



Salerno Rossana, M.- Conti Giulia

PILGRIMAGE


SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES IN CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY









                    
                    
UUID: a6100b6e-776a-448c-b9e3-034d09f42e59

Questo libro è stato realizzato con StreetLib Write

https://writeapp.io








    
    Indice dei contenuti


	
 ​In the Beginning, a Journey by Conti, G.



	
1. The Sacred Tattoo: Identity and Pilgrimage



	
1.1 Introduction



	
1.2	Tattooing as an Expression of the Sacred and the Body



	
1.3 Sacred Origins and Modern Interpretations



	
1.4 Tattoo Conventions and Lifestyles



	
1.5 Conclusion



	
Bibliography



	
2. Pilgrimage in the Age of Data: Wearable Devices as Mediators of Body, Data and Meaning in Contemporary Pilgrimage



	
2.1 Introduction



	
2.2	Literature Review



	
2.3 Methodology



	
2.4 Findings – Overview



	
2.5 Bodily Awareness and Safety as Data-Driven Empowerment



	
2.6 Quantified Endurance and Self-Measurement as Reflection and Control



	
2.7 Ambivalence Toward Digital Mediation and the Preservation of Spiritual Authenticity



	
2.8 Conclusion



	
Bibliography



	
3. Towards Santiago: Transcription of an Experience and Literary Dynamics



	
3.1 Introduction



	
3.2	Thematic Analysis: The Pilgrim and the Detour as a Literary Device



	
3.3	Epistemological Framework: The Transcription of Experience and the Sociological Lens



	
3.4 Literary Dynamics: Intertextuality and the Narrative Construction of Reality



	
3.5	Anthropological and Social Dimensions: Liminality and the Effervescence of the Self



	
3.6	Conclusion



	
Bibliography



	
4. The Camino de Santiago in the gaze of a modern pilgrim on Tripadvisor



	
4.1 Introduction



	
4.2 First-person narratives: from books to micro-narratives



	
4.3 Results



	
​4.4 Conclusions



	
​Bibliography



	
5. Where All May Touch: The Stone of Anointing as Common Ground in Contested Space



	
5.1 Introduction



	
5.2 The Anointing Stone: Between Religious, Physical, and Political Space



	
5.3 Theoretical Framework: Religious Experience, Sacred Space, and Pilgrimage



	
5.4 A Meeting Place Between People



	
5.5 The Stone as a Living Religious Space



	
5.6 The Transformative Power of the Anointing Stone



	
5.7 Summary



	
Bibliography



	
- Second Part - Sociological Research



	
6. On Being a Pilgrim Today: A Sociological Perspective



	
​6.1 Introduction



	
6.2 Theoretical Framework: Z. Bauman and R. Cipriani



	
6.3 Reflection: Between Liquidity and Embodiment



	
6.4 Field Diary – The Sanctuary and the Fog



	
6.5 Field Diary – Descent and Return



	
6.6 Sociological Reflection on the Ethnographic Research



	
6.7 Conclusion



	
Bibliography



	
7. Modern itineraries and life stories:  walkers or pilgrims?



	
7.1 Introduction



	
7.2 Journey, culture, and the religious meaning of walking



	
7.3 Sacred space, territory, and the itinerary (Itinerarium Rosaliae)



	
7.4 Methodology



	
7.5 Conclusion



	
Bibliography



	
8. Contemporary Pilgrimage:  Visualizing the Sacred Between Devotion and Tourism



	
8.1 Introduction



	
8.2 Sacred Landscapes and Territorial Identity



	
8.3 Pilgrimage as Tourism and Commercialization



	
8.4 Methodology



	
8.5 Conclusion



	
​Bibliography



	
9. The Suspended Pilgrimage



	
9.1 Introduction 



	
​9.2 From Communitas to Public Religion: Pilgrimage and Sacred Space in Palermo



	
9.3 Methodology



	
9.4 Results



	
9.5 Conclusions



	
​Bibliography



	
10. The Reconfiguration of the Sacred in a Secular Age:  Body, Faith, and Modernity



	
10.1 Introduction



	
10.2 Institutional Structures and Involved Signifiers



	
10.3 Communitas, Liminality, and the Sacralization of the Journey



	
10.4 From Liquid to Structural Pilgrimage: Body, Faith, and (Re)Sacralization



	
10.5 Conclusion



	
​Bibliography



	
11. Sociological Perspectives Woman Eremitism: Fantasy or Reality?



	
​11.1 Introduction



	
11.2 The Ritual Cycle of Saint Rosalia



	
 11.3 Woman Eremitism: Fantasy or Reality?



	
11.4 Methodology



	
11.5 Can one still be a hermit?



	
11.6 Conclusions



	
Bibliography



	
Conclusions: Reflections on Pilgrimage and Presence inside the Afterword






punti di riferimento


	
Pagina del titolo



	
Indice dei contenuti



	
Inizio libro






        
            
                
                    
                    
                         ​In the Beginning, a Journey by Conti, G.
                    

                    
                    
                    
                         ​In the Beginning, a Journey by Conti, G.
                    

                    
                

                
                    
                    

  
Every act of research begins
with movement. Before it takes the shape of an idea or a project,
it is born from an impulse to depart, to question, to cross
thresholds. 
  
In the beginning, a
journey
  
 — not only in the
geographical sense, but as an inner disposition: the desire to
understand how the human being continues to seek the sacred in the
contemporary world, even where it seems to have dissolved,
fragmented, or fallen silent. From this perspective, pilgrimage is
not merely a religious practice but a sociological paradigm — a key
capable of revealing the invisible threads that bind body, faith,
technology, and culture.


This volume arises from that
awareness: that every step taken through space is also a step
through thought. The contributions gathered here explore pilgrimage
as a living, ever-changing experience — a laboratory of meaning in
which the sacred is reinvented through gestures, images,
instruments, and narratives. Whether it takes the form of a tattoo
engraved on the skin, a path traced by digital data, a literary
detour, or a stone polished by countless hands and tears, each
chapter bears witness to a single truth: the sacred has not
vanished — it has merely changed language. And within this
continual crossing — between body and spirit, presence and memory —
sociology finds its most authentic task: to observe the world as it
walks.

In contemporary sociology, the term

pilgrimage no longer refers exclusively to religious
journeys to distant shrines. It has become a prism through which to
understand the complex ways people seek meaning, identity, and
transcendence within late modernity.

This book, 
Pilgrimage: Sociological Perspectives in Contemporary
Society, brings together scholars from different disciplinary
backgrounds to explore how the sacred — once rooted in stable
institutions and ritualized geographies — has been reshaped through
consumption, technology, embodiment, and cultural exchange.

The conference’s aim — to promote
interdisciplinary dialogue on the transformations of religion in
Europe and beyond — provided fertile ground for a renewed
reflection on pilgrimage as both a material and symbolic act. The
contributors to this book share a conviction that, despite
processes of secularization, rationalization, and globalization,
the sacred remains a powerful force in contemporary life. It may
appear in unexpected forms — through tattoos, wearable devices,
online narratives, or artistic representations — yet it continues
to mediate between the visible and the invisible, the body and the
transcendent, the individual and the collective.

Pilgrimage, in this sense, is not a
residue of a pre-modern religious order but a living, evolving
practice that reflects the conditions of late modernity. 

The sociological tradition, from
Émile Durkheim to Victor Turner, has long recognized that
pilgrimage expresses the communal dimension of the sacred — what
Turner (1969) famously called 
communitas: a temporary suspension of hierarchies and
social distinctions that allows individuals to experience equality
and shared purpose. Yet, in contemporary contexts, the 
communitas of pilgrimage is not limited to the physical
encounter. It extends into digital networks, global tourism, and
mediated forms of belonging.

As Zygmunt Bauman (2000) suggests,
ours is a 
liquid modernity — a condition in which structures melt
into flows, and identities are continuously renegotiated. Within
this fluid social order, pilgrimage becomes both a metaphor and a
practice of movement: an act of searching that embodies
uncertainty, vulnerability, and the desire for meaning. In dialogue
with Roberto Cipriani’s (2017) notion of 
religious vitalism, this book interprets the contemporary
sacred as an embodied vitality that persists through gestures,
fatigue, and sensory experience. The sacred, rather than
disappearing, is rearticulated through new forms of action, affect,
and representation.

Each contribution in this volume
examines a different manifestation of this rearticulation — from
the sacred tattoo and the quantified body, to literary and digital
pilgrimages, to the physical touch of the Anointing Stone.
Together, they reveal that to understand religiosity today is to
trace its material, embodied, and mediated expressions.

The opening chapter by Rossana M.
Salerno, 
“The Sacred Tattoo: Identity and Pilgrimage” explores the
body as a site of inscription, devotion, and identity-making.
Tattoos, once marginalized as markers of rebellion or belonging,
have in recent decades become vehicles for expressing personal
spirituality. Salerno situates this practice within the broader
shift from institutional to individualized forms of belief
(Cipriani, 2017). Drawing on both ethnographic and visual
materials, she demonstrates how sacred tattooing transforms the
skin into a portable altar — a visible manifestation of invisible
faith.

The sacred tattoo embodies a
paradox: it is both profoundly personal and inherently public. It
carries the intimacy of religious experience while existing within
networks of social display, often circulated through social media.
The chapter shows how tattoo conventions and online communities
contribute to the creation of a “pilgrim-like” experience — a
process of self-discovery, suffering, and transformation inscribed
on the body. The tattoo thus becomes a form of pilgrimage in
itself, translating metaphysical commitment into aesthetic
embodiment.

The second chapter, Giulia Conti’s 
“Pilgrimage in the Age of Data,” extends this reflection
to the digital realm. Through fieldwork conducted along the Camino
de Santiago, Conti investigates how wearable technologies mediate
the pilgrim’s bodily experience. Fitness trackers, GPS devices, and
health-monitoring apps introduce a new form of reflexivity: the
pilgrim becomes both actor and observer, participant and
data-producer.

Conti’s analysis reveals that these
technologies do not necessarily desacralize the pilgrimage
experience. On the contrary, they can amplify self-awareness and
foster a contemplative relationship with one’s own limits. Data, in
this context, becomes a mirror for the soul — a quantitative
narrative of effort, endurance, and transformation. However, the
chapter also highlights the ambivalence of digital mediation: while
it provides reassurance and motivation, it risks turning the
spiritual journey into a performance of visibility. The modern
pilgrim thus navigates between control and surrender, between
connection and solitude, illustrating how technology redefines —
rather than replaces — the sacred (Campbell, 2010).

In 
“Towards Santiago: Transcription of an Experience and Literary
Dynamics,” Claudio Gnoffo turns to the literary realm to
examine how pilgrimage is represented and reconstructed through
narrative. Drawing on Cees Nooteboom’s 
Roads to Santiago (1992), she shows how digression,
intertextuality, and fragmentation shape a distinctly modern
understanding of the sacred journey. For Nooteboom, as Gnoffo
argues, the detour becomes the destination — the act of deviation
transforms the pilgrimage into a cognitive and existential
exercise.

Through this lens, the literary
pilgrim embodies what Turner (1969) described as the liminal
subject: one who inhabits the threshold between the known and the
unknown. Yet Gnoffo also proposes a shift from Turner’s 
communitas to what she calls 
individual effervescence — a solitary but deeply resonant
experience of transcendence achieved through reflection and
writing. Her chapter bridges anthropology, sociology, and literary
theory, offering a model for understanding pilgrimage as both
narrative construction and self-transformation.

The fourth chapter, 
“The Camino de Santiago in the Gaze of a Modern Pilgrim on
Tripadvisor,” by P. Plichta, introduces a sociological
analysis of online narratives. Through the examination of hundreds
of user comments and reviews, Plichta identifies the diversity of
motivations that draw individuals to the Camino — from cultural
curiosity and interpersonal connection to tourism and spiritual
renewal.

Despite the absence of overt
religious discourse in many posts, Plichta demonstrates that
spiritual meaning often emerges through shared experience. The
Camino, as reflected in these digital testimonies, functions as a
multicultural, multireligious, and multisensory arena, where
travelers from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds
co-construct a sense of sacredness. The online space becomes a
virtual 
communitas, extending the pilgrim’s path beyond geography
into the digital commons (Ammerman, 2021). This analysis captures
the democratization of the sacred in the age of participatory
media.

In 
“Where All May Touch: The Stone of Anointing as Common Ground
in Contested Space,” Adi Marer turns our attention to the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem — one of the most
symbolically charged spaces in the Christian world. Her analysis of
the Anointing Stone reveals how religious experience is constructed
through materiality, touch, and sensory engagement.

Marer interprets the stone as a
liminal portal: a threshold between the profane and the sacred, the
historical and the experiential. Through ethnographic observation,
she shows how believers transform the stone through gestures —
kneeling, rubbing oil, placing personal objects — creating a form
of collective authorship over the sacred. The Anointing Stone,
though physically unchanging, is symbolically renewed by each
touch, each act of devotion. It thus exemplifies the sacred as an
ongoing negotiation between permanence and transformation, between
political division and spiritual unity (Belhassen & Caton,
2006).

The final analytical chapter, 
“On Being a Pilgrim Today: A Sociological Perspective,” by
Rossana M. Salerno, unites the theoretical threads of the volume
through a reflexive ethnography of pilgrimage. Drawing upon Bauman
and Cipriani, Salerno situates the act of walking within the
broader dialectic between liquidity and embodiment. Her field diary
from the sanctuary of Viana do Castelo becomes a microcosm of the
contemporary quest for meaning: the fog, the ascent, and the
solitude serve as metaphors for the instability of belief and the
persistence of corporeal faith.

Here, the researcher herself
becomes the pilgrim — moving through space and uncertainty,
allowing understanding to arise from participation rather than
observation. Salerno proposes that ethnography, like pilgrimage, is
a practice of presence: a mode of learning through exposure and
vulnerability. Knowledge, she argues, is produced not despite
movement, but through it (Ingold, 2011).

Taken together, these chapters
offer a mosaic of insights into the condition of religiosity in the
twenty-first century. They challenge reductionist narratives of
secularization, instead proposing that the sacred has migrated into
new spaces — bodily, digital, aesthetic, and experiential. The
sacred survives not by resisting modernity but by adapting to its
rhythms. It circulates through images, networks, and gestures,
continually reinventing itself in response to human creativity and
longing.

The book as a whole call for a
sociology of the moving sacred — one that recognizes mobility,
embodiment, and mediation as the defining features of contemporary
spirituality. Such an approach requires interdisciplinary openness
and methodological innovation: it must attend to affect,
materiality, and digitality with equal rigor. The sacred today is
neither entirely private nor wholly public; it exists in the
relational spaces between people, technologies, and
environments.

In this sense, pilgrimage becomes
more than a religious practice. It becomes a metaphor for
sociological inquiry itself — an ongoing journey through
uncertainty, guided by curiosity and humility. The researcher, like
the pilgrim, moves forward by walking, observing, and reflecting,
knowing that every destination opens into another beginning.

This book invites the reader to
join that journey — to traverse its theoretical paths and empirical
landscapes, to reflect on how faith persists amid transformation,
and to rediscover in movement itself the most enduring gesture of
transcendence.
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Abstract
  


  



Body decoration, as a visible
manifestation of identity and participation in rites of passage,
has transcended centuries and cultures, maintaining a central role
in processes of personal and social definition. Today, the sacred
tattoo is not merely a symbol of spirituality or faith; it has
emerged as a powerful means of external communication, capable of
reflecting identity transformations and responding to social
challenges. How does the meaning of the sacred change when it is
inscribed on the skin through a tattoo? Where is the boundary
between authentic expression of faith and the aesthetic
appropriation of the sacred?

These are some of the core
questions underpinning my research, conducted in the city of
Palermo, which hosted several editions of the “Tattoo Convention”
(2019–2022). This event provided a meaningful context to examine
how sacred tattoos—featuring religious faces and symbols—contribute
to the construction of both personal and collective identity.
Through qualitative interviews with tattoo artists and online
questionnaires administered to clients, the study revealed that
sacred tattoos are perceived as markers of transition from one life
stage to another, embodying both personal and shared meanings
within a shifting cultural landscape.

The research, carried out using
NVivo software for qualitative analysis, made it possible to
explore the symbolic and social dimensions of sacred tattooing,
highlighting its active role in identity formation and dynamics of
cultural belonging. This study offers new perspectives on the
relationship between spirituality, the body, and identity in
contemporary society.
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Over time, my research
interests have progressively focused on the analysis of the
interconnection between ritual practices and territorial
transformations, with particular attention to popular religiosity
and its modalities of sacralizing space.


In this study on the “sacred
tattoo,” the point of departure is the conception of the body as a
true hinge between the physical and spiritual dimensions. What is
investigated is the intrinsic dichotomy between nature and culture:
the former is associated with the cyclical rhythm of festivities
and seasonal phenomena, while the latter is expressed through
actions marked by rhythmic time and embodied experience.

It is useful to briefly recall how
the concept of the sacred has been theorized. Émile Durkheim, for
example, distinguishes religion from the sacred, understanding
religion as a social institution with its own normative structure,
composed of a system of historically grounded beliefs and
practices. 

For Durkheim, the sacred highlights
the collective character of religion. In contrast, Rudolf Otto
assumes a universal ontological reality, an a priori dimension that
founds the sacred as a transcendent experience.

In England, the discipline of
“comparative religion,” developed within Christian theology,
emphasizes the ambivalence of the sacred, identifying it with the
concept of 
mana (Filoramo, 1994). Mircea Eliade (1984), on the other
hand, defines the sacred as a structural element of human
consciousness, capable of giving form to experiences of the
numinous. 

Eliade underscores that the sacred
is not exhausted in the objects or symbols through which it
manifests, but remains a continuous and eternal presence—an
integral part of human essence. 

Within this framework, Gregory Bateson (2008) diverges from
previous interpretations, describing the sacred as an “integral
dimension of experience.” He argues that the sacred is necessary to
life and that its preservation requires forms of symbolic
expression that are closely linked to imagery rather than verbal
communication.

It is precisely within this
perspective that the relationship between image and the sacred
becomes the core of this research. Bateson emphasizes that the
sacred should not be communicated explicitly in order to preserve
its integrity: “Communication is undesirable, not because it is
frightening, but because it would somehow alter the nature of the
ideas” (Bateson, 2008). Through the body and its interaction with
the world, structures are created that accumulate and preserve
individual memories and collective memory, experiences and
knowledge, thereby shaping the relationship between sacrality and
representation.

In this light, the tattoo emerges
as an embodied archive of meaning, a liminal space where the
visible and the invisible converge. Unlike other forms of religious
expression that rely on ritual performance or institutional
mediation, the sacred tattoo becomes an intimate yet publicly
displayed testimony of belief, identity, and belonging. It
transforms the skin into a living text that both preserves memory
and projects meaning into the social sphere. This suggests a shift
from collective ritual to individualized sacralization, in which
spirituality is no longer only experienced in designated sacred
spaces, but inscribed directly on the body, rendering the
individual themselves a locus of the sacred. Such a transformation
challenges traditional conceptions of religious authority and
invites us to reconsider how sacredness is constructed,
experienced, and communicated in contemporary society.
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Tattooing, one of the most
ancient and enduring forms of body modification, has accompanied
humanity across cultures and epochs, serving purposes that extend
far beyond mere ornamentation. While historically rooted in ritual,
therapeutic, and communal practices, the tattoo has evolved into a
complex cultural phenomenon that bridges the personal and the
collective, the aesthetic and the spiritual. Far from being a
superficial trend, tattooing functions as a symbolic language
inscribed on the body—an expressive medium through which
individuals articulate identity, memory, belief, and belonging.
This article explores tattooing not only as a form of body art but
as a locus of sacrality, where the skin becomes a canvas for
expressing transcendent meanings. By examining the intersection
between tattooing and the sacred, this study seeks to illuminate
how the body can be reinterpreted as a sacred space, capable of
embodying emotional, social, and spiritual dimensions in
contemporary culture.


Tattooing is a practice of
permanently marking the body through the insertion of subcutaneous
or intradermal pigments using needles, sharp instruments, or
scarification techniques. This procedure allows for the creation of
indelible images and designs, transforming the skin into an
artistic and symbolic medium. The term 
tattoo derives from the Tahitian 
tatau, meaning “to mark” or “to decorate the skin”,
highlighting the deep historical and cultural roots of this
practice.

Tattooing falls within the broader
context of body art and bodily modification techniques,
representing not only an aesthetic choice but also a powerful means
of identity communication. The tattooing serves multiple purposes:
from aesthetic affirmation to social prestige, from protection
against evil to the expression of love, associational loyalty,
ideological or religious belonging, and even the display of
strength in contexts of oppression.

Reflection on tattooing becomes
intertwined with the concept of the sacred, which, in its
systematic dimension, unifies the emotional, social, and symbolic
aspects of reality. François-André Isambert emphasizes that
religious feeling, an essential component of the sacred, places the
researcher in resonance with the believer, identifying the sacred
as the foundation of religious experience: 
”Le sens du sacré devient le fait religieux fondamental”
(Isambert, 1982).

The sacred, understood as a
fundamental category in modern phenomenology of religion, is
clearly distinguished from the profane through its capacity to
generate profound emotional experiences that cannot be fully
rationalized. This personal experience is expressed through the
creation of bonds and traditions capable of enduring across
generations, rooting themselves in collective and cultural
memory.

The sacred interacts with the
social spheres through rites, beliefs, and religious
representations that are affirmed, transformed, or forgotten over
time. He observes that in the digital era, the collective
imagination and the marketplace feed on these representations,
redistributing them through media such as television, the internet,
and the press.

In the sociological tradition, the
sacred persists as a social necessity. Jacques Ellul interprets the
sacred as a means of imposing order on the world, attributing
symbolic value to elements of reality. According to Ellul, in
contemporary society the process of desacralization paradoxically
generates new forms of the sacred, capable of reconnecting the
individual to a transcendent experience: 
“Everyone obeys the imperative of development foreseen by the
technical system [...] the desacralizing factor itself becomes the
sacred” (Ellul in Filoramo, 1994).

Within this context, tattooing
emerges as a tangible expression of embodied sacrality — a visible
sign of identity and memory that weaves together individual
experience and collective tradition, contributing to the renewal of
the dialogue between the sacred and the profane in contemporary
society.

In light of these considerations,
tattooing emerges as far more than an aesthetic practice: it is a
performative act that materializes the sacred in embodied form. As
a socially and spiritually charged symbol, the tattoo bridges the
profane world of everyday life and the transcendent realm of
meaning, offering individuals a means of narrating their existence
through symbols permanently inscribed on the skin. The persistence
of tattooing in modernity, particularly its resurgence as a medium
of memory, devotion, and identity, confirms its role as a vital
expression of the sacred in a secular age. Far from disappearing in
the face of rationalization and technological advancement, the
sacred is reconfigured through new cultural practices — among which
tattooing stands out as a powerful testament to the enduring human
need to sacralize the body, inscribe beliefs, and assert identity
through indelible marks.
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Tattooing, far from being a
contemporary trend, is one of the oldest known practices of human
self-expression. Rooted in ancient civilizations, it has served
ritual, therapeutic, and spiritual functions across diverse
cultures. From prehistoric mummies to modern bodies, tattoos have
symbolized identity, devotion, protection, and belonging. This
section traces the sacred origins of tattooing and examines how its
meaning has evolved across time—from being an instrument of healing
and a marker of religious commitment to becoming an expression of
personal identity and spiritual search in the contemporary world.
By exploring both ancient evidence and modern reinterpretations, it
reveals how tattooing has continuously acted as a bridge between
body and belief, the visible and the transcendent.


Tattooing, a practice as ancient as
humanity itself, has its roots in remote epochs where it held
ritual and therapeutic meanings. Evidence of this tradition has
been found on mummified bodies, such as the Similaun ice man, known
as Ötzi, dating back to 3300–3100 BCE. Discovered in 1991, Ötzi’s
body bears 61 tattoos located on specific points such as joints and
the lower back—areas affected by osteoarthritis. These markings,
consisting of simple dots, lines, and crosses, are thought to
represent a primitive form of acupuncture intended to alleviate
joint pain.

Another significant example is the
mummy of the Princess of Ukok, discovered in 1993 in the Altai
Mountains and dated to around 500 BCE. Her tattoos, found on the
left shoulder, arm, and abdomen, reveal the cultural and symbolic
universe of the Pazyryk civilization. Some scholars even
hypothesize that the origins of tattooing may date back to the
Paleolithic era, making it one of the oldest forms of bodily
expression.

Throughout history, tattooing
spread across numerous civilizations—from ancient Egypt and Rome to
various cultures in Asia, Oceania, and the Arctic. Its meanings
ranged widely: signs of belonging to a social or religious group,
protection from evil influences, preparation for the afterlife,
markers of gender or status, and even symbols of disgrace, as in
the case of slaves and criminals in ancient Rome. Here, tattooing
was associated with the term 
stigma, meaning shame, solidifying its negative
connotation over time.

The Bible addresses tattooing in
ambivalent terms. In Leviticus (19:28), bodily incisions linked to
idolatrous and superstitious rituals are condemned, although
religious symbols inscribed with divine approval, such as those
sanctioned by Moses, are not explicitly prohibited. In the Book of
Revelation, a sacred symbol—the Greek letter Tau—is engraved on the
foreheads of the chosen, interpreted as a sign of divine
protection.

In the history of Christianity,
tattoos take on meanings of faith and devotion. Early Christians,
during imperial persecutions, tattooed religious symbols such as
the monogram of Christ to express their allegiance and resist
repression. Crusaders and pilgrims visiting the Holy Sepulchre had
tattoos to ensure burial in consecrated ground. In Italy, pilgrims
to the Sanctuary of Loreto tattooed devotional symbols linked to
the Black Madonna, a figure rooted in ancient pagan traditions of
the Mother Goddess.

Today, tattooing has evolved into a
cultural and social phenomenon, often motivated by deeply personal
reasons such as the memory of significant events or loved ones.
Pope Francis has on several occasions expressed an open approach to
the practice. In 2018, he stated that tattoos should not be feared
and encouraged dialogue with young people, recognizing tattoos as
expressions of belonging and the search for meaning. An article in 
L’Osservatore Romano reaffirmed that tattooing is not
incompatible with the Christian faith, emphasizing its symbolic
value in reinforcing personal and spiritual identity.

In contemporary society, tattooing
continues to serve as a bridge between past and present, weaving
together sacred traditions, symbolic meaning, and popular
culture.

The historical and contemporary
trajectories of tattooing demonstrate its enduring role as a
cultural and spiritual medium. What began as a sacred practice
embedded in ritual and cosmology has persisted through millennia,
adapting to new religious, social, and personal contexts. Today,
tattooing not only connects individuals to ancestral traditions but
also offers a means of self-definition and existential reflection.
In reaffirming its sacred dimensions, even within secular
societies, tattooing reveals the persistent human desire to
inscribe meaning onto the body. It stands as a powerful testament
to how symbols travel across time, transforming yet never losing
their capacity to express identity, devotion, and the search for
the transcendent.
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In recent decades, tattoo
conventions have emerged as significant cultural arenas that
reflect evolving attitudes toward the body, identity, and
lifestyle. These events, which began in the United States in the
mid-1970s, have transformed tattooing from a marginal practice into
a global cultural phenomenon. Tattoo conventions are not only
spaces for artistic exhibition and professional networking, but
also laboratories of identity construction, where personal
narratives, spiritual beliefs, and lifestyle choices are publicly
displayed and collectively negotiated. By examining the origins and
diffusion of tattoo conventions, particularly in the Italian
context, this section explores how tattooing has shifted from
subcultural expression to mainstream practice, embodying new forms
of belonging, spirituality, and self-representation in contemporary
society.


The first Tattoo Convention in
history took place on January 24–25, 1976, in Houston, Texas.
Organized by Dave Yurkew, president of the North American Tattoo
Club, the event marked a turning point in the world of tattooing.
Lyle Tuttle, a renowned tattoo artist and historian, described it
as “the event that changed tattooing forever.” For six years, until
1982, the convention became an international reference point,
laying the foundations for the global phenomenon of tattoo
conventions.

In the 1990s, this trend reached
Italy thanks to experienced tattoo artist Marco Leoni, who launched
the first Bologna Tattoo Expo. Since then, the number of
tattoo-related events has grown exponentially, fueled by the
growing interest of younger generations.

A tattoo convention serves as a
meeting place for professional tattooists and enthusiasts,
combining artistic exhibitions, live performances, and networking
opportunities. In addition to artistic and cultural exchanges,
these events allow the public to watch tattoo artists at work,
purchase products, and attend entertainment shows. Among the
highlights are tattoo contests, where artists compete by showcasing
their creations in specific categories, judged by a panel of
experts.

Over time, tattooing has evolved
into not only a form of art but also a medium of personal
communication. From commemorating significant events to portraying
religious symbols, tattooing conveys individual and collective
stories. In Palermo, for example, the figure of Saint Rosalia, the
city’s patron saint, often appears in tattoos and is even featured
on posters promoting the local tattoo convention.

According to ISTAT data, 17% of
Italian adults have at least one tattoo. Tattoos are more common
among women (13.8%) than men (11.7%), and the first tattoo is
generally acquired at around age 25. Motivations vary: 52% consider
tattoos a way to commemorate people or events, while 20% choose
symbolic representations. The phenomenon is most prevalent among
people under the age of 44, with aesthetic preferences ranging
between black-and-white tattoos (33%) and colored ones (16%).

These statistics point to a
profound shift in how individuals construct and express identity in
contemporary Italian society. The prevalence of tattoos among
younger generations, particularly women, suggests that tattooing
has become a socially accepted—if not celebrated—form of personal
narrative and self-representation. The predominance of
commemorative motivations indicates that tattoos are not merely
aesthetic choices but deeply symbolic acts of memory-making,
allowing individuals to inscribe emotional experiences onto their
bodies as a way of preserving identity, relationships, and personal
history. In this sense, the body becomes a living archive, where
private meanings are made visible in the public sphere. The data
also reflect a broader trend toward the sacralization of the self,
in which personal experiences, emotions, and values assume a
quasi-spiritual dimension, expressed through permanent bodily
markings. Far from being a superficial fashion, tattooing emerges
as a meaningful cultural practice that bridges individuality and
shared generational narratives, signaling evolving notions of
embodiment, memory, and belonging in modern society.

Beyond their aesthetic value,
tattoos maintain a strong connection with spirituality and
devotion. During and after the COVID-19 pandemic, many Italians
chose tattoos to remember personal events, such as the names of
deceased relatives, important dates, or religious symbols. Some
even opted for sacred images, such as saints, perceived as symbols
of protection and gratitude.

This trend reveals how, in times of crisis, the body becomes a
site of resilience and meaning-making. Faced with loss,
uncertainty, and a collective confrontation with mortality,
individuals turned to tattooing as a ritualized act of remembrance
and spiritual protection. The choice of sacred symbols suggests a
renewed search for transcendence and a desire to re-establish a
sense of connection—with the divine, with community, and with loved
ones who had passed away. In this context, the tattoo functions not
merely as decoration, but as a personal shrine inscribed on the
skin: a permanent testimony to grief, hope, and the human need to
transform trauma into narrative. Far from being a trend, this
phenomenon illustrates the enduring power of the sacred to manifest
in new cultural forms, demonstrating how spirituality adapts to the
emotional landscapes of contemporary life.

Tattoo conventions reflect the growing popularity of tattooing
as a form of expression and belonging. Pope Francis himself has, on
several occasions, emphasized that tattoos can be a means of
expressing one’s identity, encouraging young people to reflect on
their deeper meaning as symbols of dialogue and inner search. Thus,
tattoo conventions are not merely commercial fairs but true
cultural events that celebrate tattooing as art, communication, and
a lifestyle.

In this light, tattoo conventions become contemporary spaces of
pilgrimage and self-discovery, where individuals gather not only to
adorn their bodies, but to share narratives, affirm identities, and
negotiate new forms of belonging in a society where spirituality,
culture, and individuality increasingly converge on the surface of
the skin.

Tattoo conventions demonstrate how tattooing has evolved beyond
aesthetic practice to become a symbolic and existential language
that reflects broader cultural trends. These events reveal the
tattoo as a marker of identity, a vehicle for memory, and, in many
cases, an expression of spirituality or sacred devotion. The
increasing presence of religious imagery, personal commemorations,
and cultural symbols at conventions underscores the role of
tattooing as a means of navigating questions of selfhood,
community, and transcendence in modern life. As spaces where art
intersects with lifestyle, and individuality meets collective
identity, tattoo conventions stand as powerful indicators of
contemporary cultural shifts — reaffirming tattooing as not merely
a bodily trend, but a meaningful practice rooted in narrative,
belief, and the human desire for connection and expression.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            1.5 Conclusion
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
In a strongly consumerist
society, religious devotion appears to be transferred onto consumer
goods, as in the case of rosary necklaces, where a sacred symbol is
transformed into a fashion accessory. This phenomenon raises
critical questions: when does an object once imbued with sacred
significance cross the threshold into desecration, losing its
symbolic value to become merely an aesthetic item? To what extent
can fashion appropriate religious symbols without stripping them of
their meaning? And can this appropriation be truly defined as
desecration?


Traditionally, lifestyle studies
have been interpreted through deterministic models, where
lifestyles are understood solely as dependent on socio-economic
stratification. The traditional view associate lifestyle with
social class, asserting that inequalities are rooted in class
structures and that belonging to a particular class determines
specific consumption patterns, clothing choices, and behaviors.
However, it is possible to move beyond this perspective by
proposing that lifestyles possess their own cognitive and
value-based dimension — representing a set of practices,
aspirations, and identity projects that are not determined
exclusively by social class, but by an individual’s desire to build
a distinctive identity.

From this perspective, lifestyle is
not merely a passive reflection of social position but becomes an
active project in which the individual expresses their uniqueness
through aesthetic choices, clothing, and attitudes. Lifestyles are
therefore not only indicators of social status but also
manifestations of deeper identity construction — a visual and
behavioral language defined and redefined through practices shared
within a community or even by an individual.

The practice of sacred tattooing
has assumed significant relevance, highlighting an intimate
connection between personal experience, faith, and the need for
symbolic communication. Tattooing, already interpreted as a form of
art and nonverbal expression, took on a new intensity during the
pandemic. Periods of lockdown prompted many people to reflect on
life’s meaning, the value of relationships, and the importance of
spirituality — often translated into permanent marks on the body.
Religious symbols, images of saints, or references to the pandemic
— such as dates, masks, or symbols linked to COVID-19 — became
tangible expressions of faith, gratitude, or remembrance. The
sacred, as a central element of this narrative, manifested both on
the skin of believers and through cultural events such as tattoo
conventions.

This practice holds a dual value:
personal, as it expresses a private and intimate dimension; and
social, as tattoos become objects of sharing on digital platforms,
where symbols of faith and gratitude are transformed into
collective narratives. Social media have, in fact, made the sacred
tattoo a visible and accessible phenomenon, highlighting the role
of mediatization in contemporary religious and spiritual
dynamics.

From a sociological perspective,
the sacred tattoo is not merely an aesthetic representation but a
performative act that reflects the value system of both the
individual and the community. During the pandemic, this act took on
a character of resilience, allowing people to process collective
trauma and grief through an indelible visual language.

The figure of Pope Francis has
offered an important moral and spiritual reference for many,
demonstrating a unique ability to engage with young people and
invite even nonbelievers to deeper reflection on faith and the
meaning of existence.

Popular religiosity has shown a
remarkable capacity for survival even during historical periods
when the intellectual expression of faith — marked by theological
rigor and institutional power — was predominant. This form of
spirituality, often relegated to the margins of theological systems
and overshadowed by meta-narratives of scientific progress and
secularization, has persisted in a kind of clandestinity.

In the present context, popular
religiosity is reemerging as a potential source of meaning for
human existence, offering responses to the need for the sacred and
the mysterious in an increasingly rationalized world. However, for
religious institutions, this rediscovery may represent a
temptation: to exploit renewed interest in the sacred as a means of
authority and success.

