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You live in a world of imagination.
Let me start again.
We are living in a country in which the people inhabit at least two different 

realities.  We — whichever “we” you identify with — live in the real reality and the 
people who aren’t part of that “we” are living in a fantasy.  I’m not sure this is the best 
way to think about this, because if this is true, all we would need to do is to show 
people reality and their ability to maintain their fantasy would break down until they 
could maintain it no longer and, liberated from their fantasy, they would join the rest of 
us in reality.  

This feels like an Enlightenment era belief to me.  It is one with the story that 
more or less gradually, because of the clear ascendence and truth of science, that 
religion would fade away because the superstitions and the supernaturalism it requires 
could no longer be maintained.  

I am starting to doubt how much any of us live in a world of reality.  I think we 
live in a world of imagination.  And a corollary to that assertion is this: we live within 
the limits of what we can imagine.  

I am still carrying with me in my body some of the shock of January 6th and the 
insurrectionist mob’s invasion of the nation’s capitol.  It was shocking to me to see the 
battle flag of the Confederacy paraded through the halls of the Capitol.  That flag is a 
work of imagination.  It is the manifestation of a white supremacist imagination.  I’ve 
watched and listened to several of the videos taken at the insurrection.  In a couple of 
them at least, I heard people in the mob yelling at the police, angry from their 
consternation that the police officers guarding the Capitol were guarding the Capitol 
from them.  They could not imagine that they were not entitled to press into the Capitol 
and prevent the lawmakers from doing their Constitutional duty counting the votes of 
the Electoral College.  Heather Cox Richardson, the Boston University history professor, 
described in her blog recently how a police officer was beaten with the “thin blue 
line”/“back the blue” flag that one of the mob was wielding.  Who the police is changed 
in that person’s imagination, they changed from ally to adversary.  What didn’t budge 
was the entitlement they imagined for themselves.  The mob was — and though 
scattered still is — living in a world of its own imagining.  

We live in the world of our imagining.  We also live in the world others imagine.  
The attack on the Capitol didn’t just happen to Trump’s mob.  It happened to all 

of us.
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The poem we just heard is another example.
What threatens the astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson as a boy in the poem you 

heard today by Aracelis Girmay  is his white neighbor’s imagination: “the murderous 1

jury of / his neighbor’s imagination & wound.”  The “white looking” of his white 
neighbor turns “his telescope into a gun, / his duffel into a bag of objects / thieved 
from the neighbors’ houses…”  The white neighbor can’t see the black boy except as a 
thief and a threat.  And part of the power of the poem is how it emphasizes that once 
we know that the boy is Black and the woman is white, we know what the imagination 
creates.  The poem won’t let us off the hook.  We’d really rather the threat was just this 
one white woman, just the individual police who showed up.  We’d really rather not 
admit that we know that white supremacy is a force that shapes the imagination of 
white people — and black people, too — in this country.  The question isn’t to imagine 
or not; it is to liberate the imagination from the forces of white supremacy.  

The writer, activist, and podcast host adrienne maree brown articulates the 
situation in this way:

We are in an imagination battle.
Trayvon Martin and Mike Brown and Renisha McBride and so many 

others are dead because, in some white imagination, they were dangerous. And 
that imagination is so respected that those who kill, based on an imagined, 
racialized fear of Black people, are rarely held accountable. 

Imagination has people thinking they can go from being poor to a 
millionaire as part of a shared American dream. Imagination turns Brown 
bombers into terrorists and white bombers into mentally ill victims. Imagination 
gives us borders, gives us superiority, gives us race as an indicator of capability. I 
often feel I am trapped inside someone else’s imagination, and I must engage 
my own imagination in order to break free.2

We are currently living in the imagining of those who came before us, and we are 
living in the imagining of everyone we are in relationship with now.  Which is 
everybody.  And our imagining has been and is being shaped all the time.  A liberating 
and liberated imagination knows it is imagining.  

The most famous words of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., are “I Have a 
Dream.”  In the moving conclusion to his speech at the 1963 march on Washington, he 
claims and proclaims his dream and his dreaming and invites us to dream with him the 
dream of mutual flourishing, the dream of beloved community, the dream of equity and 
justice.  Some progressives have said that this is the fanciful part of his speech, that we 
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can’t ignore the radical critique of American culture that precedes it.  And we shouldn’t 
ignore that critique.  And we also reckon with the effects of human imagining all the 
time.

The science fiction writer N. K. Jemisin observes that 
… we pursue in reality the things that we're capable of imagining, and those of 
us who are in industries or fields that play with imagination have a 
responsibility to depict futures that are for everyone.3

As a writer, Jemisin is clearly in a field that plays with imagination.  But here’s what I 
say is true: we are all in fields that play with imagination.  All of us are pursuing what we 
are imagining.  The responsibility that all of us bear is to imagine “futures that are for 
everyone.”  Our imagining is not wholly our own.

We are all imagining and living in our imaginings and the imaginations of others.  
This does not mean that there isn’t a reality that we have to deal with.  We cannot 
imagine away the deaths of the more than three thousand Americans who are now 
dying every day from COVID.  That will just endanger us.  And no one should try to 
imagine away the results of a free and fair election.  That puts people’s lives in danger, 
as we now know all too well.  We cannot imagine away the presence of systemic racism 
in our city, county, state, and federal law enforcement.  What we must do is imagine our 
way through all of these things.  An imagination of liberation recognizes what’s real, 
recognizes what is true, and imagines a way forward.  

This does not mean that the way forward will be easy or fun.  Part of what we 
need to imagine now, in the wake of the insurrection, is a future—which is to say, the 
very next moment, which is to say this is a now—where people no matter their rank or 
station are held accountable for what they’ve done.  If you’ve incited and encouraged or 
abetted a violent insurrectionist mob, we need to imagine you can’t get away with that.  
We need to imagine healing and a mutual wholeness, but this means imagining truth as 
being so important that we do not caste it aside as if it never happened.  

In the movie Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, the outlandish confectioner 
sings to young Charlie about becoming free by living in “a world of pure imagination.”  
Charlie comes from a poor family — has to deal with too much reality — and 
imagination is his liberation.  “Living there,” in a world of imagination, “you’ll be free.”  

But imagination isn’t necessarily about freedom.  No matter how much or what 
kind of reality we have to deal with, we live in a world of imagination already.  The 
question isn’t about whether or not to imagine.  It’s about what and how we choose to 
imagine—it’s about realizing that we have a choice of imaginations, and making the 
choice to imagine liberation, wholeness, and healing, making the choice of a 
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collaborative imagining of a mutual thriving that each of us is part of but not the center 
of.  

The imagination liberation requires sees the sacred in the everyday and the 
lowly.  The imagination liberation requires imagines accountability as a blessing.  The 
imagination liberation requires is not controlled by fears.  The imagination liberation 
requires likes evidence and honesty.  The imagination liberation requires holds both rest 
and work for you.  The imagination liberation requires holds both comfort and 
discomfort for you.  The imagination liberation requires looks at a black boy with a 
telescope and sees a budding astrophysicist.  

Can you imagine?
May it be so.


