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Abstract 

This essay is a comparative anlysis of ”Paycheck”, ”The Minority Report” and 

”Adjustment Team” by Philip K. Dick and their film adaptations, Paycheck,  Minority 

Report and The Adjustment Bureau. I am primarily interested in the political message 

of the original stories and how it is affected in the process of transmediation into film. 

The political message is clearly reflected in the way the protagonists’ free will relates 

to the bigger system of power. This relationship can either problematize the 

protagonist’s struggle, forcing him to sacrifice something, or simplify the political 

dimension by letting him overcome every single obstacle. The extent of the political 

message is enhanced by its allegorical meaning, especially when related to the 

contemporary reality. Therefore, I will investigate how the texts and films can be read 

allegorically and what impact the process of adaptation has on the allegories. I will 

use Fredric Jameson’s approach to allegory that treats it as a method of interpretation 

and a tool of mediation and understanding the diversity of human experience. I argue 

that the allegorical element functions rather independently of the literal political 

message. When some allegorical interpretations are lost, new ones, connected to the 

sociocultural context of the adaptation are created. All three adaptations reduce the 

scope of the political message found in the original texts, opting for less reflective 

entertainment or even action cinema. Nevertheless, on the allegorical level, they offer 

new interpretations that echo their updated sociocultural conditions.  

Keywords: Philip K. Dick; Political Message; Allegory; Adaptation 
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In the Philip K. Dick’s short story “Adjustment Team” the protagonist is a little pawn 

in a geopolitical scheme on a global scale. In its film adaptation, he is transformed 

into a successful politician on a quest to reunite with the love of his life. This 

demonstrates that when a literary text is adapted to film it is affected in a number of 

ways. The original story can be changed, situated in a different temporal and cultural 

context and parts of the plot can be altered, highlighted or even omitted. For many 

years the sole focus of adaptation studies has been the fidelity of the screen version to 

the original text. Recently, however, fidelity discourse has been largely abandoned in 

favour of investigating other aspects of transmediating a literary text into film (Leitch 

63). For the purpose of this essay it is more relevant to understand the reasons for the 

changes, as well as their possible consequences, rather than how truthfully a film 

replicates its source text. As Linda Hutcheon remarks, ”adaptation is repetition but 

repetition without replication” (7). It is at its most successful when it manages to 

translate the source material into own voice (McFarlane 16). In other words, when 

adapting a literary text, we revisit the content, but in a new context.  

Dick was a prolific American novelist and short story writer. He was born on 

December 16, 1928 and died on March 2, 1982 after having produced 44 novels and 

more than a hundred short stories. Even though most of his stories have a science 

fiction element to them or are placed in a futuristic setting, Dick did not regard 

himself strictly as a science fiction writer. In one of his journal entries he remarked: “I 

am a fictionalizing philosopher, not a novelist”, adding that “the core of my writing is 

not art but truth” (Exegesis 756). In his search for truth, Dick explores human 

behaviour and morality by placing those in the science fiction realm of time travel, 

ray guns, androids and extrasensory powers (Lethem 34). His stories frequently create 

an atmosphere of anxiety and paranoia of a looming but unspecific disaster. His 

protagonists often struggle against the imperatives of capitalism, and since their 

activities are always potentially subversive, they constantly face imminent arrest 

(Lethem 47). As Steven Best and Douglas Kellner point out, by extrapolating from his 
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contemporary reality and politics, Dick manages to add a prophetic quality to his 

fiction, often pictured by the fate of the individual encompassed in a configuration of 

global power structures (4). The relationship between the individual and the bigger 

system carries plenty of allegorical potential and will be investigated further on.  

This essay is an analysis of three short stories by Dick, ”Adjustment Team”, 

”The Minority Report” and ”Paycheck”, all of which were written in the 1950s and 

adapted to the screen after the year 2000. The plots of ”The Minority Report” and 

”Paycheck” are set in the future, while ”Adjustment Team” deals with the tensions of 

the Cold War. All three short stories have an enunciated political message which is 

clearly affected in the process of adaptation. The political message is not limited to 

the fictional worlds of the short stories, in fact, when interpreted allegorically it 

pertains to our contemporaneity. Traditionally and in its most basic form, allegory is 

understood as a sustained metaphor, a means of conveying a hidden meaning. 

