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      Praise for How to Be Free

      “Shaka’s journey is a powerful testament to the transformative power of self-discovery and resilience. During his years in solitary confinement, he was able to break through his internal barriers and emerge with a powerful sense of purpose that enabled him to make a massive impact on the world. This inspiring read is a must for anyone committed to personal growth, leadership, and creating lasting change.”

      —Reid Hoffman, cofounder of LinkedIn and New York Times bestselling author of Superagency

      “Senghor’s fearless self-reflection serves as a guidebook for anyone. . . . His lessons resonate in every walk of life, from the streets to the boardroom.”

      —Mellody Hobson, president of Ariel Investments

      “With deft storytelling and raw emotion, Senghor proves, once more, that the most ordinary of us can become extraordinary when we choose courage and conviction in the face of unimaginable grief.”

      —Joanne Molinaro, creator of The Korean Vegan and New York Times bestselling author

      “Real freedom is not having unlimited choices but rather living a life of purpose that empowers others to be who they can be. Shaka Senghor shares with us what he learned after a lifetime of adversity and decades of imprisonment: Freedom isn’t the ability to do whatever you want—it’s an internal decision to be grateful and present in all circumstances.”

      —Jim Murphy, New York Times bestselling author of Inner Excellence

      “The philosophers of our time who matter most are those whose insights spring from gritty, lived experience, not classroom musings. I call them ‘street philosophers.’ And I believe Shaka is one of the greats, a modern wise elder. This book is a gift, revealing layers of Shaka’s wisdom, and belongs on bedside tables and kitchen tables to be read time and again for its authentic insights and virtuous guidance.”

      —Brad Keywell, 2019 EY World Entrepreneur of the Year, founder of nine technology companies, creator of Chicago Ideas and WNDR Museum
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      When I first sat down to write this dedication, the obvious names came to mind—my wife, my sons, my parents. The people who have stood by me, loved me, and believed in me. But then it hit me:

      This one is for me.

      This book brought me joy. It helped me confront and uproot my own hidden prisons. It reminded me that I’m worthy—not just of love and success but of honoring my own journey. So I dedicate this body of work to every version of myself who made it here.

      To the little boy they called Pumpkin.

      To the broken teenager the streets renamed Jay.

      To the young man, James White, who walked into a prison cell at nineteen.

      And to the man, Shaka Senghor, who has carried them all into the light.

      I’ve survived everything thrown my way. I’ve outlasted trauma, quieted self-doubt, and stared fear in the face. I’ve earned this peace. I’ve earned this joy. I’ve earned the right to thrive.

      So here’s to you, Big Dog—for a job well done and a fight well won.

      In memoriam

      Sherrod Redd, Charles Oneal, and Indyego (Indy)

    
  
    
      
        Author’s Note

      
      The events described in this book really happened. However, to protect the privacy of certain individuals, some names, identifying characteristics, and personal details have been altered.
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        You want to fly, you got to give up the shit that weighs you down.

        —Toni Morrison, Song of Solomon

      

    
  
    
      
        Preface

      
      I was born in Detroit, Michigan, in 1972.

      By the time I was a teenager, the streets had become my classroom. Violence was normal. Fear was constant. And in 1991, at nineteen years old, I made a decision that would change my life forever.

      I shot and killed a man.

      For that, I was sentenced to seventeen to forty years in prison. I ended up serving nineteen—seven of them in solitary confinement.

      Prison is designed to break you. The walls, the rules, the routine—it’s all meant to strip you down until you forget who you are. But what I discovered is that the most powerful prisons aren’t the ones made of concrete and steel. They’re the ones we carry with us—built from grief, anger, shame, trauma, and self-doubt. The ones that keep us stuck, even when the door is wide open.

      And here’s what I’ve learned: Prisons have doors. And those doors can be opened.

      I walked out of prison in 2010 into a world where people like me were expected to fail. Where 67.8 percent of men who had served time would be back behind bars within three years. But I refused to be a statistic. Instead, I became a student of freedom—not just physical freedom but mental, emotional, and spiritual freedom.

