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Jerry Ratcliffe:
Reducing Crime features conversations with influential thinkers in the police service and leading crime and policing researchers. 
Rafael Mangual is the Nick Ohnell fellow at the Manhattan Institute. We chat about the importance of engaging in debate with a range of voices in criminal justice reform and what the left gets wrong about crime and social control.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
I'm Jerry Ratcliffe, and this is Reducing Crime. Rafael Mangual is the Nick Ohnell fellow at the Manhattan Institute. He's a contributing editor of City Journal and a member of the Council on Criminal Justice. The son of a New York City police department detective who raised his son in Brooklyn and Long Island, Raphael got a BA in corporate communications from the City University of New York's Baruch College and a JD from DePaul University in Chicago where he was president of the Federalist Society and Vice President of the Appellate Moot Court Team.
He joined the Manhattan Institute in 2015. The Manhattan Institute is a prominent right of center public policy think tank based in New York that covers topics such as economic policy, urban revitalization, and education reform, and of course, crime and policing. In 2022, Rafael released his first book, Criminal Injustice. He's also authored and co-authored numerous reports and op-eds on issues ranging from urban crime and jail violence to broader matters of criminal and civil justice reform. He regularly features in both print and television media from the Wall Street Journal to the New York Times and from Fox News to the ever-exciting C - SPAN. In 2025, he was appointed to serve a second term as a member of the New York State Advisory Committee on the US Commission on Civil Rights. 
He came to the University of Pennsylvania to give a guest presentation in my colleague, John McDonald's class. So I took the opportunity to chat with him when he was in town. We were already deep into a conversation about the importance of listening to people with other perspectives than our own when I finally remembered to hit the damn record button.
Rafael Mangual:	
Yeah, this is the thing that I don't think that the other side really gets, which is that actually listening to what your opponents might have to say is both important and valuable. I mean, this is less true now that I've been doing this for a long time, but when I would do public events, debates especially, I would often go in with a ton of anxiety. I mean, it's my biggest fear in life that on a stage in front of people, someone was going to say something that I totally wasn't expecting and would blindside me and I would look like an idiot and I would sound like an idiot. Now, not only has that not happened, the thing that really bothers me that hasn't happened is that I have yet to hear something I didn't already expect to hear going in. And what that tells me is that there's an asymmetry in exposure to the other side's argument between left and right in the criminology world.
I often know what my opponents and debates are going to argue before they argue it, and yet they are consistently shocked and appalled to hear what I have to say when I say it.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Isn't that bizarre?
Rafael Mangual:
And it's not like it's a secret. I mean, I've been writing about this stuff forever. It's out there. I'll give you an example. A few weeks ago, I was the token conservative on this panel at the Legal Aid Society of all places. So I'm surprised I didn't immediately get set on fire when I walked in the door. The panel was supposed to be discussing the merits and demerits of Zoran Mamdani's Department of Community Safety Plan. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
He is the New mayor of NewYork City. 
Rafael Mangual:
He's new mayor of New York. And he campaigned on this idea that he was going to take mental health response away from the NYPD and give it to civilian responders. And so -
Jerry Ratcliffe:
It's funny, I just wrote something on that on Vital City.
Rafael Mangual:
Which was amazing, by the way. I read it, I shared it. It was a really great, strong piece. And in fact, during this debate, at one point, I actually cited a study that you co-authored looking at the accuracy of categorizing 911 calls as needing a police response or not needing a police response. And I was like, look, almost one in five of these calls are accurately.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Yeah. You turn up and it is not what you’re expecting,
Rafael Mangual:
. Exactly, exactly. So at the very least, police are still going to be responding to about 20% of these calls. At one point during the debate, they were talking about one of the benefits of not sending police is that parents won't be incarcerated. That some of these people have children, and if you send police, there's a higher likelihood that they get incarcerated and then that deprives children of their parents. And I said, "Well, part of the assumption there is that the benefits normally associated with a present parent aren't going to be negated by a criminal parent who's engaging in antisocial behavior, especially if they are also suffering from a severe mental illness." I mean, jaws were on the floor, Jerry. I mean, audible gaps - 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Couldn't get their head around the idea that sometimes removing a toxic person can actually improve a domestic environment. 
