consider the lobster by david foster wallace

Consider the Lobster is one of David Foster Wallace's most compelling essays, originally published
in Gourmet magazine in 2004. This thought-provoking piece not only challenges our perceptions of
food and morality but also delves into the complexities of human experience, consciousness, and
ethical considerations surrounding the treatment of animals. Wallace, known for his distinctive voice
and intricate prose, uses the boiling of lobsters as a metaphorical lens to examine broader questions
about suffering, empathy, and the nature of existence.

Understanding the Context

To fully appreciate "Consider the Lobster," it’s crucial to understand the context in which it was
written. Wallace was a prominent figure in contemporary literature, renowned for his ability to
intertwine deep philosophical questions with the fabric of everyday life. His works often explore
themes of addiction, despair, and the search for meaning in a postmodern world.

In this essay, Wallace recounts his experience attending the Maine Lobster Festival, where he is
confronted with the ethical implications of cooking lobsters alive. The festival, celebrated for its
culinary delights, serves as a backdrop for Wallace to question the moral ramifications of our dietary
choices. His examination goes beyond the act of cooking lobsters and extends into the realm of
animal rights, consciousness, and the human tendency to compartmentalize suffering.

The Ethical Dilemma of Cooking Lobsters

Wallace begins by describing the process of boiling lobsters and the common justifications for this
practice. He notes that lobsters are often viewed as mere ingredients rather than sentient beings.
This perspective raises several ethical questions:

¢ Do lobsters feel pain?

e [s it humane to cook a living creature?

e What does our treatment of animals say about our values as a society?

Through his exploration, Wallace confronts the reader with the uncomfortable reality that many
people enjoy eating lobsters without considering the implications of their demise. He urges readers
to think critically about the disconnect between enjoyment and empathy, highlighting the tendency
to overlook the suffering of other beings in pursuit of gratification.



The Sensory Experience of Lobsters

In the essay, Wallace provides a vivid description of the experience of boiling lobsters. He details the
sounds they make and the physical reactions they exhibit when submerged in hot water. This
sensory portrayal serves to humanize the lobsters, urging readers to empathize with creatures often
relegated to the realm of food.

Wallace's attention to detail emphasizes the moral weight of our choices. By incorporating rich
sensory descriptions, he invites readers to reflect on their own experiences with food and the ethical
considerations that accompany them. This technique not only engages the reader but also fosters a
deeper understanding of the emotional landscape surrounding the act of eating.

The Broader Implications of Suffering

One of the most significant aspects of "Consider the Lobster" is its exploration of suffering beyond
the context of lobsters. Wallace draws parallels between the suffering of animals and the suffering
experienced by humans, posing questions about empathy and moral responsibility. He challenges
readers to consider the consequences of their choices and the broader implications of living in a
society that often prioritizes convenience over compassion.

Empathy and Moral Responsibility

Wallace emphasizes the need for empathy in our daily lives, suggesting that the act of choosing to
ignore the suffering of others reflects a deeper moral failing. He argues that true empathy requires
an acknowledgment of the pain and suffering that exists in the world, and it compels us to take
responsibility for our actions.

This notion resonates with readers on multiple levels, prompting them to examine their own dietary
choices, consumer habits, and attitudes toward other beings. Wallace’s exploration of empathy
encourages a more compassionate approach to life and highlights the interconnectedness of all
living creatures.

Literary and Philosophical Influences

David Foster Wallace’s writing is deeply influenced by various philosophical and literary traditions.
"Consider the Lobster" reflects elements of existentialism, particularly the focus on individual
experience, consciousness, and the search for meaning. Wallace draws from existentialist thinkers
like Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus, emphasizing the absurdity of existence and the importance
of confronting uncomfortable truths.

Additionally, Wallace's style is reminiscent of the postmodern literary tradition, characterized by
self-awareness and a playful, often ironic tone. This blend of philosophical inquiry and literary
innovation creates a rich tapestry through which readers can engage with complex ideas in an
accessible manner.



Postmodern Techniques

Wallace employs several postmodern techniques in "Consider the Lobster," including:

1. Footnotes: Wallace's use of footnotes adds layers of meaning and nuance to the text, allowing
him to include additional thoughts and references without disrupting the flow of the narrative.

2. Stream of Consciousness: The essay's narrative style often mimics the fluidity of thought,
enabling readers to experience Wallace's internal dialogue as he grapples with ethical
questions.

3. Irony and Humor: Despite the serious subject matter, Wallace infuses the essay with irony
and humor, which serves to engage readers while also prompting them to reflect on their own
complicity in the issues he raises.

Conclusion: A Call to Reflection

In "Consider the Lobster," David Foster Wallace invites readers to confront the ethical implications
of their choices and to engage in a deeper examination of empathy and suffering. Through his vivid
descriptions, philosophical musings, and postmodern techniques, Wallace challenges us to
reconsider not only our relationship with food but also our broader responsibilities as conscious
beings.

This essay serves as a powerful reminder that the act of eating is not merely a biological necessity
but a complex moral decision. By encouraging reflection on the lives of those we consume, Wallace
ultimately advocates for a more compassionate and ethical approach to living. As we navigate our
own diets and lifestyles, "Consider the Lobster" remains a poignant and relevant exploration of the
human condition, urging us to cultivate empathy and awareness in an often indifferent world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Consider the Lobster' by David
Foster Wallace?

The main theme of 'Consider the Lobster' revolves around the ethical and moral implications of
animal suffering, particularly in the context of food consumption and the human-animal relationship.

How does Wallace's writing style in 'Consider the Lobster’
contribute to the overall message?

Wallace's writing style is characterized by its intricate detail, footnotes, and a conversational tone,
which engages readers and challenges them to think critically about the ethical dilemmas presented



in the essay.

What is the significance of the lobster as a symbol in the
essay?

The lobster serves as a symbol of the broader issues of suffering and consciousness in animals,
prompting readers to confront their own complicity in the treatment of sentient beings in the food
industry.

What personal experiences does Wallace share in 'Consider
the Lobster'?

Wallace shares his experience attending the Maine Lobster Festival, where he reflects on the joy of
the festival juxtaposed with the brutal realities of boiling lobsters alive, highlighting the cognitive
dissonance many people experience regarding food.

How does Wallace incorporate humor into 'Consider the
Lobster'?

Wallace uses humor to create a disarming tone while discussing serious topics, employing irony and
absurdity to underline the contradictions in how society views animal suffering versus human
enjoyment.

What philosophical questions does Wallace raise in the essay?

Wallace raises philosophical questions about the nature of suffering, the ethics of eating animals,
and the responsibilities humans have towards other sentient beings, encouraging readers to
contemplate their own beliefs and actions.

How does 'Consider the Lobster' reflect Wallace's view on
contemporary culture?

The essay reflects Wallace's critique of contemporary culture's often superficial engagement with
serious ethical issues, emphasizing a tendency to compartmentalize and ignore the deeper
consequences of personal choices.

What role does the audience play in 'Consider the Lobster'?

The audience plays a critical role as Wallace directly addresses readers, prompting them to examine
their own beliefs and the societal norms surrounding food consumption and animal rights.

In what ways does 'Consider the Lobster' challenge societal
norms?

The essay challenges societal norms by questioning the accepted practices of animal consumption
and encouraging readers to rethink their dietary choices and the ethical implications behind them.
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