Philipp Sttickrath

“What keeps us safe also keeps us free”:
State Control vs. Personal Liberty

in Steven Spielberg’s Minority Report and
the Present-Day United States

In our present-day society we sometimes get the feeling that our personal liberty is
shrinking while the state control is increasing. In our everyday lives, we experience
that the state knows neatly everything about us. It seems that the state has access
not only to our personal data but also to our thoughts and opinions. This devel-
opment may lead to the perception that governments of modern societies attempt
to investigate their own people in order to achieve more and more control over
them. The result is an increasing distrust and growing suspicion on the side of
both the state and the people.

Theories and doubts about these state politics culminate in academic essays
and scholarly articles on this subject as well in social criticisms laid down in nov-
els, plays and movies. I would argue that movies have the potential to deliver the
strongest critical impact because they are products of modern mass media and are
often watched by several million people around the world. Scholarly articles either
deal with the problems of increasing state control or analyze the movies as cultural
products. In this chapter, I want to create a connection between these two ap-
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proaches in order to show the impact of state control in the present-day United
States, and to point out how it is reflected in the movie Minority Report by Steven
Spielberg (released in 2002 and based on a 1956 science fiction short-story by the
author Philip K. Dick). I will therefore compare the tools of state control in the
movie with a few examples of increasing state control in the United States, i.c. the
actions of the Department of Homeland Security and the new modification of the
law, the USA PATRIOT Act (Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing
Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act of 2001).
These concrete examples are taken from the time following the terrorist attacks
on the World Trade Center in 2001. Minority Report was filmed before 9/11 and
consequently this chapter does not mean to interpret the movie as a direct re-
sponse to the increasing state control after the terrorist attacks. Instead I will be
more interested in analyzing Minority Report as a general social criticism of state
control. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the question whether increas-
ing state control is a blessing or a curse, whether we as citizens should give up
more and more of our liberty and rights for increasing safety or if we should see
these actions of modern states in a more critical light.

State Control in Steven Spielberg’s Minority Report

There are several types of state control in the movie Minority Report such as general
retina scanning and actions related to pre-emptive crime control. In the following,
I will explore the differences of the controlling methods, show how they work and
how they affect the freedom and privacy of every human character in the movie.

The experimental Pre-Crime system of Minority Report is a way to predict future
crimes. Washington, D.C.: In the year 2054, the so-called Pre-Cogs — a mentally
advanced form of human beings — dream of murders yet to come. These visions
are projected on a large screen visible for the Pre-Cops, a specialized department
of the Washington police. The Pre-Cops interpret the visions of the Pre-Cogs and
interfere and arrest the suspects before the predicted murder happens. In the
movie, not a single murder has occurred in three years. The people who are ar-
rested are imprisoned without a trial or even a hearing and are kept in prison infi-
nitely.

According to critics, the problem of Pre-Crime is that the actions of the gov-
ernment, which in the case of a predicted murder have a tremendous effect on the
lives of the suspects, are based on interpretations of the Pre-Cops. Lester D.
Friedman, for example, states that

. all mechanisms [of the Pre-Crime system|, however sophisticated and
refined, remain open to human interpretation and, by virtue of that fact,
such devices are inherently susceptible to corruption and misuse.
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This shows the inherent danger of the Pre-Crime system: Despite the fact that the
visions seem to be objective and real (which they are not, as is revealed at the end
of the movie), humans are still interpreting the visions of the Pre-Cogs and run-
ning the system. Therefore, Pre-Crime is subject to human fallibility. Who knows
whether the person who interprets a vision is objective or if personal experiences
shape his or her view? A good example for this is the protagonist of the movie,
Chief John Anderton, who works in the Pre-Crime unit because his son was kid-
napped and possibly murdered some years earlier. In the words of Friedman “all
the variables which constitute one’s personal and social identity determine how,
and even what, one sees.”

Another flaw in the system is that the Pre-Crime system has lost its legitima-
tion right from the beginning, because its founder Lamar Burgess committed
murder in order to establish the system — a murder which remained undetected
(Sutton 195). This means not only that the system can fail because of misinterpre-
tations or ignored visions (so-called minority reports) as I have pointed out above,
but that the system itself is based on a murder. While Pre-Crime is used to catch
and imprison hundreds of people for future murders they will never commit, the
one establishing the system is a murderer still walking free.

In other words, the Pre-Crime system has too many possibilities of misuse and
fallibility. It is a system of an oppressive state used to control and suspect its own
people. Everybody can become the state’s target, even Anderton, one of the Pre-
Cops, who does not even know the person he is supposed to murder according to
the Pre-Cogs’ vision.