      What I learned inside those walls wasn’t just how to survive—I learned how to rebuild, adapt, and overcome. And over the years, I’ve developed a deep understanding of resilience—not just as an idea but as a practice.

      Today, I teach that practice to others. Executives, founders, athletes, and world-class leaders come to me—not because they’ve been to prison but because they feel trapped.

      Some are battling impostor syndrome, questioning whether they truly belong in the rooms in which they’ve earned a seat. Some are entrepreneurs frozen by self-doubt, afraid to take the risks that lead to success. Others are parents trapped by perfectionism, struggling under the weight of expectations.

      And that’s when I remind them of the truth:

      Everyone has hidden prisons. But every prison has a door.

      As a resilience expert, my work is rooted in helping people break free—whether from past mistakes, limiting beliefs, or self-imposed barriers. Over the years, I’ve developed a framework that has helped leaders, creators, and innovators build lives of clarity, purpose, and impact.

      This book is about that framework.

      Freedom isn’t a destination I reached when I walked out of prison—it’s a path I continue to walk every day. What I’ve learned is that freedom requires constant renewal. Just when you think you’ve found it, life can shake you to your core, and suddenly those invisible restraints tighten again. The journey I share along with the techniques for reclaiming freedom speak to a universal truth: liberation is a practice we must recommit to daily, especially in our most challenging moments.

      Through raw storytelling and hard-won experience, I’ll show you how to design your own freedom ecosystem—using strategic mindfulness, emotional regulation, and purposeful boundary setting to break free from whatever is holding you back. These aren’t abstract theories. They’re battle-tested tools, forged in the hardest conditions imaginable.

      One of my core mantras is simple but powerful:

      “I don’t have to wait to be free. I am free right now. I am free from the weight of my past. I don’t owe my old mistakes my future.”

      This is not just another personal development book. It’s a blueprint—a guide for anyone ready to step into the life they were meant to live.

      Let’s get free.

    
  
    
      
        Introduction

      
      
        He who is not courageous enough to take risks will accomplish nothing in life.

        —Muhammad Ali

      

      The words “Parole Denied” sat at the top of the paper I held in my hand, mocking me with this second denial. Sitting on the edge of my bunk, my perch for eighteen years, I was caught in what felt like an endless loop of confinement and disappointment. I had grown up here, transformed from rebel to writer, witnessed some friends die, some lose their mental grip, and others leave and come back. Would they ever let me out of this place?

      My body tensed as I held back tears. Emotions rolled through me in waves—sadness flowing into the familiarity of anger, the kind that threatened to overtake the little hope I had left. I had ticked every box, followed the Department of Corrections’ criteria for release, and evolved in ways no one would have imagined possible. In my first five years there, I had been labeled the worst of the worst, but now I was a mentor, tutor, and writer. Back at square one, it was like being sentenced all over again.

      But as I sat there, enveloped in the familiar hurricane of disappointment, a realization slowly dawned on me: I had a choice. This moment, as heartbreaking as it was, presented me with two options. I could succumb to depression, let it drag me down into that dark place of hopelessness from which there seemed no escape, or I could stand firm on the hope that had already carried me over many troubled waters and use this setback as an opportunity to prepare myself for the next hearing and, ultimately, for my freedom.

      As Marcus Aurelius wrote in Meditations, “The impediment to action advances action. What stands in the way becomes the way.” This perfectly captured the transformative work I’d been engaged in for years—the work of freeing the mind, body, and soul. It was work that challenged me to embrace the present moment as both a gift and an opportunity. It’s work we all have the capacity to do.

      My parole denial was an obstacle to my freedom, but within that moment lay the path forward.

      I came out of that moment with renewed focus and determination. When the yard opened, I called my dad and broke the news to him. Then I walked the yard with a friend from the neighborhood and talked about what I was going to do when they released me.

      When the third parole hearing finally arrived, I stood before the board not just as a man seeking freedom but as one who had already freed himself internally. I was battered and bruised but still standing. The moment I received the paperwork stamped “Parole Granted,” it was not just a release from physical confinement but a validation and manifestation of the journey I had undertaken. It was finally time for me to return to my city, community, and family. In that moment, I realized I’d been in prison before I’d ever been arrested and that I’d broken free long before the parole board saw fit to release me.

