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The Romance of Violence and the Crisis  
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Stanley Kubrick’s 2001 A Space Odyssey 
 

 

By Stephen Jaeger 

 

 This essay and one other remain from a planned book on ideas of violence in 

intellectual and academic culture in Europe and America since the nineteenth century and 

their expression in popular culture. The argument is that intellectual, academic and 

popular culture co-participate in a “culture of violence.”   The basic question of the book 

is, why do we cultivate violence?  That we do, is beyond doubt.  Western attitudes consist 

of equal parts abhorrence and admiration, and both attitudes reinforce the cultivation of 

violence.  In entertainment, violence ranks alongside sex with its attractiveness for 

audiences. Slasher and action-adventure movies, perennially popular, live from it; video 

games with it sell well, as do newspapers.  

The culture of violence we live in at present patronizes violence for its style, its 

entertainment and market value.  We love it in academic culture too. It is studied, 

debated, analyzed, fictionalized, philosophized, hypostasized and metastasized.   Even 
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the gesture of criticizing violence, or mounting big projects to expose the complicity of 

violence, and political order, contribute to the cultivation of violence.   

 Five theses guided my thinking on the topic in conceiving a longer study: 

1. All representations of violence in a culture of violence affirm it and participate in the 
“romance.”   

2. Active opposition to a culture of violence—protest, lawsuits, legislation, 
censorship—ultimately strengthen what they’re opposing.  Only theory, solid 
empirical studies, critical debate, humanistic education, films and fiction, and the real 
experience of violence can effectively oppose its glorification. 

3. The idea that “human nature” inclines us to violence is essentialist nonsense; so is the 
claim that the fundamental condition of life is conflict and warfare—and the attendant 
claim that human institutions and all forms of authority are based on violence 
exercised in different forms.  Useless in terms of their truth-value, such claims help 
short-circuit critical thought and ultimately legitimize aggression by individuals and 
governments. 

4. Represented acts of violence rarely inspire real violence, spectacular though such acts 
may be.  Overall the influence of represented violence on action is minimal; its 
influence on style, written and lived, is strong.  

5. When a culture of violence coincides with a climate of ideas arguing that violence 
and war are fundamental to the human condition, it becomes a potent combination 
that favors  war, terrorism, “pre-emptive strikes,” and individual acts of violence.   

 

It is important to distinguish acts of violence—real murder, rape, carnage, revolutionary 

or military violence—from its popular and academic cultivation.  Real violence happens 

in another realm.  The separation of violent actions from their cultural consumption 

creates the circumstances in which a “romance of violence” can develop. We love 

violence only so long as we can maintain myths about it.1  It is analogous to the kind of 

love affair we call a “romance.” This intense, passionate and usually brief form of love is 

ordinarily nursed by illusions about the beloved.  The romantic lover is in the grip of an 

attraction that cancels out hesitations and inhibitions, overrides conviction and good 

sense, disables the faculty of cautious foresight.  One woos and the other is wooed.  In 

contemporary usage, especially highlighted in the use of the term “romancing,” the wooer 
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is a seducer willing to play on the gullibility of the wooed—as in “romancing the stone” 

or “the grail” or “the past.”2  It follows that romance in this sense seldom outlives the 

exposure of its underlying motives.   

Likewise, in a romance of  violence, the love affair of the viewer with violence 

can seldom coexist with the real experience of it.  It is based on glorifying myths, that are 

often illusions; reality endangers them.  The experience of real violence ordinarily ends 

the romance we have with it.  

Stanley Kubrick’s film, 2001 A Space Odyssey (1968), poses, in its framing 

scenes and its general conception, the question, why are humans so violent?  The 

philosophical presupposition of the film is: we are the animal species that practices 

murder and homicide regularly, and even if we share that distinction with a few other 

animal forms, we are definitely the only species that makes sophisticated weapons, wages 

war, and develops killing forces sufficient to end or at least threaten to end life on earth. 3  

Kubrick’s pessimistic take on the origins and essential nature of the human species grew 

out of a climate of crisis in the US in the mid-20th century and out of Kubrick’s own 

preoccupation with the ability of the human race to destroy life on earth.  It was tutored 

by a philosophy, indeed a science, of humanity as the killing species in the air in mid-

century.  Kubrick studied the topic in conceiving the film Space Odyssey.  I begin with 

some analysis of the film to show its philosophical positioning.  The opening and closing 

scenes give the movie a sweeping historical frame which attempt nothing less than a brief 

history of mankind.  Evolution of man is the guiding perspective.  The opening scenes 

play in a pre-human primal landscape; they show the development of humans from apes, 

the closing scenes, the development of the next evolutionary phase.  The interval of 
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millions of years when humans came to dominate the earth, the transition from ape to 

human at its most technologically sophisticated, is condensed into a single edit. We start 

with a look at the opening and closing scenes.    

The movie opens on a primal landscape, four million years ago, after the 

dinosaurs and before the humans.  A brilliant sunrise gradually illuminates a prehistoric 

scene. A title locates us: we are present at “The Dawn of Man.”  A family of peaceful, 

frightened apes graze on a barren desert.  The pickings for these down and out herbivores 

are slim. Their existence is threatened.  They compete with tapirs for roots and tree 

branches, and they contend with another ape family in ritualized aggression for use of a 

water hole—muddy, small and shrinking.   

