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Don Juan was a Yaqui Indian from Sonora,
Mexico, an old man in his seventies known
to be a brujo—a “medicine man,

curer, sorcerer.”

Carlos Castaneda was a graduate student
in anthropology at UCLA, gathering
information on peyote and the medicinal
herbs used by the Indians in that area.

The Teachings of Don Juan is the story of
the five years these two men spent together
as master and pupil—years in which don
Juan taught Castaneda the uses of peyote,
jimson weed, and other hallucinogenic
plants in opening the doors of perception,
initiated him into the ways of achieving
awareness and mastery of a world

of “nonordinary reality” completely beyond
the concepts of Western civilization, and
started him on the strange and

frightening spiritual journey a man must
undertake in order to become “a

man of knowledge.”

“Like Lazarus who came back to tell all,
the author of this book tells a story
that is unprecedented in Western
literature . . . a strangely beautiful book
which is assured a place in the
literature of ethnology . . . a living
document of the human spirit.”

-—Atlee Arnold, San Francisco

FM & Fine Arts



IN PRAISE OF THIS BOOK . . .

“l cannot adequately convey the excitement I ex-
perienced on reading this account. I kept putting
down the manuscript and walking around. . ., .
Suddenly so much of what had hitherto been am-
biguous made sense. It did more than that: it cut
to a human depth.

“Now, for some anthropologists, the real world is
not what is lived, but rather, it is the underlying
structures (laws) that govern appearances. Thus
they are bent on making anthropology a science of
the same type as the physical sciences, for these
too reject appearances and insist that reality is not
in them but in the laws that govern them.

“What disturbs me about this approach, when pur-
sued exclusively, is that it leads to a rejection of the
sensate world, even to a rejection of primary ex-
perience. I find this true of most books in anthro-
pology. Their intellectual detachment separates
them from the essential reality—the human reality.
Their gravity and jargon erode the living edge. I
have to strain my powers of sensitivity to establish
with them the human intimacy they fail to estab-
lish with me. I find most of them far secreted from
the original human experience, in an area that
would be unjust to call private, because their
authors try to inhabit them with officialness.

“This is why The Teachings of Don Juamn was, for
me, a thrilling experience. (It) reports a human
reality, not an equivalent of that reality. That it is
beautifully written is obvious. That it is true is
perhaps equally obvious, but perhaps it is most true
to the anthropologist who has concerned himself
with such experiences.”

—Edmund Carpenter
Carnegie Professor of Anthropology
Stevens College
University of California at Santa Cruz
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For don Juan—

and for the two persons who shared
his sense of magical time with me






Foreword

This book is both ethnography and allegory.

Carlos Castaneda, under the tutelage of don Juan,
takes us through that moment of twilight, through
that crack in the universe between daylight and dark
into a world not merely other than our own, but of an
entirely different order of reality. To reach it he had
the aid of mescalito, yerba del diablo, and humito—
peyote, datura, and mushrooms. But this is no mere
recounting of hallucinatory experiences, for don
Juan’s subtle manipulations have guided the traveler
while his interpretations give meaning to the events
that we, through the sorcerer’s apprentice, have the
opportunity to experience.

Anthropology has taught us that the world is differ-
ently defined in different places. It is not only that
people have different customs; it is not only that peo-
ple believe in different gods and expect different
postmortem fates. It is, rather, that the worlds of
different peoples have different shapes. The very
metaphysical presuppositions differ: space does not
conform to Euclidean geometry, time does not form a
continuous unidirectional flow, causation does not
conform to Aristotelian logic, man is not differenti-
ated from non-man or life from death, as in our
world. We know something of the shape of these
other worlds from the logic of native languages and
from myths and ceremonies, as recorded by anthro-
pologists. Don Juan has shown us glimpses of the
world of a Yaqui sorcerer, and because we see it
under the influence of hallucinogenic substances, we
apprehend it with a reality that is utterly different
from those other sources. This is the special virtue of
this work.

Castaneda rightly asserts that this world, for all its
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differences of perception, has its own inner logic. He
has tried to explain it from inside, as it were—from
within his own rich and intensely personal experi-
ences while under don Juan’s tutelage—rather than
to examine it in terms of our logic. That he cannot
entirely succeed in this is a limitation that our culture
and our own language place on perception, rather
than his personal limitation; yet in his efforts he
bridges for us the world of a Yaqui sorcerer with our
own, the world of nonordinary reality with the world
of ordinary reality.

The central importance of entering into worlds
other than our own—and hence of anthropology itself
—lies in the fact that the experience leads us to
understand that our own world is also a cultural con-
struct. By experiencing other worlds, then, we see our
own for what it is and are thereby enabled also to see
fleetingly what the real world, the one between our
own cultural construct and those other worlds, must
in fact be like. Hence the allegory, as well as the eth-
nography. The wisdom and poetry of don Juan, and
the skill and poetry of his scribe, give us a vision both
of ourselves and of reality. As in all proper allegory,
what one sees lies with the beholder, and needs no
exegesis here.

Carlos Castaneda’s interviews with don Juan were
initiated while he was a student of anthropology at
the University of California, Los Angeles. We are in-
debted to him for his patience, his courage, and his
perspicacity in seeking out and facing the challenge
of his dual apprenticeship, and in reporting to us the
details of his experiences. In this work he demon-
strates the essential skill of good ethnography—the
capacity to enter into an alien world. I believe he has
found a path with heart.

WALTER GOLDSCHMIDT
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Para mi solo recorrer los caminos que tienen
corazon, cualquier camino que tenga corazon.
Por ahi yo recorro, y la unica prueba que
vale es atravesar todo su largo. Y por ahi
yo recorro mirando, mirando, sin aliento.
(For me there is only the traveling on paths
that have heart, on any path that may have
heart. There I travel, and the only worth-
while challenge is to traverse its full length.
And there 1 travel looking, looking,
breathlessly.)

