they were witches: if 
they were unable to swim and drowned, they were presumed innocent, but they were 
dead. What have women of all races overcome throughout the centuries just to be able 
to swim? Consider the achievements of Kim Chambers who has overcome severe 
physical trauma on top of historical exclusion and prejudice.  

7. In chapter 15, Tsui delves into the psychiatric and physical health benefits of existing 
near green and blue spaces. How well are our cities designed for residents to access 
and engage with green/blue spaces? How might urban design better prioritize the health 
of humans, animals, and the environment?  

8. Why We Swim offers a history of contraptions humans invented in order to be on or in 
water. What are some of your favorite water stories, facts, and inventions? 

9. Why We Swim was chosen for this series in part because it inspires us to get outside 
and engage with the element that makes up over 70% of our earth. Do you think readers 
on the coasts might respond to this book differently than those who are landlocked or 
living in deserts? How might proximity to bodies of water (lakes, rivers, oceans) affect 
the way this book is received? 

More like Why We Swim 
● Swimming by Nicola Keegan, fiction 
● The River of Consciousness by Oliver Sacks, nonfiction 
● The Island of Sea Women by Lisa See, fiction 
● Swimming Studies by Leanne Shapton, nonfiction 
● Your Inner Fish by Neil Shubin, nonfiction and documentary 
● The Nature Fix by Florence Williams, nonfiction 
● I Will Always Inhabit the Water by Lidia Yuknavitch, an essay published on Lithub.com 
● My Octopus Teacher, documentary film by Pippa Ehrlich and James Reed  

 

https://lithub.com/lidia-yuknavitch-i-will-always-inhabit-the-water/

