NIETZSCHE'S OVERMAN AS

PosTHUMAN STAR CHILD
IN 2001: A Space Opyssey

Jerold J. Abrams

All beings so far have created something beyond themselves; and do
you want to be the ebb of this great flood and even go back to the beasts
rather than overcome man? What is the ape to man? A laughingstock or
a painful embarrassment. And man shall be just that for the overman: a
laughingstock or a painful embarrassment.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

A Vision of the Future

Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) is perhaps the greatest sci-
ence fiction film ever made, and certainly one of the most philosophical.!
In moving images—and almost no dialogue—Kubrick captures the entire
evolutionary epic of Friedrich Nietzsche’s magnum opus Thus Spoke Zara-
thustra. From worms to apes to humans, Nietzsche tracks the movement of
life as the will-to-power—ultimately claiming that it is not yet finished. We
have one final stage left, the overman, a being who will look upon humanity
as humanity now looks upon the apes.” It is well known that Nietzsche tells
us little about what the overman will look like, except that he or she will
emerge as a new kind of “child” So, naturally, many scholars have dismissed
the prediction as wild speculation. But Kubrick saw in Zarathustra the vision
ofa true prophet and looked on the future of technology as the culmination
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of that vision.> His 2001 maps the same Nietzschean pre- and posthuman
stages, beginning with ape-men, proceeding through humanity, and finally
culminating in a new (beyond human) form, the “Star Child,” a planet-sized
superintelligent fetus. Almost four decades later, this remarkable image
continues to overwhelm audiences as one of the most sublime visions in
all of cinema. Yet, in the next four decades, that vision may itself move out
of the realm of science fiction and into the realm of “science fact” Accord-
ing to some contemporary philosophers of artificial intelligence—such as
Ray Kurzweil and Hans Moravec—a vision like Kubrick’s (and Nietzsche’s)
may soon come to pass. In fact, Kurzweil claims that around 2045 we will
witness a new kind of “birth” called the “singularity;” which will mark the
beginning of a new race of superintelligent beings that Moravec aptly calls
the “mind children” As these mind children, or star children, come into
being, questions will arise about whether we are in control of them. And
once they are born, is it possible, as Nietzsche seems to intimate, that all
humanity will be left behind?

Synopsis of the Film

The film 2001 begins silently, on the plains four million years ago, with
“The Dawn of Man” A cave is inhabited by a group of apelike creatures.
One morning, they awake to find standing outside the cave a massive black
monolith. The viewer knows that it has been placed there by aliens to initiate
the apelike creatures’ development into humans. Almost immediately, we
see the effects take hold as one ape curiously plays with a skeleton, detaches
a bone, and suddenly realizes that this bone can serve as a tool or a weapon,
allowing him to bludgeon a rival ape to death. The implication here is that
knowledge, technology, evolution, and advanced forms of violence are all
intertwined. The next scene is one of the most famous in all cinematic his-
tory, and it is set to Richard Strauss’s Also Sprach Zarathustra (1896), also
written as a tribute to Nietzsche’s masterwork: “I wished to convey by means
of music an idea of the development of the human race from its origin,
through the various phases of its development, religious and scientific, up
to Nietzsche's idea of the superman. The whole symphonic poem is intended
asa[n] homage to Nietzsche’s genius, which found its greatest expression in
his book Thus Spake Zarathustra.”

Beautifully, perfectly, Kubrick moves to slow motion, and the triumphant
ape throws its bone-hammer into the sky. Then, in one montage cut, we
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move four million years into the future, and the white bone is transformed
into a white bone-shaped ship floating through space. From prehistory to
the space age, we move from the end of one stage of evolution to the end of
another stage—from the last moments of the ape-humans to the last mo-
ments of humanity.

