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			For André and Marcel

		

	
		
			In the realm of human affairs, we know the author of the “miracles.” It is men who perform them—men who because they have received the twofold gift of freedom and action can establish a reality of their own.

			—Hannah Arendt, “What Is Freedom?”

			The most potent weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed. If one is free at heart, no man-made chains can bind one to servitude.

			—Steve Biko, “Black Consciousness and the Quest for a True Humanity”

		

	
		
			Author’s Note
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			I had gone in search of a man-killing wolf called slavery; to my dismay I kept finding the tracks of a lamb called freedom.

			—Orlando Patterson, Freedom in the Making of Western Culture

		

	
		
			I came of age in the 1990s in southeastern Pennsylvania, surrounded by a strong community of South African expats and traveling frequently to Johannesburg, where the idea of freedom—lofty yet close enough to taste—was all around. Friends and loved ones kept up breathlessly with the events at home (home was always South Africa, no matter how many years one lived abroad). In our trips to Joburg to visit my family, amandla!—“power!” in Zulu—and the songs of gumboot dancers animated our lives. It all culminated in 1994, when my mother and her friends were able to vote for the first time in the country’s first all-race elections, and not long after that, Nelson Mandela was elected the nation’s first black president.

			In subsequent years, and still to this day, freedom lived in the complicated legacy of Nelson Mandela. Mandela at once embodies the hopes and traumas of black people in South Africa—and of many post-independence Africans as well—and also the concessions that were deemed necessary in order to gain said independence, which ended up further entrenching white economic power and black poverty.

			These essays reflect a world buckling under the consequences of centuries of interlocking injustices, to be borne by the younger generations, which grows increasingly precarious as time passes. Of those that follow, “Freedom” was written first, in 2014, which began from a consideration of the dangers and complications that are mostly unimagined in the struggle to become free. This idea turned out to encompass the freedom of adulthood and that of nations that have, after many trials, achieved independence.

			In 2024, Mandela’s ruling African National Congress (ANC) party finally lost its majority control of government for the first time in thirty years, after facing strong challenges from the liberal Democratic Alliance (mostly backed by Afrikaans-speaking whites and coloureds) and from former members-turned-insurgents Jacob Zuma and his MK Party and Julius Malema and his Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF). South Africans had been disillusioned by the ANC for years due to the party’s corruption and its inability to deliver on the promises of independence. This was at no time more obvious than in the wake of Mandela’s passing, when a new generation born after independence (the so-called Born Frees) came of age with new and higher demands of their leaders.

			I began writing around the time I finished my first novel, What We Lose, which fictionalized an experience I had in my twenties—the death of my mother. “Freedom” was an effort to write about its aftermath in nonfiction. The essay attempts to deal with the wake of such a huge, self-defining event as the loss of one’s parent, and losing a parent such as the one I did—dominant, controlling, frustrating, caring, beautiful, complex, as all the most interesting humans are. Such humans we call characters, and she surely was one.

			The remaining essays that make up this book were written after I’d begun to reflect explicitly on the nature of freedom. The idea resounds in “Freedom, Pt. 2,” which captures the fate that often befalls women who have the audacity to be free. The essay looks at how experiencing sexual harassment early in my career formed my views on gender equality. It is also the story of the painful fallout of one these events in the harsh glare of the public eye.

			The struggle for economic justice in the form of desegregation has defined much of the last few decades for African Americans. Housing and educational segregation invisibly circumscribed my childhood in Pennsylvania, a phenomenon I became lucidly aware of only years after leaving. As I worked on “Chasing Robbie”—about the loss of a dear childhood friend and how his death was, in a sense, predetermined by segregation—the unequal funding of school districts in Pennsylvania was declared unconstitutional in a lawsuit brought by several bodies, including parents’ rights groups, five school districts, and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). My family used to live within one of those districts, William Penn, and moved away because of its underperformance. The court decision was a victory for Pennsylvanian children and families, and for educators like Robert Payne, who spent his last years trying to right the imbalance inflicted by decades of unjust practices.