Unbeknownst to family nr. 1, they stand at a turning point in primate evolution, 

and they have been chosen as the agents of that grand turn. One morning a tall, black 

monolith appears inexplicably in their midst.  [Fig. 1: APES TOUCH THE BLACK 

MONOLITH]. Some force that beams from the monolith transforms them, redeems them 

from the dead end of their present state and sets them on a new evolutionary path.   The 

chief ape (Arthur C. Clarke called him “Moonwatcher” in the novellized version of the 

movie4 discovers the new talent that has flowed into him mysteriously from the monolith 

as he plays abstractedly with the bones of a tapir.  [Fig. 2: MOONWATCHER]  He raises 

his head as if someone were calling him.  A shot out of sequence interrupts the ape’s 

meditation on the bone to show us the monolith seen from below, the camera looking 

vertically up its length to see the sun and moon aligned above it.   [Fig. 3: MONOLITH, 

SUN AND MOON]  This image “occurs” to Moonwatcher.  And with it something like a 
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thought enters his mind.  He picks up the long thighbone and swings it, taps bones—but 

then, the primal thought kicks in—suddenly raises it high and brings it smashing down on 

the pile of bones.  What has occurred to Moonwatcher is the concept, “club” and what it 

can accomplish.  [Fig. 4: MOONWATCHER SMASHES THE BONES]  Intercut with 

the clubbing of the bones is the death of a tapir.  In other words, he has conceived along 

with the club, the concept of killing.  This is the new skill that entered him via the 

monolith.  Here is the primal moment, the “dawn of man,” the birth of the human species.  

A threshold has been crossed, and to announce it, we have on the soundtrack the fanfare 

from Richard Strauss’s “Thus Spoke Zarathustra” synchronized neatly with the progress 

of the primal destructive act: the first triad make its grand ascent with sustained, majestic 

trumpet notes, then the full orchestra: a quick retreat from the climax in a descending half 

tone, major into minor.  A pause before repeating the sequence filled by twelve martial 

strokes of the tympany.  Again the same three festive trumpet notes rising in fifths, 

ending—again full orchestra—in another retreat from the climax, a rise of half a tone, 

this time from minor into major.  Then the final sequence: on the sound track, the same 

ascending fifths; on the screen the open sky, foreground empty, into which 

Moonwatcher’s arm intrudes, rising in slow motion, holding the bone tight and 

threatening in his fist.  It comes down, smashing the pile of bones that fly about crazily, 

just as the music, full orchestra, makes its triumphant leap, a full octave, the fulfillment 

of those two preliminaries.  It is a grandiose moment: the invention of the act of 

destruction is rendered heroic by the music; the leap of the full orchestra realizes 

musically a leap from one evolutionary form to the next, as it realizes in Strauss’s 

interpretation of Nietzsche, the leap from man to superman.     



	

Jaeger, Romance of Violence 
	

6	

Moonwatcher is now no longer just simian; he is a member in a new evolutionary 

species.  The first sign of his development is in the evening meal.  The family eats tapir 

meat.  They no longer grub along with the tapirs; they hunt them.  They now have an 

abundant food supply.  So the new world order turns them—in the course of a single 

day—from herbivores into carnivores, from gatherers into hunters,  from prey into 

predators.   

The following scene.   The next confrontation at the water hole.  Moonwatcher is 

no longer the fatuous dancer of the waterhole ritual, but a dangerous killer, weapon in 

hand.  He clubs his rival to death, establishes his clan’s monopoly on the waterhole, and 

presumably sends family nr. 2 the route of the dinosaurs. This is the real dawn of man, 

the act of killing one of your own species.  The first idea of the new evolutionary form, 

man, is: make weapon; kill tapir; then kill your own kind, and do it with enjoyment, not 

horror and guilt.  After the deed Moonwatcher does his victory dance [Fig. 5: VICTORY 

DANCE], at the end of which he hurls his weapon high into the air.  It circles gracefully 

in slow motion.  Its upward course ends in one of the most famous edits in film history, 

the bone rising and revolving, matched by the edit to a space ship, tumbling gracefully 

through space. Millions of years pass in the instant that separates the two frames.  The 

crude killing weapon becomes an incredibly sophisticated machine cruising gracefully 

through weightless space between earth and moon to the lilting, comfortingly sweet, 

familiar and trivial “Blue Danube Waltz”—by another Strauss.  The viewer advances 

from the beginning of human history to a highpoint of human culture, nearer the end. 

The movie as a whole is framed by the appearance of the enigmatic black 

monolith—or rather three identical monoliths.  It occurs twice more.  In the year 2001 
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American scientists on a moon settlement dig up a black monolith buried in a crater of 

the moon.  A team of investigators stand before the unearthed monolith, clearly repeating 

the experience of the monkeys four million years before.  This time the monolith emits a 

piercing ring.  We learn from Arthur C. Clarke’s notes that it is an alarm sent off to its 

makers, prearranged to go off when the monolith is discovered.  [Fig. 6: ASTRONAUTS 

RESPOND TO THE ALARM] 

The discoverers date the monolith to a time before the advent of humans on earth, 

and so the stunning conclusion is that intelligent life exists elsewhere in the universe and 

a highly advanced culture preceded our own by millions of years.  The discovery triggers 

the search for the monolith’s source.  Since the beam of sound is directed at Jupiter, a 

mission is sent to that planet.   