However, as Ismail Xavier fairly points out, its role has been re-evaluated starting in 

the 1970s into becoming a tool of mediation and understanding the diversity of human 

experience (333). Exploring Dick’s short stories and their adaptations, I will use 

Fredric Jameson’s approach to allegory. As an influential cultural theorist, Jameson 

has facilitated the return of allegory in the post-modern world, primarily as a method 

of interpretation. According to Jeremy Tambling, Jameson’s method of decoding the 

meaning of a post-modern text is a process requiring re-readings of the past in relation 

to the present exposing the text’s historical and political perspectives (154). Jameson 

suggests that in Dick’s novels the future “renders our present historical by turning it 

into the past of a fantasized future” (Archaeologies 345). According to Nathan 

Hensley this transhistorical process is about mediating our reality to ourselves through 

the eyes of the past, giving us a new take on our existence (296). Hence, allegory has 

become our method of explaining the complexities of the contemporary world to 

ourselves. The original stories become allegorical when we look at them as 

predictions of the future that is our present. Only then do they acquire their prophetic 

and didactic properties, and as Best and Kellner suggest, constitute warnings of 

potential decline of values as well as future catastrophes (4). 

Still, one cannot know Dick’s true intentions as far as allegorical meaning of 

his stories goes. It is the same in the case of the filmmakers who adapted them. When 

interpreting the short stories and the films allegorically, establishing the link to 

contemporaneity is left to the reader. As Xavier proposes, in such cases the allegory is 



  Skotnicki  3 

“unconscious” since the concealed meaning is decoded by the reader through their 

frame of reference and not planned by the author (335). Therefore, when perceiving 

our reality through the prism of Dick’s short stories, the readings become instances of 

allegoresis, that is finding a new, not originally intended allegory (Frye qtd. in Xavier 

343). This exercise can be repeated indefinitely and as Walter Benjamin suggest, 

everytime we look at a text in a new sociocultural or temporal context, we are bound 

to find another one of its several hidden meanings (qtd. in Tambling 159). 

Understanding the sociocultural context of the adaptation offers an 

opportunity to grasp the mechanisms of the society that produced it thus giving us an 

insight into our own present. Robert Stam argues that historical and cultural context of 

the text and of its adaptation are extremely relevant (qtd. in Eberts 36). Even though 

such context is too complex to analyse in detail here, it creates awareness of the 

divide between the source text and the adaptation, which in this case spans over sixty 

years. Changing the setting and the time period of the adapted text has a bearing on its 

message and the way its allegorical meaning unfolds. It is equally important to realise 

that narratives are absorbed differently when reading and watching. The filmmaker’s 

interpretation is translated into images that are served to us for processing. The literal 

meaning of the story is therefore more insistent because of its visuality. As Tambling 

points out, the literal meaning does not allow for the allegory to emerge. Similarly, 

when reading allegorically, the literality is subdued (159). With a literary text, the 

process gives the reader more interpretative autonomy, allowing for the allegorical 

and the literal meanings to co-exist. 

The political messages conveyed by ”Adjustment Team”, ”The Minority 

Report” and ”Paycheck”, as well as The Adjustment Bureau, Minority Report and 

Paycheck are closely related to the treatment of the protagonists, more specifically, 

the extent to which they are allowed to exercise their free will against the larger 

system. Dick is interested in how self-determined we are and how we stand up to the 

bigger system of global economics and politics that encompasses us. However, the 

literary protagonists’ problematic existence is reduced to a heroic quest for inevitable 

victory once adapted to film. The short story characters accept and struggle with their 

fate, while their filmic equivalents are never forced to compromise or make 

significant sacrifices, possibly because it is not uncommon for an ordinary character 

to be turned into an action hero in the process of adaptation in Hollywood, as Dennis 
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Weiss and Justin Nicholas point out (28). Consequently, in contrast to their egotistic 

film versions, Dick’s protagonists appear almost altruistic. 