By this point, we have reached the upper limit of human consciousness,
having gone as far as we can with the human brain. So we now proceed with
a powerful form of artificial intelligence: the HAL 9000 (voice by Douglas
Rain), which is the brain of the spaceship Discovery that carries the astronauts
Dave Bowman (Keir Dullea) and Frank Poole (Gary Lockwood). HAL is
unlike any computer to date because he is more than capable of passing the
Turing test (named after Alan Turing, who developed the test to determine
whether a computer is “conscious”). A version of this test is given quite ex-
plicitly in the film when a television journalist from earth interviews HAL.
He asks HAL a series of questions, hoping to see him as merely a machine
rather than as a person. Yet the interviewer cannot tell the difference between
HAL and a brilliant human being. In fact, HAL appears cordial, relaxed,
bright, warm—even proud of never having made a mistake.

For all HALs computational brilliance and seeming humanity, he ul-
timately turns on the crew, killing all but Bowman. HAL believes that this
action is essential to the completion of the mission (the real purpose of
which neither Bowman nor Poole knows). Now, Bowman must square
oft with HAL in a battle of wits that Bowman wins by crawling into HAL's
brain and lobotomizing him down to the level of a babbling three-year-
old. With HAL's mind and will completely out of the way, Bowman can at
last access the secret files about the mission, which are buried at the base
of HAL brain.

Upon learning the truth about the mission, Bowman takes control of
the ship and heads straight into the monolith, passing through it like a star
gate. The next series of shots takes several minutes and involves a fantastic
montage of kaleidoscopic and hallucinogenic images of shifting colors and
noise and a flight over land and sea. Suddenly it stops, and Bowman finds
himself in an elegant hotel room, where we see him pass through several
stages of aging. In the last stage of his life as a man, lying on his deathbed
in the same hotel, Bowman looks up and sees at the foot of the bed a new
monolith. Now Bowman (like the ape with the bone) is prepared for the final
transformation. Once again, Strauss’s Zarathustra beats in the background
as a newly born superintelligent Star Child turns gently to look at us.
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The Age of Nihilism

The entire process leading toward this Star Child is designed and directed by
ahidden race of aliens. But we discover them (indirectly) when we discover,
beneath the surface of the moon, a massive black monolith that appears
to have been “deliberately buried.” This human discovery is Kubrick’s ana-
logue to Nietzsche’s idea of the death of God, when modern science casts
all religion into doubt. Nietzsche develops this idea in Zarathustra and in
The Gay Science, where a prototype Zarathustra called the “madman” says,
“Whither is God?’ . .. T shall tell you. We have killed him—you and 1. All
of us are his murderers.” By “you and I,” Nietzsche means the modern age
of the Enlightenment, secularism, and science. But the real turning point is
probably Galileo: “What did we do when we unchained this earth from its
sun?” continues the madman. We now stray “through an infinite nothing”
(and all the coldness of space).’

The real problem here is that along with the old cosmology, we have also
lost the religious foundation for all our values—values that, like ourselves,
seem to float hopelessly in the abyss. This is the beginning of the age of nihil-
ism, marked by three specificlosses. First, we lose our normative account of
the past, the view that God created us for a purpose. Instead, now everything
appears contingent, evolutionary. Second, we also lose our sense of normative
groundwork in the present because there is no God-given “right” or “wrong”
to guide our daily decisions. Finally, we lose our teleological end. Our future
can no longer be said to lie in heaven, a messiah, or resurrection.

Recognizing this threefold loss, the madman and Zarathustra diagnose
our age of nihilism and then present the necessary antidote. As the madman
puts it, “How shall we, the murderers of all murderers, comfort ourselves?
... Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must not we ourselves
become gods simply to seem worthy of it?” In other words, we must transfer
all the sublime and superhuman power of the God of the next world back into
this world, and we must will by ourselves the creation of an overman. But, in
the process, our reach should not exceed our grasp. That is, we should not
will another God. As Zarathustra puts it, “God is a conjecture; but I desire
that your conjectures should not reach beyond your creative will. Could
you create a god? Then do not speak to me of any gods. But you could well
create the overman.” Similarly, Kubrick signals a new loss of faith in the old
story and the old ideals, just as Galileo and modernity called religion into
doubt. In 2001, the discovery of the moon monolith seals the case against
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religion, because we now know that God did not create us; we know who
our creators and designers really are—namely, the aliens.

