King’s Pragmatist Political Economy:

Social Democracy, Economic Justice, and Positive Peace

By highlighting the philosophical pragmatism of King’s self-avowedly personalist theory and practice of liberatory social and institutional transformation toward the conditions of deeper social democracy, economic justice, and positive peace, we can both bring the unity of his vision into sharper focus and discern its value as a twenty-first century guide to deeper democratic transformation.  In these times of global turmoil, failures of formally democratic political systems to meet the needs of their people adequately and equally, the worst economic recession since the Great Depression, and widespread war and terrorism, we can learn from King’s pragmatist political economy that these issues arise and must be resolved together through well-organized, well-focused, mutually educative projects of nonviolent struggle that produce personal, social, and institutional changes that tend to expand and sustain the achievement of a better quality of lived experience for all individuals, communities, nations, and the global biosphere.

Many interpreters of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s public legacy suggest that his initial liberatory focus in the struggle for racial equality in America was limited to democratic political rights, and that he only later expanded his concerns to include economic justice and peace.  Recently, conservative political commentator Glenn Beck staged a mass gathering at the Lincoln Memorial, supposedly in honor of the 1963 March on Washington at which King gave the “I Have a Dream” speech.  At his own “Tea Party” rally, Beck interpreted King as an opponent of social democracy, a libertarian hero who found divine sanction for his call for limited government and “color blindness.” However, a close reading of King’s essays, speeches, sermons, and books shows that both readings are mistaken.

King always regarded the struggles for economic justice and peace as inextricably intertwined within the larger social meaning of democracy, and he said so in public and in private from beginning of the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1956 throughout the years of his collaborative leadership of the modern American Civil Rights Movement until his death in 1968.   In fact, as King wrote in 1960, he learned a complex lesson during his years of growing up in segregated Atlanta: “the inseparable twin of racial injustice is economic injustice,” and segregation led to the exploitation both of blacks and of poor whites (Washington 37). When he accepted the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, King expressed this complex lesson again: first conjoining in negative terms the fire hoses trained on protesting children in Birmingham, Alabama, the murder of college students seeking to register black citizens to vote in Philadelphia, Mississippi, and “the debilitating and grinding poverty afflicts my people and chains them to the lowest rung of the economic ladder”; and then arguing in positive terms that African Americans and the people of India have shown—and South African civil rights leaders were then showing—that nonviolence is “a powerful moral force which makes for social transformation” and that “sooner or later, all the people of the world will have to discover a way to live together in peace” (224-225). King invoked this same complex lesson in 1966, stating the positive goal of the civil rights movement’s continuing struggle and distinguishing the two kinds of changes it would require: “Our goal is to create a beloved community and this will require a qualitative change in our souls as well as a quantitative change in our lives” (58).  Given this history, King’s final plans for the integrated Poor People’s March and summer-long demonstrations that came to pass only after his death—“They will have Negro and white participation, and they will seek to benefit the poor of both races”(65)—reflect the unity-in-complexity of King’s lifelong vision, as did his comment that these necessary efforts to focus on the quantitative changes America needed were sure to “overshadowed” by the Vietnam War (67), one of many reasons why he believed that war must be brought to an end, and soon. 

In emphasizing these interconnections, and in his democratic faith that a better America would emerge from a sustained, well-organized process of nonviolent struggle, King’s mid-twentieth century vision built on and further developed key ideas of a number of influential American pragmatist philosophers of the first half of the twentieth century, including Jane Addams, William James, Josiah Royce, George Herbert Mead, and John Dewey, as well as those framed even more urgently by their contemporary African American philosophers and transformative leaders, including Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington (20, 436), and W. E. B. Du Bois, who presciently announced in 1903 that “The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line,” and who conjoined “Work, Culture, Liberty…not singly but together” as the path of struggle toward actualizing the full meaning of the American ideal Addams and Dewey referred to as social democracy.  In a speech he delivered in 1962 in Nashville, Tennessee, entitled “The Ethical Demands of Integration,” King echoed, affirmed, and updated their earlier analysis of the problem situation and of the ideal that must guide multi-faceted transformative action:

The problem of race and color prejudice remains America’s greatest moral dilemma.  When on considers the impact it has upon our nation, internally and externally, its resolution might well determine our destiny.  History has thrust upon our generation an indescribably important task—to complete a process of democratization which our nation has too long developed too slowly, but which is our most powerful weapon for world respect and emulation. (Washington 117)

King’s solution—to focus on education, forming new habits, liberation of the whole person rather than freedom of an abstraction called “the will,” and active citizen participation in shaping better institutions and public policies—echoes this conjoint philosophical and activist legacy while explaining its goal of true integration in the terms of social democracy.   