It is true that Dick’s narratives traditionally do not have happy endings, as 

Best and Kellner point out (4). The set up is often an impossible equation of being 

trapped between a totalitarian regime and an evil corporation. The three adaptations 

seem to share a common blockbuster attribute of providing a story with a happy 

ending. As Mills suggests, doing that shifts the focus from ”paranoia, ignorance and 

lack of true freedom” that play an important part in emphasising the political message 

in Dick’s fiction (4). Xavier argues that Hollywood produced movies are less than 

interested in conveying a political message, their focus being mere entertainment 

(335).  

My intention is to investigate how the political message is reflected in the 

struggle of the protagonist against the larger system and how that affects the 

allegorical meaning. Since the stories problematize this relationship and the films 

scale it down, one could suspect that the same happens on the allegorical level. I will 

argue that the allegorical element functions rather independently of the literal political 

message. When some allegorical interpretations are lost, new ones, connected to the 

sociocultural context of the present day are created. 

 “The Minority Report” and Minority Report 

The short story “The Minority Report” introduces John Anderton, the 

Commissioner of the Pre-crime Division, moments before he finds out that he is going 

to murder a man he has never met. The Pre-crime Division of the Police prevents 

future crimes thanks to visions of the future provided by three prophetic mutants, 

called Precogs. Because of his job, Anderton has access to this information and he is 

therefore in a position to defy the prediction and change his own destiny. When 

Anderton is accused of the future murder of an Army general called Kaplan, he 

exercises his free will and decides to run and to prove his innocence. He fights to be 

exonerated of the crime he has not yet committed, but realises that defying the 

prediction made by the system could very well bring it down. Anderton needs to 

choose between saving himself from prison and Pre-crime from either falling under 

the Army’s control or being shut down. In the end, he decides to sacrifice his freedom 

and save Pre-crime by fullfilling the prophecy and killing Kaplan. The political 
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backdrop of the short story is the aftermath of a war and the Army’s troubled 

existence since peace has been accomplished. It is implied quite early that the Army is 

an important part of the state, being the organ double-checking the cards with murder 

predictions. It becomes apparent that the Army used to have a more prominent 

position within the state when Anderton’s predicted victim, General Kaplan, 

introduces himself as “retired, since the end of the Anglo-Chinese War, and the 

abolishment of the Army of the Federated Westbloc Alliance” (Dick 237). The 

repercussions of the war are still being dealt with when Anderton and his wife fly 

over the “war-ravaged rural countryside” (Dick 248). In the following passage, 

Anderton talks about his adversary’s motivation: 

 After the Anglo-Chinese War, the Army lost out. It isn’t what it was in 

  the good old AFWA days. They ran the complete show, both military 

  and domestic. And they did their own police work. After the war, the 

  Westbloc was demilitarized. Officers like Kaplan were retired and  

  discarded. Nobody likes that. (255) 

 

The Army clearly had much more power and was more respected during the 

war then after. The leading officers did not seem to intend to relinquish their power 

willingly and their influence stretched into the domestic domain which, during the 

time of peace was taken over by the Police. Not only were many officers retired, they 

were even ”discarded” which suggests a disrespectful treatment of them. The grudge 

they hold motivates them to regain control of the state. This power struggle sees the 

protagonist of”The Minority Report” caught in the middle of it.  

John Anderton in the adaptation is living a life less complicated. He is split 

into two characters – John Anderton and Lamar Burgess, his mentor and director of 

Pre-crime. Unlike in the short story, the antagonist is not the menace of military 

control; the focus is rather on how Anderton will be able to clear his name. In the 

film, Burgess sacrifices his own life in the end, only he does it predominantly out of 

guilt and fear of prosecution and not in order to save Pre-crime from being shut down 

or falling under the control of the Department of Justice. The Department controlling 

Pre-Crime would actually be logical, but Burgess does not want give up his creation. 

He has gone to great lengths in order to protect it, for example by killing the mother 

of one of the Precogs in order to keep the system running. The filmic Anderton does 

not face the moral dilemma like his literary predecessor, because Burgess takes over 

that burden. It turns out that the film’s Anderton does not have a minority report and, 

as follows, no alternate future either. This presents a much more deterministic view of 
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the future where, despite all his efforts, Anderton cannot avoid killing his target. 

