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Integration, Freedom, and the 
Affrmation of Life 

DANIELLE ALLEN 

Much of Martin Luther King’s intellectual production was delivered in the 
context of church conferences and other religious venues, as was the case 
with his essay “The Ethical Demands for Integration,” presented in De-
cember 1962 in Nashville.1 Consequently, his important contributions to 
political philosophy have been largely overlooked by the guardians of that 
historical tradition, and its attendant academic disciplines. My purpose in 
this chapter is to spell out how, in “Ethical Demands,” King made a 
signifcant contribution to democratic theory and, in fact, laid the founda-
tions for a correction to the forms of modern liberalism that have domi-
nated the Anglo-American academy at least since the 1971 publication of 
John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice. Most importantly, if implicitly, he sought 
to reunite the two bundles of rights that nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
liberalism had separated into the categories of negative and positive 
liberties—freedoms from interference, on the one hand, and freedoms to 
participate in shaping the collective life of a community, on the other. For 
liberals from Benjamin Constant through Isaiah Berlin to John Rawls, the 
negative liberties have been nonsacrifceable, but not so the positive liber-
ties.2 In this important essay, King makes the case that the positive lib-
erties are also nonsacrifceable, with important ramifcations not only for 
democratic theory but also for political economy. 

As a political philosopher, King makes a meaningful contribution to 
republican theories in which “the security of freedom depends on (a) a 
republic imposing constitutional constraints that guard against arbitrary 
power and (b) institutional spaces that allow citizens contestatory power 



    

  
   

 
 

  
  

        
   

 
  
  

 
 

   
  

 
  

          
     

  
         

     
    

         
   

   
         
  

 
     

   

         

to ensure the proper functioning of a constitutional order.”3 As Melvin 
Rogers has pointed out, the standard account of the history of political 
thought in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries represents republicanism 
as receding beneath rising tides of utilitarianism and liberalism, but this 
account fails to register how African American political thinkers kept re-
publicanism alive throughout the nineteenth century, innovating on it as 
the century proceeded.4 King carried this innovation into the twentieth 
century, once again showing how democratic theory that starts from the 
minoritarian point of view forces corrections in some of the most funda-
mental assumptions of liberal theory. 

Integration the Ultimate Goal: A Theory of Freedom 

King’s essay is characteristically subtle, blending the theological and the 
philosophical. He spells out a systematic theory of freedom, without ever 
quite saying so, through an argument about desegregation and integration. 
As he does, he makes both a secular Kantian and also a theological case 
for the justice of integration, for the necessary and nonsacrifceable place 
of integration in freedom, and for the compatibility of this political theory 
with the demands of morality and religion. To see the important features 
of his argument, we must begin by clarifying his defnition of integration. 

Most importantly, King draws a sharp distinction between desegrega-
tion and integration. Although both respond to segregation, they are dif-
ferent modes of response. Desegregation entails the end of “prohibitive 
systems” that deny “equal access to schools, parks, restaurants, libraries, 
and the like” (118).5 Implicitly invoking Berlin’s distinction between nega-
tive and positive liberties, King identifes desegregation as “eliminative and 
negative, for it simply removes these legal and social prohibitions” (118). 
Integration, in contrast, is positive and “creative.” It is the “positive accep-
tance of desegregation and welcomed participation of Negroes into the 
total range of human activities. Integration is genuine intergroup, interper-
sonal doing” (118). Desegregation provides freedom from prohibition and 
interference. Integration, in contrast, provides the freedom to “do.” Only 
integration, he writes, “unchains the spirit and the mind and provides for 
the highest degree of life-quality freedom” (121). 

