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The daily news, from the mainstream journalism of record to that
peddling the most disreputable distortions and lies, is filled with a struggle over
race and schooling as intense and widespread as seen in decades. Armed rightwing formations of that struggle now threaten bodily harm against teachers,
school leaders, and others hoping to teach the tangled truths of the aftermath of
slavery and untangle the devastating impact on the lives of the least advantaged
communities. Education Week has identified 37 states where Republican Party
lawmakers have attempted to restrict how teachers and schools address race
and racism in American history, and in 14 of those states they have achieved
some success through law and direct imposition by executive or administrative
authority — often specifically citing the “ill” effects of “critical race theory” or
the “1619 Project” or “ethnic studies.”2
These battles occur alongside the history of how the normal and legitimate processes and ideologies of schooling contribute to the pervasive cultural
and material formation of Black youth as dangerous criminals within a dominant
society uniquely afraid of Black children.3 Nearly 70 years after Brown v Board
of Education and countless government reports and scholarly studies, most
BIPOC youth still suffer the ongoing disinvestment in their school facilities
and curricular resources, teacher quality,4 and extended learning opportunities.5
These schooling battles and histories also occur alongside the history of
state sanctioned murder of Black people. In the year following the police murder of George Floyd in May 2020, U.S. police officers killed 229 Black people
ranging in age from three months to 88 years, the majority being male.6 Even
with so many eyes upon them, police set a record in 2021 for fatal shootings
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and killed Black people at more than double their population percentage.7
Assaults on the lives and life opportunities of BIPOC people emerge
not only from the armed wing of the state and the state schooling apparatus but
also from the openly organized White supremacists, now so prolific that scholars have published a field guide to their identification, hatreds, and alliances.8
Meanwhile, the vast majority of Whites, even if ambivalent, remain passive in
response to all this violence.
I want to name this situation of deadly violence against Black people —
whether in forms that are spectacular, swift, and public, or in other forms that
are more intimate, slow and diffuse — as a primary problem for the philosophy
of education. What is an ethical response that is also a political response, a praxis
that will transform the world so that enough will have been enough already?
What conceptualization of philosophy of education is adequate to the urgency
and significance of Black lives mattering?
In this paper, I sketch a response in conversation with insights forged
decades ago, when the general situation was sadly the same, and with new
forms of critical theorizing, holding space, and shaping struggles that have been
emerging from Black theorists.9 In consideration of the current conditions, I
return to Martin Luther King Jr.’s “dream,” and I review King’s demand for its
realization;10 I then explore what it might mean to “live the dream” in relation
to schooling and the tasks for a philosophy of education.
THE DREAM OF MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.
The deadly violent situation of racism often disappears within explanatory systems that blame the victims of the violence, explanations reinforced
by the meritocratic myth of public schooling and the lure of the “American
Dream” — a 1931 Depression Era conceptual coinage that re-animated the
schools’ nineteenth-century equal opportunity promise without delivering on
it.11 The hope that free universal public education could shape an empowered
and critical citizenry to forge more just and democratic communities continues
to have force, even while many people find other freedom dreams and other
forms of education to be more motivating.12 The effort to make education serve
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freedom and justice in the context of schools and a society predicated on Black
death and suffering perhaps can be illuminated by Martin Luther King Jr.’s
dreamscape that insisted Black life into the nightmare violence of daily life. King
was assassinated for living that dream, and it may be telling for how we might
ground a philosophy of education adequate to the carnage we witness daily.
The dream of Martin Luther King Jr. has often been reduced to children
being judged for their character and not the color of their skin, but he begins
his famous speech by saying that he has arrived 100 years after the Emancipation Proclamation to “cash a check” against the “withering injustice” of the
“manacles of segregation” and the moral outrage of poverty in the midst of vast
prosperity. He stood “in the fierce urgency of now,” ready with his people “to
cash this check, a check that will give us upon demand the riches of freedom
and the security of justice.”
