Storytellers
Paul Ingles

Transcribed by Kenna Josephene, 4/30/4, Feast of St. Catherine of Siena

46 pages


And we turn this over to our moderator, Scott Momaday, and he will introduce our guests. Scott?

Scott:
Thank you. (applause) Hello. I want to say, first of all, that it’s a great pleasure for me to be here again. This is the third such meeting, and I have been a participant in… in all three, and that’s a great honor for me. And, I want to welcome you and thank you for coming. And, isn’t this a splendid new place to have this? (applause)

So, without further ado, let me introduce the distinguished people who are here with us today. They’re distinguished writers and thinkers, and human beings and expressionists of the spirit, if you will. 

On my immediate left is Rina Swentzell. Santa Clara, wonderful artist—you know her work. You know the work of her family, which is wonderful. What a gifted… what a gifted family, and we’ll be hearing more from Rina in a moment. (applause)

Next is Demetria Martinez in the center—well, second from me—and she’s a wonderful addition to the panel. She… I… Demetria, you are so varied in your activities that it’s hard to… it’s hard to put a label on you. You are, of course, a writer and a poet, and an activist, journalist, teacher, but a… but a woman who is very much… who has been very appropriately recognized for her work and who continues to… to do good things. And, I’m just dying to hear some things from you. (applause)

And, finally, there was… there is… what was your name again? (laughter and answer I didn’t understand) Okay. John Nichols should be well known to all of you. He’s a… he’s a… a man who has… been a…been a writer and an advocate of rights and the environment for a number of years, and a close neighbor. He lives in Taos and writes about New Mexico and other things. You are all, of course, familiar with his, I suppose, best known work, The Milagro Beanfield War. And, so, it’s certainly an honor to have you here, John, and I look forward to hearing what you might have to say in a few minutes. (applause)

Well, I suppose that… Let me ask you all: Did you… did you bring, each of you, something to read from your work?

John: I have a statement.

Scott: A statement, okay.

John:
 We were encouraged to do a five-minute statement.

Scott:
 Okay. And, you two as well?

Rina?: I did something, yeah.

Scott: Oh, you can wing it.

Demetria?: I can…I’m into winging it.

Scott: Okay. Alright. Well, first of all, let me… let me begin by asking you a provocative question that will simply, you know, get everything going and leave you in a hypnotized state of some kind. (laughter) And let me begin with Rina. The question I thought of, Rina, to ask you is… and you can, you know, answer the question directly and limit yourself to the question, or you can range anywhere you want. This is just a… just… just an invitation to… to speak. 

I have… I have always been deeply impressed with people who work with clay, with the earth, and I wanted to ask you to say something, if you will, about the relationship between the artist and the earth itself. 

Rina: Well, okay. Let’s see, where do I begin? And, maybe I go immediately to what I was thinking about reading, because that’s what it’s about.  I think that everything that I am about or have tried to… tried to make sense of has been about the relationship between humans and the earth. And, the working with clay is such an intimate, direct way of doing that. I have worked with clay. My entire family has worked with clay for as long as I’ve known. I’ve written a little bit about that in a children’s book. But, I think I’ve been concerned more with the larger philosophical issues that underlie the relationship of humans and… and the earth. And, with that, I think I’ll read a little bit of what I… if I may…

Scott: Please.

Rina: And, with the… and also with the permission, first, of the (hemmish?) people and… and the place itself.


I like to think that I am about remembering old Pueblo understandings, which are pertinent for all times and all peoples. Mostly, my writings have been to gain some glimmerings of understanding for myself. I’m not so much about changing people’s minds about how they see the world. I am more hopeful that, as I understand how my ancestors understood their world, that I will learn that knowledge—through that knowledge, how to better live in this world. 


I grew up in Santa Clara Pueblo, and was told continuously that walking, moving, talking carefully was very important. It was important because every step we take and every word that we speak has an impact on the whole of existence. Modern scientists today say the same through the “wave” theory, which, in simple terms, almost whispers that when a butterfly in Japan flaps its wings, it sends waves throughout the world. What an amazing thought! To think that when I move my hands, I… or put out a word, I affect the world. So, in the pueblo, we were told to touch things, to touch others, gently, to move carefully, and to speak sparingly, with respect.


I was born into a large nuclear family, but since nuclear families were not distinct—as distinct then as they are now—I was really born into a very large extended family. I went to the Bureau of Indian Affairs school, and I actually did well. And, during my fifth grade year, my teacher asked me to stay after school and teach her the language. I did that for several days before my great-grandmother became suspicious and asked me what I was doing. I told her that I was teaching Tewa to my teacher. She explained that we don’t do that. “What teacher,” she said, “would lay the language on the table, cut it up into pieces, and give the pieces names—nouns, verbs, etc.?” (laughter) “The language should be respected and should die when we do, when our way of life goes, because dying is a part of life, and all living beings—including the language—die when their cycle is completed.”


Tewa is not a written language, and even the thought of writing in Tewa is unimaginable. It is an oral experience. I have used Tewa terms in a short story that I did, but I am told that English speakers have a hard time… they have a hard time reading it. The rhythm of the two languages is very different, but I know that essential ideas are imbedded in both. Tewa tells me, in descriptive manner, how to talk, how to behave. It has a reflective, gentle tone, and less of an analytical decision-making approach that English has. Tewa easily describes relational situations, especially between humans, the earth, the natural world. It allows beautiful descriptions of the clouds, mountains, rain, and wind, and keeps us wanting to be one with this place. So, I write to remember the philosophical significance of ideas imbedded in a way of life that is a part of this land, of this place. 

But, writing is a complicated issue for me, for a number of reasons. Santa Clara, like other pueblos, does not look favorably on the written word. So much has been written about the Pueblo people by outsiders, without much input by the people themselves, that there is paranoia about what will be written and how. Underlying this paranoia is a basic distrust of the written word because there is general concern that written words create truths that even move toward absolute Truth and stasis. 

It is generally thought that, if something is written, it must be true. In an oral tradition, the story changes with every teller, even if ever so slightly, and every letter become… every teller becomes a part of the tradition. It is a flow, an intimate creating and remembering of the significance that each teller holds in themselves. So, I write with conflict, hoping I recreate myths and not truths. 

I am reminded of—Scott Momaday, with your permission—Scott Momaday’s character in House Made of Dawn. Abel, a silent, instinctual longhair is destroyed by a world in which the word is Truth. Living in two different cultures—Jemez Pueblo and Los Angeles—life becomes impossible for Abel, and he finally turns, runs into Death, where his life becomes a flow again with the hills, with the mountains, with the sky. 

I turn to my version of Pueblo philosophy which tells me that there are incompatibilities in the world. There is a sky, the earth, there is a male and female, there is warm, there is cold… opposites. Opposites that create tensions, but it is these tensions that allow us to see that different Other, that opposite, which can make us bigger if we… bigger than if we see only partially. The issue, I think, is how to reconcile, how to balance, maybe even embrace, tensions, so we can fully participate in this flow of life, and then gracefully move into the quietness of its opposite. 

And so I write.

(applause)

It’s a little bit off, but, yeah…but clay, for me, is about that. (Laughter.)

Scott: I’m almost speechless. (laughter). You know, you took… you took my question, which was rather pedestrian, and elevated it to an eloquence that I don’t think any of us expected. It’s a very beautiful statement. I wish I had written that statement or spoken it. (Laughter.)


Alright, Demetria. Let’s go on to you. Maybe we’ll come back with another question or two, but… Demetria, I am intrigued by something that I think you’re working on, which is, if I’m not mistaken, writing for social change, “re-dreaming the world,” is that right? That’s…

Demetria: Re-dream a Just World.

Scott: And it’s a collection of essays?

Demetria: That’s actually the name of a workshop that I teach…

Scott: Oh!

Demetria: But… but those… believe me, what you just said is very much what I struggled to do in my writing. You know, looking at the possibilities of writing as a way to re-dream a just world.