I’ll return to the idea of “life-quality freedom” shortly, but here we 
should note the existential framework that King applies to his defnition 
of freedom. He writes: “I cannot be free until I have had the opportunity 
to fulfll my total capacity untrammeled by any artifcial hindrance or bar-
rier” (121). Whereas liberals from Kant, Constant, and Berlin onward 
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through Rawls focused on securing the negative liberties as a route to se-
curing autonomy, the most prized form of human development, King seeks 
something else, “the fulfllment of total capacity.”6 The goal is not merely 
to establish laws for oneself but instead to complete oneself. And the rel-
evant completion requires fulfllment in and through participation in 
human community. In a sense, King picks up W. E. B. Du Bois’s famous ar-
gument that the fnal phase in the achievement of freedom would require 
that African Americans become co-creators in the kingdom of culture. 
Human beings don’t set laws individually for themselves, as isolates. They 
are social creatures who, together, weave the fabric of human culture that 
establishes the horizons of possibility for any given generation and com-
munity. Full freedom, the fulfllment of total capacity, entails the absence 
of artifcial hindrances or barriers to participation in that process. This is 
the job not of desegregation but of integration. 

But what, in concrete terms, does King have in mind by invoking this 
ideal of integration as the necessary basis for full freedom? If we trace his 
argument a level down, from the abstract claims about freedom’s two 
branches, to the specifc propositions about how each kind of freedom— 
negative and eliminative, on the one hand, and positive and creative, on 
the other—can be realized, we may fnd ourselves still frustrated. Our 
powers to achieve this ideal—the action steps and specifc tools that King 
proposes—will seem limited and insuffcient. 

The law can indeed achieve desegregation, King argues. Judicial decrees 
can regulate behavior and “restrain the heartless,” thereby altering the 
habits “if not the hearts” of the people every day (124). But law cannot 
secure integration. The pursuit of integration takes us beyond the legal 
realm into the domain of the moral or ethical, hence the title of his essay, 
“The Ethical Demands of Integration.” King writes, “the ultimate solution 
to the race problem lies in the willingness of men to obey the unenforce-
able. Desegregation will break down the legal barriers and bring men to-
gether physically, but something must touch the hearts and souls of men 
so that they will come together spiritually because it is natural and right” 
(124). For humankind to come together spiritually is necessary and right 
on the grounds of the argument that we are all made in God’s image, and on 
the grounds of Kantian views about treating our fellow human beings as 
ends, not means. In other words, King argues for an overarching, deon-
tological, but unenforceable duty that in our hearts we all grant “thou-
ness” to other human beings. 

This overarching duty then generates two further ethical demands: 
frst, that we recognize and enable the equal capacities of all to delib-
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erate, decide, and take responsibility, and second, that we contest the 
failure to fulfll those frst two duties through techniques and discipline of 
nonviolence. The techniques of nonviolence constitute a mode of fghting 
that fully embodies the principles being fought for—an attribution of 
“thou-ness” to all and an acknowledgment of the capacity of all to delib-
erate, decide, and take responsibility.7 

But, again, we can ask, what exactly does King have in mind, in con-
crete terms, by way of a potential transformation of a democratic social 
world when he spells out this set of unenforceable ethical demands? His 
is not an argument for new laws or regulatory frameworks, nor for 
changes to existing ones, such as zoning laws or school districting. How, 
precisely, does he propose to drive change? How far can an ethical frame-
work take us? 

King seeks a transformation of humankind. He sought “an end to 
fears, prejudice, pride, and irrationality, which are the barriers to a truly 
integrated society” (124). These are “dark and demonic responses” that 
can be eliminated only “as men are possessed by the invisible, inner law 
which etches on their hearts the conviction that all men are brothers and 
that love is mankind’s most potent weapon for personal and social trans-
formation.” He continues, “True integration will be achieved by true 
neighbors who are willingly obedient to unenforceable obligations” 
(124). And here we come back to the heart of the matter. On its own, 
desegregation gives us a society where people are “physically desegregated 
and spiritually segregated, where elbows are together and hearts are 
apart. It gives us special togetherness and spiritual apartness. It leaves us 
with a stagnant equality of sameness rather than a constructive equality 
of oneness” (118). 

