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T - EXPRESSING THE INEXPRESSIBLE:
DON JUAN AND THE LIMITS QF FOWMAL ANALYSIS

'11; i3 no good asklng Wh&'t this mystery 1s a.part from thes

endeayour:.itself',
(I. A, Rlchards)

I

The ethnography I am going to dlscuss, Carlos Castaneda's
A Separate Reality (1971), is the record of a confrontation  between
two:-very different ways of approaching the world. Don Juan, a
Yaqui Indian from north western Mexico, is familiar with a
Tworld view'! which appears unintelligible to us westerners.
Castaneda, .a young anthropologist from the University of ‘
California, found himself in the following sort of situation, '~
Under don Juan's guidance and under the influence of a drug ‘called
Ythe little smoke', he feels that-he has changed into a crow; hé
even flies. . Dlscu081ng this experience later, Castaneda asks,
'Did I really become a crow? I mean would anyone seeing me have
thought I was an ordinary crow'? Don Juan replies, 'Wo. You .
can't  think that way when dealing with the power of allies,
Such questions make no seunse, and yet to become a crow is the
31mplest of all matters.' (1969: 183) -

ThlS is- startllng enough, but the p0531b111ty of anthropology
becomes even more problematic when we turn to the central activity
of 'seeing's Don Juan distinguishes 'seeing' from 'looking’ (1971
16) Yhen we 'look' at the world we perceive and conceptualise -
what might be called the everyday world, but when we 'see!' the
world we notice a-very different type of reality., Though the '
practitioner uses drugs he does not 'see' hallucinations., Instead,
he 'sees' real things: "Men look different when you 'see'. The
little smoke will help you to 'see' men as fibers-of light ...
Pibers, like white cobwebs, . Very‘flne threads that circulate
from the head:to the navel,Thys g man: looks llke an egg of circul-
ating fibers. 'And his arms and legs are 1ike lumlnous brlstles,
bursting out in all directiens' (33). .- '

. Apart from describing 'seeing' in térlis of what is 'seen',
don Juan elaborates the distinction by opposing 'thinking! and
tunderstanding' on tlie one hand, -and 'knowing' on the other. Just
as-he uses ‘the word 'looking' in a way with which we westerners are
familiar, so does he use -the notions 'thinking' and 'understanding .
But 'knowing' functions analagously with .'seeing'; one can only 'know’
when one' is 'seeing'. 'Seeing' cannot be 'understood! (see p. 102,
107, 114, 313). Consequently, when don Juan spots Cagtaneda
cogitating upon the nature of 'seeing' he “stises him: "You're
thinking ... what 'seeing' would be like. You wanted me to
describe it to you so you could begin to think about it, the way
you do with everything else. In the case of 'seeing', however,
thinking is not the issue at all so I cannot tell you what it 1s
like to 'see", :

Anthropology, then, comes face to-face with an inexpressible
ethnographic 'fact'. And it cannot be ignored, for a great many
of don Juan's activities revolve around 'seeing'., Vhat are we to
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make of such a phenomenon? I want to argue that Castaneda's

work presenis anthropology as it is currently copcelved with a
fundamental challenge. Put very bluntly, is our 'anthropologlcal
semantic'! .up to the task of examining modes of constructing the
world which taboo our proceedlng as we are usually accustomed to -
do? » .

The best way to approach this issue is to regard anthropology
as an tadditive' discipline. Butler's dictum = 'Gverything is what
it is and not another thing' - will hardly do as it stands, for
it is impossible to make a clear distinction between what some-
thing is and how that sape thing is to be ‘identified and inter-
preted. Since interpretation has to: be in terms of whatever schema
is brought to bear on the subject matter under consideration, we
cannot escape the fact that the universe is-a relational &ffair;
things ave only things relative to other things. Thus all identi-
fication and 1nterpretatlon necgessarily involves an. additive pro-
cedure, It is only when we can.locate something within a general’
framework of ideas that we can say it is one thing and not another.
The anthropologlst does not trip over ‘brute realltles'

So we are 1nev1tably led to the central questlon of out
d1s01p11ne what is the nature of the: 'something! which we: bring
to bear on our subject matter? Developing a series of distinctions
made by Ferré (1970), we can say that a system of 'mystical!
beliefs can be approached in four ways: (a) strongly theory-
dependent interpretation, when sociological or psychological theoxy
is applied to say, for instance, that god is society or that ritual
symbollses the social order, (bs weakly theory-dependent ‘tut eth-
nocentric interpretation when the aim is to criticisé the beliefs
by comparing them against the criteria governing science or coumon
sense (this is how logical positivists or intellectualists approach
religious beliefs), (c) the save, when the intention is not so
much criticism.as it is reinterpretation (Bralthwalte, liacKinnon,
Bultmann and to a lesser extent Leach all reinterpretes religious
discourse to emphasis what this discourse has in common with more
general modes of thought), and (d) fideistic interpretations of
such a kind that will 'preserve a faithful understandlng of 1ts
own mysterious topic' (Ramsey 1964: 44).

. Thus the anthropologist has four options; he can add four
scheme compr1s1ng scientific theories, the model of scientific
dlscourse, ‘the model of more famlllar ways of facing $he woérld,
and a model which. is somehow part and parcel.of the reality under
consideration. In its purest form the last solution is probably
the. most difficult to use {it is all too easy to say that language
games are not dlstlnct entltles, etc), tut all the other options
are demonstrably wrong if the goal is the exege51s or. recreatlon
of semantlc systems. :

Applying this- to don Juan, we can easmly say how we should
not proceed. if we want to. understand his systems Take Leach, who
together with the othor_'symbollsts (Beattle, Firth, Douglas)
sometimes appears to confuse what ritual and nyth mean for the
participant with what might be called sociological meaning (1964: 14).
Uhatever the case, it does not really further our understanding of
don Juan's universe to be told, for instance; that the ambipuous
nature of 'see:.nb reflects the dispossessed nature of the people
who hold this belief. No doubt this might be an interesting
observation, but it presupposes an understanding of ‘'seeing?,
and is not really talking about participant meaning.

