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CORPORATE POWER COMPROMISED BY EVOLUTION(?): PHILIP 
K. DICK’S (SCIENCE-)FICTION ADAPTED TO FILM 
 
Marek Tomášik 

Abstract: This paper contains an analysis of selected short stories and novels by Philip K. 
Dick, particularly ones that have recently been turned into cinematic narratives. Special 
attention is paid to power and control and the dynamism ensuing from an uneven distribution 
thereof. It is argued that, despite the numerous narrative shifts that have been pointed out by 
other authors, there is also a considerable amount of overlap on the level of pivotal themes or, 
in McFarlane’s (1996) words, “narrative hinge points” (i.e. in the employment of elements to 
push the development of the narrative forwards), namely those related to losing, retaining, and 
gaining power and control on the part of what can be referred to as governmental institutions 
and private organisations. In addition to the usual undertones of paranoia and individual 
helplessness, Philip K. Dick’s worlds (and, partially, his narratives too) turn out to be driven by 
corporate or/and institutional forces and their implications, which, together with implicit 
ecological warnings, serve to emphasize the fragility of the world we live in. 
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Introduction  
The present paper is based on a selective analysis of some of the existing Hollywood 

big-budget film adaptations of Philip K. Dick’s short stories and novels, focusing particularly 
on the notions of control and power represented in a selection of literary source texts and their 
relatively faithful cinematic adaptations. It is argued below that, despite the numerous 
narrative shifts that have been pointed out by other authors11

Material and approach 

, there is also a considerable 
amount of overlap on the level of pivotal themes, or, in McFarlane’s (1996) words, narrative 
hinge points, namely those of losing/retaining/gaining power and control on the part of what 
can be simplified as governmental institutions and private organisations. These pivotal themes 
are effectively employed to push the development of said narratives forwards – more often 
than not, towards dystopian endings. 

Although the themes embedded in P. K. Dick’s fiction have been a source of 
inspiration for many writers and film-makers ever since they saw the light of day, the last six 
or seven years seem to have been particularly fraught with Dickian cinematic adaptations.12  
Speaking of inspiring themes, it is – as with many influential writers – rather arguable 
whether the official film adaptations13

                                                 
11 E.g. Palmer (2003), Karman (1997) or Harrison (2005). 

 are the only cultural products inspired by P. K. Dick’s 
ideas. However, as it is beyond the limits of the present paper to fully explore such complex 
intertextuality, attention will only be paid to the following Hollywood adaptations (all of 
which acknowledge their Dickian source): 

12 Philip K. Dick is thus becoming one of the most adapted authors of the science-fiction genre, along with such 
classics as Ray Bradbury (over 50 adaptations), Stanislaw Lem (over 20 adaptations), Robert Heinlein (over 10 
adaptations), Isaac Asimov (e.g. the Foundation series vs. the Star Wars and Star Trek series), Frank Herbert 
(the Dune series), etc. 

13 Cf. the official Philip K. Dick website at <http://www.philipkdick.com>. 
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Table 1: Film adaptations versus novels/short stories by Philip K. Dick.14 

Film adaptation Novel / short story by Philip K. Dick 
Blade Runner (1982/2007) Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) 

Total Recall  (1990) ‘We Can Remember It For You Wholesale’ (1966) 

Screamers  (1995)  ‘Second Variety’ (1953) 

Impostor  (2001)  ‘Imposter’ (1953) 

Minority Report  (2002)  ‘The Minority Report’ (1956) 

Paycheck  (2003) ‘Paycheck’ (1953) 

A Scanner Darkly  (2006) A Scanner Darkly (1977) 

Next (2007) ‘The Golden Man’ (1954) 

 
As evident in the table above, filmmakers have recently shown an increased interest in 

the early Philip K. Dick – particularly his early short stories, the only exception being A 
Scanner Darkly15.  The texts that have been adapted to film to date can be divided into two 
lots, namely those published in the 1950s and early 1960s (i.e. Dick’s most prolific era in 
terms of short stories, with over 100 stories and 14 novels finding their way to their readers in 
printed form by the end of 1964) and those published after 1965 (approximately 25 stories and 
31 novels!).16 The former, the so called ‘short story years’, also include the movie-inspiring 
stories ‘Second Variety’, ‘Imposter’, ‘The Minority Report’, ‘Paycheck’, ‘The Golden Man’; 
the subsequent ‘novel years’ include both Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? and A 
Scanner Darkly, in addition to one of the short stories analysed here, ‘We Can Remember It 
For You Wholesale’.17

                                                 
14 Note that literary source texts will henceforth be referred to either in inverted commas (short stories) or italics 

(novels), but always without the year of their first publication. By contrast, all film adaptations will be referred 
to using italics and the year of their first screening. 