These dynamics call into question
fundamental assumptions about the role of popular religiosity, not
only as a cultural heritage but as an authentic response to the
search for meaning that transcends institutional and rational
logics.

In conclusion, sacred tattooing
represents a compelling sociocultural phenomenon that, while rooted
in the private sphere, powerfully emerges in the public and media
domains. It serves as a testament to the enduring human need to
give meaning to personal experience, especially in times of crisis.
Further research — including the analysis of online narratives and
post-pandemic religious practices — may help deepen our
understanding of this phenomenon and its implications in
contemporary society.
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Abstract


 



This study investigates the
potential of wearable technologies and gamification to redefine
pilgrimage as an immersive, personalized, and data-oriented
experience. Drawing on empirical research conducted along the 
Camino de Santiago in June 2024, the paper examines the
perceptions and expectations of 17 pilgrims interviewed through a
qualitative, semi-structured approach. 

Findings suggest that wearable
technologies, such as smartwatches, smart rings, biometric sensors,
and mobile applications, act as mediators of bodily awareness,
digital measurement, and spiritual reflection, revealing how
contemporary pilgrimage integrates technological mediation into
practices of endurance and meaning. 

Nonetheless, some pilgrims
expressed reservations about using digital devices along the route,
fearing they might distract from the spiritual experience or reduce
its spontaneity.

The paper offers an empirical
analysis of wearable technologies and datification in contemporary
pilgrimage, discussing their implications for understanding
devotional experience in the digital age.

 




Keywords: Wearable Technologies, Datification,
Pilgrimage Experience, Smart Tourism and Digital Engagement.
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The 
  
Camino de Santiago
  
, or 
  
Way of St James
  
, is one of the most
enduring pilgrimage itineraries in Western civilization. It
comprises several routes that cross Europe and converge at the
shrine of the apostle in Santiago de Compostela. The traditional
and oldest path, commonly known as the Camino Francés, unfolds
across the north-western regions of Spain. Originating in the early
ninth century after the reported discovery of the apostle’s tomb in
Galicia (Amaro et al., 2018), the Camino soon became one of the
three major Christian pilgrimage destinations, together with Rome
and Jerusalem. Medieval chroniclers already described Santiago de
Compostela as a radiant nexus where faith, geography, and movement
converged. The 
  
Camino
  
 functioned not merely as a
route but as a spiritual architecture of Europe: a lattice of
monasteries, hospices, and cathedrals that embodied the continent’s
collective devotion and cultural exchange.


To walk the Camino was to
participate in a dense network of narratives, relics, and rituals
that linked individual experience to a broader religious and
cultural tradition (Innocenti, 2024). Among the many material
symbols that shaped this experience, the scallop shell functioned
as both a practical tool (a container for water) and a metaphor for
the soul’s progress toward divine unity. Equally significant was
the 
credencial, or pilgrim passport, which historically served
as proof of identity and intention, allowing travelers to access
shelters and protection along the route. In contemporary practice,
it operates as both a logistical record and a symbolic
representation of advancement: each stamp collected marks a
tangible stage in the journey and embodies the pilgrim’s
persistence. 

Through this cumulative structure,
the 
credencial transforms the pilgrimage into a sequenced
process of recognition and reward, an early analogue of what design
theory would later term 
gamification, the integration of achievement-oriented
mechanics into everyday practices (Deterding, Dixon, Khaled, &
Nacke, 2011)

  [1]
. Far from trivializing the spiritual purpose of the journey,
this ritualized accumulation of signs reinforces commitment,
offering pilgrims a material narrative of progress that intertwines
devotion, discipline, and embodied movement. 

The modern resurgence of the Camino
began in the late twentieth century, catalyzed by a confluence of
heritage politics, European integration, and a renewed search for
meaning beyond institutional religion. Declared a UNESCO World
Heritage Site in 1993, the route today attracts more than 498,000
registered pilgrims annually (Oficina Peregrino, 2025).

Yet its motivations have
diversified dramatically: pilgrims now walk for reasons ranging
from religious renewal to psychological recovery, environmental
consciousness, artistic inspiration, or simply the allure of
slowness in a world of acceleration. As Amaro, Antunes, and
Henriques (2018) observed, the Camino has evolved into a
“multivocal space,” where the sacred and the secular, the spiritual
and the recreational, coexist and overlap. Through centuries, the
rhythm of walking and praying, of effort and reflection, has
produced what might be called a 
grammar of devotion in which geography, body, and belief
remain deeply intertwined.

Anthropologically, the Camino de
Santiago functions as a liminal space, a threshold between the
ordinary and the extraordinary, where transformation is sought
through repetition and exposure. The act of walking hundreds of
kilometers enacts a slow pedagogy of the senses: fatigue refines
perception, discomfort sharpens gratitude, and landscape becomes
both mirror and interlocutor. In this convergence of body,
movement, and interpretation, the Camino de Santiago continues to
operate as a laboratory of pilgrimage practice. 

Pilgrimage has long been one of the
most persistent and symbolically charged forms of human mobility.
Among its numerous manifestations, the Camino de Santiago occupies
a singular position: a route where physical endurance, spiritual
aspiration, and cultural exchange have converged for over a
millennium, a dynamic intersection between faith, body, and
landscape (Collins-Kreiner, 2010; Amaro et al., 2018). Today,
however, this ancient path unfolds within a profoundly different
material and technological environment, one defined by constant
connectivity, biometric measurement, and the pervasive recording of
experience.

The proliferation of wearable
technologies has introduced a new form of mediation into
pilgrimage. The term 
wearable technologies (or simply 
wearables) refers to electronic devices embedded in
accessories or clothing, designed to be worn on the body and
capable of continuous interaction with the user through sensors,
interfaces, and mobile connectivity (Tulung et al, 2025). For the
purposes of this study, the category includes a variety of 
technological prostheses (McLuhan, 1964), such as
smartwatches, smart rings, biometric bracelets, and other devices
that collect and process data related to movement, location,
physiological conditions, and the surrounding environment. These
devices, initially designed for health monitoring and sports
performance, have been appropriated by pilgrims seeking to manage
fatigue, ensure safety, and document progress (Gretzel et al.,
2015; Tussyadiah et al., 2018; Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019; Muaremi
et al., 2013).

Along the Camino, the steady pulse
of sensors and the rhythm of walking merge into a hybrid practice
of religious, spiritual, and deeply personal devotion and data
collection. The result is a contemporary form of 
datification, the conversion of embodied, subjective
experience into numerical traces. What was once ineffable is now
continuously registered, analyzed, and potentially shared. 

This process does not simply add a
technological layer to the pilgrimage; it transforms the
phenomenology of walking itself. Each step is mirrored by invisible
measurements of distance, heart rate, temperature, and exertion,
creating a dialogue between body and device. The pilgrim becomes
both participant and observer, simultaneously engaged in effort and
reflection.

The body, once interpreted through
theological language, now speaks through data. In this sense,
wearable devices extend the long Christian tradition of
interpreting bodily discipline as a pathway to insight—yet they do
so through algorithmic rather than ascetic mediation. As Boppre
(2024) suggests, endurance along the Camino today involves not only
muscle and purpose, but also sensors and software.

Contemporary pilgrims navigate not
only ancient paths but also infrastructures of connectivity:
GPS-enabled routes, online forums, digital credentials, and
real-time tracking applications. The journey remains physical and
contemplative, yet increasingly mediated by technologies that
record, interpret, and share experience. This digital layer adds a
new texture to the Camino, a fusion of medieval ritual and
postmodern reflexivity. Pilgrimage, once defined by silence and
solitude, is now intertwined with networks of data, photographs,
and messages that traverse global platforms. Still, the core of the
practice persists: endurance, humility, and the rhythm of the body
in movement.

The empirical study presented here
builds upon these dynamics. Based on semi-structured interviews
with seventeen pilgrims who walked sections of the Camino de
Santiago in June 2024, it explores how datification reshapes
perceptions of embodiment, safety, and meaning. The voices of these
participants reveal both enthusiasm for the supportive role of
technology and hesitation about its potential to intrude upon the
reflective and spiritual dimensions of the pilgrimage experience.
Their reflections suggest that pilgrimage today involves navigating
not only landscapes and rituals, but also the informational
ecosystems that accompany movement.

Ultimately, this introduction
proposes to view the Camino de Santiago as a microcosm of a broader
transformation in human mobility, where bodily experience,
spiritual aspiration, and digital measurement converge.


  
The pilgrimage
remains a practice of discovery and endurance, yet it now unfolds
within networks of data that trace, amplify, and sometimes redefine
the journey itself. To walk toward Santiago is no longer solely to
seek redemption; it is also to encounter the algorithmic traces of
one’s own body, a form of purpose and devotion expressed in
numbers, graphs, and quiet vibrations beneath the skin,
embodying.



  


  


  




                    

    
	1 
                     The passport provides structured feedback,
transforming the journey into a sequence of attainable goals, and
memories. The ritual of collecting stamps combines physical effort,
anticipation, and satisfaction, reinforcing the sense of
advancement and purpose that accompanies the act of walking. Even
before the emergence of wearable technologies and mobile tracking
applications, the 
credencial embodied a tactile interface between devotion
and documentation, linking movement, memory, and recognition
through a simple material practice.
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Research on pilgrimage is
both extensive and methodologically diverse, spanning
historiography, anthropology, religious studies, and tourism.
Foundational contributions have examined continuity and
transformation in motivations, practices, and meanings, emphasizing
the resilience of pilgrimage as a social and cultural form
(Collins-Kreiner, 2010; Amaro et al., 2018).


Within this broad corpus, studies
specific to the Camino de Santiago have documented the plurality of
contemporary motives, ranging from religious devotion to
self-exploration and well-being, showing how heterogeneous
expectations coexist along the same routes (Amaro et al.,
2018).

More recent work has revisited the
Camino as a site where spiritual journey frames interact with
late-modern sensibilities, opening questions about how pilgrims
negotiate belief, ritual, and experience in pluralist contexts
(Roszak & Mróz, 2024). In parallel, the growth in pilgrim flows
underscores the phenomenon’s scale and administrative relevance;
official statistics consistently report several hundred thousand
completions annually, confirming the Camino’s status as a major
experiential itinerary in Europe (Oficina Peregrino, 2025).

Against this backdrop, the
literature has only recently shifted toward systematic engagement
with media and technology. Rather than treating digital tools as
peripheral conveniences, current studies increasingly approach them
as structuring elements of tourist experience and value
co-creation, especially in “smart” service ecosystems (Gretzel et
al., 2015; Neuhofer et al., 2015; Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019).
This technological turn is particularly salient for pilgrimage,
where mediation touches not only logistics but also reflexive
dimensions of meaning, identity, and embodiment.

Within tourism research, “smart”
frameworks have highlighted context-aware, networked, and real-time
service logics that personalize and intensify engagement (Gretzel
et al., 2015; Neuhofer et al., 2015). Studies of co-creation and
“nowness” underline how mobile and wearable systems compress
temporal and informational distances, reconfiguring decision-making
and on-site experience (Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019). At the same
time, meta-level reflections on automation and AI have articulated
how technological mediation alters the conditions under which
tourism knowledge and value are produced (Tussyadiah, 2020).

Wearables occupy a distinctive
position within this landscape because they convert bodily states
into continuous, actionable feedback. Empirical syntheses indicate
that activity trackers can increase physical activity and support
self-regulation, albeit with heterogeneous effects across
populations and time (Ferguson et al., 2022). Reviews of
health-oriented wearables note both the promise of long-term
monitoring and the need to situate adoption within users’ everyday
practices and constraints (Teixeira et al., 2021).

In tourism specifically, wearable
and augmented-reality interfaces have been analyzed for how they
reshape presence, attention, and “embodiment” during travel
(Tussyadiah et al., 2018). Some recent case studies focused on
walking the Camino illustrates how endurance practices and wearable
use intertwine in situ, offering a concrete vantage on data-rich
pilgrimage (Boppre, 2024; Al-Shaery et al., 2022; Buhalis &
Sinarta, 2019; Abdel Baset & Alshamrani, 2023). 

Read through McLuhan’s (1964)
classic formulation of media as “extensions” of human faculties,
wearables operate as technological prostheses that externalize
sensation and memory while folding them back into the traveler’s
reflexive awareness. This strand of research underwrites a
conceptual move from discrete “use of devices” to the broader
process of datification, the translation of lived experience into
traceable metrics that can be stored, shared, and compared.

In a pilgrimage setting, such
translation bears on safety, pacing, commemoration, and social
connection, rendering the body both informant and informed.

A second, complementary body of
literature addresses the physiology of endurance and environmental
stressors, work that clarifies why wearable feedback might matter
to pilgrims at all. Classic studies synthesize determinants of
maximal oxygen uptake and endurance performance, situating limits
in the interaction between cardiovascular capacity, metabolic
pathways, and neuromuscular regulation (Bassett, 2000; Seiler,
2010; Speakman & Selman, 2003). Environmental physiology shows
how heat, humidity, and hydration status shape performance and
perceived exertion, often non-linearly (Cheung et al., 2000; Cuddy
et al., 2014; Maughan et al., 2007). Population-level analyses and
position stands further formalize hydration and thermoregulation
guidance for sustained exercise (Sawka et al., 2007), while
epidemiological and sport-performance studies quantify the effects
of weather on outcomes relevant to prolonged walking (Ely et al.,
2007; Baldwin et al., 2023).

Monitoring frameworks contribute
methodological clarity by specifying how heart-rate and related
signals can be contextualized for training load and
recovery—principles transferable to non-competitive endurance such
as long-distance walking (Schneider et al., 2018). Evidence on
exercise-induced cognitive effects and energy expenditure dynamics
underscores that endurance is not merely somatic strain but also a
cognitive-affective process in which attention, executive control,
and motivation interact with bodily cues (Hunter et al., 2015;
Ludyga et al., 2016).

For pilgrimage, this physiological
corpus accomplishes two things. First, it legitimates the practical
value of feedback on distance, pace, heart rate, temperature
exposure, and sleep, variables that wearables can approximate in
vivo. Second, it provides a conceptual vocabulary for interpreting
why pilgrims may experience such feedback as meaningful beyond
utility: the measurable body becomes a site of self-regulation,
learning, and narrative construction.

While contemporary research
foregrounds datification, pilgrimage has long incorporated material
practices that scaffold motivation and recognition. The Camino’s
credential system—stamps accumulated across stages—exemplifies a
sequential logic of progress that resonates with achievement
structures analyzed in game-studies scholarship (Deterding et al.,
2011; Montola et al., 2009). In the present, digital sharing of
daily distances, routes, and milestones extends this logic into
networked spaces, where metrics operate as tokens of sociability
and belonging. In tourism and hospitality, such exchanges align
with co-creation dynamics in which value emerges through
interaction among guests, technologies, and platforms (Neuhofer et
al., 2015; Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019).

Crucially, this does not imply a
displacement of religious or existential motives. Studies of Camino
motivations and spiritual framings show that devotional,
psychological, and aesthetic orientations cohabit the same journey
(Amaro et al., 2018; Roszak & Mróz, 2024). In such plural
settings, data do not substitute for belief; they furnish an
additional vocabulary for communicating effort, situating
achievement, and sustaining connection—within families, peer
groups, and pilgrim communities.

Taken together, four literatures
converge: (a) a mature field on pilgrimage continuity and
transformation (Collins-Kreiner, 2010; Amaro et al., 2018; Roszak
& Mróz, 2024), (b) smart-tourism research on personalization,
nowness, and co-creation (Gretzel et al., 2015; Neuhofer et al.,
2015; Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019; Tussyadiah, 2020), (c) empirical
and review work on wearables and activity tracking (Ferguson et
al., 2022; Teixeira et al., 2021; Tussyadiah et al., 2018; Boppre,
2024), and (d) endurance physiology and environmental stress
(Bassett, 2000; Cheung et al., 2000; Cuddy et al., 2014; Sawka et
al., 2007; Ely et al., 2007; Baldwin et al., 2023; Schneider et
al., 2018; Seiler, 2010; Ludyga et al., 2016; Maughan et al., 2007;
Hunter et al., 2015; Speakman & Selman, 2003). The present
research examines how pilgrims experience and interpret the
presence and the use of wearable devices along the Camino de
Santiago, and how these technologies mediate bodily awareness,
social interaction, and spiritual reflection. In this perspective,
wearables are understood not as neutral instruments but as
technological prostheses, extensions of perception and memory that
render endurance both legible and communicable.
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This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory design aimed at
understanding how pilgrims perceive the potential value of wearable
technologies during the Camino de Santiago and in which
dimensions—physical, emotional, or practical—such technologies
might enhance or interfere with their experience. A qualitative
approach was chosen to capture the subjective and contextual nature
of these perceptions, privileging depth and nuance over
representativeness.

Fieldwork was conducted between 20
and 26 June 2024 along sections of the Camino de Santiago. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted 
in motion while walking with participants (Evans &
Jones, 2011).

This method, inspired by the
practice of the 
walking interview, allowed the researcher to access
meanings as they emerged within the embodied and sensory
environment of pilgrimage. Rather than removing participants from
their context, the research took place within it, amid the heat,
fatigue, conversations, and rhythms of walking. This situational
proximity proved particularly useful for exploring themes related
to bodily awareness, endurance, and technological mediation.

Seventeen pilgrims participated in
the study. They were recruited through spontaneous encounters along
the route, during pauses, meals, or while walking together for
short stretches. Participation was voluntary, and verbal informed
consent was obtained from all individuals prior to recording. The
sample included men and women of different nationalities, aged
between eighteen and forty-four, all engaged in the pilgrimage
during the period of data collection. Although the composition of
the group was heterogeneous, the purpose was not to represent a
demographic profile of pilgrims but to generate a diverse set of
experiential accounts.

Interviews followed a
semi-structured guide organized around a limited number of core
topics: prior knowledge or use of wearable technologies; perceived
usefulness of such devices in the context of pilgrimage (for
health, orientation, or memory); possible risks or limitations
(distraction, privacy, commercialization of experience); and
reflections on how technology might influence personal feelings
regarding authenticity or spirituality. The format was
intentionally flexible, allowing conversations to follow the
natural flow of walking. Most interviews lasted between twenty and
fifty minutes, depending on pace, terrain, and the availability of
quiet sections along the path. All conversations were recorded via
smartphone, using a voice-recorder application. The recordings were
later transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Given the mobile and open-air
context, the research procedure required constant attention to
environmental and ethical conditions. Interviews were conducted
only when participants felt comfortable and the path was safe for
walking and talking simultaneously. Each participant was informed
that anonymity would be guaranteed and that no personal identifiers
would appear in the final report. The study did not involve the
collection of medical or biometric data beyond the verbal accounts
provided.

Data analysis followed an inductive
thematic approach. Transcripts were read repeatedly to achieve
familiarity and to identify recurrent patterns and contrasts.
Coding was initially descriptive and later conceptual, grouping
statements into themes such as bodily awareness and safety,
self-monitoring and endurance, and spiritual authenticity and
technological mediation. The analysis sought to balance the
specificity of individual narratives with broader interpretive
categories relevant to tourism and technology studies. Attention
was paid to how participants linked concrete experiences to
abstract meanings of control, connection, and self-knowledge.

Throughout the process, the
researcher maintained a reflexive awareness of positionality.
Walking alongside participants created a shared physical condition
that facilitated openness and trust, but also demanded critical
vigilance regarding influence and empathy. The decision to conduct
interviews while moving was not merely pragmatic but
epistemological: it emphasized that knowledge of pilgrimage is
produced through movement itself. By situating inquiry within the
embodied practice of walking, the research captured how perceptions
of technology are negotiated dynamically, moment by moment, along
the route.


  
The combination of in-motion
interviewing and inductive thematic analysis provided a robust (yet
contextually circumscribed, given the small sample and the limited
duration of the study) framework for interpreting how pilgrims
articulate the relationship between body, technology, and
spirituality. The resulting dataset, composed of seventeen recorded
interviews, offers an ecologically grounded view of pilgrimage as
both a physical and reflective practice in which technological
mediation becomes an integral part of meaning-making.
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Analysis of the seventeen
interviews indicates a nuanced, multifaceted stance toward wearable
technologies among pilgrims on the Camino de Santiago. From the
inductive coding, we derived three overarching themes:


(1) bodily awareness and safety as
data-driven empowerment; 

(2) quantified endurance and
self-measurement as a form of reflection and control; and 

(3) ambivalence toward digital
mediation and the preservation of spiritual authenticity. 

These themes highlight the
coexistence of pragmatic, affective, and moral dimensions in
pilgrims’ engagement with technology. While most participants did
not use wearables extensively during the journey, their imagined or
potential use elicited consistent patterns of reasoning about the
value and risk of technological mediation in a context historically
defined by simplicity and introspection.
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Participants frequently
associated wearable technologies with the possibility of better
understanding and managing their own physical condition. In the
demanding context of walking several hours per day under variable
weather, data were perceived as potential instruments of 
  
self-care
  
 rather than performance
optimization.


Several pilgrims referred to prior
experiences with smartwatches or fitness bands, emphasizing the
reassurance offered by real-time feedback on heart rate, hydration
reminders, or distance covered. Even those not using devices
acknowledged that such information could support pacing and prevent
exhaustion. The entire sample (N=17) consistently indicated
appreciation for knowing the number of kilometres and steps
covered, as well as the calories burned. This information was
described as both practical and motivating, providing a concrete
sense of progress along the route. Several interviewees referred to
such data as a small but satisfying ritual at the end of each
stage: “How far I’ve walked, how many steps, it’s the first thing I
check when I finish a stage. [...] It gives me a sense of closure.”
(M, 27) “Seeing the number of kilometers helps me realize what my
body can actually do. It’s like proof that I’ve earned the day.”
(M, 33) “I’m not obsessed with numbers, but they keep me aware:
it’s encouraging to see progress instead of just feeling tired.”
(F, 41).

These reflections suggest that
quantification contributes to the narrative structure of the
pilgrimage, translating effort into measurable evidence of
achievement. For most participants, the data did not trivialize the
experience; rather, it complemented the emotional satisfaction of
completing each day’s journey.

Safety emerged as a salient
dimension. The Camino involves diverse terrains, heat exposure, and
long periods of solitude, particularly in rural stages.
Interviewees imagined that devices capable of sending alerts,
monitoring vital signs, or sharing location data could provide a
sense of protection. This perceived safety, however, was less about
fear of danger than about the psychological comfort of being
connected. The knowledge that one’s physical state could be
monitored (or at least recorded) offered a subtle reinforcement of
endurance and autonomy.

“I’m not afraid of walking alone,
but it’s comforting to know my smartwatch could alert someone if
something went wrong. It just makes the road feel less empty.” (F,
41)

“It’s not really about danger, you
know? It’s more like… if something happened, someone would
eventually find me. That thought helps me relax.” (M, 33)

“I like seeing my pulse or pace on
the screen, it gives me the feeling that I’m managing myself, not
just surviving the day.” (F, 27)

“I suppose it’s psychological. You
are aware of your data’s being recorded somewhere, and that means
you’re not completely 
invisible out here.” (M, 44)

“For me, it’s about autonomy. The
device doesn’t walk for me, but it gives me confidence, like having
quiet backup, 
invisible but there.” (F, 40)

The last two statements highlight
an additional dimension of meaning: the value attributed to the
invisibility and discretion of wearable devices. For these
participants, the appeal of technology resided precisely in its
unobtrusive presence, tools that operate silently in the
background, offering reassurance and information without
interrupting the embodied rhythm or contemplative atmosphere of the
pilgrimage.

This discreet mediation was often
associated with a deeper attentiveness to the body itself. Several
respondents described how the quiet awareness produced by such
devices invited them to listen more closely to their own physical
states — to fatigue, breathing, or heartbeat (Felkai, 2019)— as
integral aspects of the journey. In this sense, the subtle feedback
provided by wearables did not replace reflection but facilitated
it, transforming physiological data into cues for self-observation.
A few pilgrims (although only one of the seventeen participants
identified religious devotion as the primary motivation for
undertaking the Camino, several spontaneously referred to
spirituality, inner connection, and transcendence as meaningful
elements of their journey) even suggested that this heightened
bodily awareness could enrich the spiritual dimension of walking,
offering tangible evidence of effort and vulnerability, dimensions
traditionally interpreted in religious terms as sacrifice and
humility. Rather than contradicting the contemplative ethos of
pilgrimage, discreet technological awareness extended it: the body
emerged simultaneously as a site of devotion and a source of
empirical feedback, bridging the physical and the spiritual without
collapsing one into the other.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            2.6 Quantified Endurance and Self-Measurement as Reflection and Control
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
A second area concerned the
interpretation of data as a means of measuring progress and framing
endurance. Participants recognized the symbolic power of
quantification, the translation of kilometres, steps, or elevation
into tangible proof of perseverance. Many compared such metrics to
traditional material signs of advancement, notably the
  
credencial
  
 and its cumulative stamps.
For these respondents, wearable data represented a digital
continuation of that logic of documentation: each measurement stood
as a mark of progress, a personal narrative inscribed in
numbers.


“I know it’s supposed to be
spiritual, but for me it’s also about discipline. I like having
information because it keeps me honest about my effort.” (F,
40)

“If I didn’t measure it, it would
feel less real somehow. The stats remind me of how far I’ve gone,
but also of how I felt when I got there.” (M, 36)

Yet this quantification carried
ambivalence. Some pilgrims described how the availability of
continuous feedback might risk transforming the journey into a
sequence of targets to be achieved rather than moments to be lived.
One participant remarked that “numbers can become addictive”,
noting that monitoring speed or calories might distract from
contemplation. Others, however, argued that data offered a form of
discipline, encouraging consistent pacing and motivating
completion. The duality between reflection and control was evident:
while data enabled self-knowledge, they also imposed subtle
expectations of performance.

Interestingly, several participants
emphasized the post-journey value of data, describing wearable
records as personal digital diaries that could later be revisited,
shared, or compared. These records were perceived not only as
documentation of performance but as extensions of memory, a means
to reconstruct the physical and emotional trajectory of the
pilgrimage. Many participants reported sharing screenshots or
summaries of their routes with family and friends, transforming
private exertion into a communicable experience of achievement and
connection. This tendency toward sharing was not confined to
personal circles: several respondents noted that among pilgrims
themselves, exchanging data or comparing daily distances had become
a casual social practice, a way to “start conversations” at hostels
or along the trail. In this context, digital metrics functioned as
small tokens of sociability, accessible, non-intrusive, and capable
of transforming solitary progress into communal recognition. In
this retrospective function, data assumed a mnemonic and relational
quality, converting bodily effort into both a personal archive and
a social narrative. The practice of measurement thus intersected
with the communicative dimension of pilgrimage, offering new
formats for remembering, narrating, and sharing the journey. For
most pilgrims, the issue was not the legitimacy of quantification
but the ability to balance its motivational and connective benefits
against the risk of reducing a freely lived spiritual experience to
a sequence of measurable outcomes.

“At the end of the day I usually
share my screen with my family back home, just a screenshot of the
route, the steps, the distance. It’s a way of saying ‘I’m OK, I
made it.’ Sometimes I post it on social media too, but mostly it’s
for them. It keeps me connected, but also accountable.” (M, 33)
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The third theme concerns the
ethical and experiential tension between technological mediation
and spiritual authenticity. Authenticity here refers broadly to
pilgrims’ pursuit of sincerity and depth, whether expressed in
religious, spiritual, or existential terms. While participants
acknowledged the potential benefits of wearable devices, many
expressed reservations about their compatibility with the symbolic
and affective atmosphere of the Camino. The notion of distraction
recurred frequently: technology, even when unobtrusive, was seen as
capable of interrupting the fragile rhythm of solitude, silence,
and introspection that pilgrims valued. Several interviewees
described the pilgrimage as an opportunity to distance themselves
from the saturation of connectivity that defines everyday life.
Introducing sensors or notifications was perceived as a return to
the same forms of vigilance and control they sought to
escape.


“If I had constant data, I’d
probably focus more on improving my numbers than on what I’m here
to feel. It’s too easy to turn this into a competition.” (M,
29)

“I used my phone only at night.
During the day I wanted the road, the heat, and my thoughts, no
notifications, no tracking. That was my freedom.” (F, 34)

“I’m not against devices. I just
think this path should be a space where you listen inward, not to
another signal.” (M, 42)

Authenticity was thus framed not
only as a moral ideal but as a temporal condition, a space of
suspension from data, tasks, and external demands. For some, using
a wearable would have felt like importing the metrics of
productivity into a time and space intended for openness and
uncertainty. 

“There’s something sacred about not knowing everything, not the
distance, not the time. Sometimes technology just fills the silence
that you actually need.” (M, 38)

Nevertheless, a minority of participants suggested that
authenticity and technology need not be opposed. They argued that
meaning resides in the intentional use of devices: when technology
supports safety or reflection without dominating attention, it can
coexist with spirituality. This pragmatic view mirrors broader
patterns in tourism research, where authenticity is increasingly
negotiated rather than presumed.

“For me, it’s a question of balance. I don’t reject technology,
but I want to be the one deciding when it enters my day, not the
other way around.” (F, 44)

Ultimately, ambivalence rather than rejection characterized
participants’ attitudes. Pilgrims articulated a continuous process
of negotiation between presence and mediation, silence and
information. Wearable technologies were imagined as potentially
useful, even enriching, but only if subordinated to the
experiential priorities of the journey. As one participant
summarized, 

“It’s not the device that matters; it’s whether it helps you
walk better or think better” (M, 38). 

This conditional acceptance encapsulates the ethical sensitivity
that defines contemporary pilgrimage: a search for meaning
conducted through, but not determined by, the technologies of a
datafied world. 
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Across the three dimensions
examined—bodily awareness, quantified endurance, and spiritual
authenticity—a consistent pattern emerges: pilgrims experience
wearable technology not as an external imposition but as an element
that must be continually negotiated. The Camino thus becomes a
dynamic field in which embodiment, data, and spirituality intersect
and recalibrate one another.


The first theme, bodily awareness,
highlights how wearables heighten perception of physical limits and
environmental conditions, fostering a sense of control and safety.
Yet this same awareness often acquires a reflective depth,
transforming physiological monitoring into a contemplative
practice. In the second theme, quantification introduces a
vocabulary of measurement that renders effort visible and
communicable.

Data provide reassurance and
motivation but also invite comparison and sharing, turning solitary
exertion into social performance. Finally, the third theme,
spiritual authenticity, reveals how digital mediation redefines
rather than negates the sacred. For many, the discreet presence of
technology allows a modern form of ascetic balance, a coexistence
of attention and abstraction, connection and solitude.

Taken together, these insights show
that the pilgrimage experience is structured by a subtle
oscillation between control and surrender. Wearables extend
perception and memory, extending the pilgrim’s sensory and
cognitive reach while also demanding ethical discernment about when
and how to use them.

The datification of pilgrimage does
not dissolve its spiritual or communal dimensions; it reframes them
within a regime of visibility, where meaning is produced through
both embodiment and recording. It is a hybrid practice in which the
body, the device, and the sacred coexist in continuous dialogue.
What emerges, therefore, is not a conflict between technology and
transcendence, but a negotiation of boundaries.

Wearable technologies do not
replace or diminish the spiritual with the digital; they render the
spiritual traceable, turning walking into a site where the ancient
pursuit of meaning meets the contemporary impulse to measure,
share, and connect. Wearables mediate rather than replace devotion,
embedding the ancient rhythm of walking within the contemporary
logic of digital presence.

This integrative view confirms that
the Camino de Santiago, far from being an anachronistic ritual,
continues to evolve as a living laboratory for the interaction
between material endurance, technological mediation, and the human
search for meaning.

Wearable devices do not merely
assist pilgrims in managing physical strain; they actively
contribute to redefining what it means to undertake and to
experience pilgrimage. Within this synthesis, pilgrimage becomes
not only a path of faith or discipline, but a site where human
vulnerability and digital mediation co-produce new forms of
meaning.

This study is exploratory in scope
and its findings must be interpreted within several limitations.
The sample of seventeen participants, recruited through spontaneous
encounters along the Camino de Santiago, does not allow for
statistical generalization. Interviews were conducted in motion,
which, while enhancing ecological validity, sometimes limited depth
or continuity due to environmental noise and physical exertion.


The analysis reflects the specific
temporal and geographical conditions of June 2024 and may not
capture seasonal or cultural variations in pilgrims’ practices.

Despite these constraints, the
study provides valuable qualitative insights into how wearable
technologies are perceived within the lived experience of
pilgrimage, offering a grounded basis for further comparative or
longitudinal research.
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Abstract


  



This paper offers a critical
analysis of Cees Nooteboom’s famous travelogue, 
Roads to Santiago: Detours and Discoveries in the Lands of
Spain (1997), positioning it as a significant work that
deliberately breaks with conventional travel writing. While the 
Camino de Santiago typically implies linearity,
Nooteboom’s account is uniquely defined by its systematic rejection
of the pilgrimage’s traditional path. 

The core argument explores the
author’s strategy of digression and detours (spanning 1979–1992) as
both a literary device and a sophisticated epistemological
framework for engaging with reality. 

The central research question
investigates how Nooteboom transforms the elusive, fragmented
nature of lived experiences into a cohesive and communicable
“narratable fact”.

Drawing upon sociological,
philosophical and anthropological concepts – including the work of
Schütz, Garfinkel, and Turner – this study aims to demonstrate that
the author’s failure to adhere to the rigid path not only provides
a rich historical and cultural exploration of Spain but also
elevates the journey into a profound metaphor for the modern search
for meaning.
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            3.1 Introduction
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
Cees Nooteboom’s travelogue

  
Roads to Santiago: Detours and
Riddles in the Lands and History of Spain
  
 (1997) is a significant
text that transcends conventional travel writing due to its
polysemic literary status. While a vast body of literature exists
on pilgrimages and the 
  
Camino de Santiago
  
, Nooteboom’s work is
uniquely compelling due to its systematic rejection of the
pilgrimage’s conventional linearity. The core of this analysis lies
in exploring the author’s declared and practiced strategy of
digression (a series of detours spanning from 1979 to 1992 and one
more in 2001) as a deliberate literary device and an
epistemological framework for engaging with reality. The central
research question concerns how Nooteboom transforms the elusive,
fragmented nature of lived experiences into a sophisticated,
communicable “narratable fact”.


To address this, the study will
adopt a multi-faceted theoretical lens, integrating literary
analysis with established concepts from sociology, philosophy and
anthropology, specifically drawing upon the works of Alfred Schütz,
Michel de Certeau, Harold Garfinkel, Maurice Halbwachs, Victor
Turner, Paul Ricoeur, and Émile Durkheim.

Ultimately, this investigation
seeks to demonstrate how Nooteboom’s inability to adhere to the
traditional route of the 
Camino not only gives us a rich mosaic of encounters and
discoveries between past and present throughout Spain, but also
shows us that the journey is a profound metaphor for the modern and
complex search for meaning amid all the manifestations of
reality.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            3.2	Thematic Analysis: The Pilgrim and the Detour as a Literary Device
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
There is a wide range of
literature on pilgrimages and on the 
  
Camino de Santiago
  
 in particular, but for a
number of reasons that will be explained, we can argue that 
  
Roads to Santiago: Detours and
Riddles in the Lands and History of Spain
  
 by Cees Nooteboom, a text
that is a landmark not only in travel literature, but in literature
in general, stands out.


In truth, there is a statement by
the author that already sums it all up: «My journey has become a
detour made up of composite detours, and I allow myself to be
diverted even from them» (Nooteboom, 1997, p. 49).

This is how “Not Yet in Santiago”,
the fifth chapter of Nooteboom’s book begins. And indeed, if we
imagine pilgrimage as a line that starts from one point, proceeds
along a path, and finally ends at a destination, then the
pilgrimage experience that Nooteboom brings us is nothing short of
a line that breaks off to go in another directions, as the 
roads in that fundamental paratext that is the title
already indicate. This broken line then tries to re-orient itself
towards its original goal but, once again, breaks off towards
another direction, and so on.