In contrast, integration consists of a spiritual opening of the hearts of 
citizens to one another across preexisting divides. This can arise only when 
an unenforceable moral law has been awakened in the souls of all. To ef-
fect this, the single tool that King offers, other than his own pulpit, was 
the discipline of nonviolent resistance. With his moving rhetoric, personal 
commitment, and self-sacrifce as an activist, King captured the imagina-
tion of the citizenry of the United States, shifting its culture and its under-
standing of its most salient values. With his defnition of integration, and 
the avenues of possibility for achieving an equality of oneness and spiri-
tual awakening, he delivered to modern America a powerful fantasy about 
how to cure the problem of racial domination in American democracy, and 
any democracy. Law wasn’t off the hook—it provided a necessary founda-
tion to the work through policies of desegregation, but then it was on all 
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those who sought integration, as all should, to do ethical work with our-
selves and our fellow citizens, so as to transform our hearts. 

The soaring existential power of the view, but also its frightening limits, 
are surely quickly apparent. In the next section I will take the time to spell 
those limits out. Thereafter I will return to the philosophical contribution 
that King made, offer an account of its value, and make a proposal for 
how to build on his contribution going forward. 

Integration and the Problem of Math 

In King’s most famous speech, from August 1963, he conjured up his 
dream with an evocative image that is important for our work in this 
volume. “I have a dream,” he exhorted, “that one day on the red hills of 
Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will 
be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood.” We should pause 
to ask specifcally what picture is conjured by this rhetoric. If we do ask 
that, we will discover the reigning paradigms that have governed the 
project of integration for the last half century. What picture does King’s 
image bring to mind for you? Do you imagine a table of eight people where 
seven are white and one is black? Or do you imagine a table split ffty-
ffty? Do you imagine a table where the sons of former slave owners all 
cluster at one end and the sons of former slaves cluster at the other, yet 
still, in a sense, all sit together? Or do you imagine a dinner table around 
which are seated, say, six, or eight, or ten, or even ffty or a hundred people, 
with seats alternating between black and white? 

The latter images—of a table split ffty-ffty, with black and white 
intermingling, and with maximal dispersal of the representatives of each 
group—is probably the picture that more commonly comes to mind when 
people hear King’s rhetoric. The symbolism of integration has often in-
volved the idea that in an integrated world, people of different colors will 
be distributed evenly throughout a population, or an organization, or an 
institution, as if on a checkerboard. When Elizabeth Eckford, one of the 
Little Rock Nine who integrated Central High School in Little Rock, Ar-
kansas, in 1957, prepared for her frst day of school, she sewed herself a 
dress with a border consisting of black and white checks. During the 
fftieth-anniversary celebrations of the events in Little Rock, this dress 
became a museum piece, included in a traveling exhibit. Its symbolism is 
impossible to miss. 

Strikingly, King’s imagined table of brotherhood, Eckford’s vision as ex-
pressed through her dress, and popular ways of imagining integration too, 
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always exceeded mathematical reality. In 1960, African Americans, then 
still the largest ethnic minority in the United States, constituted just under 
10 percent of the American population. It was never possible for black and 
white to be, as in King’s words, elbow-to-elbow, in the sense of evenly dis-
tributed throughout the population. To whatever degree the symbolism of 
integration inspired this mental image, it oriented people toward a math-
ematical fantasy. Demographic realities would have dictated that on the 
checkerboard of integration, there would have been one black square for 
every nine white squares. For mathematical reasons, historically there has 
never been any realistic chance of Americans of different races or ethnici-
ties being genuinely elbow-to-elbow throughout the entire social fabric of 
the nation, yet the goal laid out for us was nonetheless full spiritual af-
fnity or social “oneness.” The gap between reality and the imagined utopia 
has strained the project of integration. 