< home
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Even worse, take Spiro., As befits one who finds problems
of meaning to be 'intellectually trivial' (1967:5), he attempts to
refute the symbolists by employing a crude 'at face value' thesis.
Referring to the Trobriand Islanders conception bellefs, he observes
that 'in the absence of any evidence which indicates the contrary,
it is gratuitious to assume that this cultural .belief does not mean
what it says so it would seem not unreasonable to dssume that it
enunciates a theory of'aonuaﬂfjuﬁ (1968 255) Bharatl, who cites
Spiro in this context, takes crude scientific ethnocentricism (our
second type) so seriously as to claim 'we might be bett:r off if
we jettisoned symbol talk altogether in the investigation of religions
that do not use 'symbol' emically - which means all religions
except salon Judaeo~Christianity' (1971: 262) 'So much for Nuer
Religion, and so much for don Juan, unless we are to assume that he
understands everything that he says in a llteral and explanatory
fashion, :

These mistakes are typical of those who do not pay enough
attention to conceptual matters. sven Godfrey Lienhardt, infinitely
more subtle and fideistic than any of the anthropologists we have’
nentioned; runs into difficulties. Iie argues that our distinction
between metaphorical and literal discourse cannot adequately be _
applied to characterise such Dinka assertions as 'Some men are lions'
(1954:98, 9S). So he applies the notion of analogy to describe
this belief (106) ‘Je need only ask, in what sense is the notion
‘analogy' somehow immune from the criticism's directed against
'metaphor'?

Let me now try to state what I take to be the best general way

of interpreting don Juams- semantic universe. For various reasons,

it seems to me that strong fideism is ill suited for the anthropolo-
gist. Ve have &= duty to mediate between different ways of 1nterpret1ng
the world. 'le have an equally strong duty to grasp and recreate
alien modes of expression. TFor the second reason we have to be
fideistic. TI'or the first, we have to be prepared to introduce .
distinctions and characterlsatlons which the participants might not
themselves use., Strong fideism, wi:dich does not allow this type of.
addition, is ruled out because what we want to understand has to

be what we can understand, This, of course, is not to deny that we
should make an effort to widen our frontiers of understanding tQ
meet the- aliend Indeed, it .is precisely this operatlon vhich gives
the type of anthropology of Whlch I am spea“lng its great value.

Granted all this, where should we find our bas1s for inter-
pretation? A basis which is faithful to the alien, and yet which .
is also intelligible to us. One of don Juan's crucial dicta, let
us recall, is that reasoning cannot be applied to 'seeing'. Here
we have a characteristic clash of language games. 1 say
'characteristic' because exactly the same clash frequently occurs
vithin our own culture. Think of Blake's disparaging remark: 'I
have always found that Angels have the vaunity to speak of themselves
as the only wise. This they do with a confident insolence sprouting
from systematic reasoning'. Or think of Huxley's remark, ‘we must
preserve, and if necessary, intensify our ability to look at the
world directly and not through that half-opaque medium of concepts,
which distorts every given fact into the all too familiar likeness
of some generic label or explanatory abstraction! (1954 59) Or
think of Goethe's characterisation of the intellectual as the man
who feels that 'what we perceive by eye is foreign to us as such



and need not impress us deeply's But most of all, notice the.
Christian tradition. It is true that we do not find :the same
reliance on the indirect language of sight, and so are not re- o
minded of don Juan in exactly the same way, but the clash is still
with us. Christians have to speak and reason, yet a, if not the
crucial dogma of their faith is that the nature of God cainot be’
expressed in thought. The controversy between those who follow
the respective logics of analogy, obedlence and encounter (see
Perré), who follow reason, faith and experience, repllcates in
broad outline aspects of the confrontation between . -don Juan and
Castaneda..

Surely, we can conclude, here is an adequate ba31s for ouxr
interpretation. Philosophcrs of religion, often draW1ng on linguistic
philosophy for their analytlcal tools, theologians, who help us by
emphasising the necessary fi-‘dej tic stance, and poets or thinkers
ranging from Blake to Huxley =nd I, A. Richards, have all developed
procedures, distinctions and insights which we can appeal to. How
have Christians and poets expressed the 1nexpre331b1e° How have
theologlans/phllosophers of religion and 11terary critics given
accounts of this phenomena? If we are to bezin to know what to add
to the other worlds of visionaries, mystlcs, religious communities
and magical practitioners in other cultures, it is at this home-
based translation-point that ve must begin., Unless we can open our
eyes within our own cultures, we cannot properly broaden our more
strictly anthropoloulcal horlzons.

Before trying to give these rather outspoken remarks some
substance by referrins back to don Juan and Castaneda, I should like
to make one thing clear. Certain anturopolog;sts, ore suspects,
might not feel inclimed to engage in full scale conceptual analysis.
They iwould probably admit . to worrying about defining 'religion' or
‘culture', but would appear ‘to feel that examining how we clas51fy
our dlscourse (1iteral, factual, cognitive, informative, enpirically
true assertlons/flctltlous assertlons/synbollc, expressive, medita~
tive, imaginative assertions and hybrid forms such as quasi-factual
utterances, performative discourse etc), and how we use certain
words (belief, relig1Ous experience, truth etc), is irrelevant to
the task of anthropolomy. They seem to imply - they ignore these
topics = that fieldwork automatically makes the 'armchair' diffi-
culties raised by such notions as 'metaphor', or 'law' irrelevant.
Leaving aside the curious concern of such anthropologists with
definitional problems (due, no doubt, to their scientism), we have
only to recall that there are two 31des to the coin of interpre-
tation., Fieldwork should be done in the alien context and in the
home environment; the armchalr is a red herring.

