
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Root causes and police abolition
Jake Monaghan

Philosophy, University of Southern California, USA
Email: jmonagha@usc.edu

(Received 22 August 2025; revised 10 February 2026; accepted 10 February 2026; first published online 06 April
2026)

Abstract
A potentially powerful argument for police abolition appeals to root causes of crime. The
root causes of crime are (e.g.) poverty and inequality caused by capitalism. By targeting
crime at the roots, we can render the police obsolete and abolish them. I argue here that the
root cause argument fails. Despite the suggestive metaphor, the fundamental causes of
crime are deep and valuable, or in other words not uproot-able. They are essential to us, or
we have good reason not to uproot them. To show this, I develop some simple models or
recipes for crime inspired by Thomas Hobbes’s model of conflict in the state of nature and
by contemporary theories of crime. The models suggest that at best we can manage these
causes, and in turn the resulting crime. There is, however, no hope of fundamental reforms
that do away with the need for social monitoring and sanctioning, or policing.
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Introduction
According to many police abolitionists, the root causes of crime and the problems
we task to the police cannot be reached by them. This is partly a result of the view,
not distinctive of abolitionists, that “the capitalist system itself ‘gives birth to crime’,”
(Shargorodskii 1962, p. 35). Only addressing the root causes will eliminate crime
just as pulling up a weed at the roots eliminates it. The police are at best merely a
bandaid, and by “eradicating” root causes like “capitalism, patriarchy, militarism,
and ableism,” we can make police “obsolete,” (Purnell 2021, pp. 5, 122, 140).
Mariame Kaba’s case for abolition likewise relies on the view that we can make
police obsolete (Kaba 2020). Instead of relying on policing, we should produce
“strong communities” (Maher 2021) and political structures that “meet people’s
needs” rather than “wallow in the pursuit of wealth” (Vitale 2017, p. 54). “Without
capitalism, white supremacy, and patriarchy, why on earth would we need the
police,” asks Maher (2021, p. 230). It is not just capitalism and bigotry to blame;
according to Linnemann, “the rule of law, liberalism itself, is brought into being,

© The Author(s), 2026. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits
unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

Journal of Public Policy (2026), 46, 495–511
doi:10.1017/S0143814X26101093

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
43

81
4X

26
10

10
93

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3663-1675
mailto:jmonagha@usc.edu
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0143814X26101093
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0143814X26101093


actualized, made real, by the unchecked, righteous, and altogether legal violence of
police,” (2022, p. 213).1 Instead of treating the symptoms with policing, justice
requires that we fund social programs targeting crime at its roots.2

The root cause argument is intuitively powerful, even if we reject the claim that
the police are entirely ineffective at reducing crime. Violent conflict and property
crime might stem immediately from two people with sharply opposing views about
what to do, or who should have some valuable item. Mike might have some cash that
he thinks he is entitled to; Omar might disagree, shooting him in the buttocks. Yet
this is in some ways an unsatisfying explanation. The disagreement may have arisen
ultimately because of a background of material scarcity and norms engendered by
capitalism. This is what it is for capitalism to “birth” crime. This cause is more
fundamental than the disagreement. Putting a police officer on the beat and hoping
he walks by as the conflict heats up might work sometimes, but we’d be better off
eliminating the root of the conflict, poverty.

This kind of thinking is widespread. Root cause analysis is common in engi-
neering, especially in disaster investigations and quality improvements to
manufacturing processes. In medicine, we commonly speak of the social deter-
minants of health. There is a large literature on the “ecological” contributors to
crime or “neighborhood effects” (e.g., Galster 2019; Mann et al. 2024, Pratt and
Cullen 2005; Sampson et al. 2018). An accident may be caused by pilot error, but the
pilot error may have been made much more likely by a poorly designed cockpit.
A patient may have hypertension due to stress and poor diet, but those might both
be caused by food insecurity, itself caused by poverty. Omar may shoot Mike due to
the strain of living in concentrated poverty. In each case, the smart thing to do is
target the more fundamental cause, or the root.

This is a plausible way of thinking about crime and policing. Yet I think there is
good reason for skepticism. In what follows, I’ll develop a response to the root cause
argument for police abolition. I’ll argue that appeals to root cause thinking in
debates about policing assume that the causes of crime are uproot-able. This is,
clearly, the point. But this assumption reflects the metaphor rather than reality.

I want to emphasize that this is not an argument against the social programs for
which abolitionists advocate. Nor is this an argument for more police officers or
against reducing police budgets. The claim is rather that the social programs offered
by abolitionists as alternatives to policing will not uproot the fundamental causes of
crime. As a result, the positive aspects of the abolitionist research program should
not be understood as programs that make the police entirely obsolete. Even if they
are effective policy, they cannot alone vindicate police abolitionism.

1Those familiar with the literature on the rule of law will find the idea that it involves “unchecked” police
violence curious.