King’s concretization of the abstract goal of integration took us in the 
direction of a fantasy that undermines our capacity to pursue an eminently 
worthy ideal. Yet the defnition of integration as a provision to all people 
of the positive liberties of social and political participation is a compelling 
ideal. The question, then, is whether we can develop an alternative ap-
proach to its concretization that avoids the problematic fantasy of all of 
us living continuously elbow-to-elbow with people from different ethnic 
and social groups. We might fnd a different path forward if we back up 
and start again from King’s idea of life-quality freedom and his idea of an 
unenforceable law of nondomination. These concepts are salutary contri-
butions to ongoing debates in democratic theory and are worth recovering 
for contemporary projects of egalitarianism. 

Life-Quality Freedom 

The most interesting and important concept in King’s essay is “life-quality 
freedom,” which he introduces in the section of the essay titled “Social 
Leprosy.” There he argues, contra Constant and Berlin (and contra Rawls 
avant la lettre), that just like the negative liberties, the positive liberties are 
nonsacrifceable. 

On a conventional liberal view, freedom can be restricted to expand 
freedom or to ensure that all have the same basic liberties. For instance, 
property laws put limits on what I can do with your property precisely so 
that you too can enjoy a right to your own property. The issue of nonsac-
rifceability emerges when proposals develop to sacrifce liberties for some 
other kind of good. For instance, Rawls held that the rights to autonomy, 
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association, and expression could not be sacrifced to promote general so-
cial welfare, but he could imagine cases in which the positive rights to 
political participation might indeed need to be set aside, even if only 
temporarily, for the sake of securing material goods.8 Whereas liberals and 
republicans agree about the possibility of limiting or restricting liberties, 
when liberties confict, in order to achieve equal liberty for all, they dis-
agree on the relationship between liberties and other values, such as material 
well-being. The centuries-old slogan of the republican, but not the liberal, 
is “Give me liberty or give me death.” King, in fghting for freedom and 
exposing himself to the threat, and eventual fact, of assassination, em-
bodied that commitment to freedom’s nonsacrifceability. 

King also makes the case that intellectual clarity about the nonsacrifce-
able nature of positive liberties is a distinctive contribution made possible 
by experience of a minoritarian position within a democracy characterized 
by racial domination. He writes, “Only a Negro can understand the social 
leprosy that segregation inficts upon him” (121). He continues with an 
account of the material consequences of experiences of domination, the 
experience, as Philip Pettit defnes it, of being subject to the arbitrary will 
of others. It is worth quoting this passage at length: “Only a Negro can 
understand the social leprosy that segregation inficts upon him. The sup-
pressed fears and resentments, and the expressed anxieties and sensitivi-
ties make each day of life a turmoil. Every confrontation with the restric-
tions imposed is another emotional battle in a never-ending war. He is 
shackled in his waking moments to a tiptoe stance, never quite knowing 
what to expect next and in his subconscious he wrestles with this added 
demon” (121). 

These experiences constitute “the withdrawing of life-quality from 
groups.” He provides further defnition thus: “Nothing can be more dia-
bolical than a deliberate attempt to destroy in any man his will to be a 
man and to withhold from him that something that constitutes his true 
reserve.” The language of a “true reserve” introduces the metaphor of cap-
ital. In blocking positive liberties, and the freedom “to do,” practices of 
domination withhold goods, whose value can be characterized with 
the vocabulary of materiality. King extends the claim about the material 
signifcance of violations of positive freedom, arguing, “Integration de-
mands that we recognize that a denial of freedom is a denial of life itself.” 
In other words, the positive liberties have a material signifcance no less 
than that of food, air, and water, and the other elements of bare survival. 
Only integration, he argues, “provides of the highest degree of life-quality 
freedom” (121). 
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By affxing the phrase “life-quality” to a defnition of positive freedom 
focused on the positive liberties, King identifes those positive liberties 
not only as basic goods of material signifcance but also as nonsacrifce-
able, just as the right to life, a core instance of a negative liberty, is non-
sacrifceable. Importantly, economic theory has not, to date, found a way 
of incorporating the value of positive liberty into theories of utility or 
theories of political economy. Yet King points to the need for just such 
an innovation. 

