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At Acoma: Pueblo Sacred Humor & Dominant Hierarchies
By Scott Thompson

“Evidence of the power and effect of jokes can be seen in the fact that dicta-
tors and totalitarian regimes – and occasionally also thin-skinned politicians 
in democracies - fear them like the plague.” 

- Paul Watzlawick

As is so often true on our planet, it’s best to begin with a story.
The heart of Acoma is Sky City, entrenched on a beige and red rock mesa 

360 feet above a broad flat, fronted by three hoodoo-like rock formations as 
you approach it from the north. While the Acomas believe they’ve always lived 
on that mesa, an archaeological hypothesis is that it was settled in the 12th or 
13th century by ancestral Pueblo Indians from Mogollon, Chaco-Mesa Verde, 
and elsewhere; that it was a prime defensive site, complete with natural rock 
cisterns, chosen during an era of societal collapse, periodic violence, and mass 
migration.

I bought a ticket at the 
visitor’s center and went up on 
the mesa in a small bus with 
our obliging Acoma guide. The 
mesa top is replete with an-
cient, humble adobe structures 
- dwellings and kivas - but our 
guide took us inside the big 
old church first. With its twin 
towers and its bell that was 
shipped across the waters by a 
Spanish king, it dwarfs all other 
structures on the mesa. Stand-
ing outside staring up at the 
church’s facade, standing inside 
with our little group and our 
guide, it emitted this message: 
submit and obey.

Here is how the Spaniards 
first communicated their 
message of domination to the 
Acomas, per Alfonso Ortiz, who 
was both a Tewa Pueblo Indian 
and an anthropologist (cool, 
yes?): “In 1599, the Indians 
defied Spanish soldiers who attempted to take provisions by force at the pueblo 
of Acoma: in the ensuing battle, hundreds of Indians and 11 Spaniards were 
killed. Two Franciscans who witnessed the incident at Acoma later testified 
to a commission of inquiry about various atrocities perpetuated there by their 
countrymen, including burning women and children alive.

you’re doing, and it can be magically effective (please don’t try this on your own 
at home, kids).

Utilizing a lot of reversals creates a kind of echo chamber of humor. Paul 
Watzlawick, who was instrumental in discovering how to use them in counsel-
ing, said: “people who suffer from emotional problems are half over them once 
they manage to laugh at their predicament.” (The Language of Change, 1978, p. 
56.) Exactly.

Most if not all humor is in fact based on reversals. The straight line in a joke, 
which is the real key, sets up a certain expectation in the audience and the 
punch line goes in the opposite direction or at least in an unexpected direction. 
Do enough reversals and you’ll start hunting for good straight lines through the 
day. Seek and ye shall find!

***
Ironically, the Acomas see the church building on their mesa as “sacred in 

ways similar to their kivas.” 
(See Ward Alan Minge, Acoma: 
Pueblo in the Sky, 2d Edition, 
1991, p. 167). One reason they 
regard this church so highly is 
that a compassionate Francis-
can, Fray Juan Ramirez, who 
served at Acoma for many years 
beginning in 1629, helped them 
rebuild their mesa top village 
after the Spaniards had burned 
it. (See pp. 20-21.) Part of this 
endeavor was building that 
church. In any case, “Acomas 
hold him in great respect and 
some even endow him with 
saintly virtues.” (p. 20). He 
must have been a helluva guy.

I suspect another reason for 
regarding this church as similar 
to their kivas, however, is that 
it may have been built on top of 
an pre-existing Acoma sacred 
site: atop a great kiva, a shrine, 
or a ritual site. If that’s the case 

it may be the underlying ground that’s sacred to the Acomas more than the 
adobe structure on top of it.

There was another, pragmatic reason for lending esteem to the church build-
ing. By 1700 it must have become clear across the Pueblos that the Spanish 
were technologically advanced but spiritually obtuse invaders who were bent 
on subduing them and willing if not eager to exploit them. Better to appear 
religiously compliant as a protection.

While there must have been compassionate friars among the Pueblos akin to 
Fray Ramirez, the workaday outlook most of them had was something else. As 
Ortiz says, “The friars were generally humorless and unrelenting disciplinar-
ians with little understanding or tolerance of native tradition. For the slight-
est offenses – failure to attend mass, for example – Indians had their heads 
shaved, were whipped, or were detained in stocks.” (p. 47). No surprise then 

“Those Acoma residents who survived the massacre were dealt with severely, 
as a message from the Spanish to the other pueblos. Males over 25 years of age 
were sentenced to have one foot cut off and endure 20 years of personal servi-
tude. Women over 12 years of age were sentenced to 20 years of servitude, and 
children under the age of 12 were placed in the care of either friars or colonists 
in order to be brought up as Christians and servants to the Spaniards.” (The 
Pueblo, 1994, pp. 40-41). While the then commandant of the Spanish in New 
Mexico, Don Juan de Onate, was later recalled and punished for his brutality, 
his forces had already delivered the message of stark domination.

