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A good traveler has no fixed plans and is not intent on arriving. 

- Lao Tzu 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover Photo: A pilgrim’s shadow and the rolling hills of the Camino before coming upon the city of 

Santo Domingo de la Calzada. About 580 kilometers to walk until Santiago. 
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Introduction 
Each life is a combination of stories told and lived by. There are events and experiences 

that fill these stories with meaning and create the importance that sustains them throughout a 

lifetime. In the landscapes of northern Spain, thousands of stories have been and continue to be 

created by each pilgrim who traverses the 800 kilometers of towering mountains, picturesque 

valleys, a sun-drenched meseta, windswept plains, and undulating hills of the Camino de 

Santiago. Hardship is present throughout such a journey. For many, their first day on the Camino1 

is one of the hardest physically; the climb from an altitude of approximately 180 meters in St. 

Jean Pied de Port to Roncesvalles is a 27 kilometer trek over the Pyrenees and reaches peaks of 

over 1400 meters (Camino de Santiago, 2010). During the winter, the added snow and ice make 

it often dangerous as well. Though it is a climb fitted with trials of strength and fortitude, many 

cannot help but marvel at the majestic landscape, including the remainder of the Camino de 

Santiago, that lay sprawling ahead of them.  

Pilgrims of the Camino come to walk with their curiosities, their religion or spirituality, their 

need for answers to life's questions, their attraction to adventure, their love for Spanish food and 

wine, and even their lack of expectation. The come for the experience of walking, the break from 

it all, and the need to taste new things, to sample what is offered along the way to Santiago. They 

come from all over the world with different backgrounds to walk to same way as pilgrims of the 

past did before them. They leave tokens of their presence as they walk: names scrawled in guest 

books, encouraging verses on road signs, or small pebbles atop the Camino marker stones. Each 

of these pilgrims leaves home and walks the very same road, passes the same sites, sleeps in 

the same albergues, and eats from the same pilgrim menu offered along the route. Yet with all of 

these factors in common, the stories produced are as unique as the pilgrims who tell them. 

I came to the Camino in search of these pilgrims and their stories. I wanted to understand 

how a pilgrimage with so many shared elements could be constructed into individual and unique 

stories that have such personal meaning for each pilgrim who tells them. “Everyone walks their 

own Camino” is a phrase often echoed in reference to the pilgrimage. If this is true then how do 

pilgrims make out of such shared endeavor their own unique portrayal? More succinctly, how do 

pilgrims build their own stories about the Camino? What is the role of motives in each Camino 

story? What other factors contribute to the development of these stories? I had to listen to how 

these stories were told during different stages of their development and to the ways in which the 

Camino was described by each pilgrim. I had to look at what pilgrims did each day. I had to see 

                                                 
1 ‘Henceforth the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage may simply be referred to as 'the Camino' and reference to Santiago de 
Compostela may be simply as ‘Santiago’. 
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how they did their pilgrimage. Certainly what they did was more than simply walking. In order to 

start answering these questions it seemed that I needed to have some first-hand experience of 

how it was to be a pilgrim of the Camino. I also had to meet pilgrims in the process of their own 

pilgrimage and their own story building. Surely it was the only way; I, too, had to walk to Santiago. 

In order to contribute to the growing body of academic literature in the field of pilgrimage, I have 

focused my research on the pilgrims of the Camino de Santiago and how they create the 

narratives, or stories, of their own pilgrimages. By using an emic perspective, the development of 

pilgrim practices can be analyzed in order to understand how pilgrims' self-representatives stories 

are constructed during their progression along the Camino. By using the pilgrims' own 

constructed narratives of their experiences, I intend to contribute to a broader understanding of 

how narratives are developed in the context of travel and of the significance of the 8oo kilometer 

pilgrimage in the lives of each pilgrim respondent. 

First I will introduce the background and general concepts of pilgrimage and then stress 

the importance of using pilgrim narratives. The second section discusses the social and historical 

context of the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage in a general sense. By understanding its social and 

historical position, the academic environment surrounding the pilgrimage can then be better 

explained. By understanding how pilgrimage studies have been conducted in the past, it can be 

better rationalized why I have chosen to use certain theoretical angles. With this insight, I will 

introduce and expand upon the theoretical concepts of my research: Turner and Turner's 

liminality (1978); human mobility; travel as art; social navigation; reflexivity and pilgrim methods; 

and self-understanding. My research methodology and operationalization will be explained within 

the use of the theoretical framework. Three analytical chapters follow which take an in-depth look 

at the data gathered while in the field. With the help of the theoretical frame, the data will be 

interpreted and conclusions can later be drawn. 

Pilgrimage 
Prior to the 1970's, pilgrimage was simply assumed by the academic community to be a 

religious endeavor embarked upon by pious pilgrims in religious contexts. Yet with the rise of 

global tourism, pilgrimage sites and pilgrims began to be recognized in different forms. The 

recognition of pilgrimage sites is no longer limited to only strictly religious centers, and can 

include secular sites such as battlefields (Hyde & Harman: 2011), sporting events, or even the 

graves of political figures (Dubisch: 2012). This expansion in meaning demonstrates how 

“malleable” pilgrimage can be as it “...has a great capacity to endure through the upheavals and 

shifts of cultural change” (Morinis, 1992: 122). Though the 1970's brought about a broadening 

scope of what defines pilgrimage, there is continuity in what appeared within these expanding 

definitions of what is considered pilgrimage such as its voluntary nature and its distinct difference 
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from daily life (Dubisch: 2012). The Camino has also been subject to similar cultural shifts, which 

will be discussed in the upcoming chapter, as it is a pilgrimage route no longer walked solely by 

the religious. The use of the broader, more inclusive scale of pilgrimage is the most effect form in 

which to discuss pilgrimage in this research.  

Pilgrims 
As the perception of pilgrimage has seen change, likewise has the consideration of what 

defines a pilgrim. Different academic views propose varying definitions and categories of these 

travelers. Such proposed categories can include religious pilgrim, religious tourist, tourist, etc., 

and they have a tendency to be formed into a type of continuum (Smith, 1992: 3-4). Scholars tend 

to differentiate these groups using variables such as motivation (Collins-Kreiner, 2010: 442). 

Rather than focusing on how to categorize which travelers as pilgrims and which as tourists, I 

would again rather use a more inclusive approach in identifying my research subjects. 

In order to understand how I will determine a pilgrim of the Camino, one must first take 

into account the history of tourism and that “the origins of tourism are rooted in pilgrimage” 

(Collins-Kreiner 2010: 444), hence the common infrastructure and interrelated history of each 

(Smith, 1992; Collins-Kreiner, 2010). Overlap between each category is inevitable. Referring to 

Christian pilgrimage, which has its origin in the second century, pilgrimage was often times an 

undertaking for those wealthy enough to travel to remote shrines and sites. However, these 

wealthy did not travel alone but brought many followers, servants, clergy, etc. Additionally, it was 

not impossible for those of more modest means to go on pilgrimages as such journeys “were 

passports to a wondrous hereafter and potential escape from famine, pestilence, war, and fear of 

death...” (Smith, 1992: 7). With the rise of scientific reasoning, social sanctions allowed travel for 

the pursuit of truth and knowledge outside of religion. With time came the increasing pursuit of 

leisure travel. The infrastructure built up around traditional pilgrims then extended hospitality to all 

travelers; pilgrim houses became inns for all travelers and so on (Smith, 1992: 6-13)2. 

Looking to the root of the word pilgrim provides further insight as to why these terms 

overlap. Pilgrim comes from the Latin peregrines, which offers a broad definition that includes 

“foreigner, wanderer, exile, and traveler, as well as newcomer and stranger” (Smith, 1992; 

Collins-Kreiner, 2010). Presently, the recognition of the connection between pilgrimage and 

tourism is practical and constructive considering the increasing changes that have occurred and 

are likely to continue evolving within the studies of each (Badone and Roseman, 2004: 2). By 

using such links, I will move my research away from potentially polarizing arguments of 

categorization and the like. While in certain circumstance there may be more differences than 

                                                 
2 A much more detailed account of the related history of pilgrimage and tourism can be found in Smith's (1992) article The 
Quest in Guest (see References for further details). 
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similarities between pilgrims and tourists, on the Camino however, these groups tend to overlap. 

By recognizing pilgrims in a broader sense, in the sense of its root, I consider those who are 

drawn to walk or have already walked the Camino as subjects in my research.  
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Background: Social and Historical Context 
The section provides historical background on the Camino de Santiago and explains how 

it has been adapted to suit its social surroundings.  

 

The Camino de Santiago, or the "Way of St. James", is a pilgrimage route that spans the 

northern landscape of Spain from east to west. The pilgrimage is over 1000 years old and leads 

to the city of Santiago de Compostela in Galicia where it is claimed that the relics of St. James 

rest. The pilgrimage has been active since its inception and continues to draw pilgrims to walk 

nearly 800 kilometers across northern Spain on its most popular route (Pilgrims' Office, 2012). 

Throughout the 19th century, the pilgrimage route did not garner too much attention as a site of 

its own. The relics of St. James in Santiago de Compostela, however, received most of the 

attention from the religious devout of Galicia and the surrounding area. During the 20th century, 

the Camino de Santiago finally saw a large scale revival. With the rise of the Spanish dictator 

Francisco Franco, St. James was proclaimed the patron saint of Spain to encourage nationalism 

and so, recognition and preservation of the pilgrimage route was taken more seriously. Pack 

identifies three emphatic changes in the culture surrounding the Camino: “from...relic to...route, 

from moral reconquest to evangelical mission, and from nationalism to internationalism” (2010: 

338). With these developments, the years following World World II saw especially high 

participation of international actors on the Camino and continues to do so. Thus the pilgrimage 

evolved its significance from being a geographically and culturally limited area to that of a more 

far-reaching entity which came to stand for “a changing international order and...an abstract 

symbol of universal humanist ideals...” (Pack, 2010: 338). With its rising international status, the 

old town of Santiago de Compostela was designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1985 

(UNESCO World Heritage, 2009); the Camino de Santiago was designated as the “First 

European Cultural Itinerary” in 1988 (Pack, 2010: 337); and the city of Santiago de Compostela 

as a European capital of culture in 2000 (Gonzalez and Medina, 2010: 449). 
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Theoretical Framework 
This section will cover the theories and concepts central to my research. By linking these topics in 

a logical way and then explaining each in depth, this chapter will prepare the reader for a better 

understanding of the later data analysis chapters. 

