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ABSTRACT 
Successive experiences of relatives of the disappeared in the last military dictatorship in 
Argentina made me pay attention, in the framework of my previous investigations, to the 
dead and their relationship with the living. When I arrived in Chile and I realized that sev-
eral neighbors where I live had intimate experiences with ghosts, I asked myself again about 
the many situations in which the dead still participate in the daily life of the living. The most 
obvious differences, between the ghosts in the case of the disappeared and the ghosts of 
Chicureo, are that in the first case the experiences are from adults and the relationship be-
tween the living and the dead are founded exclusively on the basis of violent death of their 
loved ones. In the cases of the residents of Chicureo, the children communicate with the dead 
of others, that is, losses that belong to others. The objective of this essay, along with expos-
ing my first approaches to the subject, is to find dialogue’s places with social sciences works 
that put the center of attention on the dead’s agency.
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LOS FANTASMAS DE CHICUREO: CONVIVIR CON MUERTOS EN EL BARRIO DE COLINA, SANTIAGO 
DE CHILE

RESUMEN
Sucesivas experiencias de familiares de desaparecidos en la última dictadura militar en la 
Argentina me hicieron advertir, en el marco de mis investigaciones anteriores, sobre los 
muertos y su relación con los vivos. Experiencias de vecinos de la zona de Chicureo, en 
Santiago de Chile, en íntima relación con «fantasmas», volvió a plantearme interrogantes 
sobre las diferentes situaciones en las que los fallecidos intervienen en la vida cotidiana de 
los vivos. Las diferencias más evidentes entre los fantasmas en el caso de los desaparecidos 
y los fantasmas de Chicureo son que en el primer caso se trata de experiencias de personas 
adultas y que la relación entre vivos y muertos está fundada exclusivamente a partir de la 
muerte violenta de sus seres queridos. El caso de los vecinos de Chicureo que aquí expongo 
se trata niños que se comunican con muertos ajenos, es decir, pérdidas que son de otros. El 
objetivo de este ensayo es, junto con exponer mis primeras aproximaciones a la temática, 
encontrar espacios de diálogo con trabajos que desde las ciencias sociales traten sobre las 
creencias acerca de la vida y la muerte y permitan poner el centro de atención en la agencia 
de los muertos.
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Muertos, apariciones, agencia, interacción y Chicureo (Chile).
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Introduction

When you visit the Chicureo area (Colina, Santiago de Chile) you will feel 
that the mountain is coming down on you, that the sun that cracks the 
earth also cracks your skin. That the silence at night is kinder than usual. 
That in winter, sometimes, snow falls when it shouldn’t, and other unusu-
al things happen. But, above all, as some neighbors in the area said, you 
can also find ghosts. They are not in the hills, it seems, and very few in-
habit the mountains. They stay in houses and appear in the hallway, 
through the window, or in the bathtub. It may not be in your house where 
they circulate. It may be in your neighbor’s house. But, someday, they may 
cross your doorway. The portal that takes you to that other reality, the 
one that connects the world of the living and the world of the dead. That 
portal is perhaps nothing more than the boundary between dimensions. 
I imagine the portal as a transparent layer, as resistant as skin. I wish to 
cut this layer, like cutting skin, and let all previous notions disperse, scat-
ter, get confused with each other. But it is a little difficult for me to find 
the right knife edge to cut through the layer and activate my senses. Will 
it be enough just to want to cut through it, to make that happen? I don’t 
know if it’s a question of wanting, anyway. Gifts? Multiple senses? Other 
capacities? Experiences of violent and extraordinary deaths?

