
Opening Remarks 
 
Hello and welcome to our panel “United We Stand: How Diverse Collections Create 
Space.” I’m celeste doaks, the moderator of, and participant in, this panel discussion. 
And before I introduce our illustrious panelists to you, I’d like to give a little context. 
2021 was a strange year. It began with and attack on the Nation’s Capitol (or what I’d 
prefer to call domestic terrorism) and two weeks later in the same month we 
inaugurated Joseph R. Biden to the White House. What striking dichotomies, right? And 
between political unrest and a global pandemic, honestly, I’ve felt it’s been really hard to 
feel creative. How does one create and find ways to connect after all this? While I don’t 
have all the answers, I do know the diverse anthology or edited collection is one 
substantive and impactful way to unite voices. And one of the things that inspired me 
through all this upheaval, was knowing that people are creating and editing diverse 
collections of creative writing, that highlight the under-represented in all faucets. The 
persons that I’m about to introduce to you are truly keeping the torch of diverse creative 
writing lit. 
 
And with that, I’d like to read the bio of each panelist in order of how they’ll present. First 
off… 
 
Susan Muaddi Darraj won an American Book Award for her short story collection, A 
Curious Land. She is the author of Farah Rocks, the first children's book series to 
feature a Palestinian American character. She edited Scheherazade's Legacy: Arab and 
Arab American Women on Writing. She lives in Baltimore.  
 
Poet and journalist celeste doaks is the author of Cornrows and Cornfields, an 
award-winning chapbook, American Herstory and editor of poetry anthology Not 
Without Our Laughter. Her work has appeared in Ms. Magazine, The Rumpus, The 
Millions, Huffington Post, Chicago Quarterly Review, Asheville Poetry Review and many 
others. She lives in Baltimore with her husband and far too many house plants. 
 
Niki Herd is the author of the poetry collection, The Language of Shedding Skin, and 
co-editor of Laura Hershey: On the Life & Work of an American Master. Herd’s poetry, 
essays, and criticism appear in or are forthcoming from New England Review, the 
Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Literature, and Salon, among others. She lives in St. 
Louis.  
 
dave ring is a queer writer of speculative fiction living in Washington, DC.  He is the 
author of The Hidden Ones (2021, Rebel Satori Press) and numerous short stories. He is 
also the publisher and managing editor of Neon Hemlock Press, and the co-editor of 
Baffling Magazine. Find him online at www.dave-ring.com or @slickhop on Twitter. 
 
Jake Young is the author of the poetry collections American Oak (Main Street Rag, 2018), What 
They Will Say (Finishing Line Press, 2021), and All I Wanted (Redhawk Publications, 2021), and 
co-translator with Rebecca Pelky of the poetry collection Desnuda / Naked by Matilde Ladrón de 
Guevara (Redhawk Publications, forthcoming). He received his PhD from the University of 
Missouri, and serves as the poetry editor for the Chicago Quarterly Review.  



 
 
Possible Questions for the panelists:  
 

· What prompted you to begin the work on your respective projects? 
· How was the idea pitched and proposed? 

 
· Are there other works that you saw your own in conversation with? And how 

did that shape your process? 
 

· What are some of the community stories that felt important to include in 
your project? 

 
· Were there any lessons learned from your projects that you'll be taking 

forward into other work? 
 

· What were the challenges putting the anthology together? 
 

· What’s an editor’s responsibility to protect the space and look out for the 
other contributors, even when they’re unaware of what’s going on during 
the process? 

 
· What was the most rewarding part of the project? 

 
 

· We know generally in publishing there’s no money to make in anthologies, 
but the people on this panel likely didn’t publish the works for any kind of 
monetary gain. With that said, can you talk a bit about the economics of the 
project? Was crowdsourcing involved? Was the project paid out of pocket? 
Was there institutional support? How did the funding source and budget 
parameters affect the project? 

 

Contributors’ comments 
 
 
NWOL-I’m celeste doaks as I stated earlier and my collection is Not Without Our 
Laughter, Poems of Humor Joy and Sexuality. My collection was born from a group of 
six black female poets coming together for brunch and socializing about anything and 
everything. These women  eventually formed the group Black Ladies Brunch Collective 
and in 2017 published our collection of poems. 
 
I wanted to push this collection into the ecosphere because black women’s voices have 
been historically and tragically marginalized, generalized, ignored, overlooked and 
devalued. And understandably, while the voices of black males have been highlighted, 
to some extent, due to the scourge of police brutality, the chorus of resistance MUST 



NOT be without OUR joy, and our desire and our laughter. Our collection was titled after 
Langston Hughes’ first novel Not Without Laughter. This novel is a coming-of-age story 
based on a little African American boy growing up in Kansas. And I think that quote that 
best sums up why I chose this title for our collection is this: “Many poverty stricken 
Negroes ….lived so long…because to them, no matter how hard life might be, it was 
NOT without laugher.” And the laughter of black people, more specifically, black 
women, ALWAYS deserves space. And now I’ll read two poems from the collection 
 
 
 
Excerpt from dave ring’s editor’s note in Glitter + Ashes: Queer Tales of a World That 
Wouldn’t Die: 
 

Glitter + Ashes: Queer Tales of a World That Wouldn’t Die is an anthology 
centering queer joy and community in the face of disaster, via the amplifed 
horrors of our current trajectory as well as more haunted and sinister ills. We set 
out from the beginning to find scraps of hope in every ruined future, knowing that 
queer folks, especially those with less access to sociopolitical capital, often must 
learn to find celebration between the cracks of all manner of broken terrain. Yes, 
you’ll read stories of folks learning how to get by, how to survive. You’ll also read 
stories of folks learning to love themselves, learning how to find one another in 
the darkness, and learning how to stand up for each other. Making something 
stronger and more beautiful. 