Scott: Okay, what… the title intrigued me, and I wanted to ask you, what is the…I… I’m not sure I understand what “re-dreaming” is, and what the connection might be between social change and dreaming. Can you speak to that?

Demetria: Sure. I love to write about activists and people who are working for change. Part…I… it’s amazing to me that people, in the face of all evidence to the contrary, continue to hope and continue to do the work. My great first exposure to those kinds of people happened in the 80’s. I was writing for National Catholic Reporter and for the Albuquerque Journal, and I was covering one of the great movements of the last century, the sanctuary movement, in which people of all walks of life were opening their doors, opening their churches to refugees from El Salvador and Guatemala in defiance of…of the U.S…. the United States government, which we were later able to prove had, in fact, been breaking the law by not allowing these refugees to receive political asylum here. But, of course, we were support their dictators, but that’s another story. 


So, anyhow, of course, that got me into trouble. I was later indicted and facing 25 years in prison for… I was accused of being an activist and not a reporter. And, I was.. the government tried to use a poem against me, and the punch line of which was, “In my country, we sing of a baby in a manger, finance death squads.” And so, they—the government—in the courtroom tried to use my bumper stickers against me, my politics, the fact that I was Catholic and the Catholic church had, at the time, called for an end to U.S. military aid to El Salvador. So, that was kind of my coming of age experience in the same way that I’m sure many in… of this room… experienced Vietnam. You know, I… my eyes were very much opened to what the United States was doing in Central America. 


And, but meanwhile, in response, you know, there was this amazing movement that rose up in this country, and, with that, you know, as refugees were fleeing here, to see and hear the voices of refugee leaders who had survived, who’d come here from Guatemala, from El Salvador, who were standing up in, you know, in rooms like this and in parish halls and Quaker meeting houses—you know, their faces half covered—and telling their stories, their testimonio. It was the most amazing experience for me. It was the most amazing experience, and so, it was my privilege to be able to write their stories down, you know, in that capacity as a reporter, and then I began to write poems about their experiences because some of them were just beyond anything you could express in an article. So, there were two ways at the time… open for me at the time to… to bear witness to their plight. 

And, I don’t know if I’ve concluded the story of the… of the court, but, anyway, I was found “not guilty” on First Amendment grounds. 

So, this opened a whole world to me, not just political but almost spiritual and artistic in nature. And, I mean, here you have, you know, Demetria who could trace her family back—not like Rina—but, if you trace it, you know, 300 years in Albuquerque, you know, and the sense of roots, you know, being… seeing where my family is buried, and, you know, where they were born and, you know, being able to… to look at a wall in Old Town and see my great-grandmother going back nine greats. You know, seeing her name painted there and seeing her husband’s name painted there. This great sense of roots, and then seeing it… then experiencing the opposite, of a world where the truth is more… the great story, now, that is emerging is about uprootedness. Uprootedness, where the chances are, I believe, a hundred—and I think the last number was 140—it’s a… there’s a one… a one in 140 chance that you are uprooted from your land, in other words, as refugee. And, you know, that’s… that’s… those are the stories now, increasingly, that we’re hearing. 

And so, so this was what I was coming out of being in New Mexico, and here I was hearing, you know, the stories of people who had been brutally uprooted. And so, it was after the… the trial was over and, again, having to the best of my ability to bear witness, you know, through poetry and through journalism. 

It was after the trial that, very unexpectedly, my book Mother Tongue came out, which is, really, just a love story between a New Mexican with deep roots here and a Salvadoran refugee. And, I love a good love story. I mean, that’s… that’s what I love. But, you know, you can’t have that kind of a love story… love doesn’t exist in a historical vacuum. And so, it became a way to go back and talk about what was happening in El Salvador at the time. And so, I included made-up Associated Press reports, for example, from El Salvador. They were typical of what was happening at the time. 

And so, the… Mother Tongue, which kind of wrote itself magically—I didn’t know how to write a novel! In nine months, it was just born—really became a vehicle for me to, in many ways, say things I couldn’t say on the witness stand. Because, on the witness stand, my reporter… my reporter!… my poor attorney, Tova Indritz, said, “Demetria, please. You know, this is about this is about keeping you out of prison, you know? Practice in the mirror. You know, when you’re asked a question, say ‘Yes. No. I don’t remember.’ You know?” And, I wanted to get up there and shout, you know, at the top of my lungs, tell the whole story of U.S. intervention in El Salvador and why we’re in this mess, and she said, you know, “Now’s not the time.” So, you know, “Wear your pearl earrings,” she said. 

It was… it was just… a trial is political theater, and I didn’t realize the degree to which it had cut out my tongue. And, of course, my phones were probably being tapped, which Tova had warned me, and so, the release afterwards, the sense of liberation, the sense of having had my voice back by being able to tell the whole story, the mythic story. Because, you know, when you’re working with an attorney and you’re trying to keep your butt out of prison, you live at… you work at the level of evidence, of that level of truth. But, you know, as a writer, you work at a mythic level, and bringing people’s stories forth. And so, to finally allow that to just (expressive noise), you know, come forth in Mother Tongue healed me. It healed me. 

And so, I think, for me, it was the beginning of seeing where artistic and political vision—which is really about spiritual vision, too—could really come together. And so, you know, this… this desire to hear other people’s stories and see how they can be brought forth, and see how you can enable, you know, this is why I teach this workshop with my colleague Anya Achtenberg, how you can help other people bring forth story that maybe they’ve been told is not important, you know, or that, “You can’t write because you don’t have the degree.” You know, all the things that we’ve been told to silence us, including the societal messages. And so, so this seems to be the path I’m on. I wouldn’t put my enemy through what I went through, but, if that’s the card you’ve been dealt, then you play it, you know, and that’s… that’s how it happened.

(applause)

Scott: Thank you, Demetria. You know, the quest… the title that I had in mind, and I…I announced the wrong ti… Confessions of a Berlitz Tape Chicana.

Demetria: Chicana. (Laughter.) That’s… that’s… that’s Demetria moving into her humorous period.

Scott: I want to know what that is. Can you… can you--?

Demetria: Sure. It’s a book of essays, and what I look at is this intriguing situation, this kind of curious situation that many in my generation are stuck in, and that is that we grew up listening to Spanish, but not speaking it. You know, for various reasons, and I’m sure, you know, that has happened, too, in many of the native cultures. We didn’t speak it in school. You know, in my case, my family… you know, busy professionals, and it just didn’t… it just… we just didn’t do it. And, some of it is that our parents or grandparents had been punished for speaking Spanish and so forth. But, it… what I’m looking at is this… this magical thing, and that is that the language resides in the ear. And so, how do you call that forth? And, how do you… you know, what goes into the kind of decision—again, I call it “spiritual,” I call it “political, cultural”—to reclaim the language, to go back, to study it, or to just let it come out because it’s there. And so, I, you know, I think it’s something that many of my generation are ashamed to speak about, because we feel, “Well, geez, we’re Latino, Chicano, whatever, we should be fluent,” but the societal pressures against fluency have been profound, and I think when we understand that and forgive ourselves and forgive our parents and understand that it’s about something greater, then we can really be liberated and, you know, move into a birthright, and to remember, too, that… that, you know, because sometimes our own, our own worst enemies. You know, I remember one time at the Smithsonian, this Latina stood up—it was on Latino literature, and I was there with some other Latino writers—and she stood up and looked at us—Martin Espada and Claribel Alegria—and she said, “Well, this is about Latino literature; why aren’t you speaking in Spanish?” And, you know, they let her have it! They said, you know, “Look, do you realize the struggle that it is to, psychologically and in every other way, to hold onto that language?” And then, I added another thought. I said, “You know, Spanish is our mother tongue, but maybe it isn’t; it’s our father tongue. It was the tongue of the conquerors. I mean, our birthright also includes an indigenous language, and… of which there are hundreds, and that was taken from us.” And so, my ideal is that one day as chicanos, chicanas, we would know a third language, you know, a mother tongue, and, our mother tongue and have the Spanish, too. So, so that’s… those are some of the themes that I’m exploring. 