—DON JUAN

. nothing more can be attempted than to
establish the beginning and the direction of
an infinitely long road. The pretension of
any systematic and definitive completeness
would be, at least, a self-illusion. Perfection
can here be obtained by the individual stu-
dent only in the subjective sense that he com-
municates everything he has been able to see.
—GEORG SIMMEL



Introduction

In the summer of 1960, while I was an anthropology
student at the University of California, Los Angeles,
I made several trips to the Southwest to collect infor-
mation on the medicinal plants used by the Indians
of the area. The events I describe here began during
one of my trips. I was waiting in a border town for a
Greyhound bus talking with a friend who had been
my guide and helper in the survey, Suddenly he
leaned toward me and whispered that the man, a
white-haired old Indian, who was sitting in front of
the window was very learned about plants, especially
peyote. I asked my friend to introduce me to this man.

My friend greeted him, then went over and shook
his hand. After they had talked for a while, my friend
signaled me to join them, but immediately left me
alone with the old man, not even bothering to intro-
duce us. He was not in the least embarrassed. I told
him my name and be said that he was called Juan
and that he was at my service, He used the Spanish
polite form of address. We shook hands at my initi-
ative and then remained silent for some time. It was
not a strained silence, but a quietness, natural and
relaxed on both sides. Though his dark face and neck
were wrinkled, showing his age, it struck me that his
body was agile and muscular.

I then told him that I was interested in obtaining
information about medicinal plants. Although in
truth I was almost totally ignorant about peyote, I
found myself pretending that I knew a great deal,
and even suggesting that it might be to his advantage
to talk with me. As I rattled on, he nodded slowly and
looked at me, but said nothing. I avaided his eyes and
we finished by standing, the two of us, in dead si-
lence. Finally, after what seemed a very long time,
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don Juan got up and looked out of the window. His
bus had come. He said good-bye and left the station.

I was annoyed at having talked nonsense to him,
and at being seen through by those remarkable eyes.
When my friend returned he tried to console me for
my failure to learn anything from don Juan. He ex-
plained that the old man was often silent or noncom-
mittal, but the disturbing effect of this first encounter
was not so easily dispelled.

I made a point of finding out where don Juan lived,
and later visited him several times. On each visit [
tried to lead him to discuss peyote, but without suc-
cess. We became, nonetheless, very good friends, and
my scientific investigation was forgotten or was at
least redirected into channels that were worlds apart
from my original intention.

The friend who had introduced me to don Juan
explained later that the old man was not a native of
Arizona, where we met, but was a Yaqui Indian from
Sonora, Mexico.

At first I saw don Juan simply as a rather peculiar
man who knew a great deal about peyote and who
spoke Spanish remarkably well. But the people with
whom he lived believed that he had some sort of “se-
cret knowledge,” that he was a “brujo.” The Spanish
word brujo means, in English, medicine man, curer,
witch, sorcerer. It connotes essentially a person who
has extraordinary, and usually evil, powers.

I had known don Juan for a whole year before he
took me into his confidence. One day he explained
that he possessed a certain knowledge that he had
learned from a teacher, a “benefactor” as he called
him, who had directed him in a kind of apprentice-
ship. Don Juan had, in turn, chosen me to serve as his
apprentice, but he warned me that I would have to
make a very deep commitment and that the training
was long and arduous.

In describing his teacher, don Juan used the word
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“diablero.” Later I learned that diablero is a term
used only by the Sonoran Indians. It refers to an evil
person who practices black sorcery and is capable of
transforming himself into an animal—a bird, a dog,
a coyote, or any other creature. On one of my visits
to Sonora I had a peculiar experience that illustrated
the Indians’ feeling about diableros. I was driving at
night in the company of two Indian friends when I
saw an animal that seemed to be a dog crossing the
highway. One of my companions said it was not a
dog, but a huge coyote. I slowed down and pulled to
the side of the road to get a good look at the ani-
mal. It stayed within range of the headlights a few
seconds longer and then ran into the chaparral, It
was unmistakably a coyote, but it was twice the ordi-
nary size. Talking excitedly, my friends agreed that
it was a very unusual animal, and one of them sug-
gested that it might be a diablero. I decided to use an
account of the experience to question the Indians of
that area about their beliefs in the existence of dia-
bleros. I talked with many people, telling them the
story and asking them questions. The three conversa-
tdons that follow indicate what they felt.

“Do you think it was a coyote, Choy?” I asked a
young man after he had heard the story.

“Who knows? A dog, no doubt. Too large for a
coyote.”

“Do you think it may have been a diablero?”

“That’s a lot of bull. There are no such things.”

“Why do you say that, Choy?”

“People imagine things. I bet if you had caught
that animal you would have seen that it was a dog.
Once I had some business in another town and got up
before daybreak and saddled up a horse. As I was
leaving I came upon a dark shadow on the road which
looked like a huge animal. My horse reared, throwing
me off the saddle. I was pretty scared too, but it
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turned out that the shadow was a woman who was
walking to town.”

‘Do you mean, Choy, that you don’t believe there
are diableros?”

“Diableros!| What's a diablero? Tell me what a
diablero is!”

“I don’t know, Choy. Manuel, who was riding with
me that night, said the coyote could have been a
diablero. Maybe you could tell me what a diablero is?”

“A diablero, they say, is a brujo who changes into
any form he wants to adopt. But everybody knows
that is pure bull. The old people here are full of
stories about diableros. You won't find that among us
younger people.”

“What kind of animal do you think it was, dofia
Luz?” I asked a middle-aged woman.

