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Introduction
Philip K. Dick’s 1956 short story “The Minority Report” and Steven Spielberg’s 2002 film adaptation
use predictive policing to test free will, evidence, due process, and institutional power. The original
essay identifies the central paradox—if a person knows a predicted future, can that person change
it?—but combines the story and film, calls John Anderton “Anderson,” places the film in New York in
2045, and treats prediction as proof of criminal intention. In the film, Precrime operates in
Washington, D.C., in 2054 and arrests people before a predicted murder. In Dick’s story, the political
setting, characters, and resolution differ. Both versions expose the ethical danger of punishing an
uncommitted act. Prediction may justify prevention or investigation, but detention and punishment
require reliable evidence of conduct, a meaningful opportunity to challenge the system, and
recognition that human knowledge of a forecast can change the outcome (Dick; Spielberg).

Story and Film Are Different Texts
Dick’s story centers on Precrime commissioner John Anderton, who discovers a prediction that he will
kill retired general Leopold Kaplan. Three precogs generate reports, and a minority report can differ
from the majority because knowledge and timing alter the future. The political struggle involves
Precrime, the military, and the survival of the institution.

Spielberg’s film keeps the name John Anderton and the precog system but introduces Agatha, Danny
Witwer, Lamar Burgess, the murder of Anne Lively, retinal surveillance, and a national referendum.
Analysis should identify which version supports a claim instead of blending their plots.

What Precrime Claims to Know
Precrime does not merely predict elevated risk. It claims to identify a specific killer, victim, place, and
near-future act through precognitive visions. The system converts a forecast into legal certainty.
Officers interpret fragmented images, arrive before the act, and imprison the predicted offender.

This structure removes the ordinary distinction among thought, preparation, attempt, and completed
crime. A person is punished for an event that the arrest itself prevents.
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Intention and Action
Criminal law can punish conspiracy, solicitation, threats, and attempt before a completed harm, but
these offenses require acts and defined mental states. Private anger or a possible future choice is not
enough. The film’s predicted person may not yet know the victim or have formed the intent when
police arrive.

Precrime therefore treats a future mental state as present evidence. It denies the possibility that the
person might reconsider, be interrupted by ordinary means, or never encounter the triggering
situation.

Free Will and Foreknowledge
If the future is fixed, Anderton cannot choose differently, and moral blame becomes difficult because
the predicted act is unavoidable. If he can choose differently after learning the prediction, the future
was conditional rather than certain. The minority reports embody this instability.

The texts do not provide a simple scientific solution. They dramatize the conflict between
determinism and agency by making knowledge itself a cause of change.

The Self-Fulfilling Prediction
A forecast can alter behavior in ways that help produce the predicted result. In the film, Anderton’s
pursuit of Leo Crow occurs because he sees himself as the predicted killer. The institution’s
intervention guides him into the encounter.

Real risk systems can operate similarly when police attention, denied opportunities, or public labels
increase the conditions associated with future harm. Prediction is not always a neutral window onto
behavior; it can become part of the behavior’s environment.

Accuracy Is Not the Only Ethical Question
Supporters of Precrime point to the absence of murders as proof of success. Even a highly accurate
system can be unjust if it hides evidence, prevents challenge, imposes indefinite punishment, or
treats people merely as instruments of public safety.

False positives are especially serious, but perfect prediction would not automatically answer whether
a future act deserves present punishment. Prevention and punishment have different moral purposes.
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Due Process
The accused in Precrime receives no ordinary trial, opportunity to examine the precogs, independent
expert review, or meaningful appeal. The evidence is controlled by the same agency that interprets
and acts on it. Prisoners are incapacitated through technology rather than adjudicated through
transparent law.

Due process is not a technical obstacle to efficiency. It tests evidence, exposes bias, separates
institutional roles, and gives the person affected a voice.

The Minority Report
A minority report reveals that the precogs do not always produce one identical future. In the film, the
existence of divergent visions is concealed to preserve confidence. In the story, successive reports
respond to different information available to Anderton.

The ethical problem is not only disagreement. It is institutional suppression of uncertainty. A system
that advertises certainty while hiding exceptions creates legitimacy through deception.

Agatha and the Exploitation of Precogs
In the film, the precogs are presented publicly as passive instruments but are living people kept in an
artificial environment and used continuously by the state. Their suffering is treated as a necessary
input for public safety.

Precrime therefore prevents one kind of violence through another form of coercion. An ethical system
cannot ignore the rights of the people who generate its information.