 

15 It should be noted that, similarly to the listed adaptations themselves, the source texts shown in Table 1 cover 
several subsequent decades: five of them were first published in the 1950s, another couple were published in 
the 1960s, and the latest of them all was A Scanner Darkly, published in the late 1970s. For the sake of 
comparison, only one adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s material, albeit great in many respects, was produced in 
the early 1980s, followed by a couple of films done in the 1990s, which leaves us with as many as five shot 
after the year 2000. In the course of Dick’s writing career, however, no film adaptations of his work were 
produced whatsoever. The only overlap, perhaps, between the three decades covered by the source texts and 
the end texts in Table 1, is Ridley Scott's Blade Runner (1982). 

16 In 1976, in his ‘Afterthought by the Author’, P. K. Dick made a distinction between his earlier stories and 
novels and those written later on in his career, stating that the major difference between the two periods was 
the extent to which he managed to distinguish between the world(s) he wrote about and the world(s) he lived 
in. This is quite crucial in reference to the selection of source texts in question because (a) they cover several 
decades of Dick’s writing, and (b) most of them were written before 1976, i.e. the year in which Dick seems to 
be aware of considerable progress, for better or worse, in his approach to reality and literary reflections of 
reality. 

17 Although it is left out of the present analysis, another one of Dick’s ‘novel years’ books, namely Radio Free 
Albemuth (written in 1976, first published in 1985), has been recently turned into a film (Radio Free Albemuth, 
2010). In this connection, Dick’s novel The Owl at Midnight (1982, unfinished) has also been recently 
considered for adaptation, but so far no progress has been made on this front. However, a film version of 
Dick’s short story ‘The Adjustment Team’ (1954) was finished earlier this year (The Adjustment Bureau, 
2011), a cinematic adaptation of Dick’s short story ‘Beyond the Door’ is currently under way, and a new 
version of ‘We Can Remember It For You Wholesale’ (Total Recall) is planned for 2012. None of these are, 
however, included in the corpus of the present paper as the research presented here was carried out prior to 
their screening. 
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Analysis 
Knowing that Philip K. Dick felt his fantasy and reality were increasingly converging 

on each other, one might expect a discernible shift in his literary products, too. However, what 
the present paper argues for is that, regardless of what Dick felt in regard to his stories and 
books before his visionary year of 1974, there is a great deal of overlap on the level of 
essential themes and conflicts in both the source texts and the existing film adaptations. 

If considered by themselves (i.e. regardless of the films they inspired), the selected 
source texts can be seen as recycling the same set of notions over and over. After all, P. K. 
Dick can (also) be seen as “a popular writer, paid by the word, churning out stories ... and 
novels..., improvising, recycling material, making use of current story forms and stereotypes, 
embracing the paranoia of the fifties, and the sixties’ enthusiasm for altered states of 
consciousness” (Palmer 2003: 5). Similarly, Dixon (2003) notices that “the narrative 
structures of feature films ... are being shamelessly recycled from one film to the next, and 
sequels (which have always been a part of movie history) now predominate the box-office” 
(1-2). Add the two forms of recycling together, and the chances of hyperconglomerized film 
studios producing genuinely surprising film adaptations become rather thin. 

This is, of course, not to say that P. K. Dick’s narratives (or their cinematic versions) 
do not introduce any new ideas. They circle within a relatively confined space – a relatively 
constant universe that is further developed from one setting (and one character set) to another. 