“Only God knows that for sure, but I think it was
not a coyote. There are things that appear to be coy-
otes, but are not. Was the coyote running, or was it
eating?”

“It was standing most of the time, but when I first
saw it, I think it was eating something.”

“Are you sure it was not carrying something in its
mouth?”

“Perhaps it was. But tell me, would that make any
difference?”

“Yes, it would. If it was carrying something in its
mouth it was not a coyote.”

“What was it then?”

“It was a man or a woman.”

“What do you call such people, dona Luz?”

She did not answer. I questioned her for a while
longer, but without success. Finally she said she did
not know. I asked her if such people were called
diableros, and she answered that “diablero” was one
of the names given to them.

“Do you know any diableros?” I asked.
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“I knew one woman,” she replied. “She was killed.
It happened when I was a little girl. The woman, they
said, used to turn into a female dog. And one night a
dog went into the house of a white man to steal
cheese. The white man killed the dog with a shotgun,
and at the very moment the dog died in the house of
the white man the woman died in her own hut. Her
kin got together and went to the white man and de-
manded payment. The white man paid good money
for having killed her.”

“How could they demand payment if it was only a
dog he killed?”

“They said that the white man knew it was not a
dog, because other people were with him, and they all
saw that the dog stood up on its legs like a man and
reached for the cheese, which was on a tray hanging
from the roof. The men were waiting for the thief
because the white man’s cheese was being stolen
every night. So the man killed the thief knowing it
was not a dog.”

“Are there any diableros nowadays, dofia Luz?”

“Such things are very secret. They say there are no
more diableros, but I doubt it, because one member
of a diablero’s family has to learn what the diablero
knows. Diableros have their own laws, and one of
them is that a diablero has to teach his secrets to one
of his kin.”

“What do you think the animal was, Genaro?” 1
asked a very old man,

“A dog from one of the ranchos of that area. What
else?”

“It could have been a diablero!”

“A diablero? You are crazy! There are no diable-
ros.”

“Do you mean that there are none today, or that
there never were any?”

“At one time there were, yes. It is common knowl-
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edge. Everybody knows that. But the people were very
afraid of them and had them all killed.”

“Who killed them, Genaro?”

“All the people of the tribe. The last diablero I
knew about was S——. He killed dozens, maybe even
hundreds, of people with his sorcery. We couldn’t put
up with that and the people got together and took him
by surprise one night and burned him alive.”

“How long ago was that, Genaro?”

“In nineteen forty-two.”

“Did you see it yourself?”

“No, but people still talk about it. They say that
there were no ashes left, even though the stake was
made of fresh wood. All that was left at the end was
a huge pool of grease.”

Although don Juan categorized his benefactor as a
diablero, he never mentioned the place where he had
acquired his knowledge, nor did he identify his
teacher. In fact, don Juan disclosed very little about
his personal life. All he said was that he had been
born in the Southwest in 1891; that he had spent
nearly all his life in Mexico; that in 1900 his family
was exiled by the Mexican government to central
Mexico along with thousands of other Sonoran In-
dians; and that he had lived in central and southern
Mexico until 1940. Thus, as don Juan had traveled
a great deal, his knowledge may have been the prod-
uct of many influences. And although he regarded
himself as an Indian from Sonora, I was not sure
whether to place the context of his knowledge totally
in the culture of the Sonoran Indians. But it is not my
intention here to determine his precise cultural
milieu.

I began to serve my apprenticeship to don Juan in
June, 1961, Prior to that time I had seen him on vari-
ous occasions, but always in the capacity of an
anthropological observer. During these early conver-
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sations I took notes in g covert manner. Later, relying
on my memory, I reconstructed the entire conversa-
tion. When I began to participate as an apprentice,
however, that method of taking notes became very
difficult, because our conversations touched on many
different topics. Then don Juan allowed me-—under
strong protest, however—to record openly anything
that was said. I would also have liked to take photo-
graphs and make tape recordings, but he would not
permit me to do so.

I carried out the apprenticeship first in Arizona and
then in Sonora, because don Juan moved to Mexico
during the course of my training. The procedure I
employed was to see him for a few days every so
often. My visits became more frequent and lasted
longer during the summer months of 1961, 1962,
1963, and 1964. In retrospect, I believe this method
of conducting the apprenticeship prevented the train-
ing from being successful, because it retarded the
advent of the full commitment I needed to become a
sorcerer. Yet the method was beneficial from my per-
sonal standpoint in that it allowed me a modicum of
detachment, and that in turn fostered a sense of crit-
cal examination which would have been impossible
to attain had I participated continuously, without
interruption. In September, 1965, I voluntarily dis-
continued the apprenticeship.

Several months after my withdrawal, I considered
for the first time the idea of arranging my field notes
in a systematic way. As the data I had collected were
quite voluminous, and included much miscellaneous
information, I began by trying to establish a classifi-
cation system. I divided the data into areas of related
concepts and procedures and arranged the areas
hierarchically according to subjective importance—
that is, in terms of the impact that each of them had
had on me. In that way I arrived at the following
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classification: uses of hallucinogenic plants; proce-
dures and formulas used in sorcery; acquisition and
manipulation of power objects; uses of medicinal
plants; songs and legends.

Reflecting upon the phenomena I had experienced,
I realized that my attempt at classification had pro-
duced nothing more than an inventory of categories;
any attempt to refine my scheme would therefore
vield only a more complex inventory. That was not
what I wanted. During the months following my with-
drawal from the apprenticeship, I needed to under-
stand what I had experienced, and what I had
experienced was the teaching of a coherent system of
beliefs by means of a pragmatic and experimental
method. It had been evident to me from the very first
session in which I had participated that don Juan’s
teachings possessed dan internal cohesion. Once he
had definitely decided to communicate his knowledge
to me, he proceeded to present his explanations in
orderly steps. To discover that order and to under-
stand it proved to be a most difficult task for me.