But there is nore £0 it than this, Having displaced the arm-
chair from its original metaphorical home, we can now reinstate it
in a different context. For the anthropologist interested in meaning
much work can be done without immediate participation. Analagously,
it makeg little sense to apply the fleldwork/armchalr distinction
to those who have tried to interpret the Bible or the Sacred Books
of the EBast, So although I have no first Liand knowledge of lexico,
in what follows I shall be trying to demorstrate that much can be
achiéved by sitting down and thinking about how Castaneda, don Juan
and others use their words.
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Don"Juan belongs to a comanlty of llLe mlnded practl%fbners'
He converses intelligibly with don Genaro in such a way that we
have to suppose that they both 'know! about 'seceing' and can some-
how follow what we might call the Ygrammar' of this activity. But
how can this be the case?

Then don Juan comes to talk about the 'guardian' (an entity
which belongs to the realm of 'seeing' ), he'is lead into contradic~
tions: 'It had to be there and it had, at the same tlme, to be
nothing'., The conversation continues,

C.C. 'How could that be, don Juan? Yhat you say is abéurd.’
D.J., 'It is. But that is 'seeing'. There is really no way
to talk about it. 'Seeing', as I said before, is learned by 'seeing'!'

(1971:207).

Don Juan cannot talk about 'seeing' for at least two reasons.
Pirst, he believes that 'The world is such-and=such or so-and-so
only because we tell ourselves that that is the way it is. If we
stop telling ourselves that the world is so-and-so, the world will
stop being so-and-so'! (264) Since 'seelng’ is concerned with the
'sheer mystery' (ibid) of the world, the practitioner must stop
maintaining his everyday world by ceaging to think and talk.
Secondly, an essential incredient of 'seeing'! is ‘that the practitioner
comes to realise it by himself, The 'warrior' or ‘man of knowledge'
is a ren who applies 'will', ‘

Granted that 'seeing' has to be learnt by 'seeing!, how can’’
don Juan's tradition maintain itself? lhere is the social aspect
of 'seeing', the aspect which allows one practitioner to agree '
with another on the grammar of the activity? Or ave we to say
that the social collapses into a series of private experiences?

The best way to answer this question is by describing how don
Juan attempts to teach Castaneda to 'see', His basic technique is,
to destroy Castaneda's faith in the everyday world of things by
introducing states of consciousness which render normal interpreta-
tion inapplicable. <Castaneda has to take those drugs vhich are
regarded as vital prerequisites for 'seeing'e. And don Juan places
him in ambiguous situations designed to create a feeling of other-
ness over and against theevérfwy'world of understanding. TFor
instance, as the two were driving through Mexico during the night,
they noticed headlights following them down the lonely road. Don
Juan interprets this by saying, 'Those are the lights on the head
of death' (64) Castaneda experiences a thrill of the non-ﬁatural,
turns round, but the lights have disappeared.

Having established these states of altered consciousness, don
Juan directs: Castaneda to certain patterns and interpretations. On
one occasion Castaneda percelves don Juan's face as 'an incredibly
fast flickering of something' (192). iiven though Castaneda does not
speak, don.Juan appears to be aware of what is happeninz because ‘he
tells his apprentice to look away. ©Some hours after the experience,
and after Castaneda has given his account, don Juan dismisses 1it:
'Big deall! ... You say a glow, big deal! (194)

Teaching, then, involvés verbal instruction, interpretation,
and the implicit assumption that don Juan 'knows' a great deal about
what is going on &n Castaneda's mind. Irom our point of view, things
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are getting even more mysterious: the teaching of 'seeing' appears
to involve the idea that the teacher can 'see'into the mind of
his pupil (see esp. 204)

But let us stay with the rple of words and thought. Although
the ‘Tollowing dialogue involves a ratber odd guide (a. 1lzard), it
accurately summerizes the role of verbal instruction in the teaching
process:

D.J. 'If the lizard had died while she was on your shoulder,
after you had begun the sorcery, you would have had to go ahead with -
it, and that would truely have been madness.!

C.C. 'Why would it have becen madness?' .
' tBecauge under such conditions nothing makes sense.

You are alone without a guide, seeing terrifying, ronsensical thlngs'
© Yhat do you mean by nonsensical things?!

'Things we see by ourselves. Things we see when we have‘
no direction' (1969:165). .

Yithout a gulde to prepare Castaneda for his experiences,
direct him through them and discuss them afterwards, the experiences
remain of no value. Instead of fillin. in the nature of non~ord1nary
reallty they merely jar the everyday world. In -short, don Juan
1nterprets and directs the experiences in terms -of the criteria of
a cultural tradxtlon. -

This said, the fact remains that the cultural body of beliefs
are of a very curious variety. 'Je can take for our example a notion
which operates within the same grammar of things as 'seeing'.

'7ill', says don Juan, cannot be talked about. DBut he then goes.

on to speak of it: 'There is no real way of telling how one uses
it, excebt that the results of using the will areastounding’ (1971:
178). Ve should remember that Wittgenstein's principle - 'the -
meaning of a word is its use in the language' - must involve a social
context,. (*forms of life'), Thus the meaning of 'will' cannot be
fully understood except by seeing - what is involved in the activity

of 'willing'. Don Juan can speak of this. He can say what 'will!
can do, which allows him to compare the notion with what such things
as courage can do: unlike courage, ‘will' 'has to do.with astonishing
feats that defy our common sense! (ibid), : '

Besides giving us some -idea of what 'will' is not and what
'will' can do, don Juan can also describe what we might call the
tanatomy' of the activity. The 'will' ‘shoots out, like an arrow!
from the abdominal area where the *luminous flbers' are dlso
attached (179).

