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ABSTRACT

This article reads Richard Linklater’s A Scanner Darkly (2006) as a critical representation
of mental illness under late capitalism, situating the film within a theoretical trajectory
that spans post-war capitalism to contemporary neoliberalism, engaging the work of
Herbert Marcuse, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Mark Fisher, and Franco “Bifo”
Berardi. Against dominant discourses that individualize and depoliticize mental distress,
the essay argues that the film addresses psychopathology as a systemic symptom of ne-
oliberal capitalism, operating under everchanging regimes of surveillance, productivity,
and control.Through a historical reading of Linklater’s adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s
1977 novel, the article traces a continuity between the countercultural crises of the
1970s that Dick experienced firsthand — defined by drug use, state surveillance, Cold
War anxieties and paranoia, and the crisis of nuclear-family life — and the generalized
mental suffering of the twenty-first century, both before and after Covid-19 pandemic.
Drawing on Berardi’s account of semiocapitalism and Fisher’s concept of capitalist
realism, the essay shows how psychic distress is normalized within contemporary
systems of power and how the forms of schizophrenia and psychic fragmentation that
Deleuze and Guattari once theorized as potentially antagonistic have become normative
conditions of subjectivity under late capitalism. Particular attention is given to the film’s
aesthetic devices and the complex media ecology which help to visualize the predictive
and productive forms of surveillance as well as the fragmentation of subjectivity under
post-Fordist conditions, most notably through rotoscoping technique and its visual
translation of the scramble suit. Bob Arctor’s cognitive collapse crystallizes a historical
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mutation in the relationship between schizophrenia and capitalism. Finally, the article
highlights Linklater’s affective strategy of re-memorialization as a politics of unforgetting,
a refusal of late capitalism’s affective flattening and historical amnesia, reframing mental
illness as an unpoliticized form of rebellion that exposes the deep entanglement of
subjectivity and neoliberal power.
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Introduction

In the twenty-first century, mental illness has become one of the most visible
yet least politicized features of advanced capitalist societies. Anxiety, depres-
sion, addiction, and burnout continue to be framed primarily as individual
pathologies rather than as natural responses to systemic deficiencies. This has
become even more evident in the wake of the recent pandemic. In Sedated:
How Modern Capitalism Created Our Mental Health Crisis, James Davies
argues that Covid confinement “brought deep questioning of our pre-Covid
neo-liberal lives” (232), further revealing the mental health system’s failure
to adequately address such issues. In temporarily suspending the ordinary
rhythms of production and consumption, the years of the pandemic made
visible the structural conditions underlying psychic distress, conditions that
were not entirely new but continuous with the pre-Covid neoliberal impera-
tives." In fact, critical theory has long insisted on the structural impossibility
of a separation between psychic life and socio-economic organization. From

1

Similarly, in the updated edition of Politics of the Mind: Marxism and Mental Distress
(2023), Tain Ferguson extends his Marxist analysis to the Covid-19 pandemic, arguing that
itdid not create a mental health crisis but rather exposed and intensified existing structural
inequalities, particularly for the working class already facing precarious employment and
housing insecurity.
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Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization (1955) to more recent interventions
by Franco “Bifo” Berardi and Mark Fisher, mental suffering appears less as
a deviation from social norms than as a privileged diagnostic of social reality
under capitalism, particularly in relation to the organization of labor.

This essay approaches these conditions both as socio-economic symptoms
theorized by these authors and as part of a broader continuity extending from
post-war capitalism to contemporary neoliberalism. A particularly revealing
example of this continuity, I argue, is Richard Linklater’s 4 Scanner Darkly
(2006). In this film, psychic disintegration seems to arise directly from the
interplay between surveillance and addiction, functioning as a response to
semiocapitalist control. Adapted from Philip K. Dick’s eponymous 1977 novel,
the film inherits a critical vision already articulated in the context of the 1970s,
a decade in which paranoia and state surveillance first emerged as a central
cultural concern. Dick’s writing repeatedly anticipated the convergence of
psychopharmacology and the fragmentation of subjectivity, framing mental
breakdown as a more direct response to opaque systems of power. But the
great merit of Linklater’s adaptation, I argue, is the critical updating of Dick’s
1970s concern about mental health and capitalism to the conditions of early
twenty-first-century neoliberal capitalism.

It is not incidental that also Franco Berardi returns to the 1970s when he
traces a historical genealogy of this condition through the relationship between
drugs and capitalist acceleration. In Phenomenology of the End, he writes:

The flourishing industry of psychopharmacology is selling more pills every year,
because drugs are the only way to manage mental suffering, anxiety, sadness. At
the end of the ‘7os, when an acceleration of productivity was forced on workers,
a huge epidemic of drug addiction swept the late-industrial metropolitan areas.
[..] Then the psychopharmacological products spread, and we entered the age
of antidepressants and mood enhancers: Prozac, Xanax, Zoloft and so on. As
semiocapitalism is based on the constant exploitation of mental energy, and
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competition is the general form of relation in the precarious labour market,
mental suffering has become a social epidemic. (38)*

For Berardi, psychopathology and economics become increasingly intertwined.
Since the 1970s, the symptoms he describes have been gradually co-opted and
exploited by the very core of social production that generates them.