Scott: Hispanic, chicana, Latina—which is the correct term for you?

Demetria: Eh, heck, I use them interchangeably. (laughter) People start, you know, people hold entire, you know, write entire dissertations on this, and I’m not anti-intellectual, but, you know, when everyone starts to get a little, you know, frothing at the mouth at it, I say, “Look, you know, half our people are running around without health insurance.” You know? It’s like, whatever! You know, that… you know, and so, if my brother calls himself “Hispanic,” it’s not the time to argue with him about “chicano.” I’d rather that he not vote for Bush next year, you know? I just… (laughter) I mean, I tend to… you know…


But I try to respect how people want to call themselves. Sometimes, I like to use “Mexicano” because that was such a dirty word for a long time and still is. So, when someone looks at me and makes a repar… you know, makes a remark about Mexicans or whatever… you know, my… my grandmother referred to her that way, “Mexicano.” So, I’ll often use the word that makes people uncomfortable, so that we can reclaim it. 

Scott: You know, there is a constant… the question of whether “Native American” is a more acceptable term than “American Indian,” and I use the term “American Indian,” and sometimes I’m questioned about… “You know, that’s a… that’s a… that’s a misnomer. You’re a Native American.” And, I say, “I’m an American Indian,” because my father used that term and my grandfather used that term, and out of respect, I use that term.

Demetria: Right, right.

Scott: But, they are interchangeable. I… I… I’m with you. I don’t care what the term is, as long as it means something. 

Demetria: Means something, mm-hm.

Scott: Thank you, Demetria. 

John Nichols. Would you care to read your statement before I ask you a question? (Laughter.) Or I can do it the other way around.

John: Either way. I can read the statement, or…

Scott: Why don’t you do that? Okay.

John: Alright, here’s the statement. The statement is from a talk I gave in Colorado Springs recently. There were lots of kids in the banquet room of the Antlers Hotel who were receiving writing prizes through the school system and the Friends of the Pikes Peak Library. And, I’ll just read little excerpts from it. 


The United States had just… I believe we had just gone to war with Iraq, or we were planning it.


The American novelist Nelson Algren once said, quote, “I submit that literature is made upon any occasion that a challenge is put to the legal apparatus by a conscience in touch with humanity.” Now, it is the artist’s task to confront mendacity by speak… by seeking to speak the truth. It should be the writer’s job, in this war, to show us the up close and personal, the immense suffering and dying caused by the U.S. blitzkrieg. If just one TV network had the courage to screen the mangled bodies, even our most reactionary citizens might lobby the Bush administration to calm down. Yet, our most respected journalists collude in the total airbrushing of atrocity. If you choose to be a writer in these times, you must have the courage to show the true consequences of human actions. You must have the bravery to state, repeatedly, that the emperor wears no clothes. In such an enormous country of the blind, believe me, the one-eyed artist is king. 

When I was a child and a young man, writers developed in me a social conscience. There was The Grapes of Wrath and For Whom the Bells Toll and The Heart is a Lonely Hunter. Henry Thoreau and Rachel Carson taught me about the environment. The autobiography of Malcolm X opened my eyes to the Black experience. Works by Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Frederick Douglass shaped my values for life. The poet Walt Whitman defined my path when he said, “This is what you shall do: Love the earth and the sun and the animals. Despise riches. Give alms to everyone that asks. Stand up for the stupid and the crazy. Devote your income and labor to others. Hate tyrants. Argue not concerning God. Have patience and indulgence toward the people. Take off your hat to nothing known or unknown or to any man or number of men.” If you were to read the Declaration of Independence today, a great piece of writing, full of important ideas, penned by our founding fathers, you would be appalled by our current administrations international imperial agenda at the expense of democracy at home and abroad. One of my favorite poets, Walter Lowenfels, says in his book The Revolution is to Be Human, quote, “The artist might be described as one who masters the technique of saying the obvious without being executed first.” (laughter) Lowenfels also wrote in his little books, “Politics is just an essential base to the process of being alive, in poems or anywhere. No matter what a writer says or doesn’t say, he cannot help having political alignments.” In an essay called “Writing is an Act of Hope,” the Chilean writer Isabel Allende said, “Probably the strongest literature being written nowadays is by those who stand unsheltered by the system: blacks, Indians, homosexuals, exiles, and, especially, women. The crazy people of the world who dare to believe in their own force. We dare to think that humanity is not going to destroy itself, that we have the capacity to reach an agreement, not only for survival but also to achieve happiness. That is why we write, as an act of human solidarity and commitment to the future. We want to change the rules, even if we don’t live long enough to see the results. We have to make real revolutions of the spirit, of values, of life, and, to do so, we have to begin dreaming them.” She adds, “I think, I write, so that people will love each other more.” 

And, finally, we need artists with the courage to speak against the Patriot Act, to fight for Roe v. Wade, to battle for a civil communication among us that is not open to being raped daily by Microsoft, the auto companies, or the crude oil men running our country and the world into the ground. And, we desperately need writers and other artists fed up with the culture of violence, who will help us love each other again. We need writers in this country who sympathise with the three billion people on earth who live on less than two dollars a day so that 60% of United States citizens can be overweight and yet undernourished also. The task of the writer is to speak for the dispossessed before we are all dispossessed. Do not ever allow yourselves to become embedded with the 1001st Airborne or the Disney Corporation, or with any of the thousands of faith-based market technologies gobbling the planet wholesale. And, always, the artist must find hope in a dark situation. That’s why we write, create music, paint, or dance across a rickety platform. I’m always quoting this excerpt from a poem by Marge Peircy: “Despair is the worst betrayal, the coldest seduction, to believe, at last, that the enemy will prevail. Hush, the heart’s drum. My life, my breath. There is, finally, a bone in the heart that does not break when we remember that we are still a part of each other, the muscle of hope that goes on in the dark, pumping the blood that feeds us.” (applause)

Scott: I don’t know what to ask you, now, John.

John: You can, you know, Flaubert once said, “A writer must know everything.” And the wonderful thing of being a writer is nothing is irrelevant to the process of trying to communicate in our craft—whether it’s through clay, through words, through dance, through poetry—you know, everything is relevant. No question you could possibly ask me wouldn’t find some little niche with which I could respond to it. (laughter)

Scott: Who’s on first?

John: No, Who’s on second; What’s on first. (laughter)

Scott: Well, truthfully, I can’t think of a question that wasn’t answered in your… in your statement. But, I am… I had written down here you advocate, quote, “Anti-capitalist liberation ecology,” and I suppose you told us what that was in your statement, but do you have any other thoughts on those particular words?

John: Yeah, I feel what Rina was talking about, her attitude toward the earth, towards language, towards… towards the planet as a whole, is incredibly important, and the current global market, capitalist economy is basically destroying the biology that sustains us. This has been a technological, industrial revolution for the last 300 or 400 years that is reaching a climax that threatens all… all of the natural resources, all of the biology, all of the human infrastructure—the human biology as well as natural biology—that sustains us on the planet. 

We can’t continue to have a technology-advancing global economy based on constant growth, and expanding market means expanding population, which means more destruction of resources. Therefore, we have to reinvent completely our attitude about how we treat the earth, how we treat each other as human beings, how we treat the animals upon which we depend, whether they’re horses or bighorn sheep or mosquitoes or butterflies, how we treat the vegetation that sustains us from giving us our food, our… our herbs that cure us, et cetera, and this means, obviously, we have to overthrow world capitalism, which is so rapaciously dedicated to, sort of, the destruction of everything. And, we have to reinvent some kind of society which has a tenderness toward the planet that Rina was talking about, that Demetria talks about all the time. This means recreating, you know, human communities on a much more egalitarian or socialist level, where everyone participates in the wealth of the globe. If we were to redistribute wealth in some even manner, we could get rid of racism, probably, which, as far as I know, is a tool used by a capitalist society to maintain class divisions for economic reasons. That’s why so many people hate each other around the world, because the economic system that dominates needs. Three quarters of the people who work in the maquiladoras, three quarters of the people to run the McDonald’s hamburger stands, three quarters of the people to pick strawberries in Califas, three quarters of the people to pick cotton and pecans down in the Texas valley, so that the very small percentage of… of people who control the wealth of the planet will make the profits that keep it going. And…anyway. Cut me off. 