Although some details are undoubtedly incompatible from one story to another (they 
can be viewed as subject to historical periods, though), all the narratives in question deal with 
the issue of power and control in one way or another. More precisely, it is the dynamic aspect 
of power that is in focus here, i.e. gaining, retaining, or losing control. To put it still 
differently, Dick's stories capture various fluctuations of power and control, usually between 
two major stakeholders at that. 

Each of the stories unveils a potential scenario, ranging from fictitious ones (e.g. 
‘Imposter’ or ‘The Minority Report’), through quite conceivable ones (e.g. ‘Second Variety’ 
or ‘The Golden Man’), to those which come as shockingly realistic or, say, true (e.g. A 
Scanner Darkly or, to some extent, even Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?). 

Although Philip K. Dick is mostly known as a science fiction writer, it should be noted 
that his worlds are not fraught with inconceivable hardcore science-fiction equipment or 
abilities. Introducing only one or two pieces which are beyond state-of-the-art equipment in 
his (as well as our) era, Dick mostly shifts his readers' attention to the ways in which people 
are affected by such (human or non-human) inventions or occurrences. For example, consider 
‘Paycheck’ and the impact of the newly invented time scoop on the distribution of power; 
‘The Golden Man’ and the superhuman ability of a mutant to see several minutes into the 
future and its impact on humankind; or A Scanner Darkly and the impact of the scramble suit 
on people's understanding of identity, etc. 

Speaking of identity, the establishment of control frequently goes hand in hand with 
the establishment of characters’ identities. In fact, there is a whole set of other emotions and 
concepts related to control, all of which frequently manifest themselves in communities or 
societies inherently driven by the will to power. These include anxiety, trickery, pretence, 
destruction, and many more (see Table 3 for some examples). These are all part of the 
establishment of some sort of identity, be the final result fake or genuine. 

In Dick's short stories and novels, particularly the ones in question, the concept of 
identity is tightly related to advanced technology and/or abilities. The defining element in 
‘Imposter’ is the presence of a species surpassing humankind's – that is to say, Americans' – 
abilities. Similarly, ‘The Golden Man’ presents a superhuman mutant (this time it is 
terrestrial) that does not seem to fit the unwritten standard of self-preservation and 
homogeneity accepted by (American) society, as a result he (it?) is considered a danger for 
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the majority (of Americans). In ‘We Can Remember It For You Wholesale’ and ‘Paycheck’, 
the protagonists' identities become unstable due to memory manipulation (which is, seen from 
another perspective, the perfect tool for wielding power over the masses). In the world of ‘The 
Minority Report’, the identification of criminals/non-criminals is subject to three idiots' 
precognition of the future. Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? blurs the line between the 
human and the artificial, the complicating element being the existence of androids who/which 
are indistinguishable from humans (or genuine living species in general). In ‘Second Variety’, 
Dick predicts a spontaneous evolution of robots independent on human will, i.e. an evolution 
that literally gets out of (humankind's) control. Finally, the novel A Scanner Darkly paints an 
ominous picture of a treacherous drug undermining one (every)man's identity and leaving him 
to die a vegetable. By and large, there is always an unexpected element that is beyond full 
control (that is to say, beyond the full control of some sort of human ruler wannabes). 

Naturally, the desire to control usually manifests itself in the source texts through the 
interests of various institutions, which either attack one another directly or use mediators who 
are ideologically representative of their mother institutions. Entering all sorts of high-level 
conflicts, these individuals (mostly common people) show various symptoms of identity 
crises. 

