
a L U M n I

A L U M N I

Rebel Lawyer 
Gerald López’s radical theory—and practice 

by lydialyle gibson

W ith the sun  finally fading 
on a blazing spring after-
noon in Los Angeles, Gerald 
López, J.D. ’74, was sitting 

down to a simple dinner—salad, bread, Pro-
secco—at a restaurant a few blocks from the 
UCLA campus, where he teach-
es law. He has spent most of his 
life in this city, first as the child 
of Mexican immigrants, and later 
as a “wild-ass radical lawyer” for 
the poor and marginalized—and 
an equally wild and radical profes-
sor. Now he was trying to explain 
why he’d chosen public-interest 
law in the first place. Actually, the 
question didn’t make sense to him. 
What else would he have done? “I 
always thought the idea was, you 
go back to some neighborhood 
with a bunch of poor people and 
fight like shit,” he says. “Other-
wise, why be a lawyer?”

That was the bedrock. On top of 
it, López built a legal philosophy 
that has powerfully influenced the 
practice of civil-rights and poverty 
law. In 1992, he published a contro-

versial book that altered the way a generation 
of lawyers conceptualized their work: Rebel-
lious Lawyering: One Chicano’s Vision of Progressive 
Law Practice. Countless spin-off publications 
have appeared in legal journals over the years, 
applying López’s lessons to the specifics of 

immigration law, racial discrimination, mass 
incarceration, environmental justice, educa-
tion reform. The student-run Rebellious Law-
yering Conference, launched in 1994 at Yale 
Law School, held its twenty-fifth annual gath-
ering this past February, drawing more than 
1,000 participants. The book “stands among 
the transformative canons of clinical theory 
and practice,” wrote University of Miami le-
gal scholar Anthony Alfieri in a 2016 issue of 
Clinical Law Review dedicated to Rebellious Law-
yering. “Groundbreaking” and “radicalizing,” 
was how another author described it.

For all its influence and notoriety, Rebel-
lious Lawyering has been out of print since 
1995, when its small publisher was acquired 
by a larger company. For years, López fought 
to win back the publishing rights, as copies 

 Perhaps  instead of the next U2 album, 
Apple could make a copy of These Truths ap-
pear on every iPhone—not only because it 
offers the basic civics education that every 
American needs, but because it is a welcome 
corrective to the corrosive histories peddled 
by partisans. In these times, many will read 
These Truths like a dying man reading a first-
aid manual, but history is not self-help. Jill 
Lepore is at her best when she is describing 
what has happened, not prescribing what 

should; the book’s weakest pages are the 
final ones, where she lapses into prediction, 
and gets lost in a strained metaphor about 
the ship of state righting itself. 

But the first step in self-help is to know 
thyself, and Lepore can certainly help with 
that. She has assembled evidence of an 
America that was better than some thought, 
worse than almost anyone imagined, and 
weirder than most serious history books 
ever convey. Armed with the facts of what 

happened before, we are better able to ap-
proach our collective task of figuring out 
what should happen now. 

Casey N. Cep ’07, a former Berta Greenwald Ledecky 
Fellow at this magazine, has written for The New 
Yorker, The New Republic, and The New 
York Times. Her first book, Furious Hours: 
Harper Lee and an Unfinished Story of Race, 
Religion, and Murder in the Deep South, is 
forthcoming from Knopf.

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  C o r a l  v o n  Z u m w a l t

Gerald López on a pedestrian 
bridge two blocks from his 
childhood home in East Los 
Angeles. For him, rebellious 
lawyering is not just a legal 
theory, but a way of being. 
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of the book, suddenly scarce, disappeared 
from library shelves (Harvard’s law library is 
missing one copy, and allows only two-hour 
loans of another) and went for hundreds of 
dollars online. He finally succeeded in 2017, 
and plans to release a new edition soon.

Voluble and absorbing, Rebellious Lawyering 
reads like a long, genial manifesto. Richly de-
tailed fictional narratives follow several char-
acters through their daily work: housing and 
labor lawyers, the head of a public-interest 
litigation firm, a legal-aid immigration attor-
ney, a family-law specialist leading a neigh-
borhood service center. Embedded in all this 
is López’s central argument: that progressive 
lawyering “must be anchored in the world it 
tries to change.” It is not something exalted 
and apart. Rather than bringing power down 
from on high, “rebellious” lawyers take part 

creating it, collaborating on equal footing 
with clients to solve problems. 