Anthropology had already brought me closer to ghosts on several 
occasions. The reference to them appeared frequently in the testimonies 
of people who had suffered the loss of their relatives during the forced 
disappearance of the last military dictatorship. Extraordinary deaths, 
where the search for the body and for justice were just a part of everyday 
life. They opened that portal, the portal of death. Because death is not only 
a state, a condition, but also a place (Durham, 2002). They inhabited 
death in everyday life because their loved ones were still there, mysteri-
ously represented. They were still there, and their mutilated, buried, un-
located, missing and violated bodies seemed to mark the course of the 
dead and the living. My thesis and doctoral fellowship director had en-
couraged me to dive deeper into these dimensions that my partners men-
tioned. But at that time, in his words: “I fled”. I was running from the 
dead because I was anchored in the ontological dimensions of the living. 
As Fiona Bowie (2003) aptly put it, we anthropologists are very good at 
practicing methodological atheism, agnosticism, or empathy. I, like many 
of my colleagues, did not mind questioning the veracity of the experienc-
es that social subjects shared with me in fieldwork. Nor did I mind reflect-
ing on how my atheism, transformed into agnosticism throughout my 
professional career, made me flee from that shared reality. But arriving in 



476 THE GHOSTS OF CHICUREO

Chicureo hit me with reality again. Here, some neighbors also live with 
the dead. But they are not their dead. The ghosts are the dead of others. 
Whose dead are these dead that I should see, but I could not see? Now I 
feel able to approach the subject from another point of view. In Bowie’s 
words, “how hard will it be to be truly open to the beliefs of others and 
to enter into a way of seeing the world outside one’s own heuristic frame-
work?” (2003). It’s that I have ghosts here: on the other side of my win-
dow. It would be great to meet them just across the street. To be able to 
ask them why they are there, what has happened to their lives and their 
bodies. But there are many ways to enter. One can enter and experience, 
inhabiting death in contact with others (beings). But one can also enter 
with intentions. To enter is to welcome what happens, even if it does not 
happen to me. To enter is to give identity and to name it. To embrace it 
without reducing it. I understand that it is time to continue along the path 
that ethnographic work had once cleared for me. Because perhaps 
Anthropology is the only one that, in the words of Pablo Wright, “can 
save me from the dictatorship of my conventional habitus, allowing me 
to cross the phantasmatic deserts of otherness” (2008). Therefore, the 
objective of this article is, along with exposing my first experiences in 
fieldwork, to find spaces for dialogue that will guide me to approach the 
subject with the contributions of social science studies that deal with re-
ligious beliefs, and that will allow me to put the focus on the agency of 
the dead. I will also reflect on the way in which fieldwork, as a transfor-
mative experience, challenges my knowledge and my relative beliefs about 
life and death.

Arianna and Santiago

Arianna is an eight-year-old girl. She is tiny, and the thinness of her body 
shows something about her fragility. She is shy, sweet and quiet. Her hair 
is abundant, straight, with a long fall to her waist. Blonde, with eyes big 
but slanted at the same time. I wasn’t doing field work when I started to 
get to know Arianna in depth, I was in the kitchen of my house and so 
was she, having a snack with my daughter. I was washing the dishes when 
I started to hear stories that I couldn’t stop paying attention to. She was 
telling my daughter that she saw ghosts. That they were scary. That some-
times she couldn’t sleep. My uneasiness grew more acute as Arianna went 
on with the details. I approached her and asked her what kind of ghosts 
she was talking about. She told me that there were dead people, mostly 
people she did not know, and that is why she was afraid of them. She calls 
them spirits, ghosts, dead people, depending on the type of entity. 



477LAURA MARINA PANIZO

Sometimes she sees her “abuelito” (dead) who comes to give her security. 
As if he were an angel. She told me that besides dead people who frighten 
her, she had angels. She also told me that her grandfather used her as a 
communication channel to send messages to her grandmother (alive). Her 
mom told her she didn’t have to worry about it. That she could see ghosts 
because she was a very sweet girl and maybe she had a mission. That when 
she grew up, she could help many people communicate with loved ones. 
Arianna repeated what her mom had told her and when she stopped 
talking, my daughter angrily questioned me, “Why didn’t you ever take 
me to the cemetery to see Great Grandma Pirula?” I thought of my grand-
mother Pirula and my other deceased loved ones. My daughter, Malena, 
brought our dead into the conversation. She was claiming communication 
with her ancestors. She wanted, like Arianna, to communicate with her 
loved ones whom, she felt, I had not given a place to. Suddenly the con-
versation about ghosts and the dead ended. They moved on to something 
else. They went out into the street to play. They left the dead behind and 
took their bicycles. But the subject had stayed there between the walls of 
my kitchen. And I couldn’t let it go. I thought at once: children know how 
to get away from places and things very easily.