As in his admonition to moderates in his letter from the Birmingham
jail, King refused the call to “be satisfied” with the redemptions to date because
“We can never be satisfied as long as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable
horrors of police brutality.” I ask, how can we be satisfied now, with the reality
of deadly violence for Black people still pervasive?13 King next insisted that “We
can never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of their selfhood and
robbed of their dignity…” Six decades ago, King insisted that freedom and
justice were impossible given the connections between the armed enforcement
of a racist culture by the police and the diffuse enforcement of a racist culture
by its educational and institutional guardians.
Have we fully faced this connection and the demand placed on us as
educators, as philosophers of education, to redeem the check that is the demand
of King’s dream? Where do freedom, economic justice, an end to state sanctioned
violence, and a commitment to the well-being of Black children figure in our
work? The redemption of this check is a precondition of achieving King’s dream
for the children of the future, yet educational scholars and policy leaders too
often do little beyond naming the “education debts” that are long overdue14
while students, women, and BIPOC folks across the globe raise the cry that “the
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debt is owed to us!” to challenge the deep structure of poverty and servitude
that produces incalculable violence in the lives of women and children.15 How
do we respond to these debts and cries?
I am not surprised that educators and scholars, like the dominant culture, cut out the conditions of possibility for the dream to cut to that closing
comforting image of children,16 and thus once again defer the dream of freedom
and equality. Yet even in those closing stanzas, King begins anew with equality
and justice to clarify what is necessary to set that table of brotherhood and
sisterhood — the bounty will come from the transformed social, cultural, and
economic relations that will have already undone the inequitable social orders of
the most spectacularly violent places (of that time). Then children can be fairly
judged by their character, and we will have achieved the realization of what King
considered to be a heavenly truth recognizable by any right-thinking person.
Now we see that to “live the dream” of MLK Jr. is to live a life that
redeems this check, that brings an end to police violence against Black people,
and that brings an end to the assaults on the dignity and self-hood of Black
children, so that Black people can live lives of freedom and equality. However,
those who “live the dream” necessarily come into contact with individuals and
structural forces that have long resisted change and continue to benefit from
existing power relations.17 As we know, they murdered King for living the dream
and demanding redemption for this check.
Indeed, to “live the dream” of Martin Luther King Jr. is to dwell in
“contact zones” that critical modern language theorist Mary Louise Pratt defined
as: “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in
contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery,
or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world today.”18
Survival itself is an achievement in contact zones, and when it is rooted in traditions and practices such as Indigenous peoples’ enduring survivance,19 then
creative pathways are revealed toward more just futures. Pratt recognized that
practices of “transculturation” can “construct a new picture of the world” built
on forms of self-representation that are at the same time “interventions” in the
dominant modes of understanding and practice.20 To live the dream is to not yet
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have been deadened or made dead by the schools, culture, and institutions of
the dominant society, and to collaborate with others who are seeking to know,
think, feel, and be otherwise.21
“LIVING THE DREAM”
To begin to “live the dream” is to forge a particular kind of wakefulness, a more deathly knowledge, in the midst of histories beyond timekeeping
of deadly violence against innocents; it is to be awake to how our schools and
other state institutions, communal spaces, media and language, and our homes
and self-understandings themselves are thoroughly inhabited and haunted by
common-sense structures of superiority-inferiority and privilege-constraint constituting the quotidian invisibilities and visibilities of the racist social, economic,
and political order.22 This is how we all embody at the same time un/freedom
and in/justice. Schools have long been part of the “prolonged assault on every
… elementary human need” that produces for Black people a “natal alienation”
that makes their lives in the face of “social death” continually precarious.23 How
many different forms of Black death must schools be implicated in, and how
many decades of suffering and violence need to be documented, before we take
the redemption demand seriously, and create a new grammar of schooling that
enables new grammars of the self for BIPOC, low income, and all children
whose lives of wonder, curiosity, and joy cannot find fulfillment in the old orders.
