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I. INTRODUCTION

Despite the ruling in Brown v. Board Education,1 poor children and
children of color are disproportionately denied access to basic education
and justice. In fact, vast numbers of all children attending public schools
are denied the opportunity for a sound basic education. Worse yet, vast
numbers of our nation’s children are denied health care, safe permanent
homes, and dumped into the juvenile delinquency system. For years the
research, reports and studies have told us about these problems, yet we as
a nation have failed to respond meaningfully.

This Article aims to bring about action to address the unmet legal and
developmental needs of children. By such action we, the people, will be
addressing the critical needs of our country, including a renewed sense of
self-governance, individual civic responsibility, and a deep realization that
democracy is not a spectator sport. We first must accept both Frederick
Douglass’ claim, “power concedes nothing without a demand”2 and that
each of us individually has a moral responsibility to create the demand.

The immediate social change required here is for children to be
recognized as “persons” under the U.S. Constitution with the right to
vigorous legal representation when they have significant interests at stake.
Simply put, when children are being abused, neglected, or abandoned, or
when their safety, liberty, education, or health-care rights are denied,
children have a right to be heard through a qualified attorney. The larger
social change implicated in this Article is the continued struggle for real
democracy in the form of a truly representative government where “one
person-one vote” is a reality, not just an appeasing slogan. If we
courageously fight for the right of children to have their voices heard and
their needs met, we have the best chance of having our own adult voices
heard as we demand public policy that serves the common good and not
just the wealthy. That is democracy.
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II. THE TREATMENT OF OUR CHILDREN: “INSTITUTIONAL IMMORALITY”

The 1990 Report of the U.S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse and
Neglect concluded the issue amounted to a “national emergency.” The
report states:

The Board bases this conclusion on three findings: 1) each year
hundreds of thousands of children are being starved and abandoned,
burned and severely  beaten, raped and sodomized, berated and
belittled; 2) the system the nation has devised to respond to child
abuse and neglect is failing; and 3) the United States spend billions
of dollars on programs that deal with the results of the nation’s
failure to treat child abuse and neglect . . . All Americans should be
outraged by child maltreatment.3

Further, the 1991 Final Report from the National Commission on Children,
chaired by Senator Jay Rockefeller, stated:

As a commission on children, we could not avoid questioning the
moral character of a nation that allows so many children to grow up
poor, to live in unsafe dwellings and violent neighborhoods, to lack
access to basic health care and a decent education. In our visits to
communities across the country, we saw the consistent presence of
institutional immorality — often unintended, but present
nonetheless. We were shocked by the callous treatment of children
in the child welfare system and the public health system.4

Nearly a decade has passed since these reports were issued, and
“institutional immorality” remains a huge sinful gap between our rhetoric
proclaiming children as a national treasure and the reality of how we
prioritize resources and attend to their actual needs.5 One need only go to
the Children’s Defense Fund Web Site to see the revolting data concerning
how we treat our children. For example, the United States is first among
industrialized nations in military technology, exports, millionaires and
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billionaires, and defense expenditures. But, the country ranks 13th in the
gap between rich and poor, 14th in effort to lift children out of poverty,
18th in percent of children in poverty, 23rd in infant mortality, and last in
protecting children from gun violence.6 Thousands of children in juvenile
detention centers await mental-health testing. During a six-month period
nearly 15,000 incarcerated youths waited for community mental-health
services.7

III. PROMISES MADE, PROMISES BROKEN

The problem is not that child development specialists, educators,
physicians, psychiatrists, and psychologists have failed to tell us what
children need. Their research is voluminous and clear. In fact, we
promised, on paper, years ago through state constitutional provisions and
federal and state statutes to provide most of the essential educational and
developmental services and treatments to eligible children. The word
“eligible” is telling. Only very poor children are promised Medicaid
services and other supports while the working poor usually get nothing.
Today there are 8.4 million children without health insurance.8 Under
current law, we promise our children many worthwhile programs: First,
the Medicaid Act promises early and periodic screening, diagnosis and
treatment for children’s medical and mental-health needs.9 Second, the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) promises a free,
appropriate, public education to children with disabilities, including
emotional/behavioral disabilities which are often present in children
involved in the foster-care system.10 Finally, the Adoption and Safe
Families Act (ASFA) promises the speedy and permanent placement of
children who become involved in the foster-care system.11 These promises
of essential services are important for all children, but for children
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involved in delinquency and foster care courts, they are essential needs.
However, all three are expensive to fully implement and are pitifully and
disgustingly underfunded.

