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Praise for On the Other Side of Freedom


“A poetic, passionate, and deeply personal book.”


Washington Post


“An inspiring reminder that hope is vital to any political change, and it’s the driving force for any successful attempt at social justice.”


Esquire, Best Books of 2018


“Riveting and affecting . . . written with astounding poetry, vulnerability, and flair. Mckesson is a gifted, pointed storyteller.”


Village Voice


“By turns lyrical reflection and practical handbook, On the Other Side of Freedom reveals the mind and motivations of a young man who has risen to the fore of millennial activism through study, discipline, and conviction. His belief in a world that can be made better, one act at a time, powers his narratives and opens up a view on the costs, consequences, and rewards of leading a movement.”


Henry Louis Gates, Jr.


“Hope and insight and empathy spring from every page of On the Other Side of Freedom. DeRay Mckesson cools our fears of the struggle, ever guiding us on how to struggle. He stares down the faces of bigotry and unfreedom and cynicism and doesn’t flinch in writing out our marching orders toward freedom.”


Ibram X. Kendi, National Book Award-winning author of Stamped from the Beginning and How to Be an Antiracist


“From within the heart of the Ferguson protests, DeRay Mckesson writes with a pace you couldn’t learn in any writing class. He forces anyone who reads his words to understand the humanity of the black body; the black body that has otherwise been demonised, made monster-like, or contorted into some negative narrative. A vital read, if you are to truly know resistance, and the stories it gives rise to.”


Candice Carty-Williams, author of Queenie
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We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.


—LANGSTON HUGHES
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Author’s Note


Language is the first act. Obvious in retrospect, but something I’ve had to learn.


I have not always had the words to describe, to unpack, to frame the world around me. None of us have. I have lived more than I can readily process aloud or in text. There are times when the words I have needed have been beyond my reach. Sometimes language is not my friend, not there when I need it, not yet ready to lend a helping hand or a challenge.


There is something unnerving about this reality. It shook me—I started to think that the things I’d lived were not quite real because I did not have the words, the phrases, the stories to convey them in anything beyond my mind. And yet, deep down, I knew that these stories would find life one way or another.


Yet there are other times when the words do come, when I am able to bring to life the things I’ve lived, the things I’ve hoped for and dreamt about, the things that scare me and that bring me joy. And when the words are close, but not ready to peek beyond the surface, not quite the ones we can use to do the work at hand, we are able to create new ones, to make new ways of giving life to the stories of the life we’ve lived, hoped for, and deserve.


Language, the tool by which power is initially distributed and redistributed: it is in its hands that we find the gateway to liberation, to justice, to freedom. Violence was the first language of this country and is still the first language of many people, but it doesn’t have to be the language we teach our children or whose tempo guides our steps. I now know that our stories travel in more than the words we speak or write. Our bodies have carried messages too, of our sorrows and struggles, our demands for the world worthy of our breath, of our happiness and our cool. Our blood has soaked the fields and streets of this country, and it carries reminders of a terror that birthed a nation, destroyed families for generations, and built wealth unlike the world had ever seen. The stories of black folks are etched in the foundation of this America, from its Wall Street to its Market streets, in the buildings of the University of Virginia and Georgetown, in the music that continues to shape culture and society, and in the laws and practices that make the largest institutions sway. In Ferguson too I was reminded that our bodies are communicating as much as our words are, and always have been. That black bodies have always been seen in one way in this world, independent of the words and the noises and the heart.


It is an important part of our work to uncover the stories around us, to understand the messages they carry and use their lessons to guide us in our journey.


We have to name what we fight for, the world we want, a world we have not yet seen. In order to do this well, we have to be able to narrate how we got here, to describe the lives we’ve lived in order to unearth the things that we may have been too close to understand before. And we have to use our understanding of today to paint a picture of a tomorrow that will shine brighter for those who come behind us.


I have learned too to think more deeply about the words and phrases that we use in the work of social justice to tell stories. I have heard people talk about the importance of community control and community input, but who only believe these things insofar as they get to define exactly who is a part of said community. I have heard people praise a hypothetical community, only to exclude anyone who disagrees with them from their definition of community. Our words and stories must live up to the ideals of the moment in which they are offered. When they do not, the work becomes less about liberation and more about self-service.