Nooteboom’s perennial attempt at
pilgrimage to Santiago, over all his years in Spain, thus reveals
itself to be a long sequence of digressions that, by straying from
the original path, allow him to delve into the history of Spain,
which he loves as a Dutchman immersed in an alterity by which he is
captivated, even as he feels its distance – or perhaps precisely
because of it.

The most common idea is that
pilgrimages are sought after by those who are at the beginning of a
journey of conversion and want a stronger faith, or by those who
simply want to obtain a grace. As if the pilgrimage itself were a
straight line going from A to B, in order to achieve a goal.
Pilgrimage should, indeed, be a straight line to its destination,
but for Nooteboom, it was not so.

A Dutchman born and raised in
Catholicism, the writer later distanced himself from the faith
while continuing to feel a connection to it, and his attempt to go
to Santiago seems a manifestation of this complex relationship with
his original faith – a relationship that leads him to return to it,
only to get lost along the way once more.

«My goal was Santiago, but the
roads frayed like rope» (Nooteboom, 1997, p. 308), he tells us in
the final chapter. Aiming for the city where the remains of the
Apostle James the Great rest, like millions of pilgrims who for
over a millennium have trodden a network of paths originating from
all over Europe, the Dutch writer gets lost in the Iberian
Peninsula following place names, searching for dilapidated
Romanesque churches, or searching for a rare volume in some
library. From the enlightened medieval ecumenism of an Arab,
Jewish, and Christian world, to the Inquisition, from Velázquez to
Zurbarán, from Cervantes to Unamuno, Nooteboom discovers Spain and
its history, and gradually, he learns to listen to its literature.
The author cannot resist either the immense Spanish culture with
the weight of all its centuries, nor the simple charm of desolate
landscapes in sun-scorched cities. Collecting a selection of
journeys from 1979 to 1992 plus one in 2001 – that is, all his
attempts to reach Santiago directly only to get lost instead –
Nooteboom tries to make the impossible possible and mend the
wanderer’s rupture, in search of the elusive essence of a country,
Spain, which is a world unto itself, self-contained, yet
simultaneously the crossroads of three continents: Europe, America,
and Africa. Each time he turned his journey from one of several 
roads to Santiago into a “digression” before reaching the
destination, Nooteboom gathered and recounted in narrated text long
chapters of Spanish history, with the historical events, artistic
developments, and even the anecdotes of the visited place.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            3.3	Epistemological Framework: The Transcription of Experience and the Sociological Lens
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
The Dutch writer does not
limit himself to a simple account of his peregrinations; he
performs a sophisticated operation of transformation, elevating his
experience along the Way into a true testimony that aspires to a
deeply anthropological dimension. The central question I intend to
explore, which also gives the title to this analysis of mine,
concerns how pilgrimage, from an experience lived in its immediacy
and uniqueness, becomes a “narratable fact” through the forms of
written codification adopted by the pilgrim-author.


The transformation of a lived
experience into a “narratable fact” is theorized by Paul Ricoeur in
his monumental work, establishing a necessary link between
phenomenology and poetics. According to the French philosopher,
there exists a profound interdependence: «To put it another way,
time becomes human to the extent that it is articulated through a
narrative mode, and narrative attains its full meaning when it
becomes a condition of temporal experience» (Ricoeur, 1984, p.
52).

This view of the journey’s creative
dimension resonates with Michel de Certeau’s notion of walking as
an act of enunciation – a performative writing of space shaped by
choices and tactics (de Certeau, 1984, pp. 98–99) – which parallels
Nooteboom’s digressions, that then become literary strategies.

Pilgrimage is, by its nature, an
immersive experience. It is a succession of physical sensations –
the dust beneath the feet, the weight of the backpack on the
shoulders, the increasing fatigue or the rediscovered lightness –
that mingle with more subtle sensory perceptions: the smells of
damp earth or bread pulled from the backpack, the sound of distant
bells, the sight of landscapes changing with the hours and days. To
this are added the emotional and spiritual dimensions: moments of
contemplative solitude, unexpected openness towards companions met
along the way, confronting one’s own limits, the search for a
transcendent meaning or simply a more authentic inner dimension.
However, this richness of a lived experience, precisely in its
immediacy and its polysemic character, renders the experience
intrinsically ephemeral and subjective. Such an experience is not
an objective datum easily graspable or fully transmissible. The
lived experience is always “mine”, perceived through my filters, my
emotions, my expectations. The fundamental problem for any author,
and so for Nooteboom, is how to distill this sea of perceptions,
feelings, reflections and mental referrals to make them
communicable, analyzable, and significant, and consequently –
whether he wants it or not – universal.

In this context, sociology offers
invaluable insights for addressing the problem of the nature of
experience and its complex transcription. Let us consider, for
example, the concept of the “life-world” (
Lebenswelt) developed by the sociologist and
phenomenologist Alfred Schütz (1967, pp. 116-129). The Austrian
philosopher and sociologist asserts that our daily experience is
never a passive reception of external data, but is always filtered
and constituted by subjective meanings. Every perception, every
social interaction, every fragment of our lived experience is
imbued with our personal interpretations, our cognitive schemes,
and our intentions. 

This makes every lived experience
unique and not directly transferable from one individual to
another. Nooteboom’s task, from this perspective, is not to
reproduce the experience itself – which is impossible – but rather
to build a bridge between his “life-world” as an intellectual who
wants to begin a pilgrimage, with all its sensory and intellectual
specificities, and the shared understanding of the reader. Every
experience of the world, even that of pilgrim-author Nooteboom, is
always already pre-structured by the typifications and patterns of
interpretation of the social world. 

Writing, in this sense, is not a
mere act of recording, as if pretending to be a shorthand of the
soul, but an active and creative process of interpretation,
selection, and construction of meaning. It is through this process
that the elusive can be, at least partially, grasped and
shared.

A further, useful reference is that
of Harold Garfinkel (1967, pp. 1-34) and his ethnomethodology.
Garfinkel radically challenged the idea of a given and pre-existing
social reality, demonstrating how it is instead constantly “made”
and “remade” by actors themselves through daily practices. The
understanding of reality, therefore, is not a discovery of an
objective datum, but a continuous construction, an incessant
interpretive activity. Nooteboom, in transcribing his experience of
the Way, does not limit himself to reproducing an objective “fact”
of pilgrimage, almost a neutral document. On the contrary, he
actively participates in the construction of a meaning for that
“fact”. Through his writing, Nooteboom makes visible the subtle and
complex ways in which experience is elaborated, interpreted, and
made meaningful not only for him but for a wider audience. 

The author-pilgrim also
demonstrates a historical perspective: as he himself reports, this
pilgrimage he is about to undertake, and from which he always
deviates, was a central fact for medieval man, for which one would
risk one’s entire life, at least once in a lifetime. His “tactic”
(to use De Certeau’s concept) of digressions is accountable (it
makes sense and can be explained) precisely because it has been
transcribed and configured in the form of a narrative (to refer
back to Ricoeur). Thus, Nooteboom uses writing to transform a set
of lived experiences endowed with “indexicality” (they are
personal, context-related) into a narratable fact that, by its very
nature, possesses “accountability” (it’s accessible and meaningful)
to readers.

Nooteboom’s ability to capture and
transcribe reality lies precisely in this implicit awareness of its
constructed and interpretive nature. He is not a mere recorder of
events, but a profound and sophisticated elaborator of meaning.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            3.4 Literary Dynamics: Intertextuality and the Narrative Construction of Reality
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
The transformation of lived
experiences into narrated testimony in Nooteboom occurs through
precise and distinctive literary strategies. Every sensory
observation, whether it is a sculptural detail on a Romanesque
portal, the ceramic bowl on which he eats his partridge, or the
small table on which Cervantes began writing 
  
Don Quixote
  
, becomes the starting point
for an intellectual reflection that branches out in multiple
directions.


The immediate lived experience is
thus filtered and enriched by a vast and profound cultural
background, ranging from medieval art history to philosophy, from
theology to ancient chronicles. Nooteboom’s work does not present
itself as a real-time diary, a chronological sequence of events,
but rather as a pondered, fragmented, and stratified
reconstruction, often the result of multiple visits along the Way
and years of study and in-depth research. Each chapter is a detour
taken by the Way in a different year, and the chapters are not in
chronological order (the sixth chapter is set in 1990, the seventh
in 1988, for example). 

This process allows the author to
select, re-elaborate, and give form and coherence to apparently
disparate fragments of memory and knowledge, with the result of
smooth, flowing writing where the experience described and the
reflections arising from it intertwine in a way that is as
inextricable as it is harmonious. Indeed, a central and distinctive
element of Nooteboom’s prose is the pervasive use of
intertextuality.

His experience of the Way is not
isolated but engages in a continuous and profound dialogue with a
myriad of pre-existing texts – be they historical documents, visual
artworks, literary texts, or philosophical treatises.

This erudite dialogue is never an end in itself or a mere
display of culture. On the contrary, it situates his perception of
the present within a much broader tradition, integrating it into a
collective cultural discourse that spans centuries. Maurice
Halbwachs’s (1980, pp. 44-49; 83-87) theories on “collective
memory” find here one of their most particular exemplifications.
Halbwachs argued that our individual memories are not isolated
phenomena but are always embedded in and shaped by the social
frameworks of group memory. Nooteboom, on his Way, does not merely
form his 
ownmemories; he actively interacts with the collective
memory of Spain’s history and traditions.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            3.5	Anthropological and Social Dimensions: Liminality and the Effervescence of the Self
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
The written codification
allows his pilgrimage attempts with all those detours to acquire an
anthropological dimension of broad scope.


The author universalizes the
individual lived experience, elevating his journey to an
exemplification of recurring and fundamental human dynamics. 

Therefore, the pilgrimage – in this
form of the 
Camino de Santiago attempted by Nooteboom with all its
digressions – becomes a metaphor for the existential journey that
every individual, in different forms, undertakes in life. Nooteboom
does not just describe his Way, understood as a personal and
private itinerary, but represents pilgrimage as the crossroads –
both for believers and nonbelievers – of multiple historical and
cultural phenomena.

To further deepen this
anthropological dimension, we could refer to Victor Turner and his
influential work on the structure of ritual, on rites of passage
and on “liminality” (1967, pp. 93-111). Turner studied how
pilgrimages and other rituals create a “liminal space”, an area of
transition in which normal social structures and everyday
hierarchies are temporarily suspended. 

Moreover, typically along
pilgrimages – and so in the traditional 
Camino –, social roles tend to diminish, status
distinctions blur, and pilgrims may experience a peculiar form of
solidarity, which Turner calls “communitas” (1969, pp. 94-102): a
sense of direct, deep and often emotional bonding, based on the
shared experience of travel and vulnerability. 

We could say that in his specific
case, Nooteboom, who instead gets lost each time and detours, going
to meet from time to time not the other pilgrims but characters and
stories such as Aranda and Philip II, Velázquez and Zurbarán,
Cervantes and Machado, the Incas and the 
conquistadores, captures and conveys the nuances of
dynamics of dispossession, temporary equality and newfound identity
that manifest themselves in a space, sacred and profane at the same
time, in which everything coexists and narrates itself, like a
crossroads with layered levels, and therefore the writer interacts
with the “communitas” of both the present and the past. He
experiences – and recounts – how it was not the Way of St. James
itself, but the unfulfilled purpose of undertaking it, that, we
might say, hacted as a historical, social and psychological
mechanism that redefined for him, each time, temporary
relationships and identities. It’s a mechanism of redefining
relationships and identities that, in the case of traditional
pilgrimages, moves from a secular to a sacred space. 

The nature of this sacred space –
analyzed in depth by Mircea Eliade (1959, pp. 20-29) – focuses on
an 
axis mundi, which, in Nooteboom’s case, is precisely that
Santiago de Compostela which he had to reach sooner or later, but
in the meantime the writer did this: a continuous series of
digressions from this fatal 
axis. Moreover, Émile Durkheim’s (1965, pp. 237-245)
concept of “collective effervescence” can further clarify the
communal and quasi-ritual dimension of the Way of St. James.
Durkheim described the intense emotional energies that unite
individuals during collective rituals, strengthening their sense of
community and shared identity in the face of a sacred symbol or
idea. In contrast, Nooteboom does not appear to be an emotionally
involved participant in the same way as a devout pilgrim; on the
contrary: not only he does not denote any particular faith –
maintaining a bond with Catholicism due more to memories and
culture than anything else –, but he seems to start his 
Camino attempt each time specifically in order not to
complete it. 

Thus, his descriptions, permeated
by his careful and analytical gaze, highlight another aspect: the
collective effervescence is replaced by its reverse, a sort of
“individual effervescence”, a process in which what should have
been the communal experience of the sacred is shattered into
personal paths of meaning, revealing how even detachment or
deviation can generate symbolic belonging. In any case, Nooteboom
also shows how individual experience is always embedded in a larger
social context and how the perception of reality, even the most
intimate, is profoundly influenced by these collective dynamics and
this shared atmosphere. 

And his work therefore, while not
being in itself either historical or anthropological or
sociological, – although it contains many reflections of
philosophical depth on the meaning of history and time – offers
valuable material for multiple analyses in these areas of research.
His style is ultimately the tool that makes this complex
transformation possible and his ability to grasp reality in depth.
His prose is inherently nonfiction, linear but characterized by
broad digressions and an often - meditative rhythm that invites the
reader into reflective contemplation. 

This approach allows for an
in-depth exploration of his thoughts and associations, leading the
reader on a path of continuous intellectual discovery. His
descriptions are of imaginative precision, whether it is the sunlit
Escorial, the crowing of a rooster in the cathedral of Santo
Domingo de la Calzada, or the 
mappa mundi of an 11th-century book in El Burgo de Osma.


The richness of his vocabulary and
the care in sentence construction contribute to making sensitive
reality vivid, multifaceted, and dense with meaning.

The use of subtle irony and a
certain apparent intellectual detachment act not as an emotional
barrier but as a filter, as a support for the author’s analytical
lucidity. Irony and apparent detachment enable him to observe
reality without falling into sentimental idealizations or pure
emotionalism, penetrating its innermost complexities and
contradictions.

This approach, by and large, is
reminiscent in very many ways of the attitude of the travel
chronicler such as Nooteboom is, as well as of the historian and
art expert, but it also recalls the attitude of objective
observation and analysis of phenomena typical of the social
scientist, but with a skillful narrative style. The author’s
writing operates, in essence, a complex form of analysis of
reality, conducted, however, through the refined means of
literature.

Finally, the polysemy of his
language, deeply layered and rich in allusions and implicit
meanings, allows the text to operate on multiple interpretative
levels: personal and autobiographical, historical and cultural,
philosophical and social. 

The reality presented by Nooteboom
is not a univocal and static given, but a complex and dynamic
construction of perceptions, collective and individual memories,
and cultural meanings that intersect and influence each other. His
work thus becomes not only a testimony to his perennial distancing
from attempts to complete the 
Camino, but also a profound and illuminating investigation
into the broader phenomenon of travel, between the search for
meaning and dialogue with the past, and between the sacred and the
profane in their individual and collective dimensions. The 
Camino is one of the most famous and important expressions
of travel, but not the only one, as Nooteboom allows us to observe
in his failed attempts to reach Santiago.

Of course, in the end, he arrived
in Santiago, more than once, but the point was never the
destination, but rather the journey.

This is what the author writes in
the final chapter of the book: “
I am about to undertake the journey one more time, and even now
I know that I will be side-tracked, a tour being synonymous with a
detour in my experience, the eternal, self-contrived labyrinth of
the traveller who cannot resist the temptation of side roads and
country lanes, of a branch road off a main road, of the sign
pointing to a village with a name you have never heard before, of
the silhouette of a castle in the distance with only a track
leading to it, of the vistas that may lie in store for you on the
other side of that hill or mountain range” (Nooteboom, 1997,
p. 309).
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The analysis of Cees
Nooteboom’s 
  
Roads to Santiago
  
 confirms that the text’s
enduring significance lies in its methodological approach to
travel: the digression itself is the destination. By consistently
deviating from the straight line of the pilgrimage between 1979 and
1992 and once in 2001, Nooteboom transforms a religious rite into a
profound intellectual labyrinth. This process allows the author to
achieve a comprehensive, layered account of Spain’s history and
culture, which a straightforward pilgrimage narrative would have
precluded. The structural and chronological fragmentation of the
chapters further reinforces this concept, positioning the book not
as a diary, but as a carefully constructed artifact of memory and
reflection.


Through the application of
sociological, philosophical and anthropological frameworks, it
becomes clear that Nooteboom’s literary strategies – the use of
rich intertextuality and the meticulous transcription of sensory
details – bridge the gap between the subjective 
Lebenswelt and the reader’s objective understanding. 

While traditional pilgrimage is
characterized by the communal communitas and collective
effervescence studied by Turner and Durkheim, Nooteboom’s
self-imposed detours generate an analogous yet distinct phenomenon:
an individual effervescence. This reveals a deeply modern quest
where symbolic belonging and meaning are forged through personal,
analytical divergence rather than collective, devotional
convergence.

In conclusion, Nooteboom’s
persistent failure to reach Santiago in a direct and
straightforward manner, serves as a powerful metaphor for the
contemporary human condition: a continuous, open-ended journey
where the search for meaning is prioritized over its final
attainment. His work offers a valuable contribution to the study of
the literary encoding of reality, illustrating how even the
unfulfilled purpose can become the most compelling and analytically
rich subject. The text, therefore, is not merely a record of
travels, but a sophisticated intellectual instrument for dissecting
the relationship between the individual, history, and the
collective memory, in a literary form as aesthetically curated as
it is compelling.
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Abstract


 



In 2024, more than 449,000 people
reached Santiago de Compostela and registered at the pilgrim’s
office. In recent decades, the Pilgrim’s Way to Santiago has become
a phenomenon that goes beyond the binary of pilgrimage and tourism.
It combines phenomena of a religious, spiritual, cultural, social,
educational, tourist and even sporting nature. In fact, the Camino
de Santiago “itself becomes a narrative that tells, recovers, heals
and even defends the past across the secular-religious spectrum”.
People who have reached Santiago de Compostela feel the need to
narrate their experience. They use different forms of expression
and means, including social media. The TripAdvisor portal is one of
the contemporary tools for pilgrims and tourists to share their
opinions. The paper aims to answer the following questions: What is
the experience of the Camino de Santiago on social media? How do
pilgrims’ micro-narratives change the perception of the traditional
form of pilgrimage? What is important to the authors when they talk
about their experiences?
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For several decades, the
cultural routes collectively known as the Camino de Santiago have
formed a network of marked routes, with a common end in Santiago de
Compostela. Individuals are required to traverse a minimum distance
of 100 km on foot in order to obtain official confirmation of their
pilgrimage from the Cathedral’s Pilgrim’s Office in St James the
Greater. An alternative mode of reaching the Camino destination by
bicycle or on horseback is possible, with a distance of at least
200 km. It is also worthy of note that certain individuals opt to
traverse the route in wheelchairs or with the assistance of animals
other than horses.


The tradition of pilgrimages to
Santiago de Compostela, dating back to the 9
th century, was revived at the turn of the 21
st century with the promotion of this route in terms of
religion, spirituality and tourism. It was imperative to emphasise
the significance of the routes of St. James as a historical
exemplar of cooperation and the integration of people from diverse
regions of the continent. In the course of the process of European
unification, this medieval authentic route became the template for
the creation of other designated thematic routes. Its subsequent
designation as a European Cultural Route of the Council of Europe

  [1]
, followed by its inscription on the World Heritage List (1993
and 2015

  [2]
), has rendered it a globally recognised destination,
attracting visitors from diverse continents, cultures, and
religious backgrounds who speak a wide array of languages.

In 2024, more than 449,000 people
reached Santiago de Compostela and registered at the pilgrim’s
office. The statistics, which demonstrate consistent annual growth,
have attracted the attention of researchers from a variety of
academic disciplines, including religious studies, cultural studies
and anthropology or sociology.

Furthermore, the Camino has been
recognised as a significant cultural phenomenon, inspiring diverse
literary works including diaries, memoirs, novels

  [3]
, detective stories and comic books

  [4]
. It has also had a notable impact on cultural artefacts,
including films, games, songs, souvenirs and clothing items such as
T-shirts and sweatshirts. Walking this route inspires some people
to get tattoos that draw on its themes. Many pilgrims have
documented their experiences in various ways, such as publishing
accounts in conventional formats, sharing narratives online, and
participating in public meetings.

Materials and methods

Virtual spaces, particularly social
media, have become an everyday means of communication, facilitating
interaction and connection between people from different countries
and across geographical and cultural boundaries. The content
disseminated via these platforms serves many purposes, including
informing, persuading and expressing authors’ opinions, as well as
their philosophical, political, religious and ethical beliefs.
Modern travellers looking for travel information and
recommendations now use a variety of sources, including traditional
guidebooks and online materials

  [5]
.

In light of this, the present study
opted to utilise TripAdvisor, a social media platform. It comprises
registered users with individual accounts who share information,
opinions, and recommendations. These statements pertain to the
services offered by establishments such as restaurants and hotels,
as well as more extensive tourist attractions, including towns and
individual sites

  [6]
.

Earlier surveys provided answers to
two key questions. The first of these was: Why do people write
reviews? 73% of TripAdvisor users wrote a review in the past year
[2015] because they wanted to share a good experience with
travelers. 70% of TripAdvisor users wrote a review in the past year
[2015] because they received good advice from reviews and wanted to
pay it forward/give back to the community. The majority of
TripAdvisor’s global users will not book a hotel which does not
have any reviews (54%)”

  [7]
. The second question was: Why do people read reviews? These
responses to the question should not come as a surprise. „8 in 10
users agree that TripAdvisor helps them to plan better trips (82%).
The majority of TripAdvisor users want one place where they can
read reviews, compare prices and book (63%). The two most important
things for TripAdvisor users when reading reviews are recency (42%)
and quantity (30%). Travelers want to know that what they are
reading is current and they want lots of reviews to help them form
an overall sense of people’s opinions.”

  [8]
 It is evident that cultural routes constitute a distinct
category in this context; nevertheless, they are equally the object
of the pursuit of recommendations.

The subject of interest was the
phenomenon of contemporary pilgrimages to Santiago de Compostela
and their representation on the Tripadvisor platform – the gaze of
a modern pilgrim

  [9]
. The selection of research material was achieved by employing
the keyword “Camino de Santiago”. It was determined that the term
in question refers to a more extensive interpretation of the
experience of the journey along the routes of St. James, as opposed
to the content grouped under headings such as, for example, “Camino
Frances”, “Camino”, “cycling the Camino”.

This resulted in 1,284 user ratings
(as at 10.10.2025). The stars awarded, corresponding to values from
1 to 5, are divided into the following categories: The following
scale was employed in order to assess the quality of the
submissions: The scale of evaluation employed ranged from:
excellent” (1,101), very good (118), average (20), poor (18), and
terrible (27). In each case, the rating was accompanied by a
narrative opinion in which the author highlighted the positive and
negative aspects of the Camino de Santiago experience. It is
important to note that some authors waived scoring, which resulted
in a discrepancy (24) between the number of ratings (1,284) and
comments (1,308). The user contributions that were selected for
this study, which are regarded as micro-narratives, were subjected
to a qualitative content analysis in order to provide answers to
the three research questions: 1) What is the experience of the
Camino de Santiago on social media? 2) How do pilgrims’
micro-narratives change the perception of the traditional form of
pilgrimage? 3) What is important to the authors when they talk
about their experiences?
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It
is evident that since the dawn of civilisation, humankind has
engaged in the practice of documenting its travels and
peregrinations. The practice of recording personal accounts and
memories of various types of journeys has been a commonplace
activity since the advent of written communication. Herodotus is
widely regarded as a progenitor of this approach.

A notable form of itinerary
documented in this collection is that of the first-person account,
which provides a direct insight into the experiences and
perspectives of the travellers. In these texts, the authors
presented a factual account, providing descriptions of various
locations, the natural environment, and personal encounters. The
subjects noted both their objective experiences and revealed
emotions, indicating. It is possible to deduce the motivations
behind these individuals undertaking perilous journeys from such
accounts.

The narratives concerning
pilgrimages to Santiago de Compostela are categorised as texts
produced as part of pilgrimages to locations considered sacred by
Christians. From the earliest centuries of Christianity,
pilgrimages were undertaken to Jerusalem and its environs for the
purpose of visiting locations referenced in the Bible, particularly
those pertaining to the life, activity and death of Jesus. The
second significant destination was Rome, a city which was chosen
for two key reasons. Primarily, it functioned as the seat of the
Pope, and secondly, it served as the site of the martyrdom of Peter
and Paul. Of the other locations where the memory of the activity
or the translation of the body of any of the apostles and disciples
of Jesus was kept, the shrine of St. James the Greater ranked among
the most visited. From the 9
thcentury onwards, it became the third most important
place attracting pilgrims from various parts of the world at that
time. A plethora of hagiographic accounts chronicling the
miraculous deeds attributed to James can be found within religious
literature. It is evident that these factors exerted a significant
influence on the propagation of the cult of this Apostle and the
attendant increase in his popularity. Moreover, they played a
pivotal role in the motivation to visit his tomb and engage in
prayer there

  [1]
.

Scholars from a variety of
contemporary academic disciplines are interested in first-person
narratives about pilgrimages to Santiago de Compostela

  [2]
. These texts not only document individual journeys “to the end
of the world”, but also provide valuable source material for
research, including anthropological studies.

The genre of Camino stories is
distinguished by the publication of literary works by both amateur
authors and well-known individuals. It is a common practice for the
former to be published by publishing houses specialising in
specific niches. Conversely, the latter benefit from their high
level of recognisability, which ensures a return on investment from
larger publishing houses. It is noteworthy that a considerable
proportion of publications on the Camino have attained bestseller
status, largely attributable to the authors’ recognisability. It is
important to acknowledge the role of Shirley MacLaine in
popularising the Spanish Way of St James among American audiences.
Hape Kerkeling, a renowned comedian, has been identified as a
significant contributor to the surge in interest observed among
German-speaking audiences concerning the Camino. His humorous
account has been translated into English and Polish, among other
languages. With regard to the Polish authors of the books, they are
as follows: Marek Kaminski is a globally renowned extreme
traveller. Maria Wiernikowska is a distinguished and accomplished
journalist. Emil Wąsacz is a politician and the former Minister of
the Treasury in Poland. This select group consists of professors
from Jagiellonian University. These individuals have published
their memoirs, which detail their experiences of walking the
Camino. The memoirs are characterised by a dichotomy of
perspectives and motivations, with some individuals being religious
and others agnostic

  [3]
.

The manner in which they articulate
their experiences, through written form, has unveiled an
alternative facet of renowned individuals, thereby contributing to
the prevalence of the Camino de Santiago. Furthermore, these
experiences give rise to a multifarious form of experiencing and
interpreting the route, both as a religious practice and as a form
of tourist exploration. Annually, a number of publications emerge
that focus on the authors’ experiences of completing the route to
Santiago de Compostela.

The substantial investment of work
and financial resources in both cases provides a compelling
argument for the necessity of pilgrims recounting their unique
experiences. However, in addition to the more traditional forms of
printed storytelling, there has been a considerable increase in the
number of accounts, diaries and memoirs being written and published
in virtual spaces. In recent years, there has been a proliferation
of online publications and social media platforms that facilitate
the dissemination of personal experiences and observations. The
dissemination of narratives and insights is facilitated by a
variety of conduits, including blogs, vlogs, thematic forums and
author websites. These have become increasingly popular as a means
of sharing experiences from a variety of trips, including
religious, cultural, tourist and sporting trips to Santiago de
Compostela

  [4]
. It is important to note that authors are engaged in two
distinct practices: the creation of written texts and the upload of
visual materials such as photographs and short film footage. It has
been observed that a proportion of individuals opt to document
their experiences in real time during the course of their
expeditions. Conversely, others elect to do so only upon their
return, undertaking a meticulous analysis to select and refine the
content and materials to be disseminated.

In this study, micro-narratives are
defined as concise statements disseminated by social media users.
These records encompass observations, evaluations, comments and
recommendations concerning specific heritage experiences that have
been encountered.

As outlined in the preceding
section, a total of 1,308 micro-narratives were selected for
analysis, with these being written in 21 different languages. The
“Others” category comprised statements in the following languages:
The languages under consideration are French (16), German (13),
Dutch (12), Russian (8), Japanese (8), Danish (4), Swedish (3),
Hebrew (3), Polish (3), Norwegian (2), Korean (2), Greek (2) one
opinion each in Arabic, Czech, Slovak, Turkish. A significant
proportion of the opinions are accompanied by photographic
evidence. A total of 2,734 cases are represented, which may also
provide material for a separate semiotic analysis

  [5]
.
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There are many accounts of
experiences on the Camino, including journeys that start from
various locations: La Coruña (the Camino Inglés), Lisbon, Porto,
Tui (the Camino Portugués), Sarria, Burgos, Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port
(the Camino Francés), Irún, and San Vicente de la Barquera (the
Camino del Norte). Sometimes, authors indicate the length of their
journey and how they reached their destination: “2 500 km of
cycling (from Amsterdam via Burgos)” “A walking tour from Rotterdam
to Santiago de Compostella. […] 2 600 km across southern
Netherlands, Belgium, France and northern Spain. So beautiful.”
(WimH2O). People sometimes compare and evaluate different
expeditions. For example: “I found it harder than going from
Amsterdam to Rome.” (Kees S). The authors’ activity on other local
St James’s routes in their countries can also be confirmed. For
example: „Years ago we walked the Danish part of the Camino (called
Härvejen – approx. 300 km) twice. A great trek through the most
beautiful parts of Jutland. […] But no doubt that we’ll walk more
of the Camino here in Spain another time.” (Christian M).


The vast majority of comments are
enthusiastic: “it’s a wonderful place” (from Turkish), “The
atmosphere along the way is great.” (from Dutch, nancyenron), “the
800-kilometre journey with eight-kilometre backpacks and two-foot
walks will be a memory of life.” (from Korean, 즐거운여행길). “Great
experience” (from Swedish: “Fantastisk upplevelse”) “One of the
best things I’ve ever done.” (CamMohajerin). Poetic statements are
another way to express admiration: “A dream that became a dream
trip.” (randi1960). Moreover, there are statements valorising the
difficulty of the walk: “Very heavy […] what a relief. I can’t wait
to go again!” (Peter V).

What is the experience of the
Camino de Santiago on social media?

The survey confirmed the assumption
that the predominant experiences of this group pertain to issues of
a tourist nature. The Camino de Santiago constitutes a significant
component of the tourism industry in Spain, Portugal and other
countries. The organisation of such journeys can be facilitated by
specialised travel agencies: “They booked the whole trip perfectly
and that was a rest on the way. […] You can then walk relaxed with
the certainty that you have a good place to sleep” (Ellie). “Paul
[…] was responsive, professional and made our pilgrimage all that
we could hope for.” (Ken Fleck), “[…] the best possible experience
with absolutely no planning on my part; I just paid, showed up and
walked. everything else was taken care of.” (jrnlmkr).

Notwithstanding the preceding
assertion, references to spiritual matters and inner experiences
are noted. It has been asserted that such references predominate
over those pertaining to religious experiences: “Physically, it
pushed me to the edge of my possibilities. It’s an experience you
have whether for religious reasons or not for yourself.” (from
German, DirkAltmeyer), „[…] it refreshed my heart and soul in a way
that I can’t even describe. In fact, I am hoping to do another
Camino in the Spring.” (Anikabella). It is frequently asserted that
the experience is transformative: “we were told walking the camino
can be a transformative experience which had me rolling my eyes a
bit. it turns out, they were not exaggerating a bit and I feel a
bit silly for doubting them.” (jrnlmkr).

The authors of micro-narratives
frequently allude to a lack of understanding prior to embarking on
the Camino, which subsequently led to the acquisition of knowledge
through the experience. „It’s a life-changing experience, and
that’s why many people are drawn back to the Camino again and
again.” (Linda Y), “When I met people who walked two or three
times, I didn’t understand, but now I can understand. I’ll walk
again in spring!” (from Korean, 497미나김). The vividness of the
experience in question is challenging to articulate. Consequently,
one of the statements is as follows: “Describing what the Camino de
Santiago is like to someone who hasn’t walked a Camino is could be
compared to trying to describing the love you will feel for your
children before becoming a parent. You can’t.” (Thomas’s).

In this context, it is also
important to mention the awe inspired by both historical sites
(cultural heritage) and nature or landscape (natural heritage). Of
particular interest are the artefacts, including the botafumeiro,
located within St. James’s Cathedral, and the practice of using
this colossal incense. “We arrived in time for the pilgrim mass and
the famous 
Botafumeiro censer which just put the icing on our cake!”
(Veronica T). Another author has similarly described the
experience: “It was the icing on my cake for finishing the walk!”
(Celina L), “Towards the end of mass we were privileged to watch
the swinging 
Botafumeiro […] swinging motion almost to the roof,
reaching speeds of 80 km/h and dispensing thick clouds of incense.
It was an amazing sight to see.” (BackpackTrio). The issue of
natural values is addressed through a variety of means. “Great
awesome meditation time, nature is beautiful with views, smells,
touches, apples, pears, figs, grapes along the pathway.” (L Y).

The experience of walking on the
Camino de Santiago has been described as multisensory by the
authors of the recommendation: “enjoyed the sights and sounds and
smells along the route.” (Brian K). It is evident that the
micro-narratives extend beyond the mere act of observation,
encompassing the dimension of sensory experience as well.

The micro-narratives encompass the
sensory experience of tasting “good”, “great” food, “the 
menu del dia”, “the 
menu peregrino” and “delicious” local wines: „if I never
see a green salad with tuna on it or almond cake again, I’ll have
had more than my share” (jrnlmkr). The positive and negative
impressions include olfactory: “Stop smell the roses” (M C); “The
horse owners leave manure all over the 
el camino trail for the pilgrims to walk through and
smell.” (Michael W), and auditory elements: „melodic snoring”.

How do pilgrims’ micro-narratives
change the perception of the traditional form of pilgrimage?

The authors of the commentaries are
cognisant of the tension between pilgrimage and tourism, as
illustrated by the excerpt from the description: „The real pilgrim
walks the Camino but also the day tourists are extensively covered
here.” (PD3S) or “I found this walk (not a pilgrimage for me) was
absolutely delightful” (Mike M).

The issues of authenticity and
complementarity of the route typically pertain to travel distances
in excess of 100 km from Santiago de Compostela, in addition to the
engagement in specific religious practices, such as a special Mass
for pilgrims in the cathedral: „The visit to the Cathedral was very
moving. I’m not religious but I ended up attending two masses the
day we arrived.” (AuroraSky). “The cathedral is amazing and got a
chance to see the incense burner being swung on my 55
th birthday, how special is that!!” (merlot29).

The entries under consideration
herein address the history and tradition associated with the
original character of the Way of St James. The contemporary
uniqueness of this example of medieval cultural heritage is
expressed by the term “pilgrimage”, even when the authors were not
guided by religious motives. It could be hypothesised also here
that this term is essential in capturing the distinctiveness of the
Camino de Santiago in relation to other tourist experiences

  [1]
.

The realisation of the Camino in
the context of significant life events is a subject of interest. In
the source material analysed, such an occasion was, for example,
the 30th wedding anniversary, sabbatical year or in the presence of
special spiritual needs in life’s liminal moments.

What is important to the authors
when they talk about their experiences?

Many authors emphasise the valuable
opportunity to interact and commune with individuals from disparate
countries, continents, and faiths, which can be profoundly
gratifying: “it was for us an extraordinary
historical-social-spiritual experience […] A great experience for
Jews like us!” (from Hebrew, Gonen2014).

