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2 0 0 1 :  A S PA C E  O D Y S S E Y  
B Y A R T H U R  C .  C L A R K E  

Essay Prompts / Book Club Questions 
 

1. Both the film and the novel versions of 2001: A Space Odyssey came out 
in 1968, while the first moon landing didn’t even occur until 1969. Given 
that most people in 1968 knew very little about space travel and how it 
worked, how does Arthur C. Clarke still make his imagined world feel 
real? What kind of information or description does he give you to make 
you feel like this future is an actual possibility? 

2. This novel features a third person omniscient narrator, which means the 
narrator is all-knowing and easily hops from one character’s mind to 
another’s as necessary. Some other possible narrative styles include first 
person (I), second person (you), and third person limited (he/she/it, but 
limited to just one or a few characters’ perspectives). 

i. Do you think third person omniscient was an effective choice for 
this novel? Why or why not? 

ii. Imagine the novel instead in first person, second person, or third 
person limited. How might changing the narration’s voice change 
the novel in each case?  
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3. Clarke provides almost no description of how the main human 
characters look. 

i. What do you think might have caused Clarke to make this choice? 
Do you think this choice was effective? 

ii. How can detailed description or a lack of description change the 
way you connect to characters as a reader? 

4. Clarke wrote and revised this novel at the same time that he was also 
writing its screenplay version with film director Stanley Kubrick. 

i. If you have seen the film version, are there parts of the book that 
you felt were more successful in Kubrick’s audio/visual medium? 
Explain your answer. 

ii. If you haven't seen the film, are there certain parts of the book that 
you feel would be more successful on film than they were on paper? 

iii. What challenges can you imagine in adapting this book to a film 
format? What advantages might there be?  

5. Except for the stewardess and the rarely mentioned wife or girlfriend, 
there are essentially no female characters in this book. Although Clarke 
was among the most imaginative sci-fi authors of his time, he still seems 
to have been unable to imagine a world in which women were scientists, 
astronauts, or government employees. 

i. Do you think having some female main characters instead of only 
male ones would have significantly changed the themes of the text 
in any way? 

ii. What do you think makes a text “masculine” or makes a text 
“feminine”? Explain your answer. 

iii. On the other hand, what do you think makes a text “universal”? Is it 
the content of the text itself or is it who we think the text is written 
for? Is there such a thing as a “universal” text in the first place?  

iv. Do you think 2001: A Space Odyssey is a “universal” text? Do you 
think the novel is a “masculine” text? A “feminine” text? 
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6. Sci-fi as a genre often pushes us to question our definition of what it 
means to be “a human,” “a person,” or even just “alive.” 

i. Would you consider Hal to be any of these three things? 

ii. How about the intelligent alien beings who first transform their 
bodies into spacecraft, then abandon these bodies entirely? 

iii. How would you define each of these three terms (“human,” 
“person,” “alive”)? 

7. When Hal kills Frank Poole, David Bowman is shocked that the 
computer could overcome his programming and harm a human being. 
This event challenges our common human belief that we have complete 
control over the things we create. 

i. Where else in the text do you see themes of creation, as well as 
themes of transformation? 

ii. What argument do you see the text making about the greatness or 
the foolishness of creation? Support your answer with examples 
from the text.  

8. 2001: A Space Odyssey was published in 1968 during the Cold War, a 
tension-filled time when both the United States and the Soviet Union 
had stored up enough nuclear weapons to destroy all human life. During 
this time, Clarke wrote: “The spear, the bow, the gun, and finally the 
guided missile had given [Man] weapons of infinite range and all but 
infinite power. Without those weapons, often though he had used them 
against himself, Man would never have conquered his world. Into them 
he had put his heart and soul, and for ages they had served him well. But, 
now, as long as they existed, he was on borrowed time.” 

i. In the present-day world, there are still large numbers of nuclear 
weapons around the world, as well as plenty of international 
tension. Do you think that Clarke's words still apply to our present-
day world? 

ii. How do you interpret this quote as relevant—or not relevant—to 
your own life?  
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9. When Moon-Watcher receives the vision of the four plump man-apes, 
the narration states that “discontent had come into his soul, and he had 
taken one small step toward humanity.” Do you agree with the text that 
discontent is a unique and important aspect of humanity? Why or why 
not? 

10. In discussing the danger an intelligent alien race might present to human 
beings, Heywood Floyd states, “... as the past history of our own world 
has shown so many times, primitive races have often failed to survive the 
encounter with higher civilizations.” 

i. What do you think Floyd means here by the terms “primitive races” 
and “higher civilizations”? In other words, what do you think he 
believes makes a civilization “primitive”? Do you agree with Floyd? 

ii. Although Clarke's novel might seem to argue that humans need to 
move beyond violence and war in order to further evolve, it also 
clearly suggests that violence was a necessary part of developing 
human intelligence. Do you agree with this belief? 

11. Consider the primitive man-apes at the beginning of the novel who only 
begin to show “the first rudiments of thought” once they are no longer 
constantly worried by starvation. 

i. Based on the information the book gives you, do you think the man-
apes could ever have evolved into intelligent life without the 
monolith's interference? Why or why not? 

ii. Do you think the aliens’ interference in the development of 
intelligent life elsewhere in the universe was justified and morally 
right? Why or why not? Feel free to bring in real-world examples of 
human interference to justify your answer. 
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12. In discussing the Clavius moon base and its scientific research, the novel 
states, “After ten thousand years, Man had at last found something as 
exciting as war. Unfortunately, not all nations had yet realized that fact.” 
This quote seems to suggest that scientific discovery is “as exciting” as 
violence and that it is a tragedy that not more people agree. 

i. Do you agree with this statement? Why or why not? 

ii. Consider how many scientific discoveries and advancements have 
been fueled by wars or militaristic goals. For instance, the space 
race itself was a major part of the Cold War between the United 
States and the Soviet Union. Does this fact change your answer in 
any way? Why or why not? 

iii. What do you yourself view as the purpose or value of space 
exploration?  

13. In 2001: A Space Odyssey, there are two forms of non-human 
intelligence: the alien beings and Hal. 

i. How does Clarke characterize these two different intelligences? 
How do they care for, intimidate, or outright threaten human life? 
Use specific examples from the text. 

ii. Consider the overwhelming size of the universe, as well as the 
countless possible planets that might have intelligent life. How do 
you feel about the chance that we might discover extraterrestrial 
life forms within your lifetime? Does imagining this possibility 
frighten you or excite you? Explain your answer. 

iii. Consider the possibility of advanced AIs becoming responsible for 
our well-being. Does this possibility frighten you or excite you? 
Explain your answer. 

14. Consider the ending of the novel. Typically, a novel’s ending should 
return to the text’s major themes and resolve them in some way. 

i. What do you see as the major themes of 2001: A Space Odyssey? Do 
you see those themes represented in the novel’s ending? Do you 
see those themes being resolved? Explain your answers. 

ii. Overall, did you find the ending of this novel satisfying? Why or why 
not? 