2According to abolitionists, police are recruited to protect this unjust status quo, not to prevent crime.
Alex Vitale claims that the view that police reduce crime is a myth, and one well known by the police
themselves (Vitale 2017). Geo Maher and Travis Linnemann agree, claiming that “the police are useless,”
(Maher 2021, p. 128) and that “our present system of justice fails miserably at its stated aims of preventing
crime and redressing harm,” (Linnemann 2022, p. 212). Protecting the status quo amounts to protecting
capitalism and maintaining hierarchies of racial control (Butler 2016; Kaba 2019).
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To make the case, I’ll reconstruct the root cause argument in more detail (§2).
Then I’ll offer simple models or “recipes” of how conflicts like nuisance, property
crime, and gun violence arise (§§3–5). The models show why we might need police
in a world without capitalism and bigotry, that the roots of these conflicts run deep,
and turn out to produce much of value as well. Contrary to the way root cause
arguments are deployed by police abolitionists, we likely cannot uproot the causes of
crime and conflict, and we likely do not want to anyway (§6). I argue that the kind of
causal analysis made possible by social science fits poorly with the root cause
analysis familiar in engineering, casting further doubt on root cause defenses of
police abolition (§7). I conclude by suggesting that a “lever” rather than a “root”
metaphor allows us to retain many of the insights of root cause analysis without
wrongly assuming that the causes can be eliminated (§8).

The root cause hypothesis and arguments for abolition
There are different ways to make root cause arguments for police abolition, and
disambiguating them is important for evaluating them. One might argue as follows:

P1. The root causes of crime are (e.g.) poverty and inequality.
P2. Policing doesn’t address poverty and inequality.
C. So, we should abolish the police.

This is a bad argument, and obviously so. The reason is that the conclusion clearly
does not follow from the premises. It requires an additional, false premise: we should
only address problems at their roots. Consider the argument described above in the
medical context. We want to address the root causes of hypertension, but this gives
us no reason at all not to address proximate causes or the symptoms of hyper-
tension. No serious theorist of the social determinants of health is a physician
abolitionist. No police abolitionist who holds capitalism to be the root cause of
homelessness thinks we should abolish homeless shelters to redouble our efforts to
achieve the socialist revolution.

There is a serious argument worth considering. It is my interpretation of the
obsolescence argument found in the abolitionist texts cited above:

P1. The root causes of crime are (e.g.) poverty and inequality.
P2. Changing our social system would eliminate (e.g.) poverty and inequality.
C. So, changing our social system would render the police obsolete.

On this way of arguing, we don’t need to think that only addressing root causes is
effective. To get to an abolitionist conclusion, we need to think only that making the
police obsolete is feasible and preferable to making them more effective.

Of course, police abolitionists are concerned with the costs of policing, something
not represented in these arguments. The observation that policing has high and
unfair social costs is an important part of the police abolitionist perspective. It is
represented in probably all abolitionist thought, but perhaps made most forcefully
by Paul Butler (2016, 2018). The reason I omit it in these reconstructions is to focus
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on the positive or constructive aspect of the view, which holds that we should
experiment with policy to find ways of eliminating crime that do not rely on police
and thus render them obsolete.3

Premises 1 and 2 in our second argument entail a commitment to the root cause
of crime hypothesis, according to which we can determine the original cause of
[some crime] and eliminate it, solving [some crime problem] from its source. We
can only render the police obsolete if root cause reforms succeed in eliminating the
problematic behavior we use police to deter.4 The hypothesis confronts two
questions. One is an empirical question: which are the true root causes? There is also
a conceptual question: are the causes of the problem in question uproot-able?

Perhaps we can graphically represent the problems of gun violence or public
health in a tree-like manner, with several cases leading back to fewer and more
fundamental causes. But this is not the same as settling the empirical question (the
true graphical representation of causation in a complex system will almost certainly
not be tree-like and unidirectional). Policy interventions tend not to have large and
lasting impacts as measured by randomized control trials, something that plausibly
results from the complexity of the social world being resistant to intervention. If this
is right, then we should not think of the world in a “mechanical” fashion, and so we
should reject an “engineering” view of society encouraged by root cause analysis
(Stevenson 2023).

Nor does graphically representing crime as a tree settle the conceptual question.
It merely represents the problem in a way that suggests, given the metaphorical
content, such causes can be uprooted. Difficulty on the empirical question is not
necessarily a problem for abolitionists in the so-called “experimental” phase (though
it will be if such difficulty leads us to reject an engineering view). Yet, the root cause
hypothesis requires an affirmative answer to the conceptual question. If we cannot
identify and eliminate the true, original cause of crime, then the root cause argu-
ment for abolition fails.

The empirical question has been live for at least a century. Some doubt the very
idea of a science of the causes of crime: “the “causes” of crime listed in criminological
literature are wise guesses as to several outstanding conditions generating crime,”
(Cantor 1931, p. 863). Given the complexity of the social world, identifying specific

3Butler’s argument, in other words, is distinct from arguments to the conclusion that social programs
make police obsolete. A proponent of Butler’s view might think that even if we cannot find other crime
reduction tools, the social costs of policing are so substantial that justice requires us to eliminate the police
even if we have nothing to put in their place. Maher seems to take this approach, claiming that “a world
without police is therefore a world in which the police are obsolete, useless – a world where they serve
literally no purpose. Seen from this angle, we’re already halfway there: the police are useless,” (2021, p. 128).
Yet this is not how I interpret many abolitionist arguments; Kaba, for instance, argues for immediately
cutting police staffing by half, not immediately shutting down all departments (2020). So although
undermining the root cause argument doesn’t establish the need for and legitimacy of police, it does
important ground clearing because were the root cause argument successful, it would be devastating to the
reformist position.