A notable admission among authors
of all ages pertains to the knowledge they have acquired,
frequently pertaining to personal growth and self-discovery: “I’ve
learnt a lot about «patience and taking my time».” (SwingKiwi64),
“The few days were humbling and insightful and have remained with
me.” (AuroraSky).

The comments encompass a range of
practical recommendations and suggestions, thereby signifying a
willingness to engage with individuals who have an interest in the
trail. The authors provide guidance on which trails or sections of
trails are worthy of exploration and what aspects of interest they
offer. In order to proceed with this study, it is first necessary
to ascertain the time required to traverse the specified distances
by foot or bicycle.

It has been observed by numerous
Tripadvisor users that there are certain relationships that exist
among travellers (pilgrims): “There is a solidarity between
pilgrims that I really appreciated.” (VivianDeLaPaz). “On one of
the advertising signs I saw, that will delight Liverpool fans,
highlighting the Camino was «You will never walk alone»

  [2]
 – so true.” (Mike M).

The solidarity, friendliness and
sense of support experienced by participants during the journey is
also disseminated through social media platforms. It has been
confirmed that individuals engaged in the composition of
micro-narratives feel compelled to reciprocate the assistance they
have received during their own development. „Special thanks to
those who shared their experiences on TripAdvisor as their words
were very helpful.” (AuroraSky). Consequently, a considerable body
of counsel is ensconced within the micro-narratives. “Advice: take
plenty of time and allow yourself a moment of rest or even a day of
rest.” (Vic H), “Take the complementary routes if you can choose,
it’s not much further and well worth it!”. Furthermore, readers of
micro-narratives seeking information and recommendations are likely
to be drawn to direct encouragement for courageous decisions: “No
worries just pack his backpack and go.” (Ulla N). “Do it in a
manner that befits you travel desires, cheap or expensive, but you
will have the time of your life.” (Thomas’s), “Drink wine, eat the
local food and be kind to one another!” (MikeyD114), “Do it! Enjoy
it!! By horse, by foot, on a bike… Just do it!!” (Tica1956).


  


  


  






                    

    
	1 
                     For a more detailed explanation see the
articles by P. Plichta,
 Camino Francés – jeszcze pielgrzymka czy już turystyka? 
Próba odpowiedzi na podstawie wspomnień polskich
caminowiczów. „Folia Turistica” 39 (2016), pp. 263-292; idem, 
“We were like pilgrims from the 12
th century. This is something! I do not praise, I
appreciate it.” Camino de Santiago in The Memories of Polish
peregrinos. „Człowiek i Społeczeństwo” 41 (2016), pp. 189-207.
                    

 
    





    
	2 
                     This song from the 1945 musical 
Carousel (music Richard Rodgers, lyric Oscar Hammerstein
II) has been covered many times. One of these covers (of the group
Gerry and the Pacemakers, 1963) became the anthem and official
motto of the Liverpool Football Club.
                    

 
    






    

    




    
    
        
        
            ​4.4 Conclusions
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
The analysis of the content
of the comments makes it possible to indicate the different motives
of people who have travelled this medieval pilgrim route. The study
distinguished between cultural cognitive motives, interpersonal
motives (meeting other interesting people), and touristic motives
(statements regarding the quality of the services provided,
accommodation, food, transport of luggage).


Despite the absence of overt
religious motivations amongst Tripadvisor users and those who have
completed the analysed routes, there is a recognition of the road’s
capacity to facilitate spiritual experiences. The opportunity to
engage with individuals from diverse backgrounds and to discuss a
wide range of subjects is acknowledged and valued. An analysis of
the source material provides compelling evidence to suggest that
the Camino de Santiago represents a multicultural, multireligious
and multisensory experience. The diversity of the surveyed group is
further confirmed by comments posted in more than twenty languages,
in addition to the diversity that can be inferred from the
Pilgrim’s Reception Office in Satiago de Compostela data.
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Abstract




  

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem—the holiest
site for most of the Christian world that contains the places of
crucifixion and resurrection. Yet between them lies another focal
point: the Anointing Stone. This article examines how this
ostensibly peripheral site has become a central arena of devotion,
illuminating how sanctity is produced and negotiated through
embodied practice, material engagement, and intercommunal
encounter.

Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork
conducted between 2022 and 2025, including semi-structured
interviews with over fifteen participants and more than thirty
observations, the study traces the stone’s historical development
and its contemporary ritual life. Two key dynamics shape its
transformation: its designation as common ground under the Ottoman 
Status Quo, which enables multiple Christian denominations
to perform side by side without institutional mediation, and its
strategic spatial placement at the church’s threshold, where
pilgrims cross from profane to sacred, death to resurrection.
Around this liminal stone unfold moments of sensory intensity,
imitation, tension, and inclusivity among believers from diverse
traditions. The Anointing Stone emerges as a living node in the
anthropology of material religion. An arena where theology becomes
tactile and where the sacred is continually enacted, contested, and
reconstituted through the gestures, gazes, and bodies of those who
touch it.

 




  
Keywords


 

Church of the Holy Sepulchre; Anointing Stone; material
religion; embodied devotion; pilgrimage; sacred space; liminality;
intercommunal encounter; ritual practice; sensory anthropology;
ethnography; Status Quo; materiality of the sacred.

                    
    
    
        
        
            5.1 Introduction
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
The Church of the Holy
Sepulchre in Jerusalem is considered the holiest site for most of
the Christian population, over 1.5 billion worldwide. The most
significant events in Christian tradition took place there: the
crucifixion, death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus. It functions
simultaneously as a religious, spiritual, and theological focal
point and as a complex social, political, and cultural arena where
pilgrims, tourists, clergy, and locals representing different
ethnic groups and cultures meet.


This work does not deal with the
main centers of sanctity, Golgotha or the Tomb, but with the point
between them: the Anointing Stone, which creates a symbolic,
theological, and physical bridge between death and resurrection.
The research question that guides this study is: How did the Stone
of Anointing in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, not one of the
main centers of sanctity, evolve into an independent pilgrimage
site where diverse religious practices are formed, and what does
this phenomenon reveal about how holiness is created at the
intersection of historical, theological, and social processes in a
common religious space?

This study is based on ethnographic
fieldwork conducted between 2022 and 2025, including
semi-structured interviews with more than 15 participants and over
30 documented observations in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The
analysis draws on anthropological and historical methodologies to
understand the stone’s significance within the broader context of
the church and contemporary pilgrimage practices. As Coleman (2014)
notes, pilgrimage studies have moved from the margins to the center
of anthropological inquiry, yet the Holy Land and particularly the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre remain relatively understudied,
especially in Hebrew-language scholarship (Chen, Haker, and Stadler
2021).

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            5.2 The Anointing Stone: Between Religious, Physical, and Political Space
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
According to tradition, the
Anointing Stone marks where Jesus’ body was laid after being taken
down from the cross, anointed with oil, and wrapped in shrouds.
While the Gospel of John (19:39-40) describes Nicodemus and Joseph
of Arimathea handling Jesus’ body according to Jewish burial
customs, the stone itself is not mentioned in biblical texts. The
tradition placing the anointing as a significant station in Jesus’
funeral procession emerged later.


The tradition of the Anointing
Stone began during the Crusader period, following the marking of
the center of the world in the Catholicon between Golgotha and the
tomb. The Franciscan Order, which received custodianship of the
Holy Land sites in the thirteenth century, positioned the stone at
the church entrance, probably in 1335 (Rachman-Schrire, 2017).
Following the great fire of the early nineteenth century, the stone
was replaced during extensive renovations. The current stone
measures almost three meters long, approximately 1.5 meters wide,
and 30 centimeters high, surrounded by marble flooring. Eight oil
lamps hang above it, representing various denominations: four
Orthodox, two Armenian, one Catholic, and one Coptic (Cust,
1929).

In 1852, the Ottoman Sultan
established the Status Quo, freezing the division of rights and
requiring general agreement for any changes due to ongoing
conflicts between Christian communities (Cust, 1929). The Anointing
Stone was designated as common area accessible to all
denominations. Unlike other sites under strict denominational
supervision, no priests or monks enforce rules regarding duration
of stay or nature of actions at the stone. This freedom creates a
unique performative space where diverse and sometimes contradictory
rituals are performed side by side.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            5.3 Theoretical Framework: Religious Experience, Sacred Space, and Pilgrimage
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
This study approaches the
Anointing Stone through three interconnected theoretical
frameworks: religious experience, sacred space, and
pilgrimage.


Religious experience encompasses
the feelings, sensations, and actions that mediate the believer’s
encounter with the sacred. Early theorists emphasized its universal
qualities: Rudolf Otto (1917) introduced the concept of the
“numinous,” the experience of the holy as both terrifying and
fascinating, while Émile Durkheim (1995) viewed the sacred as a
social construct expressing collective values. Weber (1984)
analyzed how charismatic religious experiences become
institutionalized over time. More recent scholarship, notably
Proudfoot and Bitton-Ashkelony (2005), emphasizes that religious
experiences are products of historical, social, and cultural
contexts rather than purely mystical encounters. Bell’s (1998,
2009) work on ritual as performative act further underscores that
expressions of faith always occur within sociocultural
frameworks.

While religious experience
describes the subjective encounter with the sacred, this encounter
does not occur in a vacuum but is deeply embedded in specific
locations that shape and mediate it. The spatial dimension of
religious experience is equally significant. Eliade (1958, 1964)
conceptualized sacred space as qualitatively different from profane
space, charged with power and serving as an axis connecting the
divine and human realms. He identified Jerusalem as a center of the
world, a universal axis serving as religious focal point. Following
Constantine’s rise in the fourth century and the construction of
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the concept emerged that seeing
and touching holy places is integral to Christian religious
experience (Limor, 1998). Cyril of Jerusalem’s fourth-century
teachings emphasized the centrality of the crucifixion site as the
axis mundi (Kalleres, 2005).

The connection between religious
experience and sacred space becomes most tangible through the
practice of pilgrimage, which transforms abstract theological
concepts into concrete physical journeys. Pilgrimage functions as a
bridge between experiential and spatial dimensions of religion,
translating belief into physical movement and embodied encounter
with the sacred. Turner (1973) and Turner and Turner (1978)
conceptualized pilgrimage as a liminal experience creating
“communitas,” a temporary state of social equality among pilgrims.
However, later scholarship critically reassessed this idealized
view. Eade and Sallnow (1991) argued for understanding pilgrimage
sites as spaces filled with multiple, sometimes competing meanings
by different groups, emphasizing diversity, contestation, and power
dynamics rather than unified experience. This critical approach,
which views pilgrimage sites as arenas of complexity and conflict
rather than harmonious unity, has become the dominant framework in
contemporary pilgrimage studies and continues to shape current
research in the field.

From this framework, I approach the
Anointing Stone as a living site where theology, ritual, and space
intersect. My analysis examines how sacred meaning is produced
through embodied practices and sensory engagement, exploring not
only the stone’s historical and theological significance but also
the experiential and performative dimensions that continue to shape
its role in the contemporary sacred landscape of Jerusalem.

“It might not be THE place, but I
imagine, I see that Jesus was prepared after his death. This is not
the strongest holy place, because […]. But it (the stone) is also
very important, sometimes you need something not absolutely useful
to understand the full picture.”


  
The Anointed Stone does not symbolize a physical place in the
New Testament but is an idea, a transitional space between Golgotha
and tomb, between two main centers of holiness, between crucifixion
and resurrection, a liminal space between miracles and need for
human help. However, the Anointing Stone has elements making its
location helpful in religious politics within the Church and making
it an equally significant holy place. I discuss two main elements
related to location and visibility constituting the main basis for
its transformation into a central holy place: first, its physical
location as the first thing visitors sees and its physical
appearance.; second, its centrality between Golgotha and the Tomb.



You enter, You Touch

“The first time I came to church
there was a cloud of people, and I felt like I was being taken by
the crowd to the Anointing Stone, and I found myself in front of
the stone, it was in front of me, and a lot of people were bent
down and kissing, and I just did the same thing, I felt like it was
something I had to do.”

(Maria, February 4, 2024)


  
The entrance to the Church is always mediated through the
Anointing Stone. Maria’s description sharpens the performative
dimension: even without knowing rules or what to do, crowd presence
and place intuition create repetitive action. John describes
similarly:


 When I enter the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre, the first thing I do is go to stand in front of the
Stone, I cross three times and say our Father in Heaven in Arabic
and touch. Sometimes I say another small blessing, take a blessing
from the stone and then continue towards the grave.”

(John, November 22, 2024)

Clear patterns of entering holy
space are revealed. Entering the Church is not just a physical
passage but small ritual of devotion: crossing, praying briefly,
bending over, touching or kissing. The stone’s location at the
entrance enhances this experience. It is not only a sacred site but
functions as steppingstone, the barrier or bridge between profane
and sacred, “stopping” the visitor at a moment of transition.

Using Eliade’s (1958) concept
distinguishing between secular and sacred space, the door
facilitates transition between worlds. However, the Anointing Stone
adds another layer: not just architectural passage but physical
point of contact where a believer enters. It’s the first thing
seen, first place body touches, sometimes first place for prayer.
It transforms arrival not only as passage in but as performative,
physical entrance separating profane from sacred.

Observations show people from
different motives and backgrounds. Each person has a personal
background and journey leading to this moment. Experience is
mediated through both personal biography and collective patterns.
These different actions present initial encounter with holiness
within church, done in different ways, lengths, and intentions.

“Every time I go to church I make
sure to kiss all the holy places. It’s such a habit to go and to
kiss this stone. After the liturgy I kiss the place of the cross,
the tomb and I finish with the place where Joseph wrapped Jesus
(the Anointed Stone), a kind of saying goodbye to the church”.

(Elias, February 14, 2024)

The stone’s physical location is
gateway between secular and holy, between entrance and end. Its
precise location on the threshold makes it double landmark, it
opens and ends the visit. Visitors often return to the stone
preparing for exit, touching or kissing it before going out into
light.

Furthermore, the Anointing Stone
and other stones in the Middle Ages symbolize broader phenomena of
artistic use of various artifacts constituting encounter between
believer and religious event Connection between stone as holy place
is also connected to the Christian altar (Weinryb, 2013). Based on
Thomas Aquinas, stones are something stronger than wood associated
with Jesus, something eternal, non-perishable, strong, and touching
it symbolizes this (Didi-Huberman, 1995).

“I don’t always touch the stone,
but if I’m in the church and the Orthodox nuns just put oil and
perfume on the stone I’ll touch it. […] The perfume is sacred, it
is the remembrance of the perfumes that were placed on the body of
Jesus, so I see the touch as a tribute to the body of Christ and
his humanity.” 

(Father Alberto, December 26,
2024)

Here we can see that the stone
invites touch through its appearance and perception by a believer’s
eye and their memory. Thus, the entire location within space makes
it accessible, causing those entering, leaving, and confused to
take part in making it a holy place by touching and attributing
importance. It is validated for its position as the stone on which
Jesus’ body was anointed after crucifixion and before entombment.


One significant moment making the
Anointing Stone what it is relates to Holy Friday. Although every
day in the Church is Easter, ceremonies and actions held daily
mimicking Crucifixion and Resurrection events, Holy Week is
undoubtedly when Church and visitors take part in events of the
first century AD again as mimetic ritual (Coleman & Eade,
2012). Elias relates to that too and shares:

“When I see the Stone, I
immediately remember all the prayers of Holy Friday, I think of the
Apostles, with Mary and what they experienced when they realized
that Jesus was dead […], and when I see the Stone, I think of her
and want to help her, to be with her.”

(Elias, February 14, 2024)

Although the stone invites the
believer to touch, it is important to note the stone’s appearance
can also deter people. Interviews were only conducted with people
who chose to touch, but some said they didn’t always touch. In the
observations, I saw people that were also disgusted by touching it.
Sometimes it seems inviting, but its greasiness, fragrance, and
plenty of space for meeting other people on same stone may be
unusual.

Despite this in my opinion, even if
they don’t touch the stone but relate to it, or do not understand
whether it is tomb or other holy place, putting it in the center
even for a moment gives it a higher validity than other places. It
introduces them to experiences of visiting the Church and discourse
about holy places.

Center of the World? 

Beyond being first thing that the
visitors see when they enter the church, the stone symbolizes
something bigger, both theological and physical in my opinion. The
stone symbolizes the center, the point believers will visit between
crucifixion and resurrection, the space in between.

“When I see the anointing stone, I
feel as if I am in the garden where the Lord was to be buried. I
remember that Jesus was crucified just here and when he was dead,
he has been put somewhere. […] And his disciples, as the Gospel is
telling us, prepared his body to bury him. When I go to the
Anointing Stone, I am one of his disciples, the men and women who
attended his crucifixion, who saw him dying, and who are going to
bury him, because we are in the center of the events”.

(Marie-Armelle, December 26,
2024)

In Marie-Armelle’s quote we see the
significant gravity of this space. On a theological level, those
touching the Stone of Anointing and seeing it as mimicry of events
of the New Testament are not only witnesses to resurrection as they
would be at Golgotha or the tomb, but participants in resurrection.
They can take an active part in the most significant moment when
Jesus needs his supporters and disciples. 

From my point of view, the
Anointing Stone derives its validity from being the only space
telling the story of the People. Not only the physical space of
beginning and end of church visit, but the only moment when you as
believer can participate in the resurrection of Jesus. The
Anointing Stone transcends from the periphery of holiness, a
secondary space to the tomb or Golgotha, to the primary point in
which every believer, from the Patriarch, a child, or even a
non-believer encountering the space, legitimizes their relationship
with God.
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An Orthodox nun entered the
church and sat down in front of the stone and began to pray. At the
same time, two women are approaching the stone. One gets down on
her knees and kisses the stone, the other is on her knees and
begins to anoint her rosary on it, I can hear she is muttering a
prayer. At the same time, a group entered talking very loudly, the
two were looking at them disapprovingly. A moment later the nun
also looked at them. She seemed very focused, but as soon as the
other women looked, she did too.


(Observation, March 27, 2024)

The Anointing Stone is not only a
historical or theological artifact to be observed for its material
qualities or physical position. It is first and foremost about the
people who gather around it. The stone becomes a living ground of
encounter a place where gestures, glances, and prayers reveal how
visitors meet, influence, and transform one another. This part
focuses on those meetings: how different visitors approach the
stone, and how the Anointing Stone becomes a space that transforms
behavior, relationships, and understandings of faith and
practice.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            5.5 The Stone as a Living Religious Space
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
The stone’s location and
appearance invite visitors to touch, observe and ask questions
about holiness as befits entering a holy place. This is not a
museum but a space of living religion, of living people. Because it
is sacred to most of the Christian world, the Anointing Stone hosts
believers from across the Christian religious spectrum, who may be
encountering other denominations of Christianity for the first
time.


“People feel free to express
themselves and kissing and smelling and kneeling” 

(James, December 23, 2024)

Pilgrims, or visitors entering the
Church space can see it as something between a museum or an odd
parish. Therefore, criticism, observation, dialogue, even if not in
words, is done in the space around the Anointing Stone. Everyone
can see everyone, criticize their attitude, try to understand what
they’re doing wrong and choose to change direction.

Encounters and Tensions: When
Traditions Meet

Visitors come from different
backgrounds, cultures, and perceptions of this space. Around the
Anointing Stone there is an understanding of things one can and
cannot do, a conversation not done in words. However, because the
Anointing Stone is in a shared place with no-one solely responsible
for the space, people sometimes stretch boundaries and create new
traditions or complexities related to personal experiences in the
church.

“When I see French people, European
people, they come, they are lost in the holy Sepulchre. They see
many Ethiopian ladies, many people, that are really in the moment,
they see them kiss the Stone. People that have the same culture as
me, they say, look at these people, what is it? This is not my
religion, this is superstition”. 

(Father Stefan, February 16,
2024)

“I don’t remember the first time I
touch it. I remember the first time I looked at people touching it.
It was horrible. What are you doing? I mean, what? It’s disgusting,
this is superstition. The stone is not magic. I was totally
stranger to see this kind of this way of believing. It is totally
against my education”. (Marie-Armelle, December 26, 2024)

They both presents clearly one of
the interesting phenomena in Church. Encounter with other
Christians as well as people from your religious denomination can
make a difference in a visitor’s experience.

“I see how people fight to kiss
this stone, as if it’s a religious war and if they won’t kiss this
stone, they’ve committed a huge sin. […] And I say to myself, is
that what God would want from us? To worship this stone? I’m in
favor of kissing it in a respectful way, but I don’t want to turn
it into a kind of idol”. 

(Elias, February 14, 2024)

Thus, the Anointing Stone causes
internal Christian dialogue about what holiness is and how to work
alongside it. At any moment in the church when there are people
sharing a relationship, conflicts can occur (Eade and Sallnow,
1991). The sense of comfort in relation to the Anointing Stone is
special considering the control of other spaces in the church. 

The Choice to Remain Apart

On the other side some of the
visitors are not interested in encounters with others. One thing I
found is there are people who specifically emphasize that they do
not relate to other people. They come to pray, to be on their own,
and experience the stone in their own way.

“When I enter the Church, I first
see the stone, the Anointing Stone. I always go there, get down on
my knees and kiss. […] I know what I need to do, and I don’t have
to look at other people”. 

(Rim, November 25, 2024)

As I mentioned, visitors come from
different backgrounds, cultures, and perceptions of this space. One
thing I found is there are people who specifically emphasize that
they do not relate to other people. They come to pray, to be on
their own, and experience the stone in their own way. These
examples show people who came to perform their worship. Although
this religious space is shared, many people in the church came not
to relate to other believers but to choose to be on their own. But
even though they are not interested in other people, they influence
them and their experience.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            5.6 The Transformative Power of the Anointing Stone
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
“When I came the first time,
I was not that kind of a believer, I just wanted to go and see the
essential places, it was only later, I felt just being with the
people. it’s connected to the mystery of Jesus, sometimes you need
to touch and see, to have a physical connection. It’s one thing to
read and believe and another to touch and know that he was here”.



(James, December 23, 2023)

One interesting phenomenon in the
relationship between people touching stone is a broad observation
of the world’s great Christian community. The Anointing Stone
provides a glimpse into a perfect world of religion, legitimizing
every person, wherever they are, to fully maintain freedom of
worship. These are people living near the Church of Holy Sepulchre
for different reasons.

“When I take French visitors on a
tour to the Church, they often doubt the way people venerate the
holy places. They are impressed by the rituals, but they question
the meaning. I tell them, I like this place, I like Jesus, because
Jesus is the savior of everybody. I can explain things clearly to
the mind, but the true encounter is from heart to heart. Like Mary
Magdalene, she did not understand philosophy or syllogisms, but in
her heart, she saw her Savior. People who come here and touch the
stone, they do not need explanations; they go directly to what is
essential. This is love. We need to be more inclusive, to truly
love, and allow everyone to believe in their own way”.

(Father Stefan, February 16,
2024)

These examples are part of
observations showing something happening at every moment. Reactions
between people are an integral part of their experience. Thus,
every action around the stone constitutes an ecumenical,
multicultural moment where believers experience religious
interaction together; with the stone and the sublime, but also with
other people and with themselves.
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In this work, I sought to
understand how the Anointing Stone, whose traditions are formed
mainly from the Middle Ages onwards, nevertheless manages to become
a central focus of worship in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and
dictates the experience of believers. The Anointing Stone functions
as an experiential portal into the church. Placed immediately upon
entering, the wide marble slab, shiny with oils and smells, creates
a threshold between profane and sacred space. The stone embodies
not only Jesus’ descent from the cross but also a dimension of
transition—a liminal focal point between crucifixion and
resurrection, between death and life. Those touching it become part
of the community of Jesus’ disciples, participating in an
experience that is both intimate and collective.


The stone illustrates how religious
experiences are formed through physical contact with the material.
Believers are not satisfied with a look or a verbal prayer; they
kneel, place objects, and rub their hands with oil accumulating on
the stone. Beyond the experiential dimension, the stone is also a
unique social space. Unlike other parts under strict denominational
supervision, the Anointing Stone remains a common area open to all,
creating a site where multiple interpretations and practices
coexist.

The history of the stone shows it
has always been an arena of power relations and culture, yet it is
precisely the continuity of human contact that gives it validity.
The stone lives not because it is “original” but because it
constantly mediates between believers and their religious story.
Initially a marginal intermediate point in relation to Golgotha and
the tomb, it became the central focal point, demonstrating how
liminal, open space can become the beating heart of religious
experience.

In conclusion, the Anointing Stone
brings together historical and contemporary, political and
individual, material and spiritual. It teaches that a holy place is
not necessarily where documented historical events took place, but
rather a space where people choose to create their experience of
holiness. In this way, it is not only the stone of anointing but
the cornerstone in understanding how holiness is created and
experienced.
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This study explores the meaning of
being a pilgrim today, in an era characterized by mobility,
fragmentation, and the rediscovery of the sacred in personal and
relational forms. The research adopts a qualitative and
ethnographic approach that intertwines direct observation, walking
experience, and phenomenological reflection. Through the journey to
the sanctuary of Viana do Castelo, the author observes how
contemporary pilgrimage is not merely an act of faith but a
practice of seeking meaning, freedom, and symbolic belonging.

The theoretical framework draws on
the works of Zygmunt Bauman, Victor Turner, and Danièle
Hervieu-Léger, who provide key insights for understanding
pilgrimage as an experience of liminality, transformation, and
collective memory. The pilgrim emerges as a figure of threshold —
suspended between tradition and modernity, spirituality and
corporeality, solitude and communion.

The experience of walking thus
becomes a metaphor for the contemporary human condition: an inner
and relational journey in which the sacred is not a destination but
a presence that reveals itself through movement, encounter, and the
attentive reading of place.

 



  




Keywords: Pilgrimage; Sacred; Modernity;
Liminality; Spirituality; Ethnography; Experience; Identity;
Journey.
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In an age defined by
mobility, uncertainty, and the erosion of traditional frameworks of
belief, the figure of the pilgrim re-emerges as a powerful symbol
of the human search for meaning. To be a pilgrim today is to
inhabit a space of transition — between faith and experience,
between individual autonomy and collective memory, between the
sacred and the secular. Contemporary pilgrimage, far from being a
mere vestige of religious tradition, becomes a dynamic field in
which personal narratives, social belonging, and symbolic practices
intersect. Through the sociological lens, pilgrimage reveals itself
not only as a journey through physical space, but as a social
process of transformation, where identity is negotiated, the sacred
is redefined, and the self is reoriented within a fluid and plural
world.


The sociological significance of
pilgrimage lies in its ability to express both continuity and
change. Drawing on Zygmunt Bauman’s notion of 
liquid modernity (2000), the contemporary pilgrim can be
understood as a metaphor for the individual navigating the
uncertainties of late modern life — seeking orientation,
authenticity, and belonging in a world of fragmented narratives.
Yet, unlike the traditional pilgrim bound by doctrine and ritual,
today’s pilgrim often embarks on a journey shaped by subjective
spirituality rather than institutional faith. This transformation
reflects a broader shift within Western religiosity, where the
sacred is experienced through movement, emotion, and encounter
rather than through fixed belief systems.

From the perspective of Victor
Turner (1969), pilgrimage represents a 
liminal experience — a passage that temporarily suspends
social hierarchies and allows for personal and collective
transformation. In contemporary contexts, this liminality extends
beyond ritual boundaries: it becomes existential, embodied in the
act of walking, of being “between places.” Similarly, Danièle
Hervieu-Léger (1999) interprets modern religious expression as a 
chain of memory, wherein the pilgrim reactivates fragments
of collective belief to reconstruct continuity in a disenchanted
world. Within this interpretive frame, being a pilgrim today means
participating in a process of relinking — of reweaving the threads
between self, community, and transcendence in the midst of a
secular age.

Ultimately, the contemporary
pilgrim stands as both a traveler and a witness: moving through
landscapes of faith and doubt, embodying a form of sacred mobility
that reflects the condition of late modern societies. To be a
pilgrim today is, therefore, not simply to walk toward a shrine or
a symbol, but to walk within — to engage in a reflexive practice
where the physical journey mirrors an inner transformation, and
where sociology encounters spirituality on the shared ground of
lived experience.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            6.2 Theoretical Framework: Z. Bauman and R. Cipriani
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
The figure of the
contemporary pilgrim can be fruitfully interpreted through a
parallel reading of Zygmunt Bauman’s concept of 
  
liquid modernity
  
 (2000) and Roberto
Cipriani’s theory of 
  
diffused religion
  
 (2017). Both sociologists,
though from distinct analytical standpoints, describe a social
world marked by fluidity, transformation, and the decentralization
of traditional institutions. Their approaches illuminate how the
experience of pilgrimage persists and adapts in a secularized yet
spiritually searching society.



  
 


For Bauman, modernity has entered a
liquid phase in which social bonds, identities, and systems of
belief are no longer solid or enduring. The individual is compelled
to navigate uncertainty, constructing meaning in the absence of
fixed reference points. Within this framework, the pilgrim becomes
a metaphor for the 
homo viator of contemporary life — a traveler in perpetual
motion, seeking orientation and belonging in a fragmented world.
Yet, unlike the medieval pilgrim moving toward a transcendent
telos, Bauman’s modern pilgrim often walks without a definitive
destination. The journey itself becomes the locus of identity
formation and existential inquiry.

Pilgrimage, therefore, reflects the condition of modern
existence: the need to give shape to one’s path through experiences
of movement, encounter, and reflection. The sacred is not denied,
but displaced — relocated within the sphere of subjectivity and
relationality.

Roberto Cipriani, one of the
leading figures in Italian sociology of religion, proposes the
concept of 
diffused religion to describe how the sacred permeates
everyday life beyond the boundaries of institutionalized faith.
According to Cipriani, modern individuals engage in forms of
religious — assembling personal systems of meaning that integrate
fragments of religious, ethical, and cultural traditions.

In this view, the pilgrim embodies
a symbolic synthesis of mobility and continuity. Pilgrimage is not
necessarily tied to doctrinal belief, but functions as a social and
moral practice through which individuals reaffirm belonging,
gratitude, or reflection on existential values. The act of walking
toward a sacred place thus becomes a gesture of connection —
between self and community, past and present, transcendence and
daily life.

While Bauman emphasizes the
instability and individualization of belief in the liquid world,
Cipriani highlights the persistence and adaptability of the sacred
within that very fluidity. Both agree that religion in modernity is
no longer an institutionally fixed system, but a relational process
of meaning-making. 

In this paragon, the pilgrim represents a bridge figure: for
Bauman, the archetype of existential search in a fragmented age;
for Cipriani, the practitioner of a diffuse and embodied
spirituality. The two perspectives converge in portraying
pilgrimage as a social metaphor of late modern life — a dynamic
interplay between mobility and rootedness, individual experience
and collective symbolism.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            6.3 Reflection: Between Liquidity and Embodiment
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
While Zygmunt Bauman and
Roberto Cipriani share a concern with the transformation of belief
in contemporary society, their interpretations of pilgrimage reveal
a significant point of divergence. For Bauman, the 
  
pilgrim of liquid modernity

  
is a metaphorical figure —
one who moves through a world of uncertainty, constructing
provisional meanings in a secularized and fluid context. The

  
liquid pilgrim
  
 reflects the condition of
the modern individual who travels without a final destination,
embodying the mobility and instability of late modern existence. In
this sense, pilgrimage becomes a symbolic act of searching, rather
than a tangible religious practice.


By contrast, Cipriani reintroduces
the body as the central medium of religious experience. For him,
pilgrimage is not dissolved into metaphorical liquidity but remains
anchored in corporeal and emotional presence. The act of walking,
the rhythm of breath, the fatigue, and the movement of the heart
all constitute the material and spiritual foundation of the
pilgrim’s experience. The body, in Cipriani’s view, cannot be
liquid — it is the concrete site where transcendence and immanence
meet. Through the body, the sacred is not merely imagined but
enacted, felt, and performed.

Thus, while Bauman’s perspective
illuminates the sociocultural liquefaction of religious meaning,
Cipriani restores attention to the embodied and affective
dimensions of faith. Their divergence reveals two distinct
ontologies of pilgrimage: one metaphorical and reflective of
postmodern detachment, the other experiential and rooted in human
corporeality. Yet these perspectives remain complementary: Bauman
helps us understand the social conditions that render faith fluid
and uncertain, while Cipriani reminds us that the pilgrim’s path is
still traced through flesh, breath, and presence. The sacred,
therefore, survives not only in the symbols of movement but in the
embodied act of walking — where the body itself becomes both
journey and revelation.
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The ascent toward the
sanctuary unfolded like a slow initiation into silence. The fog
thickened with every step, erasing the horizon and forcing me to
rely on the rhythm of my body — my breath, my heartbeat, the sound
of my shoes against the wet stone. The landscape was empty, yet
filled with presence. Along the way, I met several pilgrims, each
carrying the scallop shell of Santiago de Compostela. We exchanged
brief glances, sometimes a word, but mostly a silent recognition —
the kind of understanding that belongs to those who walk the same
path.


When I finally reached the wide
esplanade of the sanctuary, I was struck by its ghostly appearance:
a massive Romanesque structure emerging from the fog, as if
suspended between earth and sky. The silence was dense. It was not
absence, but a form of listening. Entering through the heavy wooden
door, I found only a few pilgrims inside, praying or resting in
stillness. I sat for a while, observing, breathing, allowing the
atmosphere to envelop me. The air was cold, and yet there was
warmth — a quiet energy that came not from the place itself, but
from the act of being there.

From a methodological point of
view, this moment revealed the tension between Bauman’s notion of
liquidity and Cipriani’s emphasis on embodiment. The fog around me
mirrored the uncertainty of meaning in late modernity — a world
where paths are fluid and landmarks unstable. Yet, at the same
time, my own physical effort — the climb, the wind, the fatigue —
grounded me in a tangible experience of presence. The pilgrimage,
therefore, was not only symbolic but profoundly corporeal. The body
became the first tool of ethnography: an instrument of perception,
orientation, and participation.

I realized that to understand the
contemporary pilgrim, I could not rely solely on theoretical
abstraction. The sociology of pilgrimage must be walked. The body,
as Cipriani reminds us, cannot be liquid — it resists dissolution.
It holds memory, pain, and emotion. In that resistance, in that
persistence of the body against the fog of modernity, the sacred
becomes visible.

Walking back down, I noted how the
absence of signs — the lack of directions and visible paths —
produced a methodological metaphor: the need for orientation is
both empirical and existential. To study pilgrimage
ethnographically means to accept disorientation as part of the
process, to let the landscape and the body co-produce
understanding. In that descent through the mist, I learned that
being a pilgrim today is not simply about believing or searching;
it is about learning to move — between certainty and doubt, between
the liquid and the solid, between sociology and experience
itself.
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After leaving the sanctuary,
I found myself alone again. The fog had thickened even more,
swallowing the outline of the building until it disappeared
completely. The silence was almost total, interrupted only by the
sound of the wind and my own footsteps. I tried to follow the signs
that should have led me back to the town, but they were few, worn,
and sometimes contradictory. The descent became an exercise in
trust — not in maps or markers, but in perception and
intuition.


The stairs, slick with moss and
autumn leaves, forced me to move slowly. Each step demanded
attention; every small gesture of balance reminded me that
pilgrimage begins and ends in the body. My legs ached, and yet the
effort felt meaningful — as if the body itself were participating
in the process of understanding. Around me, the forest seemed
alive, dense with green and gold tones, the kind of beauty that
reveals itself only in silence.

When I realized the cable car was
not operating and that there was no one nearby, a subtle anxiety
surfaced. I thought about how modern pilgrims often walk without
direction, as Bauman suggests, navigating a world without fixed
coordinates. Yet, unlike Bauman’s liquid traveler, I felt the
gravity of the terrain under my feet — the resistance of stone, the
friction of earth. There was nothing abstract about this moment.
The path was real, tactile, and the uncertainty was not only
metaphorical but physical.

