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Louise in Arrival’s complex way of perceiving events and time can be used to explain the

spoon boy’s words to Neo in The Matrix. It does not make any sense that “there is no spoon”1

until you consider different, often conflicting, perspectives on reality and truth from the norm.

Nearly every aspect of the spoon scene is difficult to understand on a first viewing. The scene

takes place inside the omnipotent Oracle’s home, where a bald child in a monk outfit sits with a

row of bent spoons in front of him. The familiar greenish hue of the Matrix glows as mystical

chimes play to the tune of the child picking up the spoon and bending it by some equally

mysterious force, showing Neo’s reflection back at him before bending it back into shape. Neo is

invited to take the spoon as he stares wide eyed at what just happened, and we know despite all

signs pointing towards him being The Chosen One, Neo does not believe this about himself.

Arrival can explain the spoon boy scene in how our character is shown lives the unexplainable

and has to question reality as they knew it.

Louise’s circular way of perceiving time leads us to understanding how events or objects

can be understood from ways different than how we intuitively think. In the movie, she

encounters many close calls where her precognitive abilities become extremely convenient. One

moment in particular is when her daughter asks her what another way to say win-win is.2 When

we think of what it means to be able to predict the future, we naturally imagine this from our

human standpoint of the linear flow of time. This does not mesh with how Louise is able to

remember and share the concept of a non-zero sum game with her daughter. Instead, we see that

as soon as the Louise we have been following the whole film hears the words she needs, the

experience becomes unlocked for the flash-forward Louise. This time manipulation raises the

question of what makes her beholden to experiencing that moment for the first time in order to

2Arrival, directed by Dennis Villeneuve (2016; Montreal, Quebec, Canada: Paramount Pictures, 2017) Swank.
1The Matrix, directed by Lily and Lana Wachowski (1999; Sydney, Australia: Warner Bros., 1999), Warpwire.
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access that memory later in her life?

Louise seeing the future is like bending the spoon. Her realizing her ability to experience

all of her life at once and truly stepping into it is like realizing there is no spoon at all. It is about

confronting one’s conceptual schemes and rejecting traditional modes of thinking that are

inappropriate for this new era of their life. She is limited by having to wait for the moments she

will live through to come into existence, but this balance is how the movie makes us think about

how the past can influence the future just as much as the future can influence the past. We go

through parallel journeys to Neo and Louise, starting in the dark and not privy to the potential of

our own minds, and end up having changed outlooks in similar ways as well. Ultimately, whether

they are holding the fate of their entire species in their hands or simply a spoon, it is their

philosophical points of view that are its greatest takeaways and they are ones I am grateful to

have been exposed to.

When I first heard “do not try and bend the spoon. That's impossible,”3 I was

immediately baffled. I was confused by these words since they clashed with what I thought I

knew about this universe. While it is instinctual for us as humans to believe it is impossible to

bend any spoon given the physical limitations of our reality, how can it be impossible for Neo

to bend the spoon in the Matrix? Stranger things have happened so far than psychic spoon

deformation, yet we are being told by this young boy who clearly seems to know more about

the mechanisms of being the One and the Matrix than Neo that this is not so. The scene in

Arrival illuminates this through her letting go of the way she used to see time, thereby not

trying to bend the spoon, and being open minded about the aliens and their language. It would

be impossible to hold on to her old way of looking at life and simultaneously embrace this

3The Matrix, directed by Lily and Lana Wachowski (1999; Sydney, Australia: Warner Bros., 1999), Warpwire.
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radical shift in herself even if she tried. They both prompt the viewer to challenge their most

basic assumptions about life, opening the door to the truth the spoon boy will touch upon.

The next line, which states “...instead only try to realize the truth,”4 begs the question

of what exactly is the truth, and on that matter on, what even is truth? To me in this context

truth means what is real and not a part of the facade that is the Matrix. Taking this into

consideration, the spoon boy’s truth is that “there is no spoon.”5 This revelation is the spark

that Neo needs for later on when he will eventually see that he is the Chosen One and has

been all along. This incredibly influential line is nonetheless incredibly confusing until we

recognize how these movies compel us to set aside our commonly unchallenged views on life

and what constitutes reality, exploring other ways of looking at it, namely Cartesian views on

the self and perception.

To believe that there is a spoon that is bending is to still be maintaining the lie that is

the Matrix. Neo meets this new declaration with a confused repetition of it, but the spoon boy

moves on leaving us to interpret what he means. This is where things start to become clearer

as they get more vague. By asserting there is no spoon, Neo, and by extension the audience,

have to question how the Matrix operates and similarly our own world. It is difficult to shake

our understanding that what we perceive has to exist, and the fact that the Matrix is a shared

illusion among the billions of people enslaved to it reminds us of the society we live in and

are familiar with and makes it harder to do so. But we are dealing with a simulation that takes

place in one’s mind. There is no physical spoon out there that correlates with the spoon Neo is

holding and seeing. The Desert of the Real is a desolate wasteland, meaning that nothing save

their bodies has a physical counterpart and even they are not the naked ported bodies they

5The Matrix, directed by Lily and Lana Wachowski (1999; Sydney, Australia: Warner Bros., 1999), Warpwire.
4The Matrix, Warner Bros., 1999.
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actually are. Everything he perceives is in his mind, which he can manipulate and benefit from

in ways and for reasons nearly identical to the non-zero sum game scene in Arrival.

So spoon boy is correct to say there is no spoon in the literal sense but also at a deeper

level. We can take from this assertion that all the things Neo senses are simply conjurings of

his mind. And the sooner he becomes aware of this, the sooner he is able to use this to his

advantage which we see when he exhibits superhuman abilities like the power of flight and

otherwise warping reality to his design.6 Arrival’s metaphysics operates similarly where

Louise realizes this truth for the better since she is able to understand the weapon she has that

will unite Earth’s countries and potentially save the film’s alien race in the future as well, but

at a great sacrifice of her daughter’s life and her marriage.7 I still don’t know if I fully

understand the implications of the spoon boys proposition that there is no spoon, or if my idea

is the definitive answer, but the beautiful thing is I know that I can further unravel this puzzle

moving forward with Arrival as a framework to understand, and that it is an exciting prospect.

7Arrival, directed by Dennis Villeneuve (2016; Montreal, Quebec, Canada: Paramount Pictures, 2017) Swank.
6The Matrix, directed by Lily and Lana Wachowski (1999; Sydney, Australia: Warner Bros., 1999), Warpwire.
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