Interestingly, “life-quality” has, in the ensuing decades, become a mea-
surable good in theories of distributive justice related to health, as in the 
use of “quality-adjusted life years.” The concept, which merges quantity 
and quality of time to measure disease burdens, is employed in economic 
evaluations of how best to allocate scarce health resources. This supports 
the notion that King intuited that the phrase “quality-life freedom” could 
install his concept of freedom within the panoply of basic goods protected 
as nonsacrifceable by then-emergent theories of distributive justice. Yet 
King’s own intuition—that positive liberties, understood as nonsacrifce-
able, could be installed at the heart of a theory of justice—has yet to be 
cashed out. Doing so would require not only revisions to utility theory and 
political economy but also an alternative strategy for converting King’s 
unenforceable moral law into concrete social practices to replace his reli-
ance on the pulpit, nonviolence, and a fantasy of black and white living 
elbow to elbow. I will reserve the issues of political economy for another 
occasion and here focus on the second question by revisiting what I have 
dubbed King’s unenforceable law of nondomination. 

The Unenforceable Law of Nondomination 

The frst thing to recognize about King’s unenforceable moral law and its 
ethical demands is that it does indeed spell out the social requirements of 
practices of nondomination. King defned integration as the “welcomed 
participation of Negroes,” or out-groups generally, “in the total range of 
human activities” (118). This is a requirement, in other words, for hospi-
tality, for welcome provided to those who propose to join in a given social 
or cultural activity. The purpose of his three ethical demands—that we 
recognize “thou-ness”; that we enable and respect everyone’s capacities 
to deliberate, choose, and take responsibility; and that we commit to 
nonviolence—is to provide a framework for the provision of such hospi-
tality. This framework for hospitality constitutes an account of the require-
ments of nondomination. 
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The key feature of the demand that we recognize the “thou-ness” of 
others is that we not treat them as means, or as “things.”We convey that we 
treat others as “things” when we do not concern ourselves with their well-
being but concern ourselves only with how well they perform some function 
of instrumental value to us. Take, as an example, criminal justice policy. 
When we focus on prisoner re-entry by seeking above all to reduce 
recidivism, in order to minimize the damage of criminality to a broad com-
munity, we are failing to consider the question from the point of the well-
being of the former inmate.We might also be concerned to reduce recidivism 
as a way to measure how well we are supporting and achieving the well-
being of former prisoners. To live up to a standard of nondomination, any 
given policy question would need to be addressed to considerations of the 
well-being of all those affected by it. Use of this “well-being” requirement is 
the frst element of social practices of nondomination. 