I stopped to catch my breath and
reflected on the methodological significance of disorientation.
Ethnography, much like pilgrimage, requires letting go of control.
The absence of clear directions mirrored the unpredictability of
the field itself: the ethnographer, like the pilgrim, must learn to
read traces, to interpret silences, to accept moments of
not-knowing. This descent became an embodied lesson in reflexivity
— a reminder that observation is not detached contemplation, but
participation through the senses.

Halfway down, I met no one, but I
noticed a car parked by the road below. I waved to the driver and
asked for directions. That small exchange — brief, human, necessary
— felt like a return to sociality after a long inward passage. It
made me realize that pilgrimage, even in solitude, is never
entirely solitary. It unfolds between self and others, between body
and world.

From a sociological standpoint,
this moment reinforced Cipriani’s intuition: that religion, even in
its most diffuse and individualized forms, remains a relational
practice, enacted through gestures, movements, and encounters. The
sacred persists not as doctrine but as experience, as an embodied
dialogue between person and place.

When I finally reached the town,
the fog began to lift. Looking back, I could no longer see the
sanctuary, but I could still feel its presence — not as a distant
monument, but as something carried within. The descent had become
its own form of ritual: a return, a reintegration, a movement from
transcendence back to immanence.

The morning after my descent, I
woke to a clear sky. The fog that had enveloped the sanctuary had
vanished, leaving behind a sharp, transparent light. The city below
seemed almost unfamiliar — too defined, too visible. From my window
I could see the hill I had climbed the day before, now entirely
exposed, its contours traced by sunlight. What had felt mysterious
and suspended in the fog had become ordinary again, almost mundane.
Yet something in me had shifted.

As I watched the hill, I realized
that the pilgrimage was not over. The return — the re-entry into
everyday life — was itself part of the journey. The clarity of the
morning, so different from the obscurity of the fog, revealed
another kind of threshold: that between experience and reflection,
between living and understanding. What I carried back was not
revelation but awareness — the recognition that meaning in
pilgrimage emerges not from arrival but from the movement itself,
from the continuous negotiation between body, space, and sense.

From a sociological perspective,
this experience underscored that being a pilgrim today means
inhabiting the intersection of transcendence and immanence. The
contemporary pilgrim is both seeker and witness — navigating a
world where belief is fragmented, yet the desire for meaning
endures. Bauman helps us see how the sacred disperses in a liquid
society, dissolving into individual experience; Cipriani reminds us
that this experience is still anchored in the body, in the tactile
and emotional fabric of everyday life. Between these two poles —
fluidity and embodiment — the modern pilgrim constructs a personal
form of sacredness, one that resists institutional closure yet
affirms a deep, lived connection to the world.

Methodologically, I have come to
see ethnography itself as a kind of pilgrimage: a disciplined
journey through uncertainty, guided by curiosity, patience, and the
willingness to be transformed by encounter. Both the ethnographer
and the pilgrim walk toward understanding without the guarantee of
finding it. Both rely on movement — physical, emotional,
intellectual — to bridge the distance between self and other,
between the known and the ineffable.

In the end, the path and the
presence converge. The sanctuary, the fog, the descent, and the
return become fragments of a single process — an embodied sociology
of the sacred. To be a pilgrim today, I realized, is not merely to
walk toward a holy place, but to create meaning through movement,
to let the body think, and to let the world speak back through
silence. The sacred, elusive yet persistent, reveals itself not as
a fixed destination but as a lived relationship — one step, one
breath, one encounter at a time.

                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            6.6 Sociological Reflection on the Ethnographic Research
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
My field experience at the
sanctuary— what I have come to call 
  
the sanctuary in the fog
  
 — offered an embodied
counterpoint to Bauman’s vision of liquid modernity. Walking alone
through mist and silence, encountering other pilgrims only through
fleeting signs — a scallop shell, a gesture, a shared gaze — I
experienced both the fluid uncertainty of the journey and the
corporeal intensity of being a pilgrim. The fog itself became a
sociological metaphor: it represented the opacity of modern belief,
the difficulty of orientation in a world where meaning is diffuse
and routes are often unmarked. Yet within that same fog, my body
became the primary compass — breath, fatigue, and movement turning
into the language of faith.


This experience made tangible the
divergence between Bauman and Cipriani. Bauman’s concept of the 
liquid pilgrimcaptures the social condition in which
institutions dissolve and belief becomes individualized and mobile.
In that sense, I recognized myself as a traveler through
uncertainty — a seeker constructing meaning through motion. But at
the same time, Cipriani’s insistence on the corporeal and affective
dimension of religiosity revealed itself as indispensable: the act
of walking, the contact with the ground, the wind against the face,
and the rhythmic exhaustion of the body all produced a sense of
presence that resisted abstraction. The sacred did not arise from
metaphor but from material experience — from being 
in the path, not merely moving 
through it.

From a sociological perspective,
this moment illustrates that pilgrimage today is not merely an echo
of institutional religion, nor a purely symbolic metaphor of modern
life. It is a relational and embodied practice, where the pilgrim
negotiates the tension between social liquidity and physical
rootedness. The body becomes a site of social inscription — a space
where secular mobility encounters traces of the sacred, and where
the self-redefines its relationship with the transcendent through
sensation, fatigue, and solitude.

In this sense, being a pilgrim
today is to inhabit an intersection: between the liquidity of
contemporary culture and the solidity of lived embodiment; between
the fragmentation of belief and the persistence of faith enacted
through movement. Ethnography, by grounding sociological theory in
lived experience, makes this intersection visible. The fog, the
ascent, the sanctuary, and the descent — all become part of a
social grammar of meaning, through which the sacred is reimagined
not as a fixed destination but as a presence encountered in the
very act of walking.
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This study has sought to
understand what it means to be a pilgrim today — in a world where
faith has become fluid, institutions have lost their centrality,
and the search for meaning has turned inward and relational.
Through the integration of theory and ethnographic experience, the
analysis has shown that contemporary pilgrimage is not the residue
of a pre-modern religious order but a living practice that mirrors
the dynamics of late modernity. It represents a movement through
uncertainty — a negotiation between the disintegration of
collective belief and the persistence of personal
spirituality.


The theoretical dialogue between
Zygmunt Bauman and Roberto Cipriani revealed both convergence and
divergence in interpreting this phenomenon. Bauman’s notion of 
liquid modernity captures the sociological condition of
instability in which belief becomes individualized and itinerant,
reflecting a world of transience and fragmentation. Cipriani,
conversely, reclaims the corporeal dimension of faith, grounding
the sacred in gesture, fatigue, and sensory experience. Between
Bauman’s liquid metaphor and Cipriani’s embodied realism lies the
creative tension that defines the modern pilgrim: suspended between
fluidity and form, metaphor and materiality, abstraction and lived
experience.

The ethnographic journey to the
sanctuary of Viana do Castelo embodied this very dialectic. The
fog, the ascent, the solitude, and the return all revealed that
pilgrimage is both a metaphor for modernity and a material practice
of resistance. The fog represented the uncertainty of meaning in
liquid society, while the act of walking — the rhythm of steps, the
exhaustion of the body, the awareness of presence — reasserted the
solidity of the corporeal. The sacred, therefore, did not dissolve
into abstraction but emerged through embodiment, through the
interplay between disorientation and persistence.

From a methodological standpoint,
the fieldwork itself became a form of pilgrimage. The ethnographer,
like the pilgrim, walks without certainty, navigating ambiguity and
allowing understanding to arise from participation, vulnerability,
and reflection. The body functions as both medium and method — a
sociological instrument that perceives, records, and interprets the
social world through movement and sensation. Ethnography, in this
sense, becomes a practice of presence, a lived inquiry in which
knowledge is produced through the very act of walking and dwelling
within experience.

From a broader sociological
perspective, being a pilgrim today signifies the enduring human
effort to connect transcendence and immanence within the conditions
of modern life. It expresses a form of religiosity that is neither
institutional nor entirely secular, but relational — enacted
through motion, encounter, and reflection. The path and the body,
the journey and the presence, are not separate realities but
aspects of the same sociological process: the continual
construction of meaning in a world where the sacred is not lost but
transformed.

Ultimately, this research
demonstrates that the sacred has not disappeared; it has migrated
into movement — into the spaces we traverse, the bodies we inhabit,
and the meanings we continually reconstruct. To walk, to observe,
to feel, and to reflect are, in a sociological sense, acts of
faith: ways of affirming that even within the liquidity of the
present, humanity continues to seek coherence, community, and
transcendence — one step, one encounter, one embodied story at a
time.
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Abstract


 

In contemporary society, the distinction between 
walker and 
pilgrim is increasingly fluid. The modern itineraries that
traverse territories such as the 
Itinerarium Rosaliae or the 
Magna Via Francigena of Sicily reveal how the act of
walking can embody both secular and sacred dimensions.

The “walker” may begin a journey
motivated by curiosity, health, or the desire for disconnection,
yet along the path, the experience often acquires symbolic and
spiritual resonance. Conversely, the “pilgrim,” traditionally
defined by devotion and religious purpose, frequently engages with
the journey as a space for introspection, personal transformation,
and social encounter that transcends formal religiosity.

Through the narratives of those who
walk, a continuum emerges between 
movement and 
meaning. The itinerary functions as both a physical route
and a narrative structure: every step becomes a fragment of a story
in which identity is redefined through interaction with the
landscape, with others, and with the self. 

Life stories, demonstrate that
walking today expresses an existential search for authenticity,
balance, and belonging—a form of 
lived spirituality (Cipriani, 2018) that does not always
require institutional faith.

Thus, the modern walker may become
a pilgrim without fully intending to, while the pilgrim may
rediscover in walking the secular beauty of the world. Between
these two figures lies the essence of the contemporary 
cammino: a journey that is at once geographical,
emotional, and spiritual, where the boundaries between body, soul,
and territory is continuously renegotiated. 

In the field of human and social
sciences, the relationship between territory and its symbolic
referents has been examined from multiple perspectives.
Contemporary and postmodern understandings of pilgrimage—extending
from ascetic sites of historical and artistic significance to newly
redefined routes such as the 
trazzere of Sicily—underscore the need for deeper inquiry
within the sociology of religion. 

Central to this inquiry is the
question of agency: do new pilgrimage routes emerge from the
spirituality of the “walkers,” or does the territory itself shape
and inspire new forms of spirituality? The “spatialization” of the
sacred can thus be interpreted as a process through which religious
communities reaffirm their presence and identity in space. T

he growing fascination of modern
“walkers” with sacred pathways signals new modes of human mobility
that intersect with the dynamics of religious tourism. The
deliberate creation of routes—especially in recent decades—that
engage with sacred landscapes, such as the 
Via Francigena of Sicily, has revitalized interest in
pilgrimage as both a spiritual and cultural practice. From a
territorial planning perspective, this phenomenon increasingly
involves regional authorities and local communities, integrating
cultural, ecological, and religious dimensions into contemporary
tourism development.
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For several years now, a
qualitative approach to social phenomena has been increasingly
widespread, complementing traditional, classical research methods
based on numerical data mostly collected through questionnaires.
However, when the object of investigation is complex, less
quantifiable, and cannot be reduced to mere figures, more refined
analytical tools capable of delving beneath the surface become
necessary. Thus, more articulated yet open-ended methodological
solutions have emerged to address the challenges arising in the
processes of description, explanation, and interpretation—such as
those involved in in-depth interviews or life stories (Cipriani,
2018).


A journey begins the moment we can
imagine it, yet not everything we imagine can be experienced in
reality (Salerno, 2018). Reality is a social construction in flux,
and identity represents a process of continuous transformation of
subjectivity (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

After analyzing the 
Festino di Santa Rosalia in Palermo (2007–2018)—a
“container” of social actors in synergy, representing a cycle of
celebrations culminating in the pilgrimage (
Acchianata) held during the night between September 3 and
4 (the 
Dies Natalis of the Saint) toward the sanctuary on Mount
Pellegrino—the 
Itinerarium Rosaliae emerges as part of this evolving
cultural process.

Despite the precarious state of
many Sicilian walking routes, in recent years it has become
possible to geographically trace several stages of the 
Magna Via Francigena of Sicily. These routes are traversed
both by pilgrims and by those who walk for sport or trekking,
thereby reinventing the landscapes and pathways of Sicily’s
hinterland—just as walkers do on the routes leading to Santiago de
Compostela.

The 
Itinerarium Rosaliae retraces the path taken by Saint
Rosalia when she left Palermo to seek refuge in the cave of
Quisquina, connecting the two main sites where she is believed to
have lived: the Sanctuary of Monte Pellegrino and the Hermitage of
Santo Stefano Quisquina.

This route covers approximately 178
km, divided into nine stages ranging from 10 to 26 km each. It
crosses several towns in the Sicilian hinterland, including
Monreale, Piana degli Albanesi, Ficuzza, Campofiorito, Chiusa
Sclafani, Burgio, Palazzo Adriano, and Santo Stefano Quisquina,
before reaching the Hermitage of Saint Rosalia.

It is a journey halfway between 
trekking and 
pilgrimage, unfolding along a network of trails and
disused railway lines that cross the provinces from Palermo to
Agrigento through the Sicani Mountains Park.

Sicily’s road
infrastructure—highways connecting the main provinces and
consortia—is neither modern nor linear. Many of these routes are in
decay and neglect (for instance, several joints of the A19 highway
are compromised), periodically disrupting smooth travel. When one
of the two highway lanes is closed, the island is effectively
divided in two, limiting mobility and isolating inland
municipalities, which remain cut off and abandoned.

With this in mind, the creation of
alternative “roads”—walkable paths—could not only evoke the past
but also restore the inland areas to a renewed flow and use by
people (tourists, walkers, pilgrims), re-establishing a network of
cultural and touristic exchange.

Since the construction of current
roads (highways and bypasses, particularly in Sicily’s interior),
the lack of consistent maintenance by the agencies responsible for
infrastructure has rendered travel between major cities unsafe and
difficult. Paradoxically, however, investments are being directed
toward the creation or rediscovery of walking routes along the 
trazzere (ancient rural tracks).

The creation of these
itineraries—identified by the Sicilian Forestry Department
(DRAFD)—aims to promote tourism through the connection between
“faith and walking.” These projects have generated significant
interest among amateur walkers and enthusiasts as a means of
boosting tourism and local economic development.

This research begins with several
questions: Why dedicate a path to a Saint? What motivates those who
embark on this road? Do they have a defined goal or spiritual
purpose? What kinds of values are embraced by those who walk along
the 
Itinerarium Rosaliae or other routes included in the 
Magna Via Francigena of Sicily?

The research methodology adopted is
qualitative, utilizing the NVivo software. 

Word cloud analysis highlights the
predominant keywords throughout the text: Walk, Sicily, my, Say.


The life-story approach provides an
ethno-sociological perspective through in-depth interviews,
distinguishing between narrative accounts and life histories of
those who undertake the journey, gradually recording their
experiences in personal diaries.

It is a life story that mirrors a
journey begun by chance—both for the Saint whose name the route
bears and for the women (mostly female walkers) who traverse it
today.

In this study, the
analysis—conducted through NVivo—focuses on “Alice’s journey” along
the 
Magna Via Francigena of Sicily.

The use of keyword clouds (word
clouds) makes the findings more accessible to non-specialist
audiences, while also highlighting the significance of the analyzed
data and the relationships among terms—particularly the recurring
concepts that emerge throughout the written and lived life story
(Cipriani, 2018), day by day, step by step.
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Starting from the idea that
setting out on a journey or walk puts the walker’s culture and
personality into question, culture should be understood as a flow
of group-based experiences that constantly change over time, rather
than as fixed, repetitive historical relations (Licari, 2006).
Along the way, the walker meets other pilgrims and may join them or
continue alone; initial intentions can change during the journey.
Pilgrimage, as a religious phenomenon, gathers many human
experiences of travel: devotion is expressed through gestures
(kneeling, joined hands, hands over the heart) found across
different religions — Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Hindu (Ries,
2009). Sacred places influence the surrounding social fabric, just
as religious confessions shape the areas where they spread
(Cipriani, 2012). The sacred, though irrational and not fully
expressible conceptually, is experienced personally — here, through
bonds created along the way and traditions transmitted across
generations.


he irrational element of the sacred
cannot be adequately expressed conceptually; it can be grasped only
through a personal experience. In our case, the experience takes
place through the creation of bonds along the journey and through
the assimilation of experiential traditions that, once
internalized, are destined to endure over time and are transmitted
from one generation to the next.

The sacred transfers its own “soul”
into a reality that is in fact metaphysical, into the feeling of
something wholly other, from which there may arise the possibility
of expressing oneself in some way about the sacred.

Coelho describes the journey in one
of his novels, 
O diário de um Mago:


“Just as Muslim tradition requires that every believer, at
least once in a lifetime, make the journey that Muhammad made from
Mecca to Medina, the first millennium of Christianity knew three
routes considered sacred; anyone who followed one of them obtained
a series of blessings and indulgences. The first led to the tomb of
Saint Peter in Rome: pilgrims on this route bore a cross as their
symbol and were called ‘Romei’. The second led to the Holy
Sepulchre of Christ in Jerusalem, and those who followed this path
were called ‘Palmieri’, because their symbol was the palms with
which Christ was greeted when he entered the city. Finally, there
was a third route, which led to the mortal remains of the apostle
Saint James, buried in a place on the Iberian’s peninsula where,
one night, a shepherd had seen a star shining over a field. Legend
has it that not only Saint James, but also the Virgin Mary herself
went to those places after the death of Christ, bringing the word
of the Gospel and exhorting peoples to convert. The place became
known as Compostela – the Field of the Star – and soon a town arose
there that would attract travelers from throughout the Christian
world. Those who traveled the third sacred route were given the
name ‘pilgrims’, and their symbol was a shell.

In its golden age, during the 14th century, the ‘Milky Way’ –
the route had this name because at night the pilgrims oriented
themselves by following the stars of the galaxy – came to be walked
every year by more than a thousand people from the farthest corners
of Europe. Even today mystics, religious people and seekers walk on
foot the seven hundred kilometers that separate the French town of
Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port from the cathedral of Santiago de
Compostela in Spain. Thanks to the French priest Aymeric Picaud,
who went on pilgrimage to Compostela in 1123, the route followed
today by pilgrims is perfectly identical to the medieval road
trodden, among others, by Charlemagne, by Saint Francis of Assisi
(so some historians claim), by Isabella of Castile and, more
recently, by high-ranking prelates and heads of government”
(Coelho, 2001: 16–17).

Sacred space is a place in which
spaces are organized and points are established in which the sacred
is individualized:


“... in any case, the presence of the sanctuary implies an
organization of space that we could define, to pursue the image
drawn from physics, as ‘anisotropic’, that is, structured so that
zones and points of different composition and symbolic density
appear there, in relation to the human behaviors connected to them.
The division between sacred zones/points constitutes, moreover, a
first step in the identification of Sanctuaries. A similar
symbolism of the sacred place is found in the great Eastern
civilizations, where the temple is built on sacred ground, the holy
place par excellence ...”(Ries, 1995: 26).
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The 
  
Itinerarium Rosaliae
  
 shows the importance of the
“sacred–territory” nexus in Sicilian society: it creates a path of
distancing from everyday life and modernity, linking two
sanctuaries (Monte Pellegrino and Santo Stefano Quisquina)
dedicated to Saint Rosalia.


Sacred space, as Ries (1995) notes,
is organized anisotropically: some points have higher symbolic
density and structure human behavior. Adds that sanctuaries,
legends, annual pilgrimages, and even media representations make
devotion something lived, not only believed. 

In this framework, the city is the
point of departure: one leaves the urban system (which, in
Luhmann’s terms, reduces environmental complexity and organizes
social, public, and sacred space) to enter unknown spaces and begin
a personal, almost 
extramundane metamorphosis. Territorial identity, as
Castells (2014) says, is built locally but intersects with wider
sources of meaning. Within “sacred” and “territory,” the human need
to build a recognizable path emerges — for those who call
themselves pilgrims or walkers. Pilgrimage routes are structured in
time and ritual (Dupront, 1993), and precisely this structuring
makes pilgrimage resistant to cultural change. The long excursus on
Dante and classical/biblical journeys shows that “leaving one’s
homeland” is an archetypal form: the journey as exile, as search
for the true homeland.

The Itinerarium Rosaliae highlights
the importance of the “sacred–territory” pair, woven into the
society that hosts it, thereby creating a path that leads to
atonement, away from daily life and away from modernization.

The itinerary “contains” two
sanctuaries: that of Monte Pellegrino and that of Santo Stefano di
Quisquina, both dedicated to Saint Rosalia.

Within this central dichotomy
“sacred and territory” — the point from which the “journey” begins
— the city is closely bound to the territory, and it is precisely
from the city that one departs to undertake the “journey”, moving
“outside” it, crossing “unknown” places and thus beginning a
personal metamorphosis that ascetics describe as extramundane.

The city can be characterized as a
social system: it maintains the boundary between environment and
space (double contingency): there is a difference between system
and boundary, and between boundary and environment; it reduces the
complexity of the environment; it creates and preserves cultural,
economic, and social structures; it reproduces structures
(autopoiesis, that is, it creates and maintains generative
structures).

According to Luhmann, religion
resolves the problem of double contingency (which symbolizes the
complexity of the environment). According to the same author, a
social organization such as a city is built on three fundamental
dimensions: - an objective dimension (referring, for example, to
the efficiency and economic effectiveness of the city itself); - a
social dimension (for example, solidarity among citizens); - a
temporal dimension: since time is always scarce, it is not possible
to carry out all possible actions; it is therefore necessary to
choose among these actions, and this choice is made by social
institutions.

The organization of the territory
takes place within three functional parameters: sacred space, that
is, places clearly visible even from afar (such as sanctuaries and
sacred mountains); - public space; - private space.

The differentiation between
environment and protected space allows the creation of a social
system through the culturalization of the environment and the
expansion of culture over the territory.

The sociologist Castells identifies
territorial identity as follows:


“People interact within the local sphere, whether it is a
village, a city, or a residential suburb, and they build social
networks with their neighbors. On the other hand, locally based
identities intersect with other sources of meaning and social
recognition, according to a highly diversified model that allows
for mutually alternative interpretations” (Castells, 2014:
47).

These terms highlight the fragility
of the human being, always in search of something or someone who
might lead him or her to the realization of personal well-being.
Within these two terms, “sacred” and “territory”, the importance
emerges of the (human) construction of a path — an itinerary — that
can be identified by those who define themselves as “pilgrims” or
walkers.

The pilgrimage route, the journey,
therefore designates a particular place and a trajectory on a land
that preserves within it sacred symbols, which together shape the
space.

It is viewed from multiple angles:
the itinerary is structured through a specific ritual and is
carried out in a precise period of the year:

“... Pilgrimage possesses its own
religious course [...] Few are the pilgrimages that do not include
Eucharistic celebration, confession, and communion, that is,
everything that belongs to religious practice, normally transferred
into the ‘escape’ of pilgrimage.

In reality, these practices cover,
and too often attenuate, the specific character of pilgrimage. The
ritual and practices of pilgrimage, on the contrary, require its
organic unity. Within it, the gestural complexes and rites of
participation, the drama of encounter, and the links with the
sacred place can be identified ...” (Dupront, 1993: 210).

He adds:

“... The act of pilgrimage is thus
fulfilled in the experience of encounter, lived and perhaps
reached, in the observance of a ritual... in the great tradition of
pilgrimage, the encounter is never placed in just any time: its
fullness is lived in a sacred space and time. It is the liturgy or
tradition that imposes the day of pilgrimage...” (Dupront, 1993:
408).

This long quotation from Dupront
allows us to grasp the rigidity of pilgrimage as a structure and
its capacity to shape the times and forms of each individual
gesture. Ultimately, it shows in pilgrimage — and in the
non-negotiable nature of its forms — a true factor of
resistance/indifference to cultural change.

The theme of traveling outside
one’s own city is the very theme that Dante also addresses in the
Divine Comedy:

“The first thing to say is that
this theme is not new from an ethical point of view; indeed, one
can say that it is the specific theme of the whole great West, in
its two great traditions: the biblical one and the Greco-Roman
classical one, and it is always a journey from slavery and pain
toward happiness and freedom. It certainly represents the hope of
an end placed within human history. 

From suffering and life, to arrive
at a place and a time of happiness: it is a figure. 

Let us think of the most classic
examples of this in the Jewish tradition: Moses leads his people
out of the slavery of Egypt to the place promised by God, which was
their homeland, the land of Canaan. 

Abraham leaves his land, called
also by God, trusting in God’s word, to go to the place where there
will be a great and happy kingdom. But in the classical tradition
things are not so different. We have the same pattern, because if
we think of the exit from slavery, from suffering, to go to a new
kingdom, we have two figures: the figure of return home, that of
Ulysses who returns to his own house, and the figure of the founder
of the kingdom (like Abraham), that of Aeneas who goes, on the word
of the gods, of his mother, to an unknown place where there will be
a kingdom of happiness. 

Now, there is here the sense of an
end of history that for the Jews is clearly due to faith in the
providential guidance of history; among the classics we find this
only in Virgil. In his poem we find the same idea: it is the gods,
in the end, who send Aeneas and give a mandate of predilection to
the people. This scheme, this model, involves a city toward which
one travels, a historical city: Jerusalem for the Jews, Rome for
the Romans, and it involves a chosen people. It is the same thing
in Virgil’s famous verses in which he recalls what the gods
established: “Tu regere imperio populos, Romane, memento”: this is
entrusted to the Roman people, a chosen people. 

So, there is both a city and a
historical people, chosen by the gods, to found a kingdom of peace;
this kingdom, even for the Jews, is a political kingdom, it is a
kingdom that had to be realized in history. So much so that when
the Messiah arrives everyone hopes that he will be the one to free
them from the slavery of the Romans. Naturally, among the Jews
there is also the awareness of the other kingdom, the heavenly one,
the idea of the advent of the new kingdom, of the new guide, of
this Messiah who was to come. 

That awareness was entirely
historical: a carnal city, a people made up of a species, of a
race. In Virgil, for the first time in the classical tradition,
this idea appears; in him there is this thought of a providential
guide, of a people, of an appointed city, namely Rome.

We do not know well from where
Virgil drew this idea, because it is not present in Greek
philosophy; the theology of history was founded by St Augustine in
our Christian Western world. In this sense, in Virgil it is almost
a prophetic premonition; just as Virgil, in the end, appeared to
the eyes of the Christian with his very famous verses of the Fourth
Eclogue where he announces the birth of the child and the return of
the happy time: “Redeunt Saturnia regna”. 

So, in the Aeneid there is like a
premonition, a prophetic presentiment that Dante takes up, and he
recalls of Virgil his declaration to the Roman people, he recalls
it as a sure fact, an authority, a certain, historically secure
fact, and he finds inspiration for his poem almost certainly in the
Aeneid. 

There is, of course, a difference,
because this great poem is born more than a millennium later, and
it is a fundamental difference: the Christian poem has a goal that
is no longer earthly. There is no longer a historical city, but the
goal is placed in eternity. The figures, in fact, with the coming
of Christ have fallen; the otherworldly city, the invisible one, is
paradoxically the real reality, whereas the visible and historical
one is the figure. There is a reversal: what is not seen is the
truth, the real reality. 

This goal beyond time, beyond
history, in the eternal, is what gives meaning and value to
history. Things are measured from outside and Dante’s great
invention, in placing this goal beyond time, leads to seeing all
human lives, which are recounted by the characters, backwards,
after the end. 

Only at the end is their value and
meaning understood and every gesture made in history becomes
precious; it is this eternal value whereby every tiny and minimal
gesture has extraordinary value for eternity. In history, with the
Incarnation, a seed of the eternal was placed. Things have changed,
history is no longer something vain that ends in nothing; there is
a germ that blossoms in eternity. For this reason, in Dante’s
stories, often single and brief gestures decide human destiny. 

A famous example of this are Paolo
and Francesca: just one moment, that kiss, decides. Or when Ulysses
raises the sails at the Strait of Gibraltar, that too is just one
gesture. Think of the opposite fate of the two Montefeltros: Guido
in Hell, damned after having lived for years as a Franciscan friar
hoping to be saved from his sins, and one moment in which he yields
to Boniface’s instigation to give fraudulent counsel is enough to
lose him. Instead, the other, Buonconte, of the same family, is
saved in Purgatory because of a small tear, a name of Mary and a
tear. Then we find in Paradise Trajan, the pagan emperor, saved
because he had pity.

Dante tries to imagine what those
he passes think: perhaps they think of their distant friends, and
there is no one who does not remember this passage, that is, the
beginning of Canto VIII of Purgatory, ‘[...] the day they said to
their sweet friends farewell’. 

There is this idea of one who is
far from his homeland and thinks of his dear distant friends.
Earlier I said pilgrims in the broadest sense of the term, because
a pilgrim can be understood in two ways: in the broad sense, which
is the one already found at the time in the so-called vocabularies,
a pilgrim is anyone who is outside his homeland (the foreigner
outside his homeland is a pilgrim); in the strict sense, it means
one who goes to the house of Saint James of Compostela, which was
one of the three great pilgrimage destinations, together with Rome
and the Holy Land. 

But in the strict sense, what does
it mean to go on pilgrimage, in the end? One goes to a sanctuary to
seek the place of happiness; the sanctuary on earth is nothing
other than a figure of Paradise: when pilgrims go to the Jubilee in
Rome, wherever they go it is as if they portrayed the human journey
toward Paradise. 

These two senses ultimately
coincide, they overlap with each other. Isidore in his Etymologies
writes, explaining the term peregrinus: ‘Longe a patria positus’
(the one who is far from his homeland). Dante then continues: ‘Ah,
pilgrims, who go so pensive, perhaps about something that is not
present to you’, that which he has explained before, that perhaps
they think of their distant friends. But that is not all: there is
the last sonnet of the Vita Nuova, where Dante imagines, in
thought, going up to Paradise. And this too seems like a prophetic
illumination of what he will narrate later in the poem: ‘Beyond the
sphere which spreads so wide / passes the sigh that leaves my
heart: [...]. When it has reached the place, it longs for, it sees
a lady who is honored there, and shines so that by her light the
pilgrim spirit gazes at her’. Here is the pilgrim spirit that has
left the body to go up to Paradise and contemplates this lady. In
the Comedy the pilgrim will arrive, but no longer the pilgrim
spirit, rather Dante’s very body will go as a pilgrim up there.


This is to say how this word, from
the Vita Nuova onward, has a particular relevance; Dante is a
pilgrim for all the time he crosses the three realms up to Canto
XXXI of Paradise, when he looks around and makes the comparison
with the pilgrim who has arrived at the sanctuary: ‘And like a
pilgrim who refreshes himself in the temple of his vow by gazing
round, and hopes already to tell how it was’, just like the pilgrim
who, once arrived, looks around, thinks he can recount it to his
people (with this realistic touch so typical of Dante), so Dante
has arrived. It is clear how one thing coincides with the other.
This, then, is the deeper meaning of this journey. What does it
mean to be far from one’s homeland? Here we come close to the heart
of this journey, to the heart of Dante, one might say. To be far
from one’s homeland is to be an exile; in fact, human beings on
earth are exiles who seek their homeland, who tend toward their
homeland. 

So says the Letter to the Hebrews:
“peregrini et hospites sunt super terram”, they are pilgrims and
guests, and by saying so it means: ‘they seek a homeland’: they are
pilgrims and exiles, meaning they seek their own homeland. Human
beings as pilgrims on earth are all exiles from their true homeland
which is heaven. Thus, the theme of exile cannot be separated from
the theme of the journey, because the Comedy narrates precisely the
return of the exile to his homeland.”

More than culture, we should speak
of cultural processes, because they come from previous situations
and are already changing at the very moment, we study them.

Coelho writes:

“When you travel, you experience in
a much more concrete way the act of Rebirth. You find yourself in
completely new situations, the day goes by more slowly and, in most
cases, you do not understand the language that the others speak.
This is exactly what happens to a newborn baby coming out of its
mother’s womb. Because of this, you are forced to give much more
importance to the things around you, because your survival depends
on them. You begin to be more open to others, who can help you in
difficult situations. And you welcome any little favor from the
gods with great joy, as if it were an episode to be remembered for
the rest of your life. At the same time, since everything is new,
you see only the beauty of it, and you feel happier to be alive.
That is why religious pilgrimage has always been one of the most
objective ways of drawing closer to Enlightenment” (Coelho, 2001:
45–46).
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The research methodology
used, of a qualitative type — through the NVivo software — with the
creation of the word cloud thanks to the “frequency” of words,
highlights the predominant term in the whole document analyzed: in
this case “Cammino” (Walk), thus giving it a logic with the phrase
“Sicily: my saying walk.”


There is no theory without
concepts. Therefore, the definition of concepts is fundamental for
the construction of a theory, whatever methodology is chosen,
constructionist or not, based on hypotheses or on data,
quantitative or qualitative, single-method or multi-method
(Cipriani, 2015).

In this regard, an analysis made
possible by a refined tool such as the NVivo program — of
Australian origin, sociological in conception, and directly and
closely dedicated to the approach known as Grounded Theory,
data-based — proves extremely useful. This latter aspect makes the
methodology used particularly effective for drawing on the
empirical dimension in order to derive the basic elements for
constructing a theory applicable to the phenomenon under study,
without making recourse to preliminary hypotheses. In short, the
researcher’s interference is reduced to a minimum, while priority
is given to the cogency of the verified data, and a theoretical
discourse is developed that is stripped — as far as possible — of
ideological connotations, prejudices, and pre-defined viewpoints.
The use of keyword clouds then makes everything more easily
accessible to a non-specialist public and, at the same time,
accounts for the value of the data considered and of the relations
among the terms (Cipriani, 2018).

The life story approach offers an
ethno-sociological perspective, collecting “in-depth interviews,”
clarifying the difference between a narrative and a life history of
those who undertake this journey, thus recounting their experience,
transcribed (slowly) in a diary.

The use of life stories that
describe, in narrative form, lived experience considerably enriches
this perspective, whose goal is to study a specific fragment of
socio-historical reality. Narratives, in fact, make it possible to
take into account the diachronic dimension, which is lacking in
direct observation, and therefore they allow for the understanding
of logics of action in their biographical development and of the
configurations of social relations in their historical unfolding
(Bertaux, 1999).

The methodological approach adopted
in this research demonstrates that the study of pilgrimage cannot
be confined to purely quantitative or structural models. The
complexity of symbolic and experiential phenomena linked to sacred
space and human mobility requires tools capable of capturing
subjective meanings, embodied experiences, and evolving
interpretations. For this reason, a qualitative, grounded approach
was chosen — one that privileges immersion in lived experiences and
seeks to build theoretical insight from the empirical material
itself.

The use of NVivo has proven
particularly effective in organizing, coding, and visualizing
narrative data through word frequency analysis. The prominence of
terms such as 
Cammino (Walk), 
Sicilia (Sicily), 
Mio (My), and 
Dire (Say) is not merely linguistic but conceptual: it
reveals the intersection between personal identity and territorial
belonging, between self-expression and collective symbolism. These
lexical patterns suggest that walking is perceived not only as a
physical movement but also as a narrative and reflective act — a
way of constructing meaning through space.

The grounded theory orientation
allows the research to avoid imposing predefined interpretive
frameworks. Instead, meaning emerges from the voices of
participants and from the relational dynamics between walkers, the
territory, and the sacred. This bottom-up perspective is coherent
with the nature of pilgrimage itself: a process of discovery that
unfolds through movement, encounter, and transformation. In this
sense, the methodology mirrors the phenomenon it investigates — it
“walks” alongside its subjects, open to surprise, change, and
revelation.

Equally important is the use of
life stories and in-depth interviews, which give access to the
experiential dimension of walking. The narrative approach situates
the act of pilgrimage within the continuity of a personal
biography, where memories, emotions, and reflections are
intertwined with the physical trajectory of the journey. As Bertaux
(1999) notes, life stories preserve the diachronic dimension often
absent in direct observation, revealing how social relations and
cultural meanings evolve over time.

