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range. The name of the range of sculptures is called óWhere the route of the wind crosses that 

of the starsô, made by sculpture Vicente Galbete in 1996. It consists of fourteen natural-sized 

iron pilgrim figures that make the journey to Santiago on foot, on horseback or riding donkeys.  
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Abstract 

This thesis is the result of multi-sided fieldwork within the Netherlands and along the Camino 

Francés to Santiago de Compostela. The number of pilgrims that walk the Camino de Santiago 

rises drastically every year. Why do so many people walk the Camino and how come it is this 

popular? Tourists, pilgrims and their perceptions on each other and on authenticity are 

elaborated upon. Commodification of the Camino in light of services and facilities is outlined 

and discussed. The Camino can be considered as a resource for social wealth, which makes 

commodification a difficult process to research, which might be interesting for future research.  
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Chapter 1.  Introduction  

 

In March 2019, I started walking the Camino Francés from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Santiago 

de Compostela. It took me a full day to travel by train to this small town in the south of France. 

Starting early in the morning from the Netherlands, travelling with high speed trains, it was a 

change to get on the train from Bayonne to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. Together with me, twelve 

people and two train conductors got on the train to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. All the passengers 

had backpacks and walking poles with them, wearing hiking boots or shoes. Before they started 

checking the train tickets, the conductors welcomed everyone on the train by saying ñWelcome 

pilgrims, on the Camino expressò. This small train, with not even fifty chairs but a lot of space 

for luggage, stopped nine times in one hour before arriving in St Jean. It was a beautiful train 

ride, following a river and later running through green valleys in the Pyrenees, passing by small 

villages. We,  the passengers, were excited for everyone to start ótheir own Caminoô. Arriving 

at the final train station, everyone got off the train and followed the first scallop shell signs to 

the pilgrims office to receive the pilgrims passport and first Camino stamp.  

 

Many studies have been executed and published on the motivations of pilgrims to walk 

a pilgrimage, and specifically to walk the Camino de Santiago. The studies mainly did focus on 

the motivations, religious, spiritual, cultural or active/sports motivations (Feinberg 1985). 

Personally, other concepts of the Camino drew my attention to the topic. Online research taught 

me that the popularity of the Camino itself is growing, but that there is critique on the increasing 

number of pilgrims as well. This made me curious on the effects of the popularity on the Camino 

as a tourist destination.  

Recently several media published a story of a traffic jam of hikers on the Mount Everest. 

The story and especially a photo of the traffic jam was shared worldwide. The picture shows a 

long queue of people standing on the mountain, waiting in line to reach the top. This picture 

caused worldwide reactions of disbelief. Not only are the busy circumstances on the Mount 

Everest surprising, they also lead to dangerous situations. The story evoked a lot of critique 

from the climbing tourists but also from other people worldwide. Responses to regulate the 

numbers of climbers in order to minimize the amount of deaths, minimize littering, and to 

commercialize the climb were expressed in the media. Not only Mount Everest has to deal with 

increasing amounts of tourists. Cities such as Amsterdam, Barcelona, Rome and Venice are, 

among other destinations, dealing with the consequences of attracting many tourists. In some 

of these popular tourist destinations, the local population has even been protesting against the 
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high numbers of tourists, because of the sometimes negative impact that tourism causes to local 

situations. In the town Logroño, the capital of the La Rioja region along the Camino Francés, 

the local populations has been protesting against the gentrification that is caused by the 

popularity of the Camino and the high number of tourists or pilgrims. These examples of the 

impact of growing numbers of tourists on local situations, made me question about the impact 

of the pilgrims that walk the Camino de Santiago.  

Never before have so many pilgrims undertaken the pilgrimage to Santiago de 

Compostela. The rising number of pilgrims, or tourists, along the pilgrims route lead to a 

different experience of the pilgrimage, but also to differences in the material sense of the 

Camino. The interaction between, and mutually influencing concepts of, the rising number of 

pilgrims and the changes or developments of the Camino, are contemporary and might be 

irreversible. This research contributes to scientific and specifically anthropological studies of 

pilgrimage, authenticity, tourism and commodification. The main objective of this study is 

therefor to research and analyse how the pilgrimage and pilgrims mutually influence one 

another in light of commodification and tourism.  

The main question of this thesis is: In what ways is the pilgrimage route Camino Francés 

commodified, in terms of perceptions of authenticity, materiality and tourism?   

I will answer this question, by addressing sub-topics in every chapter of this thesis. I have posed 

several questions that are helpful in addressing the topics and formulating a final conclusion. 

Why is the Camino getting more popular every year? Is it possible to separate the concepts of 

tourists and pilgrims? What kind of services and facilities do exist in regards of the Camino? 

What is the link between these services and authenticity? What kind of communities do exist, 

and what is the role of popular media? What organisations do exist, who are involved in the 

Camino and who owns the Camino?  

