
ROCHELLE M. FEDULLO: Why is Dec. 15, 1983 an 
important day in your life?

SOZI PEDRO TULANTE: That date is the day I arrived in 
Philadelphia.  My family and I had come from the Congo where 
my father was a political prisoner. Through the intervention of 
the United Nations and the U.S., he was released, and then 
we furiously applied for asylum. We debate about the refugee 
crisis today but we forget that many refugees, like me, were 
so grateful because the United States was the first country to 
extend the hand. Can you imagine a better dream than to leave 

a country where your father is in prison 
to come to the United States where 
everybody has opportunity?

Now, it quickly became clear that the 
dream was not a very straight arc. We 
happened to arrive in Philadelphia at 
the same time that crack cocaine was 
infiltrating the community. I was 8 years 
old at the time, and as you know, 8-year-
old boys are not wonderful. 8-year-old 
boys in a new country, not knowing 
anybody and trying to prove themselves, 
become bad 9-year-old boys, 10-year-
old boys and 11-year-old boys. I finally 
got my act together when I was around  
12 or 13. 
 
How did you get on the road that 
led you to Harvard University?       

At Conwell Middle School a teacher found something 
beautiful in me, something that I did not see myself, but really 
understood that I was in love with math, and it opened up 
possibilities for me. 

I then went to Northeast High School. Northeast was perfect 
for me because it is the wonderful combination of being both a 
neighborhood school and a magnet school. I was only limited 
at that time by what the next step would be. 

You often have some sense of what college is going to be 
like, how to apply and to where. I did not know anybody 
who went to college so I started volunteering in the college 
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guidance counselor’s office in ninth grade. Over the next four 
years, I knew everything to know about the college process 
– when the school fairs were, the difference between rolling 
admission and a hard admission and what essays to write. 
By the end, I was able to really tailor my goals and Harvard 
University was where I went. 

Describe your Harvard undergraduate experience 
and what made you decide to go on to Harvard Law 
School?  
When I got to Harvard I quickly realized, being a poor African 
kid from an urban high school in Philadelphia, that I had a 
pretty steep learning curve. There were very few people like 
me at Harvard.

Fortunately, at Harvard I was learning from luminaries 
like Cornel West, Henry Louis Gates and Evelyn Brooks 
Higginbotham, all in the African-American Studies 
Department. That was my major, and I focused on the Civil 
Rights Movement, particularly the early 1960s. I admired the 

great things that civil rights lawyers did, and just across the 
street was one of the best law schools in the country.

What was your career path from law school until 
this January?
First, I practiced at Goodwin Proctor LLP in Boston. Then, 
around 2004, I left to clerk for a wonderful judge, Hon. 
Reginald C. Lindsay, U.S. District Court for the District 
of Massachusetts, now deceased. He was the only African-
American federal judge in Massachusetts, also had gone to 
Harvard and was one of two African-Americans in his class 
in the late 1960s. He was a really wonderful mentor to me. 
I asked him at the end of my clerkship if I should go back to 
my corporate law firm. He told me instead to be a “lawyer;” 
go to court, try cases, take depositions and do not be in the 
background assembling documents for someone else to do it.  

He suggested that I think about going home to practice in 
Philadelphia. I applied to Hangley Aronchick Segal Pudlin & 
Schiller because they had that hands-on reputation. I could not 
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resist the magnetism of Philadelphia 
and I came back.

However, I wanted to try more cases. 
Other than being a plaintiff’s lawyer or 
an assistant district attorney, the only 
way to try cases consistently is in the 
U.S. Attorney’s office, particularly in 
the Eastern District of Pennsylvania.

As a kid, I was around people 
who were dealing drugs, living 
in neighborhoods that were being 
decimated by drugs. I thought that as a 
prosecutor, I could be part of a response 
to that problem.  Being from where I 
came from, knowing what I knew, I 
could relate to the defendants. I could 
humanize them; I could talk to them, 
making sure they understood that they 
would be treated fairly. If they had an 
opportunity to help themselves, I would 
help them see it.  

What made you decide to take 
on the job of leading the Law 
Department?
When you are at the federal level you 
are not as connected to the city, and I 
feel like when you work for the city’s 
Law Department, you are closer to the 
pulse of the city, to the people.

I worked under two former city 

solicitors, two of my mentors at 
Hangley, Joseph Dworetzky and Mark 
Aronchick, and whenever we had some 
downtime, all they wanted to talk about 
was the City Solicitor’s office. At first 
I did not know what the city solicitor 
did, so I looked it up. Then I was placed 
on the transition committee for Mayor 
Nutter to look at the law department, 
and I came in and interviewed some 
of the people in the department. I 
walked away being very impressed by 
what they do, how much they give of 
themselves and their skill.

I had the pleasure of reading 
an essay you authored from an 
anthology titled “This I Believe: 
Philadelphia.” What inspired you 
to write with such feeling about 
your belief in the city and its 
promise?     
When I was growing up, immigrants 
in Philadelphia felt very visible. I 
know we felt the immigrant vibe, as 
Africans in North Philadelphia. I wrote 
that, in part, to say “Hey Philadelphia, 
you have among you people who are 
coming to the city because it is actually 
living up to its original founding 
notions as a sanctuary, as a refuge from 

persecution.” That is why the Quakers 
came here in the late 17th century.