/e have already seen that don Juan can describe many aspects
of non-ordinary reality, ranging from the 'fibers of light'! to the
'guardian' which can be 'an awesome beast as high as the sky'(l47)r
Then ve add the other things which don Juan can talk about; what

he activities of 'willing' and 'seeing' are not, and what they
entail, we realise the exient to which these activities are cul-
turally defined and expressible. . So are we to conclude that don
Juan is breaiiing with hlS 'seelng is 1ncompﬁt1ble with talklng
thesisa o e

I think not. First, don Juan says, ‘unless you understand
the Ways of a man who knows, it is impossible to tallz about ...
seeing? (20). The implication here is that once one has 'seen!
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one can talk about certain aspects of the activity. The incompata-
bility thesis is, however, retained: just as we cannot say what

love or beauty are in themiselves, so don Juan cannot  talk about
'seeing' in itself. In these three cases the activities can only
be described by appealing to accounts of external eveiits and things.
They cannot be got at in any directly internal way, except, of
course, in the form of 'incommunicable expcrience., Furthermore,

don Juan does not claim to be able to say very much about the
essentially incomprelensible entities called 'Mescalito! and 'the
allies' (114), But what of his talk about the 'external® events
and states of affairs? The fomms of life specifying the activities -
of 'geeing' and 'willing' are not 'external' or social in any normal .
sense, Mescalito might be 'seen' by several practitioners at the
same moment of time, but the entity 'speaks' to people privately.
The environmental changes which occur when one 'sees' are not

- publicly © observable in the same way as the physical objects of
everyday reéality. Thus don Juan's talk about the nature of such
phenomena is strongly qualified by the grammar of 'seeing'. The
‘publishers of the paper-back edition of A Separate Reality fall
into the trap of over~literalism: the cover shows things which can
only be 'seen'..

But ‘even if we say that these- 'external' phenomena are spoken
of in some sort of indirect or 'metaphorical' language, the Tact
remains that don Juan is talking about 'sceing'. It appears that
if don Juan is not to be accused of being contradictory we must
somehow reformulate his apparently literal use of words like
'thlnhlng o Since we do not understand 'seeing' this is an impossible
task: unless we ,can oppose 'thlnklng' to some known factor, the tern
cannot be interpreted. All we can say is this: the distinction
would appear to functlon polemically and heuristically. Castaneda
has to be told to stop thinking for the same reasons that we might
tell somebne who is entering a concert with. an intellectual problem
on his mind that he must relax if he is to enjoy the wusic. And
from the heuristic point of view don Juan has to be able to organise
Castaneda's experiences. Another consideration is that if 'seeing'
involves a totallj alien mental woyld we are left with the following
sorts of probleus' psychologlcally spealing, is it likely that don
Juan can stop’ thinking to quite the degree claimed?; what of the
fact that when he is 'seeing'! he continues to use words and engage
in interpretation?; if we say that don Juan 'sees! without thinking
and then returns from this state to report on some sort of ‘memory’
basis, what exactly is he remembering?; what sort of image is it
which can afterwards give him the idea of 'white fiber'?; and even
if we allow, that it might somehow be possible to remember and con-
ceptualise experiences which one did not think about at the time,
how can a system of beliefs be established on the ba81s of a series
of curlous memory traces?

As I have said, without knowing what 'seeing' is about, these
questlons cannot be answered. But by applying our common<sense
criteria of how a cultural tradition must work we can conclude that
since 'seeing' is taught as a cultural event, the activity must be-
guided by a set of beliefs and ideas. This is born out by several
remarlss of don Juan's. Talking of ‘controlled folly! (another
activity of ‘the 'seeing' type), he meets Castaneda's lack of under-
standing by saying, 'You don't understand me now because of your
habit of thinking as you look and thinking as you think!' (106).

In other words, once you have experienced the activity, the insights -
which don Juan is trying to express will begin to make sense,
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e are now in a position to characterise the logical grammar
of don Juan's discourse about 'seeing', 'will', 'controlled Lolly'
and all the associated entities, The act1v1t1es ‘themselves, . to-.

. gether with lMescalito and the allies, are inexpressible because
they are incomprehensible. Yet they have to be taught in the sense
that even if they can only be fully realised from within, some
directions must be received from the cultural tradition if communi-
cation is to be protected from subjectivity. But because teaching
involves exwre551ng the inexpressible, the cultural beliefs take
a curious form. They contain elements of what theologians call the -

via negationis (v1z, saying what is the case by broadening what is
not the caseS via eminentiae (although the use of analogy is limitedy
it is present and the analogia gratiae (Mescallto does not revedl
himself or :'speak to! everyones. ‘Above all, the beliefs are best:
regarded as a series of clues-and'hints'designed to articulate the
existential grammar of non-ordinary reality, As Ramsay would put

it, they do not picture reality. Instead, they disclose it in much
tLe sane way as the word 'wave' says somethlng to the physicist (1957).
Jaspers' term 'cipher' is useful in this context: a cipher 'is a

word standing for something quite incomprehensible which yet gives

us some way of approaching the mystery: '"The reality of transcendence

is present for us obgectlvely only in the language of the code or
cipher, not as it is in itself! (1962 IT: 160) _

Thus the hints, clues or clphers have to be given some sub-
stance if they are to be fully understood. In don Juan's case this
entails mov1ng beyond the manifestly objective realm of publlc '
discourse into the separate reality itself.. Logically, this exist-
ential domain of sheer activity, feeling and naked reality (see
1969:143) has to be construed as 'subjective!, for this is the
status of experience., But we have tried to show that by regarding
much of don Juan's discourse as a series of ciphers it is possible
both to say that the ciphers organise the separate reality and gain
their full meaning from it, Referring to Rawmsay again, the odd
nature of don Juan's discourse reflects the nature of non-ordinary
reality and so can illuminate its broad outlines. Once the dis-
closure has occured and once, in some sense of the word, the non-
ordinary reality is accepted, the penny can drop, the music can
speak, even Mescalito can speak like music -~ not to mention the hot.
wind 'telling', extraordinary things to don Genaro (1971:300) - and
meaning is imposed on the entire discourse,

The trouble with this account of how the tradltlon maintains
itself is that it is easy to argue that we are being too faithful
to don Juan. For in order to give an account of how this sector
of his discourse operates we geen t§ haveilmputegan ontological reality
to his separate reality., The best way I can show what I mean by
this is to refer to another arch-fideist, D, Z. Phillips. He claims
that the 'grammar of ... the recality of God' is such that 'To lknow
God is to love Him., There is no theoretlcal understanding of the
reality of God' (1967:66, 75). Phillips, o course, has to conclude,
'Thig is why understandlng religion is incompatible with sceptlclsm'
(79) - the equation between knowing God and loving Him means that
God can- only be understood in terms of loving him. How can one love
something (1n any nroperly rellgloup sense) vhich does not exist?