      I had defied the odds, narrowly escaping the expected outcome of a kid serving a seventeen- to forty-year sentence for murder. It had been two decades since I’d last walked on free soil, unburdened by handcuffs and shackles. Despite scars from an officer nearly breaking my arm, an unhealed anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) tear from another encounter, and a bad back, my sanity, spiritual well-being, and integrity remained largely intact. Still, I struggled with feelings of self-doubt and worthlessness—vulnerabilities that could have been imperiled by release.

      As I write, that was fifteen years ago, and the battle with those imprisoning voices has been a long war. Freedom isn’t just a paper stamped by the parole board—it’s a gift we unwrap every day through our choices and actions.

      Today, through my work as an author, speaker, and entrepreneur—things I dreamed about both during my incarceration and after my release—I have met countless individuals grappling with their own relentless inner and outer imprisoning voices: prisons of grief, anger, shame, and the inability to forgive. At book signings, after keynote speeches or fireside chats, people share how my story helped them get through a divorce, get over the suicide of a child, or take the next step in their career—people of every race, creed, and gender expressing deep gratitude for being released from something that was holding them back. Regardless of our individual journeys, survivor’s remorse, trauma, and guilt are common struggles that stand in the way of becoming the individuals we aspire to be. Everyone has a hidden prison.

      That’s precisely why I wanted to write this book—to offer skills that can help people break free from the emotional, psychological, and metaphorical prisons, both seen and unseen, that confine them. While some of us have experienced physical incarceration, many others find themselves trapped by circumstances, serving time handed down from a difficult childhood, horrible work experiences, heartbreak, and traumatic events or confined behind invisible bars that exist in their minds.

      Now, as I sit here in my office, I look at my life, the people I love, the experiences I am blessed to have, and the way I move through the world with presence and awareness, and I feel my heart aligning with something greater: love, joy, purpose, and healing, for myself and for others. I have finally become all the things I once imagined myself to be years ago: an artist, an entrepreneur, a father, and a husband. My only concern now is fighting for the deeper parts of my soul and the souls of people who deserve love, laughter, appreciation, and the freedom to just be. Each of us has a liberating purpose, and my hope is that you will receive these lessons and more importantly that you will grow to know that you are worth fighting for and that you are worthy of your freedom.

      
        What’s in front of us is more important than what’s behind us.

      

      On June 22, 2023, just a day after my fifty-first birthday and thirteen years since my release from prison, my brother Alan and I were invited to the Porsche Driving Experience in Carson, California. We arrived at a large modern facility fronted by a vibrant assortment of Porsches, both new and impeccably preserved vintage models reminiscent of the scaled-down race cars we had played with as kids. If there was a paradise for gearheads, grease monkeys, and car enthusiasts, this was unquestionably it.

      By a stroke of luck, my instructor happened to be a fellow Michigan native, and his welcoming charm reminded me of home. We quickly caught up on all things Detroit and Michigan before stepping outside to check out the two cars I would be driving. The first was a sleek yellow 911 GT3, a beautiful beast that blended track-focused capabilities with street-legal practicality. The second was a beautiful burgundy 911 Turbo that did zero to sixty in 2.7 seconds and had no problem pinning my body to the seat.

      I hopped into the passenger seat of the yellow 911, and we set off onto the track. We practiced oversteering exercises, going over techniques to recover from a spin. The key was keeping your eyes on where you wanted to go rather than what you were afraid of hitting. Then we switched seats, and it was my turn to navigate the short water-slicked track. After a few spinouts, I finally mastered the maneuver, and I was allowed to launch the Porsche as fast as I could. But the real point of the exercise was still ahead of us.

      We headed over to the main track. Covering the rearview mirror, the instructor told me, “I own this mirror, and you have to trust me.” Sensing my hesitation, he went on to explain his experience as a professional and stunt driver for over fifteen years. He had encountered every possible scenario on the track and witnessed the consequences of drivers fixating on what was behind them rather than focusing on their intended path. He emphasized that my sole objective on the track should be to concentrate on where I wanted to go. As I took off, a small voice said to me, “Your past doesn’t define your path!”

