
consider the lobster analysis
Consider the lobster analysis delves into the moral and ethical dilemmas surrounding the preparation
and consumption of lobsters, as presented by David Foster Wallace in his essay "Consider the
Lobster." This thought-provoking piece encourages readers to reflect on the nature of suffering, the
ethics of eating animals, and the cultural practices surrounding food. Wallace's exploration goes
beyond a mere culinary critique, inviting us to confront the complexities of our choices as consumers.
This article will provide a detailed analysis of Wallace's arguments, the implications of his insights,
and the broader ethical considerations regarding our relationship with animals.

Understanding the Context

The Setting of the Essay

Wallace's essay was originally written for Gourmet magazine in 2003, where he was tasked with
covering the Maine Lobster Festival. The festival celebrates the state's lobster fishing industry,
showcasing a cultural event that many people enjoy. While many readers might expect a light-
hearted piece about the festival’s festivities, Wallace takes a drastically different approach. He
combines personal narrative, vivid descriptions, and philosophical inquiry, prompting readers to
reconsider the implications of enjoying lobster.

Wallace’s Writing Style

Wallace's unique writing style is characterized by:

- Footnotes: He often uses footnotes to expand on certain ideas, providing additional context or
humor, which adds depth to his arguments.
- Stream of Consciousness: His prose often flows like a conversation, merging personal anecdotes
with broader philosophical reflections.
- Meticulous Detail: Wallace's attention to detail creates vivid imagery and engages the reader’s
senses, making the essay not just an analysis but an experience.

Ethical Considerations in Food Consumption

The Question of Suffering

One of the central themes in "Consider the Lobster" is the issue of suffering experienced by lobsters
when they are boiled alive. Wallace presents a compelling argument by asking readers to consider
the sensory experiences of lobsters and the ethical implications of their treatment. He raises several



questions:

1. Do lobsters feel pain?: Wallace cites research indicating that lobsters possess a nervous system
and can experience pain, challenging the common assumption that they do not suffer.
2. Is boiling a lobster alive ethical?: He questions the morality of cooking lobsters in such a manner,
especially in light of what we know about animal suffering.
3. Are we desensitized?: Wallace suggests that society often becomes desensitized to the suffering of
animals, leading to apathy regarding their treatment.

Consumer Responsibility

Wallace urges readers to reflect on their role as consumers. He argues that enjoying lobster—or any
animal product—comes with a moral responsibility. Some key points include:

- Awareness: Consumers should be aware of how their food is sourced and the conditions under which
animals are raised or caught.
- Choice: People have the power to choose more ethical options, such as supporting sustainable
fisheries or opting for plant-based diets.
- Education: Understanding the complexities of food production can lead to more informed choices
that align with one’s ethical beliefs.

Cultural Reflections on Food

The Lobster Festival Phenomenon

The Maine Lobster Festival represents a cultural celebration, yet Wallace’s analysis reveals the
contradictions inherent in such festivities. The festival glorifies the consumption of lobster while
ignoring the ethical implications of that consumption. Some aspects to consider include:

- Cultural Significance: The lobster has become a symbol of luxury and indulgence in American
cuisine, leading to its romanticization.
- Tradition vs. Ethics: People may prioritize tradition and enjoyment over ethical considerations,
creating a tension between cultural practices and moral responsibilities.
- Gastronomic Experience: The act of consuming lobster is often seen as a culinary experience,
overshadowing the suffering involved in its preparation.

Food as a Reflection of Values

Wallace posits that the way we treat and consume animals reflects our core values as a society. This
raises questions about:

- Empathy: How our ability to empathize with other beings influences our dietary choices and ethical
considerations.



- Consumerism: The impact of consumer culture on our perception of food and animal welfare, often
leading to choices that prioritize convenience over compassion.
- Moral Disengagement: The tendency to separate the enjoyment of food from the realities of animal
suffering, allowing individuals to indulge without guilt.

Philosophical Implications

Utilitarianism vs. Animal Rights

Wallace’s essay invites readers to engage with philosophical debates surrounding animal rights and
utilitarianism. Some of these concepts include:

- Utilitarianism: This ethical framework suggests that the rightness of an action is determined by its
consequences, often leading to justifications for the consumption of animals based on taste and
pleasure.
- Animal Rights: In contrast, animal rights advocates argue that animals have intrinsic rights,
regardless of their utility to humans, emphasizing the ethical obligation to prevent suffering.

The Role of Self-Reflection

Wallace emphasizes the importance of self-reflection in confronting our choices. He urges readers to:

- Examine Personal Beliefs: Consider how personal ethics align with dietary choices and the impact of
those choices on animals.
- Challenge Norms: Question societal norms surrounding food consumption and the traditions that
may perpetuate unethical practices.
- Encourage Dialogue: Engage in conversations about food ethics, fostering a culture of awareness
and compassion towards all living beings.

Conclusion: The Call to Contemplate

Ultimately, the consider the lobster analysis serves as a wake-up call for consumers to confront the
moral complexities of their dietary choices. David Foster Wallace's essay transcends a simple
exploration of a culinary festival, inviting readers to engage with profound ethical questions about
animal suffering and human responsibility. By challenging the status quo and encouraging self-
reflection, Wallace’s work compels us to consider the implications of our actions and the values we
uphold in our relationship with food and the natural world.

In a society often characterized by convenience and detachment, the call to contemplate our choices
is more relevant than ever. As we navigate our food landscapes, let us remember that every choice
carries weight, and with awareness comes the power to foster compassion and make ethical decisions
that reflect our values.



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 ethics of animal consumption and the
moral implications of cooking lobsters alive, prompting readers to reflect on the nature of suffering
and human responsibility.

How does Wallace use humor in 'Consider the Lobster'?
Wallace employs humor through witty observations and absurdities surrounding the Lobster Festival,
juxtaposing lighthearted moments with serious philosophical questions about ethics and
consumerism.

What literary techniques does Wallace use in his analysis?
Wallace utilizes a mix of descriptive language, irony, and detailed narrative to engage readers,
creating a multifaceted exploration of the lobster's treatment while also critiquing societal norms.

In what ways does 'Consider the Lobster' challenge the
reader's perceptions of food?
The essay challenges readers to confront their complicity in the food industry and consider the moral
ramifications of their dietary choices, particularly in relation to how animals are treated and killed for
consumption.

What role does the Maine Lobster Festival play in Wallace's
analysis?
The Maine Lobster Festival serves as a backdrop for Wallace's exploration of cultural attitudes
towards food and animal life, highlighting the contrast between festive celebrations and the harsh
realities of animal suffering.

How does Wallace address the concept of suffering in
'Consider the Lobster'?
Wallace delves into the concept of suffering by questioning whether lobsters experience pain,
comparing their treatment to broader ethical issues concerning sentience and the moral obligations
humans have towards other beings.

What philosophical questions does Wallace raise in the essay?
Wallace raises philosophical questions concerning the ethics of eating animals, the nature of
consciousness, and the extent to which society should consider animal welfare in the context of
culinary traditions.



How does 'Consider the Lobster' reflect Wallace's broader
literary style?
The essay reflects Wallace's broader literary style through its intricate prose, deep introspection, and
a blend of personal narrative with social commentary, showcasing his trademark approach to complex
topics.
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