In the case of the 
Itinerarium Rosaliae, the narratives of contemporary
walkers echo, reinterpret, and sometimes challenge the hagiographic
story of the Saint. The stories of female walkers such as “Alice”
offer insight into a modern spirituality that oscillates between
religious tradition and personal quest. Through narrative, the act
of walking becomes a means of reconstructing identity and
re-inscribing meaning into the landscape.

Ultimately, the combination of
qualitative analysis, narrative methodology, and technological
support (NVivo) allows for a multi-layered understanding of the
pilgrimage experience — one that connects micro-biographical
accounts with broader socio-cultural transformations. The
methodological reflection thus converges with the thematic core of
the research: both walking and studying are acts of interpretation,
movements across symbolic spaces, and continuous redefinitions of
the relationship between the self, the sacred, and the
territory.
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The act of walking, whether
in solitude or in communion with others, transcends the mere
physical dimension of movement. It becomes a social and symbolic
gesture through which individuals negotiate identity, meaning, and
belonging. The 
  
Itinerarium Rosaliae
  
 — like other contemporary
pilgrimage routes — represents a living intersection between the
sacred and the secular, between tradition and modernity, between
personal introspection and collective heritage. It redefines the
relationship between the 
  
homo viator
  
 and the territory,
transforming the landscape into a reflective and narrative
space.


From a sociological perspective,
walking operates as a metaphor for the human condition and as a
methodological key for interpreting late-modern spirituality. The
walker or pilgrim embodies the tension between individualism and
community, faith and doubt, permanence and mobility. Each step,
like each social action, is situated within a network of meanings
that are both constructed and shared. Through the narratives
collected — particularly the autobiographical reflections of
walkers — it becomes evident that pilgrimage is not only a
religious act but also a cultural performance, a form of identity
reconstruction and a practice of resilience in a rapidly changing
world.

The territory, in this sense, is
not merely a backdrop but an active participant in the process of
meaning-making. It shapes and is reshaped by the practices,
emotions, and memories of those who traverse it. The sacred thus
becomes 
spatialized — inscribed within the geography of human
experience — and the walker becomes both interpreter and co-creator
of that symbolic geography. The interaction between walker and
landscape forms a dialogue: the path transforms the pilgrim as much
as the pilgrim transforms the path.

Methodologically, the qualitative
approach, grounded in narrative inquiry and supported by NVivo
analysis, has allowed the emergence of what Cipriani (2018) defines
as 
the sociology of the lived: a perspective attentive to
meaning, to temporal unfolding, and to the symbolic density of the
ordinary. The life story, as an instrument of research, restores
the subjective voice to sociological interpretation — a voice often
silenced by quantitative abstraction. This narrative voice reveals
the sacred not as a fixed object but as an evolving relation
between experience, emotion, and space.

Sociologically, the 
Itinerarium Rosaliae invites reflection on broader themes:
the revival of pilgrimage in post-secular societies, the
reconfiguration of sacred spaces through tourism and mobility, and
the rediscovery of inner experience in an age dominated by
technology and consumption. The renewed interest in “walking
spirituality” reflects a deeper cultural need — to reconnect with
slowness, with silence, and with the authenticity of encounter. In
this sense, walking becomes a counter-narrative to the acceleration
of modern life, a form of embodied critique of disconnection and
fragmentation.

In conclusion, the 
cammino — as both method and metaphor — illuminates the
intertwining of the sacred and the social, the personal and the
collective. It invites sociology to walk alongside its subjects, to
listen to their stories, and to rediscover within movement itself a
mode of understanding the human condition. The 
Itinerarium Rosaliae, like all great journeys, does not
end where the path concludes; it continues in the transformation of
those who have walked it, in the traces they leave upon the land,
and in the renewed awareness that the sacred still dwells — quietly
but persistently — in the act of walking.
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This article examines how
contemporary pilgrimage reconfigures the experience of the sacred
at the intersection of devotion and tourism. Moving beyond
traditional conceptions of pilgrimage as a purely religious
practice, it approaches sacred spaces as dynamic social and visual
territories shaped by mobility, media, and collective imagination.
Through visual ethnography and the Photovoice method, participants
document and interpret their encounters with sacred sites,
revealing how photography mediates spiritual emotion, ritual
engagement, and touristic perception.

The study focuses on the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz in Portugal, applying
the six reflective stages of the SHOWED model — 
See, Happening, Our lives, Why, Effect/Do, Date — to
analyze how faith, tourism, and cultural identity converge within
contemporary sacred spaces. The resulting images capture a hybrid
landscape in which devotion, leisure, and heritage preservation
coexist, reflecting post-secular dynamics of belonging, peace, and
transcendence in a globalized and digitalized world.

By visualizing the sacred through
participants’ lenses, this research highlights how contemporary
believers and visitors co-produce the sacred, transforming
pilgrimage routes, shrines, and religious festivals into vibrant
spaces of negotiation and shared meaning. The Photovoice approach
facilitates a participatory and critical understanding of how
sacred spaces are experienced, represented, and
re-signified—illuminating the ongoing interplay between faith and
spectacle, authenticity and commercialization, tradition and
change.
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The 
  
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da
Paz
  
, located in the hills of
northern Portugal, is more than a devotional site — it is a
symbolic landscape where spirituality, memory, and modernity
converge. Built to honor the Virgin Mary as the figure of Peace,
the sanctuary overlooks a panoramic valley, combining the natural
beauty of its surroundings with architectural simplicity and
religious symbolism. Yet beyond its religious function, the
sanctuary has become a multifunctional social space: a destination
for pilgrims, tourists, school groups, and families seeking
tranquility, meaning, or aesthetic pleasure. This multiplicity
makes it an ideal site for a sociological exploration of the sacred
in contemporary society.


This study employs the Photovoice
methodology, guided by the SHOWED framework (
See, Happening, Our lives, Why, Effect/Do, Date), to
analyze how the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz is visually and socially
experienced. Through a set of photographs documenting the
sanctuary, its visitors, and its environment, the research aims to
uncover how sacred spaces are reinterpreted within a context shaped
by tourism, mobility, and cultural heritage. Photovoice, as a
participatory research approach, allows visual inquiry to become a
form of critical reflection and community dialogue, transforming
the act of photographing into a process of seeing, questioning, and
giving meaning.

From a theoretical perspective, the
sanctuary embodies what Émile Durkheim (1912) described as the
ongoing dialectic between the 
sacred and the 
profane. In modernity, this distinction is not abolished
but reorganized: the sacred persists within secular practices,
aesthetic experiences, and collective rituals of remembrance. The
presence of both a chapel and a museum, of pilgrims and tourists,
illustrates this coexistence of belief and rationality, devotion
and cultural curiosity. In this sense, the sanctuary reflects
Jürgen Habermas’s (2008) idea of the 
post-secular condition, where religious meaning continues
to shape the public sphere even amid processes of modernization and
secularization.

Following Henri Lefebvre’s (1974)
theory of 
the production of space, the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz can be read as a
socially constructed environment that mediates between symbolic and
practical dimensions. Its spatial organization — the ascending
steps, the pathways, the viewpoints — encodes an intentional
rhythm: visitors move upward, both physically and symbolically,
toward a state of contemplation. Such spatial dramaturgy evokes
Victor Turner’s (1969) concept of 
liminality, in which pilgrimage represents a threshold
experience — a temporary suspension of ordinary time that opens
participants to reflection, communion, or transformation. Yet, in
today’s context, this liminality is often individualized and
aestheticized, reflecting Zygmunt Bauman’s (2000) 
liquid modernity: a world where spirituality is fluid,
personal, and transient, shaped by images and travel rather than by
strict doctrine.

At the same time, the sanctuary
reveals the tension between tradition and supermodernity, as
theorized by Marc Augé (1992). The presence of modern
infrastructure — information panels, parking areas, and guided
tours — transforms the sanctuary into a 
place of circulation that accommodates both faith and
leisure. Yet the surrounding natural landscape and Marian
iconography preserve a sense of rootedness and transcendence. This
duality allows the site to function as what Michel Foucault (1986)
called a 
heterotopia — a space that mirrors society while
simultaneously standing apart from it. It offers a controlled
freedom, an organized escape, where visitors can experience both
community and solitude.

The Photovoice method, applied here
through the SHOWED sequence of questions, bridges these theoretical
reflections with empirical observation. It enables the researcher —
and potentially participants — to articulate not only what is seen
but what it means socially. Through the photographs, we see a
sanctuary that is at once sacred and secular, local and global,
ancient and modern. The act of photographing becomes a sociological
gesture: a way of making visible the invisible structures of
meaning that shape how people inhabit and reinterpret religious
spaces in the 21st century.

Ultimately, the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz represents a threshold
of peace — both in name and in essence. It is a meeting point
between the material and the spiritual, between collective heritage
and personal reflection. This study seeks to understand how such
spaces, through their visual and experiential dimensions, mediate
the human search for peace, belonging, and transcendence in a
fragmented and rapidly changing world.
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Sacred landscapes are not
given by nature; they are socially and symbolically constructed. As
Mircea Eliade (1957) observed, the sacred manifests through acts of
revelation — 
  
hierophanies
  
 — in which ordinary space
becomes extraordinary through ritual, narrative, and collective
meaning. Yet, in sociological terms, this transformation of space
into sacred territory is also a process of cultural inscription.
Landscapes acquire sacredness when communities invest them with
stories, symbols, and practices that express shared values and
histories. In this sense, the sacred is a form of territorial
memory, a spatial embodiment of identity.


The 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz exemplifies how a sacred
site can become both a religious and civic marker of belonging.
Positioned on a hill overlooking the surrounding valley, the
sanctuary operates as a visual and emotional landmark — a point of
orientation in both geographical and existential terms. The act of
ascending toward the sanctuary, whether as a pilgrim, tourist, or
local visitor, embodies what Victor Turner (1969) called 
liminality: a journey between the profane and the
transcendent, where the physical movement through space mirrors an
inner transformation.

The hill itself becomes a symbolic world, connecting heaven
and earth, the human and the divine. Through the repetition of
visits, prayers, and processions, this geography of elevation is
transformed into a topography of meaning.

From the perspective of Henri
Lefebvre (1974), the sanctuary and its surrounding paths can be
read as 
socially produced spaces, where the arrangement of
architecture, landscape, and movement encodes social relations and
power. The stone steps, viewpoints, and statues of the Virgin Mary
do not merely decorate the terrain — they structure how people
experience the sacred. The site’s design invites a slow,
contemplative rhythm that contrasts with the acceleration of urban
life, producing a sense of temporal suspension and inner peace. In
this way, the sanctuary functions as a counter-space (
contre-espace) to modernity — a place where people can
recompose their sense of self and community.

At the same time, the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz reveals how sacred
landscapes evolve within modern cultural economies. The presence of
the 
Museu do Quartzo within the sanctuary complex is not a
contradiction but a dialogue between nature, science, and faith. It
reflects the post-secular synthesis described by Jürgen Habermas
(2008): religion and rationality coexist, translating each other’s
languages within shared spaces. The museum transforms the
geological into the symbolic, reminding visitors that the natural
world itself can become a source of wonder and transcendence. This
duality — scientific rationality and spiritual reverence — situates
the sanctuary within a contemporary form of eco-spirituality, where
environmental awareness and faith converge in the experience of
place.

The sanctuary’s landscape also acts
as a repository of memory and identity, consistent with Pierre
Nora’s (1984) concept of 
lieux de mémoire (sites of memory). Through statues,
plaques, and rituals, the site materializes a collective past — one
that ties the local community to national and Marian devotion. The
annual pilgrimages and processions renew this bond, reaffirming
belonging through shared movement and emotion. Even for
non-religious visitors, the sanctuary’s panoramic view and serene
atmosphere evoke a sense of continuity and rootedness in a rapidly
changing world.

In a globalized and mobile society,
such places gain new relevance as anchors of territorial identity.
They serve not only believers but also those seeking contact with
nature, silence, and community. In this sense, the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz can be interpreted as a
sacred heterotopia (Foucault, 1986): a space that simultaneously
reflects the world and offers an alternative to it. It accommodates
the sacred and the secular, the local and the universal, the
traditional and the modern — embodying what Marc Augé (1992) calls
the paradox of 
supermodernity: spaces that are highly connected yet
deeply symbolic.

Ultimately, the sanctuary’s sacred
landscape is not only a physical environment but also a
performative space, continuously recreated through gestures,
prayers, photographs, and narratives. Each visitor contributes to
its meaning, weaving personal experience into collective history.
The act of photographing, as used in this Photovoice study, becomes
part of that ritual — a way of reclaiming and reinterpreting the
sacred through contemporary visual culture. The camera, in this
context, mediates between seeing and believing, documentation and
devotion.

Through this lens, the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz stands as a territorial
synthesis of faith, culture, and identity. Its sacredness is not
confined to its religious function but extends to its social role
as a place of peace, reflection, and belonging — a living testimony
to how landscapes continue to narrate the spiritual and symbolic
foundations of community life.
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The transformation of
pilgrimage into a touristic experience is one of the defining
features of contemporary religious practice. In late modernity,
traditional forms of devotion have been increasingly mediated by

  
mobility, consumption, and
spectacle
  
—
  
a process through which
sacred spaces become cultural products within the global
marketplace of meaning. The 
  
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da
Paz
  
 provides a clear example of
this evolution: its religious function coexists with its touristic
infrastructure, demonstrating how faith and commerce intertwine
within post-secular societies.


From a durkheimian perspective,
pilgrimage historically functioned as a collective ritual that
reaffirmed social solidarity through shared symbols and practices
(Durkheim, 1912). Yet, in the context of late capitalism, as
Zygmunt Bauman (2000) observes, the 
community of believers has been replaced by the 
community of consumers. Individuals embark on journeys not
solely to fulfill spiritual obligations but to experience,
photograph, and share moments of transcendence in ways compatible
with modern lifestyles. The act of pilgrimage becomes an 
individualized pursuit of authenticity, shaped by the
aesthetics of travel and the logic of cultural tourism.

The arrival of visitors by tour
buses, as captured in the photographs of the 
Santuário da Paz, symbolizes this shift from ritualized
devotion to organized mobility. The pilgrimage route becomes an
itinerary; the sacred site, a destination. Through these
infrastructures of movement—roads, signage, parking areas, cafés,
and museums—the experience of faith is framed by the same
logistical and aesthetic structures that govern leisure. In this
sense, the sanctuary exemplifies what John Eade and Michael Sallnow
(1991) describe as the 
contested nature of pilgrimage: a dynamic intersection of
devotion, commerce, and interpretation, where multiple meanings
coexist and sometimes conflict.

The integration of the Museu do
Quartzo within the sanctuary’s grounds deepens this hybridity. The
museum transforms a natural material—quartz—into a cultural and
scientific symbol, merging religious narrative and geological
heritage into a single framework of experience. This synthesis
reflects the commodification of spirituality (Carrette & King,
2005), where religious sites are reframed within discourses of
education, ecology, and sustainable tourism. Pilgrimage thus
becomes part of a cultural economy that markets peace, nature, and
identity as consumable values. The sanctuary’s gift shops,
organized events, and information panels participate in what David
Lyon (2000) calls the 
“spiritual marketplace”, where faith competes alongside
other lifestyle options for attention and emotional resonance.

However, the commercialization of
pilgrimage does not necessarily entail the loss of the sacred. As
Jürgen Habermas (2008) argues, the post-secular condition allows
religious traditions to survive by adapting to secular
rationalities, producing new forms of coexistence rather than
replacement. The 
Santuário da Paz illustrates this adaptability: its modern
facilities do not erase the aura of devotion but rather translate
it into new registers—visual, experiential, and affective. The
sanctuary invites contemplation within accessibility, and reverence
within comfort. Visitors are free to approach it as believers, as
tourists, or as both simultaneously.

This fluidity aligns with Dean
MacCannell’s (1976) concept of 
staged authenticity in tourism. The sanctuary’s carefully
designed spaces—its viewing platforms, pathways, and curated
narratives—allow visitors to experience authenticity through
mediation. Photography plays a central role here: taking pictures
of the site becomes a ritual of witnessing, a modern equivalent of
the pilgrim’s souvenir or relic. The camera, as theorized by Susan
Sontag (1977), both domesticates and sacralizes reality, allowing
individuals to transform fleeting experiences into durable symbols
of meaning. In this way, the Photovoice approach used in this study
reflects the very logic of contemporary pilgrimage: 
seeing as believing, and photographing as remembering.

The tension between commerce and
communion, however, remains. While the sanctuary provides spiritual
solace, its integration into circuits of heritage and tourism
raises questions about authenticity, accessibility, and
commodification. Do these developments democratize faith, making
sacred spaces available to all, or do they reduce spirituality to
spectacle? The answer may lie in the ambivalence that characterizes
modern religiosity: the sacred persists not despite
commercialization, but often through it, as meaning is re-enacted
in new, hybrid forms.

The 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz exemplifies the dual
nature of pilgrimage in the 21st century. It is both a sacred site
and a cultural product; a destination of devotion and a node in the
tourism economy. Its ability to balance reverence with
accessibility, tradition with innovation, reveals the resilience of
religious landscapes within the logic of global circulation.
Through the Photovoice lens, this space emerges not as a site of
spiritual loss, but as a mirror of contemporary society’s search
for peace, belonging, and transcendence—even within the frameworks
of modern consumption.
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In the contemporary world,
sacred spaces no longer exist in isolation from the forces of
modernity, mobility, and cultural transformation. The 
  
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da
Paz
  
, nestled within the
Portuguese landscape, offers a revealing lens through which to
explore these dynamics. Once places of purely religious devotion,
sanctuaries such as this one are now hybrid social spaces where
faith, heritage, tourism, and identity intersect. This study uses
the Photovoice methodology, guided by the SHOWED framework (
  
See, Happening, Our lives,
Why, Effect/Do, Date
  
), to analyze how visual
representations of the sanctuary express the coexistence of sacred
and secular meanings in late modernity.


The study 
“Sacred Landscapes and Territorial Identity” explores how
the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz, in northern Portugal,
functions as a symbolic and social space where religious devotion,
tourism, and collective identity intersect.

The research uses the Photovoice
methodology, a participatory visual approach developed by Caroline
Wang and Mary Burris (1997), grounded in Paulo Freire’s (1970)
principles of critical pedagogy. The method was chosen for its
capacity to integrate visual representation, reflection, and social
interpretation, aligning with the study’s goal to explore the lived
experience and representation of sacred space.

Photovoice enables the researcher
to “see through the lens of others”, uncovering how individuals and
communities perceive, inhabit, and assign meaning to their
environment. In this case, photography serves both as data and
dialogue — a means of interpreting the 
Santuário da Paz as a microcosm of contemporary
spirituality and territorial belonging.

The methodological aim is not only
descriptive but reflexive and critical: to understand how
sacredness is produced, maintained, and transformed within a
post-secular society marked by tourism, commercialization, and the
search for peace.

The use of Photovoice in the study
of religion and space allows for the analysis of how sacred
meanings are visually embodied in architecture, landscapes, and
human behavior. 

Photography here becomes not an artistic object but a
sociological lens through which to observe how the sacred and
secular coexist within the same territory.

In the context of the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz, the method serves to:
Identify how space becomes sacred through symbols, routes, and
gestures; Reveal the relationship between faith, tourism, and
identity; Reflect critically on how sacred sites are managed,
experienced, and reinterpreted in postmodern societies.

The 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz is a contemporary Marian
site that integrates: A religious sanctuary with chapels and
statues; A museum (Museu do Quartzo) connecting geology and
spirituality; A panoramic natural setting, offering peace and
contemplation.

Its dual function as both spiritual
destination and cultural attraction makes it a model of how sacred
spaces are reshaped in the context of heritage, tourism, and local
identity.

Through Photovoice, the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz emerges as a threshold
space — a liminal site where the sacred and the secular, the
traditional and the modern, the local and the universal, meet.

The images analyzed narrate the
journey of faith as experience: Ordered yet open, Commercial yet
contemplative, Individual yet collective.

This methodological process affirms
that photography can make the invisible visible — not merely
documenting places but revealing the social and symbolic power of
landscapes in shaping identity and belonging.

- Photo 1

The photograph captures the
entrance area of the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz. At the center, a large
information board stands upright, displaying a colorful map of the
sanctuary with a welcoming phrase: 
”Seja bem-vindo”(“Welcome”). Around it, there are neatly
trimmed bushes, a paved pathway, and a background of clear sky and
distant vegetation. The signboard dominates the composition, framed
symmetrically, while the landscape behind it opens outward toward
the sanctuary grounds. The light is bright, creating a sense of
cleanliness, order, and openness.

Sociological and Symbolic
Reflection: 

This image represents the institutional gateway to the
sacred. Before encountering the spiritual experience, the visitor
encounters organization: a map, rules, directions, and symbols. The
sanctuary introduces itself through a visual system of rational
order and orientation, transforming faith into an interpretable and
manageable experience.

In Henri Lefebvre’s (1974) terms,
this space expresses the “conceived dimension” of social space —
the one planned and designed by institutions. 

The map defines how people move,
what they see, and how they should interact with the sacred. 

It also reflects Max Weber’s notion of rationalization:
spirituality framed through efficiency and clarity.

The photograph evokes a paradox: 
the sacred mediated by modern management. The phrase
“Welcome” humanizes the entrance, yet the metal frame, printed
diagram, and logos speak the language of cultural tourism. The
sanctuary thus appears as both a site of devotion and an organized
heritage destination.

This threshold marks the
transformation of faith into accessible experience, suggesting that
even the divine is now mapped, catalogued, and curated. Yet, at the
same time, the presence of trees, open sky, and the warm colors of
nature maintain a feeling of peace and invitation, signaling that
order and transcendence can coexist.

  



- Photo 2

  



The second image shows a large
white tour bus parked near the sanctuary’s entrance. Several people
are stepping down — elderly visitors, couples, and families,
dressed casually. The sun casts long shadows on the ground,
suggesting late morning or early afternoon. The bus, slightly
diagonal, directs the viewer’s eye toward the sanctuary path in the
distance. The composition captures both motion and anticipation:
the moment before entering the sacred space.

Sociological and Symbolic
Reflection: 

This photograph illustrates how pilgrimage has become part of
the mobility system of modern life. The bus symbolizes
accessibility, organization, and the democratization of travel —
but also the transformation of pilgrimage into a form of collective
tourism.

Whereas traditional pilgrims walked long distances in silence
or penance, today’s visitors arrive through comfort and
coordination.

This image visualizes Victor
Turner’s (1969) idea of 
liminality — a passage between two states. The bus
represents a mobile threshold: travelers are neither in the profane
world of home nor yet in the sacred world of the sanctuary. They
occupy a middle space — a temporary community united by shared
movement.

However, in Bauman’s (2000)
perspective, this liminality has become 
liquid: fleeting, individualized, and often consumed
rather than endured. The pilgrimage becomes a “spiritual excursion”
rather than a transformative rite.

Still, the image radiates warmth
and collectivity. The visitors seem relaxed, curious, and open,
suggesting that sacred experience has shifted from obligation to
participation. This democratization of access reveals how faith in
the 21st century adapts to modern infrastructures while maintaining
its essence — the desire for encounter, peace, and belonging.

  



- Photo 3 

  



The photograph presents a small
white chapel — 
Capelinha das Aparições — nestled among trees and
vegetation. Its walls are immaculate, its roof covered with red
tiles. A small cross rises above the entrance. The surrounding path
is made of rough stone, leading the eye toward the chapel’s door.
The scene is quiet, intimate, almost timeless. The light filters
gently through the leaves, bathing the structure in a soft, warm
glow.

Sociological and Symbolic
Reflection: 

This image embodies the persistence of local devotion in an
age of global mobility. The chapel’s modest scale and rural
simplicity contrast sharply with the infrastructured modernity of
the larger sanctuary. It evokes a spirituality rooted in place,
memory, and continuity — an example of what Pierre Nora (1984)
called a 
lieu de mémoire, a “site of memory” where collective
identity is condensed into material form.

For the local community, the chapel
is not just architecture; it is a vessel of history and emotion.
Its white walls signify purity, but also fragility; its smallness
invites intimacy rather than spectacle. The surrounding nature
enhances the sense of enclosure and contemplation — an echo of the
monastic ideal of retreat.

In Mircea Eliade’s (1957) terms,
the chapel represents a 
hierophany: a point where the sacred breaks into ordinary
reality. It transforms natural space into meaningful place.

This photograph also expresses Durkheim’s (1912) idea that
collective belief persists through symbols: even when institutional
religion declines, people maintain attachment to forms that embody
continuity, memory, and belonging.

The emotional tone of the image is
serene and nostalgic, evoking a spirituality that is embodied,
local, and affective — the kind that connects community to land and
history.

  



- Photo 4

 

This is the most expansive and atmospheric photograph. From
an elevated viewpoint, the image opens onto a vast panorama of
hills and valleys stretching into the distance. The sanctuary’s
crosses and statues are visible in the foreground, while the
horizon fades into mist and light. The composition emphasizes
verticality and openness — the eye moves from earth to sky, from
material to transcendent. The color palette is subdued: soft blues,
greys, and greens merging into a tranquil, ethereal light.

Sociological and Symbolic
Reflection: 

This image encapsulates the union of nature and the sacred,
expressing what could be called an eco-spiritual aesthetic. The
landscape is not just background; it is the very medium of
transcendence.

The photograph translates the 
religious emotion described by Eliade (1957) — the sense
of awe before the infinite, the perception that the world itself is
a revelation of the divine.

From a sociological viewpoint, this
landscape functions as collective symbolism. It represents peace,
belonging, and harmony — ideals that define both religious and
civic identity. The elevated perspective evokes the pilgrimage
metaphor: ascension as a physical and moral act, a path from
everyday life toward higher meaning.

In Foucault’s (1986) terms, this
sanctuary is a 
heterotopia — a counter-space that reflects the world yet
remains apart from it. The landscape allows for self-reflection, an
experience of 
suspension where individuals contemplate their place in
the universe.

The image also resonates with
Habermas’s (2008) notion of the 
post-secular: faith persists within rational modernity,
not through dogma but through aesthetic contemplation and shared
emotional experience.

This photo, perhaps more than the
others, conveys the sanctuary’s essence as a space of
reconciliation — between man and nature, science and spirituality,
community and solitude. It is both a geographical and symbolic
“place of peace,” fulfilling its name through its visual
harmony.

The four photographs of the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz compose a single
sociological narrative — a pilgrimage of vision that reveals how
sacred meaning is continuously produced, lived, and reinterpreted
within the modern world. The first image, the entrance map, stands
as the rationalized gateway to transcendence, where faith enters
dialogue with the codes of heritage management and spatial
planning, embodying Lefebvre’s “conceived space” and Weber’s logic
of institutional rationality. The second, depicting the bus and
visitors, translates Turner’s liminality into the age of Bauman’s
liquid modernity: the pilgrim becomes a traveler, the sacred
journey a shared yet individualized experience shaped by
accessibility, leisure, and emotional consumption. The third
photograph, the small white chapel, restores intimacy and
rootedness — Eliade’s hierophany manifest in local devotion and
Nora’s 
lieu de mémoire materialized in architecture — reminding
us that even amidst global flows, communities preserve identity
through place, ritual, and silence. The final image, the panoramic
horizon, dissolves boundaries between faith and nature, realizing
Foucault’s heterotopia and Habermas’s post-secular coexistence,
where spirituality persists as aesthetic contemplation and
ecological consciousness. Seen together through the Photovoice
methodology, these images enact a dialectic between structure and
experience, institution and emotion, memory and transcendence: the
map organizes the sacred, the bus mobilizes it, the chapel
preserves it, and the landscape universalizes it. The sanctuary
thus emerges as a living heterotopia — a space where the sacred and
the secular, the local and the global, the material and the
symbolic coexist in fluid harmony. Through this visual ethnography,
the study demonstrates that the sacred has not disappeared but
migrated into new forms of social expression, embedded in mobility,
representation, and the human desire for peace. In this sense, the 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz becomes both metaphor
and mirror of late modern spirituality — a place where belief is
practiced through movement, seeing becomes a mode of devotion, and
photography itself becomes a contemporary ritual of belonging and
transcendence.
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The 
  
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da
Paz
  
, as captured through the
four photographs of this Photovoice study, reveals the enduring
vitality of the sacred in the context of modernity and
globalization. Far from disappearing in a secularized world, the
sacred persists as a living force — transformed, fragmented, and
rearticulated within the social, spatial, and visual practices of
contemporary life. Through the camera’s lens, the sanctuary emerges
not as a static monument of faith, but as a dynamic field where
religion, tourism, heritage, and ecology intersect to produce new
meanings and modes of belonging. The visual sequence — from
entrance map to bus, from chapel to horizon — mirrors the structure
of pilgrimage itself: a ritual of passage from the institutional to
the personal, from the human scale to the cosmic.


Each photograph corresponds to a
distinct sociological layer of the sacred. The first image, the 
map of welcome, represents Lefebvre’s (1974) “conceived
space” — faith systematized through design, signage, and
orientation, where spirituality meets rational planning and the
managerial logic of cultural tourism. The second image, showing the

bus and visitors, embodies Turner’s (1969) liminality and
Bauman’s (2000) liquid modernity: a threshold where pilgrimage
becomes mobility, where collective ritual transforms into a
democratic, accessible, and individualized experience. The third,
the 
chapel among the trees, restores the intimacy of Eliade’s
(1957) hierophany and Nora’s (1984) 
lieu de mémoire, affirming the persistence of local
devotion, memory, and community amid the global flows of people and
meanings. The fourth, the 
panoramic landscape, expands these experiences into
transcendence — a heterotopic space (Foucault, 1986) where man,
nature, and the divine are reconciled, embodying Habermas’s (2008)
post-secular coexistence of belief and rational consciousness.

Together, these images narrate a
sociological pilgrimage that parallels the human condition in late
modernity. They show that the sacred today is not confined to
temples or dogma but unfolds across experiences of movement,
perception, and landscape. The sanctuary becomes a 
living heterotopia: a site of peace that integrates the
local and the global, the spiritual and the aesthetic, the
collective and the solitary. Through the Photovoice methodology,
photography itself becomes a ritual — an act of seeing that bridges
phenomenological experience and critical reflection. The camera
allows the researcher to capture not only objects but
relationships: between people and places, symbols and practices,
the visible and the invisible.

This study also contributes to
broader sociological debates on secularization and identity. Rather
than signaling a decline of religion, the images suggest a
transformation of belief: from doctrinal to experiential, from
institutional to spatial. As modern individuals move through fluid
worlds of travel, media, and consumption, they continue to seek
meaning and belonging — not in rigid orthodoxy, but in shared
spaces of peace, beauty, and remembrance. The 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz thus exemplifies what
can be called the post-secular sacred: faith that persists through
landscape, emotion, and aesthetic consciousness, reasserting the
human need for transcendence in a rationalized world.

Ultimately, the Photovoice project
transforms the act of documentation into a form of sociological
meditation. The four photographs are not mere representations; they
are social texts that visualize the coexistence of order and
mystery, memory and movement, rootedness and openness. In them, the
sacred is seen not as a separate domain but as an immanent presence
— woven into the rhythms of life, the contours of territory, and
the human gaze itself. The 
Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Paz, through its
architecture and its atmosphere, becomes a mirror of contemporary
spirituality: an invitation to rediscover peace not beyond the
world, but 
within it, in the fragile harmony between faith, nature,
and the shared experience of being human.
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The sociological investigation into
the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on religiosity and pilgrimage
at Pilgrim Mountain began on April 13, 2020.

The research sought to explore
three central questions: 
What happens to the pilgrim during a period of restriction?
Does pilgrimage remain a necessity? Can pilgrimage retain its
meaning amid a global pandemic?

Answers to these questions emerged
from a quantitative study conducted online, which revealed a
significant pattern: during the period of enforced isolation,
individuals expressed an intensified need to rediscover and deepen
their spiritual and religious awareness.

This study employed a quantitative
approach to examine how pandemic restrictions influenced the
practice and meaning of pilgrimage. The online administration of a
structured questionnaire—accessible through computers, mobile
phones, tablets, and smart devices—enabled wide participation and
the collection of data across diverse demographic groups. One of
the key objectives was to analyze the dynamics of interreligious
relations and devotional behavior during the pandemic.

The results indicate that the
imposition of strict restrictions discouraged many devotees from
engaging in the traditional Sunday pilgrimage. The bond each
pilgrim cultivates with the path leading to the sanctuary is deeply
personal and non-transferable, and its interruption revealed the
intimate nature of this relationship. Within this context, the
distinctiveness of the Tamil pilgrim became particularly evident:
unlike local devotees, Tamil participants are accustomed to
ascending the mountain in a steady, rhythmic pace—an embodied act
of devotion. During the lockdown, however, such movement was no
longer possible. Consequently, prayer assumed a more comprehensive
and introspective form, and the physical dimension of the
pilgrimage remained—both symbolically and literally—
suspended.
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The structure of the feast
of Saint Rosalia in Palermo, throughout the days of the festive
“cycle,” assumes multiple and evolving forms, particularly in terms
of the participation and configuration of its social actors. New
lifestyles and emerging traditions intertwine with what is known as
the 
  
Festino
  
, while “new” social actors
appear along the pilgrimage route on the night of September 3.
Analyzing the case of the feast of Saint Rosalia therefore requires
the application of several key sociological concepts: the 
  
Feast
  
, the 
  
Pilgrimage
  
, and the 
  
Annual Meeting with
Representatives of Other Religions
  
 that takes place during the
celebration of the patron saint.



  
 


The 
Festino—the heart of Palermo’s summer religious
calendar—follows a rhythm that diverges from the conventional
annual cycle of celebrations. Rather than recurring at regular
twelve-month intervals, it is characterized by successive
performances that often occur only weeks apart during the summer
season. This temporal proximity allows for ongoing interventions,
permitting organizers and institutions to recalibrate the timing,
modes, and content of the events in response to current needs,
social contingencies, or unforeseen circumstances. From this
perspective, official speeches, ritual pronouncements, posters, and
programs serve as valuable indicators, offering insight into the
ongoing social dynamics and transformations within the city’s
religious and civic life.

The feast of Saint Rosalia has been
celebrated in Palermo since 1625 and unfolds over several days
between July and September each year. This research deliberately
moves beyond the well-known 
Festino of July 14 to encompass the three official
celebrations dedicated to the Saint: the grand procession of the
reliquary urn on July 15 and the nocturnal pilgrimage to Monte
Pellegrino on September 4. Such a perspective, while exploratory,
is methodologically significant as it allows for a deeper
understanding of the relationship between the sacred and the
territory—conceived not only as a physically inhabited space but
also as a complex of cultural, symbolic, and social forces that
shape and are shaped by ritual practices.

The 
Pilgrimage, in particular, represents a vital moment of
interaction between these dimensions. It is not merely an encounter
between institutional and popular expressions of religiosity but a
dynamic physical engagement with the territory itself. The logic of
movement is reversed: to the sacred that descends into the city
during the 
Festino, there corresponds the counter-movement of the
city ascending toward the sacred—an embodied form of devotion that
traverses space.

The nocturnal pilgrimage of
September 3 activates what may be termed the dynamic of the 
immovable sacred: the devotee, in motion, embodies the
sacred through specific ritual expressions—walking barefoot or on
one’s knees, in silence or in prayer, singing hymns, or reciting
the rosary. Symbolic elements such as the torch kept alight during
the night ascent, the rosary crown, and the devotional flag of
Saint Rosalia all reinforce the ritual’s semiotic and spiritual
dimension. The flag, bearing images of both Saint Rosalia and the
Madonna, functions not only as a devotional object but also as an
apotropaic symbol, a protector against evil.

The feast thus becomes a
multidimensional container in which diverse expressions converge:
religious devotion, penitential rites, local identity, ecclesial
engagement, and institutional representation. Within this broader
frame, the Catholic Tamil community of Palermo holds a distinctive
place. Tamils identify Saint Rosalia as 
a Saint and a Motherwho dwells upon the mountain—a figure
of protection and intercession. Their participation in the
pilgrimage is not limited to the annual September event; rather, it
extends to every Sunday of the year, forming what they regard as
their true and continuous ritual practice.