  

In order to form a working theoretical framework for my research, I explored a broad 

selection of theories and concepts and then narrowed in order to best fit my focus. In the end, I 

settled on the below theories and concepts. The patterns surfacing from my data collection were 

often reminiscent of the feelings of transition or separateness that are associated with liminality 

and its qualities, and so, the realm of narrative construction can be better understood using this 

theory. While liminality contributes to the overall setting, human mobility offers a different lens 

from which to view this pilgrimage. Mobility emphasizes those aspects of the pilgrimage that 

contribute to understanding the ways in which pilgrims operate and the choices they make in 

constructing narratives. Within the lens of human mobility is the idea that pilgrimage can be 

viewed as art. From this viewpoint purpose is addressed, strategy is further emphasized, and 

agency is suggested. The concept of social navigation also points to agency as well as the 

uncertainties of the winter pilgrimage. Further showcased are the methods and forms of 

expressive narrative construction highlighting reflexivity as a practice that contributes to self-

understanding. 

Liminality, Time, and Space 
Turner's (1969) theory of liminality3 contributes to the theme for my research into the 

Camino de Santiago. It reinforces the recognized separate temporal dimension associated with 

being on the Camino. Specifically, liminality refers to a period of being in between the state of 

departure to the site and arrival back to the home life in the context of pilgrimage (Turner, 1969). 

Turner and Turner (1978) relate pilgrimage to a rite-of-passage in that it is a point between stages 

in one's life during which transformation can occur (249). With this suggestion, it also recognizes 

that pilgrims may have something to gain from their pilgrimage.  

As I am not expressly suggesting that liminality is in fact a component of the Camino. I 

use the theory as a reference for the elements that are presented in the Camino narratives. The 

main example lies within time and space. 

                                                 
3 Often times the concepts of communitas is referenced in conjunction with liminality. As a means to narrow my focus and 
to maintain continuity in my research, I chose not to delve into this topic. 
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Time and space are both prominent factors within the pilgrimage, and the referencing of 

these components by pilgrims can be an allusion to liminality. The reason that they are so 

significant is that they “are not ordinary time and space” (Dubisch, 1995: 35). The separated 

space of the Camino is that which is used “for a productive wastefulness conducive to self-

becoming” (Egan, 2010: 108). It is the space in which pilgrims seek self expression and distance 

from daily pressures. The time on the Camino is also distinct from that of ordinary life. It is time 

that is slowed and that carries a certain “rhythm” (Slavin, 2003: 8). The time spent on the Camino 

is often also a viable time to be taken away from work and home life (Cazaux, 2011: 359), and is 

then given a different type of value and prominence in the lives of its participants.  

Pilgrimage as Mobility 
While many scholars reference Tuner's liminality (Cazaux, 2011; Dubisch, 1995; Egan, 

2010; Lois-Gonzalez, 2013; Slavin, 2003), there has been debate about the modern definition of 

pilgrimage (as opposed to tourism) within the scholarship on pilgrimage studies. Stemming from 

this argument is how to consider those partaking in pilgrimage as either pilgrims or tourists (or 

some variation) and a search for definitive categories of each. While the pilgrim-tourist debate 

often focuses on why one walks, which can be a polarizing approach, different outcomes can 

come from a focus rather on how one walks (Frey in Badone and Roseman, 2004: 89-90). 

Additionally, a strict focus on motivations or other categorizing elements can potentially limit 

research in this case. Due to the fact that the Camino does not “fall neatly into the categories of 

pilgrimage...or of tourism” (Frey in Badone and Roseman, 2004: 90), the application of an 

approach that considers elements such as motivation but is not based on these elements in their 

categorizing use is more productive in the context of this research. 

I would prefer then to focus on pilgrimage through the lens of the post-modern 

scholarship of human mobility as do Adler and Frey (1994; 2004). Human mobility concerns the 

movement of all who travel including but not limited to those who seek “refuge...students, 

consultants, volunteers, tourists, labour, or return migrants” (Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013: 183-

184). It includes all travel regardless of method or purpose and each, including pilgrimage, is 

considered in this analytical lens (Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013: 184). It also “questions and 

functions to maintain sociocultural beliefs and practices” (Frey in Badone & Roseman, 2004: 89). 

Moving from the pilgrim-tourist argument towards a lens of human mobility can better reveal and 

articulate how the actors of pilgrimage use methods and processes within their own pilgrimage 

experience to contribute to an individual narrative construction. Seen simply as types of mobility, 

both pilgrimage and tourism can equally be considered as “expressive, stylized, and analyzable 

types of meaningful human action” (Frey in Badone and Roseman, 2004: 89). Focus is drawn to 

actions rather than motives. Pilgrims' motivations are “often vague[,]...varied[,] and sometimes 
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ambivalent” (Slavin, 2003: 1,4), and so they also often change (Slavin, 2003; Smith, 1992) 

throughout the month long journey of the Camino as one goes through different stages and 

experiences. The results of such actions rather form the structuring of experience.  

Travel as Art 
To build on human mobility, I also find it beneficial to consider travel as art. Sociologist 

Judith Adler considers travel as more than simply an activity but instead as art which implies 

much more consideration of how one acts. Travel, and in this case, pilgrimage is composed of 

elements that are carefully selected and incorporated into one's pilgrimage and those elements 

contribute to how the end product is reproduced. To consider pilgrimage, a form of travel, as a 

performance of art is to recognize the unique characteristics of each pilgrimage as an act that 

cannot be exactly duplicated in terms of those methods and processes pilgrims utilize. By 

understanding travel as an art form, it can be differentiated from other types of movement, so 

“that travel performances lacking obvious elements of imaginative innovation, or those in which 

the performer exercises little more than the choice of purchase, do not merit the theoretical 

consideration recommended here” (Adler, 1989: 1369). Those who act in a thoughtful and 

engaged execution of the Camino pilgrimage, for example, are then considered as actors in this 

particular form of travel art.  

Adler also suggests that unique interactions with others while traveling provide material 

for creating deeper meanings (1989:1383), while I would also suggest that practices in self-

discovery lead to the creation of deeper meanings as well. Adler further attests that with the 

greater the unfamiliarity one has with the travel context, there is an increased likelihood of 

profound experiences (Adler, 1989:1383). The combination of unique interactions and practices 

of self-discovery within an unfamiliar context thus primes pilgrims to produce for themselves more 

meaningful travel and can contribute to an understanding of one's self and one's place in the 

world (Adler, 1989: 1368). These kinds of pilgrimages can then be recognized as art in terms of 

“[t]ravel undertaken and executed with a primary concern for the meanings discovered, created, 

and communicated as persons move through geographical space in stylistically specified ways” 

(Adler, 1989: 1368). 

When considered as art, the focus on the pilgrimage shifts to the ways in which a pilgrim 

actualizes his or her own pilgrimage and the methods used to get from the starting point all the 

way to Santiago. As Frey (2004) points out, instead of focusing on the reasons why one walks 

(though certainly telling), the primary focus can instead be on how one walks (91). From this 

viewpoint, the different methods and processes embedded with meaning and employed by 

pilgrims can be given attention. As each pilgrimage is specific to each pilgrim, so are the 

outcomes of their own methodological applications. 
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Navigating the Pilgrimage 
The concept of social navigation (Vigh, 2009) can aid in further understanding of 

pilgrimage methods and practices within the pilgrimage. It reinforces the suggestion of agency 

and highlights “how people move and manage within situations of social flux and change” (Vigh, 

2009: 420). It also incorporates goals and imagined futures. Social navigation implies that each 

actor must maneuver within social situations but also that these situations, including the 

environment itself, are in constant motion (Vigh, 2009: 425-426). Consider that each pilgrim walks 

at his or her own pace reaching different distances each day, and so, it is very likely that each 

night is spent with a slightly different group of pilgrims for example. It is also rare that a pilgrim 

would spend more than one night in the same place. Specifically during the winter Camino, which 

means harsh weather conditions, uncertainties about the availability of facilities is an additional 

concern. Pilgrims must then adapt and find strategies to cope with these changing situations and 

settings. By navigating their pilgrimage, consistent assessments are made regarding one's 

situation. These assessments relate to how one operates from day to day and attempts to form a 

degree of personal security in which to process the unfamiliarity of the Camino pilgrim 

experience. 

Methods of Pilgrims 
Pilgrims must also develop ways in which to “re-establish continuity” (Edensor, 2000: 84) 

in order to work towards their goals. In more recent years, the Camino has become much more 

structured in part due to formal recognition, more organization, and increased funding (Pack, 

2010: 362). Yet there remains uncertainties and unexpected obstacles associated with traversing 

such expanses by one's own means. While the albergues tend to have similar policies and 

expectations of their visitors, they can operate quite differently and facilities and comfort vary. In 

the majority of cases, the path is clearly marked along the way so pilgrims need not focus so 

much on geographical navigation. Though it is not unheard of for a pilgrim to get lost. Focus can 

then be placed on developing daily routines and individual walking methods and on navigating 

social situations. The integration into the “rhythmic repetition” (Peelen & Jansen, 2007: 85) of 

pilgrim life is part of this development and further paves the way for creating a sense of personal 

security. 

Certain components are especially helpful as part of pilgrims' methods. Openness, a 

willingness towards change, and a willingness to take on the obstacles that lie ahead are aspects 

that aid pilgrims in their goal making and contribute to the feeling of credibility of their own 

pilgrimage. Pilgrims also actively look for guidance on the Camino, whether it be religious, 

spiritual, or simply as a result of being on the Camino. In this way, pilgrims make contributions to 

their pilgrimage. Initially, their inner workings can be unknown to themselves but as their journey 
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progresses, these components are tested. Whether or not they are recognized and how they 

function is up to each pilgrim.  

Reflexivity among Pilgrims 
Reflexivity can be defined as “dispositions and techniques which promote inner reflection” 

(Edensor, 2000: 86). Within the sphere of liminality and on the pilgrimage, this type of personal 

reflection is practiced (Dubisch, 2012; Slavin, 2003) as a method of bringing about the changes or 

personal discoveries associated with the rite-of-passage. Slavin's (2003) account of Camino 

pilgrims reveals that pilgrims concentrate and focus regularly on the inner journey aspect of the 

pilgrimage which subsequently arises from the act of walking (5-7).  