 

The pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela is an historic trail, connecting many different 

places since medieval times. The pilgrimage started in the eight century when the belief that 

the body of Saint James the Apostle was in Galicia in Spain, became widespread. In 1962, the 

Camino Francés was declared Spanish national heritage, contributing to its popularity and 

leading to the official and most travelled route since then (González 2018). Never before was 

the Camino this ópopularô, in the sense that the number of pilgrims that undertake the journey 

has not before been this high. According to the official Pilgrimôs Office of the Camino - Oficina 

de Acogida al Peregrino -, the number of pilgrims that undertake the pilgrimage to Santiago de 

Compostela keep on rising every year. The website of the Pilgrimôs Office holds official 
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statistics, which are accessible to everyone. In the year 2018, 327.378 pilgrims officially visited 

the official Pilgrimôs Office in Santiago de Compostela. The statistics for 2019 are already 

showing a rise of the number of pilgrims, in comparison to the year 2018.  

This thesis is the result of the multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork that I performed in the 

Netherlands and on the Camino Francés. In total the fieldwork period took fourteen weeks, and 

lasted from February up until the midst of May 2019. I have conducted ethnographic fieldwork, 

using several qualitative research methods. During the first part of the field work, seven weeks 

n the Netherlands, I have met and spoken with a lot of people who have walked a Camino, and 

some others who are volunteers related to the Camino de Santiago. Some of them are volunteers 

in the Netherlands, helping pilgrims-to-be to prepare for and provide information on the 

Camino, others are volunteers along the route working in pilgrim offices or/and albergues, 

which are pilgrims-hostels or pilgrim shelters. I have had a lot of in-depth interviews, both 

semi-structured and structured, during this period, but I also was able to join walking groups to 

have more informal conversations and joined Camino-related events. I have also invested in 

analysis of written and online material and media, such as social media, written books, movies, 

television series and magazines. During the second half of the ethnographic fieldwork, I walked 

the, approximately, 800 kilometres of the Camino Francés in seven weeks. These seven weeks 

included 35 days of walking, days to rest and time to interview and to transcribe and analyse 

data. During this second part of the research, my main research method was participant 

observation. As I also was a pilgrim on the Camino Francés, I was participating and able to 

observe the daily routine and rituals. The daily interactions and events of the research 

participants, were also my interactions and events through participant observation (DeWalt and 

DeWalt 2011, 1). This made it possible to study the pilgrimage form an emic perspective. 

Walking the Camino Francés myself, has been a challenge. Hiking over the Pyrenees, climbing 

the mountain to the village OôCebreiro, walking through full days of rain, cold and even snow 

was not only hard in itself, it was especially difficult to find the energy necessary to invest in 

the fieldwork. I found out that actually during the hours of walking, rapport was built quickly 

and easily and deep, useful and enjoyable connections were made. I never disguised my role as 

anthropologist or goal of doing ethnographic fieldwork, but since I walked the Camino myself 

as well, I was also considered a pilgrim by others. Since the pilgrims that are walking, are not 

permanent residents or living at this location or route, I was in the same position of figuring 

things out, meeting new people and, literally, finding my way. My start and end of both ómy 

Caminoô and my fieldwork were equal to those of fellow-pilgrims. This opportunity was a 

unique experience.  
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The Camino Francés, is one of the several pilgrimage routes that lead to Santiago de 

Compostela. I have chosen to walk and to study this route, since it is the one that is most well-

known, and the route with the most pilgrims walking. According to the statistics of the official 

Pilgrimôs Office of the Camino, out of the nine most travelled Caminos, the Camino Francés is 

by far the most travelled route. Almost 57 percent of all pilgrims on these nine routes, have 

walked the Camino Francés in 2018. In comparison: the second most popular route is the 

Camino Portugués (the Portuguese route), which has been travelled by almost 21 percent of the 

pilgrims in 2018. The research population for this study, exists of, former, pilgrims by foot, of 

the Camino Francés. Also, people along the Camino, who work, as volunteers or paid, in 

albergues, shops, bars, cafes, restaurants and other Camino related establishments. There is no 

specific age-group, nationality, religion or other characteristics that I have singled out. During 

the research I noticed how willing everyone was to participate in and contribute to the study. 

Since most conversations start with sharing why, when and where someone started their 

Camino, I could be upfront and always shared my reason of being there and purpose of the 

study. Most people were very interested and eager to share their experiences with me. Luckily 

I did not encounter any problems with me, as an anthropologist researcher, being present. Even 

though a lot of the research participants had no problems with me using their names in the study, 

I have chosen to anonymize some of the research participants, I have changed their names and 

some characteristic details that could give away their identity. This way I can guarantee that 

certain personal issues, sensitive topics and possible harmful topics that I describe in this study, 

cannot be traced back to any individuals and cause any harm.    