The sad truth is that state and local officials, most of whom are good-
hearted people, do not have the moral courage to speak out about the
disasters happening in the programs they run. If they speak out they will
be fired or demoted by their political superiors, who are caught in the trap
of going along with years of extreme budget cuts without tax increases.
However, our own tolerance or “understanding” of silence is complicity
in the institutional immorality. All too often, the chilling effect of being
part of the system causes us to round off the sharp edges of reality. Left
unchecked, the competitive, economic, ladder-climbing nature of society,
and the very normal human desire to fit in, has profound effect on our
ability to truly recognize the plight of a child. Meanwhile, business as
usual allows children to suffer while fiscal and emotional societal costs
soar.

There is no federal constitutional right to education.12 However, most
states promise public education in their constitutions.13 Yet at least twenty-
three states are now in school finance litigation or under court orders to
fairly and adequately fund their school systems.14 North Carolina is one of
those states. The North Carolina Supreme Court issued decisions in 1997
and 2004 explicating the state constitutional “fundamental” right to the
“opportunity for a sound basic education” and the associated
requirements.15 As in many states, the Attorney General fought the case for
ten years prompting the Court to write:

The time and financial resources devoted to litigating these issues
over the past ten years undoubtably [sic] have cost the taxpayers of
this state an incalculable sum of money. While obtaining judicial
interpretation of our Constitution in this matter and applying it to
the context of the facts in this case is a critical process, one can only
wonder how many additional teachers, books, classrooms, and
programs could have been provided by that money in furtherance
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of the requirement to provide the school children of North Carolina
with the opportunity for a sound basic education.16

The decision to fight against these children at such a cost and for so long
speaks volumes about the priorities of our public officials.

The practice of not funding services for children has become so
common and tolerated we have long made jokes about politicians kissing
babies during the campaign and ignoring them thereafter. But it is not a
joking matter. Children suffer real pain as a result. When doctors and
dentists are not reimbursed fairly, they choose not to participate in
Medicaid, leaving a grossly inadequate number of medical and mental-
health professionals who will. When parents do not receive early
intervention with adequate services, or an opportunity to earn a living
wage, there is little hope they will be able to become successful parents.
When children do not receive special education services tailored to their
actual needs, or appropriate transition services, or fair hearings before
suspensions/expulsions, they do not have the chance to explore their
potential to become successfully independent adults. When foster parents
are not given adequate rates and support services, it is unlikely they will
be able to meet a child’s many needs.

When child protection social workers are overburdened and underpaid,
they cannot even identify all of the children who are entitled to help. In
2002, newspapers exposed how Florida had “lost” some foster children17

Florida has, like every state, a system so underfunded and in crisis it
cannot even be sure the children taken from their parents can be located,
much less be sure the child has the care and services needed. In addition,
children need adoption placement services. Children need fully funded
Head Start Programs. They need adequately funded public schools and
teachers with reasonable class sizes; they need mentors, but most of all,
they need love.

When these things are not provided, children are at an even higher risk
of delinquent behavior.18 They need a delinquency court system able to
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recognize these undiagnosed or untreated disabilities. They need a court
system seeking to rehabilitate that has appropriate rehabilitation services
available. They need a court system with adequate court personnel and
facilities, and trained judges with the time and temperament to really
pursue the child’s best interest.

IV. A CHILD’S PLIGHT — A COMPOSITE

Jane represents a composite child in the state system. She is allowed to
be physically or sexually abused repeatedly at home because Child
Protective Services (CPS) is looking for reasons to unsubstantiate the
reports of abuse to save resources. Finally Jane is brought into foster care
but is not provided with the mental-health treatment she needs as a result
of being abused. She has no attorney to appeal her care. As one of
approximately 500,000 foster children, Jane is Medicaid eligible.
Therefore, under federal law she is entitled to whatever services are
deemed “medically necessary” by her provider.19 But her Guardian Ad
Litem (GAL), even if an attorney, does not get paid to handle those
appeals. Such appeals require filings before a different judge than the
foster care judge. The appeals are fundamental and well-established due
process hearing rights.20 But those rights mean nothing without a lawyer
to pursue them. The denial of necessary services goes unchallenged and
Jane suffers. Meanwhile, in court, the next case is called. The files are
shuffled and the judge, lawyers and social workers mumble about the best
interest of the child.

