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This is one of those slightly confessional essays -- at least in part: I came to 

anthropology through Deleuze and Guattari. This might seem a strange 

admission, an unlikely course, but I began to read A Thousand Plateaus when I 

had grown weary of my training in literary and cultural studies. I needed 

something different. And so I set about tackling A Thousand Plateaus, taking 

Deleuze and Guattari at their word, and experimenting with the text. I was 

drawn to their discussions of the state and the emergence of capitalism because, 

in some strange fashion, it seemed concrete. It seemed like an idea with a basis in 

reality -- a reality I found lacking in hermeneutic literary analysis. And so I 

combed through their bibliography, assured in their claims by their recourse to 

anthropologists -- V. Gordon Childe, Pierre Clastres, and Carlos Castenada. 

Now, even in my naivety, I knew there was something wrong with citing 

Castenada for anything. At the time I didn’t know of the controversy around his 

work. What I did know is that people who read The Teachings of Don Juan were 

often the same people who read Clan of the Cave Bear and Mutant Message Down 

Under. Not, to my mind, particularly credible books. But I left this all behind as I 

pursued anthropology as a career, keeping Deleuze and Guattari close, but 

jettisoning their anthropological foundations. 

 But now I’ve come back to face this ‘problem’ at the heart of their thought: 

How could they rely upon Castenada for anything, much less anthropological 

data? The problem, when I finally returned to it, was less troubling than I 

imagined; but their use of other anthropologists might be the more egregious 
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concern. When I got around to tracking down the books they cite to think about 

the formation of the state, the emergence of capitalism, the lives of nomads, and 

so on, what I discovered was not so much a problem of circulation as one of 

one’s taste for kinds of evidence and what can be done with it. Almost all of the 

non-French anthropological texts they cite are what we would now consider 

‘popular’ or broadly ethnological -- for example, Childe’s summation What 

Happened in History and theoretical picture book Man Makes Himself; Edmund 

Carpenter’s Eskimo, an ethnological picture book of Inuit life; and, of course, 

Castenada. And this suits this claims: they want summaries of history, of 

perception, of the possibilities of becoming, not necessarily fine grained analysis. 

Where they waver from this is in their use of Gregory Bateson, James Mellaart 

and their French colleagues, among them Pierre Clastres. But their use of both 

Castenada and other anthropologists can tell us something about the purchase of 

anthropological data, both outside of the discipline, but also by anthropologists 

themselves. To reconcile how they use anthropological data, I make recourse to 

two magical concepts: evocation and invocation. It seems only appropriate, after 

all. Invocation, I suggest, has to do with the use of factiness, a reality claim, 

something based in credible, reliable observation -- however troubling we might 

find objective, empirical claims to reality. Evocation, on the other hand, has to do 

with the use of a text’s influence, its power of suggestion over and above 

whatever claims to factiness it might have. To explore this use of anthropological 

knowledge I turn to two examples: Deleuze and Guattari’s use of Castenada, and 

their use of pre-historical archaeologists. In the case of the former, they evoke the 

power of Castenada’s explorations of ‘nonordinary’ reality as a possibility for the 

reorganization of perception and being in the world. In comparison, they use 
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Mellaart’s studies of Çatal Hüyük to invoke the facts of the state, and the origins 

of capitalism. This is to suggest that their claims to the factiness of the state and 

the emergence of capitalism is based in reality claims; juxtaposed to this is their 

claims to the nature of reality and being in the world, which find -- at the very 

least -- resonance in the work of Castenada. I conclude by meditating on what 

anthropological facts are good for, and the impediments to their circulation. 

Ω 

Take, for example, what Castenada provides Deleuze and Guattari in their 

discussion of becoming. They take from don Juan, Castenada’s mentor: ‘All I can 

tell you is that we are fluid, luminous beings made of fibers’ (249). They come to 

this in their discussion of the increasing molecularization of becoming. They 

write, ‘If the experimentation with drugs has left its mark on everyone, even 

nonusers, it is because it changed the perceptive coordinates of space-time and 

introduced us to a universe of microperceptions in which becomings-molecular 

take over where becomings-animal leave off’ (248). Or, take their discussion of 

Castenada and don Juan’s lessons in their discussion of semiotics: They write: 

‘Find your own places, territorialities, deterritorializations, regime, lines of flight! 