When night came and Pamela, Arianna’s mother, came to my house 
with another of her sons, Esteban, I couldn’t help but ask about the ghosts. 
My husband and my other son, Felipe, were also there. I told her what 
Arianna had told us and she said that her sons had this “gift”. Esteban 
talked about the ghosts he saw as well. How he was frightened by the man 
in the window and even more so by the man in the bathtub. He said he 
was trying to figure out who the man in the bathtub was. My husband 
couldn’t even utter words. Felipe was scared, and before the neighbors 
left, he asked if there were ghosts in our house too. Pamela told him no, 
and to not worry. That night Felipe was afraid to go to sleep, but the next 
day he completely forgot about it. And I was left thinking again about 
how kids can get away from places so easily. Yet the days went by, and I 
was still anchored there, in other people’s dead and also my own. Why 
had I never taken Malena to the cemetery? Why did she also want to live 
an experience like Arianna’s?

After this experience, other ghost stories began to arrive. It was like 
dropping the first piece of a path of dominoes. And as the dominoes were 
turned over, one by one, not only did new stories appear, but new ideas 
and forms of inquiry sprung up. Perhaps the dominoes represent the struc-
tures I am dropping. One of those fallen pieces was knocked down by 
Santiago.
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Santiago, unlike Arianna, is versatile and unruly. When he speaks, he 
stumbles over his words, but he doesn’t stop talking. He falls and gets up 
again and again. His eyes are restless, like his thoughts, and transparent 
like his naivety. He is cheerful, amusing, sociable, affectionate. But it was 
not like that when he lived with ghosts. When he arrived in Santiago de 
Chile from Buenos Aires, just like us, his father had already settled in, 
waiting for him and the rest of his family (his brother and mother) to 
arrive. As soon as they entered their new home, Santiago, almost four 
years old, walked back out the door, dragging a suitcase with the unskilled 
strength of a brave child. As if he had been kicked out he said with con-
viction, “This is not a house for children.” But his parents asked him to 
come back in. It was nighttime, I think. Or so I imagined as Lore, his 
mother, recounted. Santiago’s parents thought how difficult it might be 
for their children to have left their country, their neighborhood, far from 
family and friends. But time went by, and Santiago kept thinking that this 
place was not for him to live in. He not only thought of it but felt it too. 
He was dull, without energy, eternally tired. He was down when he went 
to sleep at night and in the mornings too. It was because Santiago saw 
dead people. People who lived in his house. He didn’t feel comfortable in 
his new home, but he also couldn’t connect to the reality that others con-
nected to. In school he was diagnosed with autism. His grandmother told 
him that ghosts didn’t exist, when he wanted to explain what he was 
seeing. But his mother, who had never heard of such things before, began 
to understand and attend to him. Santiago would then sometimes talk to 
her about what he saw, and sometimes not. But he could not always talk. 
The ghost threatened him. It was a presence that manifested physically 
and had been seen by other neighbors. “That man who is in your house 
scared away other tenants,” they commented to Lore. The ghost the neigh-
bors referenced was telling Santiago that bad things were going to happen 
to him. Lore listened and gave him space. She gave space to Santiago, and 
to the dead man who talked to him. Then they left that house, and she 
began researching alternative holistic therapies to understand. The autism 
went away. “What medication did you give him?” they asked at school. 
But she hadn’t been given any medication. The solution was to move and 
leave the ghosts behind. Could it be that they are stuck in a place they 
can’t get out of? Santiago today flits through life. The ghosts are no longer 
haunting him. Nobody absorbs his enchantment anymore. “I won an 
award for the best English student,” he tells me enthusiastically as we 
leave school. I think of Santiago as an amphibian. I envy his transforma-
tions, his mastery, his hyperactivity. Knowing that he was able to get out, 
I would like to ask him how. How could I get in if I don’t want to stay? 
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How do I enter?