Scott: A practical question, which follows upon what you just said, but I want to invite everyone here to respond to it, if they’d like: Where are we? Where are we with respect to that reinvention? Have we begun to overthrow capitalism?

John: We have many people, you know, working on it. You can get many books and philosophers, but, basically, we haven’t advanced very far because the market that dominates the world is so powerful. But, I’m sure we have, here, four people plus an audience that is probably fairly sympathetic to our…our sensibilities… that understand. I think everybody understands that the planet is really fucked. You know, that we really are doing terrible things to it. And, the effort… I mean, we have to completely rechange how we think. I think where...where American Indian, Native American philosophies that we can go back to… I mean, I mean, every environmental book I know will quote Chief Seattle or other Native American leaders years ago, just talking about “We don’t own the earth,” you know, we…we’re…“The earth owns us; we are only a part of it.” “How can you actually own the land as private property when it belongs to everyone?” You know? There… there… many of our Native American myths and mythology are so connected. I mean, even when there’s gods and stuff, they’re coyote gods or wolf gods or bear gods or lizard gods or…or mosquito gods or…or…or salamander gods, right? I mean, the… if we do not relearn our genome, which was created during the Pleistocene to be another animal amongst animals and vegetation that understood perfectly the nature that sustains us, so that we could hunt and gather vegetables and stuff and survive in some kind of harmony or balance with the biosphere that sustains us. And we’ve forgotten that completely. I mean, agriculture and technology and the industrial revolution has completely severed our roots from the earth. And, if we don’t relearn those roots, we will completely destroy the magical biology upon which we depend for everything. 

Demetria: One thing I’d like to add to that is… we don’t… there’s so many sources close by that we can look to for, you know, the answer to how we move forward. I mean, it’s interesting because the Pope, of all people—and God knows I disagree with him on a number of things and those… then, to get the attention—but the Pope has issued… I mean, after the… you know, after the Berlin Wall fell, I mean, he was issuing powerful statements, saying, “This does not mean that capitalism won,” because everyone was like, you know, oh, you know, capitalism now is won… I mean, his… his statements on war and peace, economics and the environment, and capitalism, are amazing, and they tend to get repressed, you know, unnoticed, passed by, obviously by…by the…by the corporate media, and so, that’s, you know, I think, when you really look at… at theology—Christian theology… I know of a number of Catholic theologians who are really calling for us to look at our place within what they call “A New Cosmology.” “Geologians” is how some of them refer to themselves. Thomas Berry is one of the great… a priest. You know, that we are… I mean, he’s saying what you’re saying: We are one among many animals, and, for us to put ourselves at the center, we… that doesn’t make us any less, you know, special or dignified or whatever, but it doesn’t give us the right to so put ourselves at the center that we can kill, you know, that we can destroy in the way that we do and set up the systems and institutions that we do. And so, for me, one of the exciting things is to… is to see these theologians… and it includes many, many feminist theologians who are saying, you know, we have to rethink the whole way that we understand scripture… that we have so distorted the meaning of stewardship and used that to justify destruction. And so, that, to me, is a very important intellectual movement.


The other thing, too, that I… I look to are the young people. And these tend to be the young people, not so much in their thirties or even late twenties but their mid-twenties, who are involved in anti-globalisation movement and who are led by writers and activists such as Arundhati Roy, because they have an economic analysis, and John and I were talking last night and that didn’t…it wasn’t really an economic analysis that came out of Vietnam. Some people had it, but, as far as kind of a totality of understanding how, you know, when you mess up the environment or when you have wars, you know, when you have consumer societies where, you know, a handful of people own most of the resources and others starve as a result, that all these are interrelated. And, when people see those connections, you begin to get a coherent, you know, analysis and a s…a kind of a sense of how to move forward, and that’s a… a sort of sophistication that I’m seeing in these young people. And, of course, they do quite a bit of their interchange on… on the computer, on the web, and that, to me, is an… is a tremendous sign of hope, that they can be thinking in such a sophisticated way about, you know, “How could we make these connections and move from here to there?”

Scott: Rina, do you have something to say?

Rina: Thank you. I was talking about tensions earlier and all the… all of those… that opposite, that Other, that we… that we can just react to, and we have a choice of how to react to… to that Other, and, I think, all cultures, really, through time, have… have really sought human… real deep human meaningfulness, so that we’re n… we don’t…I…I think all cultures, also, go out of balance. I mean, as individuals go out of balance, so do cultures go out of balance. And, I think that’s what we’re talking about. We’re talking about a… a… a…the…the world, almost. The world being out of balance.

?: Koyaanisqatsi.

Rina: That’s right. But… but then, there’s always, you know, it’s…it’s that pendulum thing. It always—and, again, I take this from Pueblo thinking—it will come back again. It really will come back again. And there’s that hope that I always derive from that way of thinking, thinking about it in… in terms of the larger picture. We can get so caught up in the moment and everything that’s wrong in this moment, and…and be caught there, so that our…so that then we’re incapable of…of helping…helping it move back again. 

I mean, the more negativity we put in there, the further that it moves that direction, because it is about negativity, whether it’s…whether it’s us giving up hope and we have no more… no more sense of joy in the world…that keeps it going that direction. And I think that…that for all of us—Indian, non-Indian, whoever—that there… that we all know that place. 

We all come… we all come from a place in our background… that… that… that place that we need to go back to remember that tells us, “No, it’s there.” I know it deep inside of me. My culture, however far it is out there right now, there’s a seed in there that knows that…that… that it has to come back again to some…some other place. It can’t…we can’t stay where we are, as, you know… this technological world can’t stay where it is. It’s… it’s got to…it’s got to sh…shift around and come back to a different place. We all know that, somehow.

Scott: Thank you. (applause) 


I need to find out where we are on the schedule. How’s our time?

?: We have about (?) more minutes. We have another of questions that we could ask.

Scott: Okay.

?: (Audience, start writing your questions?)

Scott: Yeah. I do… I do have… I do have a question which… which I’d like to raise to the panel at large. Rina began…she… you know, in her initial statement, she talked about oral tradition, which is something that I’m very close to. I teach a course in Native American oral tradition. I’m very much interested in the connection or the relationship between oral tradition and writing. Writing is 6,000 years old, as far as we know. The oral tradition is timeless. But… what… you know, there’s something about the relationship that suggests Man’s (sic!) condition… the human condition in relation to the earth, and I just want to know if you have anything to say about language, words—spoken or written—and how they might connect. (pause, laughter)

Scott: I’ll answer it—no. (laughter)

Rina: Go ahead. (laughter) 

No, that’s a very big thing for me, also. I…I struggle with that almost continuously, and, you know, the… the… go… you go into a library, the number of words in there, it’s just over… overwhelming, and you’re… you can’t deal with it. I mean, it just… and what does it mean? What does it… what… what…what are all those words about? 

You know, and they… and it’s like there was a… there was a n… from my point of view, there was a need a long time ago for… for somebody to make something permanent. And so, I’m always dealing with this notion of permanency versus the flow that I talked about earlier also. 

There’s a… we… I think, different cultures go in different directions through… through time, and… and we never… I… our cult… we’ve been speaking a language for a very long time. At… but the… but the thing that gets put out there… are drawings on a rock… marks on a rock somewhere. But… but those… but if you have… but if you have a drawing out there, the… the translation of that drawing to whoever is seeing it is really very open. It can be… it can have many interpretations. You can see a man; I can see a woman. I can see this person doing something; you can see it doing someth… see this person doing something. It… it… it… it’s very, very… it’s not… it… it hasn’t… it hasn’t become specific. It hasn’t become a specific something that has no other… no other translation possible but what the… what that person has given us. And, I feel that, so often, the written word tells us exactly what we’re supposed to be thinking with very little openness for translation within ourselves, and that becomes… and that takes us to a society in which we feel that, all over the place… I think the written word does define a society which has very clear definitions about everything. 

