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They’re Made Out of Meat is a fascinating and thought-provoking short story by Terry
Bisson that explores the concepts of communication, existence, and the nature of life
through a humorous yet profound dialogue between two aliens discussing humanity. The
narrative is not only a critique of how we perceive intelligence but also a reflection on our
understanding of consciousness and the many forms it may take. This article will delve into
the themes, characters, and implications of this unique story, providing readers with an
engaging analysis that emphasizes its relevance in contemporary discussions about life and
intelligence.

Overview of the Story

“They’re Made Out of Meat” is a brief yet impactful piece of literature that takes place in a
universe where two extraterrestrial beings are conversing about Earth and its inhabitants.
What sets this dialogue apart is the astonishing revelation that humans, whom the aliens
refer to as "meat," are composed entirely of organic material, without any sort of advanced
technology or psychic abilities. The aliens struggle to comprehend the idea that sentient
beings could exist in such a primitive state.

Plot Summary

The story opens with one alien sharing the bizarre news that Earth is inhabited by creatures
made entirely of meat. The other alien expresses disbelief and curiosity, prompting a series
of questions:

1. What do they think?
2. How do they communicate?
3. What is their level of intelligence?

As the conversation unfolds, the first alien explains that humans communicate through
speech, which is a product of vibrations made by their vocal cords. This revelation leads to
further bewilderment, as the aliens cannot fathom how sentience can arise from such a
biological composition.

Ultimately, the aliens conclude that humans are not worth the effort of further investigation
or interaction, as they perceive them as primitive beings with no technological
advancement or relevance in the broader universe. The conversation ends with the aliens
deciding to ignore Earth and its inhabitants.

Themes and Analysis

“They’re Made Out of Meat” addresses several profound themes that invite readers to



reflect on the nature of existence and intelligence.

1. The Nature of Consciousness

One of the central themes of the story is the nature of consciousness. The aliens struggle to
accept that beings made out of flesh and bone can possess thoughts, emotions, and
intelligence. This raises philosophical questions about what it means to be sentient.

- Meat as a Metaphor: The term “meat” serves as a metaphor for the physicality of humans,
suggesting that consciousness does not necessarily require a sophisticated structure or
form. This challenges the reader to reconsider their own beliefs about intelligence and what
constitutes a "higher" life form.

2. Communication and Understanding

The dialogue highlights the importance of communication in understanding other beings.
The aliens are unable to comprehend human communication methods, which leads to their
dismissal of humans as insignificant.

- Language Barriers: This aspect of the story mirrors real-world challenges in cross-cultural
communication, where differences in language, customs, and perspectives can lead to
misunderstandings.

3. The Value of Life

The aliens’ decision to disregard humans because they are “just meat” raises ethical
questions about the value of life. What criteria should we use to determine the worth of
other beings?

- Human Exceptionalism: The story critiques the notion of human exceptionalism,
suggesting that our self-perception may be flawed. By dismissing life forms that do not fit
our definitions, we may overlook the richness of existence in its many forms.

Character Analysis

The characters in “They’re Made Out of Meat” are not fleshed out in the traditional sense;
instead, they serve as conduits for the exploration of the story's themes.

1. The First Alien

The first alien, who introduces the concept of humans being made of meat, embodies



curiosity and incredulity. Their tone is somewhat dismissive yet inquisitive, reflecting a mix
of scientific detachment and wonder.

2. The Second Alien

The second alien represents skepticism and critical thinking, questioning the implications of
the first alien’s assertions. This character challenges the reader to think critically about the
information presented and the conclusions drawn.

Implications for Modern Discourse

“They’re Made Out of Meat” is not just a science fiction story; it has significant implications
for modern discussions about artificial intelligence, extraterrestrial life, and the definition of
consciousness.

1. Artificial Intelligence

As AI technology advances, questions surrounding consciousness and intelligence become
increasingly relevant.

- Criteria for Sentience: The story prompts us to consider what criteria we will use to
determine whether AI can be considered sentient. Will we dismiss them as mere algorithms,
or will we recognize their potential for consciousness?

2. Ethics in Communication with Extraterrestrial Life

The narrative also raises ethical questions about how we might approach communication
with potential extraterrestrial beings in the future.

- Assumptions and Biases: Just as the aliens make assumptions about humans, we must be
cautious about our biases when encountering other forms of life, whether on Earth or
beyond.

Conclusion

“They’re Made Out of Meat” serves as a potent reminder of the complexities surrounding
the concepts of life, intelligence, and communication. Through a simple yet profound
dialogue between two alien beings, Terry Bisson challenges readers to think critically about
the nature of consciousness, the value of life, and the importance of understanding others.
The story remains relevant in today’s world, where advancements in technology and our
exploration of the universe prompt ongoing discussions about what it means to be alive and



sentient.

In examining such themes, we are encouraged to embrace compassion and curiosity
toward all forms of life, no matter how different they may be from our own. Ultimately,
Bisson's work invites us to consider the richness of existence and the myriad possibilities
that lie beyond our understanding.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of the short story 'They're
Made Out of Meat'?
The primary theme revolves around the absurdity of communication and the nature of
existence, highlighting the differences between organic beings and the perspectives of non-
organic entities.

Who is the author of 'They're Made Out of Meat'?
The story was written by Terry Bisson.

What is the significance of the title 'They're Made Out
of Meat'?
The title emphasizes the material composition of humans, which is a point of contention for
the characters discussing the nature of life and intelligence.

How do the characters in the story react to the idea of
life being made of meat?
The characters express disbelief and amusement, questioning the validity of beings that
are purely organic and unable to comprehend the universe in a non-meat-based context.

What literary devices are prominent in 'They're Made
Out of Meat'?
The story employs irony, humor, and dialogue to explore philosophical questions about
existence and the nature of consciousness.
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