At school, Jane is not identified as being in need of special education
services despite all the signs and requests from her foster parent. Jane has
no lawyer to appeal this denial of federally promised services. Jane gets
into trouble in school due to her emotional and behavioral disability but
gets no manifestation determination review (MDR).21 MDRs are afforded
all children who have disabilities and are given Individual Education Plans
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(IEPs).22 When handled correctly, the IEP team meets to determine if the
behavior at issue was a manifestation of the disability. If so, federal law
forbids suspension except under the most dangerous situations, such as
those involving guns or drugs.23 The override of a suspension is called a
stay put provision. The school cannot kick out a child who misbehaves
because of her disability.24 Since Jane is not even in the special education
system, she is therefore denied an IEP and the MDR. So, Jane is “long
term suspended,” which can last the rest of the school year. Again, she has
no lawyer to appeal.

While suspended or expelled from school, Jane gets arrested for
possessing drugs. Jane has a lawyer to defend the charge but not to sort out
and appeal the above broken federal laws guaranteeing necessary mental
and health services.

If Jane is lucky, her foster parent will complain to the state or local
CPS agency about the denial of mental-health and special education
services. However, CPS will likely label the foster parent a troublemaker.
The foster parent, if tough enough to stand up to CPS, finds an attorney to
represent Jane for free. The CPS attorney objects to this representation,
claiming the foster parent has breached confidentiality by talking to the
pro bono attorney. The CPS attorney threatens to remove Jane to another
foster home in her best interest.

Rather than allow the pro bono lawyer to embarrass the state or county
agency by appealing the multiple denials of services, the CPS attorney
says he is looking out for Jane’s best interest by keeping these matters
confidential. The CPS attorney therefore denies Jane’s attorney access to
Jane or her records. A court, assuming CPS and the GAL are ensuring the
best interest of the child, will reject intrusions or interference by another
lawyer.25

The U.S. Supreme Court has said “neither the Fourteenth Amendment
nor the Bill of Rights is for adults alone”26 and that “[u]nder our
constitution, the condition of being a boy [or girl] does not justify a
kangaroo court.”27 While the Court did not define “kangaroo court,” it is
obvious and occurs in courts every day for children. They are treated as
objects of the proceedings rather than participants with the right to be
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heard through counsel. The U.S. Supreme Court has said “[t]he right to sue
and defend in the courts is the alternative of force. In an organized society
it is the right conservative of all other rights, and lies at the foundation of
orderly government.”28 Yet children are routinely denied this right. Worse,
there is no organized, systemic campaign being waged in or out of court
to expose and correct this gross injustice.

V. REASONABLE RIGHTS, NOT UNBOUNDED RIGHTS, FOR CHILDREN

The call for rights for children conjures up many fears and
misconceptions. Anyone parenting a teenager is going to have initial
doubts about what appears to be open-ended calls for children’s rights.
There is general reluctance to take a stand for affirmative rights for
children and even dialogue about the issue. The fears not only remain
inadequately addressed, but also often propagate the misconceptions.
Many scholarly writings about children’s rights fail to distinguish between
children’s basic rights to access courts and be heard when fundamental
interests are at stake.

Rights of religion, thought, conscience, and freedom of expression also
generate fear. These areas must include deference to parental direction and
appropriate guidance for a child’s evolving capacities.29 Sorting out
enforceable rights of children from areas appropriate for parental
discretion is essential to build the support needed to achieve legal
personhood status for children.

There is a huge difference between the right of a child to be heard in
court and any claimed right of a child to associate with substance-abusing
friends or to decline to attend the parents’ church, synagogue, or temple.
As for the latter rights to association, reasonable minds differ over the
degrees and the appropriate age at which such rights should exist.
However, the vast majority of reasonable minds are likely to understand
and be supportive of the right to be heard when significant interests are at
stake. A small number of child advocates have sorted out these undeniable,
inalienable rights to be heard and to court access. These advocates have
been struggling for public and judicial recognition of these rights.
However, the discussion must include the public and increased citizen
involvement to establish these elementary due process rights.
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University of Florida Law Professor Barbara Bennett Woodhouse has
written:

The current discourse, in which children’s mere “interests” are
easily overwhelmed by parents’ powerful “rights,” entails . . .
problematic choices about allocating power over children and about
when action or inaction constitutes state “intervention” or
“oppression.” Perhaps children, as the least powerful members of
both the family and the political community, are also the least
dangerous of rights-bearers and the most in need of an affirmative
rights rhetoric in order to be heard. By defining children’s rights as
flowing from their needs, we can affirm rather than undermine an
ethic of care for others. By listening to children’s voices and
experiences as evidence of their needs, and by trying to come to
terms with the children’s reality, we can confront our own adult
ambivalence and conflicts of interest regarding children’s rights.30

