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David Foster Wallace Consider the Lobster explores the profound ethical and
philosophical questions raised by David Foster Wallace's seminal essay. This article delves
into the complexities of animal consciousness, the ethics of eating, and our societal
relationship with suffering, all through the lens of Wallace's iconic exploration of lobster
preparation. We will unpack the essay's key arguments, examine its cultural impact, and
discuss the ongoing relevance of Wallace's thought-provoking prose in contemporary
discussions about food and empathy.

Understanding David Foster Wallace Consider the
Lobster: A Deep Dive

The essay "Consider the Lobster," penned by the acclaimed author David Foster Wallace,
originally published in Gourmet magazine in 2004, has become a touchstone for
discussions on animal welfare, ethics, and the nature of consciousness. Wallace, known for
his intricate prose and intellectual rigor, tackles a seemingly simple culinary topic - the
preparation of live lobsters for consumption - and unfurls a vast tapestry of philosophical
and ethical quandaries. The essay's enduring power lies in its ability to force readers to
confront uncomfortable truths about their own eating habits and their relationship with
the non-human world. It's not merely a piece about food; it's a profound meditation on
suffering, sentience, and the human tendency to compartmentalize or ignore unpleasant
realities.

This article aims to dissect the core arguments presented in "Consider the Lobster,"
exploring Wallace's methodology and the provocative questions he poses. We will examine
the essay’s structure, its critical reception, and its lasting legacy in the broader
conversation surrounding food ethics. By delving into the nuances of Wallace's writing, we
can gain a deeper appreciation for the complexities of animal sentience and the moral
implications of our dietary choices.

The Genesis and Context of "Consider the
Lobster"

Wallace's Assignment and Initial Approach

"Consider the Lobster" was commissioned by Gourmet magazine to accompany a feature
on the Maine Lobster Festival. Wallace, however, approached the assignment with his
characteristic intellectual intensity, unwilling to accept the superficial celebratory tone
often associated with such events. Instead of simply describing the culinary delights, he
felt compelled to investigate the inherent ethical questions surrounding the preparation of



live animals. This initial divergence from the expected, a hallmark of Wallace's work, set
the stage for an essay that would challenge readers far beyond the scope of a food review.

Wallace was not just writing about lobster; he was using the lobster as a focal point to
examine broader societal attitudes towards suffering and the avoidance of difficult truths.
His willingness to engage with the most unappetizing aspects of the topic, rather than
glossing over them, is what makes the essay so compelling and enduringly relevant. He
aimed to bring a heightened level of critical inquiry to a subject many would prefer to
consume without much thought.

The Maine Lobster Festival as a Microcosm

The setting of the Maine Lobster Festival provides a rich backdrop for Wallace’s ethical
exploration. He uses the festive atmosphere, the communal enjoyment of a culinary
tradition, and the physical process of boiling live lobsters as a lens through which to
examine human behavior. The festival, with its celebration of a specific food culture,
inadvertently becomes a stage for confronting the pain and potential sentience of the
creatures being consumed. Wallace observes the casualness with which the lobsters are
handled, the lack of overt concern for their well-being, and contrasts this with his own
growing unease.

He meticulously describes the scene, the crowds, the smells, and the sounds, all while
subtly highlighting the underlying ethical dilemma. The juxtaposition of communal joy and
individual animal suffering is a central tension Wallace exploits. This makes the festival
not just a location, but a symbol of how societies often engage with the consumption of
animal products, often prioritizing tradition, pleasure, and convenience over a deeper
ethical consideration.

Deconstructing Wallace's Arguments on Lobster
Sentience

The Question of Pain and Consciousness

At the heart of "Consider the Lobster" lies the question of whether lobsters can feel pain.
Wallace meticulously details the scientific literature available at the time, exploring the
neurological structures and behaviors that might indicate sentience. He acknowledges the
lack of definitive scientific consensus on lobster consciousness, particularly regarding
their capacity for subjective experience. However, he argues that even in the absence of
absolute proof, a degree of caution and ethical consideration is warranted.

Wallace highlights experiments and observations that suggest lobsters react to noxious
stimuli in ways that resemble pain responses. He discusses their complex nervous



systems, their avoidance behaviors, and their ability to learn. The essay navigates the
tricky terrain of anthropomorphism versus genuine empathy, urging readers to consider
the possibility of conscious suffering without necessarily claiming to know it definitively.
This intellectual honesty is crucial to his argument.

The Ethics of Boiling Live Animals

Wallace’s most potent ethical critique is directed at the practice of boiling lobsters alive.
He graphically describes the process, from the moment the lobsters are plunged into
boiling water to their eventual demise. This detailed, unsentimental portrayal forces the
reader to confront the physical reality of what is happening to the creature. He questions
the human tendency to dehumanize or de-sentientize the animal in order to enjoy the
meal.