Similarly, in Capitalist Realism (2009), Mark Fisher marks a decisive shift
away from spectacular or exceptional forms of madness, those theorized in the
1960s and 1970s by thinkers such as Deleuze, Guattari, and Foucault, toward
an understanding of mental illness as a generalized condition — “mental health
plague” — of late capitalism. He writes:

But what is needed now is a politicization of much more common disorders. [...]
I want to argue that it is necessary to reframe the growing problem of stress (and
distress) in capitalist societies. Instead of treating it as incumbent on individuals
to resolve their own psychological distress, instead, that is, of accepting the vast
privatization of stress that has taken place over the last thirty years, we need to ask:
how has it become acceptable that so many people, and especially so many young
people, are ill> The ‘mental health plague’ in capitalist societies would suggest
that, instead of being the only social system that works, capitalism is inherently
dysfunctional, and that the cost of it appearing to work is very high. (19)

It is precisely within this theoretical framework that Richard Linklater’s A4
Scanner Darkly becomes legible as a cultural representation of psychopathol-
ogy under late capitalism. Linklater’s sci-fi noir, while exploiting the enduring
trope of drug-surveillance, situates cognitive disintegration as inherent to a
wider apparatus of control. More crucially, the film goes beyond the treatment
of substance abuse as individual pathology and ties it more directly to neolib-
eral dynamics of acceleration and accumulation. In fact, the collapse of Bob
Arctor’s subjectivity mirrors the collapse of any stable boundary between labor

*  For Berardi, semiocapitalism is the phase of capitalism in which the production and

circulation of symbols (media content, advertisement, constant information flows, digital
communication, etc.) become the primary source of value.
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and life, interiority and external monitoring. Distant from the postmoderniza-
tion and spectacularization of Philip K. Dick’s writing, A4 Scanner Darkly, 1
contend, can be read as a historically situated allegory of late capitalist mental
illness, where symptoms evolve from exceptional deviations to become the very
core of neoliberalism’s systemic fabric.

Historicizing Dick

Linklater’s adaptation of Dick’s novel A Scanner Darkly (1977) represents a
unique attempt to reinvigorate the political and critical charge inherent to
Dick’s writing by transposing it into the terrain of the twenty-first century. Itis
no coincidence that this adaptation emerged from a reluctant, “left-wing, anti-
authoritarian, independent persona” (Stone s). A Scanner Darkly resonates
clearly with Linklater’s longstanding interest in subcultures and with his vision
of aproductivity as an alternative and counteracting model to the dominant
order. Such aproductivity is far from being a clueless celebration of leisure;
on the contrary, Linklater’s characters reflect an alternative logic grounded in
“imagination, reflection and collaboration as a rebuttal to convention, con-
sumerism and competition” (75), one that can be traced back to the Sixties
counter-cultural aesthetics. This attitude also characterizes Linklater’s broader
filmmaking ethos, as exemplified by Slacker (1990). His commitment to real-
ism in the treatment of groups that are marginalized and minoritarian serves
to represent both the victims of capitalist policies (consumerism, hedonism)
and the residual spaces where alternative life-practices might still challenge
the conformism of the established society. This dialectic, I argue, is central
to A Scanner Darkly, where a grounded social realism is juxtaposed with an
aesthetic surrealism.

In Linklater’s adaptation, Bob Arctor (Keanu Reeves) is a narcotics under-
cover detective who lives a double-life as a junkie and as a police agent named
Fred. Setin the suburbs of Anaheim, Orange County, the film stages a group of
white paranoid drug addicts sharing a suburban family house. In this dystopic
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near future scenario, the powerful Substance D, a drug that causes halluci-
nations and psychosis, has overtaken the country, with nearly 20% of the
population addicted. In order to deal with the epidemic, the government, with
the help of the New Path - a tentacular rehabilitation clinic — has developed a
high-tech surveillance system and a specific costume, the scramble suit, which
renders its wearer a shifting mosaic of millions of identities.