Semiotize yourself instead of rooting around in your prefab childhood and 

Western semiology.’ And then they turn to Castenada and don Juan for support: 

‘Don Juan stated that in order to arrive at “seeing” one first had to “stop the 

world.” “Stopping the world” was indeed an appropriate rendition of certain 

states of awareness in which the reality of everyday life is altered because the 

flow of interpretation, which ordinarily runs uninterruptedly, has been stopped 

by a set of circumstances alien to the flow’ (139). Quotes within quotes aside, 
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what Deleuze and Guattari borrow from Castenada is not so much data, not 

evidence that perception, semiotics and becoming have been or are arranged 

differently, that they are ethnologically diverse. Instead, what their evocative use 

of Castenada provides them is a gesture, an index of potentials. It hardly matters 

to Deleuze and Guattari whether don Juan or Castenada’s field experience is real 

-- at one point they compare don Juan to Nietzsche’s Zarathustra (227) -- rather, 

what is important is what the text represents: a Drug assemblage (282) that 

evidences how perception might be differently conceptualized, and from that 

basis, so can desire. Should it matter that they borrow the words of don Juan, a 

fictive character for these claims? Is it any different than their use of Kleist or 

Kafka? I think so. Whereas many of the texts that Deleuze and Guattari make 

recourse to provide them with figures, with ways of thinking about the world we 

observe in our everyday lives, Castendada provides them with an ontological 

suggestion -- a way to build our worlds, based in another (maybe fictive) reality. 

I give the penultimate word on the evocative status of Castenada’s work to 

Deleuze and Guattari: ‘So much the better if the books are a syncretism rather 

than an ethnographical study, and the protocol of an experiment rather than an 

account of an initiation’ (161-162). The power of Castenada’s text for them is 

precisely in its evocation -- an evocation of evocation. A sleight of hand that 

disappears itself. What better source to think about the psychedelic, nonordinary, 

Drug assemblage that is the contemporary everyday and what it might allow us 

to become? 

Ω 
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In comparison, consider their reading of the archaeological evidence of Çatal 

Hüyük, an ancient settlement in Anatolia from 7500 BCE through 5700 BCE, now 

located in Turkey. This is the conclusion they reach: ‘Everything is not of the 

State precisely because there have been States always and everywhere’ (429, 

emphasis removed). This claims is -- to my eye -- qualitatively different than 

their use of Castenada; rather than an index of potentiality -- that we might 

become-molecular, that we might ‘stop the world’ and resemiotize ourselves -- 

Deleuze and Guattari claim the historical and contemporary presence of a 

particular social formation. That the State has always existed, contrary to 

historical claims to the contrary, and that it is through this very real formation, 

this empirical reality, that we know society at all. And they invoke archaeological 

data to support their claim. How do they reach this point, considering an 

archaeological site some 9000 years old? ‘Çatal Hüyük’ they write, ‘makes 

possible a singularly reinforced imperial paradigm: it is a stock of uncultivated 

seeds and relatively tame animals from different territories that performs, and 

makes it possible to perform . . . hybridizations and selections from which 

agriculture and small-scale animal raising occur’ (428). This, they draw from 

James Mellaart’s monographs of his excavations from the early 1960s. In a rebuke 

of evolutionism, they return to Çatal Hüyük again, arguing that it ‘would have a 

zone of influence extending two thousand miles’ (429) bringing Neolithic tribes 

and nomadic communities into relation with its State. Why base a theory of 

society on facts? Why root the State in evidence? If their ontological claims find 

power in fiction, or at least the possibility of being rooted in fiction, their 

empirical claims motivate rethinking reality from our current perspectives. That 

they base their claims of the State in historical and archaeological data might 
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spur us to think about our own uses of invocation, our own uses of facts to make 

claims to the spatiotemporal reality of those institutions that shape our everyday 

lives. Their use of invocation should trouble us, as much as their use of a fictional 

Yaqui shaman and his apprentice. And in that troubling, we might reconceive 

our empirical practices to engage more thoroughly with the reality claims of the 

invocative and the evocative nonordinariness of everyday life. 