4Police abolitionists, of course, think that we can replace the police with other support functions (like
mental health response teams or violence interrupters). This is part of the “positive aspect” of the police
abolitionist program. But those alternatives must not be law enforcers for them to be abolitionist alter-
natives. Those alternatives generally rely on policing activities like monitoring and sanctioning unwanted
behavior. More on this below.
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root causes is daunting. Rejecting the left-wing diagnosis of root causes, some
conservatives have thought we must fix the family to uproot crime (Heritage
Foundation 1995). James Q. Wilson criticized the root cause approach to crime in
part by arguing that were it true, the poverty reduction programs of the 1960s would
have reduced crime but did not (2013).5 Robert Sampson and coauthors have pointed
out that “the causal turn in the social sciences” has refocused the field on the causal
analysis of policy and away from the root cause analysis of crime (Sampson
et al. 2013).

The conceptual question has, I think, tended to get less attention. That is not to
say it has not been raised. One possible interpretation or extension of Cantor’s
skepticism is conceptual: given our inability to single out individual root causes to
eliminate, the causes of crime cannot be uprooted in practice. There are more direct
critiques of the root cause hypothesis available. A useful interpretation of Thomas
Hobbes in Leviathan is that the causes of conflict run deep and cannot be elimi-
nated, even in principle. To simplify the argument, bees and ants get along so well
because they lack our intelligence, our sense of dignity, and thus the possibility for
conflict between “social” or common interests and personal interests. They are fully
integrated. These qualities are essential to humans, and thus so is the conflict they
produce. Hobbes thinks that the horror of conflict in the state of nature requires us
to form civil society, which for him was a central and unlimited authority. He
nevertheless recognized our right to fight back against the state if we were being
punished, showing that he did not think our life in civil society would be free from
conflict (Hobbes 2014, p. 22; Sreedhar 2010). The causes of conflict in human
society, we can interpret Hobbes to argue, cannot be uprooted.

Some proponents of the root cause hypothesis, it is worth pointing out, appear
not to think it produces an argument for police abolition. After claiming that “the
party poses the task of assuring the uprooting of all violations of law and order, the
elimination of crime, and the removal of all its causes. Socialist society is, as a matter
of fact, in a position to resolve this problem,” Shargorodskii sounds a curious note,
approvingly citing Khrushchev:

the transfer of many state functions to civic organizations and the gradual
conversion of the force of persuasion and character-building into the chief
method of regulating the life of Soviet society do not and cannot mean a
weakening of supervision over strict adherence to the standards of Soviet law,
labor discipline, and life. We must inculcate respect for Soviet laws. It is
necessary to use to the full both the force of law and the force of civic influence
and pressure (1964, p. 49).

This way of thinking takes capitalism to cause crime. But it rejects the idea that
capitalism is the only thing that causes crime. Achieving the socialist revolution will
be insufficient for eliminating crime and conflict even if it reduces it substantially.
Not all proponents of the root cause hypothesis, then, think that we can get beyond

5Much of his focus seems to me to be on versions of the first root cause argument found in criminology
(see Wilson 2013, p. 36).
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the need for active law enforcement. Yet, as we’ve seen, it is a feature of many
arguments for police abolition.

On the liberal view, the criminal code and the criminal legal system more broadly
exist to deter certain kinds of conflict, especially public nuisance, property crime,
and physical violence. In the next three sections, taking a cue from Hobbes, I’ll offer
simple models or recipes for each kind of conflict. I’ll argue that they undermine the
root cause hypothesis by showing that crime has some causes are not uproot-able.

Nuisance
The recipe for nuisance is simple. We need agents in a sufficiently dense envi-
ronment. Both variables or elements of the model require some specification. I will
specify them in such a way as to minimize conflict to show how easily nuisances can
arise. If we can get nuisance conflict in a highly idealized society, then we can get
nuisance conflict (and more of it) in our own realized society and nearby
alternatives.

Take our agents. They are non-tuistic, or neither perfectly altruistic nor perfectly
selfish. They are homogenous, or share the same basic preferences about how to live
a good life (this is the strong idealizing assumption). Importantly, they are non-
integrated. That is, though they share basic preferences, they do not always want to
do the same things at the same time.

These specifications are inspired by the way Hobbes thinks about conflict. Again,
ants and bees do not see a difference in the common good and their personal good.
Instead, “by nature enclined to their private, they procure thereby the common
benefit,” (Leviathan 17.20). Ant preferences are homogenous and integrated.

Instead of ants, consider Hobbits. Hobbits are non-tuistic and have homogenous
preferences, sharing a love of food, drink, pipeweed, and things that grow. As a
result, they will not have conflict over things like what is permissible to eat, whether
pipeweed is vicious and smelly and should be illegal, or whether a plot of land
should be used for a commercial gym or agriculture. Still, it is possible that one
Hobbit gets hungry and decides to cook some crispy bacon, and this interferes with
the goals of another Hobbit. This can be so even though they both love crispy bacon.
This is what it is for homogenous preferences to be non-integrated.