The Jupiter mission goes awry when the HAL 9000 computer suffers a nervous 

breakdown and kills all the crew except Dave Bowman. Bowman disables the computer 

and presses on to Jupiter and “Beyond the Infinite” (another title).  At the end of his 

odyssey he winds up inexplicably in a swank Louis XVI-style hotel room somewhere in 

the depths of outer space.  Unexplained elements pile up in the final scenes.  (A reading 

of Clarke’s novel clarifies them so fully that the reader is grateful for the evocative 

obscurity of the movie plot.)  Bowman ages, dies, and is reborn in a series of  six shots 

that all seem to happen in the same time sequence.5  At his deathbed stands, 

enigmatically, the black monolith. The camera leaves the death bed in the hotel room by 

a zoom in on the monolith, which to the viewer’s eye is made identical with the blackness 

of outer space.  A moon comes into view, entering the frame from above, then from the 

right of the screen, an earth-like blue, cloud-shrouded planet.  In the final shot Dave 
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Bowman, now a fetus in a transparent bubble, has moved inexplicably into space, and is 

rotating slowly in blackness, his lucid blue bulging embryonic eyes gazing out onto a 

brave new world.  And in the instant where his bubble enters the frame, for the third and 

last time in the film, we have the fanfare from “Thus spoke Zarathustra.”  Again the 

monolith has performed its Darwinian magic.   

What the black monolith is and where it comes from remains a mystery (Again, 

see Arthur C. Clarke’s novel, where all is explained.)  But what it does is clear: It 

produces evolutionary leaps.  We see two of them.  FIRST: In Moonwatcher’s overnight 

progress to creative thought, millions of years of slow natural selection collapse into 

hours.  Out of apes, man emerges; out of hominids, homo sapiens.  SECOND: Dave 

Bowman advances from mere man to the new evolutionary form, the next thing --

whatever it is that supersedes human beings.  The black monolith is an agent of super-

natural selection.  In both cases the fanfare from “Thus Spoke Zarathustra” signals the 

new form.  And in both cases the full-octave triumphal leap—“ta-TA”—marks the 

moment of transformation.   

As I said, there are three occurrences of the “Zarathustra” theme.  The 3rd or 

actually,  1st, is in the opening credits.  The triumphal leap of the fanfare sounds just as 

“A Stanley Kubrick Production” appears on the screen. Then, as the music  completes its 

vaulting, exhilarating rise, the title appears: “2001 A Space Odyssey.”  The Zarathustra 

theme is clearly freighted with the meaning, “the new man, the new evolutionary form.” 

There is a light irony in the veiled egotism: Stanley Kubrick announces a Stanley Kubrick 

production as the new evolutionary form.  In terms of the history of science fiction films, 

he is absolutely right to do so.   
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The music of course associates the action with Friedrich Nietzsche’s work “Thus 

Spoke Zarathustra” (1885).  That work is integrated in the theme of the film. Nietzsche’s 

ascetic prophet-figure Zarathustra announced the coming of the “Übermensch,” or the 

superman. The “Übermensch” will supersede humans at the point in their history where, 

in Nietzsche’s view, they need it most.  Humanity has run its course.  What appears the 

highest stage in the progress of intellect and technology is actually the last and lowest 

stage of the species.  Its destiny is played out; humans have exhausted their share of 

greatness, have had their last shot at whatever mission fate or the blind will of evolution 

had in mind for them.  Something else has to come.   Kubrick indirectly cited Nietzsche 

in an interview:  

“Somebody said that man is the missing link between primitive apes and civilized 

human beings.  You might say that the idea is inherent in 2001 too.  We are a 

semi-civilized being,… needing some sort of transfiguration into a higher form of 

life.”6   

Since we can now obliterate life on earth [I’m paraphrasing Kubrick] we need a new, 

more advanced, more moral and spiritual life form.7  And here he parts ways with 

Nietzsche, who envisioned the superman as closer to Cesare Borgia than to the 

benevolence of Clark Kent, or to any in the many figurations of supermen in American 

popular culture. In an interview with Joseph Gelmis, Kubrick called the transfigured 

Dave Bowman “an enhanced being, a star child, an angel, a superman, if you 

like…prepared for the next leap forward of man’s evolutionary destiny…”8 

*** 
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In Kubrick’s film we have the romance of violence in full bloom. European 

culture contributes (Nietzsche and the two Strausses); science, both hard and popular, 

meet the humanities and social sciences in the film. These embroiderings flow into a 

celebration of the American triumph of technology only highlighted by the failure of the 

HAL computer and the astronaut’s victory over this machine turned killer.  And an 

element that added to the thrilling allure of the exposure of “true” human nature was 

myth, an element at work in the earliest conception of Space Odyssey.  Clarke recorded a 

comment of Kubrick  in notes on the pre-production phase: “What we want is a smashing 

theme of mythic grandeur.”9  That’s certainly what he got.   Other influences on the myth 

character of the film were  Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy  and Zarathustra, James Frazer’s 

The golden Bough10 and Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces.11  

 2001 A Space Odyssey is based on an immense and bold vision: the beginning of 

humans, the end of humans.  Kubrick’s brief history of mankind puts that history under 

the sign of violence. What makes us human is not our ability to reason or to write works 

of philosophy or literature, but rather our ability to think up weapons and to kill with 

them.  We think, therefore we kill.  We are not homo sapiens, but rather homo necans.  