That’s what lawyering is, López believes—
a form of problem-solving, albeit a “highly 
stylized” one, to which clients bring their 
own indispensable knowledge and exper-
tise, honed from the problem-solving they 
do every day in their own worlds and lives. 
In the book’s introduction, López recalls 
the first wave of activist lawyers who ar-
rived in his East L.A. neighborhood during 
the 1960s. Well-intentioned and full of en-
ergy, they were nevertheless strikingly inef-
fective. Their unfamiliarity with the commu-
nity they’d stepped into, and reluctance to 
immerse themselves further, left them mostly 
disconnected and unresponsive to the actual 
dynamics shaping local people’s lives. They 
tended, López wrote, “to fit our needs and as-

pirations into pre-established frameworks.” 
Tall and loping and light on his feet, 

López seems younger than his age. There 
are flashes of the teenage athlete who once 
wanted to be the fastest running back in 
the country. He smiles often—a delighted, 
open-mouthed smile that slivers his eyes 
into crescent moons. Now 70, he has been 
orbiting the ideas that animated Rebellious 
Lawyering for nearly his entire adult life. 
You can see them coalescing in the titles of 
his law review essays, written between the 
1980s and the present: “The Work We Know 
So Little About,” “The Idea of a Constitu-
tion in the Chicano Tradition,” “An Aversion 
to Clients,” “Shaping Community Problem 
Solving Around Community Knowledge,” 
“Changing Systems, Changing Ourselves.” 

He remains fixated partly because the 

 
Margaret M. Wang ’09,  the new president of the Harvard 
Alumni Association (HAA), is the youngest person to take on 
that role in modern history. She has volunteered for the organi-
zation for nearly a decade, while working professionally in busi-
ness strategy and development “across a number of different 
types and sizes of organizations—finance, tech, nonprofit—span-
ning a five-person startup to multinational corporations,” she 
says. Wang holds an M.B.A. from Stanford Graduate School of 
Business, and recently joined Bridgewater Associates, of West-
port, Connecticut, the world’s largest hedge fund, as a manager 
of client service.

At the HAA, she plans to apply her breadth of experience to 
“the way in which we do our work, and how we are with each 
other. How might we drive more innovation, try new things, be 
lean and forward-thinking?”

Wang fully supports the HAA’s global initiatives—its efforts 
to engage a wider range of alumni and foster Harvard-based 
networks—but also intends to integrate a focus on “personal 
stories” and relationships. “With the HAA,” she says, “I found 
an organization that shares so many of my own values of building 
strong communities around the world, empowering and develop-
ing volunteer leadership skills—all rooted in meaningful relation-
ships, ones that are intergenerational and global.” Thus, even as 
she describes herself as a serious leader whose approach is 
“rooted in openness/vulnerability,” she also plans to “have a lot 
of fun with my fellow alumni and the HAA team” throughout her 
year-long tenure.

Growing up in Boston and New York’s Hudson Valley, Wang 
is the daughter of immigrants who dreamed of her going to 
Harvard. Once on campus, she says she “ran as fast as I could 
toward new experiences,” starting with the preorientation 
Freshman Arts Program, then worked behind the scenes on 

theater productions every semester, and, during senior year, 
helped start the Harvard Student Art Show. And although she 
had never sailed before, Wang also broadened her skills as an 
athlete and team player through the varsity sailing team. She’s 
clear that the risks she took, and the formative experiences 
gained through less-than-successful ventures (“periods of failure 
and rejection from both within and outside the classroom, as 
well as my own early self-doubt about whether I could cut it” 
at Harvard) were essential to developing her “resilience, empa-
thy, and determination.”

“Harvard widened my aperture,” she explains. “During my 
four years at the College, I was able to learn so many new things, 
deepen pursuits in things that I loved, and develop what have 
now become truly lifelong friendships. I feel an incredible desire 
to give back to the place that gave me these.”  

                                                                                                                                 vnell porter brown

C o m m u n i t y  B u i l d e r

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n
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paradigm shift he envisioned remains in-
complete. And that shift is most important, 
López has come to believe, in legal educa-
tion. He began teaching law full time in 1978, 
at UCLA, and followed that with stints at 
Harvard, Stanford, and New York Univer-
sity, before he returned to UCLA 10 years 
ago. Law schools have steadily added clin-
ical programs and lawyers have edged “in 
fits and starts” toward work that he would 
call “rebellious,” but the real transforma-
tion, he says, hasn’t yet happened. So he 
keeps pushing.