Next we need a specification of the environment’s density. If the density is very
low, say one person per square mile, most activities will not affect other agents. To
use some economics jargon, with sufficiently low density, most of what we do will
have little to no negative externalities, or costs that accrue to those not involved in
the relevant action. So if one Hobbit cooks crispy bacon, the other Hobbits won’t
even notice. Yet if we crank up the density, the externalities become more serious.
One Hobbit’s pipe smoke might irritate another Hobbit who does not want their
young child yet exposed to smoke. Or the waste and smell of one Hobbit
slaughtering pigs for crispy bacon runs off onto another Hobbit’s vegetable garden.

These kinds of conflicts are nuisances. Nuisances can arise even with homo-
geneous preferences, so long as we stipulate non-tuism, non-integration, and suf-
ficient density. Further, these conflicts are exactly the ones that city governments
and their general police power exist to manage. We need rules for where we can put
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waste, where we can graze our livestock, how much water we can take out of the
water system, how much noise we can make and when, how to construct dwellings
that don’t threaten citywide fires, and so on. More density generally means we need
more rules.

Importantly, this model omits the kinds of disagreements and diversity that
produce the more interesting conflicts in moral and political philosophy. The result
is that we can produce conflict that requires some kind of social or political power to
resolve with extremely minimal assumptions.

Property crime
We can generate property crime by adding scarcity to the model. In this model, the
essential elements are scarcity, non-tuism, and an opportunity to maximize pref-
erence satisfaction by theft, often a result of density. Suppose that there is not
enough pipeweed to go around. A Hobbit might thus decide to clear some of his
potato field to plant a larger pipeweed crop. But this means fewer potatoes. It also
means more farm labor. Though Hobbits love things that grow, it does not mean
they want to spend all their time tending to their field. Recall that the agents in our
model are non-tuistic; they are not moral angels. So another option would be to take
someone else’s pipeweed when they aren’t looking and continue to enjoy one’s
larger potato crop.

What would lead one to take another’s pipeweed rather than make other sac-
rifices like reducing one’s consumption? The answer, naturally, is that one thinks
that, given all their interests and probable outcomes, taking the pipeweed produces
the most satisfaction. This is, of course, to put things in a rational choice perspective.
On one way of understanding the world, people are trying to maximize their
preference satisfaction, and they generally behave accordingly. So, the way to keep
this from happening is to make the action not worth it, or to make crime not pay.

Gary Becker defended this view, proposing that we think of the task of the
criminal legal system to be “pricing” crime and responding with sanctions
accordingly (1968). This approach is highly controversial, and there is a large
literature on rational choice generally and rational choice theories of crime spe-
cifically. For my purposes, there are a few things to note.

Rational choice theory likely cannot explain all human choices. According to
Loughran et al., one of the primary criticisms of rational choice approaches to crime
is that it

may be perfectly applicable to financial market decisions but not to criminal
behavior, and even if applicable to crime, the theory is limited to explaining
instrumental kinds of criminal acts such as property crimes and simply is not
relevant for actions that are laden with strong affect such as violent crimes (2016).

In the present context, though, we can simply grant the objection. All we need is the
idea that a significant proportion of property crime can be explained in this way.
Rational choice theories of crime need not explain all kinds of crime to be good
theories.
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Relatedly, behavioral economists (rational choice theory’s primary opponents in
economics) working on crime have taken great pains to show that standard rational
choice cannot explain violent crime because violence is generally not rational. Yet
some behavioral economists claim not that rational choice models are outright false,
but that they can only explain a subset of crimes. Jens Ludwig, for instance, notes
that “it’s not that Becker’s view is wrong; it’s that it’s incomplete. One might say
incentives + predictable mistakes = behavioral economics,” (2025, p. 28). We often,
but not always, make predictable mistakes.

Recent empirical research on rational choice theory indeed finds some evidence in
its favor, and not just for property crimes. Loughran et al. evaluate individual panel-
level data to find “general support that individuals seem to be responsive to rational
choice perceptions and that this held across different types of crimes, including
aggressive crimes.” They also find that “adolescents with a history of serious criminal
offending act in accordance with the anticipated rewards and costs of offending and
that this is as true for drug and violent offenses as it is for property crimes,” (2016).
Further, rational choice theory helps to ground criminological theories like “routine
activities theory” (Felson and Cohen 1980) and related “situational crime prevention”
strategies that have often been effective (Clarke 1995).

An alternative explanation of property crime comes from sociology and focuses
on inequality rather than scarcity: strain theory, according to which some deviant
behavior can be explained by the inability to achieve culturally defined goals. The
focus on material success in the United States, combined with some individuals’
inability to achieve those goals, produces property crime. On this approach, some
deviant behavior, some property crime, is “normal” or “culturally oriented” in light
of the social structure (Merton 1938). Like rational choice theory, the literature on
strain theory is large, and I lack space for a comprehensive discussion. One thing to
note, though, is that on this conception of strain theory, deviance follows not from
scarcity, but from a kind of inequality. This is easily incorporated into the simple
model, and also makes the prospects of eliminating property crime even dimmer.
Eliminating scarcity is insufficient. We would have to eliminate the sorts of activities
that produce inequality, including zero-sum competition and positional goods.

