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Springfield, VA – A good friend recently wrote a Broadway musical (books, lyrics, and music) called The Harlem Ladies Knittin’ and Bitchin’ Society.   Although it has, in my opinion, incredibly great (and hummable) songs and a superb comedic story, he has been unable to have the show produced because of, what appears to be, blatant reverse discrimination.  All the characters in the play are black (in the 1930’s) and my friend is white;  no producer will touch it because, in their opinion, “it cannot be authentic.”   Translation:  the woke crowd will not accept this obviously racist play.
One of the songs in the play is Five Finger Discount, in which the male lead character, something of a scoundrel, is explaining to one of his girlfriends why he likes to shoplift.  He gleefully calls such theft his “five finger discount.”  I thought of this when reading accounts of five Walgreen stores in San Francisco closing due to rampant shoplifting.  An editorial in The Wall Street Journal recently discussed a report from Business.org which surveyed 700 small businesses and found that nearly 60% had experienced increased shoplifting last year.  Some large retailers, according to a recent study, lost an average of $700,000 for every billion in sales.  Much of this theft is, apparently, not due to the type of petty thief profiled in my friend’s song, but committed by organized crime groups which recruit “runners” to enter stores to target high-end items which can be re-sold on internet sites such as e-Bay.
One of the major reasons for this dramatic increase in this type of crime (“theft” seems far too cosmetic) is that over 40 states have passed legislation changing rules for prosecution of thievery, that is, you can now steal more while facing lesser charges.  For example, in California, you can walk into a store, load up your cart with up to $950 of merchandise, bypass the checkout line, and take all the goods (including the cart) out the door and face only a misdemeanor charge, if anyone stops you.  The consequences are essentially akin to getting a speeding ticket, except that you are in no danger of losing your driving license.   Not surprisingly, the National Retail Federation reported that “nearly two thirds of retailers have seen more theft in states where the penalties were downgraded.”
A few months ago I watched a video taken by a customer in a California drug store showing a man loading up a cart with merchandise and racing outside with it.  None of the employees in the store attempted to stop the criminal – in fact, many chain stores will fire any of their employees who intervene to deter these brazen thefts.  Apparently, the management has a greater fear of a large lawsuit from the injured employee (or the thief!) than the dollar loss of the stolen merchandise.
There are several issues of concern with this entire shoplifting epidemic.  The cost to society is not trivial.  Businesses which experience these losses either have to raise their prices or pay higher insurance premiums which are inevitably passed on to customers who are not stealing.  Or the costs become so prohibitive that the store simply chooses to go out of business creating “dead” zones for retailing in that neighborhood.  Residents in these areas no longer have local stores in which to shop, driving down the value of their homes.   Another even more serious outcome is the decline in American civilization, that is, if stealing becomes an accepted norm, which of our possessions is safe?  What keeps these criminals from taking your “stuff” if there are few, if any, consequences?  This blatant disregard of laws designed to maintain a civilized society leads to what essentially is anarchy.  I have seen this on a minor scale in Washington, D.C. where it is not infrequent to observe Metro riders simply go around, or hop over, the fare turnstiles rather than pay.  With the proliferation of self-checkout counters in grocery stores and drug stores, the temptation to steal by failing to drag your items over the scanner rises exponentially for an increasing percentage of customers who see or read of others facing no consequences for theft.  It becomes everyone’s “five finger discount.”
I see no clear path to change this dangerous shift in attitudes unless we are willing to re-instate, and enforce, meaningful penalties for such theft.  Once the mind-set “they can’t lock all of us up” becomes engrained, we have a serious threat to American life, as we once knew it.  I would suggest that it is an unmistakable sign of a civilization in decline.
I thought you might like to know.
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