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“Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have been used 
to dispossess and to malign, but stories can also be used to 

empower and to humanize. Stories can break the dignity of a 
people, but stories can also repair that broken dignity....The 

single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with 
stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are 

incomplete. They make one story become the only story.” 

–Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie



Books are…

✤ Powerful

✤ Windows to lives we never 
lived and worlds we’ve never 
been to.

✤ Mirrors, reflecting of our best 
and worst selves

✤ A wall of empathy that helps to 
guard against fear and hatred 
of the unknown



The audience for everything you edit
will always be diverse.



FIRST, DO NO HARM.



12 Forms of Social Oppression

1. Sexism 
2. Heterosexism 
3. Cisgenderism 
4. Classism 
5. Racism 
6. Colorism 
7. Ableism 
8. Lookism 
9. Sizeism 
10. Ageism 
11. Nativeism 
12. Colonialism



How to communicate with your 
author when you find language that 

carries bias



Communicating with a self-aware 
author

✤ Highlight the passage.

✤ Communicate how the text could be harmful.

✤ Suggest a fix.



Communicating with an author 
who can’t easily see their bias

✤ Reassess your role as editor: you are here to serve the author’s 
vision for their project.

✤ Step away from emotional responses.

✤ Reestablish your position. You are on their side.

✤ Raise the author’s eye level, returning their gaze to the purpose 
for writing the book.

✤ Create a shared pool of meaning, where you mirror their 
passion for the project. 



✤ Talk to the author about impact vs. intent.

✤ Let them decide if the possible outcome you present is 
the one they want.



What to do when 
you realize the author or writer 

is not the right person 
to write about a certain topic



✤ If you work for a publisher, bring your concerns to 
them.

✤ The end result could mean that you surrender the 
project. And that should be OK.

✤ If you are the assigning editor
✤ Pull the story or piece back in and reassign, or, 
✤ Realize you will have some careful editing to do.



What to do when 
you are not the right fit 

for a project on certain cultural issues



✤ First, determine your level of disagreeance. It’s not a 
matter of whether you agree or not. Editors often edit 
pieces that they don’t necessarily agree on. But…

✤ If you don’t have the cultural knowledge or 
awareness to effectively edit a piece, speak up. This 
is the same rule that applies to having an expertise 
as an editor. We don’t all edit everything. Again, 
your goal is to serve the author and then the reader. 
And of course, do not harm.

✤ Be professional. Have another editor in mind to 
recommend to the author or publisher, so that 
they are not left hanging.



✤ If what you’re assigned to edit goes against your fundamental 
beliefs, convictions, and values…

✤ Realize that just like an author may be the wrong one to write 
about something, there may come a book that you are not the 
right editor for regarding some of the isms mentioned earlier. 

✤ Communicate that you are not the right fit, and your desire to 
help the author develop their work in the best way possible 
but that your convictions or beliefs could hinder that.

✤ Have another editor, whom you’ve spoken with in advance 
and who can handle the subject matter, hiding in the wings.

✤ An editor-author relationship is a lot of times about chemistry.



How to increase your ability to 
recognize biased content

✤ Recognize your own blind spots and build in fixes to 
accommodate/correct for them.

✤ Ask yourself, “What blind spots do I have? Whose 
limitation or oppression might I be blind to?”

✤ Ask other editors in your network what they think about a 
piece you are working through.

✤ Channel your own experiences with being discriminated 
against.



✤ Be honest about your privilege.

✤ Connect to people different than you.

✤ Use sensitivity readers.





Derivation of the cultural/political 
term woke
Shortlisted as Oxford Dictionaries’ 2016 word of the year, the usage of the term woke surged 
after the 2013 killing of Trayvon Martin and the Black Lives Matter movement and appeared 
as #staywoke, along with hashtags like #handsupdontshoot and #SayHerName.

According to Oxford dictionary lexicographers…

✤ The earliest example of a figurative meaning of woke is from 1962, when woke was listed 
in a glossary of African American slang with the definition “well informed, up-to-date.” 
This glossary was part of a 1962 article by the African American novelist William Melvin 
Kelley in the New York Times entitled “If You’re Woke, You Dig It.”

✤ Over the next decade the word became more explicitly used in a political context. In a 1972 
play about the life of black nationalist leader Marcus Garvey entitled Garvey Lives! Author 
Barry Beckham writes, “I been sleeping all my life. And now that Mr. Garvey done woke 
me up, I’m gon stay woke. And I’m gon help him wake up other black folk.”

✤ “Woke” reappeared in a “2008 track ‘Master Teacher,’ with neosoul vocalist Erykah Badu 
singing, “I stay woke,” bringing this meaning of woke back into the public consciousness.







HOW WOKE ARE YOU?
Read each of the following ten sentences.

What biases can you spot?
What are your recommendations for changes?



1. The admirable Dr. William Hicks 
and his wife Mary, an attractive 

former model, both showed up at 
the party.



2. Attending the meeting were three 
doctors and an Asian computer 

programmer. 



3. A nurse is trained to understand 
her patients’ emotions as well as 

physical symptoms.



4. A group of intelligent black 
students were guests as part of the 

orientation program. 



5. The average teenager worries 
about his physical fitness.



6. Twenty-two House Democrats, 
led by gay Democratic 

Representative Barney Frank, met at 
a hotel last week. 



7. The sweet little old lady beamed 
as she entered the classroom. 



8. She’s a good basketball player. 
She shoots like a man. 



9. The visually impaired student 
used a special keyboard. 



10. “There’s no reason the nation of 
Africa cannot…join the ranks of the 
world’s most prosperous nations.” 
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Questions 



The End. Thank you!