Moreover, with this discovery of our true nature and our true creators
comes a political cover-up, in the same way that Galileo’s new science of
the planets triggered a suppression of the truth. Likely, it was a combi-
nation of this Galileo affair and the cover-up at Roswell, New Mexico,
in 1947—where an alien spaceship allegedly crashed—that prompted
Kubrick’s own version of a political cover-up of a new scientific discovery
involving both planets and aliens (that is, a monolith buried on the moon).?
Kubrick’s cover-up is a “noble lie” in Plato’s sense from the Republic: the
elite intellectuals must create and maintain a religiously based creation
myth to keep people secure and stable. In 2001, this takes the form of the
government keeping secret the buried monolith, which is proof positive
of the existence of aliens who seeded the earth, directed our evolution, and
are likely directing it still.

The Higher Men

After establishing the death of God, Kubrick appropriately moves to the
next stage of evolution in Zarathustra—namely, the higher men, who, ac-
cording to Nietzsche, accept the death of God.” In fact, having overcome
the religious noble lie, Kubrick’s higher men feel incredibly liberated and
are now confident that they can create a new kind of society—one entirely
without lies. This is the Enlightenment, a new project that will free the rest
of humanity from the darkness of the Middle Ages. And the higher men
are the modern philosophers, such as René Descartes and Immanuel Kant,
who will guide the way.

In developing their new society, however, they have one rather large
problem. A gaping moral void is left after the exposure of the noble lie—the
same void the madman and Zarathustra diagnose as the age of nihilism. But
the higher men understand what the madman and Zarathustra mean about
becoming gods in order to be worthy of our deicide. And they are going to try
to do just that (even though, as I point out later, they do not succeed). So, in
place of God, they put the human mind and make that the new foundation
of morality and culture. And in place of religion’s ascent into heaven, they
take all our forward-looking spirit and transfer it back to this world in the
form of an enlightened, globalized, cosmopolitan, scientific, individualistic,
and technological society.
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Like Nietzsche, Kubrick also separates the higher men from the “herd”
(the rest of the population) and, indeed, places them quite literally “higher”
up in space. Kubrick’s higher men are the astronauts: Dave Bowman, Frank
Poole, and Dr. Heywood R. Floyd (William Sylvester). And here, Kubrick
provides an interesting twist on Nietzsche’s view. In Nietzsche, the higher
men must leave behind the otherworldliness of God in heaven and become
masters of the earth. But in Kubrick, the higher men leave behind the earth
and become masters of the otherworldly heavens, essentially taking God’s
place among the stars. In spite of this twist, however, it is important to point
out that Kubrick’s higher men are still very much like Nietzsche’s, insofar
as they represent the Enlightenment’s values and the view of humanity as a
replacement for God. The astronauts are clearly committed to democracy,
science, and technology. And indeed, these higher men are impressive; they
are intelligent, brave, and strong—certainly the best humanity has to offer,
in KubricK’s vision, just as in Nietzsche’s.