			Barack Obama occupies a similar, though less pivotal, position to Mandela for black Americans. Obama’s election in 2008 marked a parallel turning point in my life. At once a symbol of hope and progress, his failings in the aftermath of the recession—specifically to aid the working class in favor of big banks and finance, leaving black Americans more disadvantaged than before—helped set the stage for many of the problems of post-2016 America. The shattering of my hope, and the reckoning with the betrayal of a former hero, is a theme throughout this book. This experience drove me deeper into radicalism, defining much of the next decade of my life. “A People Without a Nation” reflects on that journey, which parallels a larger struggle in black intellectualism.

			

			• • •

			Freedom is an idea that defines Western societies, but its meaning, as noted by decades of scholars, is vague and often taken for granted. Enter Jamaican sociologist Orlando Patterson (an important figure in “A People Without a Nation”), who offers a compelling definition in his landmark 1991 study, Freedom, vol. 1: Freedom in the Making of Western Culture. In it, he argues that freedom is socially constructed and inhabits three forms: personal freedom (the most elementary), the ability to not be restrained or coerced; sovereignal freedom, the ability to pursue one’s desires; and civic freedom, the ability to participate in the governance of a community or state.

			For the American right, freedom has always been narrowly confined to the single-minded pursuit of sovereignal freedom at the complete expense of other people’s. Look no further than their bloodthirsty drive to eliminate LGTBQ and abortion rights in the name of “religious freedom.” In the hands of an increasingly extreme and repressive ruling class, the term loses all meaning. These are the delusional rantings of people so drunk with privilege as to not notice that they are already free. I hope to push back against this limited notion of freedom, which has been used over time to enslave, murder, and subjugate countless others. In this book, I encounter such mythology in the American West (“Home Going”)—the site of their fantasies of westward expansion—and in the figure of Donald Trump (“The Suburban Strategy”).

			On the contrary, for black people, the notion of freedom is expansive, revised continually over time through generations of struggle and triumph. In South Africa, this idea echoed in the Mozambiquan slogan A luta continua!—“The struggle continues!” in Portuguese—later sung by Miriam Makeba and heard often in my childhood. It is within this expansive vision, rooted in struggle, born in the African diaspora, that this book is forged.

			As I finish this book in late 2025, the question of freedom seemingly acquires new urgency, as fascism rises worldwide, dissent and protest are increasingly crushed, and the United States veers into authoritarianism. While we struggle to preserve our rights, we recognize that Western liberal democracies sowed the seeds of their demise through militarism and hypercapitalism (and the unholy alliance of the two); in slavery and apartheid; in the scramble for Africa; in the War on Drugs and the War on Terror. At the same time, the Global South rises to challenge their hegemony. World war, of the type we saw almost exactly one century ago, at times feels inevitable. The horror of Gaza is not only inherent in its brutality and speed, but in the knowledge that it replicates the cruelty of centuries of colonial violence, supercharged and livestreamed all over the world. It is a proxy battle (like Ukraine and Russia) of the direct confrontation between the imperial West and the Global South that is only beginning to unfold.

			In this moment of great peril, politicians have become less responsive to the people. The haves and the have-nots, the governing and the governed, grow further apart. Debate rages over how to solve the problem of today’s politics: which party, political figure, economic proposal, legislation, and so on will save us from ourselves. The solution is so obvious as to go unremarked. The opposite of authoritarianism is democracy. More democracy. More freedom, not less. Assuring the rights of all people in society—not only our civic freedoms but the freedom from poverty, poor health, police violence, surveillance, climate disaster; the right to individualism and expression: to say, be, and love whomever we want, without censure, forever in perpetuity.

			It is to the eternal notion of struggle and the constant pursuit of freedom that we must turn. As Patterson writes, “Who were the first persons to get the unusual idea that being free was not only a value to be cherished but the most important thing that someone could possess? The answer, in a word: slaves.”

			It is up to the world to listen.

		

	
		
			Swan Song for the Republic
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			We are born into good times. “Dream big,” they tell us. “The sky’s the limit.”

			We are lied to.

			One day at school, I’m shepherded into the band practice room, the TV set rolled out of the closet and switched on. On the screen I see smoke billowing from familiar buildings, the broken body of a plane in an empty field, reporters screaming, everything veiled in dust.

			We start to fear.

			The whispers of war crescendo and no one seems to realize that the people who attacked us don’t come from the small country we now wish to invade. I sneak onto my family’s computer and read article after article, trying to make sense of what we are about to do, but it can’t be made sense of.