Edensor (2000) argues that within an urban context and thus within the limits of urban 

life, the human body is not in a state to be reflexive, or as reflexive, as within the context of freely 

walking in the countryside (85)4. He further suggests the idea that with the freedom of walking, 

the mind is also in a greater state of freedom to be more reflexive and is conducive to 

“philosophical and intellectual thinking or aesthetic contemplation, states of mind that are believed 

to be difficult to achieve in an urban context” (2000: 86). The stresses of modern, urban life tend 

to restrict the senses while the life on the Camino broadens the limits for the senses. A slower 

pace means more opportunity for consciousness and “human, physical, geographic[, and] 

emotional” contacts (Frey, 2004: 95). This freedom granted from a heightened ability for reflexivity 

is also part of the prerequisites for discoveries and change upon such a journey. The actor in 

these cases is also a facilitator of change and personal transformation on his or her part (Morgan, 

2010: 249). After all, pilgrims of the Camino do make a choice to reject modern forms of 

transportation and to complete the pilgrimage by their own means. They choose to walk the way 

to Santiago and to be subject to all the risks and rewards that this action entails. 

Furthermore, drawing on the fact that pilgrims are outside of their familiar environment, 

Giddens (1991) concedes that this transitional stage evokes stress that “threatens existential 

security and demands the exploration and reconstruction of the self” (cited in Brown, 2009: 509). 

In Brown's article about students on international sojourn, similar points are brought to light that 

can also be applied to traveling, reflexive pilgrims. In her study, the increase in self efficacy and 

personal strength resulted from the stressful, unfamiliar situations that arise away from the 

familiarity of home (Brown, 2009: 509).  

                                                 
4 While the Camino Frances does pass through some of Spain's major cities, the vast majority is walking through the 
country between these major cities. 
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Self-understanding 
Self-understanding refers to “one's sense of who one is, of one's social location, and of 

how (given the first two) one is prepared to act” (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000: 17). In order to tell 

a story of pilgrimage, there is first a need to understand one's own position at the start and then 

the steps towards reaching a goal. The practice of reflexivity represents a need for self-

understanding along the journey. Understood as a performance of art, the methods that pilgrims 

choose to employ also help to contribute to self-understanding.  

As part of the being on the Camino and away from the familiar, the consequential 

“disorientation...is a particularly powerful vehicle” for the process of personal transformation 

(Morgan, 2010: 252) and self-understanding . As previously mentioned, a liminal experience can 

be considered a rite of passage and in being such, implies that change can happen in between 

the before and after stages of pilgrimage. It can be viewed in the model developed by Arnold van 

Gennep: “separation → transition → incorporation or reaggregation” (Bowie, 2006 in Morgan, 

2010: 252). While many pilgrims anticipate or even hope for a change in self, the constant 

practice of self-understanding through reflexivity, comparison-making, and other methods 

contributes to this process. Echoing such ideas in the research model by Killick, it is found that 

students who go abroad to unfamiliar places inevitably interact with "others" and from these 

interactions their "unexamined established forms and figures in [their] lifeworld" were challenged 

(2011: 283). By being among the unfamiliar, one's understanding of oneself and one's 

surroundings can be shaped and reshaped. It is likely that many pilgrims seek some sort of 

change in oneself and are willing to "risk venturing among such difference, despite the 

insecurities such openness brings" (Killick 2011: 283). 

As pilgrims constantly redefine their own understandings of themselves and the effect of 

the journey, they in effect ‘rewrite’ their own narratives. With time, narratives become streamlined 

as minor details are lost from memory. However, this rewriting can potentially reflect new ways in 

which the pilgrimage affects each pilgrim, and these new perspectives can be exposed each time 

their narrative is verbally conveyed to others.  
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Operationalization 
The operationalizations, based on the theories, that were employed in the field research will be 

expressed in this section. 

Liminality 
With reference to Turner and Turner's liminality (1978), operationalization can be seen 

through how the Camino is perceived in narratives as an unfamiliar context or somehow different 

from what is perceived as familiar or within the bounds of everyday life. 

Human Mobility and Travel as Art 
The operationalizations of mobility and travel as art simply stress viewing each pilgrim's 

journey as a unique act with significance and thought behind its rendering. Mobility was 

operationalized by observing the ways in which subjects choose to move. A focus was on 

methods and strategies developed by pilgrims, which also related to social navigating. With the 

consideration of pilgrimage as art, operationalization was also seen through the different ways in 

which pilgrims operated on a daily basis. Attention was given to the ways in which one walked 

and the time spent after arrival at each destination. Comparing observed actions to verbal 

renderings was also practiced. 

Social Navigation 
Social navigation was operationalized through the use of the collected verbal accounts. It 

was also observed through how the pilgrims acted among each other and within unfamiliar 

situations. It was seen through relationships, interactions, or personal ties to other pilgrims. It was 

also observed through the perceptions of those they considered to be outsiders or those 

unfamiliar with the Camino.  

Methods and Reflexivity 
The methods and reflexivity developed by pilgrims can be operationalized through 

observations of pilgrim performance with special attention paid to difficult or unexpected 

situations. They can also be communicated within pilgrim narratives, such as through the 

relevance or significance pilgrims gave to others or specific situations. 

Self-understanding 
Self-understanding can be operationalized the way one perceives oneself as a pilgrim on 

the Camino within each narrative. Self-understanding can also be revealed through how one sees 

oneself in relation to others and sees oneself in the context of the pilgrimage. 
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Methodology 
In this section, I will introduce my research scene and then discuss the practical applications of 

the methodology that I employed during my field research period. These methods are 

ethnographic in nature and included accessing my research subjects, interviewing strategies, 

participant observation techniques, and language skills. 

 

Image 1: A typical marker along the Camino and stones left by a pilgrim on the way to Logroño. 

 

Research Scene 
The Camino de Santiago pilgrimage route has no determined starting point; it is different 

for every pilgrim. Many have said that “the way to Santiago begins at your own door,” which can 

be true for some (Erik, 2013). In my case though, the pilgrimage and field research began in the 

city of Pamplona, approximately 720 kilometers from Santiago de Compostela (see Figure 1). I 

walked through four autonomous regions (Navarre, La Rioja, Castile y León and Galicia) with 

distinct cultural customs and even variance among the language. Even at walking pace, the 
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transition from one region to another was recognizable through regional flags, road signs, and 

certain 'loud' graffiti. While walking through these regions, I only encountered a mere fraction of 

the number of pilgrims that were on the Camino Frances. In 2012, 192, 448 pilgrims arrived in 

Santiago (Statistics, 2012), and during the last holy year in 2010 there were considerably more 

pilgrims on the route, numbering in at 272,135 pilgrims (Statistics, 2010). These number reflect a 

growing trend in the popularity of the pilgrimage route (Dubisch, 1995: 34).  

 

 

Figure 1: Map of the Camino de Santiago highlighting the Camino Frances (Wordpress, 2013). 

 

While most pilgrims travel in the more fair weather months of spring and summer, I was 

able to encounter approximately 143 pilgrims on my way to Santiago in the months of January, 

February, and early March. This number only reflects the number of pilgrims that I myself saw at 

the albergues or on the Camino itself. Of this number, I established close ties with twenty 

pilgrims. Of those twenty, I formally interviewed fourteen, and I had informal interviews with six 

others in which I gathered similar information. Upon returning from the Camino, I later interviewed 

seven former pilgrims. The total number of pilgrims from whom I gathered detailed data in the 

form of some type of interview was twenty-seven (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Statistics of research informants from personal data collection 

Age Gender Occupation Motivation 
(overlapping) 

18-25: 10 Female: 10 Student: 5 Religious/Spiritual: 8 

26-35: 5 Male: 17 Unemployed: 4 Cultural: 8 

36-45: 4 Retired: 7 Sport: 4 

46-55: 3 Employed: 11 Soul Searching: 10 

56-65: 4 

66 and over: 1 

 

  

Total: 27 

 

Access 
The majority of my research subjects were accessed during my walk on the Camino 

Frances, the most popular route of the Camino de Santiago. While the months of the research 

period were a slight disadvantage for encountering a large number of pilgrims as it was not the 

most desirable or practical time of the year for many to walk the pilgrimage, I was able to meet a 

suitable amount of pilgrims in order to conduct research. Though I anticipated that I would not 

encounter as many pilgrims as if I were to have researched during the summer months, I believe 

my method of walking as a pilgrim was key to meeting my pilgrim subjects. Also I believe that the 

personal exchanges while walking especially produced useful insights of these pilgrims (Slavin, 

2003; Peelen & Jansen, 2007).  

Foremost, the albergues proved to be place of pilgrim congregation. I was given unofficial 

permission to stay more than one night at the albergues in the major cities along the way. During 

busier months, permission to stay more than one night is only granted if a pilgrim is sick or hurt 

and would need a short period for recovery. I was able to stay one or two extra nights due to 

factors such as excess space, extra funding (as a paying pilgrim), research needs, and my own 

need to recover physically (knee pain). This method of staying more than one night allowed me to 

diversify my subject pool. In the morning after my first night, I would bid farewell to the pilgrims 

that I had already interviewed, and later in the evening I would hope to meet new pilgrim subjects. 

I found this method to be mostly successful, especially in the larger cities where pilgrim paths 

converged. 

Because I was traveling at the same speed as most walking pilgrims, I only encountered 

five cycling pilgrims at the albergues. I had hoped that the albergues would be a place to 

encounter these pilgrims, but as I discovered, many cyclists stayed only in the biggest cities and 

towns and rarely stopped in between. I had underestimated the speed by which these cyclists 
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traveled. Because the cyclists traveled much faster than I was able to walk, I only had brief 

interactions with them at the albergues and only once on the Camino itself. 

In addition to my contacts from my own Camino, I had established contact with pilgrims 

through the Dutch Society of St. Jacob and through a personal contact in Hungary all of whom I 

interviewed after having completed the Camino myself.  

Participant Observation 
I performed participant observation in my dual role as pilgrim/researcher. As I was 

participating in the same physical act of pilgrimage as my research subjects, I was able to relate 

to them and they could in turn relate to me as well. As an American, I found that I was reasonable 

able to integrate into the increasingly international environment of the pilgrimage (Sime, 2009: 4), 

and so on most occasions I was not viewed as an outsider visually and was treated like any other 

pilgrim on the Way. Through conversations while walking, both casual and intimate, I heard about 

each pilgrim's journey from their own point of view. In this way, I was better able to understand 

their own reasons for embarking on such a journey. 

Furthermore, with the application of the concept of self-understanding, pilgrim agency is 

suggested. Pilgrims of the Camino are then their own agents navigating the social sphere of the 

Camino. As Vigh (2009) suggests, not only do actors move through a social space but the social 

space itself is subject to movement as well. With this in mind, I observed with the understanding 

that not only do pilgrims have to navigate their social space, but that the social space itself can 

change and affect the actions of pilgrims. Examples of this type of navigation were witnessed in 

the weather changes or when an albergue or store was closed unexpectedly.  