Woodhouse has captured the core ingredients of the first stage of rights for
children. Children are entitled to due process and protective rights because
of their human dignity and our ethic of care. The debate and progress
should continue with deliberate speed concerning at what age, if any,
a minor is entitled to choose clothes, bedtime, television, friends,
curfew, or religious preference. But basic legal rights such as the right of
access to court and to be heard through competent counsel should not be
delayed one more second. The corollary to the U.S. Supreme Court’s
statement that the right of access to court is the right conservative of all
other rights is that without the right of access to court, one effectively has
no other rights.31 These simple first stage rights to due process and
protective rights implicate issues of standing, capacity, weakened parental
rights to custody and child-rearing techniques, expressed interest
representation as opposed to best interest representation and the fears and
misconceptions associated with these issues.
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VI. FEARS AND MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT CHILDREN’S RIGHTS

A. Confusing the Right to be Heard with the Right of the Child to
Decide the Issue

The first stage of rights for children is premised on the ethic of care for
the child and asserts the right of the child to have her or his basic interests
and needs presented to a court and recognized as relevant. This seems too
fundamental to be in question, but in the nationally profiled cases of Baby
Jessica and Baby Richard, their best interests were deemed not relevant by
three state Supreme Courts.32 Expert testimony explaining the irreparable
harm likely to occur from forced removal of the child from foster care was
deemed inadmissible.33

The child should have the right of access to court since he or she is the
real party in interest. In other words, the child is the person who gains or
loses the most. Yet children are constantly ruled not to have standing to
seek court protection from abuse or removal from foster care for a
permanent, loving home. For example, Gregory K, a ten-year-old with a
lawyer seeking to have parental rights terminated so he could be adopted,
was told by the Florida Court of Appeals that he had no standing to seek
court protection even though all his allegations were found to be true.34 A
child should be able to knock at the courthouse door seeking protection
and have that knock answered.

This argument for first stage protective rights does not contend that the
child has the right to decide the issues. The judge consistent with the rules
of procedure and evidence, makes all decisions after hearing from all the
parties. Yet the refrain that is advocated, the child’s right to divorce her or
his parents, implies the child simply needs to check the divorce box on
some legal form and leave home as a matter of right. Frequently lawyers
and judges initially fail to make a distinction between the child’s right to
decide and right to be heard.



348 UNIVERSITY  OF FLORIDA JOURNAL OF LAW & PUBLIC POLICY [Vol. 16

35. See generally American Bar Association Web Site, at http://www.abanet.org (last visited
May 10, 2005).

36. See FRCP11, NCRCP11, or analogous state rule of civil procedure.
37. E.g., Goodsell v. Myers, 3 Wend. 479, 481 (N.Y. Sup. Ct. 1830).

B. Confusing the Narrowly Defined Children’s Rights of Access to
Court, Status as a Party, and Right to Representation

Children’s rights are not unbounded. In matters of abuse, neglect,
abandonment, and custody children should have the opportunity to be
heard through counsel regarding their specific interests, needs, and
preferences. This has been the position of the American Bar Association
since 1979.35 Thus, the first stage of rights is not breaking new ground,
rather it is trying to implement the theory of children’s rights into practice.

The rights listed above are narrowly tailored to give the child
protection. These are protective rights. They do not in any way encroach
upon parental rights to decide bedtime, chores, punishment, religion,
whether to purchase the latest computer game or the latest $170 pair of
Nike sneakers. Even if a child initiates an action, as Gregory K did, it is
only to allege a denial of basic needs, such as a timely, safe, loving, and
permanent home.

In the unlikely circumstance that a lawyer filed a suit over the failure
to provide Nike shoes or the existence of an unfair bedtime, the judge
would have the power to immediately dismiss. The judge could even
sanction the lawyer for bringing a frivolous suit.36 Giving children the right
to be heard regarding protective rights and basic needs is not going to open
a flood gate of lawsuits challenging the basic rights of parents to raise their
children as they choose.

C. Confusing the Common Law Concept that Children are Incompetent
and Lack Capacity with Their Right to Due Process

The ancient legal concept of minors as infants and incompetents, even
at 15, 16, or 17 years old, is intended to protect children from their
immaturity and vulnerability.37 Under that doctrine, children may be able
to unilaterally enter into a contract with a door-to-door salesman for $2000
worth of encyclopedias. But that contract would be deemed void by a court
because a child does not have the capacity to enter into such a contract.

