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“Monopolists Will Discriminate” 
 

Popular Black American economists Walter Williams (deceased) and Thomas Sowell are long-

standing proponents of the notion that what most Black and White Americans consider as racial 

discrimination is not racial discrimination at all; just economic agents making choices that are in 

their own best interest.1 While we are not in their camp, we agree, as will most economists (Black 

or White), that monopolists will discriminate. This is a basic economic principle, which when 

considered in its classical economic context, has little to do with race at all. However, this analysis 

brief builds a case for economic factors serving as an impetus for monopolists practicing 

discrimination which is of the racial variety. 

 

A monopolist is defined as a lone seller of goods or services in a particular market. When 

considering discrimination by monopolists, the reference is usually to price discrimination. That 

is, the one seller in a market (to the extent that it decides to control the price of the goods or services 

sold as opposed to controlling the amount of goods or services produced) will charge different 

prices to different consumers if the consumer base is, or can be, segmented/fragmented. Here, we 

interpret the actions of municipal police departments that are public monopolies that produce 

protective services and discriminate racially to optimize economic outcomes for purchasers of their 

product (budget providers). 

 

Black America today is very concerned about the school-to-prison pipeline and the 

overrepresentation of Black Americans in the criminal injustice economy (often referred to as a 

system). There is deep concern about the egregious over capture of Black men, women, boys, and 

girls into the criminal injustice economy, which destroys their lives, and affects in very adverse 

ways their families and Black areas of influence (communities). Black America often attributes 

this outcome mainly to racial discrimination. Here, we show that, while there are certainly racial 

overtones to the entire process, the process is also and always driven by economic factors too. 

 

Consider that, like their police departments, municipal governments are monopolies (the only 

provider of local public administration (governmental) services for their municipality). Municipal 

governments are bureaucratic systems whose leaders seek to retain their employment, gain the 

perquisites of office that accrue, and to provide sufficient goods and services that will maintain or 

improve the status quo in the eyes of the related electorate—especially the contributing electorate. 

 
1 There are more Black economists who espouse this viewpoint—at least with respect to certain topics. Such Black 

economists will be among those who are labeled or who label themselves “conservatives.” 
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Going deeper, the leadership of municipal governments seek to keep donors satisfied so that 

political contributions continue to flow. These contributions, in turn, elicit “quid pro quos.” Local 

lawyers may be among the significant political contributors. Lawyers love litigation, which 

portends financial returns for them directly, and for their counterpart judicial officials. Other local 

business interests, such as construction industries, may be key contributors that seek economic 

opportunities. Contributions from the private citizen electorate are designed to motivate the 

political leadership to ensure that the local economy remains robust (i.e., reflect a low 

unemployment rate) and that conditions are favorable including, in this case, the perceived or 

actual suppression of crime. Importantly, given Black America’s relatively low levels of income 

and suppressed participation in political contributions, Whites are usually the primary contributors 

who seek benefits from political leadership.2 Given that certain Whites view the economy as a 

zero-sum game, they seek to ensure that municipal leaders act to prevent Black Americans 

from competing economically at all levels. 

 

What does this mean for monopoly police departments? As a subcomponent of municipal 

governments, police departments provide protective services and assist municipal leadership with 

fulfilling demands of political contributors by optimizing the production of units of police service 

(mainly arrests, citations, etc.) that yield the following outcomes: 

 

• A steady flow of litigation so that lawyers and those in the judicial system remain occupied 

and increase their income and wealth. 

• Absorption of certain low-skilled labor (new police officers, parole officers, technical and 

administrative staff, etc.) to assist with keeping the unemployment rate low and providing 

another avenue through which labor income is expended locally to maintain a robust 

economy. 

• A steady flow of business opportunities for firms that support the criminal injustice 

economy to ensure sustainment and growth: e.g., construction of new or repair of existing 

criminal injustice economy-related facilities (court houses and jails/prisons); food service 

sales; janitorial services; etc. 

 

How are police departments monopolies in a classic economic sense? First, as already stated, they 

are the lone producer/seller of protective services. They produce their services directly for their 

municipal governments and assist those governments in meeting demands of their contributing 

constituents, but police departments also produce their services indirectly for each contributing 

constituent: Lawyers and others in the judicial system, business interests, and citizens. 

 

Second, note that it is in the best interest of monopoly police departments to select the level of 

output to produce (i.e., the number of arrests, citations, etc.) versus attempting to set a “shadow 

price” for the services delivered (such a “shadow price” would be estimated as the departments’ 

budgets divided by the units of output produced). If police departments attempted to set “shadow 

prices” that were too high (i.e., given a budget, constrain the related units of services delivered), 

then the leadership of municipal governments would likely deem such an arrangement untenable 

because a low production level would not assist that leadership in fulfilling the demands of its 

contributing constituents. 