In Minority Report, the social environment is under permanent control by the
government, the police, and private corporations. The tool to control the people is
the retina scan. Everybody’s eyes are scanned everywhere: when entering a build-
ing as well as when using public transport or when shopping. Every person can be
identified and located wherever he or she is. These data are then used in various
ways. On the one hand, the companies use the knowledge of what one buys,
which shops one goes to, or which one’s daily routes are to create personalized
commercials. These commercials are not just adapted to the consumer’s profile
but they address the person directly. In my opinion, this is a sidekick to our pre-
sent-day society. At the moment we are very concerned about what companies
know about us, if our data is safe, or how the companies gain the knowledge
about our needs to address us directly with their commercials. In the movie, no-
body has any influence on how the personal data are raised or used. Every person
constantly makes it possible for the state or companies to retrieve personal data
simply by going outside the house and opening his or her eyes.

On the other hand, the data are used by the police to track people down. Es-
pecially for the Pre-Cops it is easy to find a suspect because the “omnipresent eye
scans make hiding virtually impossible” (Sutton 196). When a suspect leaves his
house he will sooner or later be scanned somewhere and the police will instantly
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know where to find him. To evade this, the main character in the movie, Chief
Anderton, has his eyeballs removed and exchanged for new ones, so that the po-
lice will not be able to catch him with the help of the retina scan system. Friedman
writes about this matter: “In the future [of Minority Repord], the eyes are less the
window to the soul than the path to the check book — or to jail. Such intrusions
merely refine already existing devices now routinely used at airports and received
via email.”

Another area in which this dystopian vision of the state shows its controlling
power is the prison system. The suspects are caught with the Pre-Crime system
and the visions of the Pre-Cogs are evidence enough to imprison them. They are
taken to prison without a trial or even a hearing. The correctional facilities resem-
ble a storehouse more than a prison. The prisoners are kept comatose, their vital
functions supervised by a computer. The punishment is infinite because the pris-
oners are not meant to be set free again. Geoff Bakewell calls this “the indefinite
warehousing of the prisoners” (97).

With the prisoner control the future state in Minority Report has achieved one of
its goals. The “technology creates a utopian state through the removal of un-
wanted elements ... and crime, rather than through the fulfillment of a positive
ideal” (Atkinson 12). The unwanted elements, in this case “murderers” are re-
moved from society and are imprisoned forever. The only reason why people
spend the rest of their lives in a Pre-Crime prison is the Pre-Cogs’ vision of a
future of which nobody knows if it would have come true. That means the state
simply imprisons people because they are likely to become criminals. This reflects
actions of a totalitarian state and serves as a warning that exaggerated state control
can lead to oppression and bondage as I will show later in the analysis of the state
control systems of our own society.

Nevertheless, the oppressive future state is not satisfied with controlling the
public sphere using retina scans. The police permanently infringe on the privacy
of the people in order to assert control and ensure public safety. In search of the
main character Anderton, for example, the Pre-Cops perform a thermal scan of a
building in order to see where exactly everybody in the building is. Afterwards
they send in spiders — little moving robotic creatures which can scan peoples’
retinas. The spiders are very intelligent robots, which can gain entry to every cot-
ner of the building. The devices break into the privacy of every human being in
the building, crawl on them and force them to let their retinas be scanned. Chil-
dren, a couple making love and an old man sitting on the toilet — nobody can
escape the scans (Friedman). The spiders again reveal the characteristics of a to-
talitarian regime that ruthlessly infringes on the privacy of the people in order to
ensure the state’s ideas of public safety. In the name of the law — in this case to
catch a criminal — the privacy and liberty of innocent people is sacrificed.

The same happens when the police nearly detain Anderton on the street. The
policemen have jet-packs on their backs which allow them to fly after Anderton
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and even track him through apartments. According to Mann, the result is a “police
chase through family dinners and TV watching ... that exposes the hidden in the
name of the law, while destroying the private, either by violence or by ridicule”
(199-200).

The examples above show the dimension of the state control in the fictional
world of Minority Report. The state controls its people in a very oppressive and
ruthless way and is willing in the name of law to sacrifice neatly every individual
freedom and the right to privacy and public safety. The people can do nothing
about it and therefore the audience gets the impression that in the movie the state
is a very authoritarian or even totalitarian one — a matter that I will discuss in de-
tail at the end of this chapter.