In much the saie way, if 'seeing' and the dlscourse a33001ated
with it is taken as a ciphcr pointing to a reality which has to be
disclosed by taking drugs, bearing the ciphsrs in mind, and obeying
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certain i, «ructions, we have to say that something determimate and
objective is disclosed only if there really is a grammar of experience
to be articulated. If we deny this, don Juan's discourse can make
little sense for instead of teaching people to act in terms of a
separate reality we would have to interpret him as a charlatan
ongaged in indoctrination. Iither there is something there to be
disclosed and realised, or don Juan is doing somethlng other than
what he says he is doings

But if we say that Castaneda camnot 'see! because 'seeing!
does not exist, how are we to account for the cultural tradition
and the teachlng process? These anthropolorists wholwe have called
'symbolists' locate the rationale of ritual and myth in the social
order, In this way they relocate the rhyme and reason which is
missing at the surface level (expresulve talk is notoriously alogical
at this level) at a level which really does exist. DBut in so doing
they cease to be fideists. If, on the other,hand, we want to remain
faithful to don Juan, we caannot do this; we cannot account for his
gradition in this way. So we have to say that 'seeing' and hon-
ordinary reality' exists, and that it is this existential grammar
or series of marks which governs the rhyme and reason of the express-
ive cultural beliefs, In any case, this is not merely a question of
the pro's and con's of fideism: at mitote meetings the participants
often agree about 'seen' things, particularly those which concern
the presence of Mescalito, Castaneda rejects don Juan's explamation -
involving 'seeing! -~ in favour of a sociological theory (covert leader,
cues etc). He does not join the other participants when they take
their peyote buttons, but his objectivity does him no good. For not
only does he fail to spot any form of covert communication; he also
fails by seeing Mescalito for himself (59-~74). A feature of group
psychology encouraged by hallucinogenic drugs and half-remembered
beliefs? Perhaps, but when the grammer of 'seeing' works so.explicitly,
one begins to wonder, Iven more forcibly, if we are to believe don
Juan when he claims that words can be infused with true meaning, no
two practitioners could mean the same thing, or commmicate, unless
they shared soue sort of grammar. They would not be able to use.
their words properly (i .e.‘ln terms of the tradition). Yet don Juan
and don Genaro patently do not talk like madman; like men with
purely subjective grammars or no grammers at all, Their infused
language is shared,

Je are back to where we began, with the two 'men of knowledge!
and the problem of an objective tradition meeting what some people
might call subgectlve realms. I suspect that the most adequate
answer to the question is that don Juan's tradition rests on a set .
of ciphers and a set of experiences, Both are equally indetemminate
taken by themselves: the experiences could mean anything, and the
beliefs are virtually meaningless. But when the two are conjoined,
something happens. The drug/e ristential world becomes orgaaised, the
beliefs become correspondingly meaningful in some sort of expressive
sense, There must be some sort of logic or erammer in this synthesis
otherwise don Juan and the other practitioners would not be able to
use their language correctly. Whether or not this grammar is
ontologically real is, in a sense, beside the point: Phillips is
talking about Christianity which involves faith, but don Juan's
world and its grammar, is not religious in this sense., One has
to accept it (as one might accept the challenge of climbing Mt.
Everest), but once one has done this the interplay of drugs, in-
structlons, beliefs and altered states of consciousness do their
work. Outside a religious system stressing faith, this is the only
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way that. an- inexpressible activity can be maintdined. The activity
of 'seeing' lies close to experience itself; drugs activate the
experiential font, beliefs direct the process. But full verbal
expression would miss the point,. S ‘ -

I

Understanding don Juan, it seems, involves a degree of parti-
cipant-observation which many anthropologists would find unacceptable.,
How many anthropologists of religion have been prepared to sacrifice
their normal states of mind? In a normal 'faith' type religion
these difficulties of retaining nart1c1pant—observat;on do not
arise - unless, of course, one is determined to follow arch
fideists like Phillips, Concluding his lyer Religion, iivans—
Pritchard adopts the only reasonable stance for this 'faith!
religion: the social and cultural forms which express the relation-
ghip between men and Kwoth are the dramatic representations of an
interior state which we as anthropologlsts cannot grasp. Lven
though the Nuer cannot speak of this interior state which gives
their religious discourse its full meaning, Evans-Pritchard is
able to give a comprehensive semantie account of their Dbeliefs and
rituals.  This is because the Nuer's imaginative constructions form
a systematic whole and can be interpreted in tems of one another.
The expressiveness of their discourse doés not intrude upon its

gystematic nature. Or put another way, the grammar of Kwoth does
not have to be grasped through active participation if the goal
is limited to showing the rationale and nature of thelr symbollc
talk, The Winchian approach suffices for thls.

But does the same apply to don Juan's universe? 'Seeing'! is
not like Kwoth. The Nuer experience Kwoth but this does not
govern their religious discourse in any direct sense, Their trad-
ition is too systematic for that, and Kwoth is too. unlmowable to
fundamentally constitute rellolous language usage (this is why we
have charagterised Nuer religion as a 'faith' religion). 'Seeing!',
however, is a directly experiential activity and containg its own
internal grammar of discourse. ihereas in Nuer religion active
experience.adds full meaning, experience of 'seeing' adds both
full meaning and the ability to use language correctly. This is =
where system is restored. ' ' o

It follows that observation alone, in the sense of participating
without imbibing, can tell us very little about don Juan's world
in the context of 'seelng . ‘e cannot really understand the grammar
of don Juan's discourse in the same way that we can understand
Wuer religion, for this logic is so epiphenomenal to and expressive
of 'seeing'., Because expression dominates and disrupts logical
system, one cannot become a practitioner merely by learning the
cultural items. (By practitioner I here mean someone who can use
the language). '