Ω 

What are the implications of these uses of data, of nonordinary and factual 

experience and perception, for Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy? Deleuze is 

hardly what we might consider an empirical philosopher, but Guattari is 

fundamentally concerned with modes and forms of life, hence his practice of 

anti-Oedipal psychoanalysis at the Le Borde facility. Whatever their individual 

stances to the empirical, however, collectively their use of invocation for the 

evidence of other social forms is resolutely ethnological. Archaeologists provide 

proof of the origins of the state -- they evidence our material histories. But 

Castenada offers evidence of his own, evidence that may in some ways be more 

integral to Deleuze and Guattari’s project of elaborating a philosophy of 

immanence. Because Castenada is concerned with emergence, with becoming, 

with a molecular revolution of perception, he offers Deleuze and Guattari a 

particular proof of a nonordinary reality, another way of being, a mechanism for 

the unfurling of ‘lines of flight.’ Archaeologists may be wrong -- their dates 

might be suspect or their timelines corrupt -- but this hardly matters to Deleuze 

and Guattari: because historical formations are read through the lens of the 

immanent, historiography is less vital than the ontological basis of immanence, 
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of life itself and the forms that it takes. That, ultimately, is how they can claim 

that the State has always existed; it’s how archaeological data can matter to them 

at all. However much it troubles me to say it, however much it seems antithetical 

to the promotion or use of anthropological evidence by other disciplines, 

somehow the evocative powers of Castenada are more potent than the factish 

evidence provided by the data driven and the material histories they draw upon. 

But this is because the reality of the state, of capitalism, is second to the 

immanent basis of life -- always becoming, always less ordinary than our 

empirical impulses might render it. 

Ω 

From time to time I turn to the Human Relations Area Files. I look there for 

evidence of other forms of life, particularly the ways that individuals and 

societies deal with ‘the biology of everyday life’ -- those necessary everyday 

functions that make life possible. Sleeping, eating, defecating, excreting, 

reproducing, movement, growth, breathing, death and birth. I turn to these other 

societies, these other times, for facts. I want, in some naïve ethnological way, to 

find proof that -- given the same general conditions of life -- other societies have 

managed their biological being in the world in other ways. They may; they do, in 

fact. But what good are these facts? At best they can be evocative, evidence that 

life may be otherwise; at worst, they are invocative, static facts that make a 

historical claim that distracts us from human capacity in favor of some stultifying 

reality that may have never existed, and surely doesn’t any longer. Instead, if 

we’re to embrace an anthropology of immanence, which I take as the point of 

engaging with Deleuze and Guattari, anthropological data -- at its best -- is about 
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futures, ‘lines of flight,’ potentiality and capacity. This circuit of anthropological 

data utilized by philosophers and returned to us as evidence of a nonordinary, 

immanent reality, now confronted again by anthropologists, needn’t base itself in 

what is or was, but what could be, what is becoming, what is less ordinary. If 

Deleuze and Guattari have any lesson for us empiricists, it is that reality is a little 

more psychedelic than it might ordinarily seem. Whether we believe in don Juan 

or not. And I don’t. But I do, maybe foolishly, believe in Çatal Hüyük. But that 

might be a tendency I need to shake. 

 
Ω 

ABSTRACT: Among their French poststructuralist peers, Gilles Deleuze and 
Felix Guattari were the most explicit in their use of anthropological texts in their 
forwarding of their philosophical concerns. Unfettered by any disciplinary 
expectations of what counts as credible or not, Deleuze and Guattari integrated 
insights from anthropologists as diverse as V. Gordon Childe (on the origins of 
the state), Pierre Clastres (on the role of sociality and government), and Carlos 
Castenada (on metaphysics and method). In this paper, I attempt to reconcile 
these three divergent anthropological perspectives in line with Deleuze and 
Guattari’s ontological project in A Thousand Plateaus and Anti-Oedipus. In so 
doing, I attend to the literalness of Deleuze and Guattari’s use of anthropology; in 
other words, is anthropology generative for Deleuze and Guattari because of or 
despite its basis in facts? This is best emblematized in their use of Castenada’s 
engagement with shamanism and indigenous knowledge practices: discredited 
by anthropologists, Castenada’s work is nonetheless a productive lens through 
which Deleuze and Guattari approach the problem of a method for knowing 
reality. For the purpose of this conference presentation, I focus on the strange 
contributions of Castenada to Deleuze and Guattari’s methods for knowing 
society, its contours and compulsions, and the status of individuals, especially 
anthropologists and their ways of knowing the world.  
 