The second element concerns recognition and enablement of the capaci-
ties of all to deliberate, choose, and take responsibility. Segregation blocks 
these capacities by imposing “restraint on my deliberation as to what I 
shall do, where I shall live, how much I shall earn, the kind of tasks I shall 
pursue.” It has the consequence of forcing people to live in “some system 
that has largely made these a priori decisions for me.” The result is that 
“I am reduced to an animal” (120). Importantly, desegregation without 
integration only partially removes this element of domination. Unless 
members of out-groups are positively welcomed into all decision-making 
contexts with social signifcance, they are continually required to live in 
“some system [that] has already made these a priori decisions for me.” 
Without positive liberties, and active participation in cultural and political 
creation, “I have been made a party to a decision in which I played no 
part in making.” When this occurs, “the very nature of [a person’s] life is 
altered and his being cannot make the full circle of personhood because 
that which is basic to the character of life itself has been diminished” 
(121). Alongside the “well-being” requirement, then, King here presents 
an ethic of nondomination as establishing a second requirement for the 
inclusion of all in social decision making. The inclusion cannot be merely 
formal. If decision making is structured by social practices that ensure that 
for some participants the results are always like decisions made for them a 
priori by others, then nondomination has not been achieved. King does not 
further develop an argument for the institutional and organizational forms 
that are necessary to realize a principle of full inclusion in social and po-
litical decision making, but he points to an agenda of questions to ask and 
answer, one that scholars have recently been taking up.9 
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Finally, there is the ethical demand that the oppressed respond to in-
stances of domination through nonviolence. Alongside the “well-being” 
and “inclusion” requirements, this is a third piece of the framework of 
nondomination. Here King builds on the Gandhian concept of “nonin-
jury” to build a theory of action that rests on recognition of the sacred-
ness, the “thou-ness” and need for freedom, of every human being. The 
discipline of nonviolence provides a mode of contesting oppression and 
domination without turning the oppressor into a “thing.” Indeed, the com-
mitment to nonviolence demands that the practitioner “respect the per-
sonhood of [the] opponent.” Thus, King writes, “nonviolence exalts the 
personality of the segregator as well as the segregated ” (125). This principle 
might help us clarify contemporary debates about micro-aggressions and 
how to counter them. Micro-aggressions—subtle, even unintended insults 
that put down members of a marginalized group on account of their group 
membership—are part of the fabric of social practices of domination. They 
are failures to recognize the “thou-ness” of others, and failures to frame in-
teractions with others through an orientation toward their well-being. 
They also can often serve to degrade the opportunities of members of 
marginalized groups to participate effectively in joint decision making. In 
other words, micro-aggressions can, and often do, work against full 
participation. Regardless of whether a given micro-aggression is, in its es-
sence, a failure to recognize the “thou-ness” of others, or a blockage to full 
participation by members of marginalized groups, micro-aggressions can 
become the targets of nonviolent resistance. But what does this mean? 
Not that one must necessarily stage a protest or occupy a building in re-
sponse to a particular micro-aggression, but only that one must ensure 
that whatever response one pursues accords with exalting the personality 
of the person who has inficted the insult. On King’s principles for an 
ethics of nondomination, one would respond to a micro-aggressor not by 
seeking to insult or humiliate in turn but in some other way—for instance, 
in the mode of a teacher, a fgure who corrects or improves for the good of 
the person so educated, as well as for her own good. King acknowledges 
that this particular burden falls heavier on those “who have been on the 
oppressed end of the old order” (124). 

The unenforceable law of nondomination, then, imposes three require-
ments on citizens of a democracy aspiring to complete itself: that they di-
rect their interactions and policy debates always to the question of one 
another’s well-being, and not toward mutual instrumentalization; that they 
secure a panoply of decision-making practices and organizations that are 
fully inclusive in their operations; and that they challenge and fght with 
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each other in accordance with the “noninjury” standard of nonviolent 
resistance. 

As I have indicated above, for King the reign of this law and its three 
requirements in the hearts of Americans could be established only through 
preaching (prophetic rhetoric) or nonviolent protest.10 He linked  these 
methods to a lofty but also a mathematically impossible fantastical vision 
of black and white living continuously elbow-to-elbow, neighbor-to-
neighbor, with physical proximity being converted through interaction 
into spiritual affnity. Neither his instruments of implementation nor 
his vision for social experience deliver the ideal that he so promisingly 
sketched. The remaining question, then, is whether we can expand the re-
sources available for concretizing and operationalizing the practices of 
nondomination that King so eloquently identifed as necessary for fully 
securing freedom. 

From Oneness to Wholeness 

In arguing that integration might permit American democracy to shift from 
pursuing “a stagnant equality of sameness” to “a constructive equality of 
oneness,” King repeated an error that has plagued the liberal tradition 
since the time of Thomas Hobbes. As I have argued at length in Talking to 
Strangers, the social contract tradition installed a problematic ideal of una-
nimity at the heart of the liberal defnition of political legitimacy. The 
error lies not only in the fact that unanimity typically is impossible to 
achieve but more importantly in the fact that the idea obscures the fact 
that every political decision brings winners and losers. Democracies 
must rely instead on theories of legitimacy that address the question of 
what makes political loss in a democracy both legitimate and endurable. I 
won’t review here my argument about how the problem of loss in demo-
cratic politics can be worked into a theory of legitimacy, but I wish to in-
voke the replacement ideal that I argue for. The goal of democratic politics 
should be the achievement not of “oneness”—total agreement or con-
sensus or spiritual affnity—but of wholeness, “the coherence and integ-
rity of a consolidated but complex, intricate, and differentiated body.”11 