Even in framing the justice-and-love-centered religious faith and liberatory hope that energized and sustained his personal transformative vision and motivation for life-long struggle, King’s approach was closer to that of Jane Addams than he may have realized, just as his emphasis on “the capacity to deliberate, decide and respond” as the positive meaning of freedom (120) was closer to John Dewey’s account than he acknowledged. These three strands of inspiration—the philosophical, the activist, and the spiritual—converged in the life and work of King’s revered mentor in the method of nonviolent resistance to oppression through “soul force” (satyagraha) as the “means” to achieve social democracy, Mohandes K. Gandhi, whose liberatory struggle in India achieved the birth of a fragile democracy that had already outlawed the ancient caste system and had begun experimenting with alternative economic models to uplift the poor when Martin and Coretta King accepted an invitation in 1959 to visit and learn from India’s experience.  

Although King described himself philosophically as a “personalist,” emphasizing a specific understanding of “personality” as both ultimate reality and the greatest good, my claim here is that recognizing King’s debt to, affinities with, and major contributions to a pragmatist political economy is both compatible with acknowledging this self-description and necessary to completing its scope in ways that give his still-fruitful theory and practice of social transformation its proper central place.  By highlighting the philosophical pragmatism of King’s self-avowedly personalist theory and practice of liberatory social and institutional transformation toward the conditions of deeper social democracy, economic justice, and positive peace, we can both bring the unity of his vision into sharper focus and discern its value as a twenty-first century guide to deeper democratic transformation. 

James Melvin Washington, who was commissioned by the King Estate to edit A Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings and Speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr., insightfully explained in his Editor’s Introduction that King loved his country and his culture, but he was never a narrow nationalist, reserving his ultimate loyalty for a more ideal cosmopolitan world community: “He was faithful to his country so long as his country was faithful to the vision of what King often called ‘the beloved community’” (Washington xxi).  As King’s professors at Boston University knew and taught, “the beloved community” to which King often referred as America’s not-yet-achieved ideal character and transformative goal was a phrase first formulated by the great “ideal pragmatist,” Josiah Royce, who saw the framing of narrower loyalties in terms of an inclusive, other-affirming “loyalty to loyalty” as its pre-condition.  At same time, Washington points out, like many black leaders including Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, Langston Hughes, and James Baldwin, King perceived America as “a hermeneutical situation”(xxi).  Thus, King could both love and be sharply critical of America because he considered it factually in relation to the normative ideals that most of its citizens still shared with its founders, even though interpreting their meaning and achieving their actualization was (and remains) a work in progress.  Washington affirmed that King’s “dream” of such a better, actually possible America—a dream that “still excites our social and political imaginations”—always included economic justice and pluralistic social equality as well as voting rights and other marks of democratic political inclusion as signs of shared positive freedom and preconditions for civil and international peace (xxi).  

As early as the 1956 Montgomery Bus Boycott, King’s explanation of the goals of the American civil rights struggle always included economic redistribution to achieve democratic equitability and positive social peace; in that case, these goals included not just courteous treatment by bus drivers and an end to the expectation that black passengers would give up their seats to white passengers, but a hiring requirement that “Negro bus operators were employed on predominantly Negro routes” (436). In “Nonviolence and Racial Justice,” an essay King published in 1957, shortly after the formation of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and his selection as its first President, he contrasted the “true peace” they sought with the merely “negative peace” that had been instituted and maintained by a long history of officially tolerated terroristic violence, judicially legalized exclusion, and customary inequality in wages and job opportunities prior to their recent nonviolent protests.  The first step toward regaining and maintaining the self-respect that would be required for achieving a positive peace, King explained, was breaching this negative peace by demanding justice, using means that were compatible with that end (6).  Attaining “true peace” requires achieving “full freedom,” King argued—practical means and capability, as well as civil liberty—because the pursuit of happiness requires the whole package, and those whose self-respect has been regained will accept nothing less. Just as true peace requires full freedom, however, attaining full freedom requires that those who have been and still are oppressed pursue a sustainable peace with those who now oppress them, rather than simply a reversal of dominance or an equal share in roles of dominance and exploitation.  Such a sustainable, positive peace cannot be achieved through violence that seems to justify a violent response; instead, it arises within a shared process of conscience-guided reflection, truth-telling, change in attitude and subsequently, changes in the institutional rules that determine distributions of opportunities and resources, leading to eventual reconciliation with one another and with the past.  