My inability to arrive at an understanding seems to
have been traceable to the fact that, after four years
of apprenticeship, I was still a beginner. It was clear
that don Juan’s knowledge and his method of con-
veying it were those of his benefactor; thus my dit-
ficulties in- understanding his teachings must have
been analogous to those he himself had encountered.
Don Juan alluded to our similarity as beginners
through incidental comments about his incapacity
to understand his teacher during his own apprentice-
ship. Such remarks led me to believe that to any be-
ginner, Indian or non-Indian, the knowledge of
sorcery was rendered incomprehensible by the out-
landish characteristics of the phenomena he experi-
enced. Personally, as a Western man, I found these
characteristics so bizarre that it was virtually impos-
sible to explain them in terms of my own everyday
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life, and I was forced to the conclusion that any at-
tempt to classify my field data in my own terms would
be futile,

Thus it became obvious to me that don Juan’s
knowledge had to be examined in terms of how he
himself understood it; only in such terms could it be
made evident and convincing. In trying to reconcile
my own views with don Juan’s, however, I realized
that whenever he tried to explain his knowledge to
me, he used concepts that would render it “intel-
ligible” to him. As those concepts were alien to me,
trying to understand his knowledge in the way he
did placed me in another untenable position. There-
fore, my first task was to determine his order of
conceptualization. While working in that direction, I
saw that don Juan himself had placed particular
emphasis on a certain area of his teachings—specifi-
cally, the uses of hallucinogenic plants. On the basis
of this realization, I revised my own scheme of cate-
gories.

Don Juan used, separately and on different occa-
sions, three hallucinogenic plants: peyote (Lopho-
pvhora williamsii), Jimson weed (Datura inoxia syn.
D. meteloides), and a mushroom (possibly Psilocybe
mexicana). Since before their contact with Euro-
peans, American Indians have known the hallucino-
genic properties of these three plants. Because of
their properties, the plants have been widely em-
ployed for pleasure, for curing, for witchcraft, and
for attaining a state of ecstasy. In the specific con-
text of his teachings, don Juan related the use of
Datura inoxia and Psilocybe mexicana to the acquisi-
tion of power, a power he called an “ally.” He related
the use of Lophophora williamsii to the acquisition
of wisdom, or the knowledge of the right way to live.

The importance of the plants was, for don Juan,
their capacity to produce stages of peculiar perception
in a human being. Thus he guided me into experienc-
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ing a sequence of these stages for the purpose of un-
folding and validating his knowledge. I have called
them “states of nonordinary reality,” meaning un-
usual reality as opposed to the ordinary reality of
everyday life. The distinction is based on the inherent
meaning of the states of nonordinary reality. In the
context of don Juan’s knowledge they were consid-
ered as real, although their reality was differentiated
from ordinary reality.

Don Juan believed the states of nonordinary reality
to be the only form of pragmatic learning and the
only means of acquiring power. He conveyed the im-
pression that other parts of his teachings were inci-
dental to the acquisition of power. This point of view
permeated don Juan’s attitude toward everything not
directly connected with the states of nonordinary
reality. Throughout my field notes there are scattered
references to the way don Juan felt. For example, in
one conversation he suggested that some objects have
a certain amount of power in themselves. Although
he himself had no respect for power objects, he said
they were frequently used as aids by lesser brujos. 1
often asked him about such objects, but he seemed
totally uninterested in discussing them. When the
topic was raised again on another occasion, however,
he reluctantly consented to talk about them.

“There are certain objects that are permeated with
power,” he said. “There are scores of such objects
which are fostered by powerful men with the aid of
friendly spirits. These objects are tools—not ordinary
tools, but tools of death. Yet they are only instru-
ments; they have no power to teach. Properly speak-
ing, they are in the realm of war objects designed for
strife; they are made to kill, to be hurled.”

“What kind of objects are they, don Juan?”

“They are not really objects; rather, they are types
of power.”
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“How can one get those types of power, don Juan?”
“That depends on the kind of object you want.”
“How many kinds are there?”

“As I have already said, there are scores of them.
Anything can be a power object.”

“Well, which are the most powerful, then?”

“The power of an object depends on its owner, on
the kind of man he is. A power object fostered by a
lesser brujo is almost a joke; on the other hand, a
strong, powerful brujo gives his strength to his tools.”

“Which power objects are most common, then?
Which ones do most brujos prefer?”

“There are no preferences. They are all power ob-
jects, all just the same.”

“Do you have any yourself, don Juan?”

He did not answer; he just looked at me and
laughed. He remained quiet for a long time, and I
thought my questions were annoying him.

“There are limitations on those types of powers,”
he went on. “But such a point is, I am sure, incom-
prehensible to you. It has taken me nearly a lifetime
to understand that, by itself, an ally can reveal all the
secrets of these lesser powers, rendering them rather
childish. I had tools like that at one time, when 1 was
very young.”

“What power objects did you have?”

“Maiz-pinto, crystals, and feathers.”

“What is maiz-pinto, don Juan?”

“It is a small kernel of corn which has a streak of
red color in its middle.”

“Is it a single kernel?”

“No. A brujo owns forty-eight kernels.”

“What do the kernels do, don Juan?”

“Each one of them can kill a man by entering into
his body.”

“How does a kernel enter into a human body?”

“It is a power object and its power consists, among
other things, in entering into the body.”
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“What does it do when it enters into the body?”
~ “It immerses itself in the body; it settles on the
chest, or on the intestines. The man becomes ill, and
unless the brujo who is tending him is stronger than
the bewitcher, he will die within three months from
the moment the kernel entered into his body.”

“Is there any way of curing him?”