If this seems far fetched, consider the following example and
think of the consequences for a .:inchian type understanding. Don
Juan is talking about the nature of allies and Mescalito. He says
that these two entities are similar in one essential respect. He
then says that they are equally essentially different. So the
position is,  'a' + 'b' are defined by 'c!', but 'a' differs funda-
mentally from 'b', Don Juan does not lie Castaneda pointing this
out, so he opts out from the logical (oystem) idiom. IHe tells
Castaneda to stop talking, the implication being that he is being
forced to talk about something which cannot be put into words
(53, see also 179).
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Je find, then, that whenever we want to comnect assertions
in order to make them meaningful we run the risk of meeting the = =
grammar. of 'seeing!, Contradictions can tell the Vinchian styled
anthropologist a lot, but .it is difficult not to-conclude that
their full meaning, including:the reasons for their ‘existence,
cannot be grasped until the observer has experlenced Whatever the
underl;ylnb reallty mlbht be.=*

Let us take a brlef 1ook at what some phllosophers have had
to0 say about the relationsihip betieen understandln somethlng or
sonebody and experiencing the same things.

‘On first aight’ nothmng seens moxre natural than to say that I
don't understand what is meant by the notions 'Géd} 'pain%, _ 'seeing!
ete until I have experienced the phenomena which are supposedly being
réferred to. On this view, understanding the meaning of something
is an essentially .mental occureace: words are.taken to refer either
to mental states or to phenomenal realities, and until these have.
been experlenced Lhe full meanlng of the word has not been grasped.

For the last: forty Or S0 years such theorles of meaning have
come under heavy criticism, Words like 'mental' 'experience', and
even 'referential! (as in de’ Saussure's’ view of the sign) have
become objectionable. flacIntyre is typical.  He refutes the position
Wwe have seen Lvans-Pritchard adoptlng.,'fhe suggestlon of the
liberal theologian that theologlcal expressions have private
meaning by referring to private experience is ruled out by the fact
that no express1ons can derive their neaning in this way' (1970: 167).

fuite simply, an individual cannot recognize, 1dent1fv and conceptu-
alise his own experiences inh his own private language., 1t is im-
possible for us to characterise our experiences unless we appeal

to woirds whose meaning depends upon their being governed by rules,
Yet such rules of use or meaning are by their very nature of the
public, social order. 'So!, continues MacIntyre, words like 'pain!'
and 'sensation' which refer to private experiences, if any words do-
are words inm public language'. If the meaning of religious ex~
pressions is totally exhausted by referring to private experiences,
communication is impossible: my experiences might well never coincide
with your experiences, which means that our reepectlve 1anguages
will never meet, - . : SN

Meaning therefore, 'is essentially located in the social realm.
where rules govern use. JMeaning ‘is to be understood by examining
the limits of .what can and what cannot bBe said in any wiven case,
not by appealing to some mental- penuimbra whicli supposedly lies'
behind words end sentences. Some philosophers have .accordingly -
excluded experience to what might appear to be an extreme degree.
Developing Wittgenstein's remark 'You have learned the concept
'pain'! when you learned language', Malcolm asks why this is
'startling'. His reply is, 'it seems to ignore what is most important,
‘namely, one's experience of pain itself! (1972:56)., He argues,
however, that ‘immer exhibition (1ntrospect1vely observing our
experiences) can contribute pothing to the understanding of a
concept! (57) A ccordingly, 'Je do not lknow how to make a distine-
tion between (someone) being able to ‘use the word correctly.and his
knowing its meanlng (38) . :

‘Malcolm compares the man who has never felt pain with the
man who is blind. Vhereas the first man can use the word ‘'pain'
correctly, and thus has a 'full! mnderstandmo of the concept(SO),
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the blind man inevitably makes mistakes when he comes to use colour
words. He lacks the necessury experience., Vaismann makes the same
point for the man who is colour blind: 'le may call a language un-
attainable that cannot be learnt in any way. Of course, this =
tunattainability® is not due to the language itself, but to us and
our experiences. ‘Thus we cannot learn or translate a longuage
vhich is used to describe experiences from vhich we are completely
cut off, just as & colour-blind man cannot learn our language'
(1968: 2533 There are, as he puts it, 'no bridges of understanding'
between the 'different worlds?! and. 'dlfferent lanoudges' of colour-
blind and normal men (250).

Thus far e liave covered two positions: (a) the meaning of
some ‘concepts 1s strlctly equlvalent +to. 1earn1nb how to use them; -
and (b5 the meaning of other types of concepts shculd stlll be .
understood in terms of use, but certain experiences have to be present
before one can apply the words properly; There is, hcwever, a third
category. Talking about words like thomesickness', Waismann writes

'Someone who feels homesick for the first time w111 probably say
'So this is what people call thouesiclness'; now for the first time
I an bemlnnlng to realise all that that word connotes', It is as
I he prcv1ously Lnew the word only from the outside and now suddenly
understands its inner meaning' (265). Experience is asg 1mportant
as in our second category, but instead of performlnb the function
of providing the necessary conditions for language use (ve can cer-
tainly speak of 'homesickness' even if we have never felt it) ex-
perience now serves to fill out the full meaning of the word.
Thus Ialsmann contnnues,"But what is here called 'unde*standlng
is not only a capacity to react to the word with certain definite
feelings, but also the ability to describe 1mau1nat1vely all the
subtle 1mp11catlons of the word' (266).

So understanding the meaning of an assertion is not a clear-
cut bu51ness. Since Valsmana's last remark could also be applied
to Mdlcolm s 'pain' example ‘we must’ dlstlngulsh between 'mean:.nD
use' and 'meaning~existential realisation', e must also dlstlngulsh
between those situations in which dlrect experience is necessary
for uge and tnooe in which it is not.