State Control in Today’s Everyday Life

Today, newspapers and TV news are full of articles and debates about safety and
liberty. They often discuss the protection of our personal data and private sphere
from intrusion by the government. Especially the internet has a tremendous influ-
ence on our lives and makes it much more complicated to keep control over our
own data. Experts working for the police or intelligence agencies can reconstruct
the curriculum vitae of a person only by using the Internet. The spread of infor-
mation about ourselves has also made it easier for companies to supervise our
consumer behavior and to drown us in personalized commercials. In all of these
areas one can find many parallels between the movie Minority Report and our own
society. To get a more precise image however, this chapter will only give examples
from the areas of public security and, more precisely, the measures taken by the
United States to enhance safety but also to confine privacy and personal liberty.

The terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on 11 September, 2001 gave a
significant, thought-provoking impulse to the public security debate. The question
was raised whether citizens need to sacrifice more of their rights in the name of
public security to make it easier for the police and the intelligence agencies to
track down potential terrorists. During this time, the USA PATRIOT Act was
sighed by President Bush and the Department of Homeland Security was
founded. Lester D. Friedman sees a coincidence in the release of the movie Mznor-
ity Report and the security debate in the United States:

Though conceived, shot and edited long before the current crisis in domes-
tic security spawned by the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center
Towers, Minority Report hit movie screens at a time when questions about
how much personal liberty Americans were willing to sacrifice for the
promise of public security stimulated an ongoing national debate. Can we
trust the FBI and the CIA to exercise appropriate restraints, to monitor
only those who endanger our safety and not those who hold unpopular
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opinions, if given greater power to patrol our lives? Will President Bush’s
and Tom Ridge’s Department of Homeland Security prevent violent activi-
ties or routinely engage in unjustified surveillance of our personal lives? ...
It is also a time when ... prisons throughout the United States contain peo-
ple arrested because the government suspects they would have committed
future crimes.

Because of this national security debate during the movie’s release, the following
section will deal with the new policies of the PATRIOT Act and the Department
of Homeland Security and how they pose a threat to the freedoms and liberties of
our personal lives.

Accotding to John Podesta, the terrorist attacks on 9/11 have started a “rapid
reconsideration of the legal restrictions placed on law enforcement and the intelli-
gence communities” (3). The new USA PATRIOT Act was signed by President
George W. Bush and became operative on October 26, 2001. The PATRIOT Act
consists of ten chapters and is basically a law that makes the work of the police
and the intelligence agencies easier when hunting down suspected terrorists.
Sounding like a good thing to do at first, the new law has turned out to be a great
threat to the privacy rights of American citizens because, as Podesta has pointed
out, “when we decide, however, to expand surveillance powers to track terrorists,
all residents, not just the terrorists are affected” (3). The PATRIOT Act, despite
introducing many innovations, has especially reduced the restrictions concerning
surveillance. This affects in particular the so-called “Wiretapping,” “Pen Register,”
“Trap and Trace” and “Search Warrants” (Pallasky 221).

Wiretapping describes the eavesdropping of every form of telecommunica-
tions by the police or the intelligence agencies. This includes email, cell phones
and the conventional telephone network. Wiretapping is generally forbidden but
there can be exceptions for the tracking of criminals or terrorists. Due to the PA-
TRIOT Act, getting permission for Wiretapping was made much easier (221-22).
Podesta states that “[i]t is conceivable that all the pay phones in an entire
neighborhood could be trapped if suspected terrorists happened to be in that
neighborhood” (4). This means that now nearly everybody can be targeted by
Wiretapping if there is only the slightest suspicion that the he or she could pose a
threat to national security (Pallasky 221-22).

Pen Register and Trap and Trace describe the tracking of dialed numbers and
the ensuing localization of the called phone. This possibility to track people was
already there before the PATRIOT Act, but it was restricted to the conventional
telephone network. Now, also cell phones, the access to internet sites, and emails
can be tracked (222-23).

Search Warrants are permissions a judge or a court give to the police so that
they can search private apartments or houses. Before the PATRIOT Act this was
one of the last possibilities of the agencies to captivate a suspected criminal. Now,
the permissions for a Search Warrant are much easier to obtain and there is even
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an addition to the old law. The so-called “Sneak and Peek Search Warrant” allows
the agencies to search a house (and even seize items from the owner), and then
leave without informing the owner that his/her house has been searched (223-24).