 
2 Jacob Grumbach and Alexander Sahn (2019. “Race and Representation in Campaign Finance.” 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3385855 (Ret. 030323). 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3385855
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In fact, because monopoly police departments cannot inure profits, they will produce output to 

the point where total costs incurred are equal to their budgets (total revenue)—assuming that 

budget deficits are not permitted. 

 

How do monopoly police departments discriminate? Because police departments have only one 

direct paying customer/consumer (i.e., municipal governments), there is no opportunity to price 

discriminate when rendering their services.3 However, police departments are driven to 

discriminate racially for at least two reasons while producing their services. 

 

To comprehend the economic nature of this racial discrimination, let us revisit two earlier points: 

(1) Political contributors whose demands are being met by municipal leaders through police 

departments require that Black Americans are prevented from “competing economically at all 

levels;” and (2) police departments produce services to the point where costs equal revenue 

(the budget). 

 

Point 1 implies that political contributors are willing to pay more (i.e., police departments will 

receive a higher per unit budget) for police services directed at Black Americans because it will 

hamstring Black Americans’ ability to compete economically. 

 

For point 2, Black Americans’ relatively weak economic position inhibits our ability to fight our 

presence in the criminal injustice economy. That is, Black Americans are brought into the criminal 

injustice economy at a lower cost than for other racial/ethnic groups that are better positioned 

economically to fight the system. Given these lower costs for police departments’ provision of 

protective service vis-a-vis Black Americans, police departments can produce more units of 

service (arrests, citations, etc.) with a given budget by targeting Black Americans.  

 

This higher production of services means that political contributors reap increased benefits with 

respect to points 1 and 2. All this is sufficient for monopoly police departments to exhibit racial 

discrimination in their provision of their protective services for economic reasons. This is not to 

say that racial animus does not also enter production equation.  

 

What is the evidence? We present judgmentally selected cases that are likely to be representative 

of cases across the nation. In fact, these cases must be reflective of national norms to produce 

Black America’s overrepresentation in the nation’s prisons and jails.4 Consider Table 1 (next 

page). 

  

 
3 If we were to entertain police departments indirect consumers (lawyer and others in the judicial system, business 

interests, and private citizens), then it is possible to show that police departments impose higher prices on the 

consumer in that segmented market who stands to benefit most from the former’s work. These prices are collected in 

the form of political contributions from these consumers by the municipal government leadership and then 

transmitted to police departments in the form of higher budgets. 
4 For 2020, Black Americans represented 33.6 percent of those incarcerated in the nation’s jails and prisons. For 

statistics on jails see: Todd Minton and Zhen Zeng (2021), “Jail Inmates in 2020 – Statistical Tables,” US 

Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics (Table 2, p. 8). https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/ji20st.pdf (Ret. 

011222). For statistics on prisons see: E. Ann Carson (2021), “Prisoners in 2020 – Statistical Tables,” US 

Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics (Table 3, p. 10). https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/p20st.pdf 

(Ret. 011222). The four cases presented in Table 1 factor into a forthcoming analysis brief that is discussed below. 

https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/ji20st.pdf
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/p20st.pdf
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Table 1.—Black American Overrepresentation in Arrests, 2021 

 
 

The evidence speaks for itself. Which logical reasons, other than those presented above, explain 

the gross overrepresentation of Black Americans among those arrested relative to our presence in 

the population in these judgmentally selected municipalities during 2021? 

 

We challenge each reader to collect these statistics for their municipality. We warn you that 

statistics on arrests may not be readily and automatically available from your police department 

and that they can only be obtained through a public records request. This, in and of itself, smells 

of a coverup. Taxpayer citizens pay the cost of police protective services, yet the results of those 

services are often not readily and openly available to the public. 

 

Note that this analysis brief is part of a broader issue that BlackEconomics.org is researching 

currently. In the near term, we plan to present a related analysis brief that discusses similar issues 

and is entitled, “Aiding and Abetting.” The analysis brief will provide at least one recommendation 

for disrupting, at least partially, municipalities’ and their police departments’ practices that 

produce very adverse outcomes for Black Americans who are sucked into the criminal injustice 

economy. This forthcoming product is delayed only because of police departments’ hesitancy to 

provide what should be publicly available statistics. 
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Line

No. Municipalities

(A)

 Population 

(2021)

(000's)

(B) 

Black 

Americans as 

Percentage of 

the Population 

(2021)

(C)

Black American 

Arrests as 

Percentage of Total 

Arrests (2021)

(D)

Black 

Overrepresentation 

Arrest Percentage

((C / B)-1)

1 Ann Arbor, Michigan 121.5 6.7% 36.5% 445.4%

2 Chapel Hill, North Carolina* 61.1 10.6% 46.8% 341.4%

3 Lawrence, Kansas 95.3 5.0% 22.5% 350.8%

4 Madison, Wisconsin 269.2 6.8% 43.7% 542.8%

*--The value in column C is for the second half of 2021; full 2021 year statistics were not available.

Sources: US Census Bureau population statistics; arrests statistics from municipalities; and BlackEconomics.org analysis.