I too think every day of the stories that ended too soon, the result of the lives cut before their time. I think of the damage caused by the people who chose to decorate black bodies with bullets instead of love, and how that pain ripples through generations.


This is not the whole story—of my life, of Ferguson, of a movement. I could never tell the whole story of any of those things, as the story is never whole from a single perspective. I can no more tell the story of my growing up, knowing that my sister and my father and my loved ones have their own richness to add, than I can tell the story of the movement or the protests, knowing that all the other people who contributed and participated and were incarcerated have their own perspective to share.


These are the stories that I feel best equipped to tell, having been present in many spaces, in many cities, and experiencing things that I never thought I would, with people I am proud to now call friends and family. These stories are offered in the spirit of protest, in the tradition of those who revealed a part of themselves on paper in hopes that words on paper could help move us closer to justice and equity.


I love my blackness. And yours.
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The impossible is the least that one can demand.


—JAMES BALDWIN


I learned hope the hard way.


It was a hot day in St. Louis County in September 2014, and I’d spent the majority of the afternoon sitting on the floor of the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department headquarters. At nine o’clock in the morning, twenty of us had filed in and plopped down in four rows in the center of the station. The police began to gather around us as hundreds of our fellow protesters turned the corner and were now standing outside the building demanding to get in. When it looked like the officers might forcibly remove us, everyone began to link arms—everyone but me. It was my role to record and interpret as much as possible everywhere we protested so that we could consistently tell the truth to the outside world. So I sat in the front of our stacked rows, unlinked.


I was trying to capture as much as I could on my phone and tweet about it in real time. I wanted to be able to tell the story of the only successful sit-in of a police department since the protests began. We were repeatedly told to move, and we refused. It wasn’t long before the officers’ growing impatience turned to action. I heard the screaming before I realized that we’d been completely surrounded. It all happened so fast. I looked over and saw a mother trying to stop an officer from driving his thumb into the pressure point behind her daughter’s ear. And when I looked up, there was an officer standing directly over me. She told us that we needed to leave immediately. Again, we refused to move. And then she rested her hand on her Taser. I’ll never forget how time stopped as I watched her move her hand from her waist to her Taser to her gun, almost like it happened in slow motion.


Suddenly, I was on my back, gliding across the industrial floor as an officer dragged me to the entrance of the building by my ankles. “Why are you doing this?” I asked, as a second officer twisted my arm behind my back. His face fell flat, like he snapped out of the hostility, and instead of a verbal reply, he just let my arm go, picked me up, and pushed me out the door.


It was one of two moments of late when death has felt near. And when death is near, so too is the question of how: How did I get myself into this situation? Should I have made a different choice?


I LIVE OFF  the beaten path in Baltimore City in a house that people don’t wander to. If you come to the house, you have made a decision to be at the house. I’ve been using ride-sharing apps since I totaled my car in the protests in October 2014, and I was using one on this day in 2017. I saw the car in the driveway, and I paused. But I was already home, so I felt like I had to get out of the car. And when I got out, the driver in the other car got out too. And in that moment, the calmness came over me, like it did in the St. Louis Metro Police Department.


I’ve received many death threats over the years, the FBI has visited my house, my phone has been hacked, cities have hired surveillance companies that have deemed me a serious threat, and a movie theater was evacuated because I received a threat that I’d be shot during a screening. But none of those things shook me like that day when the car was in front of the house after work.


The driver walked toward me, and I just stood still. I can’t even say that I was afraid in that moment. I was still and focused, a stillness and focus that I’ve known only a few times. I followed his hands and body with my eyes, waiting. Ready. Anxious. He reached out his hand and gave me a packet of papers. I looked down and realized that I’d just been served with a lawsuit. I was sued personally by five police officers: three in Dallas and two from Baton Rouge. I hadn’t been physically served in any of the lawsuits except this one, on the day the guy showed up in my driveway. After he handed me the papers he asked to take a photo, and with that, he was on his way.


These moments forced me to think about the “why” of this work, the fundamental question of whether it is worth the costs. But we all know the risks of protesting, and we choose to meet them head-on. There were so many times in the early months that I was met with an almost paralyzing fear, but as I watched the officer in the police station, I realized that, for what felt like the first time, I wasn’t afraid.


