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00:00:04 Introduction
From the University Writing Center at the University of Texas at Austin with host Alice Batt, “How We Write.”

00:00:24 Alice Batt
Hello, this is Alice Batt with “How We Write,” the podcast where we talk about how we write just about anything. And I'm here today with guest Romeo Garcia. Romeo is assistant professor of Writing and Rhetoric Studies at the University of Utah. His interdisciplinary research on settler colonialism, coloniality, and decoloniality appears in CCCC, Rhetoric Society Quarterly Across the Disciplines, and Rhetoric, Politics, and Culture. 

00:00:52 
 Romeo is co-editor with Damian Baca of Rhetorics Elsewhere and Otherwise, winner of the 2020 Conference on College Composition and Communication Outstanding Book Award, Unsettling Archival Research with Gesa Kirch, Caitlin Burns Allen and Walker Smith, and Pluriversal Literacies with Ellen Cushman and Damián Baca. Welcome, Romeo. 

00:01:14 Romeo Garcia
 Thank you for having me. 

00:01:16 Alice Batt
 We're really glad to have you here today. So why don't you start off? A lot of people in writing center studies are really most familiar with you to begin with because of an article you wrote as a graduate student called “Unmaking Gringo Writing Centers.” Can you talk a little bit about the process of writing that article? What inspired you? How did you get started? 

00:01:36 Romeo Garcia
 I started to write the article in its draft form at Syracuse University in the writing center, and a colleague and I had downtime, and so I took advantage of that downtime and just started drafting little notes, brainstorming notes, really, on a piece of paper. And that piece of paper turned into two pieces of paper, three pieces of paper, four pieces of paper. 

00:02:05 
 And all of a sudden I had this idea to- which really motivated me to continue to write when I got home. And that's where “Unmaking Gringo Centers” started was at that, Syracuse University Writing Center. It took years to come out, mainly because that was my first article to publish, I was a fairly new writer in terms of publications, but I had great mentorship along the way. 

00:02:39 
 Frankie Condon, for example, really sat with me multiple times virtually and worked with me through my ideas, worked with me in terms of how to communicate with the writing center community, and worked with me just to see the piece come through all the way. Same thing with Michelle Eodice. She was great, great, great editor at the time and really saw the vision and just encouraged me to go with it. 

00:03:10 Alice Batt
 Can you talk a little about the vision? What were you hoping to achieve? 

00:03:13 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah, I mean, when I first started to read writing center scholarship, particularly in the context of race or the idea of race, I was quite dissatisfied with the absence of brown bodies from that conversation. And, you know, I went to graduate school, at least at Syracuse University, knowing that part of the important work that I needed to do was to talk about where I come from, who we are as a people, if we can represent who we are as a people. 

00:03:59 
 I was hoping to at least capture a sliver of that, or a snapshot of that. And so, my first venture down publication route was through writing center work, and that was my opportunity to really talk about a people that I come from, a tradition that I come from, and just really a situation that is haunting in many ways for us and how I felt at the time writing center work can best attend to folks like me. 

00:04:41 Alice Batt
 Well, I think it's not an exaggeration to say it's inspired a lot of people in a lot of writing centers to continue being- to interrogating themselves and their practices about how we work with people of color. 

00:04:56 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah, yeah. And it's really not to take away any of the conversations about- that emerge around that time, beyond brown folks or Mexican American, Latino, Hispanic folks. You know, I write about what I know, what I care about, and what has affected me and the people like me. And so I didn't want to take away anything from those conversations. I just noticed the gap, and I wanted to respond to that gap from my own personal experiences. 

00:05:30 Alice Batt
 Can you tell us a little…? I should back up and say, Romeo's here at UT Austin, giving a talk this afternoon on archives and archival impressions. Would you like to talk a little bit about the work that you're doing now? 