As for the institutional aspect, there is a variety of corporations and establishments in 
the source texts. In ‘Imposter’, it is the planet Earth (Terra) as a whole, united due to repeated 
attacks made by Centaurians. In ‘Second Variety’, we see Earth's two major superpowers, 
namely a version of the Soviet Union and a version of the US, struggling to unite with the aim 
to destroy their newly emerged mutual enemy, a swarm of robots capable of artificial 
intelligence originally designed by, although no longer controlled by, Americans. In ‘The 
Golden Man’, post-nuclear-war mutants are the target of (Western) governments, which are 
desperate to re-establish their control and do away with any elements that might endanger 
their position. In ‘Paycheck’, a secret police institution tries to extend their sphere of 
influence and minimize the power that big national and international corporations have. In 
‘The Minority Report’, US army forces, feeling marginalized and relegated to an inferior 
position, try to re-establish their position by undermining an apparently working, albeit 
conceptually dubious, system of crime prevention. In ‘We Can Remember It For You 
Wholesale’, the institution called Interplan Police (presumably, an interplanetary version of 
today’s Interpol) manipulates with individuals (e.g. Douglas Quail, a former agent whose 
memory is tampered with to protect the interests of Interplan Police), keep corporations at bay 
by making threats (e.g. Rekall Inc.), and do away with undesirable individuals/institutions to 
secure their reign (e.g. murder of the leader of a Martian political organisation). In Do 
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, again, the remains of Earth's population after a nuclear 
war find themselves at the mercy of large corporations (e.g. the Rosen Association producing 
androids which are almost indistinguishable from genuine living species) and police-like 
institutions (along the lines of ‘Paycheck’). Finally, in A Scanner Darkly, police forces 
desperately try to undermine a drug cartel that seems to enjoy an undesirable amount of power 
both in the US and overseas. 

It seems that Dick's near-future versions of the US or the planet Earth, many of which 
actually allow for very little hope (e.g. particularly ‘Second Variety’, ‘Imposter’, ‘The Golden 
Man’, etc.), are designed along the lines of what we are actually witnessing today. Rather than 
being stories of self-made individuals or trigger-happy heroes, the narratives in question often 
show how common people are callously deceived, manipulated with in all possible ways, or 
simply overlooked by higher forces. Metaphorically speaking, most of the short stories and 
novels are structured like chess games with very few indispensable cornerstones and a lot of 
pawns like bricks in a higher-purpose wall around them. 
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 Moving on to the existing film adaptations of the literary narratives discussed above, it 
should be noted that they were most likely not intended to be pieces of a larger puzzle, 
therefore they cannot be expected to be homogeneous as a group. Even the source texts they 
are based on are incompatible on a detailed level, although, as shown above, their characters 
seem to inhabit worlds in which power is distributed and manifested in similar ways. 

Indeed, the cinematic narratives deal with the dynamics of power and control. Power 
is shifted from one subject to another; force is applied to those who have the potential to 
undermine the dominant ideology; various means of deception and manipulation are used to 
re-establish or gain control over individuals and institutions. 

Again, there is a range of potential (future) scenarios: some seem to be based on truly 
wild fantasies (Impostor (2001), Minority Report (2002), Paycheck (2003), or Total Recall 
(1990)); others seem a great deal more conceivable, albeit only under certain circumstances 
(Screamers (1995) or Next (2007)); and still others appear to be visions of the future that are 
perhaps more than just likely to happen (A Scanner Darkly (2006) or Blade Runner 
(1982/2007)) given the current advances in technology. Admittedly, this simplistic 
classification of the eight film adaptations based on P. K. Dick's stories very much depends on 
what elements you highlight. For instance, the scramble suit in A Scanner Darkly (2006) may 
be a little far-fetched (regardless of its materialisation on the screen), but the war between 
organisations that produce and distribute drugs and police-like institutions is neither a figment 
of imagination, nor a thing of the future. Similarly, the time scoop in Paycheck (2003) may be 
slightly over the top (again, regardless of its actual representation on the screen), but the 
worrying fact that the power wielded by huge great big corporations is actually comparable to 
(if not greater than) the power wielded by small-sized countries is not a madman's fantasy. 

As mentioned earlier, P. K. Dick's short stories and novels deal with the concept of 
identity (invariably related to power, control, and, of course, money) in relation to advanced 
technology and advanced abilities. In each of the discussed cinematic adaptations, the 
essential technological concepts that Dick uses to push the development of his narrative 
forwards are transferred, rather than adapted.18

 

 See the following tables for a few more 
details: 

Table 2: Crucial technological equipment or abilities in the source texts and their film 
versions. 

