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this is water david foster wallace 1 is a phrase that immediately calls to mind the profound and
influential commencement speech delivered by David Foster Wallace at Kenyon College in 2005. This
speech, often referred to simply as "This Is Water," has become a pivotal work in discussions about
awareness, mindfulness, and the human condition in modern life. The phrase encapsulates the
metaphor Wallace employs to illustrate how the most obvious, important realities are often the
hardest to see and acknowledge. This article delves into the origins, themes, and lasting impact of
"This Is Water," providing a comprehensive analysis of why it remains relevant in today's fast-paced
society. Through exploring the speech’s core messages and the philosophy behind it, readers will gain
a deeper understanding of Wallace’s unique contribution to contemporary thought. The following
sections will cover the background of the speech, its central themes, notable quotes, and its cultural
significance.

Background and Context of "This Is Water"

Core Themes and Philosophical Insights

Notable Quotes and Their Meanings

Impact and Legacy of David Foster Wallace’s Speech

Practical Applications of "This Is Water" in Daily Life

Background and Context of "This Is Water"

The phrase this is water david foster wallace 1 originates from the commencement address given
by David Foster Wallace at Kenyon College on May 21, 2005. At the time, Wallace was an acclaimed
author known for his complex narratives and deep philosophical inquiries. The speech was intended to
offer graduating students a perspective on the challenges and realities of adult life beyond academic
achievement. Wallace’s address quickly gained recognition for its candid exploration of
consciousness, freedom, and the importance of choosing how to think in everyday situations. The title
"This Is Water" comes from an introductory parable in which two young fish fail to recognize the water
surrounding them, symbolizing the invisible, pervasive nature of life’s default settings.

David Foster Wallace’s Career and Influence

Before delivering this speech, David Foster Wallace had established himself as a significant literary
figure through works such as "Infinite Jest" and numerous essays. His writing style combined
intellectual rigor with emotional depth, making complex ideas accessible and relatable. Wallace’'s
focus on the nuances of human experience and mental awareness positioned him as a critical voice in
modern American literature. The "This Is Water" speech represents a distillation of many themes he
explored throughout his career, emphasizing the importance of awareness and intentionality.



The Occasion and Audience

The commencement speech was directed at Kenyon College’s graduating class, a group on the cusp
of entering an often overwhelming and monotonous adult world. Wallace’s address aimed to prepare
them not just for professional success but for the mental and emotional challenges that life presents.
His message underscored the significance of conscious choice in perception and thought processes,

encouraging graduates to resist automatic, self-centered reactions to daily frustrations.

Core Themes and Philosophical Insights

The speech centralizes on the theme of awareness and how individuals can break free from the
automatic settings of their minds. Wallace argues that most people live life in a default mode,
perceiving the world through a self-centered lens. By consciously choosing how to think, individuals
can achieve a form of mental freedom that allows them to find meaning and compassion in mundane
experiences. This section explores the philosophical underpinnings of the speech and its implications
for human behavior and cognition.

Default Setting and Conscious Choice

One of the key ideas Wallace presents is the concept of the "default setting," a metaphor for the
automatic, unconscious ways people view the world. This default mode often leads to frustration,
boredom, and self-centeredness. Wallace emphasizes that true freedom comes from the ability to
choose one’s perspective deliberately, shifting focus from oneself to others and recognizing the
shared human experience.

The Value of Awareness and Mindfulness

Wallace’s speech advocates for mindfulness, or the practice of being present and attentive to one’s
thoughts and surroundings. By cultivating awareness, individuals can interrupt negative thought
patterns and engage more fully with life’s details. This shift in consciousness can transform everyday
experiences, such as dealing with traffic or waiting in line, into opportunities for empathy and
understanding.

The Importance of Empathy and Compassion

Another important theme is the role of empathy in overcoming the isolating effects of the default
setting. Wallace suggests that recognizing the humanity in others, and understanding their struggles,
can help break down barriers of self-centeredness. This perspective fosters a sense of community and
interconnectedness, which is essential for meaningful living.

Notable Quotes and Their Meanings

David Foster Wallace’s "This Is Water" speech is rich with memorable quotes that encapsulate its core
messages. These quotations have been widely cited and analyzed for their philosophical depth and



practical wisdom. The following are some of the most significant excerpts along with explanations of
their meanings and implications.

e "The most obvious, important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see and
talk about." - This quote highlights the central metaphor of the speech, urging awareness of
what is usually overlooked in daily life.

e "It is unimaginably hard to do this, to stay conscious and alive." - Wallace
acknowledges the difficulty of maintaining mindfulness amidst life’s distractions and challenges.

e "Learning how to think really means learning how to exercise some control over how
and what you think." - This emphasizes the power of conscious choice in shaping one’s
mental experience.

e "Because if you cannot exercise this kind of choice in adult life, you will be totally
hosed." - The stark warning underscores the necessity of awareness for personal well-being
and fulfillment.

Impact and Legacy of David Foster Wallace’s Speech

The enduring popularity of this is water david foster wallace 1 reflects its profound influence on
both literary and popular culture. The speech has been widely distributed, studied, and referenced as
a guide for navigating modern life’s complexities. Its impact extends beyond academia to touch
individuals seeking deeper meaning and mental clarity.

Influence on Popular Culture and Education

"This Is Water" has been integrated into curricula for philosophy, literature, and psychology courses
due to its insightful exploration of consciousness and ethics. It has inspired countless readers and
listeners to reconsider their habitual thought patterns and adopt a more mindful approach to life. The
speech’s accessibility and universality have made it a staple in discussions about mental health and
personal development.

