
this is water rhetorical analysis

This is water rhetorical analysis involves examining the profound implications of David Foster Wallace's
commencement speech delivered at Kenyon College in 2005. In this poignant address, Wallace explores the
intricacies of human consciousness, the nature of choice, and the importance of awareness in everyday life.
This rhetorical analysis will delve into the techniques Wallace employs to convey his message, the themes
he highlights, and the overall impact of his speech on the audience.

Context of the Speech

David Foster Wallace, an acclaimed author and essayist, delivered his famous speech to graduating students
at Kenyon College on May 21, 2005. The speech, later published as an essay titled "This Is Water,"
encourages listeners to be conscious of their thoughts and choices in daily life. Wallace’s address is both a
personal reflection and a philosophical exploration, making it resonate deeply with audiences.

Rhetorical Strategies Used by Wallace

Wallace employs several rhetorical strategies to effectively communicate his message:

1. Anecdotes

Wallace begins his speech with relatable anecdotes about the mundane experiences of adult life, such as
driving in traffic or grocery shopping. By sharing these common scenarios, he establishes a connection with
the audience. This personal touch allows listeners to see themselves in his stories, making his philosophical
points more accessible and engaging.

2. Repetition

Throughout the speech, Wallace uses repetition to emphasize key concepts. The phrase "this is water"
serves as a powerful refrain, reminding the audience to be aware of their surroundings and the realities of
life. By repeating this phrase, he reinforces the importance of consciousness and encourages listeners to
recognize the "default settings" of their minds.



3. Contrasts

Wallace juxtaposes the automatic, unconscious mode of living with the conscious choice to be aware and
engaged. He highlights the difference between living on autopilot and choosing how to perceive the
world. This contrast serves to illustrate the stakes of awareness, urging the audience to consider the
implications of their choices and perspectives.

4. Direct Address

Wallace frequently addresses the audience directly, using the second person "you." This rhetorical choice
creates a sense of intimacy and urgency, as it feels as though he is speaking directly to each listener. It
invites personal reflection, prompting the audience to consider how his insights apply to their own lives.

Themes Explored in the Speech

Wallace's speech is rich with themes that resonate on multiple levels. Some of the most notable themes
include:

1. Awareness and Consciousness

At the heart of Wallace's message is the theme of awareness. He argues that true freedom comes from the
ability to choose how to think and perceive the world. By cultivating awareness, individuals can break free
from the automatic responses that dictate much of adult life. This theme encourages listeners to actively
engage with their thoughts and surroundings.

2. Empathy and Connection

Wallace emphasizes the importance of empathy in human interactions. By choosing to see others as
individuals with their own struggles, we can foster deeper connections and understanding. This theme
serves as a reminder that everyone is fighting their own battles, and awareness can lead to greater
compassion.



3. Choice and Responsibility

The concept of choice is central to Wallace's argument. He asserts that individuals have the power to choose
how to respond to the world around them. This theme underscores the responsibility that comes with that
choice, advocating for a conscious engagement with life rather than a passive acceptance of default settings.

4. The Nature of Meaning

Wallace explores the question of meaning in everyday life. He posits that individuals must create their
own meaning through conscious thought and awareness. This theme invites listeners to reflect on what
gives their lives significance and encourages them to seek out meaningful experiences.

The Impact of "This Is Water"

Wallace's speech has had a lasting impact, resonating with audiences far beyond the confines of the
graduation ceremony. Its insights into the nature of consciousness and the human experience have sparked
discussions across various fields, including psychology, philosophy, and literature.

1. Cultural Relevance

"This Is Water" has become a cultural touchstone, often cited in discussions about mindfulness, mental
health, and the importance of living with intention. Its relevance extends to contemporary societal issues,
such as the prevalence of distraction in the digital age and the need for genuine human connection.

2. Educational Influence

Educators frequently incorporate Wallace's speech into curricula, using it as a tool for teaching critical
thinking and self-reflection. Its philosophical underpinnings encourage students to engage with complex
ideas about consciousness and choice, fostering deeper intellectual exploration.

3. Personal Reflection and Growth

Many individuals have reported that Wallace's speech prompted significant personal reflection. The themes
of awareness and choice resonate with those seeking to live more intentionally. As a result, "This Is Water"



has inspired countless readers and listeners to reevaluate their perspectives and strive for a more conscious
way of living.

Conclusion

In summary, this is water rhetorical analysis reveals the depth and complexity of David Foster Wallace's
commencement speech. Through the use of anecdotes, repetition, contrasts, and direct address, Wallace
effectively communicates his message about the importance of awareness, empathy, choice, and the nature
of meaning. The themes explored in the speech resonate with audiences on multiple levels, encouraging
personal reflection and growth. Its lasting impact on culture and education underscores the significance of
Wallace's insights in navigating the complexities of modern life. Ultimately, "This Is Water" serves as a
powerful reminder of the value of conscious living and the profound effects of our choices in shaping our
experiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of David Foster Wallace's 'This is Water'?
The main thesis of 'This is Water' is that true awareness and consciousness enable individuals to choose how
they interpret and respond to the world around them, highlighting the importance of empathy and
intentional living.

How does Wallace use anecdotes in 'This is Water'?
Wallace employs anecdotes to illustrate everyday experiences, making abstract concepts relatable and
demonstrating how individuals often operate on autopilot without conscious thought.

What rhetorical strategies does Wallace utilize in his commencement
speech?
Wallace uses a conversational tone, repetition, and direct address to engage the audience, along with vivid
imagery to provoke thought and reflection on the nature of awareness.

Why is the metaphor of water significant in the speech?
The metaphor of water represents the unnoticed, everyday realities that shape our lives; it emphasizes that
the most obvious truths are often the ones we overlook, urging listeners to recognize and appreciate them.



What role does empathy play in 'This is Water'?
Empathy is central to Wallace's argument, as he suggests that recognizing the humanity in others and
understanding their experiences can transform our perspectives and interactions in daily life.

How does Wallace address the concept of choice in 'This is Water'?
Wallace emphasizes that individuals have the power to choose how they perceive the world and react to
their experiences, advocating for a conscious effort to break free from default settings of self-centeredness.

In what way does Wallace challenge the audience's perspective on
routine?
Wallace challenges the audience to reconsider their approach to routine by suggesting that even mundane
tasks can be meaningful if viewed with awareness and intentionality, rather than as mere obligations.

What is the significance of the title 'This is Water'?
The title 'This is Water' serves as a reminder of the often-ignored realities of existence, encouraging
listeners to recognize and engage with the fundamental truths of life that shape their daily experiences.
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