Institutional Self-Preservation
Lamar Burgess manipulates the system and commits murder while protecting Precrime’s reputation.
In Dick’s story, Anderton ultimately commits the predicted killing partly to prevent Kaplan from
discrediting Precrime and restoring military power.

Both versions show officials choosing the institution over transparent truth. Organizations can
redefine criticism as a threat and conceal errors when their authority, careers, or founding identity
depend on infallibility.
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Predictive Policing in the Real World
Modern predictive policing does not use precognition. It uses recorded crime, location, networks, and
statistical models to prioritize places or people. Such tools can help allocate attention, but their output
is probability rather than proof (Ferguson, 2017).

Historical data reflect reporting patterns, enforcement choices, segregation, and unequal surveillance.
A model trained on those records may reproduce institutional behavior while appearing objective.

Bias and Feedback Loops
If police deploy more heavily in a predicted area, they may discover more offenses there, generating
data that justify continued deployment. Harm elsewhere can remain less visible. This feedback loop
confuses observed police activity with the full distribution of crime (Richardson et al., 2019).

Validation should therefore examine actual outcomes, comparison areas, demographic effects, and
whether the tool adds value beyond simpler methods.

Transparency and Explainability
People should know when a consequential decision relies on an algorithm and what kind of data
influenced it. Trade secrecy or complexity should not prevent legal challenge. Independent auditors
need access to data quality, performance, error, and governance.

Explainability does not make a system fair by itself. A clearly explained discriminatory rule remains
discriminatory, but opacity makes correction harder.

Privacy and Surveillance
The film’s retinal identification system tracks people across transport, shopping, and public space.
Personalized advertisements recognize Anderton instantly. Convenience and policing share the same
identity infrastructure.

This convergence anticipates modern concerns about biometric surveillance, data brokerage, and
function creep. Information collected for access or marketing can later be used for enforcement
unless law and technical design impose limits.
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Prevention Without Pre-Punishment
Government has a legitimate duty to prevent foreseeable violence. Ethical prevention can include
threat assessment, voluntary mental-health care, protective orders with due process, interruption of
weapon access under law, victim safety planning, and investigation of concrete conduct.

The crucial distinction is that intervention should be proportionate to evidence and risk. Support,
monitoring, or temporary prevention is not the same as imposing punishment for an act that never
occurred.

The Film’s Choice Scene
When Anderton confronts Leo Crow, he initially decides not to kill him. This moment demonstrates
agency and exposes the prediction as conditional. Crow then seeks death for reasons connected to
Burgess’s plan, and the gun discharges during the struggle.

The scene rejects the idea that an image of the future fully captures intention, context, or legal
responsibility. Visual certainty is not narrative completeness.

The Story’s Darker Resolution
Dick’s Anderton chooses to kill Kaplan because doing so preserves the credibility of Precrime and
prevents a political shift. The prediction becomes true through his knowledge and institutional loyalty.
He accepts exile while warning his successor that the same logical exception may recur.

This ending is less reassuring than the film’s closure. It suggests that a system founded on paradox
can survive when leaders are willing to commit the violence it claims to prevent.

Free Will as Political Responsibility
Free will in these texts is not only a metaphysical question. It concerns whether citizens and officials
can be held responsible for choices when institutions describe outcomes as inevitable. Calling crime,
poverty, or disorder predictable can make policy appear technical rather than political.

Recognizing agency does not require ignoring social causes. It requires refusing to treat people as the
inevitable output of data.
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A Rights-Based Framework
A predictive system should be limited to a clearly defined preventive purpose, use lawful and relevant
data, disclose uncertainty, undergo independent testing, and prohibit punishment based solely on a
score. Individuals need notice, access, correction, appeal, and protection against discrimination
(Citron & Pasquale, 2014).

High-risk decisions should remain accountable to human officials who provide reasons. “The algorithm
decided” cannot serve as a moral or legal defense.

Conclusion
“The Minority Report” remains powerful because it turns prediction into a test of freedom and
government legitimacy. Both the story and film show that a system can reduce visible crime while
destroying due process, privacy, bodily autonomy, and truth. Minority reports reveal uncertainty, but
institutional leaders conceal or manipulate that uncertainty to preserve authority. Real predictive
tools are less dramatic and far less precise than precogs, which makes safeguards even more
necessary. Forecasts can guide prevention and inquiry; they should not become evidence of guilt. A
free society protects people from violence while preserving the possibility that a person can choose
otherwise.
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