Continuing Relevance in Contemporary Society

In an age characterized by information overload and constant stimulation, Wallace’'s message about
choosing how to think and see the world resonates strongly. The speech encourages slowing down
and engaging deliberately with the present moment, a practice increasingly recognized as essential
for mental well-being. Its themes remain relevant as individuals navigate stress, social dynamics, and
the search for purpose.



Practical Applications of "This Is Water" in Daily Life

Applying the lessons from this is water david foster wallace 1 involves cultivating awareness and
intentionality in everyday situations. The speech provides a framework for transforming routine
experiences into opportunities for growth and empathy.

Techniques for Cultivating Awareness

Practical steps to implement Wallace’s philosophy include:

Practicing mindfulness meditation to develop present-moment awareness.

Recognizing and challenging automatic negative thoughts.

Choosing to interpret frustrating situations with empathy rather than irritation.

Reflecting regularly on personal thought patterns and their impact.

Benefits of Adopting Wallace’s Perspective

Embracing the principles of "This Is Water" can lead to:

e Increased emotional resilience and reduced stress.
e Improved interpersonal relationships through greater empathy.
¢ A deeper sense of meaning and satisfaction in daily life.

e Enhanced mental clarity and decision-making abilities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'This Is Water' by David Foster Wallace about?

'This Is Water' is a commencement speech given by David Foster Wallace that explores the
importance of awareness, choice, and mindfulness in everyday life, encouraging graduates to think
beyond themselves and consider the perspectives of others.

When and where was 'This Is Water' originally delivered?

'This Is Water' was originally delivered as a commencement address at Kenyon College in 2005.



What is the main message of 'This Is Water'?

The main message is that true freedom involves awareness and conscious choice in how we perceive
and respond to the world around us, rather than living on automatic pilot.

Why is ‘'This Is Water' considered a powerful speech?

It is considered powerful because it speaks candidly about the challenges of adult life and the
importance of empathy and attention, resonating deeply with audiences.

How does David Foster Wallace use the phrase 'This Is Water'
in the speech?

He uses 'This Is Water' metaphorically to highlight how the most obvious and important realities are
often the hardest to see and acknowledge.

What role does mindfulness play in 'This Is Water'?

Mindfulness is central to the speech, emphasizing that we must consciously choose how to think and
perceive our experiences to live a meaningful life.

What examples does Wallace use to illustrate his points in
'This Is Water'?

Wallace uses everyday scenarios like waiting in line at the grocery store or dealing with frustrating
people to illustrate how we can choose our perspective.

How has 'This Is Water' influenced popular culture?

‘This Is Water' has become a widely shared and quoted speech, inspiring discussions about
mindfulness, education, and the human experience.

Is 'This Is Water' only relevant to college graduates?

No, the themes of the speech about awareness and empathy are relevant to people of all ages and
walks of life.

Where can | find the full text or video of 'This Is Water'?

The full text and video of 'This Is Water' are available online, including on Kenyon College's website
and various educational platforms.

Additional Resources

1. The Pale King by David Foster Wallace
This unfinished novel by David Foster Wallace explores the lives of IRS agents dealing with boredom
and the search for meaning in mundane work. It delves into themes of attention, consciousness, and



the human struggle to find value in everyday experiences. Like "This Is Water," it challenges readers
to reconsider their perspectives on ordinary life.

2. Consider the Lobster by David Foster Wallace

A collection of essays that display Wallace’s deep curiosity and sharp insight into culture, language,
and ethics. The title essay investigates the morality of boiling lobsters alive, prompting readers to
think critically about their choices. This book shares the reflective and thought-provoking tone found
in "This Is Water."

3. Everything and More: A Compact History of Infinity by David Foster Wallace

Wallace takes on the complex concept of infinity in mathematics, making a challenging topic
accessible and engaging. The book combines rigorous thinking with philosophical inquiry, encouraging
readers to grapple with abstract ideas thoughtfully. It mirrors the intellectual depth and clarity of
"This Is Water."

4. Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance by Robert M. Pirsig

This philosophical memoir explores the metaphysics of quality and the reconciliation of classical and
romantic modes of understanding. It encourages mindfulness and attentiveness to life’s details,
resonating with the themes of awareness in Wallace's speech. The narrative blends personal story
with profound philosophical questions.

5. Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor E. Frank/

Frankl’s memoir and psychological treatise reflect on finding purpose amid suffering, based on his
experiences in Nazi concentration camps. The book emphasizes the power of choice and perspective,
much like Wallace’s message about conscious living. It is an inspiring read on resilience and
intentional awareness.

6. The Art of Stillness: Adventures in Going Nowhere by Pico lyer

lyer discusses the importance of slowing down in a fast-paced world, advocating for moments of
stillness and reflection. This book complements the themes of mindfulness and everyday awareness
found in "This Is Water." It offers practical insights into cultivating calm and attentiveness.

7. Meditations by Marcus Aurelius

A classic work of Stoic philosophy, this collection of personal reflections encourages self-discipline,
rationality, and acceptance. Aurelius’s thoughts on perception and control align with Wallace’s
emphasis on conscious choice in how we experience life. The timeless wisdom invites readers to live
thoughtfully.

8. Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

This book explores the state of “flow,” where individuals are fully immersed and engaged in activities.
It explains how attention and focus contribute to happiness and fulfillment, themes that echo the
attentiveness advocated in "This Is Water." Csikszentmihalyi provides scientific and practical
perspectives on mindful living.

9. The Examined Life: How We Lose and Find Ourselves by Stephen Grosz

A collection of psychoanalytic case studies that reveal the transformative power of self-awareness
and storytelling. Grosz shows how reflecting on our lives can lead to deeper understanding and
change, paralleling Wallace’s call for conscious awareness. The book is accessible, insightful, and
deeply human.
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