This doctrine is sound as long as it is being used to protect children.
However, it is illogical to allow the doctrine to become a sword against the
child. Yet that is exactly what happened when the Florida court of appeals
told Gregory K that it could not answer his pleading knock at its
courthouse door because he was only a child and lacked capacity to knock.
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States have modified this old legal concept, when appropriate, to
protect children.38 For example, every state recognizes that a minor has the
capacity to be named as a respondent in a petition alleging delinquency,
to have legal counsel in such a proceeding and to waive basic rights such
as the Fifth Amendment right to remain silent and the right to trial.39 Most
states recognize a child’s capacity to contract for the necessities of life,
such as food, clothing, and shelter.40 Other states recognize a child’s right
to contract for an education.41 This means the child is held to the terms of
a contract and must pay a bill on a contract just as an adult would.42 Given
these existing adjustments of the common-law notion of capacity, it is
reasonable to modify the old concept and recognize the child as having the
capacity to be a party in court and have an attorney for the four narrowly
tailored protective rights and basic needs. Children should be entitled to
this due process protection to ensure that judicial findings of fact and law
are fair and just. The person most affected by a court decision, the child,
is being protected by a concept that holds that she or he cannot be present
nor heard in a court proceeding.

The point is not to abolish the existing concepts or principles of law
that shield and protect children, but those concepts should not be allowed
to hurt children more than the concepts help children. Telling children that
they are incompetent and must find an adult to knock on the courthouse
door for them is simply putting another obstacle in the way of justice.
Even when the adult goes to court on their behalf, the adult is frequently
told she or he has no standing to bring the matter to court for the child.43

Often grandparents or adult friends of the child are turned away by the
court with this legal ploy.44

Most states have a rule of professional conduct that addresses and
approves representation of a minor despite the capacity issue.45 The rules
expressly recognize attorney representation of minors, even if the child
lacks the ability to make adequately considered decisions. For example, in
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North Carolina, for example, Rule 1.14 is titled “Client with Diminished
Capacity.” It reads:

(a) When a client’s capacity to make adequately considered
decisions in connection with a representation is diminished,
whether because of minority, mental impairment or for some other
reason, the lawyer shall, as far as reasonably possible, maintain a
normal client-lawyer relationship with the client.

(b) When the lawyer reasonably believes that the client has
diminished capacity, is at risk of substantial physical, financial or
other harm unless action is taken and cannot adequately act in the
client’s own interest, the lawyer may take reasonably necessary
protective action, including consulting with individuals or entities
that have the ability to take action to protect the client and, in
appropriate cases, seeking the appointment of a guardian ad litem
or guardian.46

The comment section to this Rule recognizes intermediate degrees of
competence: “For example, children as young as five or six years of age,
and certainly those of ten or twelve, are regarded as having opinions that
are entitled to weight in legal proceedings concerning their custody.”47

Children are persons and not property, and thereby, entitled to the
human dignity of due process of law. “The fundamental requirement of
due process is the opportunity to be heard ‘at a meaningful time and in a
meaningful manner.’ . . . [Due process] ‘calls for such procedural
protections as the particular situation demands.’”48

VII. DEMOCRACY AS SOMETHING YOU DO, NOT SOMETHING YOU HAVE

A. Law as a Tool for Social Change

While the law and lawyers are seen most often in popular culture as
instruments for individuals and corporations to resolve disputes among
themselves, both can and should be used to expose and redress systemic
wrongs and injustices. Over thirty years ago the U.S. Supreme Court in
NAACP v. Button stated:
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In the context of NAACP objectives, litigation is not a technique of
resolving private differences; it is a means for achieving the lawful
objectives of equality of treatment by all government, federal, state
and local, for the members of the Negro community in this country.
It is thus a form of political expression. . . . And under the
conditions of modern government, litigation may well be the sole
practicable avenue open to a minority to petition for redress of
grievances.49

The notion that litigation for a cause, such as equality, liberty,
economic justice, education, healthcare, is itself a “form of political
expression,” and thus protected First Amendment activity, has largely
gone unnoticed. At least in theory, our nation holds First Amendment
rights to assemble, petition, organize, dissent and leaflet to be essential to
preserving self government.50 Lawyers engaging in such work are toiling
at the epicenter of our constitutional democracy and should never feel or
be perceived as working of the Bar or society. Moreover, they are adhering
to the core value of the Rules of Professional Responsibility. Those Rules
insist: that we are public citizens with a “special responsibility for the
quality of justice;” that we “should seek improvement of the law . . . [and]
the administration of justice;” that we employ our knowledge “in reform
of the law;” and that “[l]awyers play a vital role in the preservation of
society.”51

In striking down as unconstitutional the Virginia Bar’s Rules
forbidding lawyers from making a range of comments during the
investigation or litigation of a case, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the
Fourth Circuit said:

The lawyers involved in such cases can often enlighten public
debate. It is no answer to say that the comments can be made after
the case is concluded, for it is well established that the first
amendment protects not only the content of speech but also its
timeliness.52

Further, two former Supreme Court justices have embraced the concept
of   law   as   an   important  tool  for  social  change  in  our  constitutional
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democracy. Justice William Brennan gave a commencement address in
1987 to the graduating law school class at University of California-Davis:

For [the Equality Principle] is the rock upon which our Constitution
rests. Any defense of a constitutional democracy must begin with
the equality principle, for the equality principle of our Constitution
facilitates important social and economic change; it acts as the
springboard for the realignment of unequal political forces toward
economic and social equality. It nurtures social mobilization; it can
activate a quiescent citizenry and it can recognize new and different
forms of social organization. . . . [The] judicial pursuit of equality
is, in my view, properly regarded to be the noblest mission of
judges.53

Justice Thurgood Marshall wrote two years earlier:

Courts, however, do not sit or act in a social vacuum. Moral
philosophers may debate whether certain inequalities are absolute
wrongs, but history makes clear that constitutional principles of
equality, like constitutional principles of liberty, property, and due
process, evolve over time; what once was a “natural” and “self-
evident” ordering later comes to be seen as an artificial and
invidious constraint on human potential and freedom. . . . Shifting
cultural, political, and social patterns at times come to make past
practices appear inconsistent with fundamental principles upon
which American society rests, an inconsistency legally cognizable
under the Equal Protection Clause.54

Therefore, litigating for children to be acknowledged as “persons”
under the U.S. Constitution with full due process rights should be every bit
as protected and important as doing so for highway safety and eminent
domain. Lawyers have a moral and professional duty to speak out and
participate in public policy debates about the needs of children.
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B. Lessons from the Civil Rights Movement

A direct connection can be drawn between the inhumane way our
system treats children and our historical treatment of African-Americans
and women. The parallel is unmistakable when considered in a legal
context: Each group has the grim distinction of being seen as less than
fully human and thus not as rights-bearing persons in the eyes of the law.
While African-Americans and women enjoy equal protection today, at
least in theory, it was a long and hard-won battle. Children are on the
doorstep of such a struggle today and we must adopt a civil rights strategy
for this fight. We must draw upon the rich history of creative lawyering,
in tandem with superstructure and grassroots mass action. It is of crucial
importance to link such litigation simultaneously with public education,
organizing, media work, marches and other protected First Amendment
activity. Most importantly, the civil rights movement approach allows and
encourages society to fight to end the mistreatment and abuse of our
children with the moral outrage and indignation it deserves.

To effectively address the denial of basic rights to children, society will
have to deal with complex and controversial issues like economics, taxes,
budget cuts, and campaign finance reform. Resistance will likely occur,
just as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Met resistance when he introduced a
critique of capitalism and militarism into the struggle against segregation.

On April 4, 1967, King spoke to a large gathering of clergy and laity
concerned about Vietnam at Riverside Church in New York City.55 His
powerful words provide both substantive direction and inspiration to take
action.

Even when pressed by the demands of inner truth, men do not
easily assume the task of opposing their government’s policy,
especially in time of war. Nor does the human spirit move without
great difficulty against all the apathy of conformist thought within
one’s own bosom and in the surrounding world. . . . [W]e are
always on the verge of being mesmerized by uncertainty. . . .

. . . [W]e must speak with all the humility that is appropriate to
our limited vision, but we must speak. . . .

. . . [W]e as a nation must undergo a radical revolution of values.
We must rapidly begin [] the shift from a thing-oriented society to
a person-oriented society. When machines and computers, profit
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motives and property rights, are considered more important than
people, the giant triplets of racism, extreme materialism, and
militarism are incapable of being conquered. . . .

. . . True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar. It
comes to see that an edifice which produces beggars needs
restructuring. . . .

. . . A nation that continues year after year to spend more money
on military defense than on programs of social uplift is approaching
spiritual death. . . . We are now faced with the fact , my friends, that
tomorrow is today. We are confronted with the fierce urgency of
now. . . .

. . . We must move past indecision to action.56

We must confront our silence regarding the plight of the children.
Doing so points us directly into the pathway of King’s triplets of evil:
racism, extreme materialism and militarism. What actions should be taken
are for each individual and community to determine. Each of us will act
according to our commitment and circumstance, which are not fixed but
can change. King urged nonviolent, direct action, which included marches,
rallies, sit-ins, demonstrations and civil disobedience. He also wrote letters
and books, gave lectures, worked with lawyers on litigation tactics, and
worked with the media. There are a myriad of options for individuals and
groups. The obstacle is being motivated and hopeful enough to do
something.

