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Preface: 

Who Cares?

Most books about famous criminal cases pick a side. They either lionize the accused or condemn them. They simplify. This book does neither, and that refusal is what makes it worth reading.

When Luigi Mangione was arrested in December 2024 for the killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, he became an instant symbol. To some, he was a folk hero who had struck back against a system that lets people die for profit. To others, he was a terrorist who murdered a father of two on a Manhattan sidewalk. Social media did what social media does: it flattened a complicated human being into content, into merchandise, into takes. What got lost was everything that matters.

Jeff Hood and Alli Sullivan bring unusual credentials to this case. Hood has served as a spiritual advisor to death row inmates across five states and has witnessed eleven executions. He knows what it looks like when the government kills someone. Sullivan has spent years navigating the American healthcare system as a chronically ill person, subject to the whims of insurance companies and their algorithms. Between them, they understand both sides of the violence this case has exposed: the violence of the individual and the violence of the system.

The essays collected here argue that these two forms of violence cannot be separated. The bullet that killed Brian Thompson and the denial letters that have killed countless anonymous Americans are part of the same problem. Hood and Sullivan refuse to celebrate either. They condemn the shooting. They also condemn the pursuit of the death penalty against Mangione, viewing it as political theater rather than justice. And they condemn the healthcare industry that creates the desperation from which such acts emerge.

This position will frustrate readers looking for easy answers. Those who have made Mangione into a revolutionary saint will find no support here for the idea that killing a CEO constitutes meaningful political action. Those who want him executed will find a detailed argument for why state killing solves nothing and perpetuates the cycle of violence. The authors are equal-opportunity disappointers, and that is precisely what this moment requires.

One of the most striking essays examines Mangione's intellectual influences, his engagement with Krishnamurti and liberation theology, his apparent belief that he had seen through society's illusions to some unbearable truth. Hood and Sullivan treat this seriously without endorsing it. They recognize that Mangione's reported writings reveal a young man grappling with real moral questions about injustice and complicity. They also recognize that his alleged answer to those questions was catastrophically wrong. Understanding is not the same as excusing.

The book is particularly sharp on the failures of the Luigi Mangione fandom. Hood and Sullivan document how online supporters have turned a capital case into entertainment, treating the possibility of execution as background noise to their meme-making. They argue, convincingly, that this performative support actually harms Mangione's chances. Every post celebrating the killing of Thompson makes it easier for prosecutors to paint him as a dangerous ideologue who must be eliminated. The fandom is not saving him. It may be helping to kill him.

Attorney General Pam Bondi's decision to seek the death penalty receives extended criticism. The announcement came before indictment, delivered via social media graphic, with no opportunity for defense counsel to present mitigating evidence. Hood and Sullivan see this as emblematic of how capital punishment actually functions in America, not as a careful weighing of the worst offenses, but as a political tool wielded against whoever serves the interests of those in power. Mangione, despite his lack of prior criminal record, became useful to an administration eager to demonstrate its commitment to executions.

The practical policy proposals in these pages deserve attention. The authors call for mandatory disclosure of insurance denial rates, independent medical review boards, criminal liability for executives whose companies make fraudulent denials resulting in death, and bans on AI-driven claim rejections without physician review. These are concrete reforms that would address the systemic violence the case has highlighted. They offer an alternative to both vigilantism and theatrical prosecution.

What emerges from this collection is an argument that America faces a choice. It can execute Luigi Mangione while leaving the healthcare system unchanged, sending a clear message about whose lives matter and whose violence counts. Or it can use this moment to pursue real accountability, for Mangione through imprisonment, for the insurance industry through reform. The first option satisfies the desire for spectacle. The second might actually reduce suffering.

Hood and Sullivan do not pretend to have all the answers. They acknowledge the difficulty of their position, the way it satisfies no one fully, the discomfort of refusing to join either team. But they insist that this discomfort is necessary. The Mangione case has revealed something broken at the center of American life. Fixing it will require more than a verdict. It will require the kind of sustained moral attention these essays model.