The Last Man and the Tightrope Walker

Yet ultimately, the higher men are doomed in both Nietzsche and Kubrick.
They are doomed to become what Nietzsche calls the “last men” As Gilles
Deleuze puts it in Pure Immanence: “Following the higher men there arises
the last man, the one who says: all is vain, better to fade away passively!”*
In other words, the once noble and brave higher men who fought and stood
for humanistic values gradually settle into their new global, democratic,
popular culture and eventually get tired and lazy. This is not to say that
the higher man project did not work—certainly it did for a while, and
it was essential for replacing religion with reason—but in the end, the
higher man project was inadequate to replace the religious teleology of
otherworldly bliss, immortality, and near omniscience. Keep in mind
that the ultimate goal of the higher men—really, the goal of the Enlight-
enment—was merely the liberation of humanity from the old noble lie
and the establishment of a secular society. But this goal is second rate
at best, for once it has been achieved, according to Nietzsche, there is
nowhere left to go and nothing left to hope for. And after enough time
passes, one ends up with the finished product: Nietzsche’s “most contempt-
ible” last man. He is a marketplace man without any higher ideal. He lives
solely for his sensuous appetites, his “little pleasure for the day and [his]
little pleasure for the night*!
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Basically, this is where we are now in secular culture with democratic
capitalism—and as bad as it is, it is, in fact, going to get worse. According to
Nietzsche, we have one more stage of descent to go before the philosophical
vision of the overman can truly take hold of our minds. As Deleuze puts it,
“Beyond the last man, then, there is still the man who wants to die. And at this
moment the completion of nihilism (midnight), everything is ready—ready
for a transmutation.”’? This last stage before the overman is signaled by the
character in Zarathustra of the tightrope walker: he performs a high-wire
act for the people of the marketplace but falls to the ground. Seeing him
there, Zarathustra goes to him and cares for him. The tightrope walker is
ready to die; he even wants to die. But, as he tells Zarathustra, he is afraid
of going to hell and meeting the devil. Zarathustra recognizes that the
tightrope walker is still in the last throes of the old noble lie. Perhaps the
tightrope walker no longer hopes for heaven, but there is a lingering fear
of the afterlife that occurs right at the moment of death. So, Zarathustra
tells him plainly, “there is no devil and no hell” Hearing this from Zara-
thustra, the tightrope walker is at once appeased, as though he already
knew this but needed to hear it again. He says, “If you speak the truth . . .
I lose nothing when I lose my life” Now, all the tightrope walker desires is
death because “he loses nothing if he loses his life” He has nothing left to
live for anyway."

In Zarathustra, the rope in the tightrope sequence is a symbol of hu-
manity. As Nietzsche puts it, “Man is a rope, tied between beast and over-
man—a dangerous across, a dangerous on-the-way, a dangerous looking
back, a dangerous shuddering and stopping.”** So, when the tightrope walker
falls to his death and wants to die, this really means that humanity itself is
descending, as a consequence of the nihilism that began with the death of
God. And that descent, which proceeds through the stage of the last man,
ultimately results in the same attitude of the dying tightrope walker: having
nothing left to live for, we simply give up and wish for death.

The Hotel Sequence

Kubrick clearly appropriates these two Nietzschean ideas of the last man
and the tightrope walker. Ultimately, Poole, too, falls to his death, because
HAL disconnects the rope and thus all his life support. Moreover, in terms
of KubricK’s use of Nietzsche’s text, Bowman goes to the disconnected Poole
in a space pod, picks him up with mechanical arms, and carries him back
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through space—very much like Zarathustra, who picks up the tightrope
walker’s dead body and carries it over his shoulder.

The point about Bowman being a neo-Zarathustra character, however,
should not be taken too far. His role can be seen more explicitly as that of
the higher man who descends into the stage of the last man."> We see this
role especially after Bowman has passed through the monolith star gate and
then suddenly appears in a comfortable hotel room. Like Nietzsche’s last man,
Bowman is no longer a higher man. His government-issued spacesuit has
been transformed into an evening robe. He no longer eats the prepackaged
food on the Discovery, intended only to keep him healthy and focused on
his mission. Rather, he enjoys fine cuisine and wine. He is descending into
decadence and enjoying, as the last man does, his “little pleasure for the day
and [his] little pleasure for the night” He lives in isolation from the rest of
humanity and is indeed quite literally the “last man” in space (the rest of
the crew having been murdered by HAL).