00:05:43 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah. So my- Overall- My research, I think, kind of unfolds in two ways. One, settler archival research, the other is literacy history interviews. And so the kind of two questions guiding that are “Where is coloniality and how does it unfold?” So that takes me down the route of settler archival research. But I'm also interested in how the content within the settler archives themselves show up in the everyday lives of the students that we teach. 

00:06:21 
 And so that leads me down the route of literacy history interviews, and literacy because there's multiple ways to interpret literacy, one; two, literacies shows up in everybody's lives; and three, it's through literacy that we pass down, I think, the production of power through language, etc. So that's important for me to capture at least partially in my own research. 

00:06:56 
 Today's talk, though, is really about responding to the idea that there exists an archive that originated with the idea of the Americas. And if we accept that that archive materialized at that time, then I feel that we have to approach the unfolding of settler colonialism elsewhere and otherwise as archival impressions that add to and continue to maintain that archive. So today I'm going to talk about that a little bit. 

00:07:36 Alice Batt
 So I'm going to ask you to think about that first article, “Unmaking Gringo Writing Centers” and the work you're doing now, and do you find there's any kind of connection between writing center and archival work in the way you're handling things? 

00:07:54 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah, I mean, if we accept the premise of the modern colonial research program, which is where I work from, the decolonial folk, Latin Americanists such as Walter Mignolo, Enrique Dussel, Aníbal Quijano, so on, so forth, the idea is a technology. The idea is a technology of invention. So when they say, for example, that the Americas was discovered, when pioneers or settlers or whoever talk about the Americas in that way, decolonialists say, “Well, let's hold up. It wasn't discovered, it was actually invented.” So that invention is what I'm interested in as a technology, as an assemblage with other technologies. I see the idea of the writing center almost interwoven with that idea. And so, at the SWCA Conference, part of that keynote address was to tackle the idea of the writing center, at least from Stephen North all the way to today. Right. Because I don't think we have gotten to the bottom of the idea of the writing center, not quite yet, not at least in the modern colonial scheme of designs. I think the furthest we have gotten truly is still the idea of a writing center from a post-colonial perspective back in the 90s. But, after that, I'm not sure we've truly tackled the idea. 

00:09:33 Alice Batt
 Well, let me get to the questions that we typically ask in these interviews, since this is a project about writing process in people who've worked in writing centers. So was there a particular moment when you began to think of yourself as a writer? 

00:09:48 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah, I mean, I think there's an arc to that. In my MA at Texas A&M in Corpus Christi, there was a professor, Professor Kirklighter, who worked in the kind of domains of reflexive writing, and she always encouraged me to explore kind of myself as an archive, something that I can return to, carefully reckon with. And then, Victor Villanueva came that same year that I got there. 

00:10:24 Alice Batt
 Oh, wow. 

00:10:24 Romeo Garcia
And he was talking about, as a guest speaker, memoria. “Memoria,” right? And I know he was- He's given that talk many times, but for me, each time is still very much powerful because it reminds us that we can return to memories, even if the memories are, you know, kind of distorted, we can work through them not as a way to understand fully who we are, but as a way just to grapple who we are. 

00:11:02 
 Then after that, I went to Syracuse University, and I got to work with Minnie Bruce Pratt, who really took it to the next level for me and encouraged me to explore aspects of my life that I hadn't. And it was Minnie Bruce Pratt, Eileen Schell, Chandra Mohanty, who really said, you know, explore that aspect of you being with your-- your grandma and you and your family, you and your culture, you and your community, and that's important work to do. And there are ways to make it… how do I say, comprehensible, for academic folks. There's a way to stay true to who you are, at the same time, signaling to your readership that you are an academic. And so it's those moments, especially at Syracuse where I started kind of establishing my identity at least partially as someone who returned to their community through writing, as a way…You know, Sandra Cisneros talks about this in House on Mango street, where she says, “You know, I return. So that way--” I'm paraphrasing here, but “I return so that way the ghosts don't ache so much.” 
I return home, so that way I don't ache as much. And that way my community can get some light shed on them in terms of their everyday situations and in terms of how the university, how academics, how writing centers, might respond better to students like me. 