 
[…] 

 
If this summer has taught me anything, it is that there is beauty and power in 
refusing to back down, especially in the face of seemingly unassailable 
opposition. Even when the world is on fire. I’m humbled and inspired by the 
stories in Glitter + Ashes. Each of these stories is a bright torch against the cold 
night. Bear witness to their resilience and determination. Hear their laughter, and 
raise your fists with them. 

 
May they give you the same solace they did me. May that solace be a 
commitment to nurture scraps of hope, glittering and fragile, amidst the ashes of 
today, not some uncertain future. Refuse to back down. And if joy is missing, let 
us come together to make it ourselves. 
 
 

Jake’s intro: 
The act of canonization is always fraught with privilege, bias, and exclusion, though the 
sheer volume of literature that exists makes the formation of cannons inevitable. There 
is a growing acknowledgement, however, that what works have been selected, and by 
whom, in this country, has been a product of the cultural hegemony of patriarchal and 
white supremacist ideologies that permeate American culture. Against this backdrop, we 



have witnessed a wellspring of new anthologies and edited collections dedicated to 
creating space for a diversity of voices. 
  
As the poetry editor for the Chicago Quarterly Review since 2014, I am proud of the 
many unique voices that have found a home among our pages. The journal is 
spearheaded by Senior Editors Sayed Afzal Haider and Elizabeth McKenzie. One of the 
remarkable things about these editors is their willingness to bring in new editorial 
voices. I remember getting an email back in 2014 from Sayed about how the journal 
was planning on releasing a special themed issue by Chicago poets, and if I was okay 
with stepping back from my new position as poetry editor for the issue and letting a 
guest editor make the poetry selections. I thought it was a great idea at the time, and I 
still do. 
  
Our Chicago Issue came out later that year, and in 2015 we followed up with a themed 
Italian Issue. In 2017, we released The South Asian American Issue; in 2020, the 
Australian Issue; and in 2021, the Anthology of Black American Literature. For each, a 
guest editor was invited to curate the issue as they saw fit. In turning over editorial and 
creative space to these guest editors, the journal has been able to grow in ways that 
would have otherwise been impossible. I am not Italian or South Asian or Black, and 
while the literature of these various communities is not unknown to me, I am not 
steeped in them the way our guest editors are and thus not as able as they are to 
represent these communities in my selection of work. 
  
I do not wish to suggest that such communities are homogenous. Far from it. They are 
richly varied, a point that frequently arises in the introductions of our guest editors. 
Moazzam Sheikh, in the Editors Note for The South Asian American Issue, writes, “The 
South Asian writers are a fractured bunch, severed from each other by history, 
language, culture, but—surprisingly—brought together, in a perplexing mosaic, by the 
same” (10). 
  
Similarly, Charles Johnson writes in his Editor’s Note for the Anthology of Black 
American Literature Issue, “I see not a single, monolithic black experience of our world, 
but instead a rich, thought-provoking, and very human diversity of profiles on our lived 
experiences that defies oversimplification” (9). “Time and again this complexity forces a 
reader to abandon preconceived notions about what it means to be an American. And 
black” (10). 
  
If we are to learn about and from the experiences of others, we must learn to actively 
listen. The gift of silence allows other voices to be heard other than our own. This is one 
of the beautiful aspects about literature: it can provide a space with which a multitude of 
voices can be shared and be heard. 
  
While generally all that is required of those with privilege is to recognize and 
acknowledge it, there is the hope that those with privilege will use it for the greater 
good, to lend one’s privilege to others to empower those who have been marginalized 
and disenfranchised. What might this look like with respect to the world of literature, and 



specifically to anthologies and edited collections? There is no one right answer, but I 
believe it can mean supporting a diversity of editorial perspectives and encouraging new 
voices to enter the cacophonous sphere of anthologizing. 
  
I cannot say for certain that I would or would not have selected the poems for 
publication that have ended up in our special issues had they come across my desk. I 
can say, however, that the anthologies would not exist as they are in their entirety. For 
this reason, I am exceedingly grateful to our many guest editors, and I am proud of my 
colleagues for their eager willingness to hand over editorial control in pursuit of 
rejuvenating the space of publication, creating an inclusive space dedicated to 
supporting a diversity of narrative voices and poetic expressions that help us as 
publishers to better express the diversity and plenitude of the literary community. 
  
I would like to read a poem from the South Asian American Issue. 
 

 