Bowman continues this descent of the last man until, finally, he is a
very old man lying on his deathbed, wanting to give in to death, just like
the tightrope walker. Of course, there is a temptation not to conceive of
Bowman as the tightrope walker because Poole is so clearly this char-
acter, but it is important to keep in mind that Bowman also performs a
tightrope walk. He journeys out through space to retrieve Poole and then
must make an additional and extremely treacherous spacewalk from the
pod, through the bay doors, across an abyss. This is a potentially fatal
maneuver because he has no life support, having been cut off from the
Discovery by HAL. Indeed, both Poole and Bowman begin as higher men
and become tightrope walkers (Poole, however, does not pass through the
last man stage).'¢

Finally, in a scene taken almost directly out of Nietzsche, we see the dy-
ing Bowman look up to find the final black monolith standing over him, in
exactly the same way Zarathustra emerges at the moment of the tightrope
walker’s death to stand over him. The monolith has come to transform
Bowman into the Star Child, just as Zarathustra has come to humanity
to prepare us to go forward into the next stage of the overman. In both
Zarathustra and 2001, it is only after humanity completes its descent into
darkness that we can move onto another plane of existence. We must first
see the ultimate limit of the project of the higher men before a new form of
existence is possible, even if only in principle. We must watch one ideal fail
completely before another can be fully grasped and achieved.
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Motivation and Design

In Nietzsche, the movement beyond the last man to the overman requires
a fourfold recognition: (1) we cannot stay as we are and, if left to our own
devices, we will continue to decline; (2) we cannot go back to the religion
of the Middle Ages, because the myth has been debunked; (3) we can only
go forward; and (4) we have no ideal to guide us forward, since God is
dead: “the one goal is lacking. Humanity still has no goal”’” All other ideals
of humanism (for example, socialism) are powerless to solve the last man
problem. So, as Zarathustra puts it, we must create a new ideal, and this is
the overman: “The time has come for man to set himself a goal. The time
has come for man to plant the seed of his highest hope'

So, effectively, the motivation toward the overman is ethical, in two sens-
es. Negatively, we want to overcome the problem of the last man; positively,
we must create an ideal worthy of our aim. And Nietzsche’s overman just
might give us both. We would have all the old superhumanity (of religion)
and none of the otherworldly immateriality, all the futuristic perfectionism
and none of the superstitious metaphysics of rebirth in another world. It
is the perfect substitute for what we lost: the same sublime ecstasy of the
divine, newly transferred from the “next world” to this one, in the form of
anew kind of superior being who will provide us with a substitute for nihil-
ism. Of course, as already noted, Nietzsche provides little information about
what the overman will look like. But it seems clear, at the very least, that the
overman will be superintelligent compared with humans, specifically with
regard to rationality, creativity, and the will to power—yet with none of the
guilt and resentment that characterize humanity.

Here, however, there is a strong break between Nietzsche and Kubrick
on the point about moral nihilism being a motivating factor for the push
toward the overman. We are not, in 2001, motivated by the death of God or
its consequent last man. The death of God, the last man, and the tightrope
walker certainly appear in the film, and they are clearly integral to the plot.
But neither nihilism nor the last man as its consequence appears to moti-
vate the coming to be of the Star Child. In other words, Kubrick’s 2001, in
contrast to Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, is not a story about moral nihilism at
all. Rather, 2001 is about metaphysics and epistemology.

Metaphysically, the aliens have constructed everything, beginning with a
massive black monolith that enhances the primitive brains of the apes. How-
ever, this direct influence quickly becomes indirect. Apparently, the aliens
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have designed us to become intelligent through technology; consequently,
we become curious about anomalies such as the monoliths and the aliens
themselves. In the final movement from Bowman to Star Child, these two
forms of influence—indirect and direct—coalesce. Bowman is drawn (due to
an alien design) to know the mind of HAL and to know the inner workings
of the monolith. And he proceeds to complete his mission alone—even after
his entire crew has been murdered—without permission or direction from
earth. As he does so, the aliens and the monolith act directly on Bowman’s
mind and transform him into the Star Child.