King believed that this kind of change process toward shared full freedom and positive peace can be initiated by Gandhi’s method of nonviolent resistance, as it had been in India and in the American South, but he recognized that other oppressed peoples’ willingness to use this method requires their belief that it eventually can be effective in their own situation.  For some, their religious or spiritual faith that those who struggle for justice have “cosmic companionship” (9) may support the belief that “even though the arc of the moral universe is long, it bends toward justice” (52). For others, however, more tangible evidence will be needed that nonviolent resistance can be more effective than violent struggle in achieving their ultimate goal, which itself may require adopting more realistic goals than wreaking a final revenge for the past or assuring total control of the future.

Reasons for hope and causes of despair were closely bound together in King’s analysis, because both were tied to the shared American dream, as expressed in the U. S. Constitution’s language of individual rights and collective responsibilities for assuring both “qualitative” and “quantitative” aspects of the pursuit of happiness.

To make the reasonableness and desirability of this interpretation of the American ideal effective in motivating Americans to act in ways that would lead to achieving it, King believed a two-pronged strategy with which James and Dewey would have concurred was necessary: (1) employing evidence and argument in essays and speeches designed both to remove intellectual obstacles and to advance its acceptability, and (2) creating vivid, expressively authentic, active “demonstrations” of its moral importance through widely mass-transmitted and thus vicariously shared communicative actions that could engage people’s attention and emotions in ways that would promote conscience-guided reflection, ethical choice, and real commitment to a process of substantive change.  

Integration in King’s sense of creating positive peace requires greater changes than ending racial segregation.

Desegregation is eliminative and negative, for it simply removes these legal and social prohibitions.  Integration is creative, and is therefore more profound and far-reaching than desegregation.  Integration is the positive acceptance of desegregation and the welcomed participation of Negroes into the total range of human activities.  Integration is genuine intergroup, interpersonal doing. (118)

Segregation cuts off the full freedom of the whole person, King argued—“one’s capacity to deliberate, decide and respond” within the limits of “our destined nature” (120)—because it sets arbitrary socio-economic restraints on deliberation: “The absence of freedom is the imposition of 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….I cannot adequately assume responsibility as a person because I have been made a party to a decision in which I played no part in making” (120). Thus, instead of a call for utopian conditions of unlimited freedom for all, King’s is a call for equal freedom from artificial and arbitrary limits.  It is a call for democratic participation in determining what kinds of limits on all must be set by real shortages and rival priorities; and beyond current law, it is a call for each person voluntarily to deliberate, decide, and respond with equal respect for self and diverse others in determining where those limits must fall and how to live creatively within them.

Using a term that William James coined, King argued that personal experience of the discipline and fruits of nonviolence in the struggle for integration mutually benefits all parties in a struggle toward integration because such experiences are “double-barreled” (125).  That is, even those who oppose integration learn what it is to be treated as a person of equal, infinite worth and as a fellow citizen participant in democratic deliberation about their shared social future through a social mirroring process that begins with currently oppressed people’s nonviolent demonstrations of self-respect, respect for the opponent, and determination to achieve the conditions of full freedom for all.
At various points in his ongoing struggle to delineate feasible and desirable means of achieving the “quantitative” aspects of such just and democratic integration in the American aftermath of chattel slavery, subsequent “jim crow” legal segregation, and legally tolerated inequality in public accommodations, education, housing, wages, and employment opportunities, King suggested particular economic strategies to be undertaken and broad goals to be achieved.  These included:

1. Demands for increased employment opportunities in desirable fields in which these were currently denied (e.g., bus driving in Montgomery),

2. Favorable comments on Nehru’s “middle course” between Westernization and India’s traditional economic institutions by encouraging some controlled industrialization while also encouraging the expansion of locally based handicrafts like spinning and weaving, as well as the movement for consent-based land reform in India known as “Bhoodan” (28-29)

3. Reform of “the structures of racist imperialism from within” so as to “turn the technology and wealth of the West to the task of liberating the world from want” (56)

4. “An economic bill of rights” (67) that would remedy the lack of American constitutional guarantees of these basic human rights and, at a cost King estimated in 1966 as “about ten or twelve billion dollars” (70), would guarantee a job to all adult Americans capable of working, including by creation of public-service jobs, while establishing a guaranteed annual minimum income in combination with building more low-income housing, increasing government support for educationto assure all individuals and families a quality of life markedly better than poverty 