López grew up  a few miles from UCLA’s 
Westwood campus, the son and grandson 
of immigrants who’d arrived, sometimes 
without papers, to work in mining towns 
in the Southwest. He worked too, from an 
early age, first as a shoe-shine boy and then, 
after his father died when López was 14, as a 
gardener, a janitor, and a warehouse laborer, 
helping to put food on the family’s table. The 
neighborhood was almost entirely Mexican, 
with a smattering of Chinese, Japanese, Rus-

sians, and Irish, and he learned to pay atten-
tion to the meaning of ethnicity.

He also came to know the criminal-jus-
tice system early, when his older brother, 
beloved and idolized, became a heroin ad-
dict in his mid-teens.  For years he cycled in 
and out of prison. There was very little help 
for him or the rest of the family, beyond a 
tiny cluster of friends, and a feeling of lost-
ness and dislocation lodged deep in López 
and stayed with him. After high school, he 
enrolled at the University of Southern Cali-
fornia and then, because it was a dream of 
his late father’s—and because he wanted to 
fight—he headed to Harvard Law School. 

“I was feral,” he says—arriving in Cam-
bridge unsophisticated, but smart and hun-
gry. The curriculum, with its casebook or-
thodoxy and Socratic method, left him cold. 
By his second year, he’d mostly stopped go-
ing to class. And yet for the first time in 
his life, he says, he began to read seriously: 
fiction, poetry, psychology, science, soci-
ology, religion—anything but law-school 
textbooks. “It must have been chemical or 

something—I was finally ready to sit still,” 
he says. The reading taught him something 
important: “that you could draw wildly 
powerful insights for your own work from 
seemingly really dissimilar sources.” A kind 
of rebelliousness.

He did dive eagerly into one facet of law 
school, a legal clinic, supervised by Gary 
Bellow, who founded Harvard’s clinical 
law programs and became a role model for 
López (see “Nothing rankles more than the 
feeling of injustice,” November-December 
2017, page 66). Assigned to the Massachu-
setts public defender’s office, he worked in 
Dorchester, where he began making house 
calls on juvenile defendants who missed pre-
trial meetings. “The kids would be arrested 
for some misdemeanor, and then they’d get 
a note from the public defender that said, 
‘Show up at the office.’ And mainly they 
didn’t.” Some missed court dates, too. “I 
thought, ‘This is crazy,’ ” López says. So he 
and another student decided to go knock 
on doors. “We were these two long-haired 
guys, him blond and me Mexican, calling on 
these Irish and Italian families. The racial 
dynamics were such that we were told we 
should not be doing this, that these were 
rough neighborhoods.” But every family 

“I was feral,” he says—arriving in Cambridge 
unsophisticated, but smart and hungry. 

Eight alumni  received Hiram S. Hunn Memorial Schools and 
Scholarships Awards from the College’s Office of Admissions 
and Financial Aid in September for their volunteer efforts to 
recruit and interview prospective undergraduates.

Kenneth S. Allison ’67, of Phoenix, began interviewing can-
didates through the Harvard Club of Phoenix in the mid 1970s, 
and served for two decades as its schools and scholarships com-
mittee co-chair before retiring from that post in May.

Carol M. Barker ’68, of New York City, has been an alum-
ni interviewer since 1982 and for several years also co-chaired 
one of the supervisory alumni groups in the metropolitan area.

Richard F. Black ’77, M.P.H.-D.M.D. ’84, of Wellsboro, 
Pennsylvania, is a veteran member of the central Pennsylvania 
schools and scholarships committee, and has served as its chair 
for the last three years.

Adrienne E. Dominguez ’90, of Dallas, became a member 
of the Harvard Club of Dallas’s schools and scholarships com-
mittee in 2004. In 2007, she became a co-chair, and has held that 
role since, save for her 2011-13 service as club president. 

Frank K. Friedman ’80, of Roanoke, Virginia, has been in-
terviewing applicants for 25 years through the southwestern 
Virginia schools and scholarship committee, which he also 
chaired from 2002 to 2016.

Barry W. Furze ’68, of Sturgis, South Dakota, joined the 

local schools and scholarships committee, of which he is also the 
longtime chair, in 1996.

Charles E. Gilbert III ’71, of Bangor, has led the schools 
and scholarships committee that covers eastern and northern 
Maine since 1994.

