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“Consider the Lobster” by David Foster Wallace
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Consider the Lobster is a compelling essay by David Foster Wallace that delves into the ethics of boiling
lobsters alive and the broader implications of our dietary choices. Published in 2003 in Gourmet magazine,
the piece transcends a mere culinary critique; it raises profound questions about morality, consumerism,
and the nature of suffering. This rhetorical analysis will explore Wallace's use of ethos, pathos, and logos, his

stylistic choices, and the overarching themes that make this essay a significant commentary on modern life.

Introduction to the Essay

David Foster Wallace's "Consider the Lobster" is not just an examination of the lobster as a food item; it is an

exploration of the ethical dilemmas surrounding food consumption, animal suffering, and the human



inclination to overlook discomfort in pursuit of pleasure. The essay is structured around a visit to the Maine
Lobster Festival, where Wallace interacts with the festival's culture while contemplating the moral

implications of cooking lobsters.
By framing his argument in this unique setting, Wallace invites readers to reflect on the often-ignored

aspects of food production and consumption. His rhetorical strategy effectively engages readers on multiple

levels, making them question their own beliefs and behaviors regarding food.

Rhetorical Appeals

In "Consider the Lobster,” Wallace employs three primary rhetorical appeals: ethos, pathos, and logos. Each

of these plays a crucial role in persuading the audience and deepening the essay’s impact.

Ethos

Wallace establishes credibility in several ways:

1. Personal Experience: His firsthand account of the Maine Lobster Festival provides authenticity. By

describing the event's atmosphere and his observations, he grounds his argument in reality.

2. Research and Knowledge: He demonstrates a thorough understanding of crustacean biology and the
science of pain perception in animals, particularly in lobsters. His references to scientific studies lend

authority to his claims.
3. Balanced Perspective: Wallace acknowledges the cultural significance of the lobster in American cuisine,

which shows he respects differing viewpoints. This balanced approach enhances his credibility and makes

readers more receptive to his message.

Pathos

Wallace’s use of emotional appeal is one of the most striking features of the essay:

1. Descriptive Language: When Wallace describes the process of boiling lobsters alive, he employs vivid
imagery that evokes strong feelings of discomfort. For instance, he writes about the lobsters’ struggle,

which can elicit sympathy from readers.

2. Moral Dilemmas: He presents the reader with a moral quandary: how can one justify causing suffering,

even to an animal considered a delicacy? This question encourages readers to confront their own values and



choices regarding food.
3. Personal Reflection: Wallace often reflects on his feelings and thoughts as he contemplates the ethical

implications of eating lobsters, which creates a personal connection with the audience. His internal conflict

resonates with readers, prompting them to think critically about their own consumption habits.

Logos

‘Wallace’s logical arguments are equally compelling:

1. Scientific Evidence: He cites research that suggests lobsters may experience pain, challenging the
common assumption that they do not suffer. This evidence strengthens his argument and invites readers to
reconsider their beliefs.

2. Causation and Effect: Wallace connects the act of boiling lobsters to broader issues of animal rights and
consumerism, illustrating how our choices affect not only the animals but also our moral standing as
consumers.

3. Cultural Analysis: He examines how society normalizes certain practices, such as boiling lobsters, while

ignoring the ethical implications. This logical progression encourages readers to critically analyze societal

norms and their implications.

Stylistic Choices

Wallace's writing style is distinctive and contributes significantly to the essay's impact. His use of various

stylistic choices enhances the reader's engagement and understanding.

Complex Sentences

Wallace is known for his intricate sentence structures, often employing long, flowing sentences that mimic
the complexity of his thoughts. This technique reflects his intellectual engagement with the topic and

challenges readers to think deeply about the issues he raises.

Humor and Irony

Despite the serious nature of the subject, Wallace infuses humor and irony into his observations. For



example, he describes the absurdity of a festival dedicated to a creature that suffers, juxtaposing the
celebratory atmosphere with the underlying moral questions. This contrast makes the essay both

entertaining and thought-provoking.

Colloquial Language

‘Wallace's use of informal language and conversational tone invites readers into his thought process. This
accessibility allows readers to relate to his reflections and encourages them to engage with the ethical

dilemmas he presents.

Overarching Themes

Several key themes emerge throughout "Consider the Lobster,” which contribute to its significance as a

cultural critique.

Ethics of Consumption

One of the essay's central themes is the ethics of consumption. Wallace prompts readers to consider the
consequences of their food choices, urging them to reflect on the morality of causing suffering for the sake
of pleasure. This theme resonates in an age where discussions about sustainability, animal rights, and ethical

eating are increasingly relevant.

Disconnection from Reality

Wallace highlights the disconnection many people experience regarding their food sources. The essay
serves as a reminder that the food we consume often comes at a cost, one that is frequently overlooked. By

confronting this disconnection, Wallace encourages readers to become more mindful consumers.

Societal Norms and Cultural Practices

The essay also critiques societal norms surrounding food consumption. Wallace examines how cultural
practices can desensitize individuals to the suffering of animals, urging readers to question the status quo.
This theme encourages critical thinking about traditions and practices that may no longer align with

contemporary ethical standards.



Conclusion

In "Consider the Lobster,” David Foster Wallace masterfully intertwines personal narrative with ethical
inquiry, compelling readers to confront uncomfortable truths about their food choices. Through effective
rhetorical strategies, stylistic choices, and thought-provoking themes, he invites a deeper exploration of the
moral implications of consumption. The essay stands as a significant contribution to contemporary
discussions about ethics, animal rights, and the complexities of modern life. By challenging readers to
consider the lobster, Wallace ultimately urges them to consider the broader implications of their choices and

the ethical dimensions that permeate everyday life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of David Foster Wallace's essay 'Consider
the Lobster"?

The primary purpose of the essay is to explore the ethical implications of boiling lobsters alive for human

consumption, challenging readers to consider the moral dimensions of their food choices.

How does Wallace use humor in 'Consider the Lobster' to engage readers?

Wallace employs humor through absurd scenarios and witty observations, which serve to disarm readers

and make them more receptive to his serious ethical arguments.

‘What rhetorical strategies does Wallace utilize in his analysis of the
lobster industry?

‘Wallace uses a combination of pathos, ethos, and detailed imagery to evoke emotional responses, establish

credibility, and vividly illustrate the experiences of lobsters being cooked.

In what way does Wallace's writing style contribute to the themes of the
essay”?

Wallace's writing style, characterized by long, complex sentences and digressions, reflects the tangled

nature of ethical dilemmas and encourages readers to think critically about their choices.

‘What role does the setting of the Maine Lobster Festival play in the
essay?

The Maine Lobster Festival serves as a microcosm for societal attitudes toward food, highlighting the

contrast between festive celebration and the underlying violence of cooking lobsters.



How does 'Consider the Lobster' challenge the reader's perception of
animal suffering?

The essay challenges readers to confront the uncomfortable reality of animal suffering in food production,

prompting a reassessment of their dining habits and ethical beliefs.

What is the significance of the title 'Consider the Lobster' in relation to
the essay's message?

The title invites readers to reflect deeply on the life and suffering of lobsters, serving as a metaphor for

broader ethical considerations regarding how we treat all sentient beings.
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