In Talking to Strangers I argue that a democracy might achieve  
“wholeness” via pursuit of an ethics of political friendship that, like King’s 
ethical demands for integration, scaffolds practices of nondomination. 
Like King in “Ethical Demands,” I focus in Talking to Strangers not on law 
but on the ethical realm, the topic of how each of us can transform our 
daily practices of interaction with others and thereby transform our world, 
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advancing a project for the completion of democracy. Therefore, my argu-
ment, like King’s, is open to criticisms that I fail to concretize adequately 
the institutional and organizational forms necessary to bring nondomina-
tion genuinely into being. Similarly, both our arguments have been criti-
cized (although wrongly, I think) for an excessive reliance on a utopian 
fantasy of a prospective emergence of something like spiritual affnity.12 

In fact, it is possible to close the gap between King’s ethical argument 
(and mine too) and the creation of concrete practices of nondomination in 
the lived reality of democracies. Drawing on King’s account of practices of 
nondomination as entailing an orientation toward well-being (and not in-
strumentalization), toward full inclusion in decision making, and toward 
noninjury, we can close that gap. His explicit focus on the positive liber-
ties, and on the requirement for full participation in the social and political 
decisions that establish the constraints in which we can exercise our 
freedom, opens up a zone of action. Alongside our political institutions, 
civil society organizations—both commercial and noncommercial—crowd 
the landscape of any democracy’s collective life. Some signifcant number 
of these make socially meaningful or impactful decisions that frame the 
horizons of possibility of our shared world. King’s list of the ethical de-
mands of integration could easily be directed toward achieving changes in 
organizational practice throughout that landscape. We could pursue a 
“constructive policy of wholeness” by pursuing organizational transfor-
mation throughout the landscape of civil society, guided by the three 
principles articulated by King. 

Let me provide just a few examples from one civil society organization 
in which I happen to spend a great deal of my time, a distinguished uni-
versity in the northeast.13 Under the heading of “Inclusion and Belonging,” 
the university is in fact embarked on a project of integration. All three of 
King’s ethical demands apply to the endeavor. 

For instance, the “well-being” principle might be applied to adjust that 
university’s values statement. Currently that statement includes a plain in-
strumentalization of staff. It reads: 

[The] University aspires to provide education and scholarship of 
the highest quality—to advance the frontiers of knowledge and to 
prepare individuals for life, work, and leadership. Achieving these 
aims depends on the efforts of thousands of faculty, students, and 
staff across the University. Some of us make our contribution by 
engaging directly in teaching, learning, and research, others of us, 
by supporting and enabling those core activities in essential ways.14 
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In this formulation, no attention is given to the well-being of staff mem-
bers. Yet such a blind spot is unnecessary. Without making any sacrifces 
to the mission of the university to educate, that formulation could be re-
written to shift from a framework of instrumentalization to one that at-
tends to the well-being of all. Consider this possible revision: 

[The] University aspires to provide education and scholarship of 
the highest quality—to advance the frontiers of knowledge and to 
prepare individuals for and provide fulflling experiences of life, 
work, and leadership. Achieving these aims depends on the efforts 
of thousands of academic personnel, students, and staff across the 
University. Some of us make our contribution by engaging directly 
in teaching, learning, and research, others of us, by supporting and 
enabling those core activities in essential ways, while also pursuing 
professional growth. 

With a revision such as this, the organization would reform itself in accord 
with the frst of King’s ethical demands of integration. 