“The only way is to suck the kernel out, but very
few brujos would dare to do that. A brujo may suc-
ceed in sucking the kernel out, but unless he is pow-
erful enough to repel it, it will get inside him and
will kill him instead.”

“But how does a kernel manage to enter into some-
one’s body?”

“To explain that I must tell you about corn witch-
craft, which is one of the most powerful witchcrafts
I know. The witchcraft is done by two kernels. One of
them is put inside a fresh bud of a yellow flower. The
flower is then set on a spot where it will come into
contact with the victim: the road on which he walks
every day, or any place where he is habitually present.
As soon as the victim steps on the kernel, or touches
it in any way, the witchcraft is done. The kernel im-
merses itself in the body.”

“What happens to the kernel after the man has
touched it?”

“All its power goes inside the man, and the kernel
is free. It becomes just another kernel. It may be left
at the site of the witchcraft, or it may be swept away;
it does not matter. It is better to sweep it away into
the underbrush, where a bird will eat it.”

“Can a bird eat it before the man touches it?”

“No. No bird is that stupid, I assure you. The birds
stay away from it.”

Don Juan then described a very complex procedure
by which such power kernels can be obtained.

“You must bear in mind that maiz-pinto is merely
an instrument, not an ally,” he said. “Once you make
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that distinction you will have no problem. But if you
consider such tools to be supreme, you will be a fool.”

“Are the power objects as powerful as an ally?” I
asked.

Don Juan laughed scornfully before answering. It
seemed that he was trying hard to be patient with me.

“Maiz-pinto, crystals, and feathers are mere toys in
comparison with an ally,” he said. “These power ob-
jects are necessary only when a man does not have an
ally. It is a waste of time to pursue them, especially
for you. You should be trying to get an ally; when
you succeed, you will understand what I am telling
you now. Power objects are like a game for children.”

“Don’t get me wrong, don Juan,” I protested. “I
want to have an ally, but I also want to know every-
thing I can. You yourself have said that knowledge is
power.”

“No!” he said emphatically, “Power rests on the
kind of knowledge one holds. What is the sense of
knowing things that are useless?”

In don Juan’s system of beliefs, the acquisition of
an ally meant exclusively the exploitation of the
states of nonordinary reality he produced in me
through the use of hallucinogenic plants. He believed
that by focusing on these states and omitting other
aspects of the knowledge he taught I would arrive at
a coherent view of the phenomena I had experienced.

I have therefore divided this book into two parts.
In the first part 1 present selections from my field
notes dealing with the states of nonordinary reality I
underwent during my apprenticeship. As I have ar-
ranged my notes to fit the continuity of the narrative,
they are not always in proper chronological sequence.
I never wrote my description of a state of nonordinary
reality until several days after I had experienced it,
waiting until I was able to treat it calmly and objec-
tively. My conversations with don Juan, however,
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were taken down as they occurred, immediately after
each state of nonordinary reality. My reports of these
conversations, therefore, sometimes antedate the
full description of an experience.

My field notes disclose the subjective version of
what I perceived while undergoing the experience.
That version is presented here just as I narrated it to
don Juan, who demanded a complete and faithful
recollection of every detail and a full recounting of
each experience. At the time of recording these ex-
periences, I added incidental details in an attempt
to recapture the total setting of each state of non-
ordinary reality. I wanted to describe the emotional
impact I had experienced as completely as possible.

My field notes also reveal the content of don Juan’s
system of beliefs. I have condensed long pages of
questions and answers between don Juan and myself
in order to avoid reproducing the repetitiveness of
conversation. But as I also want to reflect accurately
the overall mood of our exchanges, 1 have deleted
only dialogue that contributed nothing to my under-
standing of his way of knowledge. The information
don Juan gave me about his way of knowledge was
always sporadic, and for every spurt on his part there
were hours of probing on mine. Nevertheless, there
were innumerable occasions on which he freely ex-
pounded his knowledge.

In the second part of this book I present a struc-
tural analysis drawn exclusively from the data re-
ported in the first part. Through my analysis I seek
to support the following contentions: (1) don Juan
presented his teachings as a system of logical thought;
(2) the system made sense only if examined in the
light of its structural units; and (3) the system was
devised to guide an apprentice to a level of concep-
tualization which explained the order of the phe-
nomena he had experienced.



Part One

THE TEACHINGS






1

My notes on my first session with don Juan are dated
June 23, 1961. That was the occasion when the teach-
ings began. I had seen him several times previously
in the capacity of an observer only. At every oppor-
tunity I had asked him to teach me about peyote. He
ignored my request every time, but he never com-
pletely dismissed the subject, and I interpreted his
hesitancy as a possibility that he might be inclined
to talk about his knowledge with more coaxing.

In this particular session he made it obvious to me
that he might consider my request provided I pos-
sessed clarity of mind and purpose in reference to
what I had asked him. It was impossible for me to
fulfill such a condition, for I had asked him to teach
me about peyote only as a means of establishing a
link of communication with him. I thought his fa-
miliarity with the subject might predispose him to be
more open and willing to talk, thus allowing me an
entrance into his knowledge on the properties of
plants. He had interpreted my request literally, how-
ever, and was concerned about my purpose in wishing
to learn about peyote.

Friday, June 23, 1961
“Would you teach me about peyote, don Juan?”
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“Why would you like to undertake such learning?”

“I really would like to know about it. Is not just to
want to know a good reason?”

“No! You must search in your heart and find out
why a young man like you wants to undertake such
a task of learning.”

“Why did you learn about it yourself, don Juan?”

“Why do you ask that?”

“Maybe we both have the same reasons.”

“I doubt that. I am an Indian. We don’t have the
same paths.”

“The only reason I have is that I want to learn
about it, just to know. But I assure you, don Juan, my
intentions are not bad.”