 

Do Androids Dream 
of Electric Sheep? / 

Blade Runner 
(1982/2007) 

‘We Can Remember 
It For You 

Wholesale’ / 
Total Recall (1990) 

‘Second Variety’ / 
Screamers (1995) 

‘Imposter’ / 
Impostor (2001) 

CRUCIAL 
TECHNO-
LOGY OR 
ABILITY 

humanoid androids 
(almost 

indistinguishable from 
human beings) 

memory implants 
(colliding with inner 

desires) 

robots evolving into 
humanoid androids 
capable of artificial 

intelligence 

extra-terrestrials 
posing as human 

beings 

 

 

‘The Minority 
Report’ / 

Minority Report 
(2002) 

‘Paycheck’ / 
Paycheck (2003) 

A Scanner Darkly / 
A Scanner Darkly 

(2006) 

 ‘The Golden Man’ / 
Next (2007) 

CRUCIAL 
TECHNO-
LOGY OR 
ABILITY 

humans capable of 
precognition 

time scoop and 
memory deletion 

scramble suit (and 
substance D) 

ability to see the 
future 

                                                 
18 Cf. McFarlane (1996). 
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The emergence of such technological equipment or special abilities is closely related 
to the ways in which power is distributed in the overlapping spheres of ruling institutions and 
corporations. The relative equilibrium of power and control, i.e. the normal tension among 
stakeholders' interests, is broken and further emotions and actions are triggered. As for the 
former, the most common feelings are those of paranoia/fear of the unknown, anxiety/despair, 
and doubt/suspicion (i.e. typical Cold War era emotions). The latter are mostly represented in 
the form of either gradual or immediate destruction, which is often seen as the perfect 
solution. Once disguised as novel spectacles, such images of intended or executed destruction 
serve as the perfect ingredient for mainstream Hollywood productions to push the story 
forwards. 

All of the emotions above seem to be present in P. K. Dick's narratives (i.e. the ones in 
question) as well as their cinematic representations of the last three decades. At this level of 
abstraction, the two kinds of texts converge on one another with a great deal of fidelity. 
Therefore, in a sense, the film adaptations do convey some of the most “cardinal narrative 
functions” (McFarlane 1996) of their source texts.19

Furthermore, it is evident that institutions and corporations play an important role in 
the source texts as well as their film versions. Similarly, corporate or institutional power is 
one of the key elements determining individual characters’ behaviour. Fear on the part of the 
main stakeholders (i.e. both institutions/organisations and individuals that represent them) 
eventually makes them search for ways of either usurping or, if usurpation happens to be 
futile, destroying the element that disrupts the relative equilibrium. Needless to say, the said 
relative equilibrium invariably favours one party (regardless of whether its policy is morally 
good or bad, beneficial or harmful, right or wrong, etc.). 

 Table 3 below highlights some of the 
major similarities in the ways the relative equilibrium of power and control is broken. Clearly, 
such elements as various forms of posing (on both parts of the established conflicts of 
interests) and intentions to do away with any undesirable competition are apparently central in 
all the narratives under scrutiny. Needless to say, these guises and emotions come with heavy 
ideological baggage that is invariably related to control (at least in the sense of having power 
over one’s own existence). 

Table 3: Conflicts of power/control in the source texts and their film versions. 

 
Do Androids Dream of 
Electric Sheep? / Blade 

Runner (1982/2007) 

‘We Can Remember It 
For You Wholesale’ / 

Total Recall (1990) 

‘Second Variety’ / 
Screamers (1995) 

‘Imposter’ / Impostor 
(2001) 

So
ur

ce
 te

xt
 

HUMANS (police-like 
INSTITUTION in the US) 

try to re-establish their control 
over NON-HUMANS 

(humanoid androids produced 
by a US-based 

CORPORATION, POSING 
as  humans ) by 

DESTROYING them (using 
Soviet technology) 

a government INSTITUTION  
(secret police) tries to re-

establish its control, by means 
THREATS TO DESTROY, 
after a memory implantation 

CORPORATION accidentally 
reads a former secret police 

agent's memory (which shows he 
is unaware of his POSING as an 

ordinary citizen)  