The essay grapples with the concept of mercy and whether the suffering of a creature,
even one whose internal experience we don't fully comprehend, should factor into our
actions. Wallace explores different methods of killing lobsters, implicitly suggesting that
some are more humane than others, thereby acknowledging the ethical gradient of animal
treatment. His focus is on the responsibility of the consumer and the preparer to engage
with the ethical implications of their choices.

The Broader Implications: Food, Empathy, and
Society

The Human Tendency Towards Ethical Blind Spots

Wallace uses the lobster as a specific example to illuminate a more general human
tendency to compartmentalize our moral concerns. He suggests that we are often willing
to accept suffering in the abstract but shy away from confronting it directly, especially
when it interferes with our pleasures or conveniences. The essay implicitly criticizes
society's widespread acceptance of practices that cause animal suffering, from factory
farming to the casual consumption of seafood.

This tendency, Wallace implies, allows us to maintain comfortable illusions about our own
ethical integrity while perpetuating practices that cause harm. The lobster becomes a
proxy for countless other animals whose suffering is similarly overlooked or minimized.
The essay serves as a wake-up call, urging readers to be more mindful and less
complacent about the ethical dimensions of their food choices.



Wallace's Legacy and the "Consider the Lobster" Effect

"Consider the Lobster" has had a profound and lasting impact on discussions about food
ethics, animal welfare, and even literary criticism. It elevated a culinary topic to the realm
of serious philosophical inquiry, demonstrating the power of a critical mind to find
profound meaning in the mundane. The essay is frequently cited in academic circles, in
animal rights activism, and in popular culture as a pivotal text that encouraged a more
critical examination of our relationship with food.

The phrase "Consider the lobster" itself has become a shorthand for urging ethical
reflection on consumption. Its legacy is not just in changing individual eating habits, but in
fostering a broader cultural awareness and encouraging a more nuanced conversation
about sentience, responsibility, and the ethical underpinnings of our daily lives. The
essay'’s intellectual rigor and emotional honesty continue to resonate, prompting new
generations to engage with these challenging questions.

The Evolution of Food Ethics Post-Wallace

Since the publication of "Consider the Lobster," the landscape of food ethics has evolved
significantly. There is a greater public awareness of animal welfare issues, a rise in
vegetarian and vegan movements, and increased scrutiny of industrial animal agriculture.
While Wallace’s essay predates some of the more recent developments in this field, its
impact can be seen in the growing demand for transparency and ethical sourcing in the
food industry.

Wallace's work provided a crucial intellectual framework for these discussions. He offered
a model for how to approach complex ethical issues with intellectual honesty and a
willingness to confront uncomfortable truths. The "Consider the Lobster" effect is evident
in the way that many contemporary discussions about food now inherently include ethical
considerations, moving beyond mere taste and tradition to embrace questions of
sentience, sustainability, and societal impact.

Key Takeaways from "Consider the Lobster"

David Foster Wallace's "Consider the Lobster" offers several crucial insights that remain
highly relevant for anyone contemplating their dietary choices and ethical responsibilities.

e The Ambiguity of Sentience Requires Ethical Consideration: Wallace argues
that even when the exact nature of an animal's consciousness is not fully understood,
the potential for suffering warrants a precautionary approach to its treatment.

e Confronting Suffering is Essential: The essay challenges the human tendency to
avoid or minimize the unpleasant realities of animal suffering, particularly when it



conflicts with our desires or traditions.

e Food as a Site of Ethical Inquiry: Wallace demonstrates that seemingly mundane
activities like eating can and should be arenas for serious moral reflection.

e Personal Responsibility in Consumption: The essay emphasizes that consumers
and preparers have a role to play in considering the ethical implications of the food
they consume and prepare.

e The Limits of Anthropomorphism: While urging empathy, Wallace is careful not
to overstate what is known about animal consciousness, maintaining intellectual
rigor throughout his examination.

The enduring power of "Consider the Lobster" lies in its refusal to offer easy answers.
Instead, it compels readers to ask difficult questions about their own relationship with the
food they eat and the creatures that contribute to it. It’s a testament to Wallace’s skill that
a discussion about lobsters can lead to such profound ethical introspection.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central ethical dilemma David Foster
Wallace explores in 'Consider the Lobster'?

The central ethical dilemma is whether lobsters are capable of experiencing pain and
suffering, and if so, what are the moral implications of boiling them alive for consumption.

Where and when was 'Consider the Lobster' originally
published?