John F. Kotouc ’68, of Omaha, began interviewing candi-
dates in 1990, and in 2009 became chair for his region.

Hiram S. Hunn Awards for Alumni

Kenneth S. 
Allison

Adrienne E. 
Dominguez

Richard F. 
Black

Barry W. 
Furze

Frank K. 
Friedman

Carol M. 
Barker

John F. 
Kotouc

Charles E. 
Gilbert III
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The Harvard Alumni Association   has named Sofia Cigarroa Kennedy ’19, of 
Austin, Texas, and KeeHup Arie Yong ’19, of Vine Grove, Kentucky, this year’s 
David and Mimi Aloian Memorial Scholars for enriching communal life in the Houses. 

As co-chair of the Mather House Committee, Kennedy opened its meetings for 
anyone in the House to attend. In a previous role as HoCo Games Commissioner, she 
organized numerous community events, such as “Concrete Chef” (a version of TV’s 
Iron Chef ) and the “ugly holiday sweater” competition. Kennedy also serves as co-
president of the Harvard College Student Mental Health Liaisons (SMHL), a peer-
education and advocacy group through which she collaborates with campus services 
to promote emotional well-being among students. 

A major contributor to arts activities, Yong is an executive board member of the 
Currier-based Harvard Breakers dance group, which focuses on hip-hop and com-
munity outreach, as well as a participant in Currier coffee-house performances and 
an actor in Currier Housing Day videos. He also serves as an assistant to the leader 
of the Quad’s building-manager team, providing student perspective on potential 
improvements in and around the House. He has also helped House tutors plan First 
Generation student outings, run the weekly Korean-language table, co-organized study 
breaks, and helped to ensure that housemates had meal options when dining halls 
were closed.

Nominations for the 2019 Aloian Memorial Scholarships may be made in March 
2019. Any member of a House community—student, faculty, or staff—may submit 
nominations. vn.p.b.

 A lo ian Memoria l  Scholars
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welcomed him: “They could see we were 
going out of our way for their kids.” 

López finished a year behind his class-
mates, having spent what would have been 
his third year of law school in Europe, liv-
ing on the streets and sleeping out in fields, 
deliberating about whether to return to 
school. In the end, the work drew him back, 
even if the coursework didn’t.

After graduation, he returned to Cali-
fornia, and, along with three former pub-
lic defenders, opened up what he calls “our 
little radical law practice” inside a San Diego 
storefront. Their clients were immigrants, 
farm workers, housekeepers, the poor and 
disenfranchised. “We did a potpourri of 
things we found politically acceptable to 
bring money in the door—family law, per-
sonal injury, immigration—and then we did 
huge amounts of unpaid work with com-
munities and community organizations,” he 
says. Even though the practice lasted only 
three years, the work left an enduring mark 
on him, especially the civil-rights litigation 
that paid only when they won. “And we took 
the cases that were the least likely of all to 
win. We took on righteous fights that, as a 
legal matter, were real long shots because 
those were fights worth fighting.” 

To him,  they still are. A clinical professor 
for the past three decades, he still takes lost 
causes on the side, clients who can’t pay, and 
likely can’t win, but still want to fight. “It 
could be about anything,” he says: civil rights, 

small-time claims, legal complaints that don’t 
fall into easy categories. “Maybe you’re get-
ting screwed over by a health provider, and 
there’s no lawsuit, per se, but I’ll still say, ‘OK, 
let’s go fight.…If it means something to you 
to fight, then I’ll throw down.’ ” That alone 
can change lives. “You might never get a judg-
ment, but making the other person take you 
seriously, that might well catapult you into 
a whole different life from then on. I’ve seen 
it. I believe it. I enjoy that kind of lawyering 
as much as I enjoy any lawyering.” 

Still, the “real revolution” López maintains, 
“is with the teachers, the universities, the bar.” 
He was still working in the San Diego law 
practice when he started teaching adjunct 
classes at a local law school. He loved it im-
mediately. “I began a clinic right away down 
there. And I’d been assigned these doctrinal 
courses that I tried converting into lawyer-
ing, problem-solving courses.” Before long, 
UCLA called with a tenure-track offer, and a 
few years after that, he came to Harvard on a 
visiting professorship in 1983 to teach a course 
in civil-rights litigation. Afterward, he joined 
the faculty at Stanford, where he helped found 
a three-year clinical sequence called Lawyer-
ing for Social Change. 