NON-HUMANS (robots 
endowed with artificial 

intelligence) try to take control 
over HUMANS (humankind 

split into two blocks on 
EARTH governed by the US 

and the USSR) by POSING as 
human beings and making 
attempts to DESTROY all 

human beings 

NON-HUMANS (extra-
terrestrials) try to take control 

over HUMANS (united on 
Earth under one rule, 

represented here by a police-
like INSTITUTION) by 

POSING as human beings and 
making an attempt to 

DESTROY all human beings 

                                                 
19 On a more detailed level, of course, more or less considerable shifts can be observed, particularly in the areas 

of settings, minor characters (and their relationships to the main characters), ideological attitudes, etc. 
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A
da

pt
at

io
n 

HUMANS (police-like 
INSTITUTION in the US) 

try to re-establish their control 
over NON-HUMANS 

(humanoid androids produced 
by a US-based 

CORPORATION, POSING 
as  humans) by 

DESTROYING them 

a government INSTITUTION  
(corrupted secret police) tries to 
re-establish its control, by means 

of  DESTRUCTION, after a 
memory implantation 

CORPORATION accidentally 
reads a former secret police 

agent's memory (which shows he 
is unaware of his POSING)  

NON-HUMANS (robots 
endowed with artificial 

intelligence) try to take control 
over HUMANS (humans split 

into two CORPORA-
TIONS/INSTITUTIONS on 
ANOTHER PLANET) by 

POSING as human beings and 
making attempts to 

DESTROY all human beings 
(on all planets) 

NON-HUMANS (extra-
terrestrials) try to take control 

over HUMANS (united on 
Earth under one rule, 

represented here by a police-
like INSTITUTION) by 

POSING as human beings and 
making an attempt to 

DESTROY all human beings 

 

 
‘The Minority Report’ 

/ Minority Report 
(2002) 

‘Paycheck’ / Paycheck 
(2003) 

A Scanner Darkly / 
A Scanner Darkly 

(2006) 

 ‘The Golden Man’ / 
Next (2007) 

So
ur

ce
 te

xt
 a national INSTITUTION 

(army feeling redundant) tries 
to gain military control over 
the US, currently controlled 

by another police-like 
INSTITUTION (Precrime) 

a government INSTITUTION 
(police) tries to establish control 

over a powerful 
CORPORATION (POSING as 

an ordinary factory) by 
DESTROYING its powerful 

tool (time scoop) 

a government INSTITUTION 
(police) tries to establish 
control over a powerful 

CORPORATION (substance 
D producers POSING as a 

chain of rehabilitation centres) 
by DESTROYING its 

collaborators 

HUMANS (a police-like 
government INSTITUTION 
in the US) tries to establish 

control over a powerful 
INDIVIDUAL (mutant with 

advanced abilities POSING as 
a normal human being) by 

making an attempt at 
DESTROYING him 

A
da

pt
at

io
n a government 

INSTITUTION (secret 
police) tries to gain control 

over another state 
INSTITUTION (Precrime) 

by making attempts to 
DESTROY it 

a government INSTITUTION 
(police) tries to establish control 

over a powerful 
CORPORATION (POSING as 

an ordinary factory) by 
DESTROYING its powerful 

tool (time scoop) 

a government INSTITUTION 
(police) tries to establish 
control over a powerful 

CORPORATION (substance 
D producers POSING as a 

chain of rehabilitation centres) 
by DESTROYING its 

collaborators 

a police-like government 
INSTITUTION in the US and 

a foreign terrorist 
ORGANISATION try to 

establish control over a 
powerful INDIVIDUAL 

(ordinary human with 
advanced abilities POSING as 

a normal human being) by 
making him cooperate and 

attempting to DESTROY him, 
respectively 

Conclusion 
It should be noted that the present paper focuses on the significant similarities, rather than 
more superficial differences, between the selected source texts and their cinematic versions. 
Only certain underlying elements of the narratives are extracted to highlight the functions that 
push the narratives forwards. What seems to set each of these narratives in motion is a shift of 
power/control within the relative equilibrium among the ruling institutions and corporations, 
usually triggered by a destabilising element which takes the form of a piece of advanced 
equipment or extraordinary ability. The source texts and their film versions various 
representations of paranoia/anxiety, (fear of) losing control, and (subsequent) desires to 
destroy, all of which are evidence of just how unstable and throbbing our world – or any 
worlds, in fact – really get, how impenetrable the logic of power distribution usually is, and 
how fragile things happen to be at times. 
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