You must believe in the hope that 
things will end up better. You often 
hear about Philly’s 24 percent poverty 
rate, its school district running out of 
money, the pension fund losing money 
and you want to ask, “What are we 
going to do?” I go to Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s quote, “The arc of the moral 
universe is long, but it bends toward 
justice.”  The point is that simply no 
matter how dark things look, no matter 
how bad things look, the arc of the 
moral universe reaches justice. 

What are your ideas and plans 
for the Law Department and 
what are the opportunities and 
challenges?   
I want the Law Department to be a 
vehicle for helping the city improve 
finances and to think broadly about 
litigating affirmatively. I want to 
dedicate a few lawyers to discover 
ways to go to court and litigate to 
further public policy and return money 
to the city. This is not a revolutionary 
proposal. Kenneth Trujillo briefly put 
the same plan in place when he was 
City Solicitor. Currently, Baltimore, 

the philadelphia lawyer   Spring 2016 19



New York and San Francisco have similar programs. 
Let us think about ways to identify those engaged in illegal 

fraud or deceit on the public where the city has standing. If 
the city has standing, let us investigate pursuing action. Keep 
watching our website for updates (http://www.phila.gov/law/
Pages/default.aspx). 

The Law Department has some of the most incredible 
lawyers in the city of Philadelphia. I have met with each of 
them and listened to their concerns, their challenges, their 
resource limitations and so forth. They will tell you that they 
enjoy coming to work and representing the public. 

Also, I want to be able to leverage the outside connections 
and links I have with law firms and the federal government 
for their input. We want everyone to know, including public 
interest organizations like the ACLU, Public Interest Law 
Center and the Education Law Center, that we want to be 
partners. We represent the entire city, so it behooves us to 
listen to folks who are part of the fabric. 

What do you enjoy doing when you are not busy 
being a lawyer?
I love sports and I am a huge trivia buff.  I was on Jeopardy 
when I was in law school, and I lost on the final question. 
When I was growing up I clearly had this nervous energy. I 
needed to get out, but if I got out, I would get in trouble. My 
father’s solution was to convince me to read our Encyclopedia 
Britannica. I learned random things about random places and 
people, but it served me no use at all except when I would 
watch Jeopardy. 

At a certain point my wife said, “Why don’t you just try out 
for Jeopardy?” 

I said, “No, you have to be one of those science guys, the 
geeky guys I knew from Harvard.” 

And she pointed out, “You are the geeky guy from Harvard.” 
Fair enough, so I went and took the test, got on the show and 

I had $11,000 that I blew on the final question.
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What was the final question and answer?
The final category was world leaders. This was in 2001 and 
the question was, “This man whose father was a Thembu 
chief became president of his country in 1994.” As I retell the 
story, I am always amazed how I got it wrong, but there was 
a process. 

As I considered potential responses, the first person 
I eliminated was Nelson Mandela, because he was not 
technically a world leader in 2001. His presidency ended in 
1999. I mentally scoured the African continent to figure out 
the African president who took power in 1994. This was when 
Hosni Mubarak, Muammar al-Gaddafi and Robert Mugabe 
were in power. I was eliminating people left, right and center. 
The easy thing, at least, was at the time most leaders in Africa 
had led for 30 years or so. I finally settled on Paul Kagame. 
He took over after the Rwandan genocide in 1994. As they 
say, if you eliminate all other possibilities, whatever you are 
left with, no matter how improbable, has to be the answer. The 
woman in third place puts down Nelson Mandela and Alex 
says, “that’s correct.” Then they come to me, “Here we have 
Sozi Tulante, a wonderful story from Africa, went to Harvard, 
studied African history and he said he’ll take the money from 
his winnings and take his parents back for the first time, 
because they’re refugees, wonderful story – what did you put 
down?” 

“Paul Kagame.”  
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Alex looked into the camera, thinking who the heck is Paul 
Kagame? Afterward, the woman in third place apologized to 
me as though she offended me, like that should have been my 
answer. 

After the show aired, when I was working at Goodwin 
Procter in Boston, I went to a Cozi to order a salad or 
something, and this guy kept looking at me. He asked if I was 
the guy who was on Jeopardy.  He said, “You almost had it, 
man, you almost had it.” 

How do you view the role of the Law Department 
in terms of the outside legal community including 
other law firms, the public interest community and 
the Philadelphia Bar Association?   
One of the things that is important to know about me is that I 
believe in collaboration and partnerships. One of my goals for 
the Law Department is to ensure that stakeholders in the legal 
community know that the Law Department is going to reach 
out and be receptive to people reaching out to us like law 
firms, public interest organizations and the Philadelphia Bar 

Association to give us some feedback on how we are doing. 
Clearly, there are instances where we may be adverse to public 
interest organizations, but it does not mean that we cannot, at 
the leadership level, have relationships. 

I want a relationship with the bench and I have spoken to 
a gathering of federal judges.  I am going to be reaching out 
to the President Judge Sheila Woods-Skipper, Philadelphia 
Court of Common Pleas, and other judges, so that they 
understand if there are systemic issues, to come to me. The 
way I see the law department heading, certainly under my 
reign, is building positive working relationships with other 
legal entities in Philadelphia. We represent all of Philadelphia 
and it is incumbent upon us to do that outreach. You will know 
because we are going to reach out to you.

Rochelle M. Fedullo (rochelle.fedullo@wilsonelser.com), 
partner at Wilson Elser Moskowitz Edelman & Dicker LLP, is 
Parliamentarian for the Philadelphia Bar Association’s Board 
of Governors and is a member of the Editorial Board of The 
Philadelphia Lawyer.
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