The frame of the film shows the evolutionary cycle of a killing animal, a homo necans—

us; it shows the killer instinct begotten, then 20 million years later, shed, or at least 

transformed. 

 The dazzling image of the killing bone transformed into a spaceship is especially 

packed with implications of a bigger theory of violent mankind.  It is more than a witty 

edit.  The evolutionary gift that Moonwatcher and company received was the ability to 

devise killing weapons.  The bone-into-spaceship edit transmutes one murder weapon 
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into another.  While the humans who invent the spaceship have benevolent and 

enlightened intentions, the “mind” of the ship reverts to its primitive inheritance, 

Moonwatcher’s club. The HAL computer goes haywire and kills all the astronauts except 

for the one who escapes, not by the kindness of the computer.12 The murderous bequest 

of the earliest human creatures lives on, becomes genetically inherited material, is 

ineradicable and everywhere subtly infused into human culture.  The killing bone 

transforms into a gently tumbling space-ship; the killer’s victory roar into the Blue 

Danube waltz, nature into culture.  Our great technological accomplishment, the 

spaceship, has its own evolutionary past as a blunt murder weapon—that is the 

implication of the match edit.  The spaceship’s primal origins are present, deeply buried 

in the ship’s innards, and they reassert themselves in the primal act, murder. 

*** 

 When Space Odyssey appeared in 1968 the time was ripe for the message that we 

are highly civilized and deeply savage at the same time.  Since the end of the second 

world war America had wielded the power to blow up the rest of the world.  The 

destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasiki demonstrated that ability. The same skills that 

created such destructive capacity were connected with, maybe the same as, those which 

created the space program.  By 1949 the Soviet Union had developed the atomic bomb, 

and that meant that America’s only remaining major enemy wielded the power to blow 

up America.  The cold-war had the aspect of a Mexican stand-off 13 between the two 

super-powers.  This created an overarching instability in American self-awareness.  It 

shadowed the vaulting confidence that followed on the victories over Germany and Japan 

and in the growing prosperity of the post-war years turned into a paranoid defensiveness.   
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 The same mix of optimism and anxiety characterized the two decades that 

followed. In American social life the Eisenhower years established conformity, middle 

class comfort and golf as cultural and social ideals—paralleled by deep anxiety and 

paranoia about the threat of Communism.  A flourishing, well-educated middle class 

society was capable of believing, for a time at least, in an insidious, hidden threat of 

communist infiltration great enough that it could justify or at least temporarily 

countenance the rise of Joseph McCarthy’s House Unamerican Activities Committee 

(HUAC).   The paranoid style of American politics reemerged and entered one of its most 

convulsive phases.14 Americans engaged in the pursuit of happiness—or their elected 

representatives—had to defend themselves against invisible threats through the hunt for 

communist infiltrators.  Conspiracies were sensed everywhere: of labor unions, of the 

film industry, of the government itself.  To deny them was practically an act of treason.  

And so the richest, most advanced, proudest, most patriotic country on the earth went 

hunting for witches in its midst hexing all its glories.15 

 The next decades were also marked by combined triumphalism and fear.  

American technology and world influence advanced, ordinarily slightly in the lead of the 

single competitor, the Russians.  The success of the Soviet Union in putting a missile 

(“Sputnik”) into orbit around the earth in 1957 challenged that lead and gave a strong 

impetus to American science.  Now the cold war encompassed also a “space race.”  

American technological progress was at a highpoint in the Kennedy years.  The Apollo 

moon mission was in full swing; Apollo 11 would land men on the moon in 1969, one 

year after the opening of Kubrick’s Space Odyssey.   



	

Jaeger, Romance of Violence 
	

13	

The national schizophrenia was a symptom of a cultural crisis no less than 

individual schizophrenia constitutes an individual crisis.  Something like a nervous 

breakdown and a manic release of fears took place in the 1960s: the assassinations of 

John Kennedy (1963), Malcolm X (1965), Martin Luther King (on April 4, 1968, the day 

of the Los Angeles premiere of Space Odyssey), Bobby Kennedy (1968); race riots, the 

Vietnam war which overshadowed the entire decade.  The 60s were a highpoint both of 

technology and world influence and of violence in America.  It is not surprising that the 

climate of violence should have favored a philosophy and anthropology of violent 

humankind.  In the macro-view, human beings had acquired a power to destroy 

undreamed of by kings, generals and terrorists in any earlier period of human history; and 

in the micro-view, the willingness of individuals to exercise violence seemed virtually 

unchecked.  The willed destruction of the representatives of power or protest had a hazy 

connection with the feared destruction of entire cities, countries, the world.  