“I believe you. I've smoked you.”

“I beg your pardon!”

“It doesn’t matter now. I know your intentions.”

“Do you mean you saw through me?”

“You could put it that way.”

“Will you teach me, then?”

“Nol”

“Is it because I'm not an Indian?”

“No. It is because you don’t know your heart. What
is important is that you know exactly why you want
to involve yourself. Learning about ‘Mescalito’ is a
most serious act. If you were an Indian your desire
alone would be sufficient. Very few Indians have such
a desire.”

Sunday, June 25, 1961

I stayed with don Juan all afterncon on Friday. I
was going to leave about 7 p.M. We were sitting on
the porch in front of his house and I decided to ask
him once more about the teaching. It was almost a
routine question and I expected him to refuse again.
I asked him if there was a way in which he could ac-
cept just my desire to learn, as if I were an Indian.
He took a long time to answer. I was compelled to
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stay because he seemed to be trying to decide some-
thing.

Finally he told me that there was a way, and pro-
ceeded to delineate a problem. He pointed out that I
was very tired sitting on the floor, and that the
proper thing to do was to find a “spot” (sitio) on the
floor where 1 could sit without fatigue. I had been
sitting with my knees up against my chest and my
arms locked around my calves. When he said I was
tired, I realized that my back ached and that I was
quite exhausted.

I waited for him to explain what he meant by a
“spot,” but he made ne overt attempt to elucidate the
point. I thought that perhaps he meant that I should
change positions, so I got up and sat closer to him.
He protested my movement and clearly emphasized
that a spot meant a place where a man could feel
naturally happy and strong. He patted the place
where he sat and said it was his own spot, adding
that he had posed a riddle I had to solve by myself
without any further deliberation.

What he had posed as a problem to be solved was
certainly a riddle. I had no idea how to begin or even
what he had in mind. Several times I asked for a clue,
or at least a hint, as to how to proceed in locating a
point where I felt happy and strong. I insisted and
argued that I had no idea what he really meant be-
cause I couldn’t conceive the problem. He suggested
I walk around the porch until I found the spot.

I got up and began to pace the floor. I felt silly and
sat down in front of him.

He became very annoyed with me and accused me
of not listening, saying that perhaps I did not want
to learn. After a while he calmed down and explained
to me that not every place was good to sit or be on,
and that within the confines of the porch there was
one spot that was unique, a spot where I could be
at my very best. It was my task to distinguish it from
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all the other places. The general pattern was that I
had to “feel” all the possible spots that were accessible
until I could determine without a doubt which was
the right one.

I argued that although the porch was not too large
(12 x 8 feet), the number of possible spots was
overwhelming, and it would take me a very long time
to check all of them, and that since he had not speci-
fied the size of the spot, the possibilities might be
infinite. My arguments were futile. He got up and
very sternly warned me that it might take me days
to figure it out, but that if I did not solve the problem,
I might as well leave because he would have nothing
to say to me. He emphasized that he knew where my
spot was, and that therefore I could not lie to him;
he said this was the only way he could accept my
desire to learn about Mescalito as a valid reason. He
added that nothing in his world was a gift, that what-
ever there was to learn had to be learned the hard
way.

He went around the house to the chaparral to uri-
nate. He returned directly into his house through the
back.

I thought the assignment to find the alleged spot
of happiness was his own way of dismissing me, but
I got up and started to pace back and forth. The
sky was clear. I could see everything on and near the
porch. I must have paced for an hour or more, but
nothing happened to reveal the location of the spot.
I got tired of walking and sat down; after a few
minutes I sat somewhere else, and then at another
place, until I had covered the whole floor in a semi-
systematic fashion. I deliberately tried to “feel” differ-
ences between places, but I lacked the criteria for
differentiation. I felt I was wasting my time, but I
stayed. My rationalization was that I had come a long
way just to see don Juan, and I really bhad nothing
else to do.
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I lay down on my back and put my hands under
my head like a pillow. Then I rolled over and lay on
my stomach for a while. I repeated this rolling pro-
cess over the entire floor. For the first time I thought
I had stumbled upon a vague criterion. I felt warmer
when I lay on my back.

I rolled again, this time in the opposite direction,
and again covered the length of the floor, lying face
down on all the places where I had lain face up
during my first rolling tour. I experienced the same
warm and cold sensations, depending on my position,
but there was no difference between spots.

Then an idea occurred to me which I thought to
be brilliant: don Juan’s spot! I sat there, and then
lay, face down at first, and later on my back, but
the place was just like all the others. I stood up. I
had had enough. I wanted to say good-bye to don
Juan, but I was embarrassed to wake him up. I looked
at my watch. It was two o'clock in the morning! I
had been rolling for six hours.

At that moment don Juan came out and went
around the house to the chaparral. He came back
and stood at the door. I felt utterly rejected, and I
wanted to say something nasty to him and leave. But
I realized that it was not his fault; that it was my
own choice to go through all that nonsense. I told
him I had failed; I had been rolling on his floor like
an idiot all night and still couldn’t make any sense
of his riddle.

He laughed and said that it did not surprise him
because I had not proceeded correctly. I had not been
using my eyes. That was true, yet I was very sure
he had said to feel the difference. I brought that
point up, but he argued that one can feel with the
eyes, when the eyes are not looking right into things.
As far as I was concerned, he said, I had no other
means to solve this problem but to use all I had—
my eyes.
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He went inside. I was certain that he had been
watching me. I thought there was no other way for
him to know that I had not been using my eyes.

I began to roll again, because that was the most
comfortable procedure. This time, however, I rested
my chin on my hands and looked at every detail..