Demetria: I think that’s where poetry can be a salvation, and so necessary to the soul, because you have a g… I think the challenge of writing, as John was saying, is to get outside the official frame of the story. And, right now, that’s being fed to us—you know, on TV, and the president’s handlers, and all of that—and… and… to… to me, what the… the mystery of writing is to be able to write your way into a deeper truth, and that’s where I really turn to poetry. 

You know, poetry is about stripping away the excess of words. It’s about getting to the space between the words. It’s about getting to the silence behind the words. And… and it’s about finally letting it go so that people can read it and they may… it’s like a petroglyph, you know? They may see something that you never saw. And… and I think it’s spiritually necessary. I always tell students, you know, “All those years you spend, you know, at the doctor’s office looking at Ladies Home Journal or whatever, you know—what a waste! You should never go anywhere without a book of poetry in your knapsack,” you know, because I think it has… particularly because many of us have… don’t read scriptures, you know, from our original religions—and sometimes with good reason because it can evoke things that are not good because of our own, maybe, personal histories with religions—but I think poetry provides something that’s really necessary to the spirit and can keep us clear-thinking, keep us from being mesmerized by the mes… the official mesmerizers that run… that run our society.

Scott: Good. John, have anything to say?

John: Yeah. It’s funny, I’ve spent… I’ve spent much of my life just fascinated by words—reading books when I was a kid, listening to language. I grew up in a tri-cultural family. My mother was French, from Brittany, which has its own language than the French language, but she was raised in Barcelona, Spain, so Spanish was an important part of the culture, and Barcelona is in Catalonia, so the Catalan people and culture were also part of the Spanish culture, part of the (Breton?) culture, part of the French culture. Then, there’s the American side. My dad spoke Chinese, and Russian, and French, and so… th… th… th… ha… there was just constantly languages, and, for me, learning three languages was very important because they say, you know, “Every time you learn a new language, you get a new soul,” and so, I have access to at least three souls, (laughter) and billions and billions of books and literature and I babbled and jabbered all my life, you know, about all the big problems and philosophies and whatever, and I’ve found since I’ve lived in New Mexic—and I was also raised in a family of naturalists, so the language of the natural world was also fairly important when I was a child. I went out with my dad with tape recorders to tape bird songs, and he would explain what all the birds was… were, and we would come home and he would slow down the tape recorder, so we could listen to all the registers of bird songs that you couldn’t hear out in the wild, that the tape had captured. So, that, like, you would listen to a hermit thrush or a meadowlark, and you would not believe the beautiful complexity of language within those songs that you can’t even hear with your normal ears. And then, in New Mexico for 34 years, part of my life is spent outdoors, in the wild. I fish up and down the Rio Grande gorge fanatically for years. I wander the mesas. I listen to ravens. I listen to magpies, that kind of thing. The last three years, I’ve spent a lot of time climbing in the high mountains, up to 13,000 feet, around Taos. I do this, like, twice to three times a week. I find, late in my life, that I listen more, and more, and more, and more, to the language of the earth. One of the things I listen to is weather. I listen to the wind. There are so many different kinds of wind. I have to listen to the wind because, you know, it… and… and… and feel it. I’m constantly listening to thunder or little mutterings or stuff to know how much time between the arrival of dangerous clouds or, “Can I still stay up here?” because I’m totally exposed at 13,000 feet. I’m always listening to water. Water changes every day. I go up two, three times a week, more or less in the same area, little brooks, and springs, and ojitos come out of the mountains, then they dry up. Sometimes, they’re gurgling fast. Two days later, they’re not gurgling at all. I’m always listening because I depend on them at different points to get water. You know, if I run out of water? I talk to ravens. It’s really funny. I’ve learned a raven language that’s unbelievable. Ravens come over when I’m at 13,000 feet and they perform. First of all, I never understood how incredible ravens were when I was at 7,000 feet because there’s cars honking, there’s trees, there’s people. You know, there’s all kinds of activity at 13,000 feet. You’re just sitting on tundra and rocks, and ravens… they…they dance in the air. I’ve never seen anything like it. They… they… they can fly better than eagles. They can fly better than falcons. They can fly better than hawks. They do pairs dancing up there. And there’s a language, just a physical language that looks like you’re watching Olympic figure skaters. You know, the pairs figure skaters? Except they’re so much better, (laughter) the ravens are. And ravens have… I mean, I listen to… as I walk along, there’s always ravens, everywhere, and they’re going (raven call), or they’re going (another raven call), or they go (another raven call), or they go (another raven call), (laughter) or they go (another raven call). I mean, they… they… they talk in sometimes serious… sometimes they talk just in… in one or two words. I followed a raven family this year from May, when the parents started building the nest up by Williams Lake, which is at 11,000 feet, and I watched th… I was sitting in snow that was seven feet high, on snowshoes, when the ravens began building their nest, and… and I listened to them talking to each other—the mother and the father raven—and then, I watched them lay the eggs, sit on the eggs, the babies were born. I listened to baby ravens start talking from day one to day two, and they have this little rasping kind… (raven call). You know, they’re like little kitty-cats or whatever. And then, the baby ravens grow up to be as big as their parents and they have begging calls, and the begging call is this (raven call). (laughter) It’s the most irritating thing I’ve ever heard in my life. You know, no human baby could ever… and they just keep at it, all the time, at their parents, but the wonderful thing is that I can walk around this basin—the Wheeler Peak Williams Lake Basin, climbing Lake Fork Peak, Spoon Mountain, Wheeler Peak—and… and you can hear, constantly, in my ears is the talking and the chattering of ravens in particular. And… and I’ll be… I’ll be going at 12,500 feet, and, all of a sudden, I’ll hear the (raven call), you know, the baby raven begging, going on two miles away or whatever, and, you know, they say that, in nature, animals basically listen to the sounds that are relevant to them, that bears will listen to twigs snapping of an elk or they’ll listen to a hedgehog ruffling—I mean, a woodchuck or something ruffling—and they’ll ignore, sometimes, the bells that tourists put on to ward off the bears because it’s not something that’s really relevant to them (laughter) unless they’re really hungry, in which case the bell will then become a relevant word, (laughter) or a relevant language, because that may be food. But, I have found that… that… learning… it’s funny because I’ve spent so much of my life so involved with human sounds, human words, human things, and that, increasingly, as I get older, learning the natural sounds and the languages of, like, gray jays, steller’s jays, chickadees, ravens, is becoming a much more important part of my vocabulary, and I’m not sure how to write about it, or if I even want to write about it, because I don’t want to screw it up. It’s really funny. I don’t want to… I… I don’t want to lose a really intimate connection to this natural world by beginning to transform it by human symbols. It’s a curious… and, of course, I take voluminous notes and write everything down, and… because you think, “Well, someday I need to write a book, you know, that expresses this,” but… but that language is becoming more, and more, and more important to me, just as important as learning French was, so I could talk to my relatives, learning Spanish because I have many cousins for whom Spanish is the first language, French is the second, German’s the third, Swedish is the fourth, and English is the twelfth, you know? (laughter) Anyway, that’s my observations.

Scott: Okay.