			Liza and I cut class and load into my mother’s car, certain we are about to change the world. When we show up, there are just a handful of people shouting slogans at harried passersby on their way home from work. We return to where our car was parked to find it has been towed. My mother picks us up from the impound lot across town and drives us back to the suburbs in silence.

			We are too young to know better.

			My parents manage to save enough for college. The money is the accumulation of so many years, missed dinners and band recitals. It’s swallowed whole; the rest I will pay in parcels for the foreseeable future, the total sacrifice unknown. But I needn’t worry, I’m told, my future is bright and my dreams will all come true.

			We sign on the dotted line.

			In the exit counseling session, just before graduation, we’re taught about the dangers of default—wage garnishment, impacted credit score, imprisonment, depression, anxiety, loneliness, death…

			I manage to earn enough for my expenses with nothing left over. My friends work in retail and tutor and crowd their parents’ basements. I couch surf with relatives and then pay my friend’s mother two hundred dollars a month to live in his little sister’s bedroom, under a pink comforter, with her basketball trophies and stuffed animals gazing upon me.

			One day at work, I see bankers carrying boxes down the elevator of my twenty-story office building, a look of terror and exhilaration in their eyes. The markets have crashed; the bankers take off like bandits.

			We are easy marks, open targets.

			All of my friends lose what few jobs they have, their parents’ companies fold, childhood homes are foreclosed. I recall the small, scared look of my father—the only black man in his division—when his company announced layoffs.

			But something is stirring in this country. There’s a name on the lips of our friends.

			Years ago, he spoke at my college, and on the day tickets were given out, the line stretched from the box office clear across the main quad. I snuck into the building before the event began and crouched behind the wall of the balcony. I listened to him speak.

			My friends take jobs on his campaign and move to towns I’ve never heard of. The night of the election I go to my neighborhood bar, the place that plays old-school hip-hop on Thursdays and golden soul on Fridays. When the result is announced we scream and embrace each other; I call my parents breathlessly, text disbelief to my friends. We rush out onto the street, to sidewalks packed with strangers of every color; a bus drives by and inside, lit up, all the passengers are dancing.

			We let ourselves hope.

			I go to graduate school. My friends find new jobs, and I find new friends. I put money away, but it is always eaten up. The city becomes too expensive, so I move to a smaller city, and when that becomes unaffordable, I move to the countryside. Then to another coast. Our lives are shuffled around in boxes and, in between self-storage lockers and garages, some items are lost in transit. A paperback lovingly creased and annotated, a photo of long-gone friends, a family heirloom.

			We learn to let go of our attachments to material things.

			More murders are publicized, more every year, so many that they begin to punctuate our lives. I hear news of a teenager in Florida, killed walking through his family’s neighborhood, and it brings our parents’ warnings to life. How could that face mean anything but innocence to anyone?

			Our outrage becomes mundane and soon we don’t even realize we are numb.

			When the country elects a reality-TV star we are shocked but not surprised. When I lived in the countryside, I saw white people living in rusty trailers and broken-down shacks, saw their anger at being left behind. One of them asked me to my face, Why would you want to live here? I had no reply, unsure of how to explain that I’d been disappointed, too.

			We realize we’ve been sold false hope.

			I go away one weekend and return home to find the grocery store completely emptied out, nothing at all left on the shelves—a zombie movie come to life. I sell off everything that won’t fit in my car, load in my husband, my dog, and the handful of belongings we still hold dear: my mother’s wedding ring, an old teapot, a flower pressed between glass.

			We spend months indoors, watch the world reorient around a new, darker loneliness. Every day, someone dies, and sometimes it is someone we know. We live side by side with death, begin to see it everywhere. We cry until we can’t anymore, drink until we make ourselves sick. The world expands and contracts, and I contemplate which is worse: Death or exile? Oblivion or rootlessness?

			We are finally set free, and the world instead turns inward. Time zips by with the speed of a thumb on a touchscreen. A smiling family dancing in unison to a Top 40 song. A mother pleading for formula to feed her daughter. Here are five things married people do. Here are five vegetables to plant in your backyard garden. Here are five steps to financial health. A sea of tents amid the quad I used to cross on my way to the library. The police are called. The protesters are beaten, locked away, doxxed, deported. “This is not about free speech. This is about people that don’t have a right to be in the United States.” We shiver with recognition.