The second ethical demand, which concerns the principle of full partici-
pation in decision making, also applies. While the university has success-
fully pursued diversifcation and inclusion in staff hiring at the lower rungs 
of the organization, senior leadership throughout the university continues 
to be almost exclusively nonintegrated. King’s second principle, that all 
should have full participation in the decision making that shapes our col-
lective lives, would highlight the need for organizational transformation 
in a direction that brings about “the welcomed participation of [members 
of marginalized groups] into the total range of human activities,” including 
senior leadership within the university. 

Finally, with regard to the principle of responding to oppression with 
noninjury, my earlier example of how to think about micro-aggressions 
pertains again here. The university might reasonably articulate a set of ex-
pectations for membership in the community as set out in the following 
list: 

• The right to full and free expression. 
• The responsibility to prove ourselves trustworthy to one another. 
• The responsibility to deal with one another in good faith, to as-

sume good faith in others, and to strive for mutual resilience in 
the face of disappointment. 
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• The right and responsibility to engage in cooperative and produc-
tive disagreement, with civility and respect for differences of 
opinion and lived experience and for each person’s dignity—the 
preconditions for turning diffcult conversations into opportuni-
ties for learning and shared development. 

• The recognition that all members of our community—students, 
staff, and scholars—are connected to one another. 

The fourth point, that diffcult conversations should be turned into oppor-
tunities for learning and shared development, accords with the discipline 
of nonviolent resistance and the requirement that responses to acts of 
domination meet a standard of noninjury. Pedagogic modes of response 
are, of course, particularly valuable in this context. 

In short, this expectation-setting language aspires to embed the principle 
of nonviolence in the organization’s culture. But can it pull that off? The 
organization would need to learn how to motivate members of its com-
munity to treat even the experience of micro-aggressions as teaching mo-
ments while also equipping people with the skills necessary to convert an 
affront to their dignity into a foundation for their success as teachers. This 
is challenging. Simultaneously, the institution would have to acknowledge 
what King expresses in this essay, that this third burden falls more heavily, 
and therefore unfairly, on those whose groups have historically received 
the short end of the stick. He writes: “I cannot conclude without saying 
that integration places certain ethical demands upon those who have been 
on the oppressed end of the old order” (124). 

This is precisely where King’s trio of ethical demands helps bring to the 
surface the multiple ways democratic citizens ask things of each other and 
demand sacrifces, and pinpoints how even differentiated burdens can be 
rendered compatible with an egalitarian political project. If the third eth-
ical demand falls harder on those who have been “on the oppressed end” 
historically, then the second ethical demand, to transition to fully inclusive 
decision making, falls harder on those who have had the upper hand in 
the old order. Yes, as King says, transitioning to modes of decision making 
in which all participate is the right thing to do, but this does not make it 
costless. To adjust King’s words, we might say that we “cannot conclude 
without saying that integration places certain ethical demands upon those 
who have been on the privileged end of the old order.” 

As members of each group seek to shoulder their integration burdens— 
for the privileged of transitioning to fully inclusive decision making, and 
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for the formerly oppressed of responding with noninjurious pedagogy to 
witting and unwitting efforts to continue practices of domination—each 
in fact also meets the standard of the frst burden, of considering their 
fellow citizens, including those from whom they have historically been di-
vided, as ends in themselves, not means; they address one another with ref-
erence to their well-being, not with the question of how others can be made 
to do for me. 

In sum, democracies can achieve wholeness by ensuring that society 
is held together by a comprehensive network of decision-making organ-
izations that consistently meet the ethical demands of integration articu-
lated by King. We need to work, not on our hearts only, but even more 
immediately on a transformation of the practices and protocols of our 
organizations. As a matter of our organizational practices, without the need 
necessarily to achieve spiritual affnity neighbor-to-neighbor, we can weave 
a holistic fabric of nondomination for civil society, and achieve affrmation 
of freedom and affrmation of life. This path bypasses the dilemma of the 
mathematical fantasy. 
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