While I was trying to enter this world, my director sent me a link to a 
video uploaded on the Youtube channel entitled: “Seeing is believing: this 
is what happened in a barracks”1 . They take the medium, unbeknownst 
to him, to an area where dramatic events took place in the past in the 
middle of the 1930s, during the Spanish Civil War. The medium begins to 
tell the story he sees, the 1930s, gunshots, bombs, and “there,” he says, 
pointing with his finger, “are the dead sitting there.” The reporters are 
surprised, and even when the medium visualizes the hands of children 
wanting to get out of a grave, they cry. All of us watching believe the dead 
are there and maybe they are where they never left. A few days after I saw 
the video, I went to Pamela’s house to ask for help with my son’s pants. 
Her “home advisor” (as they call them in Santiago, the women who help 
you in the house) tells me: “Be careful, my daughter, these lands are cursed. 
Many ugly things happen here”. “Is that why I see spirits, Mami?” asks 
Arianna. “Yes, that’s why,” she answers. I wave to her and leave the pants 
in her hands. “Thank you very much, Pame,” I told her. As I walk out of 
the house, I feel that I am leaving the ghosts behind. I also hear the dom-
inoes of my experiential path continue to fall. In Colina, where the ghosts 
I am telling you about live, the battle of Chacabuco was fought. A decisive 
battle for the independence of Chile. Could it be some of those many dead 
that keep the children awake at night? Could they be, like the dead of the 
Spanish Civil War, dead soldiers or victims of combat, violated, malnour-
ished, agonized by the battlefield? Is it this condition of violent death and 
battered body that makes them related to the dead of recent history? Is it 
because they are ancient dead without relatives to summon them, that 
they connect with “adoptive relatives”? Or is it the relatives and the in-
debted who want to connect? There I go then, entering. At least at first to 
enter the unknown with the curious hopes of illuminating it.

Ghosts, disappearances and violent deaths

Ghosts appear in the daily life of the living “[...] but not for being some-
thing long and white (as some define ghosts) [...] but for being a prodigy, 
an absurdity, like a thing as in reality there is no other” (Otto, 2007: 39). 
In the case of the disappeared of the last Argentine military dictatorship, 
and of the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile, several relatives I met felt that 
their disappeared loved ones “appeared” in different circumstances to 

1.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hRPDP1wMpzo
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communicate with them. Some of them felt that they were carrying their 
disappeared on their backs, as if they were angels. Others communicated 
to give signs and explanations, and open paths for searching, either in 
dreams or in apparitions in the waking world. And as is often the case 
with ghosts, the missing person who returns can also haunt and disrupt 
the peace. We should consider that, in these cases, violent death and the 
absence of the body hindered the usual practices of farewell and separa-
tion with the dead. Without a body, there was no possibility of a wake, of 
a burial, but neither was there any possibility of categorical reintegration 
into social life. I have called this type of approach to death “unattended 
death” because no discursive attention is paid to it by society (Panizo, 
2005). There is no legitimate understanding that gives place to the dead 
as dead and to the deceased as such, within the social structure. With this 
type of death, which Ludmila Catela has called inconclusive death (da 
Silva Catela, 1998). Since it generates new spaces and opens paths, it is 
possible that spaces of reality open up to give the unattended a place that 
they did not have before. They were neither dead nor alive, they were 
neither in the house nor in the cemetery. They were hanging around in life, 
because as they “did not die”, they could not leave either. That is why the 
exhumations and identifications of the bodies allowed not only social 
recognition, but also the ability to practice farewells and provide separa-
tion between the dead and the living (Panizo, 2005). Then, violent deaths 
with absent bodies led me to understand a type of confrontation with 
death as extraordinary. In this sense, from psychoanalysis, the relationship 
between the mourners and the ghost has often been understood through 
the idea of pathological, hindered mourning. From this perspective, the 
phantom is created by the mourners as a resource to manage death when 
mourning has been obstructed. I prefer to say that this hindered mourning 
is disruptive, it is out of place, and shakes the stability of what is known, 
it proposes ways of searching and can open new realities. The proposal is 
to think that what makes the situation extraordinary is not so much the 
need to seek resources for the management of difficult mourning, but an 
opening of reality, which can be experienced by certain senses that are 
activated in certain situations. Vast bibliographies from anthropology give 
an account of the way in which certain communities, and even the anthro-
pologists who studied them, made use of hallucinogenic drugs to establish 
direct contact with the sphere of what has been commonly called “the 
supernatural” (Castañeda, 1974; Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1975). Other anthro-
pological contributions gave us an account of how this “opening” of re-
ality is produced through dreams. These can propose a communication 
with sacred beings, including the dead, or give messages, signs, warnings 
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(Nakashima Degarrod, 1992; Wright, 2008). The work of Ludia 
Nakashima Degarrod gives us an account in this framework, of the way 
in which in the Mapuche world of Chile the spirits communicate with the 
living through dreams to inform them, among other things, about their 
own death (1992: 37). In the case of relatives of the disappeared, both in 
Argentina and Chile, I could notice certain sensitivities, activated by ex-
traordinary deaths, that leave certain gaps as traditional ideas/beliefs 
about death and life and their associated practices are hindered. These 
sensitivities allow communication with their deceased, either through ap-
paritions, different physical perceptions, or dreams. Thus, dreams, as true 
cosmological portals, allow the experience with other levels of reality 
(Wright, 2008: 242). Examples of other religious experiences, in urban 
contexts of “western” society, such as that of spiritualists, also allow us 
to understand the relationship between the living and the dead along the 
same lines: people who could perceive beings who are no longer there 
summon the dead (Gimeno, Corbetta and Savall, 2010). Gustavo Ludueña, 
who connects the experience of relatives of the disappeared during the last 
Argentine military dictatorship with the Escuela Científica Basilio, ap-
proaches spiritism from this place, focusing on a possession ritual, which 
according to the author counted with the “supposed” participation of a 
person disappeared under the dictatorship. In this sense, the author ana-
lyzes the way in which the incorporation of this spirit through a medium 
can be understood as a symbolic landmark of representation of politics 
(Ludueña, 2012).