To forge new grammars of the self, Baldwin and Fanon recognized that
their refusal and destruction of one pole of the binary Black (Negro)-White entailed radical ruptures in the total array of cultural, psychological, and material
normative practices and understandings, including in self-understanding, that
upheld both poles. Moreover, as Baldwin acknowledged, the “social forces which
menaced me … had become interior … and the answer was to be found in me.
I think that there is always something frightening about this realization.”24 For
Baldwin, therefore, “the question of color, especially in this country, operates
to hide the graver questions of the self.”25
To “live the dream” is to take up these graver questions of the self, and
in the context of schooling, it is to abolish, immediately, both the most evident
doi:

10.47925/78.2.001

6

Living the Dream of Martin Luther King, Jr

and also the most insidiously diffuse forms of practice and meaning-making that
destroy the dignity and self-hood of Black children and youth. When we make
“historicity the starting point”26 — the way that culture and history make us at
the same time as we make culture and history — we foreground how identities
are shaped by the dominant ideologies of race, gender, class, and abilities but
that those defining orders and objectifications are never the truth of who we are
and cannot elide our power to be otherwise.
To disrupt and transform the meaning-making operations, the relational
and cultural forces, that reinforce inequitable experiences of entitlement and
ease for the dominant, and suffering, shame, and resentment for those at the
bottom of the schooling hierarchies, we have to take seriously both the urgency
and the necessary scale of the task. The entire range of ethical-social-emotional-knowledge-material ordering regimes imbricated within the mechanics and
logics of the grammar of schooling play their particular roles in the persistent
deadly violence.27 The supposed “one best system” of scientifically designed,
standardized, sequential, and differentiated ranking and sorting system that
promises to yield a meritocratic and egalitarian social order continues to hold
sway over the ideology of schooling,28 and continues to fail to be enlivening
for the vast majority of BIPOC and low income students and their teachers.29
From the colonial schools’ obedience to the task of disciplining youth to put
each in their place in the order manifested by church and state to the schools
of today, real lives and life chances are at stake in schools, moment to moment,
day after day, month after month, year after year, decade after decade, now
century after century.
This deadly contact zone of schools should trigger moral alarm rather
than laws to arm teachers, install metal detectors, and garrison more police on
campus. But the seeming rationality of the hierarchies of the “one best system”
of schooling and the efficiencies of the grammar of schooling provide rationales
that resist change, even after documenting the damage at the level of systems,
individuals, and groups. They have also resisted efforts to build and mobilize
knowledge for school transformation among BIPOC families and White liberals
and progressives. It must be noted, however, that Whites have not proven to be
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consistently trustworthy allies in making schools support the social, emotional,
intellectual, and economic health of Black children: mainstream media podcasts
explore how “Nice White Parents” make public schools work for their own kids
despite evident inequities, and scholars have again carefully documented how,
“despite the best intentions,” White parents opportunity-hoard and insure that
even integrated schools yield inequitable outcomes that favor their own families
and social and religious networks.30 Indeed, one has to “know one’s Whites” as
Tressie McMillan Cottom reflected: “To know our whites is to understand the
psychology of white people and the elasticity of whiteness. It is to be intimate with
some white persons but to critically withhold faith in white people categorically
…To know our whites is to survive without letting bitterness rot your soul.”31
These contentious spaces where people struggle together to “live the
dream” and create a grammar of schooling that would be more capacious
for BIPOC children and families and the formation of equitable democratic
communities are not for the faint of heart nor for those easily discouraged and
distracted by false hopes.32 Yet other schools and other communities are possible! BIPOC communities continue to fight the construction of their children
as willfully defiant and destined to be labeled and channeled into the most
deadening and dangerous work (including that outside the law) and into living
in the least nurturing and most poisoned spaces (think food deserts and toxic
neighborhoods, decrepit schools buildings, joyless juvenile detention centers
and jails).33 Multiracial coalitions of teachers, students, parents, scholars, and
community leaders continue to resist policies and practices that harm BIPOC
communities with over-policing, school closures, gentrification, and substandard
facilities and material resources.34 Where people are in movement seeking to live
otherwise and make institutions serve liberatory dreams, fruitful guidance can
also be found for the “interior” work that is a necessary part of transformative
practices. In these contact zones where new cultures and selves emerge, people
“must make mistakes and learn from them, make more mistakes and learn anew.