00:13:02 Alice Batt
 I heard you say, doing the work, not to understand identity, but to grapple with identity. How is that different for you? Like, what are the--how are those two activities different? 

00:13:17 Romeo Garcia
 With the kind of interrogative, declarative interplay of the word entiendes. For example, entiendes as an exclamation mark, you know, someone can say “¡Entiendes!” Like, “Do you understand?” You can say, “Yes.” ¿Entiendes? as a question mark, I think, asks not necessarily “Do you understand?” but “Are you willing to go down that road to explore?” And that's how kind of how I see that difference between understanding and grappling. There's a phrase in Spanish in my community that we often say, “Pa que se quite”-- so that way it- “so that way you learn” basically. So you can fall off a bike, for example, because you're doing something dumb or what have you, and somebody will say, you know, usually an elder individual, a family member will say, “Pa que se quite.” But unlike you taking a medicine like a Tylenol to take away a headache, when you fall, it's not meant to say, “Okay, you remove that event from your life,” but rather it's a way to understand what happened, one, and two, to continue to learn in ways that not necessarily prevents something from happening again, but provides you an awareness that I think is important. 

00:14:55 Alice Batt
 Second question. So what genres do you write regularly? And if you want to just rattle a bunch off, like, you know, let me give you 15 seconds, what genres would come to mind for you? 

00:15:09 Romeo Garcia
Of academic writing? That I read or that I do? 

00:15:12 Alice Batt
Any writing--That you do. 

00:15:14 Romeo Garcia
 I do personal writing, I do theoretical writing, and I do pedagogical writing. 

00:15:25 Alice Batt
 Okay. Pick one, and talk about your process when you're doing it. 

00:15:33 Romeo Garcia
 I think my process is the same across, but, when I'm thinking about doing a piece where I'm returning home, it's, it's--it really brings me back to a moment that is important for me in my life, which was, you know, I was in high school, not living at home, really staying at friends’ houses. 

00:16:07 
 And after school my grandma would go with me on these walks, and we would go on these walks initially so that way she could make sure that I was eating something and that I had really things that I needed: necessities. Then these walks got longer, and they almost became a process of introducing me to who she was as an individual. 

00:16:42 
 Walking was essential to who she was. She had walked to her comadres, she would walk to the neighborhoods to see friends, she walked to the iglesia to meet up with friends, to restaurants, etc. So really my everyday at that point became part of walking, or became one of walking and talking. And so, my writing process today is much like that. 

00:17:12 
 I go on a walk, and I don't talk to any other individual because there's nobody joining me, but I talk to myself, and I talk to my phone through my writing, you know, I'm really writing down my what's in my head at that point and it's walking that gives me really good, great inspiration. 

00:17:34 
 One, because it's part of--kind of--my way of making it out of the situation that I was in. Two, I still write with a sense of fear and a sense of urgency. So fear in the sense that I write to make sure that I'm able to put food on the table. 

00:18:01 
 And I know I'm in a privileged position today, but I still have that fear that it can be taken away. With a sense of urgency because, you know, who knows how long you have in terms of being able to write. I was in a car accident several years ago, here in Austin, actually. 

00:18:22 Alice Batt
 Oh, no. 

00:18:23 Romeo Garcia
 And it took about a year to recover, and one of the things that I could not do in that year was write. There was some issues, neurological issues, I also got Covid, and so it just compounded to the point that I couldn't sit down at a table and write, and that really affected me in many ways. 

00:18:55 
 And after that, I regained kind of my sense of urgency to write because you never know when you're not able to write again. 

00:19:03 Alice Batt
 Yeah. 