Thus, my field site presented situations in which pilgrims needed make decisions about 

which path, both figurative and literal, to take. Vigh (2009) proposes that through “the complex of 

actions and interpretations that enable one to act in the here and now, [one] gain[s] an idea of the 

possible routes and courses that emerge from the present and direct one's movement 

expediently toward possible futures” (425-426). With this understanding of pilgrims' choice 

making in a fluid social environment, I was better prepared to analyze the decisions of my 

research subjects. 

Field Notes 
The majority of field notes were recorded at the end of a long day's walk once I was in 

the temporary comfort of an albergue. Initially, I had the impression that I could take notes 

throughout my day during resting breaks. I had not realized that the cold temperatures and 

occasional bad weather were drivers for keeping the breaks short and to keep moving until 

reaching the shelter of the albergue for the night. Not only are my words in the field notes. On 
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some occasions, the pilgrims I met wanted to write something down for me and so I offered my 

notebook. I collected language lessons, suggestions for places to visit, food suggestions, 

addresses, and names. I preferred to allow them to write things in their own words rather than 

writing something down myself. In the end, I found these additions to my field notes to visually 

stand out again my own handwriting and to add a certain personal touch to the scientific writing. 

Besides the albergues, the main point of pilgrim convergence was the Praza Do 

Obradoiro, the square outside of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela and the official ending 

point of the Camino de Santiago. I took notes here of pilgrims' movements in the square, their 

reactions to finally arriving at the end destination, and the actions of others (tourists, school 

children, police officers, venders) in the square. I used two simple notebooks as my note 

recording device for these observations as it was rather impractical to carry much else. In addition 

to written words, I utilized my digital camera to record visual data in the field. My camera helped 

to add visual details to my field research account. 

Interviews 
While in Spain, I conducted all of my formal interviews while walking along side of my 

research subjects on the Camino. Interviews were conducted in English for the most part. Some 

of my participant did not speak English fluently and so my knowledge of Spanish and of some 

French was helpful in these few situations. Occasionally, those informants for whom English was 

not their native tongue would not be able to think of a word in English. In these cases, I would 

suggest a word in English based on the information given. With only one interview did I need a 

translator for translating French to English. My formal interviews were conducted with the use of a 

hand held recording device, and the informal open-ended interviews occurred at various times but 

mostly while walking or dining. I simply took notes in my notebook after open-ended interviews. 

I had initially expected to meet many of my research subjects on the Camino rather than 

the albergues, but I was still able to walk with each of them and develop a common bond. These 

established relationship made it easier to have quality interviews (Bal & Brandt, 2012) without 

much pressure felt on either side. With my method of interviewing, I was able to understand my 

subjects and their experiences in their own words and from their own perspective, being my 

intention. By observing their behavior and pilgrimage tactics, I could compare to what they told 

me and also fill in any gaps, such as things they brought but may have forgotten to mention.  

My methods for interviewing had to evolve though. My first interview was unplanned and 

more of a conversation with a Spanish woman who spoke broken English. Combined with my 

intermediate Spanish, most of the conversation was understood, though some details certainly 

were lost. I did not use my voice recorder then but later I used it for every formal interview. My 

first recorded interview I now see as a 'test-drive'. I was nervous and so were my subjects and 
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they simply answered my questions instead of telling me their story. I conducted it the first thing in 

the morning as we were walking from the albergue at around eight in the morning. My plan was to 

walk with them for the duration of the interview and then walk back to the albergue. These two 

tactics, I realized, were not ideal after all. After this interview though, I felt better about the general 

progress of my fieldwork and felt more confident of my ability to conduct these types of 

interviews. 

So later, focusing on interview tactics, I developed a better feel for when to ask someone 

for an interview. There were some pilgrims that I was able to interview the first day of meeting 

them. Others, I had to walk with for a few days before establishing a comfortable enough 

relationship to be in the position to ask. This method seemed to work better, not only for 

conducting interviews, but also for getting more of a story-telling rather than a question and 

answer session. Also I never again conducted an interview the first thing in the morning. As part 

of my pre-interview briefing, which I also added to my methods, I explained that I preferred 

walking for an hour or two in the morning before starting an interview, preferable after a coffee 

break, to settle into the walking, to get some oxygen to the brain, and blood pumping in the veins. 

My subjects not only seemed to understand, but welcomed my method as well. While briefing my 

subjects, I told them that I just wanted to have a 'conversation' with them and welcomed 

questions from them as well. I told them the types of questions I was going to ask to give them 

some time for reflection beforehand and waited until they were ready to begin. My de-briefing was 

usually a more detailed description of my research, how I would use their interview, and the 

assurance that their interview would be kept confidential. Applying these tactics helped my 

subjects feel more at ease during the interview. I also never again walked with my subjects only 

for the duration of the interview. I soon realized that not only did it make the interview feel rushed, 

but was also not very polite or personal since there was a possibility that I would not see them 

again. Another tactic that I abandoned somewhere along the Camino was my hesitation to ask 

directly why pilgrims were walking. I had the notion in my head to not ask directly what I wanted 

to know, that I had to get to my answer without the subject realizing what they had told me. I 

realized though, that my research subjects typically did not have anything to hide; there were not 

any negative consequences for revealing their motives and they would not be in danger for telling 

me this information. Many times they were happy to share or welcomed the opportunity to think 

out loud about their reason for being on the Camino. 

I also had expected to have much more time to sit down and talk with my research 

subjects. As I immersed myself in the Camino culture, however, I realized that this was an 

unlikely possibility due to the fatigue pilgrims suffer at the end of a walking day and the winter 

cold driving most people to be in bed early (as the heat is also switched off early in the evening). 



25 

And so my intention of conducting a group interview, much how I envisioned Hesp's account of 

journal reading circles to be (2011:18), dissolved. 

In the time after I left Spain, I interviewed former pilgrims who I had met through the 

Dutch Society of St. Jacob in Amsterdam and Zwolle and through a personal contact in Hungary. 

I interviewed these contacts in cafes or in their own homes with a hand held recording device. 

Since these interviews were in a fixed location, I used photographs (specifically postcards) and 

maps of the Camino, and I brought my scallop shell that I had tied to my bag while walking in 

hopes of stirring memories of their own journey. I also used my notes as readily available prompts 

during these interviews in case I had forgotten to ask something. 

Ethics 
Concerning ethics, I will refer to the 1979 Belmont Report from the US Department of 

Health and Human Services. The Belmont Report identifies three topics of consideration for 

researchers: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (1979). The Belmont Report's principle 

of “justice requires that individuals and groups be treated fairly and equitably in terms of bearing 

the burdens and receiving the benefits of research” (1979). As I had anticipated, the burdens of 

my research were minimal if any and were not undertaken on a large-scale by a group but by the 

individuals whom I interviewed or observed. Concerning research benefits, I intend to make my 

findings accessible to my subjects through academic research outlets. I believe that any burden I 

might have imposed to be minimal at most. In the context of my research, the same processes 

were applied to the Belmont Report's principle of beneficence, which can be summarized in two 

main points: “do not harm, [and] maximize possible benefits and minimize possible harms” 

(1979).  

The most applicable principle from the Belmont Report concerns respect for persons in 

that “individuals should be treated as autonomous agents, [and] persons with diminished 

autonomy [(ie. prisoners, children, mentally ill, etc.)] are entitled to additional protections” (1979). I 

have understood my research subjects to be autonomous individuals and have and will continue 

to respect their rights and opinions as such. I did not anticipate that I would encounter any 

persons with diminished autonomy. However, I did encounter one subject with diminished 

autonomy and only conducted field observations of this subject who will remain anonymous. As 

part of my research techniques in general, I always received informed consent from my research 

participants before and periodically while conducting interviews. There was a slight chance that I 

would encounter children in the immediate presence of their parents or guardians, but in my case 

I did not. Additionally, I have maintained contact with those research participants interested in 

being updated on my research progress, and I intend to give them access to my research results. 

I consider this open contact to also provide a means to abdicate participation in the case that a 
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research subject no longer wishes to share his or her information. For those that did not show 

interest in following my research progress, I informed them about my research intentions in the 

interview debriefing. 
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Chapter 1: Getting Away 
In this section, I will use the data that I have collected about motivations for walking the Camino 

which should be considered in relation to narrative construction. Included here are the further 

expectations of the Camino and reflections of it as well. The purpose of this section is also to 

present the overall purpose(s) for the pilgrimages and to give representation to my research 

subjects. 

 

Image 2: An example of indicators marking the Camino in Pamplona and the surrounding towns. 

 

“The moment I finally got my pilgrim passport, the document that officially recognized me 

as a pilgrim of the Camino de Santiago, is when I felt for the first time like a pilgrim. Even though I 

had not even left Pamplona, I was moving towards Santiago de Compostela. I was nervous about 

my Spanish skills but was determined to use them in order to improve my speaking. I worried 

about whether I was physically capable of getting to the next town, some 24 kilometers away. The 
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rain was persistent and my preparation for bad weather only included an umbrella and a light rain 

cover for my bag. I even wrote down the bus schedule, just in case. 

The walking was for the next day though. I was staying in the city that night for a better 

opportunity to meet other pilgrims. While waiting for the albergue to open, I walked the historic 

city center to pass the time. Outfitted in hiking clothes and boots and carrying my backpack 

through streets of busy Spaniards, I felt like the only pilgrim in Pamplona. At around ten in the 

morning, I probably was. I had put some thought in to what my daily routine would be and startled 

by how cold it was in this part of Spain, I had to consider how to dry my clothes after I washed 

them every few days. Then I had a frightful realization. I immediately began to scan the streets for 

a hairdresser. My hair was far too long to dry in any reasonable amount of time on its own, and 

there are certainly no hairdryers on the Camino. Before I left the city, I needed a hair cut suited 

for a peregina… 

…Since it had been raining throughout the day my analogy was probably not best suited, 

but in my journal I described feeling like a fish out of water. I kept getting turned around on the 

Spanish cobblestone streets and felt aware of my rustic appearance in the city. Occasionally I 

saw the signs for the Camino and at one point I decided to follow them. Every turn there was 

some sort of indication: a blue sign with a pilgrim and an arrow, a spray-painted yellow arrow, the 

scallop shell, and various types of other unofficial Camino graffiti. My confidence in self-

navigating was restored for the moment. The way to Santiago was pretty clear I thought. I then 

planned to go to the tourist information office for a respite from the rain and to see if it offered any 

information for my research. Pulling out my map, I still had to figure out how to get there from 

where I stood, somewhere on the Camino.” 