Non-tuism, density sufficient to put us in close proximity that generates
opportunities for theft, and scarcity (or inequality producing frustrated expect-
ations) that causes some to take theft to be their best option thus seems sufficient to
produce some property crime. Maybe policymakers can reduce crime, property
crime in particular, by increasing (e.g.) cash transfers from the wealthy to the poor.
This does not mean we can eliminate the police. As police abolitionists point out,
white collar or financial crime exists (and receives insufficient attention from
police). In fact, this kind of root cause strategy entails the need for an additional
kind of policing: policing tax evasion. Rational choice theory does not explain crime
completely, but financial crime suggests that if someone can maximize their
preference satisfaction through theft, there is a risk of theft and predation.

Violent crime
To whatever extent we engage in reasoning that is properly characterized by rational
choice theory, we will have the possibility of property crime. Abolitionists might
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then want to push back on the rationality assumption: “we’re not H. economicus,”
the argument often goes. It is not obvious that this will help the case for the root
cause hypothesis. The reason is that, should one reject rational choice theory in
favor of a more psychologically accurate understanding where we have “bounded”
rationality and make routine errors of reasoning, this can be sufficient to generate
violent conflict and crime. Our recipe for violent crime requires a disagreement, and
bad, irrational thinking, added to the foregoing model.

My focus here will be on gun violence. The focus on gun violence, and so the
addition of guns to the model is, in a sense, a departure from the minimalism of the
nuisance and property crime models. Part of the reason to focus on gun violence is
because of how much there is in the US. Another is because it has been the subject of
much scholarly discussion. Many police abolitionists are, to be fair, proponents of
gun bans. But note two things. This is another case of a possible root cause strategy
replacing one type of policing with another. Additionally, nothing here will turn on
the guns in particular; knife violence is a problem in some societies, for example.

Behavioral economists distinguish “system one” and “system two” thinking.
System one is “thinking fast” and system two is “thinking slow,” (Kahneman 2013).
To simplify, system two thinking is the domain of deliberation, and system one is
the domain of instinct or quick reaction. Jens Ludwig argues that most gun violence
is a result of system one thinking gone bad. This is in contrast to the received
wisdom on the political Left (gun violence is rational and can be eliminated with
poverty relief) and the Right (gun violence is a result of bad people rationally
satisfying their bad preferences) (Ludwig 2025).

Two examples will be useful. In 1996, 18-year-old Brian Willis had a dispute with
23-year-old Alexander Clair. The dispute involved a property crime: Clair sold
Willis a car and Willis refused to pay. Learning this, Clair told Willis he would burn
the car. After more arguing, Willis shot Clair in the stomach and head with a
shotgun. Moments later, Willis shot Clair’s girlfriend, Jewel Washington, three
times, killing her. Willis was sentenced to life in prison (Ludwig 2025, p. 2).

Our second example involves a nuisance-like dispute between Jeremy Brown and
Carlishia Hood in a busy take-out restaurant (Ludwig 2025, pp. 148–52). On
Brown’s understanding, there was an important informal norm at the restaurant:
don’t ask for special orders (it is too busy). Hood, in Brown’s view, violated this
norm by asking for modifications to her order. Brown commented, and this
escalated into an argument. The argument further escalated into Brown punching
Hood. Standing in the entrance to the restaurant by this time and witnessing the
punch was Hood’s 14-year-old son (an honor student), carrying her legally owned
gun. He shot Brown in the back. Brown left the restaurant, pursued by Hood and her
son who continued to fire, killing Brown. Prosecutors filed and ultimately dropped
first-degree murder charges.

What we have here are two cases of violence instigated by arguments, one
following nuisance-like conflict and another property crime. This is ordinary, says
Ludwig: “most homicides are arguments that end in tragedy, usually because
someone has a gun,” (2025, p. 104). 70 to 80 percent of the homicides in Chicago are
classified by the Chicago Police as having stemmed from an argument (119). A “bit
less than 10 percent of all murders” occur in the course of robberies (112).
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Why do they escalate? They escalate because of problems of system one
thinking, problems like egocentric construal, fundamental attribution error, the
objectivity illusion, and catastrophizing, among others (2025, p. 125–47). We are
likely to construe events in such a way that we focus on ourselves, thinking that
(e.g.,) we do most of the work in a group project, or think people are paying more
attention to us than they actually are. When someone inconveniences us, we are
likely to think it is an attack on us, rather than a simple mistake. We are likely to
downplay situational factors and focus on personal factors causing another’s
behavior. So not only was the inconvenience because of their lack of respect for us
and not a mistake, it reflects something bad about them. We are also prone to
catastrophizing, or thinking in the moment that things are worse than they actually
are. The objectivity illusion involves us mistaking these quick impressions with the
objective truth.

So in the Willis case, it is easy to understand the situation as one in which system
one thinking caused Willis to take the dispute personally, to understand it as a
personal failing of Clair, to mistake this as the hard truth instead of a quick
impression, to think of losing the car and one’s respect as the worst possible
outcome, and to react accordingly. Likewise for Hood, her son, and Brown. Hood’s
norm violation might have been interpreted as a personal affront to Brown,
indicating to Brown that Hood is a terrible person. This caused Brown to overreact,
prompting an escalation from Hood’s son who in turn might have catastrophized,
causing the pursuit and additional gunshots. Each one of these conclusions is a
mistake produced by thinking fast. At least, this is Ludwig’s explanation.

