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Bellamy’s Problem with Crime

In the novel Looking Backward, written by Edward Bellamy, he describes a utopian society where everyone is materialistically equal. Everyone receives the same amount of income, but each person is allowed to spend their money as they choose. A character in the novel, Julian West is hypnotized to sleep in the year 1887, and awakens in the year 2000 where he finds himself in an altered society, where everyone was treated equal. Bellamy was thinking about the problems his society was facing during his time, and how United States could possibly make the perfect society. Many of Bellamy’s predictions of the United States in the year 2000 were correct; however in many circumstances he was not. One problem in Bellamy’s utopia was that there would be no crime or drug usage. However, crime and drug use can still occur in a society where the materialistic values are spread equally among the people in the utopia. 


The problem in Bellamy’s society is that he thinks that there would be no crime within the utopia because everyone would be under the same social economic class. So people from the utopia would have no reason to commit a crime, because they would not gain anything from committing the crime. Robert Crutchfeild, of University of Washington did a study on the Dual Labor Market Theory and Violent Crimes to examine the relationships between structure of labor, economic indicators, and violent crimes. According to Crutchfeild, his study found that “Poverty is not significantly related to the violent crime rates… and income inequality is not associated with aggravated assault, forcible rape or robbery” (502). This means that violent crimes are not just committed by people who are from a low social economic class. In many cases crimes are committed out of retaliation, compassion, mistrustfulness, or hatred. 


Bellamy did not realize that all crimes do not stem from the idea of materialistic gain. Bellamy would have never thought that drug abuse would have been an issue within his utopia. According to Philip Bean, of Northwestern University School of Law, “Prior to 1995 there was hardly a problem of drug abuse in England and Wales” (80). This would also explain why Bellamy didn’t talk about the drug abuse within his utopia, because at the time there was little to no drug usage, taking place in 1888 when he wrote the book. Within Bean’s study he looked at the social aspects of drug abuse. He first started by comparing social class and drug abusers. His social class was broken down into the first class being a higher professional, second a person in management, third a skilled manual, fourth a semi-skilled manual, and a fifth class made up of people from unskilled manual. His data found that thirty six percent out of his fifty-one daily heroin users were from people in higher social class made up from higher level professionals or a person in management, and twenty-six percent were from people in lower classes made up of semi-skilled and unskilled manual labor professions (84). This means that people from a higher social class were shown to have abused drugs more than people from a lower social class. 

In addition to previous outlooks, Bean looked into the social aspects of drug abuse, and he compared the percentage of crimes committed by the people before and after they started doing drugs. This also shows that there would have been more than just materialistic crimes being committed within Bellamy’s utopia. Bean looked at crimes that involved robbery, grand theft auto, drugs, larceny, and offensive weapon charges against the people within his study, before and after they started abusing drugs. His study found that “Ten out of the twenty seven in social class one and two had previous convictions before drug taking” (86). This means that thirty seven percent of people from class one and two have had previous convictions of crimes before they started taking drugs. This also shows that there would still have been crime in Bellamy’s utopia with or without the usage of drugs at that time. 

One way Bellamy could have addressed why his utopia had a low crime rate was that everyone was considered to be working a full-time job. He describes in his utopia that depending on what jobs people would take depends on the hours of work they would do each week. One job might only work eight hours one week and another job would work twenty hours a week but get paid the same. He should have said that everyone in his utopia is considered to be working a have a full-time job. According to Bean’s findings from the Dual Labor Market Theory and Violent Crimes study, “Violent crimes are least frequent where the percentage of residents working full time is highest” (499). Meaning that if Bellamy would have said the crime rate would have been very low due to everyone having a full-time job; therefore no one should have reason to commit a crime.


Another way Bellamy could have addressed the situation on why the crime rate would have been low in his utopia is that, his utopia could have had a large police force that would have stopped almost all crimes. Hope Cormand and Naci Mocan, from the American Economic Association came up with a study to provide new information related to the comparison between crime, deterrence, and drug use. Their results showed that “Murders, robberies, burglaries and motor-vehicle thefts declined in response to increase in arrest; an increase size of police force generates decrease in robberies and burglaries” (601). This means if Bellamy would have explained within his book that crime was minimal due to having a large police force that grew while the utopia was growing. Instead of him saying that crime was low because of everyone having the same materialistic value, that there are more than just crimes related to income. He should have said that crime rate eventually would be very minimal because over the years of the utopia forming the police force grew lowering the rate of crimes. 


This just goes to show it does not matter if everyone has the same amount of income, there is still going to be crime committed. Even if the wealth would be distributed evenly in today’s society like it was in Bellamy’s utopia, crime would still be committed unrelated to materialistic value. People will still commit crime out of passion, retaliation or hatred. Nevertheless this is why we have police force and different laws in every country and state, because there is still going to be crimes committed. 
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