Nevertheless, he manages to overcome all his obstacles and reunite with his wife. Not 

only does he succeed in his every endeavour, it also seems there is less at stake for 

Anderton in the adaptation. His actions are rather egoistic and the sacrifice is made by 

Burgess who simply leaves the equation by killing himself. Similarly, neither Burgess 

nor Anderton face a power struggle with the Army or any other adversary trying to 

gain control over their division, like in the short story. In the film Pre-crime is facing 

a loosely defined threat of being taken over by the Department of Justice, a threat 

which is never concluded. 

The political message of the film focuses on how a system of justice is 

prepared to treat individual citizens and whether their integrity can be compromised in 

the name of the success of the system itself. According to Jason Vest, the film, just as 

the short story, presents power as impersonal and institutional bureaucracy (125). 

Admittedly, both the short story and its adaptation postulate for a just system, and in 

the original story Anderton does say “If the system can survive only by imprisoning 

innocent people, then it deserves to be destroyed” (Dick 250). The statement points 

towards Anderton’s integrity and his uncompromising attitude toward preserving 

justice. In the short story, he exercises his free will and assumes the responsibility for 

saving the system at his own personal cost by killing the army general as predicted by 

the Precogs. That way he manages to validate the system, rather than choosing 

exoneration, an act that proves his commitment to the cause and produces a more 

profound moral and political impact. The film has a different focus, shown in the 

conversation between Anderton and Dr. Iris Hineman, when minority reports and 

consequently possible unreliability of Pre-crime is revealed: 

HINEMAN: Obviously for Pre-crime to function, there can’t be any 

suggestion of fallibility. After all, who wants a justice system that 

instills doubt? It may be reasonable, but it’s still doubt. 

ANDERTON: Are you saying I’ve haloed [incarcerated] innocent 

people? 

HINEMAN: I’m saying that every so often, those accused of a 

Pre-crime might, just might, have an alternate future.. . . 

ANDERTON: Does Lamar Burgess know about the minority report? 

HINEMAN: Yes, of course he knew. But at the time, he felt—we 

both felt—that their existence was an insignificant variable. 

ANDERTON: Insignificant? To you, maybe. But what about those 

people that I put away with alternate futures? My god, if the country 

knew there was a chance— 

HINEMAN: The system would collapse. 
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The film’s Anderton is clearly more preoccupied with what the public would 

think of a faulty system, rather than with the fate of the convicts. Burgess’ and 

Hineman’s blind disregard for flaws in Pre-crime is somewhat shocking to Anderton, 

but it does not make him consciously do anything about it and certainly not sacrifice 

himself for the good of Pre-crime.  

Applying Jameson’s method of re-reading the fictional past in relation to our 

present in order to reveal its historical and political perspectives, both the short story 

and the film remind us of how quickly a state can adopt authoritarian strategies by, for 

example, incarcerating people who have not broken any law, as Vest points out (131). 

A stark and up-to-date example is the real-life Pre-crime of Guantánamo, Cuba. The 

prisoners held there have not been formally charged with any crime and they are 

deemed “too dangerous to transfer but not feasible for prosecution” (qtd. in 

Wittkower 109). This very example has a stronger connection to the adaptation, which 

was made after the events of 9/11 and most likely comments on them deliberately. 

Best and Kellner perceptively draw a parallel between the film and the real life case 

for pre-emptive war known as the “Bush doctrine” or even the “Total Information 

Awareness” database that was supposed to let the police arrest terrorists-to-be based 

on a computer analysis of their profiles (6). Real life decision makers proved far more 

cynical. Lance Rubin recalls that US Vice-president Dick Cheney pushed for a “one 

percent doctrine” which qualified even a hint of guilt as terrorist behaviour (185). An 

interesting aspect that is visually emphasised in the film is the analysis of the 

previsions by the Pre-crime policemen. When related to today’s world, Mark Cooper 

implies that this sort of activity can be associated with the CIA, who analyse tonnes of 

data in order to extrapolate security threats (26). That part is not described in the short 

story, so the film adds that allegorical dimension. Regarding its political message, the 

film propagates caution about “the dangers of manipulating public fear for political 

gain” when we see the advertisements in favour of Pre-crime prior to the referendum 

about it (Vest 133). Vest goes as far as to suggest that Minority Report can be seen as 

response to “cultural, political, and legal foment that characterized American life 

during the year following 9/11” (133). Regardless, the adaptation manages to retain 

most of the short story’s allegories, even adding a new one that is the visualisation of 

the interpretation of the previsions. 
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“Paycheck” and Paycheck 