They must taste defeat as well as success, and discover how to live with each.
Time and action are the teachers.”35
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AWAKE IN THE DREAM
A new grammar of schooling needs to be shaped by the needs of a new
grammar of the self, a self that is resolutely open to the demands, risks, and
possibilities of “living the dream” of freedom and justice. These new grammars
can get clarified within theorist Christina Sharpe’s helpful notions of “wake”
and “wake work.”36 Here we can discover some of what it might mean to refuse
the deadening prescribed social roles and understandings that maintain unjust
hierarchies and some of what it might mean to disrupt the ongoing social, cultural, economic, and psychological production of Black death-inferiority-social
death and White life-supremacy-privilege-social power, some of what it might
mean to affirm ways of feeling, knowing and being otherwise that express Black
joy, creativity, and dreams of freedom and justice.
Sharpe reminds us that “In the wake, the past that is not past reappears,
always, to rupture the present.”37 In that rupture is the possibility to refuse the
deadly choices on offer, to see with the “sharpened optics” of the “undying” —
such as those with breast cancer whom poet Anne Boyer describes as having “the
sharpened optics of life without futurity, the purity of the double vision of any
life lived on the line.”38 Philosopher Maxine Greene argued the arts as much as
philosophy enabled the kind of critical vision that puts truth to work, and the
ruptures produced can awaken people from the deadly sleepwalking numbness
and reassuring evasions that maintain a status quo of the ongoing nightmare of
racist violence. This awakening can overcome the fear of being otherwise, and
Greene sees a pedagogy of freedom emerging when a community of people step
into and through the ruptures to forge an articulate public that holds the power to
make substantive change. Sharpe asks in her project: “what, if anything, survives
this insistent Black exclusion, this ontological negation and how do literature,
performance, and visual culture observe and mediate this un/survival.”39 So we
might ask, too, how do they mediate survival? What do we find when we meld
philosophy and the arts into a pedagogy of freedom, a pedagogy of survivance
of the undead, of those who are not satisfied with and refuse the deathly choices
on offer? “Does not one have to act upon one’s freedom along with others — to
take the initiative, to break through some boundary? Does not one have to claim
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what are called “human rights,” to incarnate them in the life of community?”40
To awaken in the wake and achieve a sharpened optics of un/survival
in the face of the dominant ideology and the negation of Black existence is,
following Sharpe’s thinking, akin to passing through a portal of no return to a
transformed existence of new understandings and new ways of being. Through that
portal, Sharpe invites us to dwell with being in the hold of the ships containing
African bodies deeper into enslavement, to dwell in the wake of their enslaved
survival and its aftermath, and to dwell in the funereal wakes and mourning
that mark the pervasive and excessive Black deaths noted in Afropessimism.41
When awakened in the wake we can infuse mourning with the celebration of
death-defying survivance, and thus stay in a “state of wakefulness; consciousness”
that entails an “awareness of precarity” and also reveals the “unfinished project
of emancipation” through which communities can redeem the debt that MLK
insisted was the precondition of freedom and equality.42
The critical precarity of wakefulness and the community relationships
that sustain it lead Sharpe to recognize that “thinking and care need to stay in
the wake” and that such wake work is “to live in relation to this requirement
for our death.”43 The vigilance of wake work includes not only vigils that bear
witness, but also showing up when needed in contact zones to “defend the dead”
and those who are meant to be dead by the dominant ideologies and practices.44
Vigilance in the wake calls us to show up where the quotidian work occurs among
those consciously, simultaneously both “inhabiting and rupturing” the epistemes
of slavery and property. It is in those spaces where “we might imagine otherwise
from what we know now in the wake of slavery,”45 where the arts can render
alternative visions and dreams from and into the voices, self-understandings,