The sanctuary’s elevated position
on Monte Pellegrino evokes the symbolism of “looking upward,”
resonating deeply with the Tamil community’s memories of their
homeland in Sri Lanka. Their act of pilgrimage—walking barefoot
over stones, hands clasped in prayer, moving slowly and
meditatively—expresses an intimate and mystical form of devotion.
This bodily ascent becomes a metaphor for spiritual striving and
continuity between the place of origin and the adopted city. The
gesture of 
acchianare (to climb) and the subsequent descent produce a
dual sense of belonging, creating an identity that binds the
pilgrim both to the homeland and to Palermo.

In recent years, sociological
inquiry has increasingly turned its attention to religious
festivals and forms of popular piety, expanding the analytical
“container” of the 
Festino of Saint Rosalia to encompass its broader ritual,
symbolic, and intercultural dimensions (Salerno, 2017). This
expansion enables a more nuanced understanding of how devotion,
migration, and territory intersect, shaping new forms of
religiosity and collective identity in contemporary urban
contexts.

  



                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            ​9.2 From Communitas to Public Religion: Pilgrimage and Sacred Space in Palermo
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
The sociological study of
religious festivals and pilgrimages draws upon a rich theoretical
tradition that explores the relationship between ritual, community,
and the sacred. In this perspective, the feast of Saint Rosalia
represents a privileged observatory through which to examine the
ways in which devotion, social belonging, and territorial identity
are continually redefined within an urban and multicultural
context.


Émile Durkheim’s reflections on 
The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912) provide a
foundational framework for interpreting the 
Festino and the associated pilgrimage. For Durkheim,
ritual moments renew the collective conscience by reaffirming the
bonds that unite individuals within a moral community. The 
Festino functions precisely in this sense: as a 
collective effervescence that momentarily suspends
everyday life, reinforcing both civic and religious solidarity. The
sacred here is not external to society but is constituted through
it — the feast, therefore, becomes a mirror in which the city of
Palermo recognizes and reaffirms itself as a community.

Victor Turner’s concept of 
liminality (1969) further illuminates the dynamics of the
pilgrimage to Monte Pellegrino. The act of 
acchianare—ascending the mountain at night—marks a
symbolic passage from the profane to the sacred, from the ordinary
to the extraordinary. The path becomes a 
liminal space, a threshold in which social distinctions
are temporarily suspended and a condition of 
communitas emerges among participants. This communitas is
not merely emotional or spiritual; it is also a social form that
temporarily dissolves hierarchies, allowing the devotee to
experience equality before the sacred.

The Tamil pilgrims’ participation
deepens this dynamic. Their ritual integration within the local
feast introduces a transnational dimension of liminality, where
migration, memory, and devotion intersect. In their Sunday
pilgrimages throughout the year, the Tamil faithful reproduce a
condition of permanent liminality, in which identity is continually
negotiated between homeland and host land, tradition and
adaptation.

From a phenomenological
perspective, Mircea Eliade’s notion of the 
axis mundi (1957) — the vertical link connecting heaven
and earth — finds a vivid expression in Monte Pellegrino. The
mountain, dominating the city and the sea, functions as both a
physical and symbolic elevation. Its summit, where the sanctuary of
Saint Rosalia stands, represents the point of intersection between
the earthly and the divine. The Tamil community’s practice of
looking upward toward the mountain resonates with Eliade’s vision
of the sacred as a “breakthrough of the absolute” into profane
space, transforming the act of climbing into a journey of
transcendence.

The persistence of the pilgrimage
also invites interpretation through Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of 
habitus (1972), understood as a set of embodied
dispositions and learned practices that structure social behavior.
The gestures of walking barefoot, lighting torches, or carrying the
saint’s flag are not mere repetitions of tradition but forms of
embodied memory that reproduce cultural identity through the body.
For Tamil devotees, the habitus of pilgrimage serves as a bridge
between generations, allowing the transmission of faith and
identity across space and time.

This process aligns with Danièle
Hervieu-Léger’s (1993) idea of 
religion as a chain of memory, in which believers situate
themselves within a lineage of continuity that transcends
individual experience. The feast of Saint Rosalia thus becomes a
space where both native and migrant communities rearticulate their
religious memory, translating it into shared public expression.

The Saint Rosalia festival
exemplifies what contemporary sociology of religion defines as 
urban sacredness — a sacred that emerges not in opposition
to modernity but within it. The 
Festino and the pilgrimage are expressions of a
religiosity that adapts to the rhythms of the city while resisting
its secularizing tendencies. In Palermo, a historically plural and
stratified city, the sacred is negotiated daily within a mosaic of
cultural and ethnic presences. The coexistence of native devotion
and Tamil Catholic participation exemplifies what José Casanova
(1994) terms 
public religion: a form of religiosity that reclaims
visibility in the civic space, transforming faith into a language
of social coexistence and intercultural dialogue.
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In recent years, the
traditional contrast between 
  
qualitative
  
 and 
  
quantitative
  
 approaches has increasingly
been reinterpreted from the perspective of the relationship between
the researcher and the subject of study. As the sociologist Alberto
Trobia notes, it is more appropriate to speak of 
  
analysis
  
 rather than of a
qualitative or quantitative 
  
method
  
.


The term “analysis” refers to a
specific phase within the broader research process, one in which
critical choices are made concerning the quantity and quality of
the properties investigated in the selected cases (Trobia,
2012).

The methodology adopted in this
study is primarily quantitative, with an exploratory purpose aimed
at understanding how the condition of restriction during the
Covid-19 pandemic affected the practice and meaning of pilgrimage.
The online administration of a structured questionnaire allowed for
broad participation, with responses collected via multiple digital
platforms (computers, handhelds, mobile phones, smartwatches, and
tablets).

The survey instrument was designed
to explore the relationship between professed religion,
self-definition as a pilgrim, and frequency of participation in
pilgrimages. One of the main objectives was to analyze the
correlation between 
Hindu religiosity and the devotional action of pilgrimage
to Mount Pellegrino, particularly in the context of mobility
restrictions.

The questionnaire included both
closed and semi-open questions, making it possible to collect data
suitable for quantitative processing while also allowing for
qualitative insights. This dual approach enabled integration with
other analytical techniques—such as 
cluster analysis—to obtain a more refined representation
of the underlying dimensions and meanings within the data (Trobia,
2012:69).

By cross-referencing responses, the
analysis revealed that 0.038% of participants declared adherence to
the Hindu religion and defined themselves as 
walkers along 
religious paths. This apparently small
percentage—corresponding to 35 out of 916 respondents—is
significant because it falls primarily within the 36–45 age group.
These respondents identified themselves as close to both Hindu and
Catholic traditions, stating that they had undertaken a pilgrimage
to the sanctuary of Monte Pellegrino, though they did not elaborate
further in the open-ended section labeled “Other reflections.”

The absence of detailed temporal
data in this case proved meaningful: by cross-analyzing the
variables 
“perceived security” and 
“religious path,” it became evident that no pilgrimage was
carried out during the restriction period. This finding suggests
that the act of pilgrimage was temporarily suspended, replaced
instead by other expressions of religiosity.

A particularly revealing result
emerged from the correlation between 
spirituality and 
sense of security. Within the subgroup identified as
Hindu, 0.051% of respondents expressed 
a sense of insecurity in undertaking a religious
pathduring the lockdown. This sentiment was linked not to a
decline in spirituality, but to the coexistence of devotional
motivation with civic responsibility and fear of contagion.

The data indicate that for these
respondents, spirituality remained strong but became internalized:
the act of walking was symbolically suspended, while the sense of
faith persisted as a moral and emotional resource. This dual
condition—faith sustained within restraint—illustrates how the
religious habitus adapted to the sociopolitical environment of the
pandemic.

Another element of convergence
across the three religious categories analyzed concerns the
relationship between 
respect for public rules and 
the expression of personal religiosity. The majority of
respondents agreed that compliance with collective restrictions was
perceived as part of a moral and spiritual duty, not as a
limitation of faith.

An alternative form of religious
expression that emerged during the pandemic was 
shared online worship. For many participants, particularly
those belonging to minority communities, digital platforms such as
Zoom became the primary medium for collective prayer and
participation in religious moments. The migration of the sacred to
virtual space thus represented both a constraint and an innovation:
a new way of sustaining community and devotion while physical
gathering was prohibited

From a methodological standpoint,
this study demonstrates how quantitative research can effectively
capture the sociological complexity of religious transformation,
especially when combined with interpretative reflection. The
structured questionnaire not only provided statistical indicators
but also revealed latent meanings within the lived experience of
believers.

In the context of the pandemic, the
numerical “absence” of pilgrimage corresponded to a symbolic 
presence of faith: the journey was internalized, the path
suspended, and the sacred redefined within the boundaries of
domestic and digital life.
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The data collected from the
916 participants provided a comprehensive picture of how the
Covid-19 pandemic reshaped religious practice and pilgrimage. The
majority of respondents identified as Catholic, while a small but
significant portion—0.038% (35 individuals), primarily aged between
36 and 45—identified as Hindu and simultaneously as 
  
walkers
  
 or 
  
pilgrims
  
 along religious paths. This
group, often characterized by dual belonging to both Hindu and
Catholic traditions, reported having undertaken pilgrimages to the
sanctuary of Monte Pellegrino prior to the pandemic, thereby
highlighting the intercultural nature of devotion in Palermo.
Cross-analysis of variables such as 
  
professed religion
  
, 
  
self-definition as a
pilgrim
  
, and 
  
frequency of pilgrimage
  
 revealed that during the
period of restriction, no actual pilgrimages were carried out, as
the suspension of movement and fear of contagion disrupted regular
devotional rhythms. Nevertheless, many respondents expressed that
this interruption intensified their inner spirituality,
transforming the journey into a more introspective and reflective
experience. Among Hindu participants, 0.051% reported feeling
insecure about undertaking a religious path during the lockdown;
however, this insecurity coexisted with a persistent sense of
spirituality and moral responsibility. Similarly, 72% of Catholic
respondents stated that their pilgrimages had been suspended, yet
65% affirmed that their personal faith had deepened through private
prayer and domestic rituals. Over 60% of participants across all
groups indicated that they had replaced physical religious
practices with online forms of worship, such as virtual Masses,
collective prayers, and streamed ceremonies via digital platforms
including Zoom, YouTube, and Facebook Live. These findings
demonstrate the emergence of a digital dimension of religiosity
that allowed community and devotion to persist despite physical
separation. Moreover, 87% of respondents agreed that adherence to
public health regulations represented an expression of moral and
spiritual duty, indicating that respect for civic norms was
perceived as a component of faith rather than a limitation.
Particularly notable was the devotional behavior of the Tamil
participants: 89% reported continuing to pray collectively within
domestic spaces, maintaining gestures and postures typical of the
pilgrimage—barefoot prayer, rhythmic chanting, and the recitation
of the rosary—thus preserving the embodied dimension of faith even
in immobility. Overall, the results show that the pandemic did not
extinguish religiosity but rather transformed it: the physical path
was suspended, yet the spiritual journey endured, rearticulating
the meaning of pilgrimage through inner reflection, digital
participation, and moral solidarity.


                    
    

    




    
    
        
        
            9.5 Conclusions
        

        
        
    

    
    
        
                    

  
When the world stood still,
the pilgrim did not vanish — he changed direction. The closed
roads, the silent sanctuaries, and the suspended feasts did not
extinguish the longing for transcendence but redirected it inward,
toward a quieter and more intimate space of meaning. The pandemic
forced the believer to walk without movement, to travel within, to
rediscover the sacred not as a destination but as a
presence.



  
 


In the aftermath of the global
crisis, the figure of the pilgrim emerges transformed: no longer
only the traveler ascending toward the mountain, but the seeker
navigating between solitude and connection, between memory and
digital mediation. The mountain remains, immutable and luminous
above the city, but it is mirrored now in the interior ascent of
the faithful who carry its symbolism within their homes and
hearts.

This new pilgrim inhabits a world
where faith and technology coexist, where devotion is no longer
confined to geography but expands through networks of solidarity
and remembrance. The pilgrimage has not ended—it has been
redefined. The path continues, suspended between earth and sky,
between body and spirit, between the past that grounds us and the
future that calls us to begin again.

The sociological investigation into
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on pilgrimage and religiosity
has revealed that the experience of restriction did not signify the
end of faith, but rather its transformation. The 
suspended pilgrimage—both literally and
symbolically—became a privileged lens through which to observe the
adaptability of religious behavior and the resilience of spiritual
meaning within crisis conditions. Although physical movement toward
sacred places was halted, the sense of belonging to a community of
faith persisted, and in many cases deepened.

From a Durkheimian perspective, the
absence of physical gatherings and collective celebrations
temporarily dissolved the 
collective effervescence that traditionally reinforces
social cohesion during rituals. Yet, this same effervescence
reemerged in virtual form, as believers found new ways to gather
digitally, pray together, and recreate symbolic communion through
online platforms. The sacred, therefore, did not disappear but
migrated — from public squares to screens, from sanctuaries to
homes — reconstituting the social bond through new media.

In Turner’s terms, the pandemic
produced a global 
liminal state, a suspension of ordinary life and ritual
structure. The pilgrim, deprived of the road, entered an extended
threshold — an inward and reflective passage that replaced physical
ascent with spiritual elevation. The act of 
acchianare, once embodied in the climb up Monte
Pellegrino, was transposed into a psychological and emotional
experience. This transformation confirms that the essence of
pilgrimage lies not only in physical movement but in the intention
and meaning attributed to it — an ongoing negotiation between
separation, transformation, and reintegration.

Eliade’s idea of the 
axis mundi—the vertical connection between the human and
the divine—also found renewed expression during the lockdown.
Though the sanctuary atop Monte Pellegrino was inaccessible, it
remained the orienting center of devotion. Many devotees continued
to “look upward” in prayer from their homes, reaffirming that the
sacred persists through orientation and intentionality, not merely
through proximity. In this sense, the sacred space became both 
displaced and 
expanded, encompassing domestic interiors and digital
landscapes as new territories of transcendence.

Bourdieu’s concept of 
habitus provides a further interpretive key: the bodily
and symbolic dispositions associated with pilgrimage—kneeling,
chanting, walking barefoot—continued to manifest in adapted
contexts. The Tamil pilgrims exemplified this continuity most
clearly, as they maintained the rhythm of devotion within their
homes, transforming domestic prayer into a reenactment of the
sacred climb. This demonstrates how religious practices, embedded
in the body and habitually reproduced, endure through
transformation rather than rupture.

From Hervieu-Léger’s perspective of

religion as a chain of memory, the pandemic represented
both a rupture and a reconnection. While the collective memory of
shared rituals was momentarily interrupted, it was simultaneously
preserved through recollection, storytelling, and anticipation of
return. The “missing pilgrimage” thus became a repository of future
hope and communal memory — a promise of renewal that reaffirmed
continuity within disruption.

At the civic and intercultural
level, Casanova’s notion of 
public religion acquires particular relevance. The
responses collected during the study demonstrate that respect for
public health rules was understood as an extension of spiritual
duty — a moral expression of care for the community. This synthesis
of faith and civic responsibility highlights a contemporary form of
religiosity that integrates ethical citizenship with spiritual
conviction. In Palermo, a plural city historically marked by
coexistence and migration, the pandemic revealed how religion
continues to serve as a medium of solidarity and shared identity.
The convergence of native and Tamil devotion within the same sacred
geography exemplifies how the sacred can function as a social space
of dialogue and mutual recognition.

From a sociological standpoint, the

suspended pilgrimage reflects a broader dynamic of
adaptation between tradition and modernity, body and technology,
local and global. The pandemic did not dissolve the sacred; it
displaced it, re-signifying it through alternative forms of
presence and participation. The results show that religious
experience, when constrained, becomes introspective but not
diminished — it continues to produce meaning, social connection,
and emotional stability.

Theologically and symbolically, the
pilgrim of the pandemic represents a new type of devotee: one who
journeys inwardly rather than outwardly, who experiences
transformation through reflection rather than distance. The sacred
path, once defined by geography, now unfolds across time, memory,
and digital mediation. This reconfiguration invites sociology to
reconsider pilgrimage not as a fixed ritual structure but as a
dynamic process capable of surviving mobility constraints and
cultural change.

In conclusion, the study of the
suspended pilgrimage affirms that religion remains a vital social
force even under the pressures of modern crises. The endurance of
faith, its capacity for reinvention, and its ability to create
solidarity in the face of isolation all testify to the continuing
relevance of religion in contemporary societies. The Covid-19
pandemic, while suspending the pilgrim’s path, revealed the
enduring human need for transcendence — a need that finds
expression in every context, whether on the mountain, in the home,
or through the quiet light of a screen.
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This article explores the
socio-anthropological meaning of pilgrimage in contemporary times,
bringing into dialogue the categories of 
religiosity, 
spirituality, and 
corporeality within a context of progressive
secularization. Starting from the etymology of the term 
peregrinare — “to go afar,” “to move through fields and
territories” — the study examines the transformation of pilgrimage
from a collective religious practice to an individual experience of
self-discovery and reconnection with the material dimension of the
body. 

In a “liquid” society (Bauman,
2012), marked by mobility and the fragmentation of social bonds,
the journey toward the sacred acquires a new function: to
reconstruct tangible and relational points of reference, restoring
to the body a central role in the process of meaning-making and
belonging. 

Through a multidisciplinary
approach — integrating anthropology, the sociology of religion, and
qualitative field observation — this study proposes a reading of 
de-secularization as an inversion of modernity: a return
to embodied sacrality, where spirituality manifests itself through
lived corporeal experience and shared practice rather than
institutional belonging. The contemporary pilgrimage thus becomes
both an inner and social journey — a rite of passage that, despite
its fluidity, restores structure and meaning to collective
life.

 



  



 



  



 




Keywords: pilgrimage; spirituality;
secularization; de-secularization; corporeality; religiosity;
liquid society; modernity; ritual; belonging; experience; sociology
of religion.
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The experience of “travel”
and “journey” lies at the origin of every human experience. The
etymological analysis highlights the Latin roots of “peregrinari,”
meaning “to go afar,” and “peregrinus,” “one who travels far,” both
derived from the adverb 
  
peregre
  
: “through the land” or
“across the field.”



  
 


These terms acquire both meaning
and significance within the socio-anthropological transformation of
places, of sacred and profane spaces, where social actors create
both virtual and real connections of their 
religiosity, making it public or private through
pilgrimage. People and organizations, beliefs and rituals, values
and symbols, traditions and innovations are able to withstand major
changes and adapt to minor ones (Cipriani, 2012).

In a society increasingly oriented
toward secularization, we observe how journeys to sacred places
lose their strictly religious connotation. Individuals embark on
such journeys not only for spiritual reasons, but also to explore
cultural and historical aspects, or simply to experience a deeper
“spiritual” connection with themselves. This evolution has given
rise to a form of secular pilgrimage, where the search for personal
meaning and the exploration of nature become the main guiding
principles of the upward journey. At the same time, some sacred
sites have become tourist destinations, creating experiences that
transcend spirituality to include entertainment and consumption.
Secularization has therefore led to a reinterpretation of
pilgrimage — transforming it into a path of self-discovery and
spiritual connection beyond religious frameworks.

A multidisciplinary study of
pilgrimage — from anthropology to sociology, using qualitative
research methods such as field observation and participation —
invites reconsideration of the modern concept of “liquidity” (of
both the individual and society). From Bauman’s (2012) “liquid
society,” we might return to a more “structured” one, where social
action requires “material,” “tangible” reference points — anchors
or roots in which individuals can recognize and rediscover
themselves. Even within a society alienated by excessive modernity,
we are witnessing a new form of 
de-modernizationand 
de-secularization, where “spirituality,” distinct yet
related to “religiosity,” influences social action toward a
physical sense of belonging, where the body, understood as matter,
becomes the only medium for the pilgrim’s ascent.

The sharing of values and
traditions, imbued with a personal charisma that resists collective
ownership, represents a new process of social transformation based
on the communication of spirituality through the body. Thus,
resilience is no longer connected solely to the spirit but also to
the materiality of the body during pilgrimage. Rituals once
strictly tied to religion now manifest in multiple forms:
individuals seek spirituality in places that hold deeply personal
meaning, not necessarily linked to a sense of community but rooted
in lived corporeal experience. Ultimately, the process of 
de-secularization involves renegotiating the boundaries
between the religious and the secular spheres in contemporary
society, as well as the reduction of the public sphere in favor of
the private domain of action.
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The practice of pilgrimage
continues to hold significance in human experience, despite the
processes of modernization and the cultural and media
transformations that have reshaped society. Several questions
concerning the connections between the environment, society, and
sacred places emerge when examining the meaning of pilgrimage
routes in relation to the diverse composition of 
  
pilgrimage communities
  
. It is particularly
interesting to explore the “religious” motivations that have
contributed to maintaining, over time, the regular attendance of
places of worship and the ritual practices associated with
them.


“Sanctuary” and “pilgrimage” are
conceptual terms referring, respectively, to places and actions
with specific characteristics, despite historical, cultural, and
semantic differences. While they are used in their basic
definitions as “sacred place” and “journey to a sacred place,”
these concepts can be descriptively applied to sites and phenomena
with religious connotations in various historical and cultural
contexts. However, it is important to emphasize that this does not
imply their consideration as religious constants or universal
facts, but rather as variable outcomes of the human process of
giving meaning and defining sacred space.

According to anthropologist Victor
Turner, pilgrimages are 
liminal phenomena (Van Gennep, 1909), characterized by a 
communitas that enables participants to celebrate
universal humanity and freedom from structural divisions. The 
communitas thus represents a spontaneous and primordial
experience in human evolution, emerging as a transcendent moment
beyond individual boundaries—suspended between time and
timelessness; without a precise location and endowed with
unparalleled transformative power:

“Communitas is essentially a
relationship between concrete, historical, particular individuals.
These individuals are not segmented into roles and statuses, but
confront one another in the manner of Martin Buber’s ‘I and Thou’.
Along with this direct, immediate, and total encounter between
human identities, there tends to arise a model of society as a
homogeneous and unstructured 
communitas, whose boundaries ideally coincide with those
of the human species” (Turner, 1972: 147–148).
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The notion of 
  
communitas
  
 refers to a spontaneous and
anti-formal human experience that exists both within and beyond
time. It stands in contrast to the concept of the “owned” or
“structured,” recalling Durkheim’s classical dichotomy between the
sacred and the profane — “in short, the sacred and the profane
intermingle, but without one excluding the other” (Cipriani, 2012:
58). In this sense, 
  
communitas
  
 becomes the symbolic space
where what is shareable and what is not — the sacred and the
profane — coexist, merging seamlessly and without interruption.
Within such a state, ordinary time belongs to the profane, while
extraordinary time emerges through processes of
sacralization.


The sacralization of territory
through the ritual of pilgrimage is one of the most evident
examples of this dynamic. The presence of the sacred — embodied in
the Eucharist, votive shrines along the route, or blessings at
departure and arrival — marks the transformation of profane space
into sacred time, in which social actors collectively share the
symbolic and spiritual value of the journey. The 
corporeal dimension of pilgrimage plays a central role
here: the body becomes both the medium and the measure of
transcendence, allowing the individual to participate physically in
the shared spiritual experience of the 
communitas. Even the solitary pilgrim is not excluded from
this collective religiosity; through their introspective movement,
they retrace the symbolic footsteps of those who have come before
them — “he places his feet in the tracks of thousands of others who
have come to the sacred place in search of a miracle, of healing,
of personal salvation” (Cipriani, 2012: 58).

The relationship between walking
and the 
rite of passage is therefore crucial for understanding the
emotional and symbolic depth of the pilgrimage. The act of walking
barefoot or enduring physical hardship becomes a means of
inhabiting extraordinary time and space — a ritual condition akin
to that experienced by ancient pilgrims, whose paths were both
corporeal and spiritual. It represents, simultaneously, an
individual and collective experience, where solidarity and
spirituality converge.

Victor Turner’s theory of 
liminality, derived from Arnold van Gennep’s (1909) model
of the 
rites of passage, further illuminates this phenomenon. As
Turner observed, these rites are composed of three stages —
separation, liminality (or margin), and reaggregation — through
which individuals undergo transformation and reintegration into the
social order. The liminal phase, situated between the other two,
suspends ordinary roles and hierarchies, allowing for renewal and
reorganization. In this temporary suspension of structure, 
communitas emerges as a social moment of equality and
shared humanity, fostering the renewal of collective bonds.
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The hypothesis of 
  
communitas
  
 within pilgrimage, as
Turner (1981) suggests, is also an affirmation of 
  
structure
  
. Pilgrimage highlights the
cultural autonomy of each religious system and serves to express
its distinctive themes and internal coherence. In this regard, the
concept of 
  
liquid pilgrimage
  
 (Bauman, 2012) offers a
contrasting framework. If pilgrimage were truly “liquid,” it would
not represent an extraordinary rupture with everyday life but would
instead occur within the fluid rhythms of daily existence,
interrupting the regular cycles of ordinary or annual ritual
time.


Anthropologist John Eade (1991)
critiques this alignment between pilgrimage and anti-structure,
arguing that it oversimplifies the complexity of the phenomenon and
imposes a false homogeneity across different historical and
cultural contexts. The Turnerian model, therefore, should be seen
not as an empirical description but as a specific interpretive
discourse about pilgrimage. Rather than adhering to structuralist
dichotomies, pilgrimage can be understood as a dynamic field of
social relations and competing discourses — a symbolic space where
individuals and groups pursue multiple, often conflicting, forms of
spirituality and religiosity.

In contemporary society,
expressions of religious sensitivity continue to permeate the
social fabric. These manifestations, while not overturning secular
structures, cannot be reduced to remnants of the past or
superficial cultural trends. As Abruzzese (2016: 23) notes, “the
thesis of secularization directly concerns the quality of
indicators: the fact that a portion of individuals profess
religious belief in surveys means little if those same individuals
disregard the values they claim to uphold in their daily
actions.”

The idea of 
liquid pilgrimage thus reveals an inherent tension: even
within modernity’s fluidity, pilgrimage remains a structured,
embodied, and ritualized act. It involves deliberate organization —
prayers, songs, blessings, and shared practices that create
cohesion and a sense of belonging. As Roberto Cipriani (2012)
argues, the body’s endurance of suffering during pilgrimage
restores harmony between spiritual meaning and daily life.
Pilgrimage is therefore an act of commitment and reflection, a
corporeal response to existential needs for redemption, healing, or
transformation.

Within this framework, the
contemporary return to pilgrimage can be read as a form of 
de-secularization — a reawakening of faith and
spirituality in a world fragmented by postmodern uncertainty.
Through the body’s movement from the 
intra-worldly to the 
extra-worldly, pilgrimage reaffirms religion’s presence in
public and collective life. This is evident in the revival of
traditional ritual forms and the growing participation in
devotional practices, which, as Buttitta (2016: 121) observes,
confirm that pilgrimage remains “an institution capable of
responding to needs left unmet by dominant models of
development.”

Ultimately, the post-pandemic
resurgence of pilgrimage underscores the body’s centrality in the
re-sacralization of experience. After a period of isolation and
disconnection, individuals once again seek meaning through shared
movement, ritual suffering, and embodied spirituality — reaffirming
pilgrimage as both a sociological and existential act of
communion.
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Pilgrimage is a complex
experience — emotional, psychological, and physical — that engages
the pilgrim on multiple levels: individually, through personal
reflection, and collectively, as part of the 
  
communitas
  
. Unlike religious tourism,
pilgrimages follow a defined structure composed of ritualized
phases that mark the passage of time — from the initial expectation
to the final moment of departure. As pilgrims form a “procession”
along the way, their arrival at the sacred site constitutes a true

  
liturgy of the threshold
  
: a process of sacralization
through the ritual welcome extended by the custodians of the
sanctuary or sacred space.


The most significant moment of
pilgrimage is defined by its arduous physical effort, which serves
as the medium for inner, spiritual transformation. The journey
reaches its culmination in the celebration of the Eucharistic
sacrament of reconciliation — a symbolic convergence of corporeal
fatigue and spiritual renewal.

Expressions of faith emerge from
the reflection on the meaning of life and the influence of values
in orienting human action. What we define as the “religious
dimension” cannot be confined to the canonical traditions of
historically recognized religions. However, it is essential to
emphasize that values must reach a level of existential centrality
— shaping thought and action — to avoid excessively broad or
arbitrary interpretations.

Access to the sacred, as Dupront
(1993) reminds us, must occur within specific spaces (where the
sacred is contained) and at determined times (when it is believed
to manifest most fully). It must also follow prescribed ritual
practices. The cultural complexity of religious tourism often
generates ambiguity, where overlapping elements — devotion,
culture, economy, and leisure — coexist without clear boundaries.
Within this hybrid field, tourism merges with culture, culture with
religious experience, and religious experience with market
dynamics, all of which respond to both latent and manifest human
needs.

In some forms of contemporary
pilgrimage, however, the destination risks overshadowing the
meaning of the journey itself (Rech, 2006). New market dimensions
emerge — fresh expectations, offers, entrepreneurs, and itineraries
— often linked more to expressions of religiosity than to genuine
spirituality. Yet, contemporary religious tourism increasingly
seeks to enhance the totality of the territorial environment —
geographical, anthropic, historical, and spiritual — while
sometimes overlooking the deeper ritual structure of
pilgrimage.

Across centuries, sacred sites have
flourished in the landscape, shaped by devotion and popular piety.
These places are distinguished not only by their historical,
artistic, and religious significance but also by the harmony they
embody between spirituality and nature. Sanctuaries and their
surrounding environments, faith and ecosystem, together form a
distinctive heritage that deserves preservation and promotion —
first for local communities and then for visitors. This distinctive
synthesis gives rise to pilgrimage routes with their own identity:
accessible, well-equipped, and capable of humanizing the travel
experience.

The term 
de-secularization denotes a process in which aspects of
social, cultural, and individual life — once dominated by
secularization or laicity — are reinterpreted and re-infused with
religious meaning. In other words, it signals a reversal of
secularization: a renewed visibility and relevance of religion
within society. Upon returning home, the pilgrim — “like every
traveler — carries with them sacred objects that allow not only the
preservation of the aura of the sacred encountered, experienced,
and lived in the visited place, but, above all, the inscription of
that unique and unrepeatable encounter into personal memory.”

Thus, the act of pilgrimage today
stands at the intersection of tradition and transformation: a
ritual of passage that resists liquid modernity, reaffirms
corporeality as a medium of transcendence, and renews the social
fabric through shared experience and embodied faith.

Pilgrimage, viewed sociologically,
represents a 
total social fact (Mauss, 1925) — a phenomenon in which
religious, social, symbolic, and corporeal dimensions converge to
express humanity’s enduring need for meaning and belonging. In an
era defined by Bauman’s (2012) 
liquid modernity, where identities are unstable and
relationships transient, pilgrimage restores a sense of structure,
anchoring spirituality in embodied practice and shared ritual.
Through walking, suffering, and ritual repetition, the body becomes
a 
social text — a medium through which faith, endurance, and
transcendence are expressed (Cipriani, 2012). This embodied
religiosity reintroduces materiality into spiritual life,
countering the abstraction of modern rationality. Within Turner’s
(1981) notion of 
communitas, the pilgrimage creates a liminal space that
temporarily suspends social hierarchies, fostering equality,
solidarity, and collective renewal; it is both anti-structure and
the seed of new structure, a ritual of repair in a fragmented
world. Yet, despite processes of secularization, pilgrimage reveals
a persistent and resurgent sacred dimension: a form of 
de-secularization in which faith reappears not through
institutions but through experience, gesture, and landscape. In
this sense, the sacred migrates from doctrine to emotion, from the
transcendent to the immanent, echoing Luckmann’s (1967) 
invisible religion and Hervieu-Léger’s (1999) conception
of religion as memory. The contrast between Bauman’s 
liquid pilgrimage and Cipriani’s 
structural pilgrimagethus captures the dual nature of
contemporary religiosity: fluid in form yet anchored in ritual,
adaptive yet deeply rooted in corporeality and place. The pilgrim’s
path becomes both a social metaphor and a moral act — a
re-materialization of the sacred in an age of disembodied
experience. Moreover, the intertwining of sanctuaries, nature, and
devotion reflects a renewed 
ethics of place, in which faith and ecology coexist as
expressions of the same human aspiration for harmony and
transcendence. After the pandemic’s isolation, pilgrimage
re-emerged as a collective ritual of healing and reconnection,
restoring proximity, touch, and solidarity to spiritual life.
Ultimately, pilgrimage endures because it adapts: it transforms
ancient ritual into a contemporary practice that reconciles
fluidity with structure, individual search with communal belonging,
and the sacred with the everyday. As both mirror and remedy of
modernity, it reaffirms the sacred dimension of being-in-the-world
— embodied, relational, and profoundly human.
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This study investigates the Feast
of Saint Rosalia in Palermo, one of the most significant religious
and civic events in Sicily, celebrated annually between July and
September. Drawing on documentary sources and ethnographic
fieldwork conducted between 2007 and 2013, the research explores
how the festival functions as a dynamic container where sacred
devotion, civic identity, institutional presence, and economic
interests intersect.

The analysis situates the feast
within the broader context of territorial and cultural
transformation. Through processions, altars, and pilgrimages, the
event reveals a continuous negotiation between ecclesiastical and
secular institutions, between the playful and the devotional, and
between collective identity and individual spirituality. Field
observation demonstrates that the feast acts both as a mirror and
as a catalyst of social change in Palermo.

Methodologically, the study employs
participant observation, qualitative interviews, and audiovisual
documentation to capture the festival’s symbolic, spatial, and
relational dimensions. The findings highlight the mutual dependence
between ritual and territory: while the urban environment
conditions religious expression, devotional practices, in turn,
shape the evolution of the city’s social and symbolic
landscape.

  




  

    


  



Keywords: Saint Rosalia; Palermo; ritual; urban
religiosity; identity; secularization; pilgrimage; ethnography;
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To analyze a religious
ritual as prominent as the one celebrated each summer by the Church
of Palermo—sustained by strong popular participation and explicit
institutional presence—means entering a central field within the
sociology of religion. The importance attributed to religious
festivals in this discipline has given rise to a well-established
tradition of studies, in which Émile Durkheim stands as a
foundational reference. The reasons for such interest are evident:
the religious festival, through its reference to the sacred,
reproduces the deepest values of the moral community that enacts
it. Around the religious feast, the local collectivity recognizes
and identifies itself, finding within it an experience of cohesion
and belonging.



  
 


This perspective, however, opens
the door to a series of critical questions. The first—and perhaps
the most crucial—concerns what remains of the transcendent once the
community, in the final analysis, ends up celebrating itself. How
can the religious institution that presides over the rite preserve
the sacred in its radical transcendence, preventing it from being
reduced to a mere function of communal reassurance? In what ways
can it direct the feast toward the doctrine of salvation that
precedes it, reconfiguring it as the expression of a community of
believers that exists prior to the event itself and recognizes
itself as part of a broader ecclesial collectivity? Put more
explicitly: how can the religious institution recover a universal
doctrine of salvation within a dimension that, being identitarian,
risks becoming particularistic? To what extent can Christian
identity be preserved within a local community identity that seems
self-sufficient?

When one shifts attention from the
religious to the civic dimension of the feast, further questions
arise—perhaps even more demanding ones. How does the civic program
avoid overshadowing the religious one, relegating it to a merely
legitimizing role? How do different institutions within the civic
framework carve out positions of consensus and authority? How do
cultural and religious associations seek and obtain visibility for
their activities and identities? What role do the commercial
circuits—whose livelihood depends largely on the festivities and
related popular events—play in shaping organizational choices? Do
new social actors emerge, activated specifically by the religious
feast? If so, what activities do they undertake, and what functions
do they perform?