Dick’s “Paycheck” tells the story of a skilled mechanic, Michael Jennings, 

who, after a two-year job that required a memory wipe, discovers that he has given up 

his salary for a few unremarkable items of his own choice. Before long, he 

understands that the top secret project he was involved in is of high interest to the 

menacing but cryptic Security Police. Jennings has been working on a device called 

“time scoop”, enabling retrieval of objects from the past. The objects he has left 

himself are clues that help him with his upcoming challenges. In order to survive, 

Jennings realises that he is bound to ally himself either with the corporation he has 

worked for or the governmental bureaucracy, one of which “will always constrain his 

freedom” (Vest 148). As the plot of ”Paycheck” progresses, Jennings understands that 

his future self has solved this dilemma for him by picking a side. It is crucial for him 

to exercise his free will and to make that choice, in order to stop being ”a pawn 

between political and economic powers” (Dick 50). He understands it is necessary to 

side with the corporation, not only for pragmatic, but also for moral and ideological 

reasons. The CEO of the corporation, Rethrick, turns out to be in silent opposition to 

the oppressive government and an advocate of a revolution: 

Someday, Jennings, we’re going to break out. You see, conditions like 

this can’t go on. People can’t live this way, tossed back and forth by 

political and economic powers. Masses of people shoved this way and 

that according to the needs of this government or that cartel. There’s 

going to be resistance, someday. A strong, desperate resistance. Not by 

big people, powerful people, but by little people. Bus drivers. Grocers. 

Vidscreen operators. Waiters. (53) 

 

The passage illuminates the collective conscience and awareness that build up 

the critical mass required for drastic social change. Rethrick does not belittle ordinary 

people, rather he treats them as equal or even morally superior in contrast to those 

who hold the political and economic power.  

In the film Paycheck, Jennings is offered a three-year job requiring a memory 

wipe. His work revolves around a device that predicts the future. His employer is an 

old friend and CEO of the Allcom corporation, Rethrick. During the assignment 

Jennings becomes romantically involved with a colleague, Rachel Porter. The 

romantic sub-plot is rather central and the drama lies in the protagonist stopping the 

villain and being with the woman he loves. Vest argues that the film opts for the 
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action genre and in the true Hollywood spirit, Jennings kills the villain, gets the girl 

and wins the gold, having predicted a lottery win (148). The adaptation attempts to 

draw on the original text by recreating the pressure the protagonist is exposed to. 

Instead they substitute the Security Police associated with a totalitarian state, for the 

substantially less threatening FBI and the politically motivated Rethrick with an 

uncomplicated and stereotypically greedy CEO. Even though the FBI is institutional 

and impersonal enough to be considered Dickian and the unstoppable corporation 

representing the dangers of cut-throat capitalism is a recurring element in Dick’s 

fiction, they are both rather one-dimensional. As Vest claims, the film’s Allcom 

certainly emanates “deleterious influence of bureaucracy and technology”, 

contributing to the imbalance of power between the institution and the individual, 

nevertheless it clearly lacks the ideological element that is present in the short story 

(144). The film entangles itself in a deterministic loop where the future is based on the 

predictions of it. The protagonist comments on it himself: 

JENNINGS: The machine predicts a war and we go to war to avert it. 

It predicts a plague and we herd all the sick together and create a 

plague. Whatever future it predicts, we make happen. We give away 

control of our lives completely.  

 

The machine that predicts the future makes it clear that we cannot escape its 

inevitability. Moreover, contrary to common sense, people’s actions will accelerate 

the realisation of the prediction. Much like the filmic John Anderton in Minority 

Report cannot evade his fate, humanity in Paycheck seems caught in a similar trap. 