In order to answer this research question, the rest of this thesis is divided in several 

chapters, ending with a concluding chapter. I will continue from this introduction with a 

conceptual or theoretical chapter. Then, the popularity of the Camino in combination with 

international associations and popular media will be discussed. The Camino as a material way, 

and the organisations are elaborated upon, followed by a comparison of tourists and pilgrims, 

and their perceptions upon each other and authenticity. Commodification of the Camino, and 

the Camino as a commons are outlined and discussed, followed by a concluding chapter.  
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Chapter 2.  Conceptual Framework       

In this chapter, several theoretical debates will be discussed and elaborated upon in light of 

the research topics. The historical debate of pilgrimage under an anthropological lens will be 

outlined through the concepts of communitas and contestation. Much of historical 

anthropological work on pilgrims and pilgrimage has focussed on religious and spiritual 

motives and rituals of pilgrims. This topic will be touched upon briefly and followed by a more 

recent debate, that of the differences and similarities of pilgrims and tourists and pilgrimage 

and tourism in theoretical sense. Since I will argue that these categories are very similar, 

touristic travel and commodification will be discussed as connected concepts to tourism. I will 

consider the Camino as route-based tourism and travel, and theorise the concept of the Way as 

a material and connecting path.  

 

2.1  Anthropology of Pilgrimage 

The first anthropological theoretical model on the interpretation of pilgrimage stems 

from Victor Turner and Edith Turnerôs publication Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture 

(1978). The Turners developed the notions of liminality and communitas, which are the basis 

for this theory of pilgrimage. Their theory was drawn from anthropological work on ritual and 

symbolism, and the Turners interest to Roman Catholicism (Coleman 2002).  

The theoretical concepts of liminality and especially communitas were deemed the basis 

for an anthropological approach to pilgrimage. Liminality describes a position of a participant 

of a ritual, who has exited one social state or social space, but has not yet entered the new social 

state or space. These participants are, figuratively, between two social worlds or social states 

or spaces (Badone and Roseman 2010). The concept of liminality was drawn from metaphors 

of liminality within the theory of rites of passage, but has been defined by Turner and Turner 

as a result of voluntary removal from the everyday world, and thus not as societally enforced 

(Coleman 2002). According to the Turners, the most significant aspect of liminality, is the 

capacity to form communitas. Communitas are ña relational quality of full unmediated 

communication, even communionò with other individuals, or ritual participants, ñwhich 

combines the qualities of loneliness, sacredness, homogeneity, and comradeshipò (Turner and 

Turner 1978, 250). In other words, communitas are a ólooserô state of commonality or feeling 

with fellow visitors, which is a transition away from structures of mundane social life (Coleman 

2002, 356). 
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The main critique on the concepts of liminality and communitas within pilgrimage is a 

critique on communitas, as an idealized concept, that does not take into account mundane 

conflicts that are inherent in pilgrimage (Coleman 2002). Eade and Sallnow (1991) have offered 

the most widely acknowledge critique and alternative theory to the anthropology of pilgrimage. 

They ñargue against a global, essentialist approach that focuses on the universal characteristics 

and social functions of pilgrimageò (Badone and Roseman 2010, 4). Eade and Sallnow (1991, 

3) state that pilgrimage, as an institution, should not be seen as a universal concept, but should 

be understood as historically and culturally specific situations. They emphasize the sacred as 

ócontestedô at pilgrimage sites. Pilgrimage is presented as arenas capable of accommodating 

competing religious and secular discourses, with specific attention towards  person, place and 

text as the three main components of pilgrimage (Badone and Roseman 2010, 5). 

Although Eade and Sallnow (1991) offered their theory as opposed to the theory of 

Turner and Turner (1978), Coleman and Elsner (1995) combined both theories. According to 

the approach of Eade and Sallnow, pilgrimage holds the potential for both communitas and 

contestation, as a flexible approach, whereas both concepts are not inherent features to 

pilgrimage, but situational and flexible. They added a fourth element ï movement ï to the three 

elements ï person, place and text ï that constitute pilgrimage (Badone and Roseman 2010). 

This flexible approach has been used by more anthropologists recently, allowing for a study of 

pilgrimage, without the necessity to fit all pilgrim-related phenomena into one category or 

preconceived framework (Badone and Roseman 2010).  

 

2.2  Religion, Spirituality and Rituals in Pilgrimage 

Pilgrimage is often linked to the idea of a religious journey or quest, leading to a 

religious shrine. Norman (2011) however states that this from originally explicitly religious 

practice is now being frequented in secular ways for spiritual gain. Winkelman and Dubisch 

(2005) reflect on the changes in the domain of experience of pilgrimage, in light of the 

contemporary increasingly secular and atheistic world view. They state that the spiritual 

quest remains for all individuals a potent force. Spiritual traditions are reinvented, and ónew 

sources of spiritual engagementô created, through pilgrimage sites of new tradition that 

often borrow from the past (Winkelman and Dubisch 2005, viii).  

ñThus pilgrimage is a highly flexible ritual that can be adapted to a range of needs 

and spiritual beliefs, thus drawing a wide spectrum of participants. This flexibility 

both reflects contemporary trends in spirituality and accords with anthropologyôs 

current emphasis on the dynamic and creative dimensions of ritual practice. Thus 
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pilgrimage is at the same time a traditional practice within established religions and 

a ritual that can be melded with the eclectic activities and orientations of new 

contemporary forms of spiritualityò (Winkelman and Dubisch 2005, ix) 

Winkelman and Dubisch (2005) state that labelling non-religious pilgrimages as secular, should 

not obscure the fact that these