But in the case of Chicureo, communication with ghosts does not 
reference, it seems, traumatic or extraordinary experiences that the living 
have had. Perhaps the dead do. On the other hand, the dead that appear 
in the waking world of the living (not in dreams) are generally alien dead 
and the living do not need to cross a portal or make a “journey” to access 
them. In the area where I do fieldwork, the concept of “souls in pain” or 
the verb “penar” is often used to refer to the dead, or the presence of the 
dead, who by their own initiative appear in the daily life of the living (not 
necessarily of the bereaved) so that they can resolve some situations that 
worry them and has not allowed them to conclude the passage from life 
to death:

Some spirits are not calm because they left things pending, that they did not 
resolve or they do not realize that they are dead, so they wander around your 
house, turn off the lights suddenly, or make noises (Paula, April 21, 2020)2. 

2.  Neighbor of the Chicureo neighborhood, Colina, personal interview conducted as part 
of the fieldwork.
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There are beings that died abruptly and they come back or manifest themselves 
to show that they are there and want to be present. They have not assumed 
their new status as dead, as if they do not realize it (Ayelén, March 15, 2021)3.

We see then how several ethnographies refer to the presence of the 
deceased in the daily life of the living. Works, such as that of Bárbara 
Martínez on the inhabitants of the Cajón, in Catamarca (2013 and 2014) 
and of César Bondar, on communication with the deceased children (an-
gelitos) in Corrientes (2012), or that of Jean Langdon on those of the 
Putumayo River in Colombia (1996), also refer to the way in which cer-
tain deceased communicate, relate or meet again with their relatives. The 
work of Bárbara Martínez, which gives an account of the annual and 
daily cycles in San Antonio del Cajón de Catamarca, Argentina, shows the 
different ways in which the dead intervene in the daily life of the living, 
through the rains, generating illnesses, or appearing in the town through 
vague and diffused whistles or silhouettes (2014). These dead, as in the 
cases discussed here, can also intervene in the lives of the living without 
being called. But in the case of Chicureo, what we see, instead, is that the 
dead would not have so much power in provoking changes in daily life, 
but in appearing in a visible and concrete way, to have conversations with 
the living.