and relations that construct new ways of life: “Black people everywhere and
anywhere we are, still produce in, into, and through the wake an insistence on
existing: we insist Black being into the wake.”46 Our task then as philosophers
of education is to join in this insistence that fuses critique to material resistance
and to transformation of the deathly elements of schools and everyday life; our
task is to abolish schools and create communal sites designed for the expansion
of human capacities, of people’s skills and talents for collaboratively grappling
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with the limiting conditions of their lives while becoming otherwise-than as
defined by dominant ideologies; these learning communities will live a different
dream and seed new movements of social and cultural transformation.47
This is a doubled task, first to forge communities that “mourn the
interminable event” of the death left in the wake ,48 communities that “inhabit
that Fanonian ‘zone of non-Being’ within and after slavery’s denial of Black
humanity” and,49 second, to forge the undead insistence of other dreams, of
other schools and communities, and of lives otherwise. Communities ready to
face the deadliness of life in the wake will also be ready to face similar tasks in
confronting the planetary climate crisis created by racial capitalism that puts the
fate of the earth at risk.50 The diffusion and scale across both time and space of
the threatened and already present catastrophic climatic destruction can make
it difficult to perceive and respond; that is, like the racist violence that generally
occurs gradually and out of sight within and due to schools, substandard housing, inadequate nutrition and healthcare, and dehumanizing jails and prisons,
the diffusion and scale of the violence can overwhelm understanding and the
needed response.
To “live the dream” awakened in the wake, then, is to discover and
make connections with communities already forging a sustainable and just society by confronting the spectacular and swift violence of racism while forming
the long-term relational bonds necessary for resistance to and transformation
of the slow, more subtle and even intimate, forms of violence that uphold injustice, including within our own self-understandings. That is, to achieve our
freedom requires the opening of public spaces of sociality along with personal
perspectives, and this happens in a praxis that is at once a refusal of violence
and a realization of care and relation,51 that is communal, a “we formation,”52 a
“knowing ourselves as part of a crowd”53 — a historical crowd often obscured,
marginalized, and difficult to discern in the glare of the dominant ideology and
its repressive capacities. To “live the dream” is to participate in counter histories
and movements, in the cultural production of knowing and being otherwise.
A philosophy of education for “living the dream” enables people to
integrate knowledge production and dissemination with knowledge mobilizaVolume 78 Issue 2
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tion that moves critical understanding into organized power. Feminist theorist
Maria Lugones has shown how to widen and deepen the paths of those who
“trespass,” those who do not and/or cannot conform to the dominant orders and
are forced to be and move in places where they are not wanted, not allowed, or
even forbidden by law or by armed enforcers.54 Such trespassing must often be
in coded secrecy among co-conspirators for the sake of survival; sometimes the
trespass blatantly disrupts the boundaries, insisting being otherwise into existence
and asserting new meaning into even the most limiting and restrictive spaces.
Greene and Sharpe recognize the importance of the arts, of creative
language and practices for revealing the nature of our situation and insisting
these other dreams into existence. Philosophers of education and other educators must recognize that the silent codes of racism and domination that haunt
American life resist rational exorcism,55 and they must also acknowledge that
for more than a century the nation’s schools have not been transformed into
just institutions by the leading research.56 Similarly, school reformers and those
seeking to change the culture of schooling must recognize that rigorous research
demonstrates that implicit bias and diversity trainings have little effect,57 and
there is little reason to expect the latest version of Diversity Equity and Inclusion
initiatives to be much different.