A Scanner Darkly remains close to Dick’s project to portray an alternative
1970s Southern California, in which suburbanized zones become the ideal
site for what Mike Davis defines, in Ecology of Fear, as the privatization of
public space in Los Angeles County and Orange County with the increase in
electronic centralized surveillance. Of course, Dick’s emphasis on drug culcure?
and control society functioned, in part, to register the 1970s American War
on Drugs and the rise of a totalitarian surveillance state in the wake of the
Watergate scandal.* Linklater’s main concern — as I aim to demonstrate in
this essay — is to engage dialectically Dick’s work and its relation to a precise
historical period to translate its anxieties into the context of post-9/11 and the
War on Terror. Linklater’s reiteration — and temporal updating — of Dick’s pol-
itics of unforgetting foregrounds the social discontent of a specific, historically
situated group of people who suffered and underwent “a punishment” that, as
Dick claims at the end of the novel’s footnotes, was “far too great” (212).

One reason A Scanner Darkly proves effective as a sci-fi noir critique of the
current state of capitalism lies in its fidelity not only for Philip K. Dick’s novel
but, more importantly, to Dick’s persona. 4 Scanner Darkly remains arguably
his most autobiographical novel, filled with personal anecdotes and firsthand

3 Dick’s novel is often considered his anti-drug novel par excellence precisely because

it is rooted in Dick and his friends’ real experience; the author famously stated that “drug
use is not a disease, it is a decision, like the decision to step out in front of a moving car”
(218).

*  Johnson interestingly argues that Michael Foucault would also have been composing
his 1975 Discipline and Punish, where he develops his concept of panopticism, around the

same time that Dick was imagining the hypersurveillance of 4 Scanner Darkly. (97)
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experiences from the late 1960s and early 1970s, when Dick lived in a suburban
home in San Rafael experimenting with drugs with other fellow dopers before
moving to Orange County in 1972.° As David Johnson suggests, in so many
ways “Scanner may be the closest that cinema has come to a biopic on the
writer albeit filtered through a science-fiction dystopia, and it simultaneously
reflects some of Dick’s most central obsessions at the time, including the rise of
totalitarian state surveillance” (97); no wonder, then, that Dick’s novels have
anticipated many of the central concerns of postmodern theory (Baudrillard
and Jameson cite Dick regularly in their works). Yet, as Mark Fisher notes,
“it is both ironic and fitting that Dick’s own fictions should have been so
central to postmodern culture” (“Mors Ontologica”). Fisher’s irony targets
the mainstreaming and the commodification of Dick’s noirish fictional worlds
in action-thriller film adaptations such as Spielberg’s Minority Report (2002),
Woo’s Paycheck (2003), and, most of all, Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner. The
negative influence of Ridley Scott’s film is, for the British theorist, the result of
Scott’s hyper-aestheticized rendition of Dick, which, as Fisher claims,

excises all the trash which isn’t picturesque, eliminates the low-rent kookiness
and transforms Dick’s balding, paunchy losers into classically anti-heroic Noir
‘tecs. Blade Runner’s impact quickly went beyond influence, and it became
metonymically implicated in late capitalism.

In the world of A Scanner Darkly, there is no space left for the techno-
fetishism nor for the baroque futurism of Scott’s Blade Runner. While Scott’s
focus on androids was a way to question the possibility of representing the real
faithfully, the pivotal question in Linklater’s adaptation is about the possibility
of knowing reality at all.

5 As Johnson claims, “Several events in both novel and film come from this period,

including a friend’s hallucination of insects in his hair, another friend’s trying to make
cocaine from sunblock, an unexpected car malfunction, a suspicious break-in that seemed
both to confirm Dick’s theories and to cast doubt on his sanity, and a woman whom Dick
was in love with and whom he once accused of being an undercover agent” (97).
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New Paradigms of Schizophrenia

This ontological disorientation is dramatized through Bob/Fred’s inability to
carry on his investigation precisely because he is no longer able to identify
the reality he inhabits. Both Substance D and the scramble suit become a
metaphor for the loss of identity — “Mors ontologica, Death of the spirit. The
identity. The essential nature.” (Dick 195) — and paranoia is an immediate
symptom of this process, as exemplified by Freck’s visions of ineradicable bugs
in the opening scenes of the film. In this sense, it is reasonable to read 4
Scanner Darkly as an allegory of subjectivity collapsing under the pressures
of semiocapitalism. The scramble suit, which endlessly recombines faces and
voices, becomes a perfect metaphor for what Berardi describes as the fracturing
of the self in cognitive capitalism. To distinguish between a persistent state of
paranoia and what we might still be tempted to call “reality” becomes impossi-
ble, not simply because of the consequences of drug abuse — as the hippie Ernie
ironically tells Bob Arctor, “Don’t blame the drugs” (Linklater) — but precisely
because reality itself has become distorted and displaced. This was a major
concern in Dick’s 1977 sci-fi noir, where paranoia served as a lens to express
the post-Watergate anxiety,® a theme already present in several noir films of
the period such as Francis Ford Coppola’s The Conversation (1974) and Alan
Pakula’s The Parallax View (1974). In his film adaptation, however, Linklater
consciously updates the problem of reality to reflect the post-9/11 condition.
In a 2006 interview, Linklater claims: “Post 9/11 1 re-read [ A Scanner Darkly]
and saw it in a whole new way. The way power works and surveillance and
government control. All those elements make it more relevant than ever. What
was paranoid then is our reality” (Russell).

