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In The Moment of the Essay (2024), Daniel Juckes proposes the personal essay as a form 
that, when wriĴen well, facilitates an ‘important moment of contact’ between a reader 
and an authorial persona partially constituted, via reference and quotation, of other 
voices (15). In this way, the personal essay becomes ‘an instrument of encounter, a 
meeting place’ (10). It would seem a form exceptionally adapted to engaging the 
theme of community; it is also one that Casey PleĴ, in her 2023 publication On 
Community, works with deftly and with warmth.  

Casey PleĴ is a Canadian writer best known for her fiction publications, 
including the 2014 short story collection A Safe Girl to Love and 2018 novel LiĴle Fish. 
She is also the publisher at LiĴlePuss Press, described on its website as ‘a feminist 
press run by trans women’.1 On Community is her first book-length offering in the 
personal essay genre, and takes an interest in the seemingly intractable problems of 
community as a concept and as a facet of social life. PleĴ’s writing style is (aptly) 
conversational, and her playful rendering of the personal essay form prevents her 
work from feeling overly abstract, even as the essay wends its way through an eclectic 
bibliography of relevant thinkers. My reading of PleĴ’s work takes cues from Juckes’ 
thoughts on the personal essay as a form in The Moment of the Essay, to suggest that 
beyond making her work approachable, the toolkit of the personal essay form also 
plays an integral role in enabling PleĴ to explore her subject of community on its own 
terms. 

Characteristic of the personal essay genre is the way On Community moves 
associatively between ideas, references to other writers, anecdotes, and the thoughts 
of friends who read early drafts of the essay – relishing, as Juckes puts it, ‘hybridity, 
variety, and personality’ (3). PleĴ’s essay takes on an idiosyncratic, sinuous shape, its 
chapters on major themes such as ‘The Power of the Group’ and ‘A Part of Something’ 
punctuated by several enumerated chapters on ‘Assumptions’, as well as miscellanea 
like ‘A Small Working List of Synonyms for Community’, echoing the shifting nature 
of conversation topics within a group. In this way, PleĴ brings into conversation 
various perspectives on how we might understand the workings of communities 
without aĴempting to draw hard conceptual borders around community as an idea.  

The conclusions PleĴ comes to when working through her theme’s problems 
often take the form of practical suggestions, left open-ended to the reader, and offered 
in the spirit of the provisional and the speculative. Early in the book, PleĴ muses on 
the obfuscating vagueness with which the term community is so often invoked across 
contexts ranging from journalism, advertisements, and political speeches to everyday 

 
1 See hĴps://www.liĴlepuss.net/about-us-mob 
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conversations, usually in the form ‘the [X] community’ (16). She offers a series of 
questions that occur to her when trying to gain clarity on such usages, including: ‘How 
does this person know about the [X] community? What are the borders of the [X] community? 
[…] How can that writer possibly decide who gets to speak for the community?’ (16, italics in 
original). Though she acknowledges the role of discursive context, alongside the 
difficulty – ultimately, impossibility – of defining exactly where the boundaries of any 
community lie, PleĴ emphasises the importance of specificity when discussing 
communities as a way of moving towards honesty, away from overreach. This could 
be in the form of ‘at least one modifying adjective, perhaps several’ (21). She also 
suggests the phrase, ‘my [X] communities’, as in ‘my writer communities’ (21), evoking 
the limits of the speaker’s epistemic standpoint and the fact that for the most part, 
communities associated with shared interests or demographics are not singular. PleĴ’s 
approach here establishes the essay’s rhythm and way of thinking: engaging broader 
problems of the cultural moment, but always returning to the scope of the personal, 
to the practicalities that concern her own engagement with communities, giving 
readers space to consider theirs. 

When PleĴ eventually does float a provisional definition of community, it is 
one borrowed from Michael Warner’s description of the publics: that of ‘an ongoing 
space of encounter’ (Warner 90, quoted by PleĴ 138). Among other things, PleĴ 
emphasises the elasticity of what could be considered a space as per this description. 
It could be something more or less delineable, like a local coffee shop, or something 
more nebulous, like the feed on Facebook (139). Elsewhere, she analyses how 
broadcast-era TV enabled a communal feeling of a kind, with viewers geĴing a ‘tiny 
need met’ by knowing they were watching the same show as many others at a certain 
hour of the week (53). In emphasising the elasticity of the definition’s terms, and that 
it is intended to be held gently, provisionally, PleĴ provides this definition of 
community more as a touchstone for creative stimulus rather than anything 
authoritative, inviting readers into a conversation about how community contact 
might be shaping their contexts in ways previously invisible to them.  

Something I find especially compelling in PleĴ’s essay are the moments where 
she returns to ground the associative arcs of her thinking back in the intimate seĴing 
of a person trying to articulate why it feels important to give to communities and, in 
turn, accept care from communities – in spite of the capacity within all communities 
for darkness. In the chapter ‘Queers’, PleĴ weighs up research that suggests that ‘in-
group discrimination’ (the rejection, judgement, and racism received from people 
within someone’s community) is a significant cause of poor mental health among 
queer people (127). She offers a suggestion from the researcher John Pachankis as a 
potential mitigator of this stress: intergenerational queer mentorship. Such 
mentorship would socialise younger queer people in relation to the norms and 
histories of their communities, and would provide companionship to older queer 
people (132). PleĴ writes, ‘I love the specificity of this idea, but I cite it too for its 
general spirit […] faith that, despite constant trouble, connection is still beĴer than 
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disconnection, and brick by boring brick there are ways to find it’ (132). From here, 
she goes on to explain why she builds trans literary community even though she has 
experienced such communities fail and do harm. It is that orientation, again, towards 
the personal and the practical as a way of contextualising her analysis that brings 
PleĴ’s work into such a resonant relationship with her subject.  

If PleĴ’s essay invites nuance and caution into consideration of the roles and 
functioning of communities and how we talk about them, she offers this critical 
appraisal through a form of writing that in itself continuously reinscribes the value of 
the interpersonal. By using to her advantage the breadth, hybridity, and opportunity 
for reflection invited by the longform personal essay form, alongside the perspectives 
of other writers and members of her communities, PleĴ’s work offers a more complex 
understanding of community than the views circulating in mainstream media, 
inviting us to take stock of the communities that shape us, as well as the shapes our 
contact with communities might take in the future. 
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