                                                                                     -Adapted from Field Notes 16 January 2013 

Setting 
To borrow a term from Turner and Turner (1978), a sense of liminality is felt during one's 

time on the Camino, and that is the sense of being in between departure and arrival. The Camino 

is an environment that is clearly separate from any pilgrim's home life, and this sense of liminality 

is reinforced by oneself and one's surroundings. It is a distinct setting that has its own culture and 

norms, of which these must be carefully navigated in order to meet the expectations of pilgrim 

behavior. While in this distinctive setting, many pilgrims came to conclusions about themselves, 

the Camino, and life in general. A large proportion of those that I encountered were in search of 

something that would enrich their lives and so walked with this general purpose in mind. In a way, 

these pilgrims believed that they had something to gain before returning to their home life. 
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Introducing the Pilgrims 
My research informants were all at one time or another pilgrims of the Camino de 

Santiago. I encountered the majority of my subjects while walking along the Camino Frances, but 

I additionally had contacted former pilgrims through active confraternities of St. James and other 

personal connections. My subjects all happened to be from developed areas such as European 

countries (the Netherlands, France, Spain, Germany, Hungary, Austria), the United States, 

Canada, and South Korea. Due to the time of year I walked and the more extreme temperatures, 

from January and into March, many of my subjects who I encountered in the field were under the 

age of fifty. Many were college-aged, especially those from South Korea as I found out it was 

winter holidays for these Korean students. As the vast majority of my subjects used their holiday 

time (either from work or school) to travel to Spain, they mentioned that the Camino was in part a 

kind of holiday but certainly not comparable to a beach or skiing holiday. 

For the vast majority of my informants it was their first time on the Camino, which meant 

that they were having very new experiences. Greta, a German woman in her thirties, had walked 

part of the Camino before, but at the time I interviewed her she was walking a different segment 

and was spending significantly more time walking. Helena from the Netherlands had three very 

different Caminos: one cycling from the Netherlands, another on the Via de La Plata route, and 

the third on the Camino Frances but starting from Santiago de Compostela. Laura from Spain had 

walked the Camino in stages as her free time could allow. Though she had walked some parts 

already, she said that it was very different than the other times of the year that she had walked. 

Finally, Gilbert, in his late fifties, walked all the way from northwest France in stages. Thus I 

would consider all of my informants to have had encounters with the unfamiliar during their 

pilgrimages and so gained a “sense of distance from normality” (Morgan, 2010: 253). Even those 

Spanish pilgrims with whom I spoke were subject to unfamiliar encounters. Spain's autonomous 

regions vary in their language and dialects, food, and customs, and so by walking through 

different regions one certainly encounters unfamiliarity at some level. The albergues are subject 

to the municipal standards of each region and so are operated in slightly different manners. For 

example in the municipal albergues of Galicia, beds were assigned by number, all the albergues 

opened at one in the afternoon, and with the exception of one, the kitchens were modern but 

poorly stocked. 

Motivations 
In the narratives that I heard, the unique qualities of a winter pilgrimage across the 

varying terrain of northern Spain was conveyed. Awe for the vast landscapes, appreciation for 

(and sometimes frustration by) the time spent walking alone, development of personal reflections, 

achievement of personal goals, shaping of daily routines, and methods for dealing with 
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challenges were presented to me. Each pilgrim gave a unique account of their traveling, yet 

among similar conditions, similarities arose.  

General motivations tended to stem from a need for personal time and reflection, as 

Peelen also observed during research among Camino pilgrims (Peelen & Jansen, 2007 :82). This 

time spent apart from familiar surroundings was sought as a means for soul searching. It was 

also used to seek broader perspectives about personal situations in life such a within 

relationships or within a career path. Religious motivations were also present, ranging from those 

who were devoutly Catholic to those simply seeking a closer relationship with God. The religious 

were listening and looking for signs of God's presence along the Way. One pilgrim, Lily from 

France, even concedes God as the reason she was called to the Camino in the first place. She 

explains that she was initially going to refuse the invitation to walk until God spoke to her.  

Along the early stages of the Camino, the young pilgrims that I met expressed their 

expected outcomes for their months long journey. The resurfacing question mainly among these 

pilgrim youths was “What do I do next?” in the context of college graduation, finding a job, and/or 

settling down to start a family life. They consistently mentioned concern about their futures and 

the pressures of social expectations, especially relating to work and family life. This data fits the 

pattern of pilgrims seeking some sort of answer or revelation while on their pilgrimage. The 

pattern was seen in both religious and secular pilgrims. 

The religious and the soul searchers of these early stages tended to have hopes of 

learning something about themselves or for their veiled futures to somehow be revealed, at least 

in part. For them, the purpose of the Camino was as a break from their own lives, to reflect on 

their next stage in life. For many, the Camino came at a stage in their lives that was decisive: 

after or right before college graduation, after quitting or losing a job, during trouble in a 

relationship, etc. They could not picture the physical road ahead or how they would overcome the 

hurdles that lay in their way, much in the same way that they could not picture the next step in 

their lives. While expectations varied, many claimed that the physical aspect of the Camino was 

not as hard as they had anticipated though physical hardships certainly presented themselves. 

Other popular motivations included a desire to “disconnect” or to be away from routine life 

and the pressures that it entails (Marco, 2013). In the vast majority of cases, this disconnect is 

only what modern life can allow. No one that I met walked completely without communicating with 

anyone back home, which is not too startling considering the plethora of available options from 

cell phones to tablets to internet cafes. As internet is available along the way and with modern 

technology and resources, it is possible to be connected along the Camino. However, many 

expressed a desire to be separated from their home life and did make a conscious effort to do so 
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for example, by bringing an 'emergency only' cell phone or only using what technology is offered 

along the way. 

The general enjoyment for the natural scenery, history, architecture, and culture was part 

of the reason to walk the Camino. Some pilgrims walked in part for the challenge or enjoyment of 

walking as exercise. They sought to accomplish health goals or to overcome a physical challenge 

set for themselves (which indeed could have been a mental challenge as well). While the relative 

financial ease played a minor role in attracting some pilgrims to the Camino, only one pilgrim, 

Laura, admitted to only being a 'pilgrim on paper' for the purpose of utilizing cheap 

accommodation. While she describes the Camino as a cheap holiday, she also spoke of the 

uniqueness of the place and her love for walking there; she kept coming back because it was 

“addicting”. 

Space 
As part of this need for this much sought after distance away from these life decisions, 

pilgrims created from the Camino a space outside of their everyday lives, a disconnected 

pilgrimage space. To varying degrees, technology was rejected as one way to bring about this 

goal. There was much appreciation for the physical space, the landscapes, and the associated 

feelings of “freedom” (Alek, 2013) from both the “quotidian routine and physical confinement“ 

(Edensor, 2000: 83) that tends to dominate modern life. On the Camino, pilgrims found the space 

to lay out their own issues before them and to confront them without the persistent pressures of 

daily life. 

Often in conjunction with wanting to be distant from the pressures surrounding life and 

decision making was the need for space in order to get a better perspective on their situation. 

Distance was also a motive for those pilgrims that were not necessarily searching for clarity about 

major life decisions; they simply sought quietude in this point in their lives. Carter, a Canadian 

man, reflected on his stressful job and about how “...its not easy to stay relaxed back in what I call 

the real world, the other life, life outside the Camino,” echoing Edensor's argument of the 

difficulties of being reflexive within an urban context.  

There was obvious recognition of the Camino as a world away from home life, and so, 

another pilgrim described the Camino as “if [she] were on another planet” (Elena, 2013). This 

separate space, though physically large in scale, can also magnify social situations and 

relationships. Tensions between pilgrims can arise, strong bonds can form, word-of-mouth is 

common, and even rumors can spread. The Camino operates like a “network and it [news] just 

travels” (Helena, 2013). One example lies within the story of five pilgrims who lost their way 

crossing the snow-covered mountains into Spain. They spent the night in a bare shelter and were 

eventually rescued (“Cinco Coreanos Perdidos,” 2013). Many of the pilgrims with whom I spoke 
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had heard of the recent news, the details of the event, and even repercussions of the it, despite 

their inability to either watch or understand Spanish television, on which the story was broadcast. 

Time 
Additionally, time is experienced differently while walking the pilgrimage. While speaking 

with Luc, a young French pilgrim about his journey of the Camino and beyond, he expressed from 

a rather comprehensive perspective how easy it was for him to dedicate the time from his home 

life claiming, “[i]t's not really that much. In the life, six months, it’s nothing”. In addition, the attitude 

of taking the Camino day-by-day was prevalent during this time for my informants, much like the 

findings of Slavin during his Camino research in the mid and late 90's. Because “[a] rural walk 

[such as the Camino] is more peaceable, with sensations felt at a slower rhythm” (Edensor, 2000: 

87), the ease of pace helps to reinforce this “temporal order....a slowing of time, a sequencing of 

things as opposed to the fast juggling common in everyday life” (Slavin, 2009: 6). As an extension 

of this relaxed atmosphere, few planned the days beyond the arrival at their starting point, aside 

from knowing when they should get to Santiago for the purpose of traveling home or beyond the 

Camino. For those with a more open-ended agenda, scheduling was of lesser importance, only to 

the point of knowing which albergue would be open for the next night's stay. 

Conclusions 
From this chapter, it can be postulated that motivations (religious, secular, spiritual, etc.) 

for pilgrimage can be vast but contain similar elements which consistently arise within narrative 

telling. These elements relate mostly to the need for time and space apart from the daily routine, 

and in turn, for those that seek it, that is what the winter Camino offers: a liminal experience. 

Pilgrims also recognize the opportunity for something to gain during this time spent apart. 
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Chapter 2: Breaking Down the Journey 
In this section, pilgrims' processes for walking the Camino and methods for narrative construction 

will be discussed with attention paid to reflexivity and comparison-making in particular. 

  

When you are moving towards an objective...it is very important to pay 

attention to the road. It is the road the teaches us the best way to get there, and 

the road enriches us as we walk its length...And it is the same thing when you 

have an objective in your life. It will turn out better or worse depending on the 

route you choose to reach it and the way you negotiate that route (36). 

                                             -Excerpt from The Pilgrimage by Paulo Coelho (1992) 

  

Reflexivity and Walking Methods 
Turner and Turner (1978) have compared pilgrimage to a rite of passage in their 

explanations of its liminal quality and so fits the description made by pilgrims of what they expect 

from their time on the Camino. As a rite of passage, the Camino pilgrimage encourages personal 

reflexivity among pilgrims as it is a time for transformation or progression from one stage in life to 

another (Dubisch, 2012; Slavin, 2003). Thus the journey has a dual meaning as both an outer, 

physical experience and an inner experience as well (Dubisch, 2012). Of those with whom I 

spoke, many realized that their own actions on the Camino would be the factors that affect the 

outcome of their journeying, of potential personal transformation. As there was a general 

understanding that the Camino itself could not provide answers, pilgrims thus invoked different 

methods to elicit reflexivity.  