John: About returning, as you… for me, I really feel like I’m returning to where we’re supposed to be, you know, by just moving through that landscape and learning it, learning the grasses, learning the plants. This year I really started learning mushrooms. You know, I walk (laughter)… I’ve learned a language of… of… visually, you know, you walk in the forest and you see green vegetation, and I started teaching myself what the green vegetation was, and it was angelica, and it was hemlock, and it was Jacob’s ladders, and it was sickle-top lousewort, and it was nodding groundsel, and it was elderberries, and it was baneberry, and I learned some things are really poisonous. Some things are really good for you, like osha and that kind of stuff. And, little by little I’ve gotten to where, in the universe that I’ve… I’ve traveled through, I can identify, just on sight as I’m moving along, maybe 100 or 120 different plants, and I often wonder, “Do deer see like this? And elk?” because, you know, you can’t eat death camus. They’ll kill you. But, they don’t apparently do it. The bighorn sheep don’t eat death camus. But, it’s so amazing. It’s like learning a language, walking along and each individual leaf jumps out. It has a form, it has a life, it has a history. It has a kind of meaning. And, so, you know, somehow, I think, if I write another book, it will be about trying to get back to the place you’re talking to, and how we learn all these other languages that aren’t with subjects, and predicates, and nouns, and… and, you know? They’re animal languages, they’re leaf languages, they’re weather languages. Thunder! I’ve stood up there just trying to describe all the kinds of thunder under all the kinds of conditions that I’ve been in, and what’s threatening thunder, what’s friendly thunder, what’s muttering thunder, what’s (chisme mitote?) thunder, you know, what’s angry thunder, you know… I don’t know. There are many, many languages that will bring us back to the center. 

Scott: Thanks, John. (applause) John, I don’t know if you know Bernard Pomerance? He’s a… he wrote The Elephant Man, and he lives in Galisteo.

John: No.

Scott: He speaks Raven, too. (laughter)

John: Does he, really?

Scott: I’d like to get the two of you together sometime.

John: There you go. (laughter)

Scott: Well, this idea of “returning” is… is a fascinating concept, isn’t it? I remember that Borges, Jorge Luis Borges once wrote, “Myth is at the beginning of literature, and also at its end,” which suggests an interesting returning and the circle. 


Well, it’s time for audience participation. Great! Okay. I’m going to ask some questions that have been submitted by the audience, and some of them are addressed to you as individuals. Rina first: Tell us about the differences between your children’s book and your other writing.

Rina: Actually, I’ve… I’ve written a lot on architecture, and building, and the old Pueblo style of building, so I have a lot of articles about that, which are in various journals and that sort of thing. I’ve written about education because I was a teacher at one point. I very recently… I think the last thing that I… that I wrote that I feel was of some substance was a short… a short novel, and it talks about… and it’s, again, dealing with all… with all these things that we’re talking about… but I had to put myself back into the 11th, 12th century, on the Pajarito Plateau, you know, of this very place here, and imagine what the world would have been like that… it’s like that “returning” again, but returning into a place that would help me with who I am today, and it’s a story about the people moving through the land and what… what are the things that… that… what are the… the tensions that they go through that make them move, because movement was such a big part of this place and the people here. And so, I was dealing with that, wi… with that idea of movement, birds moving, animals moving, people were moving around, also. So, I was… I… you know, I… I was… but it’s always for… for me, always trying to go back to a place that is… I think what John’s trying to talk about, that there… more essential place inside of myself that… that feels… there’s a… there’s… almost palpable… I can almost feel that place when I get to it, when I can feel that I’ve returned to something other than where I usually am—driving my car, or doing this, or doing that.

Scott: Thank you. Okay. A very quick question for… for you, John: Whitman’s poem that… that you quoted, can you tell us the name of it?

John: It’s from Leaves of Grass, and I… I  don’t know… No, wait a minute. No, it’s not. It’s… it’s from one of the essays, and… I don’t know. I have a collected Whitman and it’s got all the Leaves of Grass in the front, and then the extra poems, and then it has several of the essays, and I forget the actual title of that essay, but it’s one of the more famous essays on democracy or… I forget… and it should be in any collected Whitman. Yeah, I’m sorry I didn’t have it annotated in this statement.

Scott: Okay.

John: Yeah.

Scott: Alright. Here is a… let’s see, let me find one that is sort of general. Well, Rina again: Let me… let me… this is an interesting question. As a woman who—looks like “dances”—as a woman who dances in two language worlds, what does the English language offer to the human journey at this point in time?

Rina: I think the language has been one, in part, with the—of course, every language is—with the… with where we are today in… in technolo… in the technological world. It’s a language that really serves technology. It’s a… it’s a sci… it’s… it takes us right into the scientific world. It’s a, you know, a… there’s a school in Santa Fe called St. John’s College – Books of the Western World, and… and the pro… if… if you go through that program, it’s a progression of English going from the… from way back in the Greeks, and… and the… and the way tension is dealt with there, the way wars go on there. It describes those beautifully, but it also takes… starts taking you into Darwin, Copernicus, all of those kinds of people, that began to describe the world in a very, very specific way. It’s a specific way of looking at the world, and English is part and parcel of that way of thinking. Language is an extension of the way we think. And so… so that… that… so, English is very appropriate for that… for the… for this world… this world where we find ourselves right now. It’s an either/or kind of language. It’s not a… it’s not an embracing kind of… I find it a very harsh language, actually. It’s…

John: How does your personality change when you speak your native language?

Rina: Oh, it changes all th… just dramatically, you know, it just… And I think the… because I grew up… I didn’t speak English until I went to the BIA day school, the government school we had to go to. So, Tewa was my first language. And, when you talk Tewa—you talked about silences earlier—and there, you could get a number of people in the room who are supposed to be talking to each other… incredible silences for lo… long periods of time. People are much more quiet, as it were, and (speaks in Tewa).

John: I… I find that, speaking three languages, that… that, like, I become much more animated in Spanish, you know, with Spanish peop… and begin touching people a lot more. (Laughter) You know—hugging them, gripping them. And, then, in French, I slow down enormously compared to English. And, yeah… it’s very interesting how each language has… puts me in a different kind of personality. 

Scott: Can you talk about the alchemy of discourse, how spoken words between people have power that written words do not?

John: Go for it, Demetria.

Demetria: Thanks. Read it again. (Laughter.)

Scott: Okay. Alright, I rep…

Demetria: I’m not that wise; read it again.

Scott: I repeat the question. It’s, “Can you talk about the alchemy of discourse?” That’s the difficult part. I don’t understand that, either…

Demetria: I can pretend like I know what that means. 

Scott: …but, the… the… the… the trans… the translation iScott: how the spoken word… “Talk about how the spoken word between people that writing does not have.”

Demetria: Right. Right.


One thing that’s great about being a… a writer—I mean, we’re all this way as human beings, but I find this particularly in women—we really just sit down and wri… and speak in rough draft. A lot of men, in my experience, often don’t feel like they can speak until they have their thesis statement up front. (Laughter.) You know, and then they speak out from there whereas women speak toward the solution. You know, we j… we… this is speaking—and I don’t want to generalize, but this has been an experience of mine, especially coming out of a school like Princeton, you know—and so, this… the… the freedom of being able to… to… to speak as an exploration, and seeing where that takes you, that’s… there’s an intimacy there that maybe, in terms of the written word, can… that closest to that is, probably, letter-writing. Remember good, old-fashioned writing a letter? You know, you put a stamp on and mail it off? You know, there’s that kind of intimacy. The question actually speaks to me because the opposite experience for me was standing behind the witness stand, where… knowing that every word is going to be weighed, and could potentially result in the death of someone in another country. I mean, it was… it’s a whole… it was a whole different… and I’m like there, “Wait! No! This isn’t… you know, this isn’t the way you arrive at truth. You do it through, ‘jab jab jab, jab jab jab, jab, jab,’ and then, you know, the epiphany comes. And ‘jab jab, jab jab jab, jab jab,’ and then the insight comes, and, ‘jab jab,’ you know, and then a truth comes.” And so, that, to me, is… is… is the story-telling. It’s the magic. It’s the… where the laughter comes from, and that’s always the prelude, then, to the written word, you know, for me, because without that kind of interchange—particularly like, with my family—would the stories come from, and how would we create ourselves? Because we create ourselves in conversation.