 Of course, the trend got plenty of attention from artists, Hollywood, intellectuals 

and the academic community.  I want to follow one academic line of thought on the 

origins and nature of human violence in the 1960s, the one that inspired Stanley Kubrick 

and Arthur C. Clarke, paleoanthropology.   

 A strain of the study of ancient man and his immediate evolutionary predecessors, 

was on the trail of man the killing animal, homo necans.  It was a peripheral position, 

largely rejected from the outset by mainstream *** anthropology.  But its impact on the 

culture at large was great, largely through one of its most widely read popularizations by 

Robert Ardrey, African Genesis.16  This best-selling book had a heavy impact on thinking 

in intellectual culture, whatever the reaction of specialists in the field.  Perhaps its most 
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visible lasting influence was the one it exercised on the conception of Kubrick’s Space 

Odyssey, especially on the “Dawn of Man” episode. Clarke wrote in his notebook on 

October 2, 1964,  

Finished reading Robert Ardreys African Genesis.  Came across a striking 

paragraph which might even provide a title for the movie: “Why did not the 

human line become extinct in the depths of the Pliocene?...  we know that but for 

a gift from the stars, but for the accidental collision of ray and gene, intelligence 

would have perished on some forgotten African field.”17 

The image of the black monolith transforming the apes [Fig. 1] is the visual realization of 

this “collision of ray and gene,” the killer mutation.  Ardrey, a playwrite and writer-of-

movie-screenplays-turned-popular-anthropologist, picked up the ideas of the Australian 

paleoanthropologist, Raymond Dart, on early man as killer and popularized them in 

African Genesis. He also hardened down on Dart’s conclusions and transformed Dart’s 

evidence into a foundation myth of human origins and an explanation of human nature:  

What Dart put forward in his piece [“The Predatory Transition from Ape to Man,” 

1953] was the simple thesis that Man had emerged from the anthropoid 

background for one reason only: because he was a killer…  A rock, a stick, a 

heavy bone—to our ancestral killer ape it meant the margin of survival.  But the 

use of the weapon meant new and multiplying demands on the nervous system for 

the co-ordination of muscle and touch and sight.  And so at last came the enlarged 

brain; so at last came man.  Far from the truth lay the antique assumption that man 

had fathered the weapon.  The weapon, instead, had fathered man.18 Man is a 
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predator with a natural instinct to kill and a genetic cultural affinity for the 

weapon. 19 

 Ardrey defined mankind as “the children of Cain,” the heading of his last chapter.   

Aggression, the primal instinct, is far more deeply imbedded in humans, according to 

Ardrey, than more shallow impulses like civility, religion, justice, goodness, institution 

building.  Killing, either to survive or to prevail in conflict, is primary; sociability and 

spirituality are responses to the dangers of the killing instinct.  They are hedges against 

the inborn, deeply rooted killer instinct that is the genetic inheritance of our race.   

In the same years the Austrian zoologist and student of animal behavior, Konrad 

Lorenz, was coming to similar conclusions on human nature based on studies of animal 

behavior. English speakers know his book, On Agression.20  Lorenz’s studies of animal 

behavior were popular and influential.  What Lorenz contributed to the quest for homo 

necans, was the insight that all animal species besides homo sapiens have found a way of 

diverting and redirecting aggression. Murder and war are peculiarly human inventions, 

signs of a moral flaw the lower species do not share with humans.   

In the minds of the writers who think within this paradigm I’ve just sketched out, 

very big things are at stake: the origins and nature of humankind.  A passage in Ardrey’s 

African Genesis illustrates the self-importance of this essentialist thinking.  Ardrey is 

describing his meeting in 1955 with Raymond Dart.  It happens in Dart’s laboratory at the 

university of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa.  Before him on the work 

table is a skull of australopithecus Africanus, the killing ape.  And Ardrey holds in his 

hand the skull of an ape from the same era that died young, its jaw smashed, a dark, 

smooth dent on the chin where the blow of a rounded club, probably a bone, had landed. 
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A scene of primeval murder rises before his mind’s eye.  Victim (the young ape 

bludgeoned to death) confronts murderer (or a representative of his species, the hominid 

skull) some 600,000 years after the deed.  During this conversation and Ardrey’s 

meditation on it, thunder rolls outside the windows of the laboratory, and the earth 

beneath the two men shakes because old abandoned gold mining tunnels under the 

university collapse occasionally.  Here is Ardrey’s narrative:  

I said that I understood his (Dart’s) conviction that the predatory transition and 

the weapons-fixation explained man’s bloody history, his eternal aggression, his 

irrational, self-destroying inexorable pursuit of death for death’s sake.  But I 

asked, would it be wise for us to listen [to an idea that erases our belief in the 

nobility of man’s inner nature] when man at last possessed weapons capable of 

sterilizing the earth?   Dart turned from his window and sat down at his desk; and 

somewhere a tunnel collapsed, a mile down, and skulls jiggled.  And he said that 

since we had tried everything else, we might in last resort try the truth.21  

That is, Ardrey sees in his mind’s eye a Copernican turn about to occur.  Two earnest 

insiders to the truth—who have a sense of being truth’s “last resort”—debate whether 

they can afford to unleash on the earth truths as shattering as those whose proof they hold 

in their hands.  Quite a scene.  It shows Ardrey’s flare for the dramatic and his own 

penchant for “mythic themes of smashing grandeur.”  