Reflexivity practices can be described as those “dispositions and techniques which 

promote inner reflection” (Edensor, 2000: 86) such as, for example, solitary walking. Emphasis 

was placed on walking in solitude by some of my informants as a means for this self-reflection. As 

Greta explained explained to me, “Its just different if you are with people. Its really different...You 

have to change your mind”. Here Greta is not referring to changing one's mind as in the case of 

decision-making; what she means is that one's mental processes function differently in social 

settings than when in solitude. 

During this winter pilgrimage, many times solitary walking was inevitable. During these 

times of self-reflective solitude pilgrims prayed, sang, and voiced their thoughts. Elena from 

Malaga listened to headphones for the first hour or so every morning in order to get into the feel 
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of walking for the day. Carter also found inspiration from music, specifically citing the song 

'Hallelujah' by the Canadian Tenors. Often times pilgrims left stones, sticks, or written messages 

for the pilgrims that followed. These various practices can actually be interpreted as different 

ways of performing in the art of travel, of performing the pilgrimage (Adler, 1989). Other 

“stylistically specified” (Adler, 1989: 1368) methods that were cultivated were openness, a 

willingness towards change, and a willingness to take on the obstacles that lie ahead. Thus the 

pilgrim in the unfamiliar Camino context is primed for transformation, but it is “a consequence of 

the readiness of the individual concerned” that defines if or to what extend this transformation can 

occur (Morgan, 2010: 253). And so the ability for a pilgrim to be transformed during this liminal 

stage rests mostly on the openness and willingness of the individual. For many of the young 

pilgrims, this openness was amply demonstrated, especially with active concern for the 

“incorporation or reaggregation” stage of their journey or in other words, returning home (Bowie, 

2006 in Morgan, 2010: 252). As mentioned above, these pilgrims realized that it was in part up to 

themselves the extent to which they would evoke change. This change referred to a change in 

lifestyle, changes in spirituality or religiosity, and even changes of their worldviews. As an 

example, when asked if there was a religious motivation to her walking, Samantha, a young 

pilgrim from the U.S. replied: 

 

Well, you know what, there is. Yes, there is an aspect...I have nothing 

but time. I can be open. Like open to maybe a different type of relationship with 

God, if that. I’m open to it. I have so much time and I do, I pray sometimes when 

I'm walking. 

                                                                    Samantha, 3 February 2013, Interview 

 

Demonstrating not only a spiritual or religious openness, this pilgrim also shows how she has 

developed a walking practice, unstructured prayer, corresponding to her goals. A similar practice 

came from Scott, a Catholic pilgrim who brought a list of people he cared about and each day he 

dedicated a rosary to one of them. Scott sought to incorporate religious meaning into his 

pilgrimage.  

Another major aspect of taking on a pilgrimage across northern Spain is the reality of the 

obstacles one must face on a daily basis. These can reveal themselves in different forms be them 

physical, mental, or on a spiritual or religious level. An account from one of Carter's more difficult 

struggles on the Camino reveals the mindset that he cultivated in order to overcome these daily 

obstacles: 
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...So when we hit that mud section it was about 37 kilometers we'd already 

walked. And I knew it [the destination] was close because I knew the distance we 

had to go still. But to come across that mud that was so heavy and sticky and 

building up with every step, made every step a fight. You know, your boots were 

sticking in...Your walking sticks were getting heavier by the stride. So that was 

sort of my turning point, my tipping point where I took it as the additional 

challenge that walking 40 kilometers that day wasn't enough, that I was capable 

of more. So I was given a bigger challenge and it was my choice to graciously 

accept the challenge and rise to it....And once I made that first decision, that I 

would rise up to every challenge on every different level, then it made the whole 

trip more rewarding. 

                                                                 -Carter, 14 February 2013, Interview 

 

Carter demonstrates how he developed an effective approach for overcoming the hardships 

that he faced on the Camino. His willingness towards taking on the challenges ahead helped 

to define his pilgrimage experience and his verbal recounting of the struggle helped to 

solidify for him a deeper meaning and significance of the event. 

Constructing Narratives 
Constructing a personal narrative requires the practice of reflexivity. When anthropologist 

Sean Slavin did research on the Camino, he also came across reflexivity and critical thinking 

amongst the pilgrims with whom he walked (2003:5). While walking with these pilgrims, he 

encountered surfacing ideas and “themes” that were exposed throughout this reflexive process 

(Slavin, 2003:6). Using the practice of reflexivity, pilgrims' motivations are shaped and constantly 

reshaped throughout the journey (Slavin, 2003: 4), thus altering their narratives. Pilgrims use 

these alterations and the subsequent reformed motivations and realizations to continue walking 

when confronted with difficulties on the road, as seen in the above quote. They also use these 

motivations and realizations to give meaning to the challenges they face and, in the end, to 

warrant their own pilgrimage. 

Thus everyday, pilgrim narratives were slowly, but continuously being shaped and 

reformed by experiences on the Camino. These alterations of narratives are also caused by the 

need for pilgrims to constantly navigate their social space (Vigh, 2009). This is space outside of 

one's control and so adaptability is key. As a pilgrim learns the environment of the Camino, he or 

she may need to reassess how to react to certain situations. One example comes from Samantha 

who ventured on her own to Spain. She explained to me about an encounter with an older 

Spanish man. Initially, she had suspicious thoughts, questioning his kindness and mistaking it for 
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flirtation. As Samantha better acclimated and observed her social surroundings, her perception of 

this man changed. She found him to be genuinely kind, friendly, and caring not only towards her 

but towards the other pilgrims with whom she walked. Another example comes from Helena 

whose intention it was to walk in solitude on her pilgrimage. Though she was able to do a lot of 

solitary walking, at one point she crossed paths with two Austrian women who were having 

trouble keeping up with the leaders of their group. They were tired and, in need of a slower pace, 

they asked to join her. In her account, she realizes, “I was kind of a mother [to them]...but it was 

good for me...I thought, oh yes, that's part of me too...It surprised me”. Though it was an 

unplanned role for her to take on, Helena adapted to it and found something good in it for her as 

well. Both of these accounts reflect the need for pilgrims to adapt in the environment of the 

Camino and in doing so, altering the outcome of their narratives. With these alterations come new 

perceptions used to bring deeper meaning and purpose to their pilgrimages.  

Making Comparisons and Making sense 
Traveling and living in an unfamiliar environment while going through such physical 

hardship begs the need for understanding the reason for doing so. With so much time for 

reflexive thought processes, many pilgrims used the tools available to them to seek further 

meanings of their own pilgrimage. A frequent method among pilgrims for making sense of their 

pilgrimage was comparison-making. In order for pilgrims to better understand themselves and 

their surroundings, the targets for comparison were typically the other pilgrims that were 

encountered along the way. Comparisons were also made for the purpose of understanding the 

Camino and for understanding its unique stage in each pilgrim's life. 

One of the first and most obvious grounds for comparison was that of nationality among 

the pilgrims. Many times the descriptors relating to country of origin were used to address the 

people in these narratives. As there are so many people that one can encounter, in explanations 

to others, the use of nationality was a simple and quick means of identification and reference. 

Furthermore, this simplifying method was used as a way to streamline each narrative into a more 

comprehensive telling of a months long account. Yet these constant references to nationalities 

also indicate that the pilgrims recognized the Camino's characteristic draw of an international 

following and that it is part of what creates such a unique feel to the pilgrimage. As Helena put it, 

“half of the world is walking, that's what I like” (2013). 

When I spoke with Scott after departing from Logroño, he mentioned an elderly Korean 

couple, referred to as the Elders, that he met along the Camino: 

 

...every night they go out and buy [ingredients] and cook real Korean 

food. They're really doing it right from what I can tell...They may not speak 
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Spanish but they seem like they're really enjoying themselves and doing it the 

right way....they're not like us. [Ian] and I, we didn't really start out the right way... 

Neither of us are that great of cooks….we weren't quite as prepared.... 

                                                                          -Scott, 25 January 2013, Interview 

 

In his description, he compares his walking methods to that of the Elders and expresses 

admiration for their ability to find routine and comfort in, what was for Scott, an uprooted and 

foreign experience. With this comparison, he reflects on the ways in which he felt that he had not 

performed to his idea of what a pilgrim should be in terms of self-sufficiency and preparedness. 

Pilgrims not only looked to other people for comparison-making but also made 

comparisons about the Camino in general, in order to better understand its function and meaning 

in their lives. The comparisons of a physical journey to that of the metaphorical journey of life is 

not an uncommon occurrence, neither in the narratives that I collected nor in travel narratives in 

general (Adler, 1989: 1375). In this case, pilgrims discovered their own insights about the Camino 

and life: 

 

Well, we learned that even on the [C]amino it still is a rat race like in 

regular society. A lot of pilgrims try to get to [Santiago de Compostela] too fast, 

walk too much, and get injuries. Why not walk in a slower pace, enjoy more and 

live a pilgrim life? The answer is: lack of money. So no differences from real life. 

Money buys you privileges...Remarkably and sadly; on a spiritual journey it is 

money that buys you the necessary time that you need to make it a spiritual 

journey. 

                                           -Ingrid & Piet, 3 April 2013, Personal Correspondence 

 

In addition to comparing the Camino to life, some of these winter pilgrims reflected about 

how it would be to walk a summer pilgrimage. They had read about it or heard stories from other 

pilgrims. They often mentioned the extreme temperatures of the Spanish summer, likely as a way 

to rationalize walking through snow and freezing rain and sleeping in often cold albergues on the 

winter Camino. With his typical sense of humor, Scott made the comparison to rationalize his 

decision to walk in the winter: 

 

I can't even imagine what it would be like if there were fifty people in an 

albergue.... and the heat, I'd much rather walk in the cold...[When you walk,] you 
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generate heat so its like.. in the summer, what do you do? Eventually, even if 

you're running naked it would still be hot!” 