If this explanation is right, then we need to interrupt violence and slow down
thinking instead of trying to make crime “not pay.” These decisions are not rational,
and so cannot be modified by changing the expected utility calculation. I won’t
cover all the reasons Ludwig thinks the behavioral economics approach best
explains the data, but it is worth mentioning one powerful reason. He notes that the
neighborhoods of Greater Grand Crossing and South Shore have significantly
different rates of gun violence (in 2023, the rates were 423.6 vs. 263.3 per 100,000,
respectively). Yet the two neighborhoods are adjacent, subject to the same local,
state, and federal policies, and with similar sociodemographics. LikeWilson, Ludwig
argues that changes to purported root causes don’t result in changes to crime:

Given these similarities, the fact that Greater Grand Crossing has so much
more gun violence than South Shore tells us there must be something else—not
just evil people, not just social injustice—that drives violence. If that weren’t
the case, then Greater Grand Crossing would have to be twice as evil, or subject
to twice as much injustice, as South Shore, which seems both inconsistent with
the available data and implausible as a matter of common sense (2025, p. 10).

Instead, Ludwig argues that the learning environments in each neighborhood are
different, and one’s learning environment influences their system one thinking.
Some neighborhoods are gentle learning environments for social interactions, and
others are unforgiving (2025, pp. 163–75). The unforgiving places have more
“decision-making complexity,” (2025, p. 177).
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Roots: Deep and valuable
According to the models or simple recipes for nuisance, property, and violent crime
outlined above, important ingredients include non-tuistic agents with non-inte-
grated preferences, density, scarcity or inequality (producing incentive and
opportunity to maximize one’s preference satisfaction via theft), and system one
thinking gone bad in the wake of disputes occasioned by the former sources of
conflict. These roots, if they are roots, are deep and often valuable. They are essential
to who we are, and they are responsible for much in society we want to retain. We
cannot or do not want to uproot them. I’ll start with the essentiality claim and then
move to the desirability claim.

In Vonnegut’s Galápagos, human intelligence is responsible for the downfall of
human society and eventually the devolution of the species into lizard creatures.
This devolution is presented as an improvement; our big brains actually make us
“dumb” and unable to live well together. The novel’s assessment of human intel-
ligence is clearly congenial with the Hobbesian explanation of conflict. We fight
because we are smart enough to see that our personal good often conflicts with the
good of others, or the good of the group.

To uproot this cause, we’d have to eliminate or substantially reduce human
rationality. But that, of course, would be impossible without changing who we are,
fundamentally or essentially (as in Galápagos). In this way, the root cause response
to crimes of rational choice would be to change the topic. It would no longer be a
way of developing policies for human society. It would be a way of eliminating
humans as we are now, perhaps by turning us into lizard creatures, instead of
eliminating a root cause. No one seriously recommends this. But if it is true that
human rationality explains crimes of rational choice like property crime, then there
is no uprooting the cause of property crime.

We can say the same for the system one thinking that can produce gun violence.
We might find our departures from the rationality of rational choice theory to be
disappointing and regrettable. Still, it might just be how the brain works. And
rational choice crimes suggest perfect rationality is no cure either.

Human cognition has features that predictably produce conflict that societies will
want to prohibit. These features can be represented or interpreted as root causes. Yet
though we might be able to graphically represent the situation in a tree-like
structure, distinguishing more from less fundamental causes, we cannot uproot
them. They are, to retain the metaphor, too deep. But as a result, the metaphor
breaks down.

Consider now the desirability of potentially uproot-able causes. Density can
produce nuisance conflicts that we must manage. In most cases, we have a basic
conflict of interest; one person wants quiet or clean air and another person wants to
operate their noisy factory or engage in activities that produce emissions. Yet we’ve
seen that even if we abstract away the philosophical disputes underlying these policy
disagreements in the real world, non-integrated preferences are enough to produce
nuisance conflict. To manage such conflict is to exercise the basic police power of
the state. Unlike ordinary human cognition, density can clearly be uprooted.
Nevertheless, we have good reason not to. Density produces conflict because our
actions have negative externalities. Yet our interactions also have positive
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externalities. For this reason, density is a major source of human flourishing.
Uprooting density would eliminate one of the most significant sources of material
and cultural progress.

To emphasize: the claim is not that there is a direct, necessary link between
density and crime. Crime is an extremely complex social phenomenon. New
Orleans has a higher murder rate than New York City. Part of the explanation is
likely to be that there are important differences in the social technologies that the
two cities have developed to reduce crime. And as abolitionists are keen to point out,
much of a city’s crime is dependent on things the police have no control over, like
the number of community organizations in an area (Sharkey et al. 2017). But more
people mean more opportunities for conflict and crime.