The Singularity and the Mind Children

Both Nietzsche and Kubrick intend their respective visions to be deeply
prophetic. And here, it is reasonable to ask whether Kubrick or Nietzsche
might turn out to be right. Should we expect Nietzsche’s overman or KubricKs
Star Child? I think perhaps we should, but not for the reasons Nietzsche and
Kubrick give—that is, not necessarily because of moral nihilism or because
of aliens directing evolution.

Of course, Nietzsche is quite right in his diagnosis of the age of
nihilism, and much of popular culture certainly resembles the stage of
the last man. But it seems rather implausible that a new form of being
will appear on the horizon—out of the blue, or even as motivated by
problems of the last man—and render humanity as primitive as the apes
are to us, as Nietzsche predicts. A superior and brilliant man or woman
is hardly genetically out of the question—and may even be likely. But
this would not count as a new kind of being. Moreover, although hu-
manity may be in a last man stage, Nietzsche’s view of our descent into
absolute darkness may be a little overstated. It seems just as likely that
we will continue to develop toward the modern (higher man) ideal of
democratic cosmopolitanism, perhaps becoming increasingly stable and
maybe even a little happier.

KubricK’s account of our next stage is a little far-fetched as well. Like
Nietzsche’s overman, it is also in the realm of logical possibility, but it does
not appear to be the way things are going. We may have discovered a space-
ship at Roswell, and there are certainly many UFO sightings around the
world. But these facts, taken together, do not add up to the conclusion that
an alien race has been guiding our entire evolutionary process from early
primates toward a Star Child. That may be the case, but the scientific com-
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munity certainly has not even hinted at this picture. So, at this point, there
is little reason to accept this specific view.

KubricK’s view of artificial intelligence, however, is an entirely different
story. HAL, though not an overman or a supermind, is certainly superior to
humans in intelligence, at least in some ways. It is true that Bowman outwits
HAL, but the idea of a HAL-type entity that is more intelligent than humansis
a real possibility for our species. In our highly technological society, we have
already dedicated great resources and intellectual power toward the pursuit
of a mind such as HALs. But we do not do this out of an aching nihilistic
religious void, nor do we do this because aliens are guiding us. Rather, we
do it because our minds are intrinsically bound up with technology. Tool
use marks the ascent of consciousness from our early primate beginnings
to our current state of humanity, just as Kubrick portrays it—only without
the monoliths’ influence.

In fact, we are not really that far away from HAL at the moment. No
computer or artificially intelligent personality can pass the Turing test like
HAL can, and surely none is as charismatic. But HALs chess ability is already
within our reach. Remember, Poole and HAL play a friendly game of chess,
and HAL wins (which is a foreshadowing of HALs murder of Poole). At the
time of the film’s release, such a game was mere fiction. In 1968 computers
were more theory than practice, more science fiction than household reality.
But of course, everything changed in 1989 when a computer named Deep
Blue beat world champion Gary Kasparov in a game of chess. Everyone was
shocked—everyone, that is, except for Ray Kurzweil, who had predicted
precisely such an event a decade earlier (virtually to the date). Insiders had
long known about Kurzweil’s mysterious and uncanny powers of prediction,
but this was simply off the charts. So, everyone started listening.