¢ Inrelation to the context of the novel’s writing, Rob Stone stresses the importance of

the fact that “Dick believed himself to have been identified as an enemy of ‘the establish-
ment,’ which he was convinced had him under surveillance” (162).
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If the scramble suit was for Dick a perfect device to dramatize the fragmen-
tation of both identity and reality, then for Linklater there could be no more
effective technique for representing paranoia, disorientation, and distortion
than rotoscoping. Since rotoscoping reproduces live-action with the realistic
physical movement of characters, Linklater’s use of it demonstrates that dis-
torted reality is not merely a simulacrum or substitution of the real, but rather
the way in which we now perceive reality in postmodern society. In other
words, rotoscoping reality is, for Linklater, the exact opposite of hyperreality.
As Steven Shaviro suggests, rotoscoping is rooted in the real, yet the real has
been somehow displaced or distorted, “with the implication that this displace-
ment and distortion is itself, in a deeper sense, the bedrock Real of the society
of addiction and control” (“A Scanner Darkly”). This ontological instability is
intensified by rotoscoping’s treatment of the body as a temporal construction
rather than a stable visual referent. As Panpan Yang argues, “the purpose of
rotoscoping is not to make the cartoon character be realistic, but to make it fee/
realistic” (37). This technique produces a sort of double temporality in which
the filmed body and the drawn body coexist as layered traces of time: the body
in rotoscoping is never fully traceable in the image, but always appears as a
temporal residue. As a result, rotoscoping creates “an uncanny sense of mul-
tiple cohabiting worlds and foregrounds a clear sense of temporal discrepancy
that cannot entirely dissolve into homogeneous time” (40). It seems to me
that the distorted perception and layered temporality generated by rotoscoping
become, for Linklater, the most effective technical means of dramatizing the
condition of the neoliberal subject as a being produced through instability and
discrepancy. From this perspective, the on-screen rendering of the scramble
suit is particularly emblematic. In an already-distorted visual world - one
rendered so by rotoscoping — the scramble suit does not merely point to the
loss of identity, but allows its wearer to assume a multiplicity of identities,
adapting to what Fisher calls the flexibility of the post-Fordist control society
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(Capitalist Realism 28), with its ever-shifting demands and its reconfiguration
of temporality into a continuously adaptive structure.”

In this society of control, Bob Arctor is no longer able to perceive his
existence in time and space without access to the surveillance-room scanner
which (in his role as Fred) monitors both his movements and the life in the
druggies’ house around the clock. He can no longer access or control his
life without technological mediation (the scanner). He has now become a
camera for New Path. It is ironic that Bob (as agent Fred) must not only
spy on his roommates but he also has to spy on himself. The watcher and
the watched become mutually implicated in a cybernetic loop. In Berardi’s
terms, the film enacts the temporality of semiocapitalism. Arctor’s paranoia
and hallucinations are not merely symptoms but productive forces which
generate data, refine surveillance algorithms, and render him complicit in the
very system that exploits him. The video surveillance creates, as part of what
Matthew Fuller calls media ecology, “a fleck of identity” (the scramble suit).
As Fuller argues, “surveillance in the contemporary sense needs also to indicate
prediction and production” (149); within this media ecology, newly produced
forms of subjectivities become sites of extraction, where psychic fragmentation
is itself directly harnessed for control and commodification.

When Fred becomes addicted to Substance D and the police realize that
Bob and Fred are the same individual, the possibility of truth itself is nullified.
The holoscanner machine becomes the sole source of reality: its recordings
stand as the only viable reality in a system where first-person knowledge is
no longer possible. This condition resonates deeply with Berardi’s critique of
capitalist digital acceleration. In The Soul at Work, he writes “The universe of
transmitters — networks, interfaces, flows of signs — expands faster than the
universe of receivers, the finite sensibility and temporal capacity of human

7 The question of identity becomes itself an ontological issue problematized by Dick.
As Bob asks himself in the novel “How many Bob Arctor are there? [...] Which of them is

me?” (74-75).
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subjects. The gap between signal and reception is where psychic suffering
grows” (32).

