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Who You Gonna Call ?
Back in the days when a Topeka public 
school could keep a black child out because 
of the color of her skin, folks like Linda 
Brown rightly looked to the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People and the American Civil Liberties 
Union for help.

But this month's landmark Supreme Court 
ruling upholding school vouchers illustrates 
just how much the ground has shifted. Today 
the established civil-rights organizations have 
moved from defending individual liberty to 
pushing group rights -- with a new crop of 
conservative outfits moving in to pick up the 
slack.

Just ask Roberta Kitchen, an African-
American mother of five whose youngest daughter, Toshika, was rescued from a rotten municipal 
school system by a Cleveland voucher. When the program was challenged in court, it was the Institute 
for Justice, a free-market-based public-interest law firm, that defended the rights of Cleveland parents 
like her before the Supreme Court. And that was an education in itself.

"I was disappointed that the NAACP and the Urban League and ACLU were not jumping all over this 
issue," says Ms. Kitchen. "For me the help started with the Heritage Foundation, and from them to the 
Institute for Justice and others." As Ms. Kitchen soon learned, not only were the established civil-rights 
groups not in her corner; they were all busy writing amicus briefs to uphold the miserable status quo.

Polly Williams, the Milwaukee Democrat whom we've described as the Rosa Parks of vouchers, tells a 
similar tale. "I believe that when you fight for a just cause, something will come along to take you to 
the next level," says Ms. Williams. "For us that was the Landmark Legal Foundation.

"We were a group of low-income parents with no resources. I don't know where we'd be without 
Landmark, which took our case to the state Supreme Court twice and won both times." That success in 
turn spawned other successes, not least of which is the newly formed Black Alliance for Educational 
Options.

The point here is that when you talk about institutions making a difference in the lives of underdogs, 
these days they're increasingly found on the right. In addition to its vouchers work, for example, the 
Institute for Justice championed three black entrepreneurs in Denver, helping them break up a 
government-imposed taxi cartel that had not allowed a new cab company to open in nearly 50 years, a 
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fight the NAACP declined to take up.

And this conservative ferment is visible across the civil-rights spectrum. If you're a college professor or 
student who has fallen afoul of your campus speech code, you look to the Foundation for Individual 
Rights in Education. If you're a small storefront church in Michigan denied permission to set up shop 
in, well, a storefront, there's the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty. And if you're an airport worker 
who has been fired after asking his union to provide an accounting of where his dues are going, the 
National Right to Work Foundation is the place for you.

The conservative champions of civil liberties may be a new feature on our national landscape. But in an 
astonishingly short time they sure have managed to seize the moral high ground.

***

Tony & Tacky

The Streets of San Francisco: The potty police are watching. On Monday the San Francisco Board of 
Supervisors voted in a ban on public urination and defecation, which was fought by advocates for the 
homeless. The San Francisco Chronicle reports that Supervisor Tony Hall wrote the law when he found 
that there was no ban; previously, offenders were cited under indecent exposure laws or for "dumping 
toxic waste." Bill Mullins, a homeless man, remains skeptical. As he told the paper: "When you gotta 
go, you gotta go, man."

Campus Confidential: A new poll by the National Association of Scholars and Zogby International 
reports that three-quarters of all college seniors believe that the difference between right and wrong is 
relative. The same poll shows that "recruiting a diverse work force" is a higher ethical priority for most 
students than "providing clear and accurate business statements to stockholders and creditors." Yet 
97% of these same students also believe that college prepares them well to behave ethically in their 
future lives. Welcome to Enron.
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