Paul Atkinson prompts us to ask a question that is equally relevant in the case of “The 

Minority Report” – if we are aware of our future, will this alter our future actions 

(268)? Interestingly, the film’s Jennings is the only one who knows the disastrous fate 

of the world and acts to save it partially on egoistic grounds. He wants to save himself 

and his love interest, Rachel. Eventually, he succeeds in doing so and does not have to 

face any moral dilemma or potential sacrifice. The system that has activated his self-

preservation instinct is now gone and Jennings’ free will is not challenged in any way. 

Such alterations to the plot of the short story simplify and erode its political message. 

The plot of the short story is rather open to interpretation. Jennings is offered a 

ticket to change the course of human history and when he accepts it, there is a hint at 

a successful future revolution. The short story is more focused on the political 

dimension and on the role of single individuals in shaping the world. Allegorically, 
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Jennings’ challenges and actions can signify the true character of political 

compromise and choice. However, the film does not explore these issues. Instead, the 

crisis is identified, combated and averted and everybody can get back to enjoying life. 

The film’s Jennings undercuts Dick’s ambiguous ending by letting the protagonist 

escape both the corporate claws of Allcom as well as the scrutiny of the government, 

as pointed out by Vest (150). While “Paycheck” explores the possibilities of shaping 

the world and shifting the balance of power, the adaptation only goes as far as 

concluding that the future predicting machine is bad news and must be destroyed. 

While the political message of the film is rather unsubstantial, its allegorical meaning 

is not. As Rubin argues, the film undermines the logic of pre-emptive action, 

facilitating the obvious contemporary connection to the Bush and Cheney doctrine of 

pre-emptive war and its risks (189). Therefore, as Jameson’s take on allegory 

suggests, the film offers a new perspective on the events of our modern history. The 

character of Jennings in the film is self-absorbed and interested primarily in his lover. 

Before being exposed to the concrete danger of nuclear annihilation, he is rather 

unconcerned by political issues. In fact, as Rubin suggests, his complacency is 

parallel to that of many American citizens today (188). Unlike his literary 

predecessor, the film’s Jennings, has a hard time seeing the drawbacks of his amnesia, 

at least initially. Rubin insightfully identifies it as a voluntary or “wilful amnesia” that 

is a calculated trade-off for the comfortable standard of living (189). If taken further, 

this could be an apt allegory of the large-scale, collective American amnesia of 

history or rather ignorance of it that is just as stable as Jennings resolve in order not to 

jeopardize the lifestyle he enjoys so much. The end result could be a society unable to 

remember or interpret history. Rubin uses this allegory as an attempt to answer why 

Americans have chosen to confront the terrorist threats against them with questions 

like “Why do they hate us?” and “Why were we attacked? (189). It seems that the 

“wilful amnesia” has rendered investigating the origin of the problem a less attractive 

option. The adaptation seems to drop the literal political conflict of individual against 

the bigger system. The dystopic future of the world and the moral impossibility of 

politics do not seem to rhyme well with Hollywood endings. Still, it does function 

well on the allegorical level, especially when related to the global political conflicts of 

today and the way American society handles them. 
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“Adjustment Team” and The Adjustment Bureau 

In Dick’s short story “Adjustment Team”, the protagonist Ed Fletcher witnesses how 

reality is being rearranged. He is not supposed to see it, but because of a simple 

mistake by one of the clerks of the mysterious Adjustment Team, Ed ends up in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. His presence is enough to disturb a few critical details 

which are adjusted in order to alter the course of history. The alterations are not very 

dramatic, however, their long-term effects will have a significant impact on the 

history of humanity, contributing to ending the Cold War. Ed’s unwitting interference 

could prove destructive to the plan, which is why he is confronted by the Adjustment 

Team, and their leader, the Old Man. Ed understands that the greater good will require 

his discretion and therefore complies. As Weiss and Nicholas point out, he readily 

accepts the dominance of the system over his life and is let go by the Old Man simply 

because he is a pawn that can be contained and does not threaten the greater good 

(29). If everything goes according to plan, Ed could be a silent partner in ending the 

Cold War.  