Especially this last modification of the law due to the PATRIOT Act shows
how dramatically the privacy and the personal rights of every American are re-
stricted. Now, the police or members of the intelligence agencies can tap tele-
phone calls or emails, then track the person called and eventually search the house
while the owner is away and without even informing him. Nobody knows if the
gathered information about the suspected person is deleted when the government
stops the investigations. Podesta points out possibilities of misuse:

[TThe government can learn a tremendous amount of information about
you from where you shop to what you read to who your friends are
through the use of so-called transactional records. The potential for abuse,
for invasion of privacy, and for profiling citizens is high. (3)

This high potential for abuse is also visible in the adaptation of the PATRIOT Act
by other countries. Beth Elise Whitaker states that “[ijn some countries the adap-
tation of anti-terrorism laws has provided leaders with the tools they need to si-
lence critics and punish political opponents” (1017). She further found out that
“the more authoritarian a country, the more quickly it enacts anti-terrorism legisla-
tion” (1021) because it turned out to be a perfect tool to encounter unwanted
thoughts or ideas in a country. This way, she continues, “leaders in China, Egypt,
Eritrea, Malaysia, Russia and Syria, among others, have justified recent crack-
downs on political opponents as a necessary response to terrorist threats” (1028).
In Zimbabwe, even journalists who merely wrote about political violence were
labeled as terrorists (1028). This shows the abusive potential of new anti-terrorism
laws like the PATRIOT Act. Authoritarian countries immediately seize the oppot-
tunity to establish such laws because they see the potential of the new laws to be
used in domestic politics. They are an invitation for the police and the intelligence
agencies to establish a system of repression and control over the citizens. This can
pose a great threat to democracy and has to be watched very closely, especially by
privacy activists and NGOs.

Another institution founded in the wake of 9/11 that can possibly be abused
by the government to manipulate and control its own people is the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS). The department was created in the year 2002 and can
be seen as a direct consequence of the terrorist attacks of 9/11. The new depart-
ment was established as a combination of 22 agencies, which had operated sepa-
rately before, and employs a total 179,000 people (Krauss 57). The intended func-
tion of this massive department was to gather experts from many different
agencies at one location in order to make it easier to defend America from terror-
ist attacks. However, even during the creation of the new ministry, critics like
Elishia L. Krauss asked “why do we feel that we need to create an enormous bu-
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reaucracy to meet our homeland security needs?” (57). As a matter of fact, the
complexity of the DHS tasks is immense: it has to monitor “5.7 million cargo
containers and 600 million passengers on American aircraft every year” as well as
to patrol “95,000 miles of coastline and 430 major airports” (57). Additionally, the
department is now in charge of the preparation for and the prevention of terrorist
attacks (57).

Krauss has also pointed out that the benefit of creating large bureaucratic
agencies like the DHS is not really in making the country a safer place but in mak-
ing the people think it is a safer place:

It seems the federal government has been spending more energy trying to
make Americans feel safe by building up a bureaucratic organization for the
future, rather than actually making America a safer place to live now. Estab-
lishing the agency itself creates a false sense of safety. There is a perception
that something is being done and that America is more secure. (57-8)

According to Krauss and other critics, departments of the size of the DHS are
highly inefficient and slow, and their only function is to calm the masses. Thus the
DHS can be seen as a tool of state control over the people. The DHS even uses
the so-called Homeland Security Advisory System (HSAS) to execute greater con-
trol. The HSAS is a color-coded alert system, based on the U.S. military’s Defense
Condition System, which is supposed to show America’s protection from terrorist
attacks (Shapiro/Cohen 127). There are five threat levels: low (green), guarded
(blue), elevated (yellow), high (orange) and severe (red), which serve to predict the
possibility and gravity of an attack (123). Yet, how these levels are set by the DHS
remains unclear because there is no information as to what is required to raise the
level to a certain color (124). Moreover, the descriptions of the threat conditions
are misleading because everybody can interpret “low,” “high” or “severe” differ-
ently (128).

There are several hints that the HSAS is used by the government in a manipu-
lative way. In the years from 2002 to 2007, for example, the threat level never
went below yellow, and was raised to orange eight times, even though none of
these “high risks” was followed by a terrorist attack (126). Another action that
caused distrust in the system occurred in the year 2003. Jacob N. Shapiro and
Dara Kay Cohen state:

With the United States on the brink of war with Iraq in February 2003, the
George W. Bush administration chose to reduce the threat level from or-
ange to yellow so that it could raise the threat level once the war began. The
decision was intended to avoid having to go to red alert. (128)

Although critics have pointed out that the system was used as a tool for do-
mestic policy by President Bush, a rise of the threat level bound the media’s atten-
tion to the possibility of a terrorist attack and during the election period the Presi-
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dent’s approval ratings increased significantly following warnings about terrorism
(130). It is not hard to see the possibilities of misuse of the HSAS by the govern-
ment and the DHS. It can be used to control the media and to control the people
by toying with their fears of a terrorist attack. These possibilities of political mis-
use have eventually led to a deep distrust in the American population and the
system’s complete marginalization (121-22).