Rafael Mangual:
Not on that, but they were completely unaware that there's actually a developing literature looking into this question empirically. I mean, I cited Sam Norris and Jeff Weaver's fantastic paper in the American Economic Review from a couple years ago, which sparked all tons of controversy. What their study was looking at. I mean, they were leveraging random judge assignment to look at parents who were on the margins of incarceration, who drew harsh judges and got incarcerated and comparing those outcomes to similarly situated defendants who randomly drew lenient judges and didn't get incarcerated. Great experiment. Fantastic experiment. Beautifully designed. Yeah. Very well designed. And what they found unsurprising to me, but apparently very shocking to other people, was that the kids whose parents got incarcerated did better in terms of educational attainment. They were less likely to be involved in the criminal justice system themselves. And this isn't the first study to find that.
And it's like, well, you sit back and think about it for five minutes. And especially if you read the psychological literature, which makes clear that the benefits of two parents are negated if one of those parents engages in antisocial behavior at a high rate. And the only question is, well, is there a reason to think that criminal parents are characterized by antisocial behavior? And it's like, well, just look at prison settings. The prevalence rate of antisocial personality disorder alone, not to mention the other cluster Bs, is like 40 to 70% depending on the institution being surveyed, whereas it's only two to four percent in the general public.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Now we could have an argument about whether prison is the best place for mental illnesses. That's a legitimate conversation to be had. But I'm surprised that people were shocked that the idea of removing a clearly toxic, for whatever reason, person from an environment might actually improve other people's quality of life. Because I take the bus to come here. I must be one of the few people. I mean, few people at an Ivy League who actually gets a bus. 
Rafael Mangual:
You see some Stuff.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Yeah. When there are not toxic people on the bus, it's a lot better journey than when There are people Causing trouble.
Rafael Mangual:
100%. But not only were they shocked to hear the suggestion, I mean to them even making the suggestion and acknowledging the possibility was a moral failing.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
And that comes back to a piece about this, which is the idea that simply giving somebody a platform is inherently approving of their ideas or this whole deplatforming thing has come up, which I'm sure you've been deplatformed a few times,
Rafael Mangual:
Haven't you? People have tried. Although I don't get as much hate as some of my colleagues do. At the Manhattan Institute, we have a pretty wide range of scholars, some of whom are working on the sort of least sexy issues, and then others who are very much in the news all the time. And I think embrace a degree of be provocative.
Rafael Mangual:
For sure. I think that's absolutely the case. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
It takes all sorts to make a world, right? And I certainly don't put you in that category. And part of the reason that I wanted to talk to you, and this is really fun to do, is because you are certainly one of the more measured and thoughtful and data driven, and I can't stress this enough. I mean, you can pull data for an argument, which is valuable, but it's certainly a perspective that is, I wouldn't even go as far as a minority. It's almost a rarity in academia. I
Rafael Mangual:
Was going to say underrepresented might be understating. The degree to which -
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Your unicorn spike is showing.
Rafael Mangual:
That's right. That's right. And I do take pride in that, not necessarily just being a voice in the wilderness, but the fact that I've taken the time to read the literature the best that I can and to try and give an honest assessment of it when I make arguments. And most of the time that's well received. I mean, I do university talks constantly. Very rarely do people disrupt. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
It's part of your job description?
Rafael Mangual:
Absolutely.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
That's great.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
It's so rare. I mean, you think university's supposed to be places of education, but the number of people that just squirrel away themselves in their office Writing Journal articles and never actually engaging with what I think are really fascinating topics is disheartening.
Rafael Mangual:
And look, and this is where a lot of the thinking gets done. This is where a lot of people's opinions are formed. So it's a ripe ground for you to have an underrepresented view get represented. And so I always relish the opportunity to come, whether it's U Penn or I was at Claremont McKenna last week to accept invitations to speak at universities, law schools, criminology schools, and either participate in debates or give solo talks because I try to tell people this a lot. The issues that I debate about, they're not non-consequential. If I'm wrong about my view and I take a much more pro-enforcement view of things, people will be unnecessarily arrested, incarcerated. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
You and Me both.
Rafael Mangual:
That is not lost on me. So I really want to be very, very careful, which is one of the reasons I find that I feel I have a duty to subject myself to opposition.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Comes back to that notion of having a sharper argument.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
And that's one of the other things that I think is sort of interesting about your work is that you talked about being nervous the first time you went for a debate.