			We know that a house is made of bricks and mortar and can collapse, but every day I dream of a little bungalow just big enough for my love and me, a set of pots to make him dinner, and a garden to catch the sun—that no one can take away from us. Once, we brought a sick bird inside and it flew away the next morning, healed by safety.

			What happens to fear without four walls to keep it in? I know.

			We’ve always known, it’s just that no one has believed us.

			—California, 2025

		

	
		
			Freedom
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			I arrive in Johannesburg, South Africa, on December 2, 2013. My father will join me in two weeks, with my brother to follow a week later. In one month, we will unveil my mother’s headstone in the township where she grew up, one year after her death. Weeks before my arrival, a report detailing the unlawful expenditure of taxpayer money in the form of $20 million of “security improvements” to President Jacob Zuma’s lavish compound is leaked to the press. Nine years ago, the country’s first all-race elections were held and South Africa finally regained its freedom from apartheid rule.

			Pennsylvania this time of year is frigid and snow-kissed, and even though I am anxious about what will await me on this trip, I am thankful for the warm South African weather and all the charms that come along with it. In South African culture, the headstone unveiling traditionally resembles a funeral in scope, usually consisting of a service at the graveyard and a repast afterward. As Americans, my father, brother, and I are stumbling into this ritual somewhat blindly, leaving the details to my type-A older cousin, Annemarie. The ceremony will take place on Christmas Day, followed by a traditional lunch. After that, my adult cousins and I will board a plane to much warmer Cape Town on the southern coast, where many of Johannesburg’s residents spend the festive season.

			These two weeks mark the first time I have been in this country alone. Throughout most of my life, my family and I have spent summers here visiting my relatives, but this is the first time I’ve crossed the ocean by myself, the first time I’ve been left solely in charge of planning which sights to see, which friends to visit. For the first time, I will have complete control over my own travel. My mother was, for much of our twenty-seven years together, an incredibly fearful person. The 1990s and early 2000s were violent years in South Africa, and as children, our movements were tightly controlled. This is the first time I will experience some freedom on my own, and it doesn’t escape me that it has come at the cost of my mother’s life, and also—perhaps because of this fact—I am both scared and excited.

			

			• • •

			My mother was named Dorothy, called “Dotty” for short. Born in 1957, she was the second youngest of five children from a middle-class coloured—or mixed-race—family from Johannesburg’s western suburbs, where they were placed after being removed from the neighborhood of Jeppe by the Group Areas Act, the legislation enforcing racial segregation during apartheid. My mother was the first one in her family to attend college. She was the first non-white student to move into her college dormitory. She became involved in the anti-apartheid struggle there, against the wishes of my grandparents. In 1976, when she was nineteen, the Soweto Uprising occurred, and my grandfather, who worked as an undertaker, buried the bodies of murdered schoolchildren from the nearby black township.

			She met my father in Botswana in the eighties, while she was smuggling banned literature back into South Africa. My father was volunteering in the country, a visitor from his US college. After a brief courtship, my mother moved to the States, where they settled in Philadelphia and she entered graduate school.

			Growing up in the 1990s and early 2000s, I would hear her relay the wrenching events of her workday as a public school teacher in inner-city Philadelphia every day, unaware of how she had heard similar stories from her father as a child—stories of children who were neglected and sometimes abused by parents who were themselves products of a broken system. I didn’t understand where her commitment to these children came from, why she kept at it through the challenges and the frustration. I was too young to understand the concept of injustice as it related to her work.

			If she once craved freedom in her youth, she grew to fear it in her later years. Whenever I hear stories of my mother’s past, the woman she was in her younger years seems unrecognizable to me. America reshaped her. Faced with the choice of assimilation or resistance, she chose the former. Her accent dulled, especially in the company of Americans. She became fascinated with American pop culture. Like many black Americans, her desire for conformity took the form of striving, which she channeled into her children. She kept a tight leash on us—me especially. I was just as rebellious as she was when she was younger, and therefore, we were constantly at odds.

