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Dear Reader,


Our journey began with a simple challenge among college friends.


One week. One poem. One story to tell.


We met as undergrads at MIT, brought together by the many things we shared: the challenges of being women in STEM, our lifelong pursuits of becoming better Muslims, and the exhaustions of drinking from the academic firehose. Over time, we discovered yet another thing we had in common: a love for poetry. We met up in dorm rooms late on Friday nights, sitting on hand-me-down carpets and taking turns reading aloud poems new and old. We began to gather our work and soon found ourselves with enough poems to create the anthology you now hold in your hands.


So much has happened since then. On the morning of March 10, 2020, we awoke to utter chaos as MIT joined universities across the country in declaring an emergency COVID-19 evacuation. What was expected to last a few weeks has persisted to this day. It has upended our plans, separated us from each other geographically, and taken the lives of loved ones near and far.


The ongoing pandemic is a stark reminder of the fragility of life and inequities that exist globally. With each new variant, the virus disproportionately affects vulnerable communities—medically, socially, and economically. In the midst of it all, we recognize that our anthology stands as a testimony to the privileges we hold. We live within easy access to immediate healthcare. We continued to receive support and resources towards finishing our degrees at MIT during the pandemic. We can already access COVID-19 booster vaccines while so many people around the world, including those in the countries we come from, have yet to receive their first dose. We acknowledge that we have these privileges at the cost of others and therefore it is important for us to be advocating for a just and equitable world.


Our work also took form at the same time as a global reckoning of deep-rooted apartheid, systemic injustice, and longstanding conflict. From the killing of George Floyd, in addition to countless other Black people, to the continued murder of Indigenous peoples. From the unceasing war crimes in Palestine to the ongoing genocide of Uyghurs in China. From the exacerbated crisis in Afghanistan made in part by the US to the continued socio-economic turmoil in Venezuela. This list is by no means complete—we could easily fill the pages of a book much longer than ours.


However, we derive hope and inspiration from the fact that individuals from all walks of life have joined together to fight systemic racism and police brutality in a way we have never seen before. By protesting oppressive forces around the world, supporting the generational work of our Black brothers and sisters, and holding our politicians accountable, we are beginning to see the impact that collective actions can have in demanding change. It is our hope that this widespread alliance prevails and continues to chip away deep-rooted, institutional injustice in the US and beyond.


All of these feelings have taken root in our poetry, finding resonance in the crises, injustices, and hardships our own families, countries, and communities have endured long before and during our lifetimes. Each poem in this anthology is a piece of our generational struggle, of the pain we carry, and of hope.


Another vital motivation behind our poetry is representation. Only in writing poetry together and encountering the works of other poets of color, have we experienced a formerly missing piece in our literature. A piece that converges at the crossroads of who we are: children of immigrants, women, Muslim. A place of rich literary potential still untapped and with so much to give, if only given a chance to be seen and heard.


Through poetry, we want to foster empathy and mutual reciprocity for those who don’t often see someone like us within literary spaces. We want to fight against the stereotypes that are often placed upon us in the many intersectional facets we encapsulate. We often find that the few voices that do exist frequently get extrapolated to the experiences of many. As diverse as our voices may appear to be, from South and West Asia to Latin America to the United States to the greater ummah, we are not tokens of our people. This book presents a narrative true to our own lives and experiences that resonates deeply within us.


A lot has changed since we first committed to holding each other accountable to our creative voices. We’ve graduated from college. We’ve moved to different cities. We’ve started graduate studies at institutions across the country. At the time of writing this, we haven’t been able to sit together in the same room since 2020, but our Zoom “windows” have kept us together. Between virtual dinners, newly adopted cats, and the offscreen voices of family members, we’ve grown closer through intimate glimpses into each other’s lives. Through it all, the one thing that has stayed constant is this. Our poetry. Our anthology. Our quest to piece together an ode to the places and people we come from.


We often pause to remind ourselves that we are the product of centuries of trailblazing. Each of our ancestors has pushed forward boundaries in their own worlds, in their own ways. We too strive to push the boundary of what is possible, within our lives, within our careers, within our poetry. And we could not do this without the people who have come before us.


The journey of creating an anthology is not easy, but as we reach the end almost three years later, we see that it has given us so much more than we could have ever anticipated. We’ve crossed paths with friends new and old. We’ve written on dorm room carpets and at sunlit desks and in Zoom calls spanning thirteen hour time zone differences. We’ve grown as people and as poets. And we have put together this collection, woven from both the heartstrings of loss and the joy of passed down memories.


Full of gratitude and great hope, we give you our anthology, made with a piece of each of us. Perhaps, dearest reader, you may find a fraction of yourself here, too.


With Love,


The Poets of Our Ancestors Did Not Breathe This Air
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