Rafael Mangual:
Oh yeah. I mean, even still a little bit. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
But it Reminds me about the great martial artist, Bruce Lee. If You Want to get good at kicks, kick.
Rafael Mangual:
Exactly.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
 If you want To get good at debates, debate.
Rafael Mangual:
100%.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Especially if it's up against people who have different perspectives. You can go online and see the likes of Christopher Hitchens and a long list of people who have demonstrated fantastic debating ability. It's because they did it a lot and they thought long and hard about their arguments when they weren't in the debate environment.
Rafael Mangual:
And the reason that they did it a lot is because they understood themselves as having a responsibility to do it. When you put yourself out there in the public sphere as a source of opinion and argument, I think with that comes a responsibility to subject yourself to scrutiny. When I first decided that I was going to do this sort of job, the inspiration came from William F. Buckley, who was not a Brit, but sometimes sounded like a brit.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
People try. 
Rafael Mangual:
That's Right. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
They do The accent and it just grinds my teeth every time.
Rafael Mangual:
That's right. But he was just a wonderful character. And I came across him because our university, when I was an undergraduate, gave us access to Amazon Prime. And at the time, Amazon Prime had the library of all of William F. Buckley's Firing Line episodes. I don't know what possessed me to do this, but I clicked on this episode where he was debating the Vietnam War with Noam Chomsky. And there's just two intellectual heavyweights going at it for an hour, hour and a half. And I was boom - 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
This is back When we had intellectual heavyweights.
Rafael Mangual:
That's right. And I was just glued to the screen and I was like, "This is what it's about. It doesn't matter which side you agree with. You are learning something. You are watching how engagement is to be done at a high level, and it's a model for you to pursue." I valued that right out of the gate.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
And a part of that also is even if you disagree, and even if they're slightly wrong, or even if they're a lot wrong, part of it for me is understanding how they came to that level of thinking. I mean, in my spare time, I'm a pilot and I went flying the other day with this fantastic blog. Great pilot. He's 85 years old. 20 years landing on aircraft carriers help hone That skill. 
Rafael Mangual:
Oh yeah. Well, that'll do it.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Politically very different from myself. But over the conversations we're flying along and just chatting, I could understand how he came to his perspective of how he saw. I don't agree with him and I think he's wrong in a bunch of stuff. It allowed me to understand how he came to that. He wasn't the enemy. I'm going flying with him in a week's time. He's just a guy that had a very different upbringing, very different background, and just saw the world differently, and an entirely legitimate perspective.
Rafael Mangual:
But I'll even say this, even if it is the enemy, I still think you have a duty to engage. There are people who I believe are genuine forces for bad in the world, including in our space. Not only do I disagree with them, but I think they understand that they are undermining the positive functioning of society. Yes. But I still feel a responsibility to engage when there's an opportunity to engage.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
So you platform them.
Rafael Mangual:
Sure.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Right.
Rafael Mangual:
Absolutely.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
 I mean -If only is a chance to expose that they're wrong.
Rafael Mangual:
Exactly.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Now you mentioned that this was a pivotal moment for you because before we started recording, you were kind of saying glad to be where you are rather than academia.
Rafael Mangual:
Absolutely. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
But you Came through an academic track to get here.
Rafael Mangual:
Grew up in Brooklyn, New York, born and raised. Son of an NYPD detective, which I think has a lot to do with the formation of my views early on. But also growing up in New York City, I'm born in 1986. So the New York City I was born into…
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Flaunting your youth. I hate you.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah. But the New York City I was born into was a very different New York than the one that exists now. It was a combination of being a kid who believed his dad was Batman. I mean, he's out there fighting crime in the most dangerous city. I mean, I'm home on the weekend watching reruns of Charles Bronson killing bad guys on the subway. Well, being
Jerry Ratcliffe:
A few years older than you, I remember visiting New York in the 80s and the 90s. The television news would just tell you the body count.
Rafael Mangual:
That's right.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
They wouldn't go into specifics of cases. They would just tell you how many bodies had dropped over the previous 24 hours.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah. When I was my son's age, the city was experiencing more than 2,000 murders a year. We're now at about 300 murders a year. So growing up, I had this sort of firsthand front row seat to the complete transformation of a city on public safety. You go from 2,000 bodies to 300 bodies. I mean, that's an incredible achievement. But I also had a unique appreciation for the difficulty of the work that police were doing, the lack of appreciation for that work in the public.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
That hasn’t Changed.