In general, these topics are approached from the conviction that it is 
not the anthropologist’s function to question the veracity of beliefs, but 
to understand and explain the way in which beliefs give rise to certain 
relationships between spiritual beings and social subjects. In this way, they 
focus on the cultural framework of interpretation, or on the religious 
heterodoxies to which this type of communication between the living and 
spiritual beings gives rise. Also, as I have already mentioned, from psy-
choanalysis, the subject was treated for a long time within the framework 
of traumatic experiences or difficult mourning. Within the perspective of 
psychologist Jon Mills, for example, spiritual beings can be understood 
as “a co-creation of internal biological, psychological and cultural influ-
ences interacting with distinct external stimuli” (Hunter, 2018). 

But in the case of Arianna and Santiago, we could start not from the 
framework of family understanding, but from the experience that some-
how surprised, in the private sphere. The interpretative frameworks for 
these events, which could be subsequent to the founding events (the first 
time that Arianna, Santiago or Esteban communicated or saw ghosts) can 
be anchored in the Catholic tradition, as in the case of Pamela, or in the 

3.  Neighbor of the Chicureo neighborhood, Colina, personal interview conducted as part 
of the fieldwork.
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case of Lore, in a connection between notions proper to the Judeo-
Christian tradition, with philosophical and holistic positions on reincar-
nation. But, in all cases, the children (who can see past the veil) are either 
unaware of these interpretations, or do not internalize them at all. In this 
sense, we could ask ourselves whether we are dealing with a religiosity 
after the experience and outside of institutions, or, why not, in Wright’s 
words, “islands of numinous revelation opaque to ecclesial control” 
(2018: 2).

The theme of “permeability” in children that I have just mentioned 
is something that I have read in different articles, whether in mass media 

4 or studies of the so-called “spiritual science”, such as anthroposophy 
(Grottogini, 2004): children are closer to the spiritual and sensitive world 
than adults.

I refer, in this sense, to “permeable bodies” as bodies open to their 
environment, affected and affecting, interactive and dynamic, where inputs 
and outputs act as constant flows affected by subjectivities (Wainer, 2015: 
46). We might wonder for the purposes of this research whether the process 
of “scientific rationalization” could close the openings properly to children 
and disable other channels of perception. In fact, three years after Arianna’s 
brother made the comment to me about the ghost he saw in his bathtub, I 
heard in a conversation at home, when I was talking to Arianna, that he 
had never seen ghosts, that such things do not exist, and that his sister was 
making it all up. Her older brother also suffered from this process of sci-
entific rationalization, according to their mother.

The question then is how to deal with these specific cases where, 
unlike the other cases cited, the resident dead are generally alien dead, i.e., 
they are not, in principle, ancestors with whom a relationship was forged 
before death. On the other hand, the apparitions of dead people in every-
day life surprise children without prior summons and are fully visible to 
them. They do not have to cross any portal, nor take hallucinogenic sub-
stances to find them. In other words, I wonder how to approach an inves-
tigation in which the main agency is held by the deceased, who provoke, 
restructure, modify and determine the daily life of the living. The work of 
some anthropologists provides us with the guidelines to embark on the 
path I am proposing. In principle, Edith Turner encouraged her students 
in her classes to believe that there is a spiritual world, and that it is in the 
nature of the universe to have this whole range of communication:

[...] To endorse the experiences of spirits as truthful aspects of the lifeworld of 
the peoples we work with; that we faithfully attend to our own experiences in 

4.  See ¿Pueden ver fantasmas los niños? - CULCO BCS

https://www.culcobcs.com/cultura-entretenimiento/pueden-ver-fantasmas-los-ninos/
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order to judge their veracity; that we are not reducing the phenomena of spirits 
or other extraordinary beings to something more abstract and distant in mea-
ning; and that we accept the fact that spirits are ontologically real to those we 
study (Hunter, 2018).5

Thus, both Turner and Wright (1994), Fiona Bowie (2003), and Jack 
Hunter (2018), among other anthropologists, propose to distance oneself 
from the more traditional and hegemonic frameworks of reductionist ma-
terialism, which have dominated rational discourse on religion in favor of 
experiential phenomenological approaches that emphasize non-physical 
entities and the processes by which they become social actors (Hunter, 
2018). Thus, anthropological vices, which have “the impulse to explain 
or provide a rational explanation for the supposedly irrational beliefs of 
others, whether through sociological, psychological, or biological reduc-
tionism” (Bowie, 2003), must be abandoned.