The machine, as a technologized apparatus of late capitalist ideology, comes
to signify a more authentic access to truth than the fragmented self, revealing
the depthless substitution of introspection with technological mediation. Fol-
lowing Berardi, the subject of A Scanner Darkly experiences a fragmentation
of past, present, and future, and the forms of psychic distress — psychosis,
paranoia, anxiety and depression — become temporal pathologies. In fact,
when discussing surveillance video in Post-Cinematic Affect, Steven Shaviro
asks “is there any better figuration for the ways in which the obsessive stor-
ing and cataloging of personal memories [...] is inseparable from a certain
commodification (or ‘alienation,’ in the strict Marxist sense rather than the
looser existential one) of the past, and of our ‘mental privacy’ itself?” (113). In
this sense, Bob experiences a cognitive disintegration wherein the boundaries
between inner subjectivity and external surveillance dissolve.

What does a scanner see? he asked himself. I mean, really see? Into the head?
Down into the heart? Does a passive infrared scanner like they used to use or a
cube-type holo-scanner like they use these days, the latest thing, see into me -
into us - clearly or darkly? I hope it does, he thought, see clearly, because I can’t
any longer these days see into myself. (Linklater)

The scanner thus assumes the function of the memory and unconscious itself
to the point that it can also record Bob’s sexual fantasies and feelings about
Donna (Winona Ryder), the unattainable woman who denies Bob physical
contact and whose drug addiction has nullified her sexual desire. In a later
scene, another moment of “ontological scrambling” takes place: Bob/Fred
wakes up in the middle of the night beside a woman with whom he hasjust had
sex and consumed Substance D pills. As we watch, her body slowly morphs
into Donna’s and then shifts back again. Later, when Bob (now operating
under the Fred persona) checks the surveillance tape, he discovers that “the
metamorphosis takes place on the tape as well.” As Shaviro puts it, “the
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hallucination has been objectified: it plays out for the scanner, as well as for
Arctor” (“A Scanner Darkly”).

By the film’s conclusion, we learn that Donna is herself an undercover
agent, tasked with discovering whether New Path is also the manufacturer of
Substance D. It is Donna who will facilitate Bob’s infiltration into the New
Path rehabilitation. Asan agent operating in the film’s affective dimension, she
functions as a reminder of Bob’s pre-addiction life. Through a flashback, we
learn of his past as a conventional family man, with a wife, two children, and a
suburban home, a life he consciously renounces. Following the moment when
Arctor hits his head on the kitchen cabinet, his voiceover monologue offers
a key moment of self-disclosure: “I realized I didn’t hate the kitchen cabinet
door: T hated my life, my house, my family, my back yard, my power mower”
(Linklater). Bob Arctor’s abandonment of the nuclear family can be read as
a kind of anti-conformist gesture, deeply resonant with the countercultural
rejection of Cold War-era domesticity in the 1960s and 1970s. Yet, this rejection
gradually becomes overwritten by a melancholic nostalgia of his past life. The
suburban family house, once an ideological totem of postwar American stabil-
ity and containment, becomes for Bob a haunted object, where his anxieties of
instability are projected: “A family, children, and a woman, could live there.
It was designed for that. Such a waste. They ought to confiscate it and put
it to better use” (Linklater). Here, Bob shows a deep melancholia for the
very family values he earlier repudiated. In this dialectic, the family comes
to represent both a rejected structure and a lost refuge. The contradictory
position of the family in the Post-fordist society comes to be problematized:
yet, in the words of Fisher, “the family becomes an increasingly important place
of respite from the pressures of a world in which instability is a constant” (Cap-
italist Realism 33). Ironically, it is the tentacular, state-sanctioned corporation
New Path that provides Bob a nightmarish substitute for the family. When
he is sent to the New Path rehab and assumes his third and final persona -
Bruce — he is instructed by a New Path manager: “you’re not supposed to
make any one-to-one relationships here at New-Path--didn’t they tell you that?
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You’re supposed to relate only to the family as a whole” (Linklater, A Scanner
Darkly, emphasis mine). This brings me to Franco Berardi’s argument that
under semiocapitalism the working mass no longer exists, as workers cannot
develop a shared consciousness, deprived of community, solidarity, and leisure,
while subjected to stress, and competition. At the New Path farm, Bruce/Bob
reaches the ultimate stage of his alienation. As Berardi writes:

as cognitive labour is subjugated by the abstract law of valorization and human
communication is transformed into abstract interaction among disembodied
digital agents, the social body has become detached from the general intellect.
The subsumption of the general intellect by the corporate kingdom of abstraction
is depriving the living community of intelligence, understanding and affective
emotion. (Futurability 100)

In A Scanner, Bruce/Bob’s mind, emotions, and attention are fully integrated
into systemic control, illustrating how semiocapitalism transforms subjectivity
into a productive resource while eroding the social and affective bonds that
might sustain collective intelligence or resistance. At New Path, he discovers
the presence of tiny blue flowers amongst a field of corn, the ‘mors ontolog-
ica,” the flowers from which Substance D is made. We understand the full
implications: New Path is not merely a rehabilitation clinic for drug-users but
also the clandestine manufacturer of the Substance. It comes to represent the
apex of neoliberal logic: an organization that sells both the disease and the
cure, embodying what Fisher calls “the pre-emptive, formatting and shaping
of desires” (Capitalist Realism 9) of capitalist culture. Ironically, after escaping
one type of conformity — with the rejection of suburban family life - Bob
Archer enters another updated sphere of conformity from which, this time,
he has no escape. In “Big Other: Surveillance Capitalism and the Prospects of
an Information Civilization,” Shoshana Zuboft explains exactly what seems to
be Bob’s entrapment:

In a world of Big Other [...] [cJonformity is no longer a 2oth century-style act
of submission to the mass or group, no loss of self to the collective produced by
fear or compulsion, no psychological craving for acceptance and belonging [...]
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Each one of us may follow a distinct path, but that path is already shaped by
the financial and, or, ideological interests that imbue Big Other and invade every
aspect of “one’s own” life. (304)

It is interesting that Zuboft uses the word “path” to describe the twenty-first
century new order of surveillance capitalism that includes and prescribes indi-
viduals’ experience. In A Scanner Darkly, New Path (which could also stand
for New Pathology) is a drug rehabilitation clinic capable of modifying “the
behaviors of persons and things for profit and control” (Zuboft 305). What
Zuboff calls the Big Other resonates deeply with the surveillance society of
A Scanner Darkly wherein New Path becomes only its synecdoche. Partic-
ularly in relation with the 1970s society of the film, the Big Other comes to
represent the neoliberal dynamics of co-optation of countercultural impulses;
psychedelic experimentation and hedonistic freedom are all incorporated in
the logics of capitalist accumulation. As Fisher putsit, “.4 Scanner isabout the
painfully drawn-out end of the Sixties — the collapse of psychedelic expansive-
ness into sulphate psychosis” (“Mors Ontologica”). The blue flower, marked
by the New Path manager as “the flower of the future,” is denied to Bob who is
told he has “had too much of the good thing already” (Linklater). Bob’s mental
deterioration becomes emblematic of “the slow cancellation of the future” that,
Berardi argues, “got underway in the 1970s and 1980s” (After the Future18). If
Arctor’s past and present are trapped in the hypersurveillance archive of the
scanner, not much different is reserved for his future.

Beyond Deleuze

The struggle between Bob’s consciousness and his new ontological vertigo
metaphorically culminates in brain damage — exemplified by the conflict be-
tween the two hemispheres of his mind - to the point he becomes an empty
body, brain dead. Bob, now as the Bruce persona, exists in “a suspension of
time and activity, a kind of cruel parody of actual death” (Palmer 188). This
terminal stage of “subjectless” affectivity gestures toward what Fredric Jameson
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defined as “the so-called death of the subject” in postmodern era, “or, more
exactly, the fragmented and schizophrenic decentering and dispersion of this
last” (Postmodernism 413). Not surprisingly, Jameson interestingly links the
“perpetual temporal distraction of post-sixties life” to the “the bad trip” of
the countercultural Sixties. He claims: “psychic fragmentation is raised to a
qualitatively new power, the structural distraction of the decentered subject
now promoted to the very motor and existential logic of late capitalism itself”
(117). The decentralism inherent to the postmodern condition is evoked in .4
Scanner Darkly through Bob’s fundamental inability to relate meaningfully to
time and space.®

Following Deleuze and Guattari’s analysis in 4nti-Oedipus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, the schizophrenic process may also open a space of antagonism,
a potential rupture against the capitalist logic of conformity and repression. In
this respect, I align with Rob Stone’s reading of A Scanner Darkly, according
to which the schizophrenic subject in the film can be “capable of resisting the
‘normalization’ of conformist Western society in which citizens are trained to
desire their own repression” (159). Yet, what A Scanner Darkly reveals is a
historical mutation in the relationship between schizophrenia and capitalism.
The forms of psychic fragmentation that Deleuze and Guattari once theorized
as potentially antagonistic have become normative conditions of subjectivity
under late capitalism. This mutation helps explain why schizophrenia in the
film appears not as a site of resistance but as a condition of vulnerability and
exhaustion. Arctor’s divided consciousness does not undermine the system; it
renders him more manageable as his mental disintegration feeds directly into
the accumulation of data, the refinement of surveillance technologies, and the

consolidation of institutional power.

Here Jameson, on the backdrop of Lacan’s theories about the interaction between sig-

nifier and signified, concludes that when such interaction is missing, “we have schizophre-
nia in the form of a rubble or distinct and unrelated signifiers” (Postmodernism 72).
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However, within this framework, Linklater’s film introduces a crucial af-
fective dimension that recovers a latent site of resistance from Dick’s original
narrative. Unlike the novel, which is entangled with Dick’s autobiographical
proximity to the events it depicts, the film historicizes Dick’s own experience by
creating an additional layer of introspection, a sort of memory of the memory.
In doing so, Linklater’s A Scanner Darkly also invites us to consider, in the
twenty-first century context, mental disease as an historically situated expres-
sion of (un)politicized rebellion.