The logics of the grammar of schooling rank and sort into the racial,
gender, and economic orders, so we must find new logics and methods for
pedagogies of “living the dream.”58 Perhaps if Quine is right that “logic chases
truth up the tree of grammar,”59 then the logics of freedom and equality perhaps
must also chase truth through Sharpe’s notion of the “anagrammatical” — the
use of language so that “new meanings proliferate” and texts are “formed into a
secret message” that can prevent the dominant ideologies from holding sway.60
These pedagogies must make “the meanings of the words fall apart” so that the
old significations no longer stick.61 For example, the anagrammatical reveals the
way that the meaning of “blackness” “slides, signification slips, when words like
child, girl, mother, and boy abut blackness.”62 The anagrammatical provides new
logics and structures for comprehending the world and rearranging its cultural
formations and practices. It is “blackness anew, blackness as a/temporal, in
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and out of place and time putting pressure on meaning and that against which
meaning is made.”63
Indeed, the very letters, words, sentences, and meanings that can hurt,
wound, and be markers of death can be reordered and rearticulated within
emancipatory projects, and it is these “true words” as praxes that establish new
ways of being together in community(ies) that insist on more just relations.64
As with our dreams and visions, we should neither over- nor under-estimate the
material force of engaging anagrammatically with transforming the world. Words
matter, and as poet Anne Boyer reminds us, “Sometimes to give a person a word
to call their suffering is the only treatment for it.”65 While a pedagogy of “living
the dream” will have to find words to soothe and heal the suffering and to mourn
the deaths, it must also find words to intervene directly with power structures.66
Thus, as Amanda Fricker argued, the “naming” of “sexual harassment” redressed
epistemic and hermeneutic injustices and facilitated women’s exercise of social
and political power in ways that transformed everyday life not only for women
but for all of us.67 From an anagrammatical perspective, we see that every word
has the power to transform the world by how, when, where, and by whom it
gets spoken, written, or sung. People read and write the world before they read
and write words,68 and when this inalienable, primordial literacy is grounded
in an anagrammatical reading and writing of new worlds through education
as a practice of freedom, then “the more the people become themselves[,]the
better the democracy.”69
DREAM PROJECTS
As we have been examining what it might mean to “live the dream” of
Martin Luther King Jr. and the implications for a philosophy of education as
a practice of freedom, we have learned that to live this dream is fraught, and it
disrupts foundational features of the given orders and even our own particular
“inner” understandings of the world and ourselves. We have recognized that
we need new grammars of learning and of the self, and that the communities
that seek to foster them need a wide variety of creative capacities and skills to
navigate the multiple challenges that must be faced. Sharpe observes: “Despite
knowing otherwise, we are often disciplined into thinking through and along
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lines that reinscribe our own annihilation …We must become undisciplined.
The work we do requires new modes and methods of research and teaching…”70
King too knew that the civil rights movement’s development of nonviolence
was its own inventive transformation of contact zones: “It is an axiom of social
change that no revolution can take place without a methodology suited to the
circumstances of the period.”71 Of course, it would be much easier if these ways
made of no-ways had maps to traverse them, but these are roads made by walking
in both the light and in the dark, always precarious.72
To embody anagrammatical work in the wake that is at once both a
critique and denunciation of ideology and its structuring of everyday life and
an annunciation and expression of living otherwise, comes with costs, as Sara
Ahmed has argued is the case with living a feminist life. It is at times a killjoy
task to refuse the deadly strictures of existing arrangements, to resist efforts to
domesticate feminist and anti-racism demands, and to bear witness to unjust
suffering and to the courage of being otherwise, but it is the relations of community that sustain the work at intimate and private as well as at the public and
cultural scales that are needed for structural change.73 So we have again arrived
back at that contact zone, where death-dealing forces of oppression, domination,
and exploitation meet life-affirming forces, in the same moment, in the same
body(ies), in the same spaces of the thickly interwoven web of culture, meaning,
dreams, and material experience. The wake work of living the dream reaches
from the most intimate and private silences to the most public pronouncements, from the most private rituals to the most public responsibilities, and it
has neither beginning nor end — it is a way of life that reaches backward and
forward for generations.