 David Norris, the protagonist of the adaptation, The Adjustment Bureau is a 

young politician that runs into a charismatic woman called Elise. Their brief 

encounter helps him reinvigorate his temporarily limping political career. In the 

adaptation the greater good is David’s career. However, it seems arbitrary since it is 

difficult to understand the importance of David becoming president without knowing 

what kind of a president he would be. The message is therefore hardly political, it is 

rather existential. Similarly to Ed Fletcher, David Norris gets to meet with the agents 

who carry out the adjustments and is gently coerced into co-operation. The film 

concentrates on the mutually exclusive equation of David’s political career and his 

relationship with Elise. David, noble as he might be, is exercising his free will in 

order to stand up to the system purely for egoistic reasons – he wants to reunite with 

the dancer, no matter what consequences it has for him or others. Neither David, nor 

Minority Report’s John Anderton want to accept the deterministic conditions of their 

lives. Despite the political setting and an attempt by David’s character to deconstruct 

the rhetoric of politics in his initial speech, the message the film sends is not political, 

it is simply a film about love, with David and Elise are at the centre of the plot.  

The short story and its adaptation are similar in their depiction of the power 

that the Team and the Bureau represent. However the film’s agents have names 
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whereas their short story equivalents are simply “clerks” and therefore a closer 

embodiment of Jameson’s ”bureaucratic impersonality” that is typical for Dick’s 

fiction (Geopolitical 3). The impersonality is further lost when the Bureau’s agent 

Harry Mitchell defies his organisation and helps David meet with Elise at a critical 

moment of the plot. Looking at it from an allegorical perspective, both the film and 

the short story dissect the question of personal freedom and the extent to which it is 

possible to exercise it. The film and the adaptation share a discussion about destiny. 

Much like in the film, the “Adjustment Team” does not trust humans enough to let 

them resolve key challenges themselves. The Old Man explains to Ed: 

This alteration is vital. [...] And from this, the vital chain of widening 

events will come about. The beneficiaries will be you. Our methods 

may seem strange and indirect. Even incomprehensible. But I assure 

you we know what we’re doing. (155) 

 

They have a similar starting point, where free will is questioned and even 

branded as illusionary. According to both, human beings are mostly free to act as they 

please, but things need to be supervised and, when it really matters, adjusted. Agent 

Thompson in the film says: “You don’t have free will, David. You have the 

appearance of free will”. He explains that it was decided that free will would be 

confiscated from people “because humanity isn’t mature enough to control the 

important things”. The ending, however produces a contradiction. As Weiss and 

Nicholas observe, the Chairman grants for David and Elise to be together despite the 

fact that David’s impetuous behaviour is just what the Bureau blames for countless of 

humanity’s tragedies (29). Paradoxically to what the Bureau thinks this very trait 

could be the reason for humanity’s great achievements. As Ethan Mills argues, the 

film insisting that the hero’s free will can secure our human dignity, is more of a 

“Holly-worldview” than a reflection of reality (6). David’s disobedience has a clear 

purpose and, apart from characterizing him as a defiant individual, it could be an 

allegory of the American belief in the power of free will in creating one’s own 

destiny. David’s feat of crushing the system and getting his way seems just as 

mythical and unrealistic as the American dream itself. 

 Although expressed in a less confrontational manner than in the film, the Old 

Man of the short story makes it clear that there always has been and always will be 

oversight. The remark implies that people are observed and scrutinised. The 

supernatural surveillance of “Adjustment Team” and The Adjustment Bureau are 
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much more tangible in Minority Report, where, as Cooper argues, the ubiquitous 

retinal scanners keep track of everyone in the commonly accepted name of safety and 

consumer care (27). Even if people do not understand what is being done do them, it 

is perfectly fine since it is for their own good and the benefactors are most competent. 

“Adjustment Team” facilitates therefore an allegory of the state, its lawmakers and 

politicians whose doings shape the world, but are beyond everyman’s control and 

knowledge. Ed later confides in his wife telling her: “I saw the fabric of reality split 

open. I saw—behind. Underneath. I saw what was really there” (Dick 147). Ed’s 

insight is all the more frightening to him because he realises that much of the world he 

knows and accepts is an illusion. The consequence of this observation is the fact that 

someone else is in charge of shaping Ed’s reality. When Ed witnesses the adjustment 

of his co-workers and is the only “energized” person in the room, he becomes aware. 