After an interval the darkness around me changed.
When I focused on the point directly in front of me,
the whole peripheral area of my field of vision be-
came brilliantly colored with a homogeneous greenish
yellow. The effect was startling. I kept my eyes fixed
on the point in front of me and began to crawl side-
ways on my stomach, one foot at a time.

Suddenly, at a point near the middle of the floor,
I became aware of another change in hue. At a
place to my right, still in the periphery of my field of
vision, the greenish yellow became intensely purple.
I concentrated my attention on it. The purple faded
into a pale, but still brilliant, color which remained
steady for the time I kept my attention on it.

I marked the place with my jacket, and called don
Juan. He came out to the porch. T was truly excited;
I had actually seen the change in hues. He seemed
unimpressed, but told me to sit on the spot and
report to him what kind of feeling I had.

I sat down and then lay on my back. He stood by
me and asked me repeatedly how I felt; but I did
not feel anything different. For about fifteen minutes
I tried to feel or to see a difference, while don Juan
stood by me patiently. I felt disgusted. I had a
metallic taste in my mouth. Suddenly I had developed
a headache. I was about to get sick. The thought of
my nonsensical endeavors irritated me to a point of
fury. I got up.

Don Juan must have noticed my profound frustra-
tion. He did not laugh, but very seriously stated that
I had to be inflexible with myself if I wanted to
learn. Only two choices were open to me, he said:
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cither to quit and go home, in which case I would
never learn, or to solve the riddle.

He went inside again. I wanted to leave im-
mediately, but I was too tired to drive; besides,
perceiving the hues had been so startling that I was
sure it was a criterion of some sort, and perhaps
there were other changes to be detected. Anyway, it
was too late to leave. So I sat down, stretched my
legs back, and began all over again.

During this round I moved rapidly through each
place, passing don Juan’s spot, to the end of the
floor, and then turned around to cover the outer edge.
When I reached the center. I realized that another
change in coloration was taking place, again on the
edge of my field of vision. The uniform chartreuse I
was seeing all over the area turned, at one spot to
my right, into a sharp verdigris. It remained for a
moment and then abruptly metamorphosed into an-
other steady hue, different from the other one I
had detected earlier. I took off one of my shoes and
marked the point, and kept on rolling until I had
covered the floor in all possible directions. No other
change of coloration took place.

I came back to the point marked with my shoe,
and examined it. It was located five to six feet away
from the spot marked by my jacket, in a southeasterly
direction. There was a large rock next to it. I lay
down there for quite some time trying to find clues,
looking at every detail, but I did not feel anything
different.

I decided to try the other spot. I quickly pivoted on
my knees and was about to lie down on my jacket
when I felt an unusual apprehension. It was more
like a physical sensation of something actually push-
ing on my stomach. I jumped up and retreated in
one movement. The hair on my mneck pricked up.
My legs had arched slightly, my trunk was bent
forward, and my arms stuck out in front of me rigidly
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with my fingers contracted like a claw. I took notice
of my strange posture and my fright increased.

I walked back involuntarily and sat down on the
rock next to my shoe. From the rock, I slumped to the
floor. I tried to figure out what had happened to cause
me such a fright. I thought it must have been the
fatigue I was experiencing. It was nearly daytime, I
felt silly and embarrassed. Yet I had no way to ex-
plain what had frightened me, nor had I figured out
what don Juan wanted.

I decided to give it one last try. I got up and slowly
approached the place marked by my jacket, and again
I felt the same apprehension. This time I made a
strong effort to control myself. I sat down, and then
knelt in order to lie face down, but I could not lie in
spite of my will. I put my hands on the floor in front
of me. My breathing accelerated; my stomach was
upset. I had a clear sensation of panic, and fought not
to run away. I thought don Juan was perhaps watch-
ing me. Slowly I crawled back to the other spot and
propped my back against the rock. I wanted to rest
for a while to organize my thoughts, but 1 fell
asleep.

I heard don Juan talking and laughing above my
head. I woke up.

“You have found the spot.” he said.

I did not understand him at first, but he assured
me again that the place where I had fallen asleep
was the spot in question. He again asked me how I
felt lying there. I told him I really did not notice any
difference.

He asked me to compare my feelings at that mo-
ment with what I had felt while lying on the other
spot. For the first time it occurred to me that I could
not possibly explain my apprehension of the preced-
ing night. He urged me in a kind of challenging way
to sit on the other spot. For some inexplicable reason
I was actually afraid of the other place, and did not
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sit on it. He asserted that only a fool could fail to
see the difference.

I asked him if each of the two spots had a special
name. He said that the good one was called the sitio
and the bad one the enemy; he said these two places
were the key to a man’s well-being, especially for a
man who was pursuing knowledge. The sheer act of
sitting on one’s spot created superior strength; on
the other hand, the enemy weakened a man and
could even cause his death. He said I had replenished
my energy, which I had spent lavishly the night
before, by taking a nap on my spot.

He also said that the colors I had seen in associa-
tion with each specific spot had the same overall
effect either of giving strength or of curtailing it.

I asked him if there were other spots for me like
the two I had found, and how I should go about
finding them. He said that many places in the world
would be comparable to those two, and that the best
way to find them was by detecting their respective
colors.

It was not clear to me whether or not I had solved
the problem, and in fact I was not even convinced
that there had been a problem; I could not avoid feel-
ing that the whole experience was forced and arbi-
trary. I was certain that don Juan had watched me all
night and then proceeded to humor me by saying
that wherever I had fallen asleep was the place I
was locking for. Yet I failed to see a logical reason for
such an act, and when he challenged me to sit on
the other spot I could not do it. There was a strange
cleavage between my pragmatic experience of fearing
the “other spot” and my rational deliberations about
the total event.

Don Juan, on the other hand, was very sure I had
succeeded, and, acting in accordance with my success,
let me know he was going to teach me about peyote.