To “live the dream” of Martin Luther King Jr. people must, as Maxine
Greene argues, “insert themselves in the world by means of projects, embarking
on new beginnings in spaces they open themselves.”74 None of these projects
would be “the first to try to reawaken the consciousness of possibility” nor “to
seek a vision of education that brings together the need for wide-awakeness with
the hunger for community.”75 Each of these imagined and embodied projects
of cultural transformation connects with lengthy histories of such work in
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contact zones, with projects and movements that have included everyone of
all ages and walks of life. Mary Louise Pratt reminds us that “Along with rage,
incomprehension, and pain, there were exhilarating moments of wonder and
revelation, mutual understanding, and new wisdom — the joys of the contact
zone … No one was excluded, and no one was safe.”76
The precarity and lack of safety extend to the disruptions caused in the
“recognition of one’s own responsibility for what is happening,” that our freedom
comes with the anguish that suffuses our predicament and our responsibility.77
Dominant ideologies must be actively ejected from our understandings and
practices, and these processes bear their own measures of force and coercion,
even when reflexively directed. Thus, to be awakened in the wake and “live the
dream” requires compassionate support in collaborative learning processes that
are integrated with projects of social reconstruction. Greene argued that “Crucial
is the recognition that conditions must be deliberately created to enable the mass
of people to act on their power to choose.”78 Learning processes that investigate
oppressive conditions so as to resist and transform the fast and slow violence in
our quotidian lives and in our self-understandings necessarily force us to make
choices and act within sites of trauma that, as Troy Richardson points out, place
particular ethical burdens on us.79 These ethical burdens require commitments
within forms of collaboration and “working with” one another across differences without a “mastery” of the relationships or of the projects, which must
occur under conditions of uncertainty and vulnerability. Only when we give
up the preexisting orders can our creative endeavors make contact zones fertile
ground for change. These “transculturation” practices of survivance in the wake
demonstrate that we should “reconsider the models of community that many
of us rely on in teaching and theorizing and that are under challenge today.”80
Only in community can we amalgamate the “interior” immaterial force
of dreams, visions, and imaginings with “external” material forces to alter the
world. As Baldwin noted, “Though we do not wholly believe it yet, the interior
life is a real life, and the intangible dreams of people have a tangible effect on the
world.”81 But as freedom dreams become realized, it is self-evident that justice is
neither inevitable nor irrevocable, and so the creative and joyful work of living
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dreams of being otherwise will necessarily get confronted by the reality of deadly
violence when the empire strikes back to maintain the status quo. King’s “urgency
of now” has pressed itself against conscience for centuries, so new grammars of
self, community, and education are needed to support children and youth to
stand in and stay with that transformative tension of life and death. To become
the sort of person who can stand in that tension and “live the dream” enables
one to be still and still moving; as Hortense Spillers argues, the “flat line” of
social death is actually ongoing dis/equilibria inducing a historical stillness, a
creative capacity to forge new grammars woven from history and imagination.82
The uniquely American contact zones of race, property, schooling,
and community have been generative of distinctive American experiences of
“survivance over dominance” and forms of education as a practice of freedom
seeking to serve the realization of dreams of being otherwise than as ordered by
injustice.83 Currently, scholars and education activists collaborate with BIPOC
and low income folks to fight back against school closures and the over policing
of BIPOC low income youth who are at the same time excluded from meaningful employment and self-expression opportunities, and these communities that
are “living the dream” provide new directions for youth civic engagement and
social-emotional development.84 These types of learning environments where the
world is being actively redesigned can foster the social, emotional, and epistemic
capacities for youth to become “long haul people” who are the leaders who make
transformative impacts no matter the actual length of their individual lives.85
They grasp that they live in multiple space/times simultaneously in ways that
give them power to move history with other dreamers, with communities and
generations that have never given in to the lies, the violence, the exploitation,
the injustices of their own space/time.