                                                                          -Scott, 25 January 2013, Interview 

 

While he seems to be focusing on the 'comforts' a winter pilgrimage can offer, what Scott reveals 

is the meaning of a winter Camino to him. By choosing a winter Camino, he values solitude to a 

certain extend and the more intimate setting that results from fewer pilgrims being present at the 

albergues. While often times the time of year to walk the Camino is based on factors other than 

simply choice, it becomes accepted into one's narrative and is recognized as a contribution to an 

experience that cannot be duplicated. With her experience on the Camino and living in Spain 

Greta observed, 

 

Many people, they do the Camino various times of their life. And so 

every time, [a] different time of the year, so its a different experience. [Its the] 

same way but its always changing, depending [on] what kind of people you 

meet,..where you sleep, how  the hostel is, if it rains, if the wine is [available]...” 

                                                                            -Greta, 24 March 2013, Interview 

 

Greta recognizes the factors that contribute to each undertaking of the Camino as a non-

repeatable enterprise specific to each pilgrim.  

Conclusions 
From this data set, one can conclude that each pilgrimage is unique and not able to be 

duplicated. In being so, each pilgrimage undertaking is characterized by practices and methods 

developed by each pilgrim in part based on their motivations. Those methods are in turn applied 

to the construction of each pilgrim narrative.  
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Chapter 3: Building an Experience to Remember 
In this section, I will discuss how pilgrims contribute to the outcomes of their pilgrimage 

and how it is reflected in their shared narratives. As a shorter section, it covers certain details that 

could not be covered in previous chapters. 

  

When you travel, you experience, in a very practical way, the act of 

rebirth. You confront completely new situations, the day passes more slowly, and 

on most journeys you don't even understand the language the people 

speak....You begin to attach much more importance to the things around you 

because your survival depends upon them. You begin to be more accessible to 

others because they may be able to help you in difficult situations. And you 

accept any small favor from the gods with great delight, as if it were an episode 

you would remember for the rest of your life (32). 

                                           -Excerpt from The Pilgrimage by Paulo Coelho (1992) 

 

Self-instrumentation 
From each pilgrim comes varying practices of pilgrimage but they are all rooted from a 

personal source within each pilgrim. In reflecting upon his pilgrimage Bas, a retiree from the 

Netherlands, observed that the direction, ideas, and thoughts pilgrims seek “are already there 

and they assure it's what has been growing already”. He finds it hard to believe that the Camino 

'creates' these ideas. “Its not real,” he says, as he reiterates that the “things you find out are 

things which are already existent in your head and the walking day in and day out makes it easier 

perhaps to assemble the right parts”. His reflection reaffirms that the pilgrimage experiences are 

created by each pilgrim. They may surface as a result of walking or encountering different 

variables along the way, but their origins lie within each pilgrim. Carter also considers that “if you 

come with any of that [expectations], you're already in the frame of mind that you're drawn to 

that,” that one is seeking answers from a situation that could potentially provide them. 

Pilgrims can create meaning from situations simply by having a need for meaning in their 

pilgrimage as a way to legitimize their efforts. The needs of pilgrims are then “embodied through 

the distinct practices they enact, highlighting how the modern self as a reflexive project extends to 

the body and awareness about its sensual experience, appearance, health, and performative 

abilities” (Giddens in Edensor, 2000: 84). Experiences are magnified, sensations are enriched, 

and meanings are deepened. The Camino can certainly act as space for learning and acquiring 
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valuable information but cultivated mind frames of openness and willingness to accept change, of 

which are found within oneself, contributes to these results.  

 

Image 3: Traditionally pilgrims carry with them a stone from home as a symbol of their journey. 

They leave it at highest point on the Camino, the Cruz de Ferro.    

Creation of Experiences 
Sociologist Judith Adler touches on the process of the creation of meaningful experiences 

in her explanation of the performed art of travel, suggesting that these types of unique 

interactions with others while traveling provide material for creating deeper meanings 

(1989:1383). She further attests that the greater the unfamiliarity one has with the travel context, 

there is an increased likelihood of profound experiences (Adler, 1989:1383)]. Very unique 
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experiences can arise from the setting of the Camino which can come to be recognized by 

pilgrims as distinctly different from the home environment or as a disruption from regular life5.  

In the accounts from Samantha and Helena (mentioned in the previous chapter), 

meaningful experiences were created from what was initially seen as questionable intentions and 

an intrusion on solitude. By taking time to adapt to the new situation and by cultivating openness, 

these pilgrims were able to uncover these experiences that brought further meaning to their own 

pilgrimages.  

When talking with Hans about his experience on the Camino, he told me of how he 

sought adjustment to his retired life in the Netherlands. He needed to “think, slow down” and to 

shed the “negative self image” that he had (Hans, 2013). He told me of his surprise when he had 

physical pain and had to stop often while walking uphill early on in his journey as he had prepared 

a lot physically before leaving for Spain. He recounts: 

 

...but then I said OK, don't get angry, this is the way you have to go, this 

is your Camino. And then...I decided the next morning to go out early...to walk by 

myself with the full moon and then...I did. The very next morning,....I took this 

way and this way was going up and up and up....but it became smaller... in the 

end I was in some agriculture field without any path anymore. So, I said I have to 

go down, I missed some indication and then I said to myself, this was a very long 

hill upward, and you did walk all the time....so I was happy for it...and suddenly, 

you believe me or not,...there was a blow of warm wind...It was Jacobus [(St. 

James) who] sent me energy, warm energy in this cold place...I was lost and 

found my way back...That was the most spiritual experience I had.” 

                                                                                -Hans, 11 April 2013, Interview 

 

Not only does Hans have a defining moment within his narrative, but he also touches on the 

notion of having a personal, individual Camino in his narrative. This notion appeared in the 

narratives of other pilgrims and was reflected on the Camino as well. It also hints again that 

pilgrims themselves have responsibility for the outcome of their journey because every pilgrims 

walks “his own way, with his own thoughts, for his own reasons” (Helena, 2013). 

                                                 
5 The only pilgrims that did not have a story or experience that was profound for them were those that I encountered at 
the very beginning of their journeys, though they had hopes and expectations of a memorable journey from which they 
could take something of value home with them.  
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Realizations 
          With so much time spent walking and fostering personal reflexivity, realizations are bound 

to arise. These realizations tend to be held onto and later shared in narratives. They are also 

often connected to an experience that has deep meaning for each pilgrim. Carter finds deeper 

meaning with his reflection on a quote he read right before going to the Camino: 

 

Once you find yourself, you're never alone” [it read] and it was really one 

of those things that you had to think about for a while and realize that you find a 

different version of yourself out here. And once you find that person and are 

comfortable with that person, then you don't need to be around people. And it 

was a kind of revelation in itself. 

                                                                       -Carter, 14 February 2013, Interview 

 

With this realization and by finding that different version of himself, he was able to succeed in his 

quest for solitude and calm, of which the very opposite he found in his life at home.  

          Jung-hee, a young Korean pilgrim, who describes herself as “adventurous,” came to the 

Camino searching for what she wants to do in life after graduating from her university. When 

asked about the people she had encountered along the way, she spoke excitedly about those 

that she met who really enjoyed what they did in life. As she was unsure about her own future, 

she was glad to speak with other pilgrims who found careers and jobs that brought them joy. 

Jung-hee wanted the same for herself and was frustrated by the social pressures in Korean 

society. In her narrative, she focused on pilgrims who gave her a positive example of what is was 

to be satisfied with their careers. She may not have walked away from the Camino having 

discovered her dream job, but she realized that it was possible for her to find the same 

satisfaction for herself and was encouraged by this realization. 

 A final story comes from Adél. Having become intrigued by the Camino, she prepared for 

over two years for her 2011 summer pilgrimage to Santiago saving up money and reading into 

the pilgrimage. From the books and other sources she found, she expected to have a “spiritual 

[experience,] an experience which is not usual, which few people [are] capable of,” she says. But 

she describes her actual experience as “different, totally different” in that she did not get the 

feeling of spirituality in her pilgrimage. Though not a spiritual experience as she had expected, 

she did find something on the Camino. In León, she met the man who she lives with today, 

Antonio. Encounters such as these are not uncommon as the Camino is often referred to as the 

“the Way of Love” (Helena, 2013). From somewhere in Galicia, Adél and Antonio decided to walk 

together. So after returning from the Spain, Adél decided to quit her job in Hungary. She had 
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come to the realization that she wanted to pursue a different track in life, one that included 

Antonio. From her narrative, Adél reveals that though she did not experience what she had 

expected from the Camino, it did give her something that she did not have before she went to 

walk. She was able to make steps in her life that she had not made in the years before her 

pilgrimage. Her life after the Camino had been incorporated into her pilgrimage narrative because 

her experiences there directly related to her decisions afterwards.  

Conclusions 
          In the above chapter and from the examples that lie within, self-instrumentation is revealed 

as a strong indicator of how one experiences the pilgrimage and how certain happenings are 

translated into each narrative. Furthermore, created experiences and realizations are 

incorporated and highlighted in narratives by subjects during the construction and retelling of 

these narratives. 
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Conclusion 
The Camino de Santiago signifies for many a life experience not like many others. 

Pilgrims are drawn from distant places with various motivations to come walk the 800 kilometers 

across northern Spain. The Camino de Santiago represents a unique space and time frame in 

between the familiarity of everyday home life. It can be interpreted as a separate temporal 

dimension reminiscent of liminality. It can become an opportunity for pilgrims to be distant from 

the pressures and responsibilities of everyday life. It can then offer a simpler agenda which allows 

more freedom of a reflexive mind and body. The setting allows for its pilgrims to continuously 

construct and develop their personal narratives with the influence of personal challenges, 

personal reflections, and experiences with and among an international gathering of pilgrims. It is 

a physical setting that is conducive to personal inner reflection and transformation as the pilgrim 

is the determinant instrument.  

Through the lens of human mobility and of pilgrim as art, the focus of pilgrimage is on 

how pilgrims undertake their journeys and the meaningful actions involved. Motivations of pilgrims 

are of importance as they give insights into the lives of each pilgrim and they also give context in 

which each pilgrimage is undertaken. They also signify to what extend pilgrims desire change or 

an outcome from their journey. However, the main focus should indeed be on the pilgrim's self-

representative stories or narratives. Narratives are the frames in which pilgrims portray their own 

journeys. Within these narratives, pilgrims recognize the separate space in which this undertaking 

occurs. There is also an emphasized difference in time scale that is characteristic of the Camino. 

Most often times, these elements are sought by pilgrims on their way to Santiago.  

The practice of reflexivity is often the departure point for the development of narratives. 