***
In my day job I work as a mental health counselor (as if we know what men-

tal health is). One of the things some of us do know is that utilizing a reversal 
(a “180 degree opposite”) is often an effective way to help a person who is in 
a relationship conflict. To accomplish a reversal, assuming the conditions are 
right, you obtain a description of exactly what the person is saying and doing in 
order to resolve the conflict – their attempted solution - and then give them a 
task assignment to do precisely the opposite. It usually works if you know what 

that hundreds of years later our Acoma tour guide, hugging his elbows to his 
chest inside the high-roofed church, said to us, “We Acomas accept Catholi-
cism, but we do not embrace it.”

***
Paul Watzlawick also said, “In its sovereign disdain for the bounds of logic 

and rationality, the joke can explode world images and thus become the agent 
of change…jokes have a disrespectful ability to make light of seemingly mono-
lithic world orders and images” (p.55). Nothing helps people in emotional 

In my day job I work as a mental health counselor 
(as if we know what mental health is). One of the   

things some of us do know is that utilizing a reversal 
(a “180 degree opposite”) is often an effective way 
to help a person who is in a relationship conflict.

What must have seemed ominous and weird 
to them was that the friars saw no irony 

in hounding them to become 
Christian believers while consigning them 

to a life of servitude to the Spaniards.
The friars couldn’t see that this was nuts.
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“Jim Stiles holds up a mirror to those of us
living in the American West, exposing issues we 

may  not want to face.  We are all complicit in the 
shadow side of growth. His words are born not so 

much out of anger but a broken heart.
He says he writes elegies for the landscape he loves, 

that he is  “hopelessly clinging to the past.”
I would call Stiles a  writer from the future.

Brave New West is a book of import because of 
what it chooses to expose.”

-- Terry Tempest Williams
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distress more, assuming the timing’s right, than seeing what’s absurd. Once 
the blowtorch of humor has cut through the bullshit, once they start to laugh, 
they’re much less likely to be impressed by another pile of it.

Which is a bad outcome for purveyors of propaganda because their power, 
even their wealth, depends on people taking their bullshit seriously. That’s true 
whether it’s used to maintain a single abusive relationship or a financial aris-
tocracy (cf. the boys and girls at Fox News) or a dictatorship like Communist 
China (isn’t the way they treat their dissidents special). While propagandists 
will readily mock and laugh at people they see as a threat, and may sprinkle a 
few jokes to relieve tension, they avoid the focused utilization of humor to gar-
ner insight. In fact they suppress such humor if they can, the supreme example 
being Nazi Germany: “The Gestapo had its own joke department…whose task it 
was to trace the originators of political jokes. After all, jokes are political dyna-
mite whose production and possession was (and in many parts of the world still 
is) strictly forbidden.” (Watzlawick, pp. 54.)

NEXT PAGE...

***
The Pueblo Indians must have been angered, and later amused, by the in-

ability of the friars to comprehend how absurd their expectations for sincere 
conversions were. Not that the Catholic Christianity they were preaching was 
necessarily untrue. Even though the Indians must have found its tenets bizarre 
at first, they probably sensed that the religion was transforming for some. What 
must have seemed ominous and weird to them was that the friars saw no irony 
in hounding them to become Christian believers while consigning them to a life 
of servitude to the Spaniards.

The friars couldn’t see that this was nuts.

The Indians’ ancestors had encountered this before, minus the canons and 
gunpowder. In the 12th and 13th centuries the ancestral Pueblo Indians in 
northwestern New Mexico and southwestern Colorado had lived through the 
violent collapse of a society ruled by their own presumptuous elites, likely fol-
lowed by internecine warfare in at least the Mesa Verde area. Of course innu-
merable human societies have lived through this sort of thing without learning 
very much, but the ancestral Pueblo did. Through the fourteenth century they 
reverse engineered their intricate religious traditions and rituals so as to block 
dominant hierarchies from arising again. They became experts at this.

It was obvious to them that the Spanish were clueless.
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