THE TIME HAS COME
These reflections have shown that to “live the dream” of Martin Luther
King Jr. means we must urgently demand that the time has come to redeem
the promise of freedom, to break the links between spectacular state sanctioned
violence against Black people and the less visible, slower, but still deadly violence
of schools. The time has come to insist on new grammars and logics to form
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ourselves, our communities, and our institutions. These reflections have also
shown that the insistence of Black life into being in contact zones helps “to create
such a crisis and foster such a tension that a community which has constantly
refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue … [this] type of constructive,
nonviolent tension … is necessary for growth” as King reminds us.86 “Struggle
is par for the course when our dreams go into action.”87
Communities that embrace the “inner” and “outer” struggles of transformative change are open to any age, and any supposed race, gender, class,
ability, religion, or language.88 As we learn from the freedom dreams of the
Black radical imagination that gave life to movements across time and sustain
this wake work at the scale and duration needed to confront the severity and
scope of the threat, it is the love that people in movement have for one another
and the compelling truths of their visions of equality and freedom that make
survivance possible.89 Projects of transformation ground the “armed love” and
“truth force” that enables ethical force to move the world, enables the powers
of knowing, speaking, and living otherwise than as prescribed by unjust orders
to forge more just and democratic communities.90 This confronts us with extreme choices. King challenges us: “So the question is not whether we will be
extremists, but what kind of extremist we will be. Will we be extremists for
hate or for love? Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for
the extension of justice?”91
In this extremism, “[t]here is a need for a wild patience” as we “make
present what is absent, to summon up a condition that is not yet.”92 Where is
that wildly patient extremism among philosophers of education? Do our visions
for public education end all the inequitable ranking and sorting regimes that
help reproduce Black suffering and social death, and do they prepare all youth
for “wake work” and the imaginative reconstruction of the social, cultural, economic, and political institutions that order everyday life? Are we prepared to
redeem the debts created by racism to “live the dream” of Martin Luther King Jr.?
King was disappointed in the White moderates who embraced forms of
revolt that stopped short of the revolutionary action needed.93 The reach of the
more recent struggles to make Black lives matter once again discomforts liberals
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and rouses the reactionaries. I believe it is time, finally, to refuse compromises
with old systems that merely extend inclusion into unjust orders, which will
only once again put the lie to the promise of decades of reform while White
supremacy continues to reign, and schools keep feeding low income and BIPOC
children into a maw that King recognized “strips them of their selfhood and robs
them of their dignity.”94 These freedom dreams of equality and justice are not
the utopias that more than a century of school reform have tinkered toward,95
and they call into question the roots of schooling in the colonial orders that
commanded a God-given place for each, and the power to put each in their
place to insure that no individual brilliance or exception to the dominant orders
(religion, race, class, gender) would fundamentally alter the overall maintenance
of power relations. The dreams for education in the wake draw from the kind
of soul work and processes of “self-realization” that bell hooks argues is part
of teaching to transgress in education as a practice of freedom,96 and as Nobel
Laureate poet Louise Glück reminds: “The soul is silent. / If it speaks at all / it
speaks in dreams.”97
I agree with Maxine Greene’s insight that “We may have reached a moment
in our history when teaching and learning, if they are to happen meaningfully,
must happen on the verge. Confronting a void, confronting nothingness, we may
be able to empower the young to create and re-create a common world, and, in
cherishing it, in renewing it, discover what it signifies to be free.”98 Maybe we
are on the verge of confronting the deadly voids and nothingness imposed on
Black children and youth, on Black life, and if we begin there, more just and
democratic communities would truly become possible.
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