John: I have a great fear of spoken language because we all speak so innacurately, and because words are so complex. And, Lord, I really like what you say in your language, that there’s great silences, which may be because people are thinking about the words that are being spoken. I don’t know, right? But, I mean, I’ve been in lots of relationships. I wrote a book once called Conjugal Bliss, which is about the utter impossibility of, like, men and women in a relationship to communicate with each other, and there’s… there’s chapters in the book, or description in the book, where the narrator says, you know, he sees the birds. I mean, he sees words coming out of his mouth as beautiful butterflies with gaily colored wings. You know, peacefully flying across the room towards his wife’s ears, and by the time they arrive at his wife’s ears, they’ve turned into vampire bats, you know? And… and… snarling brides of Chucky. They go in there, and there’s… there’s this utter impossibility. It’s like, every person hears and gives out words with definitions according to their own personal experience, and no two experiences are exactly the same. So, we think we understand what we mean when we talk to each other verbally, like we say, “I love you,” and one person is thinking white picket fence, oh what a feeling Toyota, dog named Spot, you know, a cat named Puss-Puss and two children, and the other person is thinking, you know, whips, chains, manacles, you know, black leather, and they both think they understand. You know, they’re talking about, you know, definitions of  “I love you.” And, therefore, I have real fear of calling people on the telephone about important things. I much prefer to write a letter because I can rewrite the letter ten times until I finally think I’ve got it right. And, I’m terrified to call up, and we’ll talk emotionally, and…

Demetria: See, that’s so male. (Laughter)

John: …and not get… and not get things, and not hear things right or get things right. I don’t like to call up people for business reasons because I don’t want to put them on the spot, verbally. I’d rather send them a letter, so they can contemplate it and think about their answer, think about what they’re going to say, before they speak. Right? That that… now, I’m sort of, you know… you say, “Women go, ‘jab jab jab jab,’ to get to someplace. I do that, too. I just start babbling, and, if I talk for ten minutes, somehow the point will come out, you know? I will find it. But, in the meantime, I can create so much haphazard hell in the person listening to me, you know, who is misinterpreting, or hearing me not being definitive, et cetera. So… so…

Scott: I hope Haphazard Hell is the title of your next book. (Laughter)

John: Yes, it probably will be.

Scott: Well, you know, there are two sides to that. I mean, I… I… I understand what you’re saying about writing, and I find myself… I… I… I can express myself more clearly in writing than I can by speaking, but I think it’s because we’ve lost… we’ve lost the sense of the vitality of the spoken word. And, you know, I can imagine some guy opening the… the… his… his mailbox and saying, “Oh, God, here’s another Nichols letter.” (Laughter) “I’m going to throw it in a drawer. I’ll get to it later. It’s written down; it’s permanent,” you know, “I don’t have to give it my immediate attention,” whereas, in the oral tradition, you had better speak responsibly. You had better listen carefully, and you had better remember what you hear because it’s only one generation removed from extinction.

?: Mm-hm.

Scott: That’s the vitality of the oral tradition. That’s very much alive in the Indian world. It has… it has been, you know, weakened greatly, diluted in the world of writing. Rina was saying, I think, earlier—maybe it was Demetria—that you can go into a bookstore and you can suddenly be in the presence of more printed words than you can digest in your lifetime. Words are cheap. In the oral tradition, they’re not. And, this is, to me, the great value of poetry. And, with something like Homer. You know, Homer, is it writing? Is it oral tradition? Well, the answer is it’s both. But it was oral before it was written. In the beginning was the word, and it was spoken.


Huh, okay.

Demetria: It’s funny. Just let me add one thing in teaching. You know, people get this thing called “writer’s block,” and I say, “Look, if you pretend you’re sitting on the stoop,” you know, “on the front porch, and you turn to someone, you’ll say, ‘You’ll never guess what the hell happened today.’” I said, “You write down that line,” I said, “and continue writing,” I said, “and then you can always throw away that first line,” I said. I said, “Remember that, you know, long before we were doing this, we were sitting around bonfires, telling each other stories.” You know, but if you keep in your mind that, well, over here is this story-telling, and here on the page is this story-telling… I love Grace Paley because she says, “I hate the word ‘texts,’” she said, “and ‘fiction,’” she said, “It’s stories!” She says we’re telling stories, and it just happens to be that we’re writing them down. 

Scott: Here, I want to ask one or two more questions, and then we’ll…we’ll… we’ll… we’ll sum up… here’s a… here’s an interesting… given that writing may be the single most arrogant and eccentric art of humans, what do you hope is the single most important thing your body of work will accomplish? Please answer in a single sentence. (Laughter)

John: For me, it would be the eventual overthrow of the capitalist system (Laughter) for a more egalitarian, and sustainable, and biocentric, worldview. 

Scott: How about you, Demetria?

Demetria: To cultivate empathy.

Scott: To cultivate empathy. Good, yeah. (Applause) Rina?

Rina: I th… I think it’s about my using English, which is what the—you know, Tewa’s not written. It’s not a written language, so I use English—to try and remember where we used to be, using that one thing that I have such problems with to help me get back to that, to a place that I want to be. (Applause)

Scott: I think what I would like to do is… is give each of the panelists here a kind of a… an opportunity to make a summary statement—very short; brilliant, please—(Laughter) so, I w… I will give each of you two minutes to tell me why you want to be governor of California, (Laughter) beginning, as we began earlier, with Rina.

Rina: I don’t want to be governor of California. I don’t even want to try. 

John: “Governator” of California.

Rina: I… I don’t know what I want to be. Two days ago, I had a great-grandchild.

Scott: Mmmm. (Applause)

Rina: You know, I… I want to see where that takes me. And…

Scott: That’s a wonderful accomplishment in itself.

Rina: That… and that’s all I know right now.

John: There’s a… what was the movie—Breathless?—by Jean-Luc Godard and Jean Seberg is doing an interview—I think with Ionesco, the playwright—and she says, in French, “Qu’est-ce que vous veux faire dans la vie, monsieur?”  What do you want to do with your life, monsieur?  Well, “je voudrais bien devenir immortel et puis mourir.” And he replied, “I would like to become immortal, and then die.” (Laughter) And, for me, at this point in my life, I have a great desire for sort of the quiet that you talk about, for the return that you talk about. I spent… I love the fact that I can climb to a world two or three times a week that’s a fabulous world, and, because it’s difficult to get there, nobody else goes there. And I love just being alone with the natural world in a way I can’t be alone in the forest because there’s more ATVs and pickups and stuff like that. It’s basically pretty inaccessible, and I work hard to get there, and, for some reason, being alone just in a world of plants and animals, weather, air, rocks, is an amazing renewal process and also a process of coming to my conclusion, you know? Going… going, you know, returning to dust, or whatever, with… without all the… the… artificial clamor around me. (Strange?) (Applause)

Scott: Demetria!

Demetria: Ay, ay, ay. How do I follow this? Well, I just want to thank everyone. My god, what an amazing afternoon. It’s just… to be able, again, to, through this kind of conversation and discussion to learn… you don’t know what you know, until you say it. You don’t know what you know, until you write it. That was my experience because I was… I mean, I was mute when I was a teenager. I couldn’t get a word out of my mouth. But I discovered my hand could speak, and I had—you know, on a blank page—and that’s how I started writing, and so, you know, it’s… I would just encourage everyone. We’re all writers, you know. We’re all… it’s not so much we’re all writers; we’re all thinkers, or we’re j… something even deeper than that, and sometimes, when you don’t know what’s going on, let your hand move across the blank page and things come out, maybe even in pictures. You know, I came back to New Mexico recently, for a variety of reasons, and my great literary experience, now, has been to climb into bed between my two nephews—one is three and one is five—and to read books to them. And it’s just the greatest experience of my life. I… when I was a child, I knew that it wasn’t my calling to have children. And so, to be the reader, the… the crazy aunt who reads books to the children is… is just a… a marvelous thing and… and something that I know many of us here in this room have done, so… (Applause)

Scott: Is there a hand up here? Yes?

Audience membeRina: Could I ask a question?

Scott: Yes.

Audience membeRina: (?) John (?) mentioned going back to something… we know now that things are in a terrible state, but we also know that (?). What is it that you want to go back to? Stasis brings decay. We have to have change. What is it? What is it, Rina? What is it, John? (?) What is it that you want to go back to?