The theatrical character of the scene with thunder crashing and the earth trembling 

seems to me to cast some doubt on Ardrey’s objectivity.  It reads like the work of a 

dramatist and Hollywood scenarist more than that of a committed scientist.  The drama of 

abandoned gold mines collapsing in the earth beneath them mirrors too clearly the 
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impending collapse of the deeply implanted, now empty, antiquated views of human 

nobility.  

But in fact what collapsed in the years after their publication were the theories of 

Raymond Dart and Robert Ardrey.  It is generally agreed that they lean on extreme 

interpretations of skimpy evidence, that it is far more likely that the original humans were 

prey rather than predators, scavengers rather than hunters.  And that the development of 

the human brain had to do with the need to devise lots of different means of providing 

this “naked ape,” man, with the means of survival: shelter, fire, learning and expression, 

and among many other kinds of supplements to the human condition, weapons. 

Likewise central “finds” in Konrad Lorenz’s studies are now regarded as 

untenable, most critically for the killing man thesis, the idea that humans are the only 

animal given to killing members of their own species.  

And so, the science that supports the “murderous origins” thesis has been falsified 

beyond recovery.  An  article by Robert Sussman mops up on this line of argument from 

the perspective of three decades of research rejecting it, and ends by ridiculing the idea.  

He suggests it is just as likely that the transition from ape to man was signalled by the 

new man’s ability to dance and that dancing man (homo saltans) is as accurate as killing 

man as the defining title of humans.22  The empirical foundations of this “smashing 

theme of mythic grandeur” have collapsed like abandoned gold-mining tunnels in South 

Africa.  And yet they remain strong in the popular imagination.23  In that context the 

reception by specialists in paleoanthropology is less important than the role it played and 

still plays in the popular imagination. Like Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, generally 

rejected by historians and philologists of antiquity, and like Freudian psychology as 
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psychiatric practice, it was avidly received by intellectual culture in the West.  These 

grand theories were more important as witnesses to critical phases of western culture than 

as sober scientific investigations. Like Nietzsche and Freud, Ardrey could hang on in the 

form of big cultural theory, stimulating and inspiring, well after their discrediting as 

science. Whatever they are for anthropology, they are ideas rooted in a culture of 

violence.  

A close relative of the anthropological theories of violent origins are two big 

theoretical works on the origin of religion.  Walter Burkert and René Girard both 

produced wide-ranging, provocative studies in the 1970’s.  They located the origins of 

religion in acts of violence.  Both have by now classical status.24  Burkert (and Girard) 

merit inclusion here not because Kubrick influenced Burkert or Burkert Kubrick, but 

rather because they were independently inspired by the climate of ideas in the years 

around 1970.  While Girard is the more sophisticated theorist, I will focus on Burkert’s 

ideas here since they are the more lurid and most clearly illustrate the spell of the 

romance of violence in which their author was caught up. He hypes the sizzling claim 

that human religion originates from human violence.   

Burkert is a historian of ancient Greek religion.  His major work, Homo Necans, 

is basically a study of ancient Greek religious ritual.25  But it has a startling thesis as its 

point of departure which builds on the foundation of the anthropological works discussed 

earlier.  For Burkert religion originates in the earliest phase of human development, not in 

man’s need for gods, but in the climactic act of the hunt: the killing of prey.  The primal 

instinctual human response to the kill is in this case horror and guilt. Killing is horrifying, 

but necessary for self-preservation.  This is the primal paradox of the human condition.  
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Early man is shocked at himself: “Is this really me?” he might say to himself, “Mygod, I 

need a religion to make myself tolerable.”  The response to the kill produces a 

fundamental restructuring of human perception and thinking.  The shamed killer has to 

produce scenarios that mitigate or mask or excuse his action, and out of this impulse 

ritualized killing arises, sacrifice, the original form of worship.  

Burkert asserts the myth of man the primal killer vigorously: “Man became man 

through …. the act of killing.”26  Laws and other means of control and restraint develop 

as transformations of primal violence.  That includes harmless and beneficial seeming 

acts like harvesting. For Burkert farming is the ritualizing of the act of killing.  Cutting 

the wheat is a symbolic substitute for castration; grinding the grain and pressing the wine 

substitutes for the tearing up of an animal in the hunt or the sacrifice, plowing and sowing 

are acts of “preliminary sacrificial renunciations.” Burkert’s hard and unshrinking 

summary: “Civilized life endures only by giving a ritual form to the brute force that still 

lurks in men.” 27   The parallel to the opening sequence of Space Odyssey is evident: 

“Primal brute force” is to civilization as the primal murder performed by the ape 

Moonwatcher is to the spaceship and its killing technology.  The most advanced stages of 

culture and technology still have the inescapable primal instinct for brutal acts alive in 

their very DNA and seeking expression whether sublimated or open.  