Let’s briefly return to some major criminological theories. According to strain
theory, inequality and frustrated expectations cause crime. But there is good reason
to think these are difficult or even impossible to eliminate. The most general
problem is that we should likely anticipate that some people will at least sometimes
struggle to achieve socially or culturally desirable goals. This might sometimes have
nothing to do with one’s place in the social hierarchy, as when talented athletes
resort to cheating. There is the more specific problem that equalizing policies all
require a theory of what it is we want to equalize. Consensus on such a theory
appears not to be forthcoming.6 Moreover, as Rawls argues, we might have good
reason to prefer a system with inequality: inequality can redound to the benefit of
the least well-off (1971, pp. 75–78). But some inequality that redounds to the benefit
of the least well-off might exist alongside some people having a preference for more
money than they can earn through employment opportunities and the welfare state,
producing some risk of property and violent crime. As strain theorists have argued,
the central variable in the theory is an individual’s monetary satisfaction (cf. Agnew
et al. 1996). However we deal with the resulting crime, it is not uproot-able.

If we reject this kind of inequality, and instead favor leveling down, the problem
of scarcity becomes more acute. Of course, strain theory has come under criticism,
but it has been revised and extended and still has its adherents (Agnew 1985, 2012).
The important point here is that even if we can eliminate scarcity, there is at least
some reason to think that doing so will not necessarily eliminate crime, and that
strain theory is a clear example of how some theories of crime rely on features of
social structures that might be worth retaining.

Likewise, consider rational choice theory and the related routine activity theory.
On this view, crime occurs when we have an offender, a target, and we lack a
guardian (Felson and Cohen 1980). One way to think about these simple models of
crime is that we have no reason to think we can modify society such that there are no
motivated offenders and no vulnerable targets. In such cases, our remaining option
is to hire a guardian.

Something else worth emphasizing: the claim is not that conflict can never be
resolved voluntarily or without today’s professional police departments. As anar-
chists argue, social organization is frequently possible without a state. Support
comes from Elinor Ostrom, who shows that communities can manage their
common pool resources collectively. But this requires a system of (mutual)

6For the classic treatment of this problem, see Sen 1980.
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monitoring and (graduated) sanctioning that ensures obedience to the acceptable
terms of resource management (1990, p. 90, 186). Ostrom also notes that the system
requires “minimal recognition” by the government to ensure that it is not
undermined or appropriated in the future (1990, p. 90). Such recognition allows for
the social enforcement of rules; without it, sustaining the system is more difficult
(1990, p. 101). Community policing is still policing, and it might require the
backstop of political legitimacy.

The claim I am making is that crime issues from inevitable conflict in dense
human society, even ones extraordinarily more homogenous than our own. The
conflict is inevitable because its sources – density, non-tuism, non-integrated
preferences, and human cognition – are here to stay or should be here to stay.
Therefore, social technology, including monitoring and sanctioning, can reduce but
not eliminate the possibility of escalating conflict.

Our choice is how to provide such monitoring and sanctioning. Often, we can
get along with just informal control. And where we need professional enforcement,
non-carceral options (like parking meter enforcement) sometimes suffice. In some
cases, they might need to be carceral (Shelby 2022). The question is about the nature
and scope of policing. In these arguments, a certain sense of efficiency, or whether
policing is worth the costs, will loom large (Jones and Lim 2025). A defense of full-
blown police abolition requires more than the claim that we often don’t want police
to be the tools of social control. The root cause argument, to succeed, needs
elimination to be a real possibility. It appears not to be.

Two kinds of root cause explanations
If root cause arguments fail when deployed in the abolitionist debate, does that
mean root cause analysis fails more generally? If so, that would appear to be a
compelling reason to reject the foregoing arguments. How can something so
effective in contexts like engineering and accident investigation fail in other con-
texts? To address this obvious concern, I want to draw a distinction between two
ways of thinking about root cause analysis. In the quality engineering or accident
investigation context we see a genealogical form of root cause analysis. In the social
context, we see a modeling form. Focusing on how root cause analysis operates in
these two different spaces highlights some further difficulties for the root cause
hypothesis as deployed by police abolitionists.

When investigating an accident, or the source of problems in a manufacturing
facility, it is often possible to work backwards towards a root cause. The so-called
“five whys” method (developed by an engineer at Toyota) encourages us to ask of a
problem, “why does this happen?,” five times. By the fifth why, we’re at least much
closer to the root of the problem. This method has come under criticism, but it
highlights an important point: we can often identify very specific causes of problems
to eliminate. If cars are coming off the assembly line with bubbles in the paint job, it
will usually be possible to trace the problem back to a more fundamental problem.
Maybe the painting machines are operating at the wrong temperature. And maybe
the temperature is wrong because its section of the factory is too hot. In turn, this
might be because some other nearby manufacturing process produces a lot of heat.
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Rather than fiddling with the painting machines, the manufacturer might need to
rearrange the factory. This is the genealogical approach.7

The modeling approach identifies type, rather than token, problems. The models
of nuisance, property crime, and violence identify general problems: our non-
integrated preferences conflict, or the opportunity to steal is the way to maximize
our preference satisfaction, or we thought too fast and violence broke out. The
modeling approach identifies risks or possibilities for conflict, rather than the
specific genealogy of a particular problem. This is true of the social scientific theories
of crime discussed here as well.

These are simply different tools for analysis. The important point is that the root
cause argument for abolition has aspirations to fully uproot the causes of crime to
abolish the police. The genealogical approach can, in principle, make good on this
kind of root cause hypothesis. The modeling approach, on the other hand, cannot.
The basic reason is that, especially when it comes to complex social phenomena,
many of the contributing factors cannot be eliminated. They can only be managed.
Our tools for management will naturally include some form of monitoring and
sanctioning.