00:19:03 Romeo Garcia
 So fear and urgency. But most of the time, I go on walks, and I write down notes on my phone. Occasionally, colleagues will accidentally receive those text messages if I send them, and really, the--I would say walking is as important as me writing down the notes. I can be at the dinner table, and an idea comes out and I have to write it down on my phone. 

00:19:36 
 I can be in bed, or getting ready for bed, an idea comes to mind, and I have to write it. I can be asleep in the middle of the night, all of a sudden an idea pops up. I wake up, and I write it. That’s even--sometimes I'm half asleep, and I forget to not click the send button or to push the send button. 

00:19:56 
 And sometimes a random colleague will receive, you know, because I save them. I save those notes as text messages under people's names. So I haven't learned my lesson, and people still receive them to this day. But that is my writing process then, you know, once I feel satisfied with those brainstorming notes, I start mapping out on regular paper, kind of almost what we teach in class. 

00:20:25 
 There's three parts to an essay. Intro, body, conclusion, and for better or for worse, I cannot write an essay if I can't write the introduction. So I will be stuck for weeks on an introduction before I actually get to the body. 

00:20:43 Alice Batt
 You really, really need to mull it over for a long time before you're ready to put things in front of each other. 

00:20:48 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah. 

00:20:48 Alice Batt
 Okay. When you were talking about the walking and writing, I was wondering are you talking into your phone to make those messages, or are you typing? 

00:20:57 Romeo Garcia
 No, I mean, Jackie Rhodes and I talked about this the other day. I feel like it's a different process between thinking and writing down on your phone versus thinking and dictating. I think it involves an additional or--and more complex process. For me, I feel if I have to think about what I have to say in my-- 

00:21:32 
 On a dictation app, then I'm taking away already from the creativity. 

00:21:37 Alice Batt
 Got it. 

00:21:37 Romeo Garcia
 That is coming. And so for me, it's important just to write down what comes to mind at that exact point, because then I'll lose it. 

00:21:48 Alice Batt
 Yeah. 

00:21:49 Romeo Garcia
 And sometimes I'll say, “Oh, okay, I'll write down that note when I get home.” And years later, I'm barely remembering what I wanted to write down that day. So, I have to write it down, and if I feel like if I have to say it, I'll lose some sense of creativity in that process. 

00:22:10 Alice Batt
 Okay. So did Covid affect your writing process? You’ve kind of answered that for us. It really slowed things down. So during that year when you were recovering, were you taking your walks? 

00:22:24 Romeo Garcia
 So the accident and Covid really hit me hard. So we were in Austin, had the car accident, and, when we got home, you know after getting checked out, etcetera, from Austin, we drove actually to back to Utah. And, you know, my legs were burned from the airbags deploying, I ended up having a concussion but not learning about it until I got home. So I drove home. Or we drove home, which is a long drive. 

00:23:05 Alice Batt
 Yeah. 

00:23:06 Romeo Garcia
 Austin to Utah. 

00:23:07 Alice Batt
 What is that, about 17 hours? 

00:23:10 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah, it's super long. 

00:23:11 Alice Batt
 Oh, gosh. 

00:23:12 Romeo Garcia
 Probably longer. And, you know, I ended up waking up the next day after we got home in chills, I remember. And at that point, Covid was known, but not really understood. It was very, very early. And I would end up going to the hospital that semester, that fall semester, about four to five times. In fact, at the University of Utah, my department, myself, LuMing (Mao) and a couple others hosted a symposium or a forum that we put together. 

00:23:56 
 And midway, I had to log off because I went to the hospital. 

00:24:00 Alice Batt
 Oh, wow. 

00:24:01 Romeo Garcia
 Which no one really knew about except for LuMing and one of my good friends that was part of that. Because I'm a very quiet person, I stick to myself, I don't really share a lot. At that point, I understood that I needed to share. So I had a concussion, I was struggling with that concussion at the same time that I was struggling with COVID, and it was a process that--It was unlike anything I had ever experienced. I had to relearn how to breathe again. So I'd sit in my kitchen for days on end just learning how to breathe, and learning how to deal with an anxiety- with anxiety that I had never experienced before. I don't think I was ever accustomed to knowing the word “anxiety” until that point. 