‘e can now develop what we have said about the nature of don
Juan's discourse in the context of 'seeing'. Castaneda is early
told that 'You must feel everything, otherwise the world loses its
sense'.,  TFaced with this, Castaneda replies th .t one does not 'have
to get an electric shock in order to. know about electricity!
(1971:13), Castaneda soon realises that this will not do. The
meaning of don Juan's discourse lies too close to reality and ex-
perience for the 'meanin; is use cum knowledge! argument implied
, 1n Castaneda’s electricity example,. Thus when don Juan claims

t'lnen I say that the guardian is really blocking your passing and .
could actually knock the devil out of you, I know what I mean' (}55),
we would be missing the point unless we shared don Juan's: experiential
uwniverse. In this context, correct use signifies correct under-
standing, but the understapding itself is another matter. It
certainly cannot be got at by observing rules of ‘use. To talke an
analagous etample, when someone says 'l love vou' this Wlll, in a
valid sense of 'mean', mean something different depending on whether
one is in love or not. This sort of meaning has something to do
with public rules (ve can see whether the person really means it
by observing future behaviour), but cannot readily be identified
in texms of them. In don Juan's case, Lowever, we do not even have
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this eagy brldgehead -+ unless we experience 'seeing' for ourselves,
we are unable either to establish the existential connotations or

. to specify rules of usage. The expressive nature of the discourse
entails that weaning cannot-be understood as use when full wmeaning
is merely a matter of full experience. Waismann's 'homesickness'

. example does not apply. Nor does Malcolm's 'pain' example.-

‘ Re-emph33121ng our comparison with Nuer relipion, we again realise
that the Yinchian approach is more fundamentally inadequate than

its inability to deal with contradiection and paradox mipght suggest.
In the case of the Nuer, /inch stands unthreatened: the inner meaning
_provided by Kwoth, experience.of Kwoth, .-or belief in Kwoth adds
depth and illumination to the publi¢ language but need be of no
great anthropological significance., But in don Juan's world
existential realisation js the system. Bearlng in mind what we

have said about the 1nterplay between culture and individual real-
isation, it is impossible to get away from the fact that the essence
of the 'system! veers towards private 1anguage and expellence.

Referrlng again to Waismann, we read *There are, however,
cases especially .in dealing with emotions and subjective expériences,
where it is doubtful how far language fulfils its purpose, as, for
exanple, in religious and mystical experiences' (264). Later on
he construes language ‘as a br1dve bullt by the mind to lead from
consciousness to consciousnes 268). So we see that a linguistic
philosopher working within the Wittgensteinian 'meaning is use!
tradition has to admit that in certain situations words have to
do wit: the conveyance (264) of what can loosely be called sub-

. jective states,

Language does not function very well in these realms of
mystics!' talk, 'metaphor', poetry, existential tallk and even
poetry (See Jaismann p. 266-268 for examples) By this I do not
mean that, for example, poetry is a misuse of language. For it
is perfectly clear that language is performing valid functions
- within these realms. Given this, it is not even true to say that
“language being 'stretched': symbolic or indirect discours€ is a
-language gaie in its owh right. Vhat I am saying is that language
does not function very well by itself. Malcolm's sui generis
concepts have to be relocated within experience, for ﬂJlS is where
indirect lanbuage is often dlrectly embedded.

The limits of formal analysis are soon met when we try to |

" understand don Juan. Structural analysis is obviously inapplicable,
except periiaps when don Juan is specifying concrete spells and other
procedures. for the structuralist would destroy the reality which
. he claims to be examining: don Juan's incompatability dictum aside,
the nature of this semantic universe counts g8gain - at the reifica-
tion and reductionism consequent upon any 'strong' structiralism,
Hven the 'weak! structuralism of ‘/inch is not of much use: don
Juan's verbal contradictions and utterances are not important in
themselves, for it is what they express that is significant. So

to learn to use and interpret don Juan's language we must follow
Jaismann's advice and learn to understand his sentences !just as

we understand a piece of music, entirely from inside' (363).

But if 'every language in tie end wwust speak for itself' (ibid)..
should we not conclude that there imust be as many styles of
anthropology as there are ways of speaking?
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The challenge of don Juan lies precisely in this. As
anthropologists and individuals we belong to one tradition.
Neither poets, mystics, metaphysicians or 'seers', we are, to use
a phrase of don Juan's ‘chained to our reason' (1971:313). Many
interesting expressions .of humanity contain the clause that the
types of reasoning with which we are familiar are inappropriate.
What are we to do? - » :

I feel that the first thing we have to accept is that when

we are faced with universes like don Juan's we must be prepared to
adjust our idea's of objectivity. Ferrd paraphrases Torrance's
position on this as ''True' objectivity is .. the capacity of the
mind to be conformed to or behave appropriately before its object!
(op cit: 120). Ve have seen that participant-observation is
inadequate; experience is imperative. This entails losing our
normal objectivity (as anyone will know who has taken mescalinz

It also entails accepting (understanding) that it is possible,

for instance, to fly. But, it could be objected, what use are such
experiences and grammars of interpretation? If we say that
Castaneda was quite right to try and understand from the 'inside!,
do we not raise the objection that since Castaneda never learned
to 'see' he was merely reporting the wrong 'separate reality' -
was bein; positively misleading? Zaehner, in his Mysticism,
Sacred and Profane, runs into trouble by trying to identify
-equivalences and differences at the level of mystical experience
by looking at mystics language. Castaneda is faced with the

saue problem (unless, of course, he comes to believe that 'seeing!
is a self-validating experience or encounter). However, there is
one way of claiming that this identification problem is not as

bad as it seems: don Juan's tradition is a fait accompli. It
could be the case -~ although it is unlikely - that all the
practitioners are talking about different experiences. Assuming
this is not so, assuming that the interplay of instruction and
experience can more or less automatically extend a valid tradition,
there is no reason why any chosen person cannot understand the real
thing. Castaneda was 'chosen', so perhaps it was his subjectivity
.which prevented him from realising the 'objectivity'of don Juan's
system, '

