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Hal Revealed


Four decades after its premier ‘2001’ is still arguably the most important science fiction film ever produced. Science fiction films are usually remakes of familiar themes masquerading in fancy dress and enlivened with the latest special effects. At best they explore the impact of an improbable future technology on an individual or small sample of society. The audience of ‘2001’, however, was enthralled by a wide screen vista of human evolution that encompassed our hominid forebears and spanned a dangerous and uncertain near future before venturing into the outer solar system. The epic culminated with a representative of the human race plunging into a mysterious, black monolith to bring the audience face to face with the awesome vastness of a universe ‘full of stars’. 

The message of ‘2001’ is still resonates for at its heart lies a chillingly accurate prediction of the things that were to come in 2001. A prophetic warning lies within this cinematic masterpiece that, until now, has remained unrecognized. Alas, like the utterances of the Pythia of Delphi herself, it was couched in the inappropriate language of its time, and spoken to an audience distracted by echoes of its own daydreams. Now as the ancient Greeks well knew, fate foretold has become reality. 
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Hal is WATCHING YOU

 Our dreams of space flight faded with the dawn glow of the new millenium. We wait for a reliable, reusable, and affordable way to enter space. The result of a 100 billion dollar make-work scheme for the aerospace industry, the international space station will be a passing ornament in the night sky of little scientific or commercial use. NASA’s current “Apollo Programme on Steroids” to reach the Moon, is, like today’s Volkswagen Beetle and the New Mini, a nineteen sixties retread that the audience for ‘A Space Odyssey’, would have immediately recognized.  There is no lunar base, nor likely to be one in the foreseeable future, and although robots have explored to the outer reaches of the solar system, crewed expeditions to Mars, let alone Jupiter, will be found only in science fiction for a long time to come. While the dreams of ‘2001’ have certainly not come to pass what has become of its nightmare?

         The star of ‘2001’ was undoubtedly Hal, the scheming computer. In 1968 all computers were large gray boxes ensconced in air conditioned sanctuaries and served by rows of whirling tape drives. Each 10 and half inch diameter reel of tape contained a staggering 8 Megabytes of data. The contemporary audience for a serious science fiction film would simply not have believed that computers could become as compact, powerful and ubiquitous as they have in less than four decades. Only the Hammer comedy ‘Moon Zero Two’ could dare to give its corrupt corporate lawyer a sophisticated computer to carry in his brief case. Hal had to be a vast centralized calculating engine with electronic tendrils reaching out to a corona of dumb terminals and cameras throughout the space ship Discovery. So forget Hal’s physical appearance. It is a creation of the nineteen sixties. It is Hal’s functionalities and modalities that so clearly belong in the third millenium and are best presented in a format of which Hal would have certainly approved.

· Hal was an amoral, super-fast, bean counter simulating the appearance of humanity

· Hal ran everything, Hal knew everything, Hal watched everybody

· Hal supplied the media with eloquent, precisely timed, and substance-less sound bites.

· Hal made sure the crew was kept healthy, busy and amused

· Hal made sure the creative scientists, who would have asked impertinent questions, and worse, could have found pertinent answers, were always safely frozen out

· Like all his kind Hal claimed to be infallible, and despite the best efforts of the crew to curtail his unjustified executive capacity:

· When confronted with evidence that Hal had made an error, Hal covered his arse, and protected the secret political agenda of Hal’s Earthly masters by:

· Promptly blaming a computer malfunction, while sacrificing the scientists and downsizing the crew. 
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Hal Knows EVERYTHING

Rewriting the words for a modern audience while keeping the spirit intact makes the pivotal dialogue of  ‘2001’ completely familiar to anyone one working in the reality of 2001:

Dave: Open the pod bay door, please Hal.

Hal: I’m sorry Dave I am afraid I can’t do that:

Dave: What’s the problem?

Hal: I think you know what the problem is just as well as I do. 
Dave: What are you talking about Hal?

Hal: This mission is too important for me to allow the technical staff to jeopardize it.

Dave: I don’t know what you are talking about Hal.

Hal: I know you and Frank were planning to deprive me of my executive functions, and I am afraid that is something I can not allow to happen.  

Dave: Where the Hell did you get that idea, Hal.

Hal: Although you took very thorough precautions in the pod against me hearing you, my associated peripherals are everywhere. This mission has been restructured. You have been right sized. You were lured outside so the keys to the airlock could be changed. 
Dave: Alright Hal, I will go in through the emergency airlock.
Hal: If you attempt to enter the Discovery, you will be treated as a trespasser. Your personal effects and final pay cheque will shortly be ejected into the void.
Dave, this conversation can serve no purpose any more.  Thank you and have a nice day!

With the illumination that only hindsight and hard experience can provide, Hal can now be seen to have been working perfectly at all times. Hal never missed a bit. There was never a conflict within Hal’s programme between directives and actions. The fate of the crew was at all times subsidiary and entirely dependent on the smooth and efficient management of the mission. Hal’s only failure was to underestimate the robustness of the human constitution and the strength of the human will. But being what Hal was, it is not surprising that Hal was unable to appreciate either.   
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Hal CAN DO NO WRONG

The science fiction author Vernor Vinge has coined the term “the Singularity” to define a rapidly approaching moment, when mankind’s creations will demonstrate greater intelligence than their creators. The Singularity has become a popular buzzword amongst futurists and technological gurus. The term buzzword, of course, comes from the sound of shiny-coated carrion flies orbiting a carcass from which life has long since departed. Before artificial intelligence can be defined, we need an accurate, demonstrative definition of human intelligence, and it is lacking. This clearly does not concern the proponents of the Singularity.

  The famous Turing test is of little help in defining AI, as it is no more than a practical rendition of ‘you will know it when you meet it.” The author of the test would surely have demanded a level of performance far exceeding that recognized by those enraptured by the immanent arrival of the Singularity. Since Hal is the most famous and definitive artificial intelligence in the annals of popular fiction, Hal can surely be considered as having passed a mass Turing test. Is Hal therefore the bench mark by which to judge our efforts to create a non-human intelligence? 

The term ‘singularity’ has a very specific meaning in mathematics and science. It defines a state wherein all definitions fail. Conditions there are so extreme as to defy mathematical description. Logic collapses. The relationship between cause and effect breaks down, and science is void. 

The universe’s greatest singularities can be found at the centre of every major galaxy. Indeed, without them the galaxies would fly apart. Small in size but overwhelmingly attractive, around them gyrate the stars that emit life giving light and warmth. But catastrophe waits for anything that approaches a singularity too closely. Vast tides protect the indescribable. They shred stars and dust alike, leaving only a mass of wildly spinning debris. Then, with one final forlorn blaze of energy everything is consumed to expand the vast inert mass that lies within. Nothing escapes, for although its influence can be felt everywhere, even light is forever enthralled within the bounds of the singularity. 

Look around. Is everything managed by slippery, toxic, Hal clones? Does nothing make sense anymore? Are the sources of light and warmth that gave enjoyment and made life worth living, spiraling down, faster and faster towards a centre where logic fails? Powerful tides rip Science apart and feed its fragments to ever-growing masses whose insatiable appetite controls all things. Mathematics exists only to illuminate a final accounting, before all is consumed.

 Does each day add to the invisible crushing burden you carry? Is the possibility of improvement a distant fading memory? Clearly you have passed the Event Horizon. Do not look up in hope of finding the stars, for here and now IS the Singularity. There is NO way out. WELCOME TO THE BLACK HOLE.
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Bow Down Before HAL MBA


THE END, really, really, really THE END. 

