
We as a race tend to place ourselves above all other species. Perhaps it is because of 

our continued pursuit and excellence in technology, or our discriminating capacity, but we have 

placed ourselves at the top of every chain, overlooking every other species from high upon our 

self-made throne. But with intelligence and power there arises a conflict of whether what we do 

as a species is right or wrong. There are many traditions and ways of life which, for a very long 

period of time, have been practiced without thought, that are now being questioned. The 

ethicality of the many things we do as species is not clear cut, and thus the questions of 

whether it is right or wrong is not so easy to answer. In his essay, Consider the Lobster, David 

Foster Wallace focuses his paper on his concern with current concepts of morality and their 

implications on the food we eat, and how it is prepared. He traveled to the Maine Lobster 

Festival, where he began to question not only if the preparation and consumption of the lobster 

is ethical, but also the many ethical questions regarding the suffering of other species for our 

own gustatory satisfaction. These moral ambiguities are very pronounced in the food industry as 

the question of whether meat consumption is moral is one that is widely discussed and not 

easily solved. Hal Herzog shares his personal dilemma in regards to humans’ very complicated 

relationship with animals, and the irony between our love for certain animals and our mass 

consumption and arguable abuse of others in his essay, Animals Like Us. Not only is ethical 

complexity so prominent in situations such as these, but also in other areas, including the 

funeral industry, where, at least in the western world, there is a tradition of embalming the dead, 

a procedure that is rather gruesome. In her paper, The Story of Service, Jessica Mitford picks 

apart the superfluous practice of preparing a corpse for an open-casket funeral and the moral 

dilemma of doing so. We, as a species, struggle to find a balance between right and wrong, but 

in trying to do so there arises many questions as there is no clear divide, no strict black and 

white, only a gray area where many of us hesitantly reside. 

         Ethics are often difficult to discuss because there is never an answer which satisfies 

everyone. We tend to be driven toward extremes, and so in many arguments over integrity and 
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morals it is difficult to reach mutual common ground. The vegan cannot dissuade the meat eater 

from his or her omnivorous ways, the cremator cannot deter the embalmer from his or her 

ingrained tradition, there is no easy way to prove one way more right than another. In his time at 

the Maine lobster festival, Wallace describes how the multitude of people line up to order their 

lobsters, seemingly unconcerned with the process of cooking them. Because the lobsters are 

better fresh they are most often boiled alive which takes between 35 and 45 seconds until 

death. One criterion used to determine if an animal suffers is whether the animal shows pain-

related struggle (Wallace 506-507). Regardless of whether one believes that science that 

lobsters can feel pain, Wallace remarks that, “it takes a lot of intellectual gymnastics and 

behaviorist hairsplitting not to see struggling, thrashing and lid-clattering as just such pain-

behavior” (506). Thus, is not the process of boiling them alive cruel? Is it not torturous and 

immoral to watch the lobster struggle to escape the boiling water, before eating them? These 

questions asked by Wallace are more easily ignored than they are answered. But because we 

like the food we eat, we do not want to think about what the process does to the animal, 

especially when we think of what we are eating as being as far from human as possible. People 

generally associate certain animals with being “less-animal,” thus making their death and 

consumption justifiable. Herzog acknowledges the irony of this as he studies the human-animal 

relationship, explaining how a colleague was vegetarian, yet she ate fish, simply because they 

did not seem like animals (242). But this reasoning is twisted, and one could argue wrong. If 

someone is going to give up meat because of the cruel treatment of animals, then that should 

apply to all animals, no matter how far from humans they seem. This way of rationalizing what 

we eat applies to both to the fish in Herzog’s essay and the lobster in Wallace’s. We are less 

emotionally affected by killing animals which are so distant from out species, that we create a 

way to protect ourselves from what we’re doing. 
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