			In 2010, at fifty-three, she was diagnosed with late-stage multiple myeloma, a cancer of the white blood cells that normally afflicts the elderly. She kept working, became closer than ever to her South African family. Her mother died ten years before her diagnosis; after her death, my mother became the family’s unofficial matriarch. She was always outspoken and personable, and the role suited her naturally. Even from a distance, she was entrenched in gossip, a confidante for my young cousins and aunts and uncles alike. When she became sick, several of them traveled to America, many for the first time, to help us take care of her and—though they wouldn’t admit it then—to say goodbye.

			After I was long gone from her house and living in New York City, cancer made her confront death and the fears that came along with it. We got along better than we ever had, started to finally accept each other’s flaws and appreciate each other as people. We became friends. And then, just as soon, she was gone.

			

			• • •

			I stay with my aunt Avril, who lives in an old mansion on a large property in the wealthy northern suburbs of Johannesburg. I remember when they first moved in, what a source of pride it was for her and our entire family. It was bought by her ex-husband, a country boy made good who runs a property development business. Now divorced, he lives only a few miles away and still visits her home for dinner. Avril was my mom’s closest sister, with her independent streak and bawdy sense of humor. She tells loud, dirty jokes in mixed company, to which listeners exclaim “Oh, Avie!” with mock exasperation. She has all of my mother’s charms and few of her hang-ups.

			“I’m not over it,” she tells me now, in regard to her sister’s death, and she is so open that I can see all the broken parts inside her.

			On my second day, still jet-lagged, I wake up late, around 11 a.m. On my way to the kitchen, Avie stops me in the hallway. I can tell by the way she pauses that something has happened. I can’t take more bad news, I think to myself.

			She tells me that Nelson Mandela died early in the morning, just a few neighborhoods over, in another upscale enclave called Houghton. She’s been up watching the news for hours, she says.

			My cousins and I made plans earlier to gather at my cousin Kim’s house in Fourways. It was supposed to be our first night out together. Instead, we order in Chinese food and drink Kim’s good bottles of red wine. They talk about Mandela’s death, what they think it will mean for the country’s future.

			Stacey tells me about one of her coworkers, a black girl a few years younger than her, who dismissed the fuss their office was making. “So, he died?” she huffed, and went on about her day. We all cluck and roll our eyes, because we remember how things were before. We all live in the shadow of our parents’ apartheid stories. The younger generation—the so-called Born Frees, or those born after independence—are not the same. Stacey’s boyfriend is white. Stacey has always been hard-nosed, quick-tempered, but he has softened her in the way that love does.

			After a couple more glasses of wine, Stacey looks at me and says with a soft, tipsy smile, “I keep thinking, how lucky it is that your mom gets to meet Mandela in heaven.”

			

			• • •

			The mood in the city is one of restrained mourning. Mandela’s name comes up often in conversation; the radios play a constant stream of downtempo ballads and gospel songs and, between commercial breaks, prerecorded tributes, always with a conspicuous plug for the station, reminding us who sponsored this deeply emotional shared experience. The mood is not one strictly of sadness. The mourning is respectful, laced with celebration, jubilation even. I see it in the South African flags my family members place outside their houses, in the people who chant and sing revolutionary songs outside Mandela’s home; in the tones of admiration that punctuate any discussion of him. The mix of tragedy and pride, of ululating and flag waving, hearkens directly back to independence in 1994. That day, my parents took me out of school early so that I could stand beside my mother in the Philadelphia Civic Center as she cast her first vote for Mandela’s ANC Party.

			They announce that there will be a public memorial service at FNB Stadium in Soweto. Dozens of heads of state will be in attendance and the entire city will be completely devoted to it over the next week. I need to go, I tell my family. As large as the service is expected to be, it’s on a Tuesday and the government does not declare a holiday, so all of my family goes to work. I try to organize a ride with family friends, friends of friends; I reach out to anyone who says they may be going.

			The roads around the stadium will be closed, and public transportation will be made freely available to and from the site. A new system of express buses and commuter trains is in place, built to support the 2010 World Cup. Before then, transportation was highly dangerous and unreliable. The private minibuses, called taxis, and PUTCO buses that service most of the black population are the frequent cause of fatal highway crashes.

			My family, though, still lives in the past. They have not yet caught up to the reality that, even though things are still dangerous, they are better today. Like many, their trauma of years ago, above all else, determines their reality. They
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