Affectivity and Unpoliticized Rebellions

“Back to work, Bruce” (Linklater): these are the last words spoken to the
protagonist of A Scanner Darkly, delivered by executive director of New Path.
The film concludes with Bruce condemned to a life of meaningless, automated
labor within the evil network that ruined his life, a condition antithetical to
the slacker ethos of the drug subculture to which he once belonged. This
ethos is not simply evoked through the film’s stoner language, but, more inter-
estingly, through 4 Scanner Darkly’s alignment of psychedelic consciousness
expansion with an anti-work ethic. The dopers, in this context, become what
Marcuse considered “politically significant” figures: “those who don’t earn a
living, atleast notin an ordinary and normal way” (One-Dimensional Man 62.).
While “such characters, and the forms of life with which they were associated,”
as Fisher claims, “would come to the fore in the counterculture” (K-Punk 778),
the film shows the same subjects as exemplifying figures of the countercul-
tural collapse. Still, their mental condition, however debilitating, can also be
read through what Marcuse defined as a “struggle against necessity.” In Eros
and Civilization, Marcuse addresses the problem of psychosis. Rethinking
Sigmund Freud’s claim that neurosis and psychosis are an expression of the
rebellion of the id against the outer world, Marcuse writes:

This rebellion, although originating in the instinctual “nature” of man, is a
disease that has to be cured - not only because it is struggling against a hopelessly
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superior power, but because it is struggling against “necessity.” Repression and
unhappiness must be if civilization is to prevail. (246)

What Marcuse terms “necessity” is institutionalized, in the film, by the New
Path rehabilitation clinic. As argued, New Path, producing both the drug and
the cure, represents the way in which the circularity of capital is guaranteed
(through selling drugs and rehabilitating druggies). But its reach goes further:
the capiralist mega-network neutralizes any possibility of disruption, making
sure that external agents do not interfere with the process or call its legitimacy
into question. In this light, New Path’s real enemy is not drug addiction per
se, but the schizophrenic subject whose symptoms point to the very dysfunc-
tionality of the capitalist system. Linklater underscores this by insisting on the
very symptoms of the characters’ psychic disorders. As James Barris (Robert
Downey Jr) explains to the paranoid Charles Freck (Rory Cochrane), “You see,
all symptoms are purposeful, be they positive or negative” (Linklater).

From the perspective of the twenty-first century, A Scanner Darkly opens
onto broader questions regarding the pervasiveness of mental disorders in
contemporary society. In The Selfish Capitalist, Oliver James connects rising
rates of mental distress — he uses the term “affluenza” — to the imperatives
of neoliberalism. Crucially, James emphasizes the predictability of outcomes
within economic systems that privilege status and accumulation over stability
and collective well-being. In A Scanner Darkly, the strategy of unmasking
the inherent dysfunctionality of capitalism appears to be a strategy against the
depersonalization (and de-temporalization) of the late capitalist culture.

The most effective way in which Linklater’s film comes to implement this
strategy is, I contend, through a reiteration of the personal and affective el-
ements of Dick’s novel. The film’s closing gesture resituates the emotional
and historical specificity of Dick’s personal loss, an act that functions as a
strategy against the neutralization of emotion in the late capitalist aesthetics
(what Jameson termed “the waning of affect”). Linklater explicitly brings
Dick’s dedication — a litany of friends lost to death or permanent mental
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damage - to the screen, reintroducing it not merely as a footnote or closing
credit, but as the emotional and political culmination of the entire narrative.
The litany of names — “To Gaylene deceased, To Ray deceased, To Francy
permanent psychosis, To Kathy permanent brain damage” - is not solely an
act of mourning but a refusal of collective amnesia in the form of cinematic
re-memorialization. “They remain in my mind, and the enemy will never
be forgiven. The “enemy” was their mistake in playing. Let them all play
again, in some other way, and let them be happy. Philip K. Dick” (Linklater).
Linklater re-stages Dick’s intention to unmask the multiple, often invisible,
ways in which late capitalism imposes its strength. The director’s sustained
focus on the psychic disorders afflicting his protagonists — and the alienation
that defines their experience — demonstrates how, as Mark Fisher argues in the
closing pages of Capitalist Realism, “affective disorders are forms of captured
discontent” (80): symptoms that, under certain conditions, can be reactivated
as effective sites of antagonism. The concern shared by Dick’s characters -
vanishing from history, being forgotten, misunderstood — is also echoed in the
words of the undercover agent who helps Donna to infiltrate Bob into New
Path:

The whole process lies hidden beneath the surface of our reality, it will only be
revealed later; and even then, the people of the future, our children’s children
will never truly know this awful time we’ve gone through, and the losses we took
[...] maybe some footnote in a minor history book. Some brief mention with no
list of the fallen. (Linklater)

This anxiety of erasure — much like the reiteration of “the list of the fallen” in
the film’s closure - is a paradigm example of what I defined as Linklater’s strat-
egy of re-memorialization. A Scanner Darkly works against this anxiety by
returning to specificlives and fragile collectivities, not to romanticize them, but
to recognize communal resistance to the isolating logic of the reality principle.
In the final scene, Bruce bends down to pick a blue flower growing among the
corn — the origin of Substance D — before disappearing into the homogeneous
vastness of the field, and pronouncing the last line of the film: “a present for
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my friends, at Thanksgiving” (Linklater). Here, A Scanner Darkly’s gesture
becomes an anti-amnesiac antidote against the affective flattening and collec-
tive erasure of late capitalist culture.

AUTHOR'S BIONOTE

Antonio Di Vilio, Ph.D,, is Adjunct Professor of Anglo-American literature at the
University of Naples Federico Il. He earned his Ph.D. from the University of Trieste in
2024, and his doctoral dissertation was awarded the 2025 “Agostino Lombardo” Prize
from AISNA (Italian Association for American Studies). In 2025, he was a Research
Fellow at the University of Naples “L'Orientale” and in 2023 he served as a Visiting
Researcher at the Department of Film, Television, and Digital Media at University
of California, Los Angeles. His research interests include American noir, California
literature, film, popular culture, game studies, and critical theory. His essays have
appeared in academic journals such as Iperstoria and Acoma. His first monograph,
From Sunshine to Noir: Revisiting Sixties Los Angeles in Postmillennial Crime Narratives,
is forthcoming in summer 2026 with Brill in the EAAS (European Association for
American Studies) series.

WOoRKS CITED

Berardi, Franco. After the Future. AK Press, 2011.

—. And: Phenomenology of the End: Cognition and Sensibility in the Transition
from Conjunctive to Connective Mode of Social Communication. Doctoral
dissertation, Aalto University, 2014.

—. Futurability: The Age of Impotence and the Horizon of Possibility. Verso, 2017.

Davies, James. Sedated: How Modern Capitalism Created Our Mental Health
Crisis. Atlantic Books, 202.1.

Davis, Mike. Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster.
Metropolitan Books, 1998.

Deleuze, Gilles and Félix Guattari. Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia.
U of Minnesota P, 1983.

Dick, Philip K. A Scanner Darkly. 1977. Vintage Books, 1991.



198 ANTONIO D1 VILIO

Ferguson, lain. Politics of the Mind: Marxism and Mental Distress. 2nd ed.
Bookmarks, 2023.

Fisher, Mark. Capitalist Realism. Zero Books, 2009.

—. K-Punk: The Collected and Unpublished Writings of Mark Fisher (200 4-2016).
Ed. Darren Ambrose. Repeater Books, 2018.

—. “Mors Ontologica.” k-punk (blog) 21 Sep 2006. <http://k-punk.abstractdyna
mics.org/archives/008427. html>.

Fuller, Matthew. Media Ecologies: Materialist Energies in Art and Technoculture.
MIT Press, 2005.

Jameson, Fredric. Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Verso,
1991.

Johnson, David T. Richard Linklater. U of Illinois P, 2012.

Linklater, Richard, dir. .4 Scanner Darkly. Section Eight, Detour Filmproduc-
tion, 3 Arts Entertainment, 2006.

Marcuse, Herbert. Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud.
Routledge, 1998.

—. One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society.
Routledge, 2006.

Palmer, Christopher. Philip K. Dick: Exhilaration and the Terror of the Postmod-
ern. Liverpool UP, 2003.

Shaviro, Steven. “A Scanner Darkly.” The Pinocchio Theory 16 Jul 2006. <http:
//www.shaviro.com/Blog/?p=507>.

—. Post-Cinematic Affect. o-Books, 2010.

Stone, Rob. Walk, Don’t Run: The Cinema of Richard Linklater. Columbia UP,
2013.

Yang, Panpan. “Rotoscoping Body: Secret Dancers, Animated Realism and Tem-
poral Critique.” Spectator 36 (2016): 33-42.

Zuboft, Shoshana. “Big Other: Surveillance Capitalism and the Prospects of
an Information Civilization.” Swurveillance Studies: A Reader. Eds. Torin
Monahan and David Murakami Wood. Oxford UP, 2018. 302-66.


http://k-punk.abstractdynamics.org/archives/008427.html
http://k-punk.abstractdynamics.org/archives/008427.html
http://www.shaviro.com/Blog/?p=507
http://www.shaviro.com/Blog/?p=507

	Antonio Di Vilio