In the next part of this chapter, I will compare my examples of state control in
the United States with the techniques shown in the movie Minority Report. In my
analysis, I will focus on similarities and differences and raise the question whether
Minority Report can and should be read as a social critique.

Minority Report. Social Criticism?

The movie Minority Report reflects on many aspects of our present-day society. In
the movie, the eyes give access to personal data and there is nothing that can be
done except exchanging one’s eyeballs for new ones. In our society, the Internet is
our eye to the world and this eye is scanned, too. We also have little influence on
what happens to our data. The companies profile us, overflow us with personal-
ized commercials and if we do not buy anything, they sell our dataset to another
enterprise. Though our retinas are not scanned yet, we have no influence on who
knows what about us and how this knowledge is used.

Furthermore, the PATRIOT Act with its “wiretapping” and “sneak and peek”
tactics is already present in Minority Report. The government profiles citizens and
targets everybody in the name of anti-terrorist legislation. In the movie, nobody
has insight into which knowledge is collected about him via retina scanning or the
visions of the Pre-Cogs, but neither do we have insight into the records kept by
the government — possibly for years. The government in Minority Report uses the
people’s fear of murder and crime to establish the Pre-Crime system — a system
that, as I have argued earlier, is highly authoritarian and has many possibilities of
misuse. It even made the people to accept an inhuman prison system like the Pre-
Crime prisons. The state is successful in creating a utopia, i.e. a state without
crime, by removing the unwanted elements, namely the criminals (Atkinson 12). I
would suggest that the same is happening in our own society: American prisons
contain people of whom the government thinks that they are likely to commit
future ctimes (Friedman). Furthermore, laws like the PATRIOT Act have the
potential to eliminate unwanted elements — i.e. critics, dissidents or people leading
an unpopular lifestyle. This can be observed in authoritarian countries where the
law has been rapidly adopted. Like the police chase and the spiders in the movie,
our own society knows hardly any privacy anymore. Everybody becomes trans-
parent before the law — through data, registers, and telecommunications. Even
houses can be searched, properties be seized, and the owner is likely to not even
notice it.
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Institutions like the Department of Homeland Security and its tool the Home-
land Security Advisory System are foreshadowed in Minority Report in the form of
the Pre-Crime system. The DHS gives the people the feeling that the government
is active. The HSAS is used by the government as a tool of domestic policy that
toys with the citizens’ fear of terrorism and sidetracks the attention of the mass
media. The same “false sense of safety” (Krauss 58) is created in the movie Minor-
ity Report by the Pre-Crime system. The people think the visions of the Pre-Cogs
are infallible not knowing that there can be “minority reports” and that especially
the Pre-Cops are likely to miss something, so that there is still the possibility of
murder.

Considering the tremendous similarities between the world presented in Minor-
ity Report and the present, I think that the movie is meant as a social criticism.
Minority Report is not set far in the future and therefore facilitates seeing parallels to
our present-day society. The movie shows us what can happen if we do not ques-
tion the ambitions of the governments to gain a greater control over our lives and
to see through tactics of the state or the mass media, which are often trying to
persuade us to give up parts of our freedoms and our privacy for a greater public
security. Private choice does always contain the possibility of making the wrong
choice — to choose wrongly does not mean that we have to eliminate the choice at
all Mann 201).

Minority Report, then, is a social criticism and a warning for us that “uncritically
trusting in any system whatsoever inevitably leads to disastrous consequences”
(Friedman). According to Friedman, the movie encourages us to question actions
of our governments which confine our liberties because scepticism is the only
safeguard that we have against human frailty and desire. Minority Report exemplifies
this by showing that doctrinaire conviction in a system creates oppression and not
freedom. Or, as Lester D. Friedman aptly puts it:

[T]he surrender of our liberties in a quest for security is seen as far too high
a price to pay. Ultimately, then, Minority Report warns us that, even during
times of wide-spread public anxiety [like our current fear of terrorism], the
motto of the Pre-Crime unit — “That Which Keeps Us Safe Also Keeps Us
Free’ — must be reversed: that which keeps us free also keeps us safe.
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