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Movie Essay: On Minority Report

I just watched this fabulous movie.  Although the plot device sets up a future with “precogs” as a backdrop, the film’s examination is on the age-old question of pre-destination versus free will.  Since the movie resolves itself pretty clearly on the side of free will (the precrime experiment is trashed), what questions remain to be discussed?

One question is: shouldn’t the precogs still be used to predict the crime, at least for interventions of the crime if not the arrest of the perpetrators?  Oddly enough, the movie takes a distinctly non-utilitarian track to this question.  It pretty clearly comes down on the side of personal happines (for example, the old guy’s (Besemer?)
 murder of one former drug addict could not justify the continuation of the precrime program, nor could the individual happiness of the precogs be sacrificed for the greater good).  So, what we have here is a move that espouses freedom of choice and non-utilitarian ethics as both the way things are and should be.


Being a utilitarian, I find it difficult to argue for non-utilitarian morality.  One premise of accepting the non-utilitarian view is that actions are right or wrong in and of themselves, without considering the consequences.  But since there is no way to originally rank certain actions as bad or good without originally considering the consequences (other than accepting divine commands on the matter), the non-utilitarian view would seem to be at least a rule utilitarian view diluted and warped by the passage of time, unless you accept divine, or as Immanuel Kant would say, a priori, rules.  Basically, I do not buy the non-utilitarian view.


The oddity of the co-existence of these two views in the movie is this: in order to debunk predetermination, the movie takes its non-utilitarian stance on morality.  Both predetermination and non-utilitarian morality are g-d-based views; they require a setup or command by a power outside of the observable, physical world.  One kind of free-will viewpoint is g-d-based as well: the Deist view, holding that G-d set up the mechanics of the world a long time ago and let it run.  In order to be consistent, the creator of the story of Minority Report would have to be something of a Deist. (I’m not saying he is one.  I have done no research on the matter.  But to be consistent with Kantian ethics or any non-utilitarian ethics, it is difficult to also accept free will without making some compromise in the belief in an omnipotent, currently involved deity).


Interestingly, many of the founding American Fathers were Deists (I think Ben Franklin was, for example).  This tidbit brings us back to the movie, which is set in the bureaucratic world of Washington, D.C., the seat of the American federalism designed by these same fathers.  I would have like to see more of the play of politics back and forth over the issue of precrime, especially after the death of Besemer.  At the crucial moment of decision before a murder is committed, the protagonist has to consider not only the immediate consequence of his action but also the effect on the voters in the impending referendum.  It is interesting that we hear a little bit about Congress having passed a nine-year trial prerime bill just for the Washington, D.C. area, but that issue of whether to make pre-crime go national is up to a referendum.  I still haven’t figured out why Congress would not have decided on it itself.

Of course, the moviegoer will recognize that it is not just the fate of the national precrime initiative that is being decided in these instants before murder (or abstinence from it), but the fate of predestination as well (word-association intended).  Oddly, this fact decides predestination on public opinion – a posteriori rather than on a priori grounds!  And it ignores the traditional separation of pwoers propounded by the Deists in favor of a referendum!  

In short, this movie’s philosophy is complicated, to say the least.  It requires a lot of tiptoeing to stay consistent.  I’ll sort out the issue later, but it’s 1:00 a.m. and I have to sleep.
� I was not sure of this character’s name, but I refer to him here and later as Besemer.