It was in losing the fear of death that I began to understand faith and hope.


FAITH IS THE BELIEF  that certain outcomes will happen and hope the belief that certain outcomes can happen. So when Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. says, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice,” he is speaking from a place of faith. He is confident that justice is inevitable even if it may come in another lifetime. Faith is often rooted in the belief in a higher power, in God. Hope, on the other hand, would mean reframing this statement to say, “The arc of the moral universe is long, and it will bend toward justice if we bend it.” Faith is rooted in certainty; hope is rooted in possibility—and they both require their own different kinds of work.


The work of faith is to actively surrender to forces unseen, to acknowledge that what is desired will come about, but by means that you may never know, and this is difficult. That faith is rooted in certainty does not mean that it never wavers. Indeed, it is not a static belief but one based on trust. And one’s trust is not easily conferred.


Hope is the belief that our tomorrows can be better than our todays. Hope is not magic; hope is work. I am not certain that a new world, one of equity and justice, will emerge, but I am certain that it can emerge. I have heard people speak of hope in rather different ways. The first is with statements like, “I hope that we win,” or “I hope my loved one, diagnosed with incurable cancer, will somehow make it.” When we hope in this way, we choose optimism. We believe that perhaps the seemingly extraordinary miracle is within our reach, that it is yet possible. At times, though, when we hope in this manner, we surrender our agency to luck or divine intervention. We acknowledge our limitations in impacting the eventual outcome and rest on optimism as our key act, the primary tool in our toolkit.


When we talk about being hopeful for a future in which black bodies are not considered weapons, it’s so easy to deride hope as a platitude, or a nice thought, or even as an enemy of progress. Yet there’s another side to hope. Hope can be a driving force. Consider the notion of hope in relation to the way that we use “dream”—a word with a similar dual use. On the one hand, a dream can be the fanciful whimsy of a child, free to explore any one of countless possible realities, completely unmoored from present-day circumstance. But dreams have another, more actionable meaning. Indeed, they can be a firm, dynamic vision of where you want to go. I think this is why we still celebrate the dream of Dr. King, and why parents urge their kids to dream.


Hope is the precursor to strategy. It powers our vision of what roles we must play in bringing about a desired goal, and it amplifies our efforts. I am not surrendering to luck. I am not surrendering to a blind faith that things will just get better. I am reminded that to have faith that a world of equity and justice will emerge does not relinquish one’s role in helping it emerge. This is the way to use hope: as faith’s companion (and vice versa). When my faith is challenged, it is the belief that things can change that keeps me moving forward. And when hope feels futile, I rely on faith to push forward and help reclaim that certainty.


I have heard critiques of the current wave of activism that are fundamentally critiques of faith—there are people deriding this notion that the world will be more just and that we will end white supremacy. It is those people who look back on the legacy of resistance that we have inherited and challenge its outcomes. The police are still killing people, the argument goes, and the racial wealth gap is as big as it has been since the 1920s. Furthermore, the public education systems have failed black and brown kids throughout the country. Thus the danger in believing in the inevitability of change cannot be overstated. The faith they critique—the belief in unnamed forces that will bring about change—is blind faith, and they are right to be critical. But that is not what animates our striving. Protest is the work of hope. Protest, at its core, is telling the truth in public. It is confrontation and disruption rooted in the acknowledgment of a future that has not yet come, but that is possible. The work at hand is hope-work.


I do not blame anyone who refuses to hold hope in their hands when justice has slipped through our fingers too many times. Many black and other marginalized people have expressed the unfairness of being asked to carry the “burden” of hope, that it’s come to feel compulsory for these groups to do so. To this I say that the absence of hope, not its presence, is a burden for people of color. If anything, blackness is a testament of hope: a people born in and of resistance, pushing against a tide meant to destroy, resting in a belief that this world is not the only one that can be.


I think that faith is actually the burden that people have misnamed as the burden of hope. It is not our task to carry the burden of faith, but it is often our choice. My faith wavers often. I and others have fought and lost. I have seen people crushed by the weight of the opposition. I have seen the best of intentions transformed into self-interest or terror. And I have seen optimism blind people and keep them from addressing the realities of the horror they face. But when my faith wavers, my hope carries me through.