I thought at one point of checking with the farm management program of 

University of Illinois to see if Burkert’s take on agriculture as sublimated violence has 

had much influence.  But I didn’t want to seem to bear wacky ideas to those sober 

colleagues.  I feel safe in assuming that Burkert’s vision of farmers sowing and reaping 

so that they don’t have to castrate enemies or rip apart animals hasn’t been widely 
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influential among agricultural researchers.  The idea reminds me of a theory of stand-up 

comedy and its underlying viciousness proposed by a character in Woody Allen’s film 

Stardust Memories (1980).  The Woody Allen character is talking with a Columbia 

University professor of cinema studies:  

Professor: “Comedy is hostility.  It’s rage.  What is it the comedian says when the jokes 

are going well?  ‘I murdered that audience. I killed ‘em.  They screamed.  I broke ‘em 

up.’”  

Sandy Bates (Woody Allen): “So what’re you saying? That someone like myself or 

Laurel and Hardy or Bob Hope are furious?” 

Professor: “Furious or latent homosexuals.  It’s hidden.  Behind the jokes.”   

And Burkert would say, it’s hidden—behind the cutting and reaping, it’s hidden 

behind religion, behind institutions and social life, behind spaceships and computers 

given control over human life.  The surface is the mask.  The savagery hiding behind and 

beneath it is essence. 

The immediate disciplinary neighbors of Burkert’s work are the writings of the 

“Cambridge school” of myth and ritual study, founded on James Frazer’s The Golden 

Bough with help from Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy.  But the hunting thesis which 

introduced and grounded Burkert’s substantial study of early Greek ritual drew directly 

on the paleoanthropological works cited earlier.  In the preface to the English translation 

in 1983, Burkert admitted with only minor regret the erosion of the credibility of Konrad 

Lorenz and Robert Ardrey, but he left the hunt and killing-man theses  in place in his first 

chapters—now reduced to historical curiosities.  He also made some comments on the 
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cultural climate in which the negative views of mankind prominent in Lorenz and Ardrey 

would inevitably come under attack: 

Some overstatements [by Lorenz and Ardrey] no doubt have been corrected, but 

some of the criticism and subsequent neglect may be viewed as part of the 

schizophrenia of our world, which pursues the ideal of an ever more human, more 

easygoing life amid growing insecurity and uncontrolled violence.  28 

These comments show a sharp perception of the mood of the west in the 60s but they do 

not alter the fact that a reasoned consensus of scientists rejected the ideas that were the 

basis for Burkert’s hunting thesis.29  Burkert can cast that opposition as a rescue effort by 

advocates of a shallow optimism toward human nature.  But at the same time he credits 

the criticism to the extent of backing away from the raw essentialism of the “killing man” 

and “children of Cain” hypothesis: “…the course of historical development as delineated 

in Homo Necans does not at any stage require that “all” men acted or experienced things 

in a certain way…  The thesis of Homo Necans does not hypothesize about genetic 

fixation of ‘human nature.’ “30  Still, the title and the first chapter remain as reminders of 

the essentialist theories of an incurably violent humanity. 

 Stanley Kubrick’s quest for a “smashing theme of mythic grandeur,” Ardrey’s 

self-confident and self-important assertion of, and Burkert’s more tentative clinging to, 

ideas that were sweeping, huge and highly falsifiable, are comfortably accommodated in 

the concept “romance of violence. “  One senses the romance in progress—and its 

silliness—in the thrill of imagining harvest and stand-up comedy as sublimating acts of 

horrendous violence.  What Kubrick filmed *** not a mythicized version of scientific 
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fact, but rather was a narrative of crisis, a cultural framing of a genealogy of human 

destructiveness. 

Kubrick, Ardrey and Burkert wrote/filmed in an atmosphere of crisis which 

coincided with a late-romantic tradition of anti-enlightenment, debunking attitudes 

toward an optimistic, enlightenment rationalist, progressive view of the human condition.  

Earnest and indeed great artists and humanists believed earnestly and invested large 

amounts of  intellectual capital so trustingly in perishable pseudo-scientific thought in 

part at least because they were in the grips of a romance.  Of course, a phenomenon as 

appalling and horrifying as nuclear weapons called for powerful intellectual medicine, 

and sweeping condemnations of  humankind as genetically allied with destructive 

violence were both Nietzschean, thrilling and plausible, at least on the level of cultural 

theory.    

A final observation.  The larger structure of thought at work in this and every 

work I deal with in Romance of Violence is a pattern inherited from European 

romanticism:  it sees the world, cultural and social life as we experience them as 

inauthentic, as violating true human dignity, perverting the real destiny of humans, or, to 

bring it to particular cases, effacing ethnic identity.  To find the way back to authenticity, 

we have to recognize the experienced world as a deception, perhaps recover the lost 

world of authentic existence by a return to the past, in research or in fiction, or to throw 

off the bonds of the present system by revolution.  One recognizes in this general sketch 

of the romantic cultural paradigm ideas of Herder on lost ethnic identity; the grand 

philological rescue operation that the work of Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm and of many 

other philologists of the romantic period represented.  In its post-Nietzschean mold, it 



	