00:25:05 
And anxiety entered my life because I was worried that my inability to breathe effectively was going to affect something. And then all of a sudden, I was getting no sleep, and there would be days where I didn't sleep for two days, three days, and they tried putting me on anxiety medications and just different--different things, and it was a difficult process, and there was hardly any writing done because I just couldn't think, I couldn't sit down without feeling my body almost like wave-like feeling every time I tried to type. So, in the process, I saw neurologists, I saw concussion experts, and then I was going to therapy for Covid as well. 
And so, no writing whatsoever for that first year. And then after that, I slowly got back into the process of reading and writing again, but it took a long time. 

00:26:22 Alice Batt
 Well, I'm really sorry that you went through that, and thank you for talking to me about it. So, you said it took a while in those early days of coming back to it, do you remember what your- was it you started walking again, or was it something else? 

00:26:41 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah, I actually started planting, gardening. I was very desperate to regain a sense of self, at least the sense of self that I was used to, which was I'd wake up five in the morning, read, write, and then go about my day, you know, go exercise, spend time with the family, etc. And I was really desperate. And I think one moment really hit hard, which was I was at a, at a Walmart with my wife and son, and all of a sudden I felt lost, and I didn't understand where I was. And so I sat down in the middle of the hall or whatever, the aisles, and really just tried to collect myself. 

00:27:41 
 And I remember, you know, in my community and culture we have a way of talking with people who have passed in our lives, but who were important, and I remember doing exactly that because I was scared. And so, I, you know, a couple days later, in that kind of sense of desperation still, I say, “You know what? I'm going to garden.” Because my grandma used to love gardening, my family loves to garden. My uncle, for example, has papaya trees and apples and oranges and grapefruits. 

00:28:24 Alice Batt
 Oh, that's amazing. 

00:28:25 Romeo Garcia
 And dragon fruit, all sorts of things. And so I started gardening, and sitting down, talking to the garden and really just trying to connect with my grandma and things like that, and, really became part of, like, the healing process, but also part of my writing process. I wouldn't write for a good six months, but I had all these thoughts I was thinking about. And so when I was finally able to start writing again, I returned to those moments. 

00:29:10 Alice Batt
 I'm thinking back to what you said about introductions, how you--you have to think it through, think it through, think it through until you're ready, and this sounds like an extended introduction in a sense.

00:29:19 Romeo Garcia
 It is an extended introduction, and, you know, they tell you when you have your concussion, depending on the degree of the concussion, that you really have to take your time. And I remember my grandma, when she would ask me to join her in the backyard to pick chiles or whatever. Right, Herbs… that you have to be careful and move with care, right? With your hands and--And it really stuck with me in those moments because I was ignoring what my body was telling me, what my mind was telling me, because I had this desire to return back to normal, and I was desperate to return back to it, and I just couldn't. So I finally started to learn--to listen better. You know I put in that article on making gringo centers “listen deep and well.” I had forgot how to do that, so I had to relearn how to do that. 

00:30:26 Alice Batt
 Wow. Are there any rituals or beliefs about writing that you've had to let go of? 

00:30:32 Romeo Garcia
 Rituals or beliefs? 

00:30:35 Alice Batt
 You've told me plenty about rituals you've developed for yourself. 

00:30:38 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah. I think writing my monograph… I learned that the point of a monograph is not to prove yourself to the academy, that you know X, Y, and Z knowledges or histories or anything like that. And that really, you don't have to approach it much like you approach a dissertation, which is you cite everyone that you've ever read. And, you know, because you're the--You're the--The autho--I hate to use this word--authority figure in that moment. So one of the things that I've been, you know kind of trying to let go is this kind of insecurity that I have of having to prove that I know X, Y, and Z scholarship. And really the concern of not citing the people that have inspired me along the way. For me, citation politics is…or citation of practices, are not about people's skin color or anything like that, it's about paying respect, for me, paying respects to the people that have inspired the writing that I do today. 

