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Bellamy, Drugs, and Crime: Is a 2015 Utopia Even a Possibility?

Edward Bellamy, author of Looking Backward, built a society where everyone was born with the same material basis in the way of education, job opportunities, basic human needs, wages/credit, and many other things. Daphne Patai said, “…without economic equality, political equality – that is, democracy – is a mere pretense.” By starting out with economic and material equality, we stand a better chance of leveling the playing field for everyone. Part of building a utopia would be to rid the world of many evils including drugs. There is a correlation of unemployment to drugs and crime. When people are unemployed, they don’t have money to pay for their drug habits. Not having that money can lead to addicts committing crimes. Could education and employment, much like those offered in Bellamy’s utopia, be the answer to ridding the world of drugs, drug-related crime, and breaking the link between unemployment and drug use?

Picture a world where everyone graduates high school and goes on to some type of further education; whether it be at a trade school or college and graduate school, all citizens are guaranteed the opportunity to pursue any career they want if they complete the necessary education. Everyone would then have equal opportunity to pursue any occupation they’re apt to doing. Living in Bellamy’s society also guarantees that everyone will have a job and equal pay. With education and employment rates up, that may bring down the rates of drug usage. Many would ask the question, “Well, if they don’t have money because they’re not employed, how do drug addicts get the money to feed their habits?” This is where crime plays a major role in the drug scene. It’s possible that little to no education can lead to unemployment and drug usage; which would then lead to not having an income, naturally causing people to commit crimes. 

A study conducted by Andrew Golub, Ph.D., Eloise Dunlap, Ph.D., and Ellen Benoit, Ph.D., took a sample of subjects from all over inner New York City that were considered very poor or “severely distressed”. The term “severely distressed” was coined by J.D. Kasarda in 1992, which refers to “the compound effect of low income, low education attainment, poor work history, and public assistance dependency that presents a substantial barrier to attainment of mainstream success” (328). What this phrase boils down to is a subculture of people who are: close to or may be below poverty level, more than likely didn’t graduate high school, can’t keep a job, and depend so much on the state that the hole these citizens are in cannot be escaped. This study doesn’t show a direct correlation of low education to drug use. Yet, because the subjects of this study are required to fit into the model of low education attainment and it studies their drug habits, it can be inferred that the authors of this study believe there may be some connection. 

In an analysis done by David Peck, Ph.D., and Martin Plant, Ph.D., about a study from 1980 to 1983 showed that, “… though subjects who were unemployed during 1983 did not smoke or drink more heavily than other respondents, they had significantly more experience of illegal drugs such as cannabis, lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), and opiates” (929). The analysis later stated that there was no significant difference between employed and unemployed women when it came to illicit drug use; whereas, men were more likely to report drug use during unemployment than men who were employed. Peck and Plant further pointed, “The duration of unemployment for respondents who were currently unemployed was weakly but positively associated with the number of illicit drugs ever used” (930).

Peck and Plant’s study illustrated a graph that correlated unemployment, cautions and convictions for offences concerning drug misuse, and narcotic drug addicts reporting to be receiving notifiable drugs during treatment for their dependence. Over time, occurrences slowly climbed; some reaching astonishing heights. From 1970 to 1984, unemployment increased annually from 2.6% to 13.1%, cautions and convictions for offences concerning drug use increased from 9,160 to 25,022 in the same time span; and narcotic drug addicts reporting to be receiving notifiable drugs during treatment for their dependence increased from 1,426 to 5,869. By using a Pearson correlation coefficient, they were able to concretely link and confirm that “unemployment was significantly and positively correlated to drug misuse” (930-1).

Another study asks a very important question, what came first, the chicken or the egg? What came first, the crime or the drugs? Rebecca Löbmann, a professor at the University of Applied Sciences of Würzburg-Schweinfurt, and Uwe Verthein, CEO and Associate Doctor of the Discipline of Psychology at the Centre of Interdisciplinary Addiction Research at the University of Hamburg, conducted a study correlating heroin treatment to the reduction of crime in Germany. Löbmann and Verthein stated, “According to the economic motivation model, criminal offences result from the need to obtain drugs.” Additionally they add, “A smaller group is assumed to be criminals first and foremost and that drug addiction is an accompanying phenomenon of a generally deviant lifestyle” (84). On the other hand, there is another group of people who use drugs but do not participate in criminal activities. The data they collected showed that 22.9% of income of the subjects in the study was obtained illegally (85). They conclude their study by saying, “… larger effects of heroin-assisted treatment on drug-related acquisitive crime are mediated mainly by a substantial decrease in illegal drug use. Additionally, the patients’ efforts toward stabilization and reintegration are reflected by their withdrawal from the drug scene” (94).

According to Lübmann and Verthein, depending on whether the person starts out with drugs or starts out with crime will determine whether medical attention can help them. If they are first and foremost a criminal who happened to slide into drugs, medical attention may not be as effective at curbing their crime sprees. Conversely, someone who was into drugs first and got caught up in crime could really benefit from medical help. If they were able to get their addiction under control, then their affinity for crime would diminish (84).

Coming down to it, what does all of this mean? Julian, of Bellamy’s Looking Backward, asked Dr. Leete if he is “to understand that crime is nowadays looked upon as the recurrence of an ancestral trait?” Dr. Leete then explains that that is exactly what he means (199). In Bellamy’s society, everyone is educated, employed, and exposed to the luxuries of life that some people in today’s world don’t even know exist. Since everyone is jumping into life from the same set point of opportunity, occupation, and wage, this leaves no room for jealousy. If someone wants something that someone else has, they simply take the steps necessary in order to get it. 

With everyone being educated, the natural flow of crime incidence could possibly be stopped. Education would lead to job opportunities, which would then lead to income and a sense of “do-good”, leading people to not commit crime in order to pay for drugs; which brings the next hurdle of, “Just because they have money doesn’t mean they won’t spend it on drugs.” Peck and Plant said, “Incomes were weakly but positively correlated with the consumption of both alcohol and tobacco. In contrast, high disposable income was not significantly associated with illegal drug use” (930).

In Bellamy’s society, everyone is credited with an amount of money that allows them to live comfortably and to indulge in the things that they believe are important, such as, music, art, theatre, literature, sewing, and an infinite amount of other possibilities. Because the credit is so closely monitored, it doesn’t leave room for “high disposable income,” therefore putting money toward illicit drugs is even less likely. 

Correlating crime to drugs isn’t difficult, even in today’s headlines. People are committing crimes to fund habits, to gain something they want but can’t have by their own means, etc. With everyone being equal, the chances of crime are low, hypothetically. The issue is going to be getting everyone to see the big picture, to change their ways, and to drop illegal habits. 
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