      If I genuinely desired to push my heart to the edge by driving this car to its limit, I had to trust my instructor, knowing he had already done all the groundwork.

      That is what I’m asking of you: to trust me, knowing that I, too, have already done the groundwork.

      I have overcome trauma, grief, guilt, and physical incarceration. I have succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations of what was possible for me. I have beat the odds, overcome heartbreak, and developed a deep and profound understanding of the power of forgiveness, both of myself and of others. My hope as we embark together on this journey toward personal freedom is that you will allow me to take the mirror while you take the steering wheel.

    
  
    
      
        How to Use This Book

      
      This book is designed to be both a guide and a companion on your journey to freedom. To get the most from these pages, here’s how the different elements work together:

      
        The Three-Part Journey

        This book follows a natural progression of liberation:

        
          Part 1: Breaking the Chains

          First, we dismantle what holds us back—grief, anger, and shame—examining how these forces create invisible prisons in our lives.

        
        
          Part 2: Finding Your Strength

          Next, we develop strengths that sustain freedom—vulnerability, resilience, and forgiveness—creating a solid foundation for growth.

        
        
          Part 3: Embracing Freedom

          Finally, we construct a life defined by choice rather than circumstance, embracing purpose, joy, success, and lasting freedom.

        
      
      
        Elements for Deeper Engagement

        Digging Deeper sections invite you to explore beneath the surface of concepts, pushing beyond intellectual understanding to emotional insight. These reflections challenge you to confront difficult truths about yourself and your experiences.

        Keys provide practical, actionable steps to implement what you’ve learned. Consider these your tools for unlocking specific doors on your journey to freedom. They transform abstract concepts into concrete practices you can begin today.

        Quotes and nuggets of wisdom appear throughout the text as moments of inspiration and reflection. These distilled wisdom points serve as touchstones, offering clarity during challenging moments and inviting you to pause and consider how these truths apply to your own life.

      
      
        How to Approach This Work

        This isn’t a book to rush through. Each chapter builds on the last, but freedom isn’t linear—you may find yourself returning to earlier sections as new insights emerge.

        I encourage you to

        
          	• read with intention, perhaps keeping a journal nearby to record thoughts and insights;

          	• practice the exercises, even (and especially) the ones that make you uncomfortable;

          	• be patient with yourself, understanding that transformation takes time; and

          	• find community where possible, as discussing these concepts with others can deepen your understanding.

        

        Remember, this book doesn’t just describe freedom—it’s designed to help you experience it. The knowledge here becomes powerful only when applied to your life. Your freedom journey is uniquely yours, but you’re not walking it alone.
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          Breaking the Chains
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          Grief
        

      
      
        
          I don’t want to write this down

          I wanna tell you how I feel right now

        

        —Mos Def, “UMI Says”

      

      I stared at the tip of the pen as it pressed into the paper. It was the morning of January 1, 2021. My goal was simple: set my intentions for the year. It was a practice I had adopted while sitting in a prison cell two decades prior.

      Writing down the things I desired to manifest in my life had become a consistent practice. However, that day, instead of writing about the future, I was ruminating on the previous year. So many things had changed. My son Sekou and I had moved into our new home, just five months before the US shut down due to COVID. While navigating homeschooling and remote work, we got a pandemic puppy we named Indyego, and I met an amazing woman named Liz.

      That spring of 2021, as the moldy gray clouds of winter started to lift, I flew my dad and stepmom out from Detroit to visit me in LA. It was our first time seeing one another in person since the beginning of the pandemic and their first time ever visiting the city. It was heaven. We had lengthy conversations and cocktails by the backyard firepit, my dad and I swam in our pool, we visited the Santa Monica Pier, and we enjoyed meals together. We went to the California African American Museum, where I was honored to be part of an exhibit called “Men of Courage,” alongside figures like LeBron James, Ryan Coogler, and Kendrick Lamar. I told them about my new love interest and that I was excited to finally meet her in person.