I think that in some ways the hope of black people is the fuel for this nation; that it is the creativity and ingenuity of a people who have had every reason to choose resignation but have not that fuels both the culture and cadence of this American life.


FREEDOM IS NOT  only the absence of oppression, but is also the presence of justice and joy. We are fighting to bring about a world that we have not seen before. “Make America Great Again” is a familiar evocation of a mythical time of human flourishing in our nation’s history. What is posited as a time of “greatness” was, for many, a time of rampant racism, xenophobia, misogyny, and sexism. We have never seen a world of equity, justice, and joy. We are trying to create something altogether new. And it is impossible to create something new in the absence of hope.


I would even go so far as to say that many who decry hope the loudest could eventually be the most hopeful among us. They are doing the pre-work of hope, deconstructing our current realities. But they are afraid that they may fail, so they hesitate to build. Or they fear that the work will be so long-term that it will result in disappointment—and they are trying to guard against disappointment—so they challenge. They explore and unpack but are slow to create. And they publicly decry any efforts to bring forth a better world, because of the possibility and weight of disappointment. To them it sounds fluffy and hollow.


But a belief in tomorrow has never been hollow. It wasn’t hollow to those who fought before us. We do not stand in the shadows of those who came before us, but in their glow. And that glow exists because they put forth a vision of the future and they fought for it. We did not invent resistance or discover injustice in August 2014. We exist in a legacy of struggle, a legacy rooted in hope.


We have a hope rooted in a belief that as sure as hands have made the buildings that dominate the skylines of our cities, hands have made the institutions, practices, and customs that perpetuate racism and injustice that permeate those same cities. What is made by human hands requires maintenance. Buildings can be torn down and built over. Parking lots can become parks and vice versa. Institutions can evolve, change, or be dismantled.


We can win. And if we do, it will be because more of us understood that this is a system of choices, and we have learned how to build power to make new choices. When they say that power concedes nothing without a demand, they are reminding us that the demand has to create something new—a new power dynamic, a new reality. And hope is the fuel of this demand.


Hope is not magic. Hope is work. Let’s get to the work.
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When you know your name, you should hang on to it, for unless it is noted down and remembered, it will die when you do.


—TONI MORRISON


It was illegal to stand still on the streets of Ferguson, Missouri, in August, September, and October 2014. This wasn’t on account of any law that had existed prior to the presence of hundreds and thousands of protesters in the streets; it wasn’t on account of any law at all. It was a rule, if one could even call it that, born of hubris and desperation. The police were simply out of ideas for how to coax the swelling ranks of protesters out of the streets. So they thought they’d wear us out. And before we knew it, we were walking, day and night.


It became known as the Five-Second rule: Anyone who stood still for more than five seconds was arrested. Being forced to walk day and night is one of the things I will never forget, a reminder that the law in practice is never neutral, that it can change at the whim of those in power, and that the battles our elders fought are not as far behind us as we had been raised to believe. In the courthouse in downtown St. Louis, there are images of Lady Liberty, but I know that justice is not blind; she chooses not to see my humanity.


Days before the Five-Second rule, Governor Jay Nixon of Missouri, in a news conference, imposed a midnight curfew that he claimed was “not to silence the people of Ferguson, but to address those who are drowning out the voice of the people with their actions.” State Highway Patrol Commander Captain Ronald S. Johnson subsequently declared, “We won’t enforce it with trucks, we won’t enforce it with tear gas, we will enforce it with communication. . . . We will be telling the people, ‘It’s time to go home.’”


On the first night of the citywide midnight curfew in Ferguson, the tear gas began at eight o’clock.


Before we ever saw or felt it, we heard the sound of the canister leaving the barrel of the gun—a sound between a large firework and a cartoon cannon—followed by a whiz as it moved through the air. My most vivid memory of that night was seeing a child, maybe five years old, frantically running, directionless and alone. He seemed to notice first what I only realized moments later—that two canisters had fallen near us. By the time I saw that he was crying, he was swept up by a parent and I was stuck in a cloud. I tried to outrun the tear gas but I was surrounded—there were cars behind me, a gate to my side, and the gas was moving quickly. This was not the scene I’d envisioned just one day ago when I arrived.