5. Acceptance of black workers into greater numbers of union jobs

6. Creation of worker-owned cooperatives in both rural and urban areas

7. Redistribution of wealth, resources, and opportunities through tax policies that would fund the educational initiatives, jobs programs, small business loans, and a minimum annual income 

8. A “revolution of values” leading to widespread support for changes in economic models, institutions, and policies toward new ones that are neither capitalist nor communist, but rather ones that can create and sustain “a socially conscious democracy which reconciles the truths of individualism and collectivism” (630)


Clearly, achieving America’s potential to become a fully actualized social democracy—King’s “beloved community” in both “qualitative” and “quantitative” aspects—does not occur by changing hearts alone, just as embracing the goal of integration is not the same as achieving it.  This requires real power—or rather, gaining access to a cluster of powers that currently are held disproportionately by a few and used toward their own ends both directly and by manipulating the fears and aspirations to social dominance of many others, as King argued in a famous sermon called “The Drum Major Instinct” (1967).  It may be very difficult to persuade those who hold the greatest clusters of powers to share them—King quotes Douglass in noting that the powerful never surrender anything without a struggle—but it may be possible to influence the less powerful who seek to live “the good life” toward more worthy ideals than consumption of luxury goods and savoring others’ envy, and in pursuit to those ends, to collaborate with others in rebalancing the power equation toward social democracy, economic justice, and positive peace.  King called upon churches, schools, the arts, government, and public figures to play their proper roles in motivating people to redefine “the good life” in terms of justice and service.  This, too, will be an interpretive struggle, he warned, and those who seek meaning in this way also may be misled.  Remember, King noted, that the right means may be used in pursuit of the wrong ends, even with the best of intentions, and those who seek to become, like him, “a drum major for justice,” may end up marching for something else entirely, as did many who rallied for Glenn Beck’s “color-blind” vision of limited democracy and market-based justice.


What do King’s analysis and the longer-term impacts of his nonviolent communicative strategies and positive proposals suggest for us in our current American and global problem situation of a growing race- and colonialism-linked poverty gap within and between nations, widespread joblessness that threatens the middle class as well as the working class with losing their homes, millions displaced world-wide by economic globalization and natural disasters, growing distrust of government, a continuing war, and on-going threats of post-9/11 terrorism?  Here are some interesting possibilities:

1. A new March on Washington sponsored by churches, labor unions, small business organizations, and civic groups focusing on new job creation (including jobs focusing on long-term infrastructure-rebuilding and urban renewal), legal protection of basic housing rights (including leases as well as mortgages), small business access to credit, and more equitable government support for education

2. A new paradigm of economic science that rejects the libertarian and objectivist philosophical commitments that led Alan Greenspan, America’s once-infallible economic guru, to reject financial regulation as unnecessary and intrusive on the ethical business leadership of CEO’s of the most powerful firms as well as the discipline of self-correcting markets—“I was wrong,” confessed Greenspan, though many economists, self-styled conservatives, and Tea Party members still disagree—in favor of a more humble vision of economics as a means to social democracy that treats social cooperation as real and important, documents human costs and benefits of productive and reproductive efforts, and generates feasible and desirable models of how we as can meet “quantitative” aspects of human rights at local, national, and global levels

3. New requirements that for-profit business corporations operate in the public interest, additional experiments in non-profit “social business” enterprises like those Muhammend Yunus of the Grameen Bank has begun to develop in addition to the micro-lending programs he has already made workable in diverse global contexts, and active support for many more large-scale cooperatives like the long-successful Mondragon enterprises in Spain’s Basque region 

4. New paradigms of liberal and conservative politics without racism, classism, and militarism, one emphasizing citizen participation in developing feasible and desirable new approaches to achieving social democracy, and the other emphasizing institution-building, what we must remember from our history, and what we would be wise to retain from our tradition

5. Educational models that stress the importance of service in well-lived lives and of social democracy, economic justice, and positive peace in creating a stable world order and healthy biosphere in which all individuals, families, communities, and nations can flourish  

6. A new model of democratic citizen communication rights and the public good in the use of mass media—films, music, broadcast media, print media, and electronic media—that recognizes their power to misinform, misguide, and incite hatred as well as their power to educate, to move people to care about one another and the Earth, and to raise up Deweyan publics and King-style mass mobilizations for justice

7. Pragmatist liaison-assisted interdisciplinary inquiry into achieving positive peace.

Creatively experimenting with King’s suggestions about pragmatist political economy may help us to transform the complex problem situation of our own times toward the dream we still share.
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