What Kurzweil was doing was simply extrapolating from Moore’s law,
which states, in general terms, that computer power doubles about every
eighteen months. This law works on a nonlinear curve, sort of like a bent
knee. Presently, we are just rounding the bend of the knee, but once we
round that bend, Moore’s law will attain a kind of “racing ahead” feel, and
technology will evolve very quickly. This law governs virtually everything
that occurs in computer technology today, and because computer technology
governs much of the evolution of science, the scientific community also pays
close attention. Indeed, the ability to know the future of the computer industry
attracts many bright young minds today. But no one is better at it than Kurz-
weil. Virtually the entire computer community is in agreement on this."”
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Given Kurzweil’s impressive success in predicting the future, it is not
surprising that the high-tech community is swarming around his most
recent statement about what Moore’s law will do next. In his book The
Singularity Is Near: When Humans Transcend Biology, Kurzweil claims that
we are heading for a major revolutionary advance in technology—one that
begins with a massive-scale birth (on a par with 2001’s birth) and results
in an entirely new kind of child. As Kurzweil puts it, “I set the date for the
Singularity—representing a profound and disruptive transformation in
human capability—as 2045. The nonbiological intelligence created in that
year will be one billion times more powerful than all human intelligence
today”® Yes, that is correct: an intelligence one billion times the sum of
all human brains today. The question quite naturally arises: could this be
KubricK’s Star Child?

Some will no doubt cast this prediction aside as too outrageous or
simply crazy. But similar things were said about airplanes, cloning, comput-
ers, the Internet, space travel, nanotechnology, the Hubble telescope, and
robots that can run like humans and drive cars—all of which are part of
our common language today. Others will insist that the possibility of arti-
ficial intelligence is no different from any previous form of technology; we
have never made a machine that is truly conscious, and we probably never
will, because consciousness simply is not machine based. But, as it is often
countered, the onus is on the critics to establish why the presence of protein
and fat (in our brains) is a necessary, and not merely sufficient, condition
for consciousness.”> And even if we do require fat and protein today (in
the short run), no one really doubts that nanotechnology will eventually
be used within human brains to enhance them well beyond their present
power. This enhancement will take place primarily through what are called
“assemblers”: nanotechnological robots with tiny arms capable of reorganiz-
ing the positions of atoms—placing them in alternative arrangements. And
because everything we see around us is built of atoms, in theory, assemblers
can rearrange anything to become anything else: apples can become oranges,
and perhaps our minds can be enhanced as well.

'This vision of the future can be seen as quite Nietzschean, especially in
the writings of Hans Moravec, who, as it turns out, was later to become a
favorite author of Kubrick’s. In his books Mind Children and Robot: Mere
Machine to Transcendent Mind, Moravec—also relying on Moore’s law—de-
scribes the emergence of a whole new kind of “child” (not unlike Kubrick’s
Star Child). Indeed, Moravec claims that there will be an entirely new race of
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“mind children”? The mind children will be “our” children in four distinct
ways. First, they will be beings created by us, meaning that we will “give
birth” to them in the form of the singularity.

Second, the mind children will bear many marks of their lineage. That
is, for all their uniqueness, they will not be entirely alien to us. Like the Star
Child, the mind children will possess cognitive powers well beyond ours,
but we will also recognize ourselves in them, just as we recognize ourselves
in the massive Star Child, with its human eyes and its human fetal shape.
As Moravec puts it, “I consider these future machines our progeny, ‘mind
children’ built in our image and likeness, ourselves in more potent form.*
Here, a key difference with Kubrick’s Star Child should be pointed out. The
Star Child is made to look like us because the aliens direct it. So, in effect,
the aliens made us first in their image and then directed us to become like
them, in a greater (perhaps more approximate) image of the aliens them-
selves. In contrast, Moravec’s mind children are like us not because of aliens
but because we will make them in our image.

Third, the mind children represent our greatest reasonable hope for a
better future: “Like biological children of previous generations, they will
embody humanity’s best chance for a long-term future”** Here, Moravec
means that because the mind children are not protein based, they will have
significant advantages over all previous human beings; they will not be
mortal, nor will they be fundamentally limited in intelligence, as we are.
Indeed, they will not even be confined to earth and will likely move off the
planet into space to colonize other galaxies as their intelligence grows.
“Unleashed from the plodding pace of biological evolution,” writes Moravec,
“the children of our minds will be free to grow to confront immense and
fundamental challenges in the larger universe”*

