
Pig That Wants To Be Eaten 1

Pig That Wants To Be Eaten

Pig That Wants To Be Eaten
Downloaded from app.ardentx.com by

Cunningham & Patel

THE ENIGMATIC PUZZLE OF THE PIG THAT WANTS TO
BE EATEN

Imagine, for a moment, a pig. This is no ordinary pig. This pig
possesses a  level  of  self-awareness  and cognitive  ability  that
rivals our own. It can speak, reason, and articulate its deepest
desires. One day, this pig approaches you and makes a startling
declaration: it wants to be eaten. It insists that its greatest wish is
to be turned into bacon, chops, and roast. This scenario, famously
proposed by philosopher Julian Baggini in his book The Pig That
Wants To Be Eaten: And 99 Other Thought Experiments, presents
a profound ethical  and philosophical  puzzle.  It  challenges the
very foundations of our moral reasoning, forcing us to confront
questions about consent, autonomy, and the nature of a good
life.
The concept  of  the Pig That Wants To Be Eaten  is  not  a
whimsical fantasy; it is a rigorous thought experiment designed
to  test  the  limits  of  our  ethical  frameworks.  For  many,  the
immediate  reaction  to  eating  a  talking,  self-aware  pig  is
revulsion. It feels deeply wrong. But why? If the pig genuinely,
rationally, and consistently wants to be eaten, on what grounds

can we deny its wish? The dilemma cuts to the heart of how we
define  morality,  moving  beyond  simple  rules  and  into  the
complex  interplay  of  rights,  preferences,  and the  very  definition
of  harm.  This  article  will  explore  the  many  layers  of  this
fascinating puzzle, examining its implications for ethics, animal
rights, and the philosophy of identity.

Deconstructing the
Dilemma: Autonomy vs.
Harm
At its core, the thought experiment of the Pig That Wants To
Be Eaten  is  a clash between two powerful  ethical  principles:
respect for autonomy and the principle of non-maleficence (do no
harm).  Most  moral  systems we hold  dear  are  built  on  these
pillars. We generally believe that capable adults have the right to
make  decisions  about  their  own  bodies  and  lives,  a  concept
known as bodily autonomy. We also believe that it is wrong to
cause  unnecessary  suffering  or  death  to  a  sentient  being.  The
pig's  case  forces  these  two  principles  into  direct  conflict.
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If we respect the pig's autonomy, we must honor its wish, even if
that wish is to be killed and consumed. To do otherwise would be
paternalistic, treating the pig as though it cannot make rational
decisions about its own existence. We would be imposing our own
values  onto  the  pig,  denying  it  the  ultimate  form  of  self-
determination. This is the central argument of the libertarian or
preference-utilitarian  viewpoint:  if  the  pig's  strongest,  most
informed preference is to be eaten, then not eating it could be
seen as the greater wrong.

THE PROBLEM OF INFORMED CONSENT

However, the idea of "informed consent" becomes extraordinarily
tricky  when  we  are  discussing  the  termination  of  one's  own
existence.  Can  any  being  truly  give  informed  consent  to  be
killed?  The  act  of  death  nullifies  the  subject  who  gave  the
consent.  The  pig  cannot  later  experience  the  satisfaction  of
having  its  wish  fulfilled.  This  is  a  "preference  that  cannot  be
satisfied  by  its  own  fulfillment,"  because  the  pre-condition  for
having preferences—being alive—is removed. Critics argue that
consent  to  be  killed  is  inherently  paradoxical.  The  pig  is
essentially requesting a state in which it cannot experience the
gratification of having its request met.
Furthermore, we must question whether the pig's desire is truly
authentic. Is it a product of a rational mind, or could it be the
result of deep-seated psychological conditioning, depression, or a
misunderstanding of what death entails? We often override the
wishes of humans in cases of severe mental illness or suicidal
ideation, acting on the assumption that their true, long-term self

does not want to die. If we apply this same standard to the pig,
we might argue that a "healthy" pig, in its right mind, would not
want to be eaten. The puzzle, therefore, relies on the assumption
that the pig's desire is both rational and unwavering.

Challenging Utilitarianism:
The Calculus of Pleasure
and Pain
Utilitarianism, the ethical theory that we should act to maximize
overall  happiness  and  minimize  suffering,  is  perhaps  the  most
directly tested by the Pig That Wants To Be Eaten. A simple
hedonistic utilitarian might run the numbers. The pig experiences
immense pleasure at the thought of being eaten. The humans
who eat it experience great pleasure from the delicious meal. The
total amount of pleasure in the universe seems to be increased.
However, there is an obvious and brutal flaw in this calculus.
The pleasure the pig anticipates is based on a future state it will
never  experience.  The  pleasure  it  feels  in  the  moment  of
anticipation  is  genuine,  but  it  is  a  fleeting  sensation  that
precedes its own annihilation. After death, the pig is a non-entity
and cannot experience anything. The utilitarian calculation that
includes the pig's future "pleasure of being eaten" is a fallacy.
The only true "pleasure" is the pig's present anticipation and the
diners'  future consumption.  The pig's  entire  existence and all
potential  future  pleasures  it  could  have  experienced  are
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permanently erased. This is the "tyranny of the majority" applied
to the most extreme degree possible.