But what about experience? Bowie ponders the anthropological di-
lemma between experience and belief (2003) and argues that while the 
study of the religion of others has a particular power to challenge one’s 
own conceptual frameworks, very rarely does one gain entry to these al-
ternative worlds. She herself acknowledges that in trying to understand 
witchcraft beliefs and practices in Cameroon, she may never share the 
experiences of her informants, nor feel their fear in the face of a witchcraft 
attack 6.. But, on the other hand, after the ethnographic experience, she 
cannot conceive morality or the relationship between mind and body in 
the same way as before. It is necessary to start, as the author argues, from 
that valuable opportunity or vulnerability that the anthropologist must 
enter new worlds, from the desire to communicate and experiment with 
the “other”. Wright also argues that “our anthropology” should be the 
how and not the why. In this way, one must “open oneself methodologi-
cally and ethnographically to people’s experience of the sacred” (2018: 3).

The point is how to initiate the process of estrangement and denatu-
ralization, not only to convert the strange into the familiar, but also what 
we have made familiar, into our own. That is what anthropology has 
called “entering the intersubjective world of our interlocutors”. From this 
perspective, communication is the basis of ethnographic work, not only 
as a context for data collection, but also as a process of construction of 
anthropological reality. In this sense, Bob Scholte argues that an anthro-
pologist must surrender to the ethnographic setting, and let things, people 

5.  In “Interview of Edith Turner”, by George Mentore. AIBR. Revista de Antropología 
Iberoamericana, 4(3), September-December, 2009: 337-356.
6.  Translated by me from English (to Spanish)



485LAURA MARINA PANIZO

and their behaviors appear and provoke new rules of perception (Wright, 
1994: 350-351). Pablo Wright calls this intersubjectivity ontological dis-
placement, since it implies moving our “being-in-the-world” to a different 
place, or remaining in it, but with a different ontological agenda (1994: 
367). Relevant in this regard are the reflections made by Jeanne Favret-
Saada, in her work on the witchcraft of the Bocage, in France (2013). 
Favret-Saada engaged in a methodological framework that had nothing 
to do with the traditional fieldwork of participant observation. This 
framework consisted of allowing herself to be “affected” by the logics of 
witchcraft functioning, where, being bewitched or unbewitched, gave rise 
to a non-verbal, unintentional and involuntary communication, which 
made her forget that she was working in the field, and to be able to “ob-
serve” within the framework of her participation. But only in that situa-
tion where she agreed to be a victim of witchcraft, the natives shared in-
formation referred to their field of study through a communication “only 
apprehensible through the transmission of an energetic charge that was 
read in the behavior and appearance of the interlocutors” (Zapata and 
Genovesi, 2013: 51). In this sense, the ontological displacement implied a 
critique of the traditional anthropological methodology, which does not 
allow, according to the ethnographer, a direct experimentation of the log-
ic of witchcraft as it is experienced by the “natives”. Thus, to “let ourselves 
be affected” by the realities experienced by our interlocutors is to “aban-
don our ethnocentric principle of orientation as the only measure of real-
ity and of the theories we elaborate” (Zapata and Genovesi, 2013: 52). 
To let oneself be affected is, paraphrasing Scholte again, to let the things 
that happen in the field enter and modify our ways of perception. A true 
ontological displacement through dimensions.

The Brazilian anthropologist José Jorge de Carvalho, in his wonder-
ful text on academic knowledge and the initiatory experience (1993) pro-
poses, along the same lines, an adequate way for us to let ourselves be 
“affected”. His work, which I leave for last, but not least, traces a line in 
the anthropological tradition framed in the search for knowledge of oth-
erness, to show us the thread, from which we must pull. In this way, the 
author makes a reflective critique of the academic tradition in which an-
thropology is inserted. This, which responded with silence for decades to 
Tylor’s warning about human capacities and potentialities, extirpated by 
rationalism (Carvalho, 1993: 77), must now take up again the contribu-
tions of those who, like Turner, proposed to face “in body and soul the 
double dimension of the empirical and the metaphysical” (Carvalho, 
1993: 82). The key is to go through the cultural symbol. To interpret it 
objectively, but confronting it with subjectivity. This, says the author, may 
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help the anthropologist to be increasingly sensitive in his observation of 
human capacities. To do this, we must return to the fact that anthropol-
ogy is one of the few disciplines that still maintains the idea of initiation 
through fieldwork, which proposes an immersion in the extraordinary 
human. But it is necessary to leave the “eternal phase of the neophyte” in 
the ritual of passage, and “to assume oneself definitively as an initiate” 
(Carvalho, 1993: 85).