Moreover, social complexity means that the conceptual question might not be so
easily disentangled from the empirical question about root causes. Recall that the
conceptual question concerns whether root causes can be uprooted, whereas the
empirical question concerns which cause is the true root cause. Forget the con-
ceptual question for a moment and focus on the empirical: what, for example, are
the true root causes of gun violence? It turns out that gun violence makes it much
harder to improve economic and educational opportunities. These are classic
candidates for root cause explanations: capitalism or economic exploitation or low
levels of government funding. Yet not only do we see substantial variations in gun
violence without substantial variations in socioeconomic or political conditions
(Ludwig 2025), there is a plausible perspective on which the relationship goes in the
other direction. We might have to fix gun violence before we can fix the other,
purported root causes (Abt 2019).

It is difficult for one to pay attention in school when one routinely witnesses or is
involved in traumatic events like shootings. Exposure to a homicide reduces
children’s performance on reading tests by half a standard deviation or more
(Sharkey 2010). There is some evidence that violent crime reduces the quality of
sleep in adolescents (Chung et al. 2025). Nuisances and property and violent crime
quite plausibly make it less likely for a neighborhood to develop robust economic
opportunities. Reducing violence increases economic mobility, slows the rise of
urban inequality and reduces concentrated poverty (Sharkey and Torrats-Espinosa
2017; Torrats-Espinosa and Sharkey 2025).

Put differently, the social complexity of the world casts some doubt on even the
possibility of a non-controversial tree-like model of crime in which some causes are
more fundamental than others (never mind whether they can be uprooted). This is a

7Notice that it is different from another genealogical argument frequently advanced by abolitionists:
police departments descended from slave patrols (or some similarly deep injustice) and so are marked by
original sin. They are thus inherently unjust (Vitale 2017). The genealogy here does not concern the causes
of conflict or crime for which we will need monitoring and sanctioning.
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function of the macro nature of social explanation represented in what I’ve called
modeling approaches to root cause explanations. In other words, we’re back to
where Cantor was (1931).

Conclusion
I’ve offered simple recipes for nuisances, property, and violent crimes. These three
problems do not exhaust our possible reasons for policing or other forms of social
control, but they cover a broad set of them. In all three cases, it seems that we have
good reason to think that the problems cannot be uprooted at their source. The
roots are essential to us. We are essentially non-tuistic, have conflicting preferences,
and produce externalities in dense environments. Our non-tuism combined with at
least occasional rationality is likely to produce some property crime. And our system
one, or fast, thinking creates the possibility that some minor, nuisance-like dis-
agreement can escalate into physical violence. Add guns to the recipe, and we have
what we need for a serious gun violence problem. Additionally, these ingredients are
in some cases sources of significant value. We would rather not do away with
density, our rationality, or our diversity.

Root cause analysis does not vindicate police abolitionism. Abolitionist root
cause arguments rely on the hypothesis that the causes of crime can be uprooted,
implying that police are morally and materially inefficient ways of responding to
nuisances and property crime and violence, independent of their professionalism or
performance. Instead, we can construct simple models of conflict and crime that
suggest some of the most fundamental causes of conflict and crime are here to stay
and can only be managed. Managing the conflict involves varieties of policing. In
many cases, especially in large and dense cities, increased social and economic
specialization suggests that such monitoring and sanctioning will be specialized and
professionalized.

Importantly, though, we don’t have to abandon all the insights of normative root
cause analysis. One way to retain the insights of normative root cause analysis is to
shift the metaphor. Instead of “roots,” we might think of “levers.” Instead of
“uprooting,” we should be “levering.” Though we cannot uproot the cause of
nuisance – density and non-tuism – we can manage it with land use policy. That is,
we can lever aspects of the choice environment to more efficiently reduce conflict
and crime. Given that despite our shared love of music, some of us sometimes want
quiet while others want to dance (homogenous but non-integrated preferences), we
can pass noise ordinances and zone entertainment districts. Given that taking
someone else’s belongings can sometimes be the easiest way to maximize our
rational preference satisfaction, we can develop systems of monitoring and sanc-
tioning that makes crime not pay. Or, since one reason one might steal is because
they are struggling to afford necessities, we might use policy to enhance the social
safety net with more welfare spending. This is to “pull on a policy lever” that targets
more fundamental causes. Yet it does so without any hope of eliminating property
crime altogether and without the implication that policing takes us away from a
world in which police are obsolete.
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This allows us to distinguish between more and less efficient ways of responding
to social problems. Often, the police are not the efficient way to solve problems.
Liberals and Leftist police abolitionists alike tend to be proponents of “abolishing”
much of the professional police department’s narcotics enforcement, or ICE under
the Trump Administration, for examples. Still, it does, I think, require us to
abandon the specific version of the root cause hypothesis common to arguments for
police abolition, and with it, the root cause argument for total police abolition.
Understanding the “root” causes of crime in this way suggests an unavoidable need
for institutions of active law enforcement.

Data availability statement. This study does not employ statistical methods and no replication materials
are available.
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