C. Democracy is not a Spectator Sport

Citizens taking action to solve problems is the heart and soul of
democracy. Citizens fed up with King George III began the American
revolution by organizing through the basics of talk, leaflets, direct action,
debating, and becoming indignant. While the Founding Fathers were
white, wealthy, landowning men, the war was won by the spirit and action
of regular people.57 The Elite and the Masses combined around their
common interests, defeated the King, and began the long journey to
establish democracy and self-government.58
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The right to revolt against repressive government was written directly
into the Declaration of Independence.59 It codified the principle that
citizens have the right and duty to overthrow government when it
oppresses and fails to serve the people.60 The signers of the Declaration of
Independence expressly pledged their good names, their fortunes, and their
lives to the struggle. They were not afraid or ashamed to believe in
principles for which they would sacrifice their life. Caring for children and
ensuring their healthy, full development are principles individuals and
nations must uphold at any cost. Otherwise, society not only condones
suffering, but also cripples the future potential of the human race and
thereby the world it inhabits.

As the revolutionary fervor diminished, the U.S. Constitution was
written and debated.61 The express language of the Declaration of
Independence was tamed considerably by the landed gentry and emerging
merchant class who wanted the stability of a strong federal government.62

Instead of the right to revolt, society adopted a First Amendment that
promised rights to free speech, assemble, petition the government with our
grievances, organize, and protest. In a word, it preserved the right to
dissent and fuss. Nevertheless, state constitutions made it perfectly clear
that all power resides in the people. For example, the North Carolina
Constitution states in its Declaration of Rights: “All political power is
vested in and derived from the people; all government of right originates
from the people, is founded upon their will only, and is instituted solely for
the good of the whole.”63 This sentence makes a clear statement that
government policies and priorities regarding children, and all other issues,
are to be consistent with the will and good of the whole population.

The Preamble to the U.S. Constitution reads:
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We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect
Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for
the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the
Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and
establish this CONSTITUTION for the United States of America.64

Surely the words “justice,” “domestic tranquility,” “general welfare,”
and “our posterity” must be about our children and their needs. These
words convey the very reasons we ordained and established our nation and
the U.S. Constitution. In light of the “national emergency” and
“institutional immorality,” why is this hypocrisy not burning in our guts
and fueling our conversations and actions?

The meaning of the U.S. Constitution is often left to the courts. Society
has lost the ability to even envision the very self-government and
sovereign power of the people enshrined in our written constitutions. It is
easy to understand the tendency to see “government” as “them” and not
“us.” Our system of campaign finance laws allows a tiny minority of the
population to contribute the vast majority of the money to candidates.65

The public policy our society gets serves those who pay. We have winner-
take-all elections and no form of proportional representation at the national
level. We have districts drawn to ensure incumbents and the predominant
party wins. We have laws and procedures rigged to maintain a two-party
system, both of which are dependent on corporations and the wealthy. We
do not even have a trustworthy system for counting the votes.66 However,
this is not an excuse for nonaction, apathy, or pessimism. This is fuel to
compel our society to straighten our civic backbones, fight for our
children, and to reclaim democracy. King warned us: “Pessimism is a
chronic disease. It destroys the red corpuscles of hope and slows down the
heartbeat of positive action.”67

We must know in our hearts that the majority of people do not want the
United States to be the only government in the world that has not ratified
the U.N. Convention of the Rights of the Child.68 Once the Athenian
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philosopher Thucydides was asked when justice would come to Athens.
He answered: “Justice will not come until those who are not injured are as
indignant as those who are injured.”69

Unfortunately, our collective consciousness, manifested through our
government, our culture, our institutions, and our individual selves, is not
sufficiently indignant or morally outraged over the maltreatment of
children. Society pretends that the business as usual approach is achieving
incremental improvement sufficient to be adequate. How many of the
groups and activities for children that are reflected in the conferences,
brochures, academic gatherings, and newsletters really tackle the systemic
causes of the institutional immorality?

Society is not outraged enough to be that political about advocating for
children. We dare not raise hell about the rich getting richer at the expense
of the majority, nor about the need for tax transfer policies that force
corporations and those made wealthy by them to pay a fair share towards
basic needs for our children. Meanwhile the misery index piles up.