'‘Consider the Lobster' was originally published in the September 30, 2004, issue of
Gourmet magazine.

What is Wallace's personal stance on eating lobster
after his experience at the Maine Lobster Festival?

Wallace doesn't arrive at a definitive personal conclusion. He admits to continuing to eat
lobster but grapples with the ethical uncertainty, highlighting his discomfort and the
difficulty of definitively knowing a creature's sentience.

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

The Maine Lobster Festival serves as the setting and catalyst for Wallace's inquiry. He
uses the event and the tradition of boiling lobsters alive as a concrete example to explore



broader questions about animal sentience and ethical consumption.

How does Wallace approach the scientific evidence
regarding lobster pain?

Wallace examines the limited and often contradictory scientific research available on
lobster nociception (the detection of noxious stimuli). He highlights the difficulty in
anthropomorphizing or definitively proving pain in invertebrates.

What is one of the broader philosophical implications
Wallace draws from the lobster question?

One broader implication is how human beings tend to rationalize or avoid confronting
uncomfortable truths about their consumption habits and their impact on other living
beings. It's about confronting our own capacity for moral insensitivity.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to David Foster Wallace's "Consider the Lobster," all
beginning with and followed by a short description:

1. In Other Words: Essays Choosing the Unexpected. This collection delves into the
author's deep engagement with language and his meticulous exploration of complex
ethical questions. It showcases a similar commitment to intellectual rigor and a
willingness to grapple with uncomfortable truths, much like Wallace's approach to his
essays. The pieces often dissect cultural phenomena and personal experiences with a
characteristic blend of wit and profound insight.

2. The Soul of an Octopus: A Surprising Exploration into the Wonder of Consciousness.
This book mirrors the curiosity and open-mindedness that Wallace brought to examining
the sentience of lobsters. It embarks on a scientific and philosophical journey to
understand the inner lives of these fascinating creatures, questioning our assumptions
about intelligence and perception. The narrative fosters a sense of wonder and encourages
readers to consider the sentience of non-human beings.

3. The Omnivore's Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals. Similar to Wallace's
examination of the ethical implications of eating, this book dissects the complex food
system from farm to table. It encourages critical thinking about our consumption habits
and the origins of our food, prompting readers to confront the often-hidden realities of
what we eat. The author's deep research and clear prose make an accessible argument for
mindful eating.

4. The Vegetarian: A Novel. This fictional work explores themes of desire, morality, and
the complexities of human relationships, echoing some of the underlying anxieties Wallace
might touch upon in his essays. It delves into characters grappling with difficult choices
and their consequences, often with a focus on internal struggle and philosophical
contemplation. The narrative's probing nature invites readers to consider the motivations
behind personal decisions.



5. Me Talk Pretty One Day: Essays. This acclaimed essay collection shares Wallace's
distinctive voice and his ability to find profound meaning in everyday observations. Like
"Consider the Lobster," these essays often blend personal anecdotes with broader cultural
commentary, delivered with sharp wit and intellectual depth. The author's exploration of
language and communication resonates with Wallace's own fascination with how we
understand and express ourselves.

6. The Age of Surveillance: A Twenty-First Century Exploration of Privacy and Control.
This book tackles the ethical and societal implications of modern technology and its
impact on individual liberty, a theme that resonates with Wallace's concern for individual
consciousness in an increasingly mediated world. It examines the erosion of privacy and
the power dynamics that shape our lives in the digital age. The critical analysis offers a
framework for understanding contemporary challenges to freedom.

7. Field Notes from a Catastrophe: Man, Nature, and Climate Change. This collection of
essays, much like Wallace's own investigations, confronts significant contemporary issues
with unflinching honesty and intellectual rigor. It addresses the urgent realities of climate
change and our collective responsibility, encouraging a deeper engagement with the
environmental challenges facing humanity. The author's commitment to understanding
and communicating complex scientific and social issues is evident throughout.

8. The End of Policing. This thought-provoking work interrogates the fundamental
structures of law enforcement and societal order, prompting a critical examination of
established systems, similar to how Wallace challenged conventional thinking about
lobster boiling. It dissects the historical and social impacts of policing, advocating for
alternative approaches to community safety. The book encourages readers to question the
necessity and efficacy of current institutions.

9. Ways of Being: Animals, Plants, Machines: The Future of Artificial Intelligence. This
book shares Wallace's fascination with intelligence and consciousness in non-human
entities, extending the philosophical inquiry from lobsters to a broader spectrum of
existence. It explores the potential for different forms of intelligence and their implications
for our understanding of ourselves and the world. The author’s interdisciplinary approach
invites readers to reconsider the boundaries between different forms of life.
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