These and many other questions can
only be addressed through empirical investigation—that is, through
targeted and methodologically grounded observation of religious
festivals as social phenomena. The study of specific cases thus
becomes the only viable means of responding to such questions.
Naturally, such research becomes increasingly complex as the
festival under study grows in scale and diversity. This is
precisely the case with the Feast of Saint Rosalia, the focus of
the present analysis.

The celebration of Saint Rosalia,
patron saint of Palermo, is first and foremost the expression of a
popular devotion recognized and endorsed by the ecclesiastical
institution, sedimented through centuries and enriched by the
active and visible participation of the faithful. As such, this
solemnity fully belongs within the sociological, historical, and
anthropological study of religious festivals. Any analysis of the
feast must therefore address the history of its foundation, the
roles of the various social actors involved in its transmission,
and the processes of consolidation and transformation that have
shaped it from its origins to its contemporary configuration.

Yet the feast of Palermo’s patron
saint is also—since its very beginnings—a cultural and religious
expression of the city itself, understood both in its political and
communal dimensions. During the celebration of Saint Rosalia,
Palermitan society presents itself to itself in a way that is both
elective and normative: it displays the image it wishes to project
and the identity it seeks to affirm. In both the religious and
civic dimensions of the feast, Palermo becomes a temporal and
spatial stage upon which established social hierarchies seek
confirmation, and new local identities aspire to recognition—each
marked by its own expressive and symbolic signs. The feast is thus
the site where institutional hierarchies are reaffirmed and where
emerging associations gain access to visibility and legitimacy.

Alongside this dimension of
institutional reaffirmation, the Feast of Saint Rosalia also serves
as a privileged moment for expressing ideals of collective renewal
and unity. Through the feast, the local community articulates its
normative principles and hierarchy of values. It becomes a moment
in which the foundational rules governing social life are publicly
reaffirmed—from family and kinship ties to neighborhood relations,
from confraternities to municipal administration. All forms of
social bonding seek validation and sanctification under the
symbolic protection of the Saint.

This overlap of objectives produces
an architecture of the feast in which the strictly ritual
dimension, structured through official ceremonies, coexists with
the expressive dimensions of social classes, institutions, and
groups in search of recognition. The ritual framework must also
accommodate the devotional expressions of territorial communities,
associations, and informal groups seeking legitimacy and
visibility.

Such coexistence is by no means
stable: throughout history, the Feast of Saint Rosalia has
undergone numerous reorganizations, even in its ritual structure,
which in theory should remain immutable. The most visible of these
transformations concerns the temporal articulation of the festival
throughout the summer and the evolution of the procession’s route.
The ritual dimension has also multiplied, extending into parish and
neighborhood celebrations that animate Palermo’s many local
communities.

In contemporary society, marked by
the entry into cultural modernity, all these dynamics have
undergone further change. The leisure society has transformed
religious festivals into valuable opportunities for expansion and
promotion. Through mass media coverage, the feast attracts hundreds
of thousands of visitors—a critical mass that grows each year
alongside the increasingly ambitious civic program of cultural
events and entertainment. This process reinforces local
institutions, which gain credibility and public approval by
enhancing the festival’s civic profile.

Such a dynamic inevitably produces
both a bold redefinition of roles among secular authorities and a
proliferation of associations seeking visibility and legitimacy.
Consequently, the Feast of Saint Rosalia has, for several decades,
functioned as a container in which multiple social actors
operate—both religious and civil. The diocesan curia, parish
communities, confraternities, neighborhood groups, local
administrations, trade associations, and cultural organizations all
converge within a shared spatial and temporal framework. Within
this framework, religious rituals coexist with cultural
initiatives, economic enterprises, and political manifestations.
The feast offers a visibility so valuable that no local institution
or association seeking public recognition can afford to ignore
it.

The present work—analytical in
nature, with extensive documentary material reserved for future
publication—represents an effort to measure and interpret a
phenomenon that is simultaneously religious, cultural, and social.
It seeks not only to reconstruct the historical trajectory of the
feast but also to document the institutional, associative, and
communal dynamics activated during its preparation and execution.
Studies such as this contribute to enriching the sociology of
religion by revealing the complex network of activities,
associations, and relationships that sustain one of Italy’s most
important devotional celebrations. Beyond its spectacular surface,
the Feast of Saint Rosalia emerges as a social organism whose
structure of relations gives the event its enduring vitality and
cultural significance, while illuminating the religious, economic,
and political functions it continues to perform.
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This analysis develops
around a festival that is exceptionally well known—both for its
folkloric and spectacular dimensions and for its social
implications: the Feast of Saint Rosalia, celebrated in Palermo on
several distinct days between July and September each year. The
decision not to limit the investigation to the famous 
  
Festino
  
 of July 14, but rather to
include all three of the main official celebrations dedicated to
the saint—thereby encompassing the procession of the reliquary urn
on July 15 and the pilgrimage to Monte Pellegrino on September
4—constitutes one of the main outcomes of earlier exploratory
research. This interpretive approach has a purely methodological
value: it can reasonably be employed only insofar as it allows for
a more comprehensive reading of the relationship between the sacred
(as expressed through ritual) and the territory, understood not
merely as a socially inhabited space but also as a complex set of
cultural and social instances that inhabit it.


There are at least two principal
reasons for considering a unified reading of what may be regarded
as a complete festive cycle. The first is structural. In
traditional patronal festivals, the religious program precedes the
civic one: the celebration of the saint begins at dawn, and only
after the conclusion of the sacred rites do the secular festivities
unfold in the evening. Any anticipatory events in the preceding
days—markets, popular gatherings, or liturgical tridua—have a
purely preparatory function, paving the way for the central day of
solemnity. Within this consolidated framework, the order of events
is clear: first, the religious and liturgical celebration; then,
and only afterward, the civic and profane festivities (Isambert,
1981).

This allows us to grasp the
specificity—and the analytical importance—of the Feast of Saint
Rosalia, where the celebrated 
Festino of July 14 has progressively usurped its original
preparatory role, coming instead to embody the feast itself, at
least from a media perspective. This peculiarity has notable
consequences. On the ritual level, it produces an extraordinary
overlap of sacred and profane elements on the evening of July 14,
when the “ship” of the saint directs the rhythms of a celebration
that is entirely popular, even if sanctioned by the highest
religious authorities.

A second, no less important, effect
is the amplification of the religious dimension on July 15, when
the procession of the urn containing the saint’s relics gains a
renewed emphasis that is echoed throughout neighborhoods and
alleyways in smaller celebrations known as 
festinelli, such as those in the Monte di Pietà district.
In this sense, a genuine recovery of religious solemnity follows
the civic and popular spectacle that, the night before, had already
defined the public image of Palermo. The sequence seems to suggest
a penitential dynamic: the greater the exuberance of the 
Festino on July 14, the greater the need for the solemn
procession of July 15 to restore spiritual equilibrium, reoccupying
spaces and rekindling established forms of devotion.

Within this same dynamic must also
be placed the pilgrimage to Monte Pellegrino on the night of
September 4. In the symbolic logic of the festival, the pilgrimage
represents a 
restitution—a return visit to the sacred mountain
following the earlier visit of the saint’s relics to the city on
July 15. The two events are therefore intrinsically connected. In
practical terms, the 
Festino of July 14— the most visible civic celebration,
drawing tourists, performers, and substantial resources—stands at
the origin of a vast devotional counter-movement that mobilizes
confraternities and volunteers during the evening of July 15 and
again during the night pilgrimage in September.

Such a sociological reconstruction
may appear, in part, an interpretive extension, but it nevertheless
has the merit of drawing attention to the full cycle of
festivities, which extends beyond the single 
Festino and spans approximately twenty-one days.
Throughout this period, the entire urban community of Palermo is
mobilized, though in diverse and sometimes overlapping ways—from
those who erect altars in alleyways or accompany the urn of the
saint, to those organizing artistic performances on the cathedral
square.

This perspective also clarifies the
coexistence and contiguity of religious and civic institutions
presiding over different rituals, collectively representing the
unity of civic and social life. As Émile Durkheim would suggest,
such unity—manifested in the shared ritual order—constitutes the
essential synthesis and ultimate function of the festival
itself.
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Saint Rosalia was a young
hermit, and this invites a necessary digression on the phenomenon
of Sicilian eremitism—particularly its female expressions. Sicilian
eremitism is historically linked to Greek monasticism under Muslim
rule and to the specific form of ascetic and contemplative life
prescribed in the Eastern monastic rules (Giunta, 1991: 21). With
the arrival of the Normans and the introduction of Western
monasticism to the island—especially Benedictine, Cistercian, and
Joachimite traditions—the Sicilian religious landscape was enriched
with new saints and hermits. This development reflected a broader
European trend of the 11th and 12th centuries, when eremitism
flourished as a spiritual response to the desire for solitude and
contemplation (Giunta, 1964: 25).


The sanctity and ascetic example of
the young Rosalia Sinibaldi represent this particular Catholic
eremitic tradition, and her cult soon spread throughout Sicily. The
coexistence of various ethnic groups on the island—Latins, Greeks,
Muslims, and Jews—created the conditions for a multicultural
diffusion of her veneration. By the late twelfth century, the West
witnessed a genuine revival of eremitism, which would later merge
with the movements and orders of mendicant spirituality (Collura,
1991).

Alongside male eremitism, there
also existed a significant female form. Female recluses lived in
solitude yet played an important social role, offering counsel,
consolation, and reconciliation within their communities. Thus,
they functioned as mediators and custodians of moral and spiritual
order. The case of Saint Rosalia, a young hermit on the mountain
overlooking Palermo, belongs fully to this mystical and cultural
experience of Norman Sicily.

P. Collura notes that the cult of
the martyrs is tied to the commemoration of their 
dies natalis—the day of their death or burial—at the site
of their tomb:

“When speaking of Rosalia the
hermit, one must first dispel a not insignificant difficulty: the
suspicion commonly provoked by the idea that a woman might live an
eremitic life on solitary mountains, exposed to danger. Toward the
end of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh century,
however, we find in France the 
Regula Solitariarum by Grimlaicus, a priest and recluse of
the Diocese of Metz…” (Collura, 1977: 37).

Over the centuries, Monte
Pellegrino—once a shelter for shepherds—became a place of cult.
Before the Christian era, it was a pagan sanctuary dedicated to the
goddess Tanith:

“The holes for the beams of the
gabled roof of the temple are still visible, as well as the
partially lowered rock platform that, in pagan times, served for
the offering of gifts to the goddess.” (Collura, 1977: 45).

It was probably from the fifth
century onward that the mountain became home to hermitages. Its
name recalls Saint Pellegrino, a martyr during the persecution of
Valerian, venerated in nearby Caltabellotta (Giustolisi, 1983). A
Christian inscription in Greek, dating to the seventh
century—reading 
‘Be Thou glorified, O God’—can still be seen along the
rocky staircase of the Valle del Porco, the shortest path leading
to today’s sanctuary (Collura, 1991: 44).

Several toponyms further evoke
eremitic settlements:

“To the east lies the Addaura,
perhaps once a 
laura of Byzantine monks situated by the shore; the house
of 
Lu rumitu—today called 
Prima Cupola—served as a resting place for pilgrims on
their way to the grotto where the body of the saint was found.”
(Collura, 1997: 45).

It is not difficult to imagine
which place Rosalia may have chosen for her dwelling:

“The only large dry grotto,
ventilated by a natural opening higher up to the left of the
current sanctuary cave, still pointed out by many as the saint’s
habitation. Her choice fell upon a cavern whose structure resembled
that of an ancient Byzantine church built into the rock—an area
that, in the Carthaginian period, had been carved to form a large
niche with a characteristic Punic altar.” (Collura, 1997: 38).

The figure of Saint Rosalia as a
young female hermit opens a distinctive sociological perspective on
the intersection of gender, spirituality, and collective identity
in medieval Sicily. Her experience—and that of other female
recluses—can be understood not merely as an individual expression
of faith but as a social institution, embodying symbolic, moral,
and regulatory functions within the broader community.

In societies where public religious
authority was largely male, female eremitism constituted a
paradoxical form of agency. Withdrawal from society became, for
certain women, a legitimate way of exerting moral influence within
it. Following Durkheim’s conception of the sacred as a collective
construction, the hermit’s solitude should not be read as
isolation, but as a symbolic communication of the community’s
deepest values. The female recluse, through her intercessory and
reconciliatory role, acted as a mediator between the sacred and the
profane, translating personal asceticism into a shared moral
resource.

From a Weberian standpoint, Saint
Rosalia embodies the type of 
charismatic authority that arises from individual sanctity
and gains legitimacy through communal recognition. Her withdrawal
from the world paradoxically reinforced collective ideals of purity
and redemption, positioning her as both a model of spiritual
excellence and a moral reference for her city. Through her eremitic
life, she came to personify what Palermo aspired to be: pure,
penitent, and divinely protected.

At the same time, Rosalia’s story
challenges gender hierarchies within the medieval religious order.
By choosing solitude over marriage or convent life, she asserted a
spiritual autonomy rarely afforded to women. Yet, as Foucault would
note, such expressions of spiritual independence are never fully
detached from structures of control: Rosalia’s sanctity was soon
canonized, integrated, and regulated by ecclesiastical authority.
This dialectic between resistance and institutionalization—between
individual charisma and institutional power—reveals how female
sanctity could simultaneously affirm and subvert social norms.

The sociological meaning of female
eremitism thus lies in its duality. It expresses both seclusion and
participation, marginality and centrality, rebellion and
conformity. The hermit’s grotto on Monte Pellegrino becomes more
than a place of withdrawal; it transforms into a social space where
the city symbolically reconciles its moral tensions. In this way,
female eremitism functions as a social mirror: it externalizes the
community’s aspiration for moral purification and its need for
transcendence in the midst of worldly life.

Seen through this lens, Saint
Rosalia’s experience represents not a mystical anomaly but a
crucial chapter in the moral and symbolic history of Palermo. Her
figure continues to embody the dialectic between individual
spirituality and collective identity—the same dynamic that
underlies the Feast of Saint Rosalia itself, where devotion,
gender, and civic belonging are continually renegotiated through
ritual expression.
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The first phase of the
research relied on documentary materials collected from
institutional archives, most notably the Theological Library of
Palermo. These sources include ecclesiastical records, municipal
documents, and historical reports that trace the evolution of the
festival’s ritual and civic architecture from its
seventeenth-century origins to the present. This documentary
foundation made it possible to contextualize the transformations of
the rite, the interplay between ecclesiastical and civic
authorities, and the evolving social meanings attached to the
feast.


The second phase involved fieldwork
based on participant observation, the cornerstone of the
ethnographic method. The researcher engaged directly with the
social actors who animate the festival—members of confraternities,
parish communities, municipal officials, and informal neighborhood
groups—over a period corresponding to the two main months of
celebration.

In line with the methodological
tradition articulated by Franco Ferrarotti, the study adopted the
principle of “reading society through biography,” privileging
direct observation and narrative accounts as tools to interpret the
collective through the individual. Each actor, from the clergy to
the artisans and volunteers, was approached as a microcosm
reflecting broader social processes. Similarly, as Roberto Cipriani
argues, the qualitative approach allows the researcher to grasp not
only statistical representation but also 
thematic representativeness—that is, the ability of
specific experiences to illuminate larger cultural and
institutional patterns.

Field observations were supported
by the use of audiovisual tools—photography, video recordings, and
audio documentation—which allowed for the preservation of the
event’s spatial, symbolic, and relational dimensions. These methods
helped to capture aspects of the festival that often escape verbal
description: gestures, rhythms, sounds, and emotional intensities. 

The field data were further enriched through focused
interviews with key participants, including organizers, religious
figures, civic authorities, and devotees. This comparative method
made it possible to align the subjective perceptions of the actors
with the structural and symbolic framework of the event.

Access to institutional and
informal groups required different strategies. In formal contexts,
such as diocesan offices and confraternities, official permissions
were obtained through institutional channels. In informal
contexts—such as neighborhood committees or spontaneous devotional
groups—access depended on building personal trust and social
mediation, often facilitated by intermediaries familiar with both
the researcher and the community.

Ethically, the study adhered to the
principle of participatory transparency, ensuring that the presence
of the researcher was openly acknowledged and that consent was
obtained whenever observation or recording took place. The dual
position of observer and participant was reflexively examined
throughout the research, recognizing that observation itself is a
social act that shapes the very field it studies.

From an analytical standpoint, the
data were interpreted through a sociological lens attentive to the
interaction between ritual, space, and power. The festival was
treated as a social system of communication, in which institutional
languages (religious and civic) and popular expressions (devotional
and ludic) continually interact.

Comparative observation across
multiple editions of the feast made it possible to identify
patterns of transformation: the persistence of certain symbolic
forms, the emergence of new social actors, and the shifting balance
between sacred and civic components.

Ultimately, this methodological
design reflects an interpretive ambition: to read the Feast of
Saint Rosalia as a 
laboratory of social meanings, a living text where Palermo
narrates and negotiates its identity through ritual practice.
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The question of whether one
can still be a hermit today invites reflection on the changing
relationship between the individual, society, and the sacred in the
modern world. The figure of the hermit—once a visible symbol of
withdrawal, silence, and transcendence—appears at first sight an
anachronism in an era defined by connection, visibility, and
constant communication. Yet, as the sociological study of religion
shows, the forms of solitude and detachment that characterized
traditional eremitism have not disappeared; they have been
transformed.


In premodern societies, the hermit
occupied a recognized social role. Withdrawal from the world was
not an escape from society but a different way of serving it. As
the case of Saint Rosalia demonstrates, the hermit’s solitude was
symbolically productive: by isolating herself, she became a mirror
for the community, embodying its moral aspirations and mediating
between the human and the divine. Her grotto on Monte Pellegrino
was not an absence from society but a vantage point from which
society could contemplate itself.

In modern contexts, however, the
social and symbolic infrastructure that once legitimized the
hermit’s vocation has largely eroded. The institutional Church no
longer promotes eremitism as a visible expression of faith, and
secular society has few spaces for religious withdrawal. Yet, the
sociological function of solitude persists in new forms.
Contemporary forms of “urban hermitage”—retreats into silence,
voluntary simplicity, digital minimalism, or ecological
seclusion—suggest that the impulse toward withdrawal remains a
response to the excesses of modernity.

From a Durkheimian perspective, the
modern hermit expresses the same fundamental need for moral
regulation that once animated religious communities. In societies
characterized by 
anomie—the disorientation produced by rapid social
change—solitude can serve as a means of moral re-centering. The
hermit’s withdrawal, whether literal or symbolic, becomes a protest
against the fragmentation of meaning and the loss of the sacred in
everyday life.

From a Weberian standpoint, the
modern hermit might represent a reconfiguration of 
inner-worldly asceticism. Rather than fleeing the world,
the contemporary seeker cultivates inner discipline within it:
through mindfulness, monastic communities in urban settings, or
lifestyles devoted to ecological sustainability and silence. These
are not acts of flight but of resistance—attempts to reclaim spaces
of authenticity in a culture dominated by instrumental rationality
and technological acceleration.

Moreover, Foucault’s concept of 
technologies of the self provides a lens through which to
reinterpret modern eremitism. Practices of solitude, meditation,
and voluntary withdrawal can be understood as forms of
self-care—methods by which individuals work upon themselves to
resist the colonization of attention and identity by external
systems of control. The hermit, in this sense, is no longer a
religious eccentric but a prototype of ethical self-fashioning in
late modernity.

Sociologically, then, to “be a
hermit” today does not necessarily mean retreating to a cave or
mountain. It may mean carving out spaces of silence and autonomy
within hyperconnected environments. The eremitic impulse survives
as a countercultural form of resistance—an attempt to reassert the
primacy of contemplation over consumption, of being over
performing.

The figure of Saint Rosalia thus
remains profoundly relevant. Her retreat to Monte Pellegrino
symbolizes not only religious devotion but the human capacity to
transform solitude into meaning. Her example suggests that
withdrawal, when consciously chosen, can still serve a social
function: to remind society of its spiritual dimension, its need
for reflection, and its longing for transcendence.

In a world saturated with noise and
visibility, the modern hermit stands as a paradoxical witness:
alone, yet profoundly connected to the collective condition. As in
Rosalia’s time, solitude remains not a negation of society, but a
radical form of engagement with it—an act that reveals, through
absence, what is most deeply missing from the social world.

This reflection examines the
sociological significance of the hermit figure in contemporary
society, tracing continuities between historical eremitism —
exemplified by Saint Rosalia of Palermo — and modern forms of
voluntary solitude. Once a recognized religious vocation and a
mirror of collective moral life, hermitage has evolved into a
symbolic act of resistance within a hyperconnected and secularized
world. The study analyzes the dual nature of contemporary
eremitism: its potential to cultivate self-awareness, ecological
consciousness, and spiritual autonomy, alongside the risks of
isolation, social marginality, and economic vulnerability.

Drawing on classical sociological
frameworks — from Durkheim’s notion of collective effervescence to
Weber’s concept of charisma and Foucault’s idea of technologies of
the self — this reflection situates modern solitude within broader
debates on secularization, identity, and the sacred in urban life.
Ultimately, it argues that to “be a hermit” today is not to
withdraw from society but to engage with it critically:
transforming solitude into a reflective practice through which
individuals reimagine meaning, belonging, and the sacred within the
modern social order.
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The Feast of Saint Rosalia
represents a complex and evolving field of social interaction in
which religious devotion, civic identity, and institutional power
converge. Through the coexistence of ecclesiastical, civic, and
popular actors, the festival functions as a social mirror that
reflects the symbolic tensions of Palermo: between tradition and
modernity, sacredness and spectacle, unity and
fragmentation.


From a Durkheimian perspective, the
feast can be understood as a form of 
collective effervescence, through which the moral
community reaffirms itself. The processions, pilgrimages, and
devotional gestures temporarily dissolve social distinctions,
generating an emotional unity that renews the collective
consciousness. Yet, as Durkheim also suggested, this cohesion is
not static; it depends on ritual repetition to sustain social bonds
that might otherwise weaken in everyday life. The Feast of Saint
Rosalia thus operates as a recurring act of social re-foundation,
periodically regenerating the city’s symbolic and moral order.

At the same time, the festival also
embodies the Weberian dialectic between 
charisma and 
institutionalization. Saint Rosalia’s sanctity—born of
personal withdrawal and spiritual charisma—has been gradually
codified into the liturgical and civic frameworks of Palermo. The
Church and the Municipality each appropriate and reinterpret her
image, transforming individual holiness into collective legitimacy.
What was once a private mystical vocation becomes a public resource
for social cohesion and political representation. In this sense,
the feast reveals how religious symbols acquire durability through
bureaucratic and civic integration, without losing their emotional
force.

Victor Turner’s notion of 
liminality provides a further interpretive key. The
festival, particularly in its processional and pilgrim dimensions,
creates a temporal and spatial threshold between the ordinary and
the extraordinary. In the liminal moment of the feast, participants
are temporarily freed from established hierarchies: citizens,
clergy, and political figures share the same symbolic stage. Yet,
as Turner observed, this momentary suspension of structure
paradoxically serves to reinforce it. Once the celebration ends,
social distinctions are reconstituted, but now charged with renewed
legitimacy.

The empirical evidence gathered
through field observation confirms that the Feast of Saint Rosalia
functions simultaneously as a ritual of devotion and as a ritual of
governance. The civic and religious authorities, confraternities,
associations, and informal neighborhood groups all use the event to
assert visibility, legitimacy, and belonging. The 
Festino of July 14 dramatizes the convergence of sacred
and profane languages, while the subsequent processions and
pilgrimages re-inscribe those energies into more traditional
religious forms. The dynamic interplay between these elements
reveals an enduring negotiation between institutional order and
popular spontaneity—a negotiation that lies at the heart of
Palermo’s social identity.

Economically and politically, the
feast mobilizes substantial resources, linking religious practice
to cultural industry, tourism, and local commerce. The result is
what contemporary urban sociology might describe as a 
ritual economy: a system in which symbolic capital,
economic capital, and political legitimacy circulate through shared
ritual forms. The city becomes both the stage and the protagonist
of its own performance, reaffirming itself through the very act of
celebration.

From a broader sociological
perspective, the Feast of Saint Rosalia exemplifies how religion
continues to function as a form of 
social communication in secular contexts. Even in an
increasingly pluralistic and globalized society, the festival
sustains a collective narrative of belonging, capable of
integrating diverse identities into a shared symbolic framework.
The sacred, in this context, no longer appears as an external
transcendence but as a relational dimension embedded in social life
itself.

In conclusion, the Feast of Saint
Rosalia is not merely a religious or folkloric event, but a 
social institution—a living mechanism of cohesion,
negotiation, and renewal. It serves as a barometer of Palermo’s
cultural transformations and as a repository of its collective
memory. Through ritual practice, the city narrates its history,
confronts its contradictions, and continually redefines what it
means to be a community.

In this sense, the festival’s
enduring vitality lies in its capacity to reconcile opposites: the
sacred and the secular, the institutional and the popular, the
individual and the collective. As such, it stands as a paradigmatic
example of how, even in modern urban settings, ritual remains a
fundamental form through which societies represent themselves,
construct meaning, and regenerate their moral and symbolic
foundations.

To be alone today does not mean to
be an eremite. Solitude in the contemporary world is rarely
absolute, and it lacks the ritual, spiritual, and institutional
dimensions that once gave eremitism its social meaning. The
hermit’s solitude — like that of Saint Rosalia — was never mere
isolation; it was a vocation publicly recognized, symbolically
charged, and socially functional. Her withdrawal from the world was
a form of communication with it, a visible gesture through which
the community reaffirmed its moral and spiritual order.

By contrast, modern solitude
unfolds within a secular and hyperconnected context, where
withdrawal often lacks collective significance. To be alone today
is usually a personal condition rather than a sacred calling — a
psychological state, an ethical choice, or a temporary necessity.
The modern individual may seek silence, reflection, or autonomy,
but rarely within a framework of shared symbolic meaning. The
eremite lived apart 
for the world; the solitary of today often lives apart 
from it.

Yet, this difference does not erase
continuity. The impulse toward solitude — the need to suspend the
noise of society and recover inner coherence — remains profoundly
human. What has changed is its social interpretation. Where the
hermit’s silence once spoke for the community, today’s solitude
often speaks 
to the self. It becomes a form of self-construction, an
attempt to resist the fragmentation and acceleration of
contemporary life.

Sociologically, this shift marks
the passage from 
religious eremitism to 
existential individualism. The sacred grotto has become
internal — a space of reflection rather than revelation. To be
alone today is not to renounce society but to negotiate with it: to
create moments of inwardness within a culture of exposure.

Thus, while solitude and eremitism
share the same anthropological root — the desire to transcend the
immediate — they diverge in function and meaning. The eremite’s
isolation was a ritual bridge between the human and the divine;
modern solitude is a fragile search for authenticity within the
human itself. One is an institution of the sacred, the other a
strategy of survival.

To answer the initial question -
Yes — one can still be a hermit today, though not in the same form
or under the same social conditions as in the past. The eremitic
vocation has shifted from a visible religious institution to a
personal and symbolic stance within modern society. While medieval
hermits like Saint Rosalia embodied communal ideals of sanctity and
intercession, the modern hermit expresses a search for
authenticity, silence, and moral coherence in a world marked by
excess communication and fragmented meaning.

In sociological terms, contemporary
eremitism represents both a critique and an adaptation of
modernity. It challenges dominant values of productivity and
visibility, offering an alternative model of selfhood grounded in
reflection and restraint. Yet it also reflects the enduring social
need for spaces of withdrawal, where individuals can reconnect with
inner life and spiritual depth.

Thus, to “be a hermit” today does
not necessarily mean living in physical isolation but cultivating
an inner distance from the noise of society — a conscious practice
of autonomy and contemplation. Modern eremitism, stripped of its
institutional forms, continues to perform a vital social function:
reminding communities of the human need for silence, meaning, and
transcendence amid the relentless motion of the contemporary
world.
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In an age marked by
consumerism, mediatization, and technological mediation, the sacred
has not disappeared — it has migrated, adapted, and reconfigured
itself through new languages, practices, and materials. The sacred
does not dissolve in modernity; rather, it travels within it,
inhabiting the gestures, technologies, and narratives that define
our time.


Across the phenomena examined in
this volume — from the commodification of religious symbols and
sacred tattooing, to the technologized pilgrimage, to the literary
detour of Nooteboom’s 
Roads to Santiago, and the tactile devotion surrounding
the Anointing Stone — a consistent sociological pattern emerges:
the sacred persists through transformation. This persistence does
not signify resistance to modernity, but its rearticulation within
the conditions of late modern life.

The sacred today is fluid,
embodied, and networked. It no longer resides exclusively in fixed
spaces or institutions but circulates through actions, gestures,
and technologies. The rosary necklace worn as an accessory, the
tattoo etched on skin, the data produced by wearable devices, the
reviews posted on 
Tripadvisor, or the touch upon ancient stone — all these
gestures reveal a shared anthropological need: the desire to make
meaning tangible, to anchor transcendence in matter. The sacred has
become itinerant: it walks with the pilgrim, inscribes itself on
the body, and reappears in the spaces of digital interaction.

One of the clearest insights to
emerge from this collective work is the centrality of the body as
the first and enduring medium of the sacred. The body is not merely
an instrument of devotion but the very site where transcendence
takes form. Through movement, gesture, and sensation, the human
being becomes the locus of revelation.

In sacred tattooing, faith becomes
visible and permanent — an indelible mark of belonging and memory.
The body, once a site of discipline and control, becomes a canvas
of liberation and self-expression. During the pandemic, this form
of bodily inscription acquired new significance: it transformed the
skin into both altar and archive, a record of pain, gratitude, and
survival.

Similarly, ethnographies of
pilgrimage demonstrate that walking, fatigue, and sensory awareness
are not simply physical conditions but spiritual practices. The
rhythm of the step, the exhaustion of ascent, the silence of
solitude — these are the liturgies of the contemporary pilgrim. The
sacred manifests not in withdrawal from the world but in the body’s
persistence within it, in the awareness of vulnerability that
paradoxically becomes strength.

The Anointing Stone in the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre crystallizes this embodied dimension. Placed
at the threshold between profane and sacred space, it mediates
between crucifixion and resurrection, between death and life.
Believers do not simply look — they kneel, touch, anoint, and weep.
Through repetition and contact, the stone becomes a living surface
where faith is continually renewed. Holiness here is not the
property of an object, but the product of encounter — a relational
process between human bodies and sacred material.

In this sense, embodiment is not
the negation of transcendence but it’s necessary condition. The
sacred is not “elsewhere”: it is inscribed in the muscles, the
skin, the fatigue, and the tears that mark the journey.

In the contemporary world,
pilgrimage unfolds within an ecosystem of digital and material
mediations. Wearable technologies — GPS trackers, heart-rate
monitors, step counters — accompany the pilgrim not merely as tools
of efficiency, but as companions in self-awareness. They transform
the body into a readable text, generating data that can be shared,
compared, and interpreted. The quantification of effort becomes,
paradoxically, a form of contemplation: the numbers on the screen
echo the rhythm of prayer beads, marking progress through
repetition.

Online platforms such as 
Tripadvisor extend this mediation into the virtual realm.
Pilgrimage narratives once transmitted through oral testimony or
pilgrimage diaries now circulate as micro-narratives of experience
— digital traces of a journey that is at once physical and
symbolic. These narratives reveal a mosaic of motivations: cultural
curiosity, the search for community, aesthetic pleasure, and a
quiet but persistent spirituality.

Even in the absence of explicit
religious discourse, a sense of the sacred persists. The Camino de
Santiago, as reflected in online testimonials, functions as a
multicultural, multireligious, and multisensory space, where
diversity does not dissolve meaning but enriches it. Through
sharing, commenting, and connecting, pilgrims co-construct a
collective form of sacredness — a digital 
communitas that transcends geography and doctrine.

The sacred in the digital age is
thus neither diminished nor displaced; it is mediated. It flows
through circuits of visibility and communication, challenging
scholars to rethink the relationship between presence and
representation, authenticity and performance.

The theoretical dialogue between
Zygmunt Bauman and Roberto Cipriani offers a conceptual key for
interpreting these transformations. Bauman’s (2000) 
liquid modernity portrays a world of fluid identities,
uncertain affiliations, and continuous motion. In such a world,
pilgrimage becomes a metaphor for the human condition: we move not
toward fixed destinations but through states of becoming.

Cipriani’s (2017) 
religious vitalism, by contrast, insists on the resilience
of spirituality through embodied practices — through gesture,
fatigue, and the human drive for meaning. Between Bauman’s
liquidity and Cipriani’s vitality lies the figure of the
contemporary pilgrim: mobile yet grounded, uncertain yet faithful,
fragmented yet whole.

This framework challenges the
sociology of religion to move beyond institutional analysis toward
a relational phenomenology of the sacred — one that attends to how
faith is lived, shared, and materialized in everyday practices. The
sacred is not a static category but a dynamic process that
continually reinvents itself through experience and relation.

The methodological implications of
this shift are profound. To study pilgrimage is, in a sense, to
undertake one. The ethnographer, like the pilgrim, learns through
movement — through presence, vulnerability, and attention. The
field is not a distant object but a landscape of encounter.

Ethnography thus becomes a 
practice of presence, a form of embodied knowing that
mirrors the pilgrim’s own search for meaning. The act of walking —
of moving through environments, stories, and silences — generates
understanding not through observation alone but through
participation.

In this way, research itself
becomes a pilgrimage: a movement toward comprehension that is
always incomplete, always open. Knowledge, like faith, is produced
step by step, in the balance between detachment and immersion,
reflection and surrender.

The contemporary forms of
pilgrimage analyzed in this book reflect the broader
transformations of human experience under late modernity. The
sacred tattoo, the quantified body, the literary detour, the
digital review, and the touch upon stone all express the same
existential tension — the search for coherence in a fragmented
world.

The modern pilgrim lives at the
intersection of paradoxes: solitude and connection, authenticity
and mediation, belief and doubt. Yet it is precisely within these
contradictions that the sacred reappears — not as an escape from
modernity but as its inner resonance.

The sacred today infiltrates the
structures of modern life, transforming instruments of control into
tools of reflection, and spaces of consumption into thresholds of
encounter. It demonstrates, in Durkheimian terms, that even in a
secularized world, the collective and the transcendent are not
abolished but redistributed — diffused across practices that
continually reweave the social fabric of meaning.

As societies become increasingly
interconnected and digitized, pilgrimage will continue to mirror
broader social transformations. The proliferation of virtual
pilgrimages, hybrid rituals, and ecological awareness suggests that
future forms of sacred movement will not depend on geography but on
relationality — on the capacity to connect body, technology, and
intention.

The challenge for sociological
inquiry lies in discerning how these new configurations preserve or
redefine the essence of pilgrimage: the crossing of thresholds, the
transformation of the self, and the encounter with the other. The
sacred, as this volume shows, will not vanish into abstraction; it
will continue to inhabit the relational, mediated, and embodied
spaces of human experience.

In closing, this book stands as
both a map and an invitation. It maps the ways the sacred is lived,
embodied, and mediated in contemporary society, and it invites the
reader to continue walking — to follow the evolving routes of
meaning that connect the material and the transcendent, the
personal and the collective.

To walk is to think, to listen, to
open oneself to encounter. It is perhaps the most ancient and
enduring form of theology and sociology combined — a 
praxis of knowing through movement.

The sacred endures because it
moves. It walks with us — in the ink on our skin, the data on our
screens, the words we write, and the stones we touch. It is found
in every gesture that bridges body and world, faith and doubt,
presence and transcendence.

This collective work, born from the
European Academy of Religion Conference 2025, does not conclude a
journey but marks a threshold — a pause before the next departure.
Like all true pilgrims, we end only to begin again, carrying within
us the traces of what has been seen, felt, and transformed.
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