Fourth, and connected to point three, we will also live on in the mind
children. But note that this kind of “immortality” is not merely metaphori-
cal, like a parent living on through his or her child or someone becoming
immortal through his or her work. And it is not the kind of immortality (if
we may call it that) found in Nietzsche’s Zarathustra either: “what can be
loved in man is that he is an overture and a going under.”® In Nietzsche’s
view, humanity’s ultimate decline is a necessary stage for a greater end, and
the overman will remember us as his parents. In Moravec, by contrast, the
point is literal. We are literally going to live on in the mind children by fusing
our now-biological brains with them.?® We will actually pass into a new and
higher form, in much the same way that Bowman becomes the Star Child.
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This is what is known as “posthumanity;” a state in which we are no longer,
strictly speaking, human: we are beyond human—immortal, superintelligent,
and not confined to earth.

Perhaps, then, Kubrick’s vision (and Nietzsche’s) is not as far off as some
may think. In fact, in light of current research into the field of artificial intel-
ligence, Kubrick and Nietzsche might actually be as prophetic as they thought
they were. An overman does appear to be on the horizon who may indeed
render the history of humanity primitive and apelike. This new stage of the
child, moreover, will mark the end of death and a new kind of supermind,
precisely in the way that Nietzsche and Kubrick claim—though perhaps not
for any of the reasons they give.

Aliens and Monoliths

A final question presents itself, considering the possibility that Kubrick’s
vision may come to pass. Why does Kubrick—a man acutely aware of the
future of technology—use the idea of aliens as the driving force behind hu-
man evolution? Of course, some will claim that because we do not actually
see the aliens in the film, and because the monoliths have a kind of dark
blankness about them (that is, they are not personified), the monoliths may
represent human technology itself. After all, the scene of the ape-humans
making an evolutionary leap forward with the discovery of tools is not
so difficult to imagine being true without the aliens and monoliths. But if
Kubrick’s monoliths (and the aliens controlling them) are merely metaphors
for human technology and innovation, what about the moon monolith being
deliberately buried? Who else would have been able to bury it in outer space
but aliens? The interpretation of the monoliths as technology also raises
questions about why HAL, the most advanced form of human technology
to date, must ultimately be destroyed in order for humanity to develop tech-
nologically into the Star Child. Indeed, it seems clear that Kubrick intended
for nonhuman beings to be running the show from behind the scenes. And
the plot simply becomes untenable without interpreting the cause of the
monoliths and our future development as alien life.

And yet it also seems likely that Kubrick was aware that alien design-
ers would not be necessary for future advances toward an overman-like
future—assuming that HAL is not the end of the line of technology in
2001 or in real life. So, there is an oddity about 2001, interpreted in light of
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra (on which Kubrick obviously based his film). Aliens
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may make for a better science fiction epic, but being “replacement gods”
(as we may call them), they obscure what is perhaps the most fundamental
insight in Zarathustra. There is, of course, much in Nietzsche that can be
safely reinterpreted to capture the essence of his philosophical vision in
space, but perhaps the death of God is not one of them. Now, as noted earlier,
Kubrick does use his own version of the death of God (a death also achieved
through science) when the moon monolith is discovered. But in an age in
which the idea of God is not so widely held—certainly compared with the
Middle Ages—why does Kubrick replace the old idea of a designer with a
new one? The aliens may not be omniscient and omnipotent, but Kubrick
gives them many of the properties of the old worldview. They are not only
designers but also creators, guiding their created designs toward a new
and higher form of being; they are also, like God, quite hidden. Indeed,
Kubrick presents them beautifully by not presenting them—by present-
ing only the monoliths and their effects, giving 2001 an eerie, mysterious
feeling. But the introduction of a new kind of extraterrestrial god must,
ultimately, render Kubrick’s higher men, last man, and tightrope walker
conceptually thin reflections of the Nietzschean personas on which they
are so clearly based.
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