Pilgrims are more capable of reflexivity in the sphere of the Camino. The winter Camino 

especially offers opportunity to practice reflexivity as often times pilgrims can walk in solitude in a 

natural setting. Within this more natural setting, reflexivity tends to be more conducive as one's 

mind and body are freed from many of the pressures and stresses of urban living. In conjunction 

with reflexivity, openness and willingness to take on obstacles can be methods cultivated that 

help define one's journey. Often enough pilgrims recount their experiences with others, and so, 

the practice of giving an account of one's journey in effect helps to solidify the experiences. In 

addition to reflexivity, systems of comparison surface as a way to understand the unfamiliar by 

use of the familiar. The practice of comparing is also used a means of legitimizing personal 

struggles. In effect, these practices and methods contribute to the significance that pilgrims place 

on their pilgrimages. 
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In addition to understanding how a pilgrimage is undertaken and the depiction thereof, 

the approach of pilgrimage as art also assumes that there is an actor, suggesting agency on the 

part of the pilgrim. From this suggestion pilgrims, in terms of self-instrumentation, are understood 

to be a major factor in the outcome of their journey. This point is revealed in the telling and 

retelling of pilgrims narratives from which surface magnified or enriched sensations and deeper 

meanings in events. 

From the research conducted on the Camino, it can be concluded that the practices and 

methods by which pilgrims construct the narratives of their pilgrimages are formed within the 

bounds of a separate temporal dimension and are structured from each pilgrim’s own abilities and 

desires of the Camino. It is often the case that as narratives are reconstructed and reshaped into 

more streamlined versions, they can provide new and sought after insights of each journey. 

These findings contribute to the study of the Camino de Santiago as a platform for the portrayal of 

narratives. By using the approach of pilgrimage as art, it can be revealed that narratives 

constructed from methods and practices based on self-instrumentation determine the outcome 

and later significance of the pilgrimage in the lives of pilgrims. 
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Executive Summary 
The focus of this research is on the pilgrims of the Camino de Santiago, a pilgrimage 

route that spans roughly 800 kilometers across Spain. It is a pilgrimage that attracts a growing 

number of pilgrims each year from different parts of the world to walk or cycle to Santiago de 

Compostela. These pilgrims carry everything they will need for their journey, including their own 

motivations and purposes of pilgrimage. They convene in the pilgrim hostels, or albergues, 

located in the cities and towns through which the route passes. Though there is a growing 

infrastructure to support the consistent flow of pilgrims west towards Santiago, these pilgrims still 

face the hardships of pilgrimage. These challenges come in many forms. They are the challenges 

of being subject to the forces of nature or of walking in complete solitude or of being away from 

home and in a different place night after night. The experience of the Camino is more often than 

not a disruption from the quotidian of ordinary life, and it is an experience that one does not soon 

forget. 

While walking the Camino, one contributes to the construction of his or her own story of 

the pilgrimage and the experiences had on such a journey. How these pilgrims tell their own story 

is the focus of this research. By using an in-depth and anthropological approach to researching, 

the use of practices and methods by pilgrims to construct their stories can be analyzed. By using 

the pilgrims' own constructed narratives of their experiences, I intend to contribute to a broader 

understanding of how narratives are developed in the context of travel and of the significance of 

the 8oo kilometer pilgrimage in the lives of each pilgrim respondent. These findings may also 

contribute to the study of the Camino de Santiago as a platform for the portrayal of narratives. 
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Appendix 

A Brief History of Pilgrimage Studies 
Traditionally the terms 'pilgrim' and 'pilgrimage' have had strictly religious connotations. 

Pilgrims had religious motivations and connections with a sacred place. Typically that place was 

the site of the sacred or divine and perhaps housed holy relics, images, or objects of healing 

(Dubisch, 2012). The study of pilgrimage was a religious topic that did not warrant much attention 

outside of the field of religious studies. With the emergence of tourist studies in the 1970's, 

however, the topic of pilgrimage became an increasingly popular topic of scholarship (Collins-

Kreiner, 2010: 442). Some of the earliest referenced works comes from Victor and Edith Turner 

and their work from the late 60's and 70's. These works produced the ideas of liminality and 

communitas. In the context of pilgrimage, liminality refers to the state of in-between, the sort of 

limbo of a transformative process that is undergone by pilgrims on their journey. Pilgrims 

experiencing a state of liminality have departed from one social sphere and have yet to arrive at 

another. From liminality, the concept of communitas is formed. Victor Turner proposes that 

commonality is reached by pilgrims on a similar journey, and so, communitas arise as social 

boundaries and hierarchy dissipate and pilgrims move towards a common goal (Turner in Badone 

and Roseman, 2004: 3). Much of what Turner proposes is from the context of anthropological 

study at the Catholic pilgrimage site of Lourdes (Badone and Roseman, 2004: 3). 

Many subsequent scholars have argued that these notions are too restrictive in a field 

that considers broadly defined pilgrimage. Eade and Sallnow (1991) provide pilgrimage examples 

in their book Contesting the Sacred in which the notion of communitas is not supported, and 

instead, their studies further the notion of "reinforcement of social boundaries and distinctions in 

the pilgrimage context, rather than their attenuation or dissolution" (4-5). From Eade and Sallnow 

comes the paradigm of contestation, asserting "pilgrimage as a capacious arena capable of 

accommodating many competing religious and secular discourses" (Coleman, 2002: 357). Eade 

and Sallnow thus maintain that a pilgrimage site has the ability to both attract and present a 

variety of religious and secular discourses because of its "character almost as a religious void, a 

ritual space capable of accommodating diverse meanings and practices..." (14-15). Since both of 

these paradigms have been developed, many subsequent scholars have compared the two or 

based their own scholarship upon one or the other (Coleman, 2002; Smith, 1992). 

The early nineties produced further scholarship that tended to group travelers into either 

category of pilgrim or tourist. Over time, various categories such as religious tourist or secular 

pilgrim have emerged to fill gaps in definitions. Smith (1992) refers to Adler’s "continuum of 

travel" which places tourist and pilgrim at opposite ends in addition to their relation to notions 

such as sacred or profane (3). The continuum then insists that a traveler is either one or the other 
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at any given moment. Smith (1992) proposes that there is a need to further develop and clarify 

definitions of tourist and pilgrim in the field since motivations (religious or secular) do not 

necessarily produce intended social actions and can be indistinct at times (Slavin, 2003). 

In addition to the search for definitive categories for pilgrim and tourist, the field has also 

sought to identify characteristics of pilgrimage itself. Dubisch (2012) views pilgrimage as both 

journey and ritual. She postulates that a pilgrimage is usually marked by hardship or some form 

of suffering in the case of the pilgrim and a transcendence of time and space in the case of the 

pilgrimage site (992-997). Though it is important to distinguish traits and characteristics of 

pilgrimage, it may be besides the point to do so on an all-inclusive scale as pilgrimage sites and 

motivations are broad and vast themselves. Coleman (2002) then supposes that attempting to 

create an etic category for pilgrimage theory is not worthwhile. He argues that while it is important 

for individual scholars to define their boundaries and scopes of their own research, an 

interdisciplinary, universal definition is simply not feasible (Coleman, 2002: 362). His assertion is 

based upon the current dynamics of pilgrimage which have surfaced in the academic world in 

conjunction with the rise of pilgrimage and tourism studies. 

Sample Interview Questions 
          The following interview questions are sample questions for the reader to get an idea of the 

kinds of questions that were asked in the field research interviews. They are not necessarily the 

exact questions, using the exact words, which were asked in all situations as each interview was 

unique and fitted for the pilgrim being interviewed and the events surrounding the interview. The 

purpose of the following questions is simply to create a picture of what an interview in this 

research might have been like. 

1. Where and when did you start your Camino? 

2. What initially motivated you to walk? 

3. Where/when did you start? Why did you choose that Way in particular? 

4. How did you prepare for your Camino? (mentally, physically, spiritually...) 

5. What did you bring with you? 

6. Was it how you were expecting it to be? Were you surprised? Disappointed? 

7. What was the hardest part about the Camino and how did you deal with it? 

8. Did you still have the same motivation as you did before you left? 
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9. Do you see yourself as the same person at the beginning of the Camino as at the end? If not, 

how did you change? OR Can you picture yourself in Santiago de Compostela? How do you see 

yourself? 

10. Did walking the Camino affect your life afterwards? In which ways? 

11. Did you have any realizations on the Camino? Did you learn anything? When? 

12. Do you regret anything about the Camino? Anything you wish you had/had not done or could 

re-do? 

13. How did the signs/yellow arrows make you feel? Did you have any reaction to seeing them, or 

not seeing them? Did you ever doubt them? 

14. Did you ever put a stone on a marker along the Way? Why or why not? 

15. Can you describe your experience with others along the Way (both good and bad) 

16. Where did you stay (albergues, hostels, hotels, campsites..)? 

17. Do you still talk about your Camino experience? How often and with whom?  

List of Media Influences 
          This list of media influences are those that were mentioned by the research subjects. In 

many cases, these influences were mentioned by more than one subject. 

Books: 

Coelho, P. (1992). The Pilgrimage.  (p. 32, 36). New York: HarperCollins Publishers.  

  

Kerkeling, H. (2006). I'm Off Then: Losing and Finding Myself on the Camino de Santiago. New 

York: Simon & Schuster, Inc.  

  

MacLaine, S. (2000). The Camino: A Journey of the Spirit. New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc.  

Viva Santiago, a Korean web cartoon: 

NHN Corp. (2012, February 02). Viva Santiago. [Retrieved from] 

http://m.comic.naver.com/webtoon/list.nhn?titleId=423376  

News report of the five lost Koreans: 

Cinco Coreanos Perdidos en el Camino de Santiago. (2013, January 24). Noticias Cuatro. 

[Retrieved from] http://www.cuatro.com/noticias/sociedad/Coreanos-Camino_de_Santiago-

Navarra-nieve-Roncesvalles-metodos_de_supervivencia_2_1546155176.html  
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Cities of Accommodation 
Listed below are the cities in which I stayed during my field research and pilgrimage. 

Where available, I stayed in the municipal or parochial albergues.

Pamplona 

Estella 

Los Arcos 

Viana 

Logroño 

Nájera 

Grañon 

Villafranca Montes de Oca 

Atapuerca 

Burgos 

Rabé de las Calzadas 

Hontanas 

Itero de la Vega 

Población de Campos 

Carrión de los Condes 

Sahagún 

El Burgo Ranero 

León

Villar de Mazarife 

Hospital de Órbigo 

Astorga 

Rabanal del Camino 

El Acebo 

Ponferrada 

Villafranca Del Bierzo 

Ruitelán 

Hospital da Condesa 

Triacastela 

Sarria 

Portomarín 

Palas de Rei 

Ribadiso do Baixo 

Arzúa 

Arca/Pedrouzo 

Santiago de Compostela 


