
MIKE LEE: How did you decide to become a lawyer?

LARRY KRASNER: I considered three career choices because I 
wasn’t good enough to be a server in a restaurant.  And although 
my car mechanic skills were quite good, that was hard work. 
I considered becoming a professor of language, specifically 
Spanish; I considered divinity school and wherever that would 
lead; and I considered law school while working as a carpenter 
a year after college.  My brother said, “What are you talking 
about?  You just like to argue with people, so be a lawyer.” I 
had to admit that after I argued with him, he was right.  

On the campaign, we learned that 
you went to Stanford Law School.  
What made you decide to go out 
west?       
The West Coast is beautiful, and in many 
ways a different culture.  It’s also hard to 
turn down a palm tree.  I had some other 
opportunities with some great schools in 
colder climates with a lot of snow and 
ice. I had gone to college in Chicago 
where there were some brutal winters.  
In fact, some of the most memorable 
storms of the century occurred while I 
was in Chicago. I was in the mood for 
palm trees and a different lifestyle and 
culture, and that’s what I got. 

After law school, how did you settle upon the home 
of the Super Bowl champion Philadelphia Eagles? 
I am originally from St. Louis, Missouri, but my family moved 
out here when I was about nine years old.  My family lived in 
the Philadelphia area all through my years in high school, and 
my parents remained here, so there was that draw.  The other 
side of it was that I met my wife in law school. I was trying to 
become a prosecutor or a defense lawyer with a strong focus 
on civil rights, and she wanted to become an employment 
discrimination lawyer for plaintiffs. Unlike criminal law, 
there’s a constitutional entitlement to counsel for those clients 
who cannot afford an attorney. As a result, there are many job 
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L
arry Krasner, district attorney for the City of Philadelphia, 
wants to create a “movement” to reform law enforcement 
in this city and beyond. In 1987, he began his legal career 
as a Philadelphia public defender, followed by a promotion 

to the city’s branch of the Federal Public Defender’s Office in 1991. 
In 1993, Krasner formed a private practice in criminal defense. He has 
spent his career fighting for social justice; representing protesters, pro 
bono, involved with civil rights movements in Philadelphia and across 
the country. Krasner has represented clients involved in ACT UP, Black 
Lives Matter, Decarcerate PA and many more. He lives in Philadelphia 
with his wife of 28 years, and they have two adult sons. Krasner graduated 
from the University of Chicago and Stanford Law School.  
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Because he was delusional and schizophrenic,  
at least periodically, he told me that there were demons in  
the house, and he was going in there to save the people.   

I thought, “Okay.”  

opportunities in a lot of cities for defense attorneys; and for 
prosecutors who are funded by the government.

However, there is no pile of money out there to fund people 
who are doing discrimination claims on behalf of plaintiffs in 
employment matters.  So, there were only a few positions in 
the country and my wife landed one in Philadelphia. The two 
of us, who had been looking in many cities, landed here.  

Can you tell me about your first trial as a public 
defender?
I’ll tell you about my first significant trial. When you become 
a public defender, you are assigned misdemeanor cases for 
a while, and then they generally shift you to waiver trials, 
which are criminal felony trials in front of a judge. I was 

being mentored during my first week of waiver trials, which 
is always quite an adjustment because sentencing can include 
jail time.

One of my clients was a mentally ill homeless African-
American man who I met in jail. The buttons on his prison 
uniform were all mal-adjusted.  We spoke about the case.  It 
was a burglary case where he was alleged to have broken 
into a home. Because he was schizophrenic and delusional, 
at least periodically, he told me that there were demons in the 
house, and he was going in there to save the people.  I thought, 
“Okay.”  

We had a choice to make. Do we turn this into a year-long 
escapade trying to get experts to show that he’s mentally ill; 
do we deal with a not-too-serious case since he never actually 
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went inside the house, he only broke the window and was 
caught; or do we just put the case in front of the judge and rely 
on the judge to have some sense about it?  The key witness 
was the defendant, whose prison-uniform buttons were once 
again mal-adjusted.  The judge was Hon. Legrome D. Davis, 
who went on to the federal bench.

The defendant was sworn in and I asked him his name, which 
he gave.  I tried to encourage him to start explaining what 
happened, that he wasn’t going in there to commit a felony.  
He was going to save the people inside the house.  He started 
to tell a slightly different, but also delusional story, about what 
he was going to do. He said, “Your Honor, did you know I 
was the first black captain of the Starship Enterprise?”  And 
the judge, who was not a laugh-a-minute, started laughing so 
hard that he had to leave the bench and go back into chambers.  

After about five minutes, Judge Davis came back out, 
suppressing a smile. Rather than the 
felonies or the misdemeanors that were 
available, he decided he would give 
the man a conviction on a summary 
offense of disorderly conduct, to try 
to obtain treatment for the defendant 
in the system.  That’s a case I haven’t 
forgotten.

After a very successful 30-
year career in private practice, 
did you just wake up one day 
and decide to run for district 
attorney? 
For three years, I was a county 
defender; two years as a federal 
defender; and then 25 years in private 
practice; but the short answer is yes.  I 
woke up one day and decided to run 
for district attorney because I was 
aware of the other candidates. As I 
looked at the other candidates, it was 
obvious to me there was not going to 
be any profound change in an office 
that needed profound change.