      “Son, a big part of being in a relationship is learning how to receive your significant other’s unique way of loving you. If you communicate the way you desire to be loved and are open to them loving you in their way, you will be OK, for the most part,” my dad said. He often ended his philosophical musings with “for the most part.” I took it to mean that things in a relationship won’t always be 100 percent positive but that we will be OK as long as we accept this reality.

      The following month, Liz and I were about to meet in person and travel together for the first time. We had been introduced by our mutual friend Trabian in December 2020 through a call that we would later learn we were both reluctant to join. Our conversation flowed effortlessly, and we started talking nightly until we decided to meet in person. Liz flew to LA, and the following day, we flew up north to Half Moon Bay, where we spent a few days hanging out, laughing, eating saltwater taffy, and getting to know each other. We continued our daily calls after Liz headed back to Chicago, and then she returned to help me celebrate my birthday and my homecoming anniversary in June.

      I was excited to introduce Liz to more of my friends and nervous about sharing my art with her. I got to do both when my friends Ben and Felicia hosted a reading of my new book. Despite my nerves, I was happy she was able to see me doing what I loved and proud she was there for a standing ovation. We had an incredible time, and I was on top of the world. My work was going well, Sekou was thriving in life and school, my art was evolving, and my heart had been opened to love again.

      I was on top of the world.

      Then, on July 12, I received a call from my father about my brother. “Sherrod was found shot to death in the kitchen of a house on the west side,” he said, his voice cracking. Everything seemed to freeze in that moment—even the music playing in the background. The air was snatched from my lungs, and I couldn’t bring myself to utter a word. My fingers and the phone felt like ice blocks. “Sherrod is dead,” he managed to get out as his voice descended into a wail that sent chills through my body.

      The last time I’d seen Sherrod, we’d stood talking outside of Detroit’s Masonic Temple, a magnificent and elegant building that stretched across Third Street like a perfectly executed grand jeté. The frigid November wind whipped around us as we did our best to catch up on everything that had transpired since we’d last seen each other. We talked often by phone, but my life in LA had gotten pretty busy, making it harder to get back to Detroit as often as I wanted to. He had been in prison as well, and his parole made it impossible for him to come and see me in LA.

      Sherrod was my stepbrother. We’d met in 1985 when our parents first started dating. He was the youngest of three, and I was the fourth of six. When five years later our parents married, I went from having five siblings to having eight. I was excited to have them: my older stepbrother, Kidd; my older stepsister, Vanessa; and my new little brother, Sherrod, joined my brothers Alan and Art and my sisters Tamica, Nakia, and Shamica. Vanessa and I had the classic teenage tension, but we quickly grew to be best friends. We fought over the phone and made up over the music, fast food, and weed we hid from our parents. Kidd and I connected over sports, and even though we didn’t talk a lot growing up, we developed a bond and mutual respect through letters when I went to prison.

      With Sherrod it was different from the beginning. When our parents first got together, he was a chubby, shy elementary school kid, and I was excited to finally have a baby brother. I couldn’t wait to teach him how to fight the neighborhood bullies, hold his own
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            	Myth 1: You have a limited amount of time to get over grief.

            	Myth 2: Grief comes to an end at some point.

            	Myth 3: You will never experience joy, love, or success again.

            	Myth 4: It won’t get better.

          

          
        
        
          
            
          

          
          
            	• Set aside dedicated time to feel your emotions fully. This might be during a quiet hour alone or a visit to a meaningful place.

            	• Allow yourself to cry, write, or simply sit with your feelings without judgment.

          

          
          
            	• Understand that grief doesn’t follow a predictable timeline.

            	• Accept fluctuations as normal rather than signs of regression or weakness.

          

          
          
            	• Show yourself grace by leaning into your feelings to fully process them.

            	• Practice tenderness by giving yourself permission to grieve and relying on your support system.

            	• Extend thoughtfulness to others by communicating your needs effectively.

          

          
          
            	• Share your experience with others who can sit with you in your pain without trying to rush to your healing.

            	• Remember that grief carried alone becomes heavier.
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