Jaeger, Romance of Violence 
	

23	

sees institutions and moral restraints as an arbitrary invention of the dominant 

civilization, created in order to mask the truth and control dissent. (I develop this 

background further in “Burckhardt’s Renaissance and the Cult of Violence in the 

Nineteenth Century and Beyond.”) The most advanced civilizations are built on a hidden 

ground of violence (remember Burkert on Hellenic culture: “the savagery beneath the 

seemingly civilized exterior”; and on Civilized life: it endures “only by giving a ritual 

form to the brute force that still lurks in men.”) To find the way back to your true self, 

you must confront the values of society, transform them, reject them,  overthrow or even 

eliminate that world; strip them away and lay bare the essences of self and nation that are 

being suppressed by them, then you will be free.  In its extreme paranoid form, it invites 

individuals to destroy representatives of that corrupting society: the unibomber and 

Timothy McVeigh, distant relatives of Uncle Charlie in Alfred Hitchcock’s Shadow of a 

Doubt (dir. Alfred Hitchcock, 1942).  Uncle Charlie is to all appearances a charming, 

charismatic, successful gentleman, but he leads a secret life as the “Merry Widow 

Murderer,” a psychotic killer.  His adoring niece, also named Charlie threatens to expose 

him, and his answer to her provokes this statement of Uncle Charlie’s philosophy on the 

human condition:  

You live in a dream.  You’re a sleep-walker, blind.  How do you know what the 

world is like?  Do you know the world is a foul sty?  Do you know if you ripped 

the fronts off houses, you’d find swine?  The world’s a hell.  What does it matter 

what happens in it?  Wake up Charlie.  Use your wits.  Learn something. 31 

Uncle Charlie’s strategic response to the hypocrisy of reality is to murder widows and 

take their money.  His psychosis tends to discredit his sentiments as a valid pattern of 
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action in a late romantic paradigm.  But he acts out of a conviction that is a dark ally of a 

romance of violence: the conviction that human evil justifies someone who wipes out 

humans and profits from it.  A variant of the romantic paradigm is at work in F. F. 

Coppola’s Apocalypse Now.  But its major popular expression in film came in The Matrix 

(dir. Andy and Lana Wachowski, 1999).   

 
[MORPHEUS (Laurence Fishburne) EXPLAINS THE WORLD TO NEO (Keanu 

Reeves)]   Everything we experience as real is in fact an illusion, enabled by the 

matrix.   

NEO: The Matrix? 

MORPHEUS: Do you want to know what it is? The Matrix is the world that has 

been pulled over your eyes to blind you to the truth. 

NEO: What truth? 

MORPHEUS: That you are a slave, Neo.  Like everyone else you were born 

into…a prison of the mind. [Ripples of thunder and lightning outside.] 

The world of the Matrix is a computer-generated dream world, built to keep us under 

control. Only a few illuminati are able to distinguish the dream from reality, and that 

band of rebels led now by the messianic hero, Neo, the One, has the duty of destroying 

the Matrix, its defenders, and, absurdly, any and all its citizens—who are co-conspirators 

in the deception that experienced life, as presented in this film, is.   

Stanley Kubrick had gotten plenty of creative inspiration from the Nietzschean 

variant.  In Kubrick’s 1964 satire on nuclear Angst, Doctor Strangelove, the insane U.S. 

army officer, General Jack Ripper (played by Sterling Hayden) penetrated all deception, 

hypocrisy and moral fussiness restraining presidents and diplomats and proceeded on his 
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own to launch a final-solution preemptive nuclear strike on Russia.  That act triggered the 

Russians’ doomsday machine, which destroyed all life on earth.  General Ripper acted in 

order to thwart a communist conspiracy to sap our vital bodily fluids.  The Wachowski 

brothers came close to duplicating that motivation in The Matrix, though their 

philosophical framing of a conspiracy that does indeed sap human bodily fluids, hence 

requires the destruction of human society, happens in a deadly earnest mood.  

 And finally, the character of Alex, the chief thug in Stanley Kubrick’s A 

Clockwork Orange (1971), who in the course of the movie beats a homeless beggar 

senseless, rapes a young woman, drives her to suicide and beats her husband leaving him 

an invalid, bludgeons a woman to death using a giant size plastic penis, and with his gang 

commits other lesser atrocities.  Kubrick speaks clearly on the idea of this character in an 

interview with Bernard Weinraub.  He explained the sympathy the audience feels with 

the film’s main character:  

“Alex symbolizes man in his natural state, the way he would be if society did not 

impose its 'civilizing' processes upon him….  What we respond to subconsciously 

is Alex's guiltless sense of freedom to kill and rape, and to be our savage natural 

selves, and it is in this glimpse of the true nature of man that the power of the 

story derives."32 

The film offers a significant reminder of the complicity of culture in human violence.  It 

links Beethoven’s ninth symphony with Alex’s destructiveness.  One of Alex’s few 

redeeming human characteristics had been his love of Beethoven, especially the ninth 

symphony.  Once arrested, he is subjected to a Pavlovian training that makes Alex loathe 

violent acts.  It also makes him loathe the Beethoven symphony. 
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 The star-child in Space Odyssey seems to overcome the old human being, that 

life-form who is driven either openly or from the shelter of civilization by his “savage 

natural self.”  The child sees a new world beyond savagery and is the new life-form that 

will dominate in the new world.  Maybe the more advanced extra-terrestrial beings who 

arrange evolutionary leaps (in Clarke’s novel of Space Odyssey) realized their mistake in 

making us, and modified their creation, either to correct the flaws or to add new ones we 

don’t yet know about.  
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