John: You want to go first?

Rina: Yeah. I don’t think it’s a place that… that one remains. It never d… it never… nothing ever remains the same. It… it… it constantly… and that’s why I use that pendulum example, earlier. (?) Even a culture moves that way, and then it slowly moves that way because something—something, some force—pulls it that direction, and then it will go that way. It’s a constant… it’s a constant movement of things. We’ll never… we’ll never be in this moment that we are again. This is a very, very unique moment. We’ll never exper… but this is a very unique moment in our society and our culture as well, too. And, where do I want to be? Where… where… what is it that I say I want to return to? I want to return way deep inside of myself, where I am okay with the flo… I talked about the flow of life, earlier. And, even death, as in Scott Momaday’s book, is a flow of… of moving into. And you… and, you know what we do… what we do believe in the Pueblo world is that every breath that we take tha… is a brea… is breathing in everything else around us, and, as I take a breath, I know that… that that breath is a part of something even larger than myself. But for me to accept that reality so, so intimately that I know it without any question in me… but, when I say, “I breathe you in,” you’re no static person to me. I mean, you’re doing all of this stuff out there. You’re smiling; you’re laughing; you’re being sad. It’s all of that. I want to bring all of that within me, so I feel it very intimately. But it… but, you know what happens when you… when you open yourself up to… to breathing? All of that stuff, and all of those opposites that I was talking, that it really does help that, that incredible cultural pendulum come back to a point that you know is not going to stay there very long, but that… but that there is peace for awhile, anyway. But that… but… but the hope… the… the… the knowing that things don’t stay where they are is very hopeful.

John: The… this used to be a basically sustainable planet for millions and millions and millions of years, and it’s really only in the last 300 years or so that the Industrial Revolution. I think, The Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith, which is kind of the blueprint for modern capitalism, was published in 1776, the date of our Declaration of Independence. And, human… all of us were developed as succ… as a successful species, Homo sapiens, during the Pleistocene era, millions of years during the Pleistocene, which we’re just at the end of, now. And, it’s only in the last kind of ten or twelve thousand years that… that historians believe that humans really began to get off-track, starting with kind of agriculture and building of surplus values, and stuff like that, leading to the great technological revolutions that we have today. It’s really only in the 20th century that the Industrial Revolution began to reach a technological climax, which began to threaten the biology of the planet that sustains all life on the planet: human life, plant life, fish life, whale life, et cetera.


I’ve been reading, lately, books by Paul Shepard, who is a biologist, anthropologist, a philosopher. One of them is called Coming Home to the Pleistocene. The argument in the book is simply that we have, be… because of our technological advances, we’ve lost connection to how our genome functions and should functions, which is as a species among many, many species, all of whom interact on a more or less egalitarian level. We’ve tipped the balance; we’ve gone out of this level. We threaten everything. 

When I moved to Taos, New Mexico, in 1969, there were two and a half billion people on the globe. Now, there’s 6.2 billion people on the globe, and it keeps growing. When I talk about going back, “What do I want to return to?” I want to return to some kind of egalitarian, sustainable system and philosophy that… that governs all of humanity on the globe to revert to some sort of biocentric thinking. “Biocentric” means where all life forms on the planet have an equal right to exist and (?) an equality of existence because if we can’t return, if… if humanity doesn’t have the capacity to learn how to rethink in this way, and act accordingly, which would mean to stop the market, to st… “growth” is the most insane con… Edward Abbey said, “Growth for the sake of growth is the ideology of the cancer cell.” What the world is doing right now, and every one of us, we’re smoking six packs of cigarettes a day. That’s what we’re doing. Everybody’s doing it, whether or not you’ve ever smoked a cigarette in your life. That’s essentially… we are on an unbelievably self-destructive path which I would like to see reversed. This would require completely different economic thinking, completely different political thinking, completely different ideology on why we’re on the planet. You talked about theologians, I mean, as far as I can see, most Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, is so anthropocentric, so human-oriented, that it’s crazy. The religions that I respect are religions that basically give everything a soul. You know, a… a… a little plant has just as viable a soul as a human being. If we can’t, if we continue to insist on a human-oriented view of the universe, then it’s over. The planet is over for us.

So, I would like to see major ideological revolutions stopping the market economy, the growth-oriented economy, going into, like, deep ecology meets sustainable ecology meets social, egalitarian programs, so that what wealth is used in a sustainable way is shared by everyone on the planet, you know, from each according to his need, each through their ability, whatever. And that… and… and that we begin to reduce human numbers on the planet, so that we get ba… I think probably, if the earth is going to survive, we need to get back to two billion people or a billion and a half people, that kind of thing. If we change our markets, if we don’t keep frantically putting out green revolutions that use increased irrigation from… from water tables and rivers, destroying the water tables, destroying the rivers in order to grow more wheat, more hamburgers, for more people. If we stop that, gradually, people will pull back. Just like if you don’t have rain in the meadow, you don’t have as many grasshoppers. You don’t have as many rabbits, right? Nature kind of balances himself. Humanity is going to have to learn how to balance itself really quickly with everything else on the planet. Otherwise, there… there will be catastrophic calamities, like—I don’t know—every year, so far, is the hottest year in the history of recorded… recorded weather. And this last summer, what—15, 20, 25,000 people?—died in Europe in… in a heat wave they’ve never had before. The ten hottest years in the history of recorded weather are… took place in the last twelve years. I’ve lived in one place for 34 years, and it doesn’t snow anymore in Taos. I used to shovel my driveway eight times a winter, ten times a winter. I never have to do it anymore. We all know that we’re in a drought, but we all know that we’re in global warming. We all know that the cars our drive… cars we drive contributes to it. We all know that our lifestyle’s consumption contributes to it. What I want us to do is to stop and begin to retreat and go back. Go back to the place where we developed as a very specialized species that basically lived more or less in harmony with… with… with the planet around us in a sustainable way.

Demetria: And that… and that requires the dream, and, when I think of what r… you know, what is it you’re returning to, I think it’s re… returning as… as a people, coming as peoples, coming out of our different cultural, spiritual, you know, philosophical backgrounds, whate… you know, whatever. Being able to… to return to that capacity to dream a better world because everything now tells us, “This is the way it is.” You know, turn on the TV, listen to, you know, the leaders. This is the way it is, this is the box in which you live. And, the ability to… to dream a more just world is, I think, what we all need to return to in order to, then, feel our way into how to create that. 

Scott: Okay. (applause)


I want to thank each one of you. You’ve made a wonderful contribution today. I know that you, the audience, I know that you have enjoyed and appreciated this discussion as much as I have. One big round of applause for our guests! (applause)

(Some random comments, then a woman saying, “Thank you all for coming.”)

John: Thank you very much.

(Random comments. Intelligible ones below.)

Rina: You were good, thank you.

Scott: So were you, Rina. Really appreciated your remarks, thank you.

Rina: There’s so much to say.

Scott: I know.

Demetria: Scott, thank you so much. You… you really…

Scott: Thank you, Demetria.

Rina: Mm-hm. Yes.

Demetria: …just got us moving in… in basic directions, yeah.

Scott: Everybody was excellent. Just… it was just wonderful. John, did you know (?) Abeeb?

John: No, I only met him twice. We did a famous evening together in the Kimo Theater in defense of mountain lions. 

Scott: Oh!

John: And then we had breakfast once. We had a kind of prickly correspondence. 

Scott: Uh-huh.

John: (?) anarchist. I was (?) So we kind of fought a bit in letters, but I never knew him very well at all.

Scott: He was my colleague at Arizona. We shared an office for a time. Interesting… interesting… interesting writer. I really appreciated all of your remarks. Really, you’ve made me… you’ve given me a lot to think about. I want to go home and start composing something now.

Demetria: That’s always a good feeling.

…

Demetria: I’m going to go… I want to go up to your… Rina, I just want to go sit quietly and, you know, meditate.

John: I love, you know, I was raised in sort of an atmosphere…
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