PREFERENCE UTILITARIANISM VS. EXPERIENTIAL VALUE

Peter  Singer,  a  famous preference utilitarian,  argued that  we
should act to satisfy the preferences of all sentient beings. In the
case of the Pig That Wants To Be Eaten, his view is nuanced.
He suggests that we should respect the pig's preference to be
eaten,  if  and only  if  its  life  is  not  worth  living.  If  the  pig  is
miserable, then satisfying its preference for death is a mercy.
However, if the pig is happy and healthy but simply expresses a
philosophical  desire  to  be eaten,  Singer  would  argue that  its
preference  is  misguided  because  it  is  based  on  a  faulty
premise—namely,  that  it  will  experience  the  meal.  He  would
prioritize the pig's overall experiential well-being over a stated
preference that is self-defeating.
This highlights a critical distinction: the difference between what
a being says it wants and what is actually in its best interest
when considering its entire experiential life. The puzzle forces us
to ask whether the satisfaction of a rational preference is the
ultimate good, or whether the continued existence of a sentient
creature  capable  of  having  positive  experiences  is  a  more
fundamental value.

The "Experience Machine"

and the Value of Reality
The Pig That Wants To Be Eaten also echoes another famous
philosophical  thought  experiment:  Robert  Nozick's  "Experience
Machine." Nozick asked if  we would plug into a machine that
gives us perfect, simulated happiness, while our real bodies float
in a tank. Most people say no, because we value actually doing
things and being a certain kind of person, not just experiencing
the feeling of doing them. The pig, in a way, wants to plug into a
very  final  experience  machine.  It  wants  to  experience  the
ultimate  satisfaction  of  fulfilling  its  purpose,  but  only  in  the
moment  before  its  existence  ends.
This brings up the idea of identity and narrative. The pig sees
itself as a story that culminates in being eaten. For the pig, its
"good" is tied to this final chapter. For us, as external observers,
we see the pig as a continuous entity with an ongoing potential
for future experiences, relationships, and joys. Our moral horror
stems  from  the  recognition  that  killing  the  pig  is  not  just
satisfying a preference; it is closing a book forever. The pig is
making  a  final  decision  for  all  future  versions  of  itself,  versions
that might have changed their mind.

Implications for Animal



4

4 Pig That Wants To Be Eaten 2024-01-26

Rights and the Ethics of
Consumption
While  the Pig That Wants To Be Eaten  is  a  fantastic  and
extreme scenario, it has very real implications for how we think
about animal rights and the ethics of eating meat. The thought
experiment  strips  away  the  usual  justifications  for  meat-eating.
We cannot use the traditional arguments of "the animal is less
intelligent"  or  "it  can't  reason"  or  "it  doesn't  know  what's
happening." The pig in this scenario is our intellectual equal, or
even our superior.
This forces the meat-eater to abandon all pretense of necessity or
simplistic hierarchy. The ethical debate is reduced to a single,
raw question: Is it ever permissible to kill a sentient being
for our own pleasure, even if that being consents?  The
answer you give reveals  the fundamental  core of  your  moral
philosophy.  For  a  rights-based  theorist,  the  right  to  life  is
inalienable; it cannot be given away, even voluntarily. Therefore,
the pig's consent is irrelevant because it does not have the moral
authority to cede its own right to life.

DECONSTRUCTING THE "NATURAL" ARGUMENT

Another  common argument  against  the  scenario  is  that  it  is
"unnatural." Pigs do not talk, and they certainly do not want to be
eaten. This response, however,  misses the point of a thought
experiment. The purpose is not to describe reality but to test the

consistency of our principles. If our only objection to eating the
pig is that it cannot happen in reality, then we are admitting that
our morality is contingent on pigs being silent and unintelligent.
This suggests that if pigs could reason and consent, we would
have  no  moral  qualms  about  eating  them—an uncomfortable
conclusion for those who base their opposition to meat-eating on
animal suffering.
The thought experiment reveals that for many people, the act of
killing and eating a conscious being is wrong in itself, regardless
of the animal's intelligence or consent. This view is often called
"speciesism" by critics,  but it  can also be framed as a deep-
seated  reverence  for  life  and  a  recognition  of  the  profound
wrongness of causing death for trivial pleasures, a core tenet of
certain deontological and virtue ethics systems.

Pushing the Boundaries:
The "Tofu" Pig
To  further  refine  the  problem,  philosophers  have  created  a
variant known as the "Tofu Pig." In this version, the pig does not
want  to  be eaten for  a  philosophical  reason;  it  simply  has a
biological or psychological compulsion to be eaten. It is, in effect,
born  with  the  desire  to  be  dinner.  This  version  removes  the
element of rational, informed consent and replaces it with a hard-
wired desire. Does this make a moral difference?
Many argue it does. If the pig is not making a free, rational choice
but is driven by a compulsion, we are less obligated to respect its
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wish. In fact, we might see it as a form of mental illness that we
should not facilitate. The Tofu Pig variant shows how crucial the
notion of autonomous choice is to the ethics of the dilemma. If
the choice is not truly free, the "respect for autonomy" argument
collapses, and we are left with only the principle of not harming a
sentient being, which clearly prohibits the killing.

Conclusion: The Unresolved
Riddle of Self and Sacrifice
The Pig That Wants To Be Eaten remains an enduring puzzle

precisely  because it  has  no easy answer.  It  is  a  labyrinth  of
philosophical  mirrors,  reflecting  our  own  deepest  convictions
back at us. It reveals the potential contradictions within our most
cherished ethical systems, pushing us to refine our definitions of
consent, harm, and the value of life itself. Whether you ultimately
decide that eating the pig is the ultimate act of respect for its
autonomy or  a  profound  violation  of  a  sacred  trust  between
sentient beings, the thought experiment has served its purpose.
It has forced you to think beyond simple rules and engage with
the  messy,  complex,  and  deeply  human  project  of  ethical
reasoning. The pig's voice, asking to be served, will continue to
echo in philosophical discussions for generations, a testament to
the power of a simple question: what would you do?