Opposition from the powerful to the needs of the people and their
meaningful role in the democratic process has been a cancer in the body
politic since our nation’s inception.70 Alexander Hamilton put the matter
starkly for the elites, who feared the leveling spirit of the people:

All communities divide themselves into the few and the many. The
first are the rich and well born, the other the mass of the
people. . . . The people are turbulent and changing; they seldom
judge or determine right. Give therefore to the first class a distinct,
permanent share in the government. They will check the
unsteadiness of the second and as they cannot receive any
advantage by a change, they therefore will ever maintain good
government.71

John Jay put it more concisely: “The people who own the country ought
to govern it.”72

Because we the people have slumbered on our right and duty to defend
the actual values of constitutional democracy, the current day Hamilton’s
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and Jay’s have power. Today their definition of “good government” is a
strong military, subsidies and tax breaks for corporations and the wealthy,
a starvation diet for all human services, and the social safety net and
privatization of as many of the remaining services as possible.

Educating and exposing citizens to the prioritization of the wealthy
over the needs of children can open their eyes to the chasm between our
felt values and government policies. The instinct to fight for and defend
children simultaneously awakens our historic, revolutionary aspirations for
government of the people, by the people, and for the people. Present
democratic actions determine and brighten our future democratic potential
in that neglected, ill-developed youth cannot become the necessary critical
thinking voters of tomorrow.

D. Corporate Power and Wealth is Antithetical to Democracy and the
Needs of Children

It is a huge mistake to think that only a handful of Ralph Nader fans
perceive growing corporate power as antithetical to democracy. The
Rehnquist Court in 1990 upheld Michigan’s criminal law banning the
expenditure of corporate general funds in state elections. The Court said
the law was necessary to respond to a “different type of corruption in the
political arena: the corrosive and distorting effects of immense
aggregations of wealth that are accumulated with the help of the corporate
form and that have little or no correlation to the public’s support for the
corporation’s political ideas.”73

It is empowering to find and read many other examples of towering
figures from the establishment speaking out boldly about corporate power
undermining democracy. Abraham Lincoln said:

As a result of the [civil] war, corporations have been enthroned and
an era of corruption in high places will follow, and the money
power of the country will endeavor to prolong its reign by working
upon the prejudices of the people until all wealth is aggregated in
a few hands, and the Republic is destroyed. I feel at this moment
more anxiety for the safety of my country than ever before, even in
the midst of war.74
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Justice Louis Brandeis captured today’s situation almost perfectly:
“Through size, corporations, once merely an efficient tool employed by
individuals in the conduct of private business have become an institution
— an institution which has brought such concentration of economic power
that so-called private corporations are sometimes able to dominate the
state.”75 Today the state is a willing partner putting up little or no
resistance.76

As these quotes show, the servant has become the master. The
sovereign power of the people has been usurped by state created
corporations. We must creatively use this understanding to craft legal
arguments and claim our right to self-government, and thereby
governmental policies that serve the interest of the whole including
children. We must give these legal claims the power to succeed by linking
them to grassroots social movements. There is no better way to awaken
people to the corrosive and distorting effects of runaway corporate power
and wealth than to juxtapose the impact of government taxing and
spending on kids and corporations. Advocating successfully for full
funding for existing promises of services for children will require the
people to believe in and exercise their inalienable right of authority over
both government and corporations. Our children and our democracy
depend on it.

VIII. CONCLUSION

Once people cease pursuing their aspirations for themselves and their
children, the Hamilton and Jay ideologies regarding rule by the rich
become reality. Likewise, there is no endpoint of self-government. If we
stop, democracy stops, while wealth and corporate power fill the void.
Sadly, this is our reality today. It is not the village that is raising our
children; it is the corporate market and culture. We fill our time with all
the day to day tasks and entertainment. We either do not notice that
government is cutting budgets of programs for the needy and children or
we prefer denial and rationalization. Possibly Susan B. Anthony sums us
up: “Cautious, careful people always casting about to preserve their
reputation and social standing, can never bring about reform.”77 Perhaps
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our stake in the corporate culture blinds us and change will not occur until
more hungry bellies demand revolution. Such a notion may not be that far-
fetched.78

The histories of African-Americans, women, labor, and many others
show us the strivings of hope and faith can and do succeed. Small groups
make big differences. Margaret Mead’s statement is true: “Never doubt
that small groups of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world.
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”79 Justice Brandeis once
commented that “the most important political office is that of private
citizen.”80

There are so many ways that each of us can act to expose and redress
institutional immorality. There are many ways, small and large, to help
children gain due process rights and personhood status. If we all do
something and link those actions together so they are public and visible,
democracy and children benefit. But leave it to King to hammer directly
into our individual and collective consciences: “The ultimate tragedy is not
the brutality of the bad people but the silence of the good people.”81
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