The afternoon before, I had prepared for this. I’d been at another protester’s house for the first training led by the street medics—current and former medical professionals—who had just arrived in Ferguson. Street medics assist activists in protest since ambulances rarely, if ever, visit active protest sites. I had never even thought about such a team of people existing, let alone that I’d be in one of their training sessions. And yet there I was, one of eight people spending the better part of an afternoon learning how to flush my eyes out in the event of being teargassed and how to properly assist those around me in distress. I first met Alexis Templeton and Johnetta Elzie at that training; they were two St. Louis natives whose lives would intertwine with mine in unexpected ways over the following days and then months and then years. But we were just getting to know one another then, and none of us had expected to make use of this information so soon. We were told that tear gas can sear your contacts to your eyes—I considered removing mine, but in the end decided not to. Not twenty-four hours later, I was putting my head in my shirt and running through smoke.


When I got through to the other side of the smoke, I uncovered my head and was thankful that I could still see. I didn’t have more than a few seconds to consider my sight before I was swept up in a cloud of protesters, all of us seemingly running for our lives. I felt like my life was hanging in the balance and time was standing still. The police, armed with rubber bullets, were in SWAT vehicles chasing us up West Florissant Avenue, the main site of the protests. They drove us in every direction, in their supposed effort to clear the street.


It was like we were being hunted.


Hours later, SWAT vehicles drove down the streets while officers hung off them, shining flashlights into cars. They were still looking to round us up. I’d eventually made it back to my car on the side street where I’d parked it. I knew that I’d have to drive down West Florissant to get to where I was sleeping that night, but my only instinct was to hide. I was sitting with the lights off when it clicked: in that moment, on Nesbit Drive, I couldn’t be in my car. I couldn’t be on that street. I made myself as small as possible, hiding under my steering wheel, praying that the light wouldn’t expose me. It would be hours before I finally drove away.


Days later, I’d be out in the streets again, and four police officers would inform me that I was walking too slowly; that I could not pace back and forth in a given area; that standing still was now illegal.* Even the reporters had to walk, either because the police forced them to, or because we the protesters demanded it: “You don’t get to come down here and watch us like animals,” one protester yelled to a reporter, “you’ve gotta keep it moving too, or you’ve gotta go.” They would not simply be voyeurs of our pain. And that particular reporter got the message. He walked.


Those of us who were there remember the Five-Second rule as a defining characteristic of the beginning of this movement. We remember adapting to it and meeting it as a challenge. Instead of tiring us out, it only firmed our resolve. We couldn’t stand still? Okay. We would march all day and all night, and we would make the police do the same. We wouldn’t be the only people exhausted, we reminded them.


I often wondered where was this “nation of laws” that was so often invoked in political discourse, when it was so easy for the police to unilaterally create and enforce a set of rules in the name of public safety. Why was it so easy for them to obscure the reality of why we were in the streets in the first place?


I’ve read stories about search parties rounding up black men and women. I’ve seen the photos of protesters bloodied for daring to march in politically inconvenient places. But I never thought that in an American city in 2014 it would be illegal to stand still. I never thought I’d have to hide under my steering wheel to escape the police. I never thought I’d learn to maneuver in tear gas like I learned how to tie my shoes, awkwardly and slowly at first and then with grace. It wasn’t that I thought America was better than teargassing its own citizens—I knew that was not so. But I thought those tactics were a thing of the past. Instead, the default reaction to black bodies assembled in protest was to treat us as a threat.


WHAT IT’S TAUGHT ME  is that freedom is fragile, and that’s a lesson that I never want to forget.


Indeed, it’s something I actively try to remember. It’s the reason that I still wear my blue Patagonia down vest. We were in the street for four hundred days, through all four seasons. And during the first winter, I needed something to wear that would keep me warm, but that I’d never have to pack. That was when I started wearing the vest. It was simple, warm, and never felt bulky. When the weather got cold, I’d just put a hoodie under it. I got used to wearing it, like a safety blanket of sorts. But it also serves as a reminder. I’ve worn it every day since the winter of 2014. I had it on when we got pepper sprayed, smoke bombed, and shot at with rubber bullets in Ferguson, in Baltimore, in Charleston, and in every city I was invited to after the initial wave of protests ended. It may seem silly, but it keeps me grounded in the reality of all that has happened.
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