Rafael Mangual:
I mean, I remember being nine years old and it was like take your kid to work day. And my dad took me to the precinct where he was at. And it was always a fun day because you got to take a picture in the holding cell and go into one of the surveillance vans. But we were at a deli beforehand and I was waiting outside because it was a little small area and he went in to get us some sandwiches or bagel or something like that. And there was a woman with a stroller right in front of the door and he kind of waved at the baby, made a face at the baby. And the woman looked genuinely disgusted. She was upset that a police officer was saying hi. And she kind of turned the stroller away and rolled around. I don't even think my dad caught it, but you could tell - 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
You noticed It.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah. That, oh, not everyone appreciates what they do. So as I got through college, living through nine eleven, my dad was a first responder in nine eleven. I had this kind of base level of appreciation that I think was probably different than a lot of my similarly situated classmates. And in my first year sociology class, I think I was a sophomore. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Well, that was your mistake already.
Taking
Sociology.
Rafael Mangual:
I had no choice. It was part of the core curriculum, as they called it.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Sociologists who listen to this podcast hate it every time I say something like that. 
Rafael Mangual:
I bet. So our professor, every week we would have a guest speaker. We have two sessions a week. In one session, we would have a guest speaker for the first 30 minutes and their talk would usually connect to the reading somehow. And this one guy was an ex-con. He had been incarcerated under the Rockefeller drug laws, the mandatory minimums for drug offenses in New York, which were passed in the late '70s and until 2009 when they were basically abolished. And he's talking about how the system's unfair and the police department's racist and he got a raw deal. And I hung out with a lot of people who were on the wrong side of the law at the time. I had friends who went to prison, family members who went to prison. I knew that he was full of shit, essentially.
And I'm sitting there and I'm looking around, there's 250 people in this lecture hall and everyone's nodding their heads dutifully. I know some of you were from the Bronx and Washington Heights and rough parts of Brooklyn. You guys know who he is. You know he knows what he was doing. And so I tried to speak up during the class discussion and I just got my ass handed to me because I was a jock. I didn't really take school seriously up to that point. I didn't even apply to college. I only went to college because I got a baseball scholarship. I wasn't a really studious kid. It was a very formative experience because it was the first time that I felt embarrassed about not being able to engage intellectually with a peer. And so I went home and I started reading.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Arm yourself. Metaphorically.
Rafael Mangual:
Exactly. I didn't have the vocabulary with which to push back on views I knew were wrong nor to articulate the views I knew were right. Throughout that, say the next two years, I discovered think tanks and that whole world. And I discovered the work of George Kelling and James Q. Wilson and John DeLulio and Charles Murray even had done a lot of criminology work in the '90s. So I started reading the stuff. It's like, well, why am I not getting any of this in my -
Jerry Ratcliffe:
You're getting a lot of lived experience, but Not Necessarily the right lived experience. It's Very curated for certain classes. Yes.
Rafael Mangual:
And I felt manipulated.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
That's an interesting thought.
Rafael Mangual:
And it bothered me and I started to really lose respect for the enterprise.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
I don't think people appreciate how much power professors have in terms of how they curate and filter the content That The students get. And the students, of course, are students, so they don't know what they don't know. And this is where I have such a problem with, terrible for a podcast to pull out air quotes, but put air quotes around the word scholar activist because I don't think you can do that. You're either one or the other. Because the second is a betrayal of the first.
Rafael Mangual:
Right. No, I think that's exactly right. And so I decided, hey, I want to be a part of these debates. I want to participate in the arena. These are important conversations. I don't think people are necessarily getting the full picture. Look, I never fancied myself being this big major voice. I still don't. I play a small part. I'm happy to play that part.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
It's an important contribution.
Rafael Mangual:
Thank you.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
If only because it forces people who are opposed to your perspective to better hone their arguments.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah. And that's really all that I ask. And you'd be surprised at how evidence-free a lot of the claims that undergird major policy decisions are.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Now you wrote about some of this in your book, which was published a couple of years ago, Criminal (In)justice.
Rafael Mangual:
Yes.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
With the in being in parentheses. How'd you come about that title?
Rafael Mangual:
There was this trend that I suppose is still a thing where left-leaning criminologists and people who were engaged in these debates were refusing to use the phrase criminal justice system. They would say criminal legal system or criminal penal system. And it was like this signaling device where they would show you how good they were. But the implication was that justice had kind of been eradicated from all of these institutions. And I just wanted a title that sort of communicated my fundamental disagreement with that. Their conception of justice was actually injustice. I mean, the main problem that kind of drove me to write that book and that really drives my work today is the repeat offender problem. It is this problem of people committing heinous offenses and time after time you look into their criminal history and it's like, oh hey, had the system had a backbone, this person could have been incapacitated at the time and we could have saved a life or two lives or as we saw in Shreveport just last weekend, eight lives.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
And so using the term injustice, who are the victims of the injustice?
Rafael Mangual:
It's ironic. The victims are precisely the people that progressive reformers claim to help in my view. When you think about criminal justice reform debates, there's one issue that takes about two minutes before it comes up and that's race.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
That's one of the things being a white male, ex-police officer, foreigner, this is not a third rail for me to touch at all. I'm surprised I have a career still. Because America can't deal with it.
Rafael Mangual:
Right. They can. They refuse to.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
They don't like to have discussions about it. And as soon as you do, it becomes very much your thoughts are irrelevant. It's everything about your identity. Which you have an advantage in.
Rafael Mangual:
I suppose. Although I still get called a white supremacist and a Nazi on a regular basis, believe it or not. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
But your Background is from -
Rafael Mangual:
My mom is a Dominican immigrant and my dad is Puerto Rican. I'll do the thing that a lot of left-wing academics do before they speak. I'll describe myself. I am an appearing male, 5'8", 180 pound brown skin.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
But it shouldn't be that way.
Rafael Mangual:
It shouldn't be that way. Of course not. 
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Because It should be about the ideas And the Structure And constructors, The ideas and their validity, not who is making the argument.
Rafael Mangual:
And if it weren't that way, and if it were just about the ideas, and if race wasn't so often used as a cudgel to paint people into a box and make them too afraid to speak their minds, we might not have the problems that are plaguing precisely the communities that progressive reformers say they want to help. Take New York City, for example. Every single year for which we have data going back to 2008, except for one year, which was 2023, a minimum of 95% of all the shooting victims in the city are either Black or Hispanics, almost all of them males.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
When I think about it also in the terms of if we focus our leniency in the criminal justice system specifically to those demographics, what does that do for the decent people, the law-abiding people in those communities? What we're basically saying is we are not going to imprison serious repeat offenders who are happy to use gun violence. And they always get released back to 90-something percent of people return to the same zip code from once they were arrested or imprisoned. So early release and lack of a imprisonment option is basically saying, "Hey, this is your community. Have all these worse people back in your neighborhood."
Rafael Mangual:
A lot of the progressive reformers themselves would never tolerate in their own communities. And that's the thing that bothers me because I've sort of lived on both sides of that fence. I'm lucky enough to live in a very nice, quiet suburb, but I've also lived in places with insanely high rates of crime. I've been caught in the middle of a shooting in the city of Chicago, on the west side of Chicago where my wife is from. People don't fully appreciate the degree to which the quality of life in these neighborhoods is impacted by serious violence. It's an abstraction to a lot of people, and I get that. And that's a good thing, by the way. I don't want people to have real firsthand experience with this problem necessarily.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Now, their argument would be in these neighborhoods that you can't get safety and security until we change the education system, we need to reduce poverty, we need to reduce unemployment and so forth.
Rafael Mangual:
Of course, you don't actually need to do any of those things.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
It's the reverse, isn't it? Those Things will probably improve if the security situation improves.
Rafael Mangual:
100%. I mean, people just get the direction of causation wrong on this. I mean, just stop and think for a minute. Maybe it's the case that having a deeply antisocial disposition that leads you to break a lot of rules and be recalcitrant in every aspect of your life may not facilitate economic success in the legal markets.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
But then it brings back to the start of this conversation you were talking about growing up in the 1990s. That massive shift in shooting and homicides that took place, that took place over a time when New York City, I don't think, has made massive improvements in education, reducing poverty or reducing unemployment. But you've gone from a 2,000 homicides a year to a few hundred.
Rafael Mangual:
No one ever tells the story of major crime declines in socioeconomic terms. Even the champions of that theory, none of them will point to the crime decline in New York City between 1990 and say 2017.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
What do you attribute it?
Rafael Mangual:
Policing, prosecution, and incarceration. Charge doesn't mean other things didn't contribute. But when you make the city safer through force, that then creates room for other things to improve. When the police got their hands around the problem, they said, "Okay, we're not playing games anymore. We are going to flood the high crime zones with as many resources as we can. We're going to target the worst actors in those zones. We're going to take them off the street. We're going to keep them there for a good long period of time." That then starts to lower crime. That lowering of crime makes the areas more attractive to a wider swath of people. That puts more eyes on the street. It brings more investment into the community. And then you have a reinforcing sort of cycle that's beneficial as opposed to one that's detrimental.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
And Peter Moskos, who we both know, talked about this at length in his book and is a former podcast guest here, Back from the Brink. 
Rafael Mangual:
Great Book, by the way.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Yeah, a good read. And done a lot of interviews with some of the participants in it. But then a chunk of people's arguments is that that was overdone.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah. Look, I am not opposed to the idea that there might have been excesses. The question is not whether there were inefficiencies, whether there were examples of malevolence even. The question is what is the right response to that problem, whatever its scope? For too many people on the left side of this debate, the proper response is to essentially dismantle the system and defang it as opposed to tinkering at the margins to make sure that you can maximize the benefits while minimizing the downside risk. And I think that's really what differentiates a kind of far left in these debates from the right. The far left just doesn't actually believe in the enterprise. So they're not trying to improve it.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Right. And I think this is all the Alex Vitale Argument Was there is fundamentally a flaw in the whole idea of this.
Rafael Mangual:
That's right.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Therefore, as a structure policing, it simply shouldn't exist.
Rafael Mangual:
Correct. Police abolitionists believe that you can solve the crime problem by giving people "what they need." Crime is simply a matter of socioeconomic deprivation. There are a bunch of problems with that view, but I'll focus on a couple here. One, undergirding that view is an insane amount of hubris because these are people who are telling you essentially that they have the solution to a problem that has proven to be intractable for as far as humans have populated the earth. There's never been a society without poverty. There's never been a society without inequality. There's never been a society without predation.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
And even if you take people to the extremes, I always use the example of the Enron executives who completely defrauded their company's pension schemes. 
Rafael Mangual:
The didn't need The money. 
They had Phenomenal educations. They came through the Ivy League. They were making millions of dollars a year already. They committed this massive pension fraud because they had the opportunity and they were human beings.
Rafael Mangual:
Correct.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Is this an opportunity and can I get away with it?
Rafael Mangual:
And the other thing that really kind of undergirds my point of view here is the idea that we know how to manipulate the future behavior of complex human beings reliably and at scale I think is kind of silly. So I just accept our limitations to take people who are on the wrong track and magically place them on the right track. I accept that some portion of the population will be on the wrong track and that there's not a ton that we know how to do about it. And therefore we just have to use force and social control when we have the opportunity to do that.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Now you mentioned social control, very informed scholars at the time. David Bailey and Clifford Sheering were writing about policing. It's now 30 years old. But in it they wrote the policing having a role in what they called the elephant of social control and social control being a vital part of, especially our public spaces where we have to share space and all get on with each other. But that requires policing small stuff as well as big stuff. And that seems to be another area where a lot of the progressives sort of far left who are looking to remove police from a lot of the basic mechanisms of social control as well.
Rafael Mangual:
But there are just so many misconceptions undergirding that effort. I mean, Zuran Mamdani, the mayor of New York City, ran on this. Hey, the police have too much to do. They should be concentrating on the really serious crimes like robberies and rapes and homicides. So we should just take them out of the game of dealing with and responding to low level offending. Things like jumping the turnstile, traffic infractions. What people don't understand is how policing actually works on the ground. And I wish every single one of the progressives who made this kind of argument would be forced to do 10 ride-alongs. Maintaining public order is just good unto itself. Right.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Yeah. And that's the part I was actually thinking about coming to because George Kelling -
Rafael Mangual:
A mentor of mine when I first started at the Manhattan Institute.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
And a lovely guy and a very thoughtful man too. I met both him and James Q. Wilson. They’re almost caricatured as sort of conservative evil these days.
Rafael Mangual:
He would often say that his work had been bastardized. That was the word that he would always use.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Because some of that broken window stuff was then taken and drove a lot of policing that is an argument was taken to excess to some degree. But the underlying principle, actually I have a lot of sympathy for because it tells you something about the functioning of society, about how public space works. I told you, I take the bus here. And when I worked at another university, I used to take the subway. When you see people, six out of 10, seven out of 10 people jumping the turnstiles, when you see people in Philadelphia, the buses have got the driver and the pay system at the You get on at the front, you get off in the middle doors. When you see people just walking on the middle doors, nothing happening. It tells you something about where society is.
Rafael Mangual:
It also signals something about the level of security in the space that you're in. Because if people are openly and wantonly engaging in antisocial behavior in a public space, they're only doing that because they're confident that no one's going to intervene. That was the beautiful inside of Broken Windows, was that it recognized that public perception often turned on how safe they perceive public spaces to be.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Yes. Are you losing faith in academia?
Rafael Mangual:
Yes. Yes. I mean, there are bright spots and I'm not shining a light up your ass, but I do think that UPenn has an incredible department here.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
It’s a great department. I love being here.
Rafael Mangual:
I mean, you, John, I mean, Braga, Chauvin. I mean, it's fantastic. I mean, really great thinkers who are doing great work, who are using really great study designs and providing the empirical basis for, I think, sounder policy. Unfortunately, UPenn is an outlier. And I think that far too many criminology departments, sociology departments are just committed to the view that the criminal justice system needs to shrink, that it is racist, that we have an over-incarceration problem, that we have a police violence problem, and that those systems need to be denied resources at all costs.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
You're not seeing a pendulum swing backwards?
Rafael Mangual:
Not necessarily in academia. I mean, certainly out in the real world. I do think that the policy environment has become less friendly to the sort of radical left criminal justice reform movement that enjoyed a ton of success really between say 2014 and 2021.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
But in New York, you've just elected Mamdani.
Rafael Mangual:
New York is immune to these trends in every way.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
I mentioned him in my recent piece in Vital City. He's certainly looking to remove police from a lot of the lower level calls around Behavioral Health kind of work. As a scientist, we should be open to testing all sorts of ideas. I have some concerns, but -
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah, and you should. And we've been testing these ideas in New York. I mean, as you know, and you mentioned it in your piece, I mean, there is a pilot program that's existed for some years now called Be Heard, which does send alternative responders to certain mental health calls. But if you look at the data on Be Heard, in the places where they operate, they've never responded to more than 25% of the 911 calls that they could possibly respond to.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
And this becomes a challenge I don't think people understand. There isn't a straight one-to-one trade-off. You can't look at the work of a police department and simply reduce that amount of sort of funding and create this other organization because you have to create in that other organization a pension system, an administrative system, overtime, supervisors, accountability mechanisms. The reason we gave so many of these jobs to the police, right or wrong, was because it was the cheapest option.
Rafael Mangual:
Not only that, but it was also the one place where you had a critical mass of people willing to do that work and take those risks. And this is something that I think is underappreciated in this debate. If you look at Be Heard, one of the main reasons why they only respond to no more than 25% of the calls is that they screen out most of the calls back to the police. Why? Because according to that program's current policy regime, Be Heard will not send responders to a call where someone has expressed suicidal ideation, to a call in which someone has access to a weapon, to a call in which someone is currently being violent, or the caller believes might be violent. You tell me where you're going to find enough mental health workers who are going to work for 65, $80,000 a year to do this kind of work under those circumstances, and then voluntarily take the risks of taking the more dangerous calls, which by the way, are the calls with the highest risk of a use of force, which is what undergirds this whole call for reform anyway.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Because all of those perfectly safe calls, if they had a functioning behavioral health system, they would never come to the police anyway.
Rafael Mangual:
Correct.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Because what the police are essentially dealing with is the institutional failure of behavioral health. This is not a policing problem. It's a failure of behavioral health that the police are picking up.
Rafael Mangual:
And the only reason it becomes a policing issue is because eventually those behavioral health system failures will result in a situation getting out of hand. When police are called, they're not called to solve the behavioral health issue. They're called to restore order to a situation in which order has been lost. And I think also, just again, getting back to the humility point, I think one of the things that people are unwilling to recognize in this debate is that there is a subpopulation of people suffering from severe mental illness who are simply incapable of functioning in society like regular people, which means that you need force and social control to be on the table. And that means involuntary commitment, that means long-term institutionalization. And without those things, it's only a matter of time until those individuals find themselves in degraded states.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Well, in the wealthiest neighborhoods, people have the level of income where they can actually get the kind of help that people need so this is a problem that is always going to heavily focus on the poorer neighborhoods.
Rafael Mangual:
But I think part of the reason it remains to be a problem is that people just are not willing to acknowledge the reality. I mean, I have some personal experience with this. I have a deceased family member who was severely mentally ill, bipolar, paranoid, schizophrenic, and the city's response to her problems was to give her housing. So the city gave her a subsidized apartment in a beautiful building right next to Tompkins Square Park in New York City, which it's a beautiful neighborhood. The kind of apartment that people pay $6,000 a month to live in.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Right.
Rafael Mangual:
And yet she would spend maybe one, two, three nights a month in that apartment. She would be found on the street in hospitals, in jails, all of the time. Why? Well, because she was sick and she didn't know she was sick. And so it wasn't resources that she needed. It wasn't material resources. It was someone to finally pull the lever of incapacitating her and keeping her safe from herself and her worst tendencies. And eventually that was done, but it took 10 years.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
So I put you in charge.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Congratulations.
Rafael Mangual:
Thank you. God help us all.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
If you could pick one or two things that you could do to change how this space thinks, functions or operates.
Rafael Mangual:
I'll never try to change how people think. I think that's an impossible task, but if I were king for a day, I would change the system. I would make it significantly easier to involuntarily commit people. I think a lot of these people, you'll read these stories about these individuals. Well, they've been in and out of the hospital 17 times in the last two years. Well, why does that happen? Well, because half the time the doctor, the actual MD doesn't have time to see every single one of these cases. So they're getting treated by a PA or a nurse and then they're getting turned back out. The system does not consider the PAs or the nurses competent to make determinations about whether this person can be safely released. Only the doctor can do that. So that's one change that we can make.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
It's lovely to talk about utopia, but I think you have to live in a world of brutal realism. This is where we are.
Rafael Mangual:
I say it all the times. Hobbs was right. I mean, you can disagree about the scope of the Leviathan state,
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Nasty, brutish and Short
Rafael Mangual:
Yes, that's right.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Nasty, brutish and short.
Rafael Mangual:
That's right. But there are some people in society who, for whatever reason, are going to do terrible things. We can respond to that with force and control, or we can respond to it with hopes and dreams, and I prefer the former.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Well, when people come up with that argument, all it sends to me is that, oh, you've just told me that you've never done a scrap of field work. That’s right. You've never been out there really in a meaningful way. You might've done so in a controlled environment, an inside-out class where people are on their best behavior or in a very controlled clinical situation, but it just screams to me you've never been on the front line.
Rafael Mangual:
Yeah, I think that's right.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
What's next for you?
Rafael Mangual:
Maybe working on another book. I mean, one of the interesting questions that I've gotten a lot since my last book is, what's my take on the root causes of crime if they're not socioeconomic in nature? And I do have a take, so maybe a book on that, but we'll see. Right now, it's just a lot of work just working with state legislatures, trying to get positive changes, enshrined in law, working with police departments, trying to help advise on some of the tactical decisions that they're making, and just trying to change the direction of the public debate by doing things like what I'm about to do in a few minutes.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
Good stuff. Well, universities are supposed to be places for diversity. We've nailed one part of that down, but the other side is diversity of though, and you're one of the people that makes a very strong contribution in that. So I appreciate the chance to sit down and chat. Thanks Very much. 
Rafael Mangual:
I appreciate it. Thank you for having me on.
Jerry Ratcliffe:
That was episode 98 of Reducing Crime recorded in April 2026 in my office at the University of Pennsylvania. If you teach, DM me for multiple choice questions for every episode, and you can find a transcript of this episode at reducingcrime.com. Subscribe to this podcast at Spotify, SoundCloud, Apple, or wherever you pod. 
Be safe and best of luck.
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