But even supposing thét[Castaneda retums to complete his

ap ré“%i%héhi we still have to face the second major difficulty
aS8ociate w1%h participant~observation or experience, namely the

translation problem. Again, we have to adjust our normal
(anthropological) language games of objectivity and understanding.
This is very difficult. Uhen don Juan says.that once one has
control of an ally there is no longer any need to have a human
guide (1969:249) he is placing the grammar of interpreting allies
on an ontological basis which we can hardly accept or understand.
Apart from experiencing don Juan's world, we have to believe in
it. But Buch difficulties aside, the. anthropologist can only
 follow Castaneda's example - or do a little better. It seems that
we should move into such systems until we meet ontological’
barriers. And to translate this movement we should develop what
Vaismann calls 'a logic of questions' (1968) with all the distinc-
tions and characterisations that this implies. '

I began this paper with an example of Castaneda asking a
'really' question and thereby commiting a category mistake.
Don Juan says, 'That is all there is in rcality - what you felt!
(op cit:143) One of the reasons why we have a distinction between
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‘metaphor' and Niteral talk is that we tend to organise our language
into two categories: expressive discourse and empirically informa-
tive utterances., Don Juan does not live in guch a simple universe,
so within his grammur of ‘feollpg' it makes little sense to ask

many types of 'really! questions. Castaneda awpeafs to find this
out, fortowards thie end of his g BUTeticespile no. longer always
approaches don Juan with the llueral metap or paradign of objectiv-
ity in mind. But, ve can suggest, if he had read some philosophy
oL rellglon before he v131ted don Juan, he might not have wasted

so much time and annoyed don Juan so wuch. Je do not ask a

physicist if his 'waves' really exist: he is working with a dls—
closure model. In the same way, much rellglous discourse within

the Christian tradition has been construed neither as Vreally

true', (viz, literally applicable to God), nor as 'merely symbolic',
Wlthln the religious language. game, the metdphor/lltvral distinction
is out of place. Disclosure discourse ‘'symbolises' the 1nexpre531b1e,
but just as poetic metaphor souehow signifies real 1n31gbt, 80.

does the religious model malke whot have been called 'quasi-factual'
clains about the naoture of religious reality. Howevor; because
religious discourse 'participates'! in its divine subject matter in

a way which most poems do not aspire to do, we cannot - usefully apply
the word ‘metaphor.' It has literary connotations, and who.could
seriously contend that it makes sense to.ask don Juan if he
understands his lulbers of licht'! in a metaphorical or in a literal .
manner? His metaphors'; if such they are, are literally laden,

To conclude, It is not, as I have empha31sed easy to remain
fideistic to don Juan. .Admitting that understanding the meaning
of something is not necesssrily equivalent to learning how to use
words, we have had to go a step further: in don Juan's case one has
to grasp 'seeing' bLefore one can use or existentially realise much
of his discourse., Ve cainot 'see', so any intérpretative anthropol-
ogy must be wrong. Additionally, our. trainiub as- anthropologists
and our duty to our readers wean that ire have to apply our criteria
of understanding to some extent or another., In this naper we have
asked questions about the status of 'seeing'! and the possibility
of a tradition, questions which don Juan would not approve of. If
we read that the existence of 'mental' words depends on the associ-
ation between subjective experience and bodllv symptoms or activ-
ities ('alsmann op cit: 258), then it is not at all casy for us
to refrain from applylnb tpls argumeﬂt to 'seelng « Perhaps this
is not a bad thing. Such approaches, howvever, should be coubined
with attempts to recrcate the existential import of don Juan's
world., [ven if the anthropologist can only partially grasp 'seeing',
he can still try Lo mske the weak bell chime as loudly as possible.
He can.do this,it seems by turning to those areas in our own culture
there roughly the sanme bells are to be heard. Is anyone going to
deny that I. A. Richards! 1nterpretat10n of Shakespeare's 'The
Phoenix and the Turtle! will not hel) put us in the right fraue
of mind to approach don-Juan? ' Or that llacquarrie's charactorisa-
tion of the nine different modes of discourse to be found in Saint
Athanasius! De Incarnatione is not a useful preparation? (1967).

If don Juan is to ring a bell - vhich is what understanding him
is basically about - then thege are.the territories to explore.
And if we are %o characterise his un1Vu¢se, instead of turning

to the Année8001olog1quo, it might be more Truitful to-use such
terms as 'disclosure model'y Yconvictional?, 'connotatlon/denota-
tion', 'reference range!, 'qualifier', and so on. )
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‘is regarded as the Vludl recrratlon

of how others have conceived t eir fealltles the task of transla—

tioncan never end,

‘There is always & new balance to be struck ..

between the extension of our ethnocentrlcltV'(called understaudlng)

and the atmosphere of odur sensitive subject hatter‘

The confronta-

tion is perpetual; but the appeal is tremendods, for what'is at
stake is the ‘assimilation of alien systeiis of expeérience and wnter-

pretation..

This-is why antlhropology iwst adjust itself:

in the

last resort, what is the use of contlnually extending our tradlt;On—
al objectivity into other worlds? Don't we know top much about
the functions of religion, and all too little about rellvlon o

itself?

to accept.other realities?

Thy, one wonders, have anthropologists been so 1,

athe
Why have they all to. fJ equently reduced

them to the canons'and ethnocentric 01fcular1by of science? So -
many. people try: and understand how Chiistians can think of their
God,  but how many have extended this act1v1tj to other cultures?
'Soc1olog1cal' explanation is not equivalent to’ understanding,
for:does not the all absorbing interest of don Juan lie in his
ability tormake us aware of the ex1stence of reallties which con=
found our reason? Foxmal analysis, it seens clear, can tell us
very little about the interplay between aopare tly ‘concrete events

of an absurd nature and our western ratlonallty.
models of interpretation.

/e need other
LZven though the disclosure model cannot

really help us understand the nature of things 'seen', it at least
makes some Sense of the teachins process, the ‘status of various
aspects of don Juan's dlscourse, and the balance between cultural

ob;ect1v1ty and prlvate experlences. *
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