Final reflections

So far in my encounters with other people’s dead, I was able to reach three 
conclusions. In the first place, my daughter Malena’s complaint about the 
way in which I kept her away from the dead made me understand that 
something so naturalized in me - “living alone among the living”- was not 
the only possible way to go through reality, even though our family has 
not been the victim of violent and extraordinary deaths. It is that, through 
my research, I had understood that the relationship with the dead was 
something extraordinary within the extraordinary death. But the field-
work in Chicureo, and Malena’s claim, made me demolish some of my 
structures and I began to think about the different possible ways of bring-
ing our dead home. 

On the other hand, I could understand why in the case of Arianna 
and Santiago, we can talk about ghosts. They are entities like saints, gods 
and angels, but unlike these (with whom we can have a connection 
through different practices), they disturb and do not give peace of mind. 
They are there because they have always been there, and they disturb us 
because we do not want them there. I am interested in addressing this 
agency for the dead as an object of study. 

Finally, I understood how to initiate the path to follow to make room 
for the agency of the dead and be affected. In the last conversation I had 
with Arianna at her house, she looked over my shoulders, as if someone 
was behind me. As I turned around, I saw the fleeting step of a figure and 
felt it too, with a shiver. But she told me that no one was there (So I 
wouldn’t be scared, I think). Then she told me that I had my guardian 
angel like she had, and he was sitting there on the couch next to me. As I 
walked out the door of her house, I was a little relieved not only because 
I had left the ghosts behind, but also because I began to think that maybe 
I had my own guardian angel. And I did nothing but smile all the way 
from Arianna’s house to my house. 

My way forward then must be, as the anthropologists cited above 
have suggested, to understand Arianna and Santiago’s beliefs and experi-
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ences, not only as real for them but as “possible” for me. And for me, that 
implies beginning to give a relevant place to emotions in the context of 
fieldwork.

I had commented that in the case of the disappeared in Argentina and 
Chile, some relatives had suffered a changing of reality driven by the need 
to open the paths for searching. In a way, we could say that the violent 
death and disappearance of the bodies produced a change in that “scien-
tific rationality” that had formed them throughout their lives. In fact, 
references to these “appearances” as situations that go against what they 
usually thought or understood about life and death are common: “They 
are non-transferable things... if you tell me, many of the perceptions that 
one has... I must tell you no, not reasonably, but you feel them, and if you 
do not tell them, you are denying them” (H., December 11, 2002, person-
al interview) 7.

Just as this relative of a disappeared detainee gave way to emotions 
and bodily perceptions for the understanding of reality, my way to enter 
should be that way. I should change my own process of scientific rational-
ity, to make my body permeable, like that of children. Michael Jackson 
says in his work on intersubjectivity and the anthropological project 
(1999) that the notion of intersubjectivity allows us to understand emo-
tions, not as spontaneous expressions of inner sensibility, but as impera-
tives of intersubjectivity. In the same work, the author gives rise to 
Merleau-Ponty’s reflections on the fact that we understand others, not 
through intellectual interpretation, but through our bodily inclusion in 
the experience and through the reciprocal recognition of intentions 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1975: 202-203). To give place then to the experience of 
the other is to give place also to the emotions and perceptions in the field-
work as a product of a joint inhabiting of a space between us and the 
ghosts. Trying to understand the shiver or extolling the gesture of my smile 
within the framework of an intersubjective inhabiting of the neighbor-
hood could be some of the first steps to put the agency of the dead in the 
first place and let myself be affected.
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