“You asked me to teach you about Mescalito,” he
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said. “I wanted to find out if you had enough back-
bone to meet him face to face. Mescalito is not some-
thing to make fun of. You must have command over
your resources. Now I know I can take your desire
alone as a good reason to learn.”

“You really are going to teach me about peyote?”

“I prefer to call him Mescalito. Do the same.”

“When are you going to start?”

“It is not so simple as that. You must be ready first.

“I think I am ready.”

“This is not a joke. You must wait until there is no
doubt, and then you will meet him.”

“Do I have to prepare myself?”

“No. You simply have to wait. You may give up the
whole idea after a while. You get tired easily. Last
night you were ready to quit as soon as it got difficult.
Mescalito requires a very serious intent.”

»



2

Monday, August 7, 1961

I arrived at don Juan’s house in Arizona about seven
o’clock on Friday night. Five other Indians were
sitting with him on the porch of his house. I greeted
him and sat waiting for them to say something. After
a formal silence one of the men got up, walked over
to me, and said, “Buenas noches.” I stood up and
answered, “Buenas noches.” Then all the other men
got up and came to me and we all mumbled “buenas
noches” and shook hands either by barely touching
one another’s fingertips or by holding the hand for
an instant and then dropping it quite abruptly.

We all sat down again. They seemed to be rather
shy—at a loss for words, although they all spoke
Spanish.

It must have been about half past seven when
suddenly they all got up and walked toward the back
of the house. Nobody had said a word for a long time.
Don Juan signaled me to follow and we all got inside
an old pickup truck parked there. I sat in the back
with don Juan and two younger men. There were no
cushions or benches and the metal floor was painfully
hard, especially when we left the highway and got
onto a dirt road. Don Juan whispered that we were
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going to the house of one of his friends who had seven
mescalitos for me.

I asked him, “Don’t you have any of them yourself,
don Juan?”

“I do, but I couldn’t offer them to you. You see,
someone else has to do this.”

“Can you tell me why?”

“Perhaps you are not agreeable to ‘him’ and ‘he
won’t like you, and then you will never be able to
know ‘him’ with affection, as one should; and our
friendship will be broken.”

“Why wouldn’t he like me? I have never done any-
thing to him.”

“You don’t have to do anything to be liked or dis-
liked. He either takes you, or throws you away.”

“But, if he doesn’t take me, isn’t there anything
I can do to make him like me?”

The other two men seemed to have overheard my
question and laughed.

“No! I can’t think of anything one can do,” don
Juan said.

He turned half away from me and I could not
talk to him anymore.

We must have driven for at least an hour before
we stopped in front of a small house. It was quite
dark, and after the driver had turned off the head-
lights I could make out only the vague contour of
the building,.

A young woman, a Mexican, judging by her speech
inflection, was yelling at a dog to make him stop
barking. We got out of the truck and walked into the
house. The men mumbled “Buenas noches” as they
went by her. She answered back and went on yelling
at the dog.

The room was large and was stacked up with a
multitude of objects. A dim light from a very small
electric bulb rendered the scene quite gloomy. There
were quite a few chairs with broken legs and sagging

>
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seats leaning against the walls. Three of the men sat
down on a couch, which was the largest single piece
of furniture in the room. It was very old and had
sagged down all the way to the floor; in the dim light
it seemed to be red and dirty. The rest of us sat in
chairs. We sat in silence for a long time.

One of the men suddenly got up and went into
another room. He was perhaps in his fifties, dark, tall,
and husky. He came back a2 moment later with a
coffee jar. He opened the lid and handed the jar to
me; inside there were seven odd-looking items. They
varied in size and consistency. Some of them were
almost round, others were elongated. They felt to the
touch like the pulp of walnuts, or the surface of cork.
Their brownish color made them look like hard, dry
nutshells. I handled them, rubbing their surfaces for
quite some time.

“This is to be chewed [esto se mascal,” don Juan
said in a whisper.

I had not realized that he had sat next to me until
he spoke. I looked at the other men, but no one was
looking at me; they were talking among themselves
in very low voices. This was a moment of acute in-
decision and fear. I felt almost unable to control
myself.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” I said to him. “I'll
go outside and take a walk.”

He handed me the coffee jar and I put the peyote
buttons in it. I was leaving the room when the man
who had given me the jar stood up, came to me, and
said he had a toilet bowl in the other room.

The toilet was almost against the door. Next to
it, nearly touching the toilet, was a large bed which
occupied more than half of the room., The woman
was sleeping there. I stood motionless at the door for
a while, then I came back to the room where the
other men were.

The man who owned the house spoke to me in Eng-
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lish: “Don Juan says you're from South America. Is
there any mescal there?” I told him that I had never
even heard of it.

They seemed to be interested in South America and
we talked about the Indians for a while. Then one of
the men asked me why I wanted to eat peyote. I told
him that I wanted to know what it was like. They
all laughed shyly.

Don Juan urged me softly, “Chew it, chew it
[Masca, masca].”

My hands were wet and my stomach contracted.
The jar with the peyote buttons was on the floor by
the chair. I bent over, took one at random, and put it
in my mouth. It had a stale taste. I bit it in two and
started to chew one of the pieces. I felt a strong,
pungent bitterness; in a moment my whole mouth
was numb. The bitterness increased as 1 kept on
chewing, forcing an incredible flow of saliva. My
gums and the inside of my mouth felt as if I had
eaten salty, dry meat or fish, which seems to force
one to chew more. After a while I chewed the other
piece and my mouth was so numb I couldn’t feel the
bitterness anymore. The peyote button was a bunch
of shreds, like the fibrous part of an orange or like
sugarcane, and I didn't know whether to swallow it
or spit 