In 2000, he took a job at NYU. There he 
launched something different: a sprawling, 

ambitious, perpetually underfunded experi-
ment called the Center for Community Prob-
lem Solving. It attempted to put into practice 
his philosophy of deep community engage-
ment. One centerpiece was a massive survey 
of residents from six local neighborhoods, 
intended to gather, analyze, and distribute 
“neglected street-level community knowl-
edge” about problems that affected the poor 
and people of color—not just legal problems, 
but also social and economic ones. The work 
yielded a 2005 “re-entry guide” for the former-
ly incarcerated returning to the city—how 
to navigate the world they were re-entering, 
find work and housing and education, man-
age the obstacles they’d face as ex-convicts. 
That guide and the research behind it became 
the basis for a clinic López launched and 
taught in for many years after he returned to 
UCLA in 2008, helping clients not only fight 
discrimination in hiring, but also secure fi-
nancing and licenses to start their own busi-
nesses, which a criminal record also makes 
difficult. “What we learned listening to the 
community,” López says, “shaped our work.” 

On the eve of its republication, Rebellious 
Lawyering, and its ideas, remain urgent and they 
send López to work every day. In 2017 he pub-
lished a two-part essay in Clinical Law Review 
titled “Transform—Don’t Just Tinker With—
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WHY I JOINED 
THE HARVARD 
CLUB OF BOSTON
There are many di�erent 
reasons to join the Harvard 
Club of Boston. Amy Norton 
is a graduate of the Divinity 
School at Harvard, and 
here’s why she joined.

“ I joined the Harvard Club as a graduate student 
to meet new people and network. While I was 
job-searching after graduation, I was on a tight 
budget, yet I maintained my membership 
because the Club had become a place where I 
felt like I belonged. I met people at the Club 
who would become my closest friends, and who 
helped sustain me through that challenging 
year. I’m giving back by serving on the Member 
Engagement Committee, and co-chairing the 
Young Member Committee.

The Harvard Club has 
become my community.

“
Back Bay Clubhouse | 374 Commonwealth Ave, Boston, MA

Downtown Clubhouse | One Federal Street, Boston, MA

For more information regarding membership, 
please call 617-450-4444 or visit harvardclub.com.

— Amy Norton ’16

www.andyo.org   Sponsored by: WETANKNYSTORE.COM
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“For Exceptional  
Service…”
Six alumni  were recognized with HAA 
Awards (during the Harvard Alumni Asso-
ciation board of directors’ fall meeting), for 
their outstanding service to the University. 

Danguole Spakevicius Altman ’81 of 
Houston, a member of her class’s thirty-
fifth-reunion planning committee, has also 
served the Harvard Club of Houston for 

more than two decades, in-
cluding as an alumni inter-
viewer and twice as presi-
dent. As an HAA board 
member, she chaired the 
Alumni Leadership Con-
ference and the former 
clubs and shared interest 
groups (SIGs) committee, 
and has been a regional di-

rector for Texas and a member-at-large on 
HAA’s executive committee. As an initiative 
leader for alumni volunteer “ambassador-
ship,” she was integral to developing board 
“town hall” meetings to discuss topical is-
sues and University challenges. 

Joseph F.X. Donovan Jr. ’72, formerly of 
Cambridge, devoted more than 40 years to 
Harvard as a student, fundraiser, and volun-
teer, retiring from the University Development 
Office principal-gifts team. In 1977, he joined 
the Harvard College Fund and became a driv-
ing force in fundraising for House renewal, fi-
nancial aid, professorships, 
and athletics (he’d been an 
undergraduate manager of 
Harvard football). In addi-
tion, he volunteered for many 
years on the boards of the 
Harvard Club of Boston and 
the HAA, and was a member 
of HAA Awards and Happy 

Legal Education,” calling for law schools to 
turn their basic curriculum inside out.

Law school, he says, “should provide us 
mind-boggling experiences at every turn.…
That’s what practicing in the world should 
be like, and that’s what law school should 
be like.” He knows that sounds idealistic. 
It doesn’t bother him. “If it is utopian, it’s 
a practicable utopia. I think we can do it. I 
just think we don’t have the will.” Like liv-
ing and lawyering, that’s simply a problem 
to be solved. 

Danguole 
Spakevicius 
Altman

Joseph F.X. 
Donovan Jr.
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