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David Foster Wallace's "Consider the Lobster" is a compelling essay that not
only showcases the author's exceptional narrative style but also invites
readers to ponder ethics, consciousness, and human experience. Originally
published in 2005 in Gourmet magazine, the essay explores the moral
implications of cooking lobsters alive, serving as a lens through which
Wallace examines broader themes of suffering, empathy, and the sometimes
uncomfortable nature of human existence. This article will delve into the
essay's structure, themes, and the unique style of Wallace, offering insights
into why "Consider the Lobster" remains an essential work in contemporary
literature.

Background and Context

The Author: David Foster Wallace

David Foster Wallace (1962-2008) was an American writer and essayist known
for his profound explorations of modern life and human consciousness.



Wallace's works often reflect his intelligence, humor, and deep concern for
the human condition. His novel "Infinite Jest" is considered a hallmark of
postmodern literature, while his essays frequently blend personal narrative
with cultural criticism.

"Consider the Lobster" emerged during a period when Wallace was gaining
significant recognition for his unique voice and perspective. His ability to
tackle complex issues with both depth and accessibility is evident throughout
this essay.

The Setting: The Maine Lobster Festival

The essay is set against the backdrop of the Maine Lobster Festival, an
annual event that celebrates the culinary pleasures of lobster. Wallace'’s
participation in this festival serves as the starting point for his
exploration. He describes the festive atmosphere, the cooking process, and
the various ways in which lobsters are prepared and consumed. This setting
not only grounds the essay in a specific location but also highlights the
cultural significance of lobster as a delicacy in American cuisine.

Structure and Style

Narrative Voice

Wallace's narrative voice in "Consider the Lobster" is both personal and
analytical. He employs a conversational tone, inviting readers to engage with
his thoughts and feelings about the festival and the ethical dilemmas it
presents. His use of footnotes is a signature stylistic choice, allowing him
to insert additional commentary, humor, and context without disrupting the
flow of the main narrative. This technique also reflects his penchant for
digression, often leading readers down unexpected pathways of thought.

Descriptive Imagery

One of Wallace's remarkable skills is his ability to create vivid imagery
through detailed descriptions. In "Consider the Lobster," he paints a picture
of the festival atmosphere, the bustling crowds, and the lobsters themselves.
His attention to sensory details immerses readers in the experience, making
them feel as if they are part of the event:

- The sight of lobsters crawling over one another in tanks.
- The sound of boiling water as the lobsters are cooked.
- The smell of butter and herbs wafting through the air.



This rich imagery not only enhances the narrative but also serves as a
contrast to the moral questions that arise as the essay progresses.

Major Themes

The Ethics of Consumption

At the heart of "Consider the Lobster" lies a profound exploration of the
ethics surrounding food consumption. Wallace questions the morality of
cooking lobsters alive, presenting readers with disturbing insights into the
nature of suffering. He draws attention to the fact that lobsters are
sentient beings capable of experiencing pain, challenging the reader to
reconsider the common practices associated with eating seafood.

Key points related to this theme include:

1. Sentience of Lobsters: Wallace references scientific studies that suggest
lobsters have nervous systems capable of feeling pain, which complicates the
traditional view of them as mere food items.

2. Cognitive Dissonance: He discusses the dissonance between enjoying a meal
and acknowledging the suffering it may cause, prompting readers to reflect on
their own food choices and the ethics behind them.

3. Cultural Norms: The essay examines how cultural norms shape our
perceptions of animals and the processes by which we consume them, urging
readers to question societal indifference to animal suffering.

Empathy and Human Connection

Another significant theme in Wallace's essay is the notion of empathy and the
human connection to other beings. He suggests that our ability to empathize
with lobsters—and, by extension, all sentient creatures—reveals something
essential about our humanity. The essay serves as a reminder that the act of
eating is not just a physical necessity but also a deeply emotional and
ethical experience.

Wallace writes about the cognitive challenges that arise when we try to
understand the perspectives of other beings, emphasizing the importance of
recognizing their suffering. This theme resonates with readers as it
encourages them to cultivate a greater sense of empathy not only towards
animals but also in their interactions with other humans.

The Nature of Reality



Wallace's essay also delves into the nature of reality and the way we
construct meaning in our lives. By juxtaposing the celebratory atmosphere of
the lobster festival with the grim realities of boiling lobsters alive, he
highlights the contradictions inherent in human existence. This theme is
particularly relevant in a fast-paced, consumer-driven society where the
complexities of life are often simplified or ignored.

Wallace's exploration of reality invites readers to confront their own
beliefs and assumptions, encouraging a more nuanced understanding of the
world. He adeptly navigates the tension between enjoyment and ethical
responsibility, urging readers to embrace the complexity of their choices.

Conclusion

David Foster Wallace's "Consider the Lobster" is more than just an essay
about a culinary event; it is a profound meditation on ethics, empathy, and
the human experience. Through his unique narrative style, vivid imagery, and
deep philosophical inquiries, Wallace compels readers to grapple with their
own beliefs about consumption, suffering, and connection.

By blending personal narrative with cultural critique, Wallace has created a
work that resonates on multiple levels, encouraging readers to reflect on
their own lives and the world around them. The essay remains a significant
contribution to contemporary literature, reminding us of the complexities of
existence and the moral implications of our choices. In a world often
characterized by apathy and detachment, "Consider the Lobster" serves as a
call to engage with the ethical dimensions of our everyday lives, urging us
to be more conscious of the impact we have on other beings.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of David Foster Wallace's
essay 'Consider the Lobster'?

The central theme revolves around the ethics of animal suffering and the
moral implications of boiling lobsters alive for human consumption.

How does Wallace use humor in 'Consider the
Lobster'?

Wallace employs humor to engage readers while addressing serious issues,
using absurdity and irony to highlight the complexities of morality in
everyday life.



What literary techniques does Wallace employ in
'Consider the Lobster'?

Wallace uses a mix of detailed descriptions, personal anecdotes, and
philosophical inquiry, creating a compelling narrative that invites readers
to reflect deeply on the subject matter.

What is the significance of the title 'Consider the
Lobster'?

The title prompts readers to think critically about the lobster's experience
and suffering, serving as a metaphor for broader ethical considerations in
human actions.

How does Wallace address the idea of consumerism in
'Consider the Lobster'?

Wallace critiques consumerism by illustrating how culinary practices often
ignore the ethical implications of food production, challenging readers to
reconsider their choices.

What role does the Maine Lobster Festival play in
the essay?

The Maine Lobster Festival serves as a backdrop for Wallace's exploration of
food culture and the moral dilemmas associated with it, contrasting festivity
with the grim realities of lobster preparation.

In what way does Wallace challenge the reader's
perspective on suffering in 'Consider the Lobster'?

Wallace challenges readers to confront their own complicity in animal
suffering and encourages them to empathize with creatures often viewed as
mere food.

How does Wallace's writing style contribute to the
impact of 'Consider the Lobster'?

Wallace's unique writing style, characterized by long sentences and
footnotes, creates a conversational tone that draws readers in while
prompting critical thinking about complex issues.

What philosophical questions does 'Consider the
Lobster' raise?

The essay raises questions about the nature of consciousness, the ethics of
eating animals, and the broader implications of how humans interact with
other sentient beings.
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Explore the thought-provoking themes in David Foster Wallace's "Consider the Lobster." Discover
how this essay challenges our perceptions of morality and ethics. Learn more!
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