00:32:13 
 So, many of my articles, and even chapters, and my monograph at its early stages was, you know, practicing that, putting that to practice, because I wanted to recognize and acknowledge all those people. But slowly I'm learning that while it is important to cite those people, that you don't have to do it at such an extensive-- 

00:32:44 Alice Batt
 It could turn into quite a lot of people per article. 

00:32:48 Romeo Garcia
Yeah, so, you know, in my…I'm not doing so well in that, because even in the next writing center article that I have, I think there's about sixty citations. Sixty or seventy citations, but, you know, those are all the people that inspired me along the way and it's still important, but I'm still trying to let that go. 

00:33:15 Alice Batt
 Well, it's interesting- I mean, ideas about citations, you know, going back to things like copyright and things like, you know, getting the sense that one person is credited with an idea or came up to it or owns it or whatever…It works against so much of what we do in writing centers where, yeah, there's an author of the paper and then there's this community that supports them. 
And it kind of, you know, makes me wish for a shorthand where we could say, you know, “And thank you to the community at the university writing center at such and such” in order to really get the expanse of who has helped us, supported us, inspired us. 

00:34:00 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah. And part of learning how to limit that, though, is about not blocking your own writing process. 

00:34:10 Alice Batt
 What do you mean by that? 

00:34:11 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah, for a long time, my concern with not recognizing and acknowledging people would often interfere with getting words onto the page. 

00:34:24 Alice Batt
On the page? I think I lived there. I think I know what you mean. Yeah. 

00:34:27 Romeo Garcia
 You know, I'd get bogged down for days on end on how to best, you know, cite this one person or these string of peoples or scholarships and, you know, letting go of that concern has freed up space in my mind and in my writing to just get to work. 

00:34:50 Alice Batt
 That's great. 

00:34:51 Romeo Garcia
 Yeah. 

00:34:52 Alice Batt
 I feel like I should, you know, put that on the refrigerator on a magnet. So how do you sustain yourself as a writer? What do you do to support your energy, creativity, habits, goals, that kind of things? 

00:35:08 Romeo Garcia
 So, I think I told you this the other day, I don't drink coffee. 

00:35:12 Alice Batt
 Right. 

00:35:14 Romeo Garcia
 I try to limit my caffeine intake, my- my- my routines, now that I'm back to a routine, I think 100%, or as 100% as I'll get at this point is--is kind of still returning back to waking up around 5 in the morning, drinking a glass of water, making myself comfortable on my couch, and just writing for a couple of hours before it's time for my son to wake up and go to school. And then I take him to school, come back, write for another hour, eat breakfast, go for a walk, and then it's time for me to go to school. 

00:36:02 Alice Batt
 Wow. 

00:36:03 Romeo Garcia
 I go to school; I do my meetings. In between my meetings, I write. And, you know, my, my kind of rule is in--I always apologize to people I don't respond to--My rule is when I get home at that moment that everyone is home, so usually 5pm I don't do any more work. 

00:36:28 
 And that's important for me to be wholly with my family, wholly with my wife and son, but the energy really, again, comes from a sense of, again, fear, but also a sense of urgency. And to be honest, you know, the--I know I've internalized that fear and that sense of energy. I think it's what still sparks that fire underneath and keeps me going because I'm not trying to prove to anyone anything. The writing that I do is for me and for my community, and that's important to me. 

00:37:17 Alice Batt
 Well, I think that is a great place to finish up. Thank you so much, Romeo, for joining us here. This is Alice Batt speaking with Romeo Garcia in Austin, Texas, at the University Writing Center. Until next time, keep writing. 
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