This image is clearly linked to Plato’s allegory of the cave and the instance of 

crawling out and seeing the world for what it is. The commonly unseen part of reality, 

the state that really controls our lives is often dismissed as a conspiracy theory. This is 

a lucid example of how Jameson’s transhistorical view of allegory helps us see our 

own reality from a different temporal perspective. However, on some occasions, for 

example when Edward Snowden unmasked the mass surveillance apparatus of the US 

government, the collective consciousness of the world wakes up. Even if the situation 

could not be remedied, the insight produced a new, more critical way of perceiving 

the state’s involvement into the lives of its citizens. The veil was deconstructed and 

we could see “the fabric of reality split open”. Considering the fact that the NSA was 

established in 1952, Dick’s story can be seen as both up-to-date and prophetic when 

written. 

 Assuming a feminist perspective, D.E. Wittkower argues that David’s defiance 

and him prioritising his emotional commitment over his career is not unusual for a 

woman in today’s world, however, it is only seen as heroism when done by a man 

(104). This view can be allegorically interpreted as a political commentary on the 

issue of gender equality, although it almost certainly was not intended by the director. 

By letting David defeat the system at the expense of his political career, the 

adaptation reduces the political content and deactivates some of the short story’s 

allegories. On the other hand, it creates new allegories that explore the situation of 

women’s sacrifice regarding their careers, as well as the unrealistic nature of the 

American dream.  
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Conclusion 

The struggle of the individual free will against a larger system is visualised in 

Dick’s short stories as a balance of complacency and conspiracy. The people in 

“Paycheck” will wake up when the revolution’s time comes, but until then they are 

dormant. The world of “Adjustment Team”, however, will never know the truth and 

will go on “all immobilized together in some cryogenic half-life” as will all the would 

be criminals of “The Minority Report”, not able to appeal the sentences for crimes 

they had not committed (Archeologies 347). The balance is definitely not in their 

favour, which forces us to ponder their situation in search of more than just a quick 

fix. Dick manages to problematize these issues by having his protagonists face 

challenging obstacles that demand compromise and sacrifice. This proves to be an 

interesting way to mediate our contemporaneity to ourselves through a more digestive 

perspective. 

Understanding our present can be tricky since we tend to forget our history. 

Using Jameson’s historical perspective, the essay shows that allegory helps to direct 

our attention to key issues of our present, and counteracts the collective amnesia the 

we are all susceptible to. The process of adaptation entails a re-reading of the source 

texts in a new sociocultural context and according to the vision of the filmmakers. For 

all three adaptations, this means a significantly reduced political message. In the case 

of Minority Report the protagonist is released from the moral dilemma his literary 

counterpart must face. Paycheck loses its ideological dimension and concentrates on 

entertaining the audience with many elaborate action sequences. Similarly, the focus 

of The Adjustment Bureau is the love story of the two main characters and save for an 

unwitting point on gender equality, the political message of the film is rather thin. 

It is clear that there is a connection between the dynamics of the free will and 

a larger system in the stories and their adaptations. When the struggle is simplified 

and more challenging issues avoided, the political message is affected and in some 

cases it even disappears. At any rate, the connection between the political message 

and allegory is not the same. A reduced political message does not necessarily mean a 

weaker, less striking or an absent allegory. The components that form the allegory in 

Minority Report seem unaffected since the short story and the adaptation can be 

interpreted very similarly. In Paycheck, the allegory of the nature of the political 

compromise is lost, but a connection can be made to the pre-emptive war doctrine and 
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the collective American amnesia. As far as The Adjustment Bureau goes, the allegory 

exposing state secrets can still work, since the protagonist does sneak a peek behind 

the scenes. At the same time a new allegorical interpretation of the power of the 

individual and the American dream emerges. 

Perhaps it is possible to see the changes the adaptations have introduced not as 

impoverishing, but as suggestions of looking at the original text through the prism of 

modern times, with the inevitable dash of Hollywood. It is also possible that the 

allegories provided by the adaptations mark a sign of the times and reflect their 

present sociocultural context rather than that of the 1950s. 
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