Being 56 years old and having a 
bloody forehead from beating my 
head against the exterior walls of the DA’s office, I figured 
coming in the front door and changing things from the inside 
might be worth the effort and that I could probably contribute 
more in that way. I decided to give it a shot.  

  
After 30 years of practicing law in Philadelphia, how 
did you still have so much optimism for the criminal 
justice system?  
There has always been the potential in the criminal justice 
system to go in the right direction.  Unfortunately, the 
conductors have been madly steering the train off a bridge, 
but it’s not that hard to steer it in the right direction.  You must 
look past the current culture and past the culture nationally of 
the last few decades.  

There’s tremendous power in DA’s offices.  The power 
has just traditionally been in the hands of people who took a 

very draconian approach, with some terrible results.  If you 
want to make a change, it’s one of those positions where you 
can make a lot of change in a short period of time without 
having to persuade other people who may be more interested 
in politics.  I’m just not that interested in politics.  I’m much 
more interested in changing the direction of the DA’s office.
   
Many have heard you say that it’s not about “me,” 
it’s about “we.” Could you explain what you mean 
by such a bold statement?
That is a slogan I can’t take credit for, but what I mean by 
it is that it’s apparent that this election was really about 
a movement.  It’s a movement locally and nationally.  I’m 
not just throwing that out there.  Look at Kim Foxx, state’s 
attorney in Cook County, Illinois.  Look at Kim Ogg, district 
attorney in Harris County, Texas.  Look at Mark Gonzalez, 

district attorney in Nueces County, 
Texas.  Look at George Gascon, district 
attorney in San Francisco.  Look at Eric 
Gonzalez, district attorney for Kings 
County, New York, and Ken Thompson 
before him, who passed away.

There is a sweeping trend of electing 
progressive district attorneys across the 
country.  They don’t just run, and they 
don’t just win.  They overwhelmingly 
are winning.  About 85 percent of 
these races are successful across the 
country, and the races are occurring 
mostly in major cities. There are 
also several sheriff’s races in which 
very progressive candidates, many of 
them viewed as outsiders, have been 
successful.  The nastiest sheriff in 
the United States, Maricopa County, 
Arizona’s Joe Arpaio, got voted out 
despite his national profile when he had 
to run against a capable, progressive 
candidate.

There is a movement and it is 
national, and it’s not so much about 
the personality of the individual 
running for office.  It’s about the ideas 

and the agenda that are being put forward. In Philadelphia, 
millennials; African-Americans, especially older women; and 
white working-class people; all well-informed on the issues, 
held hands and not only produced a victory, but produced a 
level of voter participation that has not been seen in a long 
time.  

In the primary, voter participation increased from 
approximately 12-13 percent to approximately 17-18 percent, 
a huge jump.  In the general election, the participation 
increased even more.  In some races the total number of votes 
that turned out increased from 130,000 to 200,000.  Who cares 
about off-year elections, right?  There are things going on. 
Some of the action is a response to Donald Trump and his 
policy decisions.  Some of the action is a result of millennial 
culture and that Philadelphia is filling up with people who 
care profoundly about public schools, for instance.  

Some of the action 
is a response to 

Donald Trump and 
his policy decisions.  
Some of the action 

is a result of 
millennial culture and 
that Philadelphia is 

filling up with people 
who care profoundly 
about public schools, 

for instance.
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A lot of it also results from the reality of what black women 
have experienced watching one out of three black men go to 
jail, which is the national statistic.  One out of three black men 
will go to jail in their lifetime, and the real cost comes from 
the jobs lost and the families broken and the neighborhoods 
broken. 

It’s a movement, and it’s not about me.  If it was about me, I 
never should have won.  It’s about the movement.  

 
What occupies you outside of being part of the leap 
in this movement?      
For a long time, I was a bicycle commuter,  but due to my 
relocation, that is no longer a necessary or entirely viable 
activity.  Also, in my prior life, I cooked a lot.  

What was your signature dish? 
I had several signature dishes. But one of them was my world-
famous St. Louis baby-back ribs. I also serve up a mean 
salmon, and I’m particularly lethal with a grill. I barbecue 

with a wood grill, not a gas grill. I also used to make some 
excellent scallops and I was very good with asparagus. 

Is there anything you would like Philadelphia 
lawyers to do?

Join the movement.  The DA’s office needs incredibly 
capable trial lawyers and appellate lawyers.  These skills are 
transferrable.  If you share the mission of the movement, if 
you’re willing to work hard and if you have a pile of talent, 
please apply to this office.  We are trying to build something 
different here to advance the movement.  It requires grass-
roots efforts, and we are opening our arms wide to lawyers 
from all different fields who want to be part of it, so please 
apply.  

Mike Lee (Mike.lee@Phila.gov), assistant district attorney, is 
the interim director of legislation and government affairs in the 
Philadelphia District Attorney’s Office.

It’s a movement, and it’s not about me.  If it was about me, I 
never should have won.  It’s about the movement.