The trial will proceed. The fandom will continue generating content. The insurance companies will continue denying claims. Somewhere in federal detention, a human being awaits a decision about whether he will live or die. This book asks readers to hold all of that at once, without flinching, without simplifying, without looking away. It is an uncomfortable read. It should be.
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Luigi Mangione Illustrates Everything Wrong with the Death Penalty

Alli Sullivan

An earlier version of this piece was produced with The Luigi Case Files to mark World Day Against the Death Penalty. 2025's theme—"the death penalty protects no one"—which certainly rings true in the case of Luigi Mangione.

When Attorney General Pam Bondi pledged on her first day in office to "revive the federal death penalty," it didn't surprise any one of us that has been privy to the state of the death penalty in recent years. Afterall, she was no stranger to pursuing the punishment in her home state of Florida during her tenure as Florida's Attorney General and in order to serve as one of Donald Trump's personal attorneys during his first impeachment trial, I have no doubt that she possessed many of the same qualities as her maniacal boss—namely his lust for blood—making her the perfect candidate to carry out Trump's revenge-fueled agenda in this second go around.

Within weeks of assuming her role as US Attorney General, she set her sights on one man. Luigi Mangione—a young man with no prior criminal record, no history of violence, and an extraordinary academic profile. He became the test case to promote the political aspirations of a woman who announced her intent to seek death via a Canva graphic. 

How did Luigi end up here? In December 2024, Luigi was accused of killing UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson in Manhattan. Held in federal detention for almost a year, he now faces overlapping state and federal prosecutions that include charges of murder with a firearm and interstate stalking. Luigi's case bears none of the hallmarks one might expect from someone facing this nation's harshest punishment—reminding the public that their skewed perceptions of capital punishment don't even begin to reflect the reality of it. For decades this country has been grappling with the issue of arbitrariness with its application—that it is not the "worst of the worst" that get sent to death row, but it is the people whom government officials can make an example out of and whose cases they can use to re-legitimize the system of capital punishment in the eyes of the public. In the 1970s the US Supreme Court, in the case called Furman v. Georgia, shot down all death penalty schemes in the US and forced states that wanted to have the death penalty to rewrite their laws. Four years and four days later, the 'July 2nd Cases'—of which Gregg v. Georgia is the most well-known—upheld these new schemes. Not only is the death penalty not becoming less arbitrary, many would argue it is becoming worse—particularly as courts are refusing to listen to the merits of one's case, hiding behind procedural bars—even in cases of innocence. Donald Trump's stacked US Supreme Court ruled in a 2022 decision that, among other things, innocence was not enough to stop an execution if it can be demonstrated on paper that the defendant received "due process". 

This case lays bare everything that is broken about the federal death penalty. When Pam Bondi ordered her prosecutors to seek the death penalty, Luigi had not even been indicted—let alone presented with the opportunity to push back on the claims made by the federal government. Instead, defense counsel learned the government sought to pursue death for Luigi from a reporter. It is more than likely Luigi and his family found out the same thing from the news, alongside the rest of the world.

More than that, Luigi's defense was denied any meaningful opportunity to present mitigating evidence before a grand jury, potentially swayed by comments from the Attorney General, met and subsequently reached an indictment. That is the problem with how grand jury proceedings are conducted in the US—they're one-sided by design. And despite numerous requests, the defense was also denied a meeting with the Justice Department's death penalty review committee, a key step that normally ensures full consideration before a death sentence is pursued.

Addressing this in their September 20, 2025 motion to preclude the death penalty, Luigi's defense team wrote "the Mangione case presented an opportunity for the new Administration to demonstrate its loathing of the prior administration, and to publicly advance its new and aggressive death penalty agenda through one of the most watched criminal cases in decades." 

Translation: The Government showed zero regard for the person whose life it planned to take. As has been glaringly obvious with this administration, they
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