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Crime Cannot Be Dismissed

In his novel, Looking Backward, Edward Bellamy portrays a future utopian society through his main character, Julian West.  After West is hypnotized into a deep sleep in the year 1887, he wakes up in the year 2000.  His experience in the socialistic Boston of 2000 allows the reader to reflect on matters such as education, employment, income, criminal justice, and more.  While comparing Bellamy’s utopia to today’s world, one can surely realize the fact that Bellamy had some good ideas that were accurate about the year 2000, but one can also see some problems with his so-called perfect society.  In Bellamy’s utopia, there is no crime because he believes most crimes are money-motivated.  This is where Bellamy was incorrect, because not all crimes are influenced by money or materialistic gain.

Bellamy’s description of Boston in the year 2000 unrealistically lacks any kind of crime.  Through Dr. Leete, Bellamy reveals that there is no crime in this utopia because there is a 100% equal distribution of wealth.  In Bellamy’s eyes, the majority of crimes are influenced by the uneven distribution of wealth and the idea of materialistic gain.  Looking Backward exhibits a system that Bellamy believes will expunge all crimes.  Therefore, there are no jails in his utopia, because what’s the point of a prison without a criminal?

In order to really understand why Bellamy’s idea of no crime is unrealistic, one must fully grasp the idea that economic class isn’t always a factor in the world of crime.  Yes, socio-economic status can cause those living in poverty to give in to crime, but Mikko Aaltonen, Janne Kiviuori, and Pekka Martikainen found that everyone commits crime, regardless of socio-economic status.  According to Aaltonen, Kiviuori, and Martikainen, “crime is a reaction to negative stimuli, the sources of which may ultimately be economic but, on the proximate level, are typically thought to refer to interpersonal processes” (162).  This means that although some crimes are money-based, some are based on processes and experiences that an individual has been through.  This same article states that “If position on the social-stratification ladder is measured in terms of (typically occupation-based) status-attainment variables and delinquency in terms of omnibus measures, the link between the two tends to be weak or non-existent” (162).  This is important because it shows that social economic class and crime aren’t always connected.

Although Bellamy was right in thinking that many crimes are money-motivated, he was wrong in thinking that crimes unrelated to money would never occur.  Many murderers and serial killers for example, commit their crimes for reasons way beyond materialism.  According to “The Psychology of Serial Killers” article, there are murderers who kill because of orders they think they hear from someone, because they want to eliminate a certain group of people, or because they are sexually aroused by the death of their victims.  These motives have nothing to do with money, and there is yet another factor to take into account: Rebecca Taylor LaBrode, MA, did research on the biological etiology of psychopathy and she found that “the amygdala is involved in aversive conditioning, instrumental learning, and responses to fearful and sad expressions, which are all processes that have been found to be impaired in people with psychopathy. It has also been suggested that impairments of the prefrontal cortex are linked to psychopathy” (153). This proves that biologically, something isn’t wired right in the brain of a killer, and it would be scientifically impossible to eradicate this problem.

Drug use is another criminal act that would not become extinct in Bellamy’s utopia.  Those who use drugs obviously don’t do them to get money out of them.  It’s true that drug dealers are usually in it for the money, but the people who are actually doing the drugs aren’t doing them to gain anything materially; they just want to get high.  According to the Join Together Staff’s information gathered from California’s Healthy Kids Survey, “disposable income, disconnected families, and pressure to succeed all contribute to drug use among upscale youth.”  So rich kids, not just the poor, do in fact use drugs for reasons unrelated to money, which makes it very difficult to picture no one using drugs in Bellamy’s Boston just because they all have enough money to be comfortable.

Since crimes that aren’t driven by money do exist, Bellamy would have to address these problems in his version of the year 2000.  Something that would definitely be useful would be to come up with various forms of punishment aside from incarceration, such as mandatory behavioral classes and counseling.  Criminals could also be sentenced to a certain amount of community service while also working their normal job with a lowered pay.  This would quickly teach the criminals that they would not go without punishment for their wrongdoings.  Judges could be established to decide on punishments, which would create more jobs.  More jobs could also be created if someone’s crime was very severe because the government could hire 24-hour probation officers for criminals who could be trusted at no cost.

A society like the one Bellamy created in his novel seems to work great in many aspects, but the idea of having no crime is impractical.  The present day is far from having no criminal acts, and the idea that crime could be eliminated completely is like believing that world peace could soon be achieved.  A place with no prisons would fall in on itself unless additional measures were taken because everyone would assume that any and all crime is acceptable.  Bellamy’s society would need to face the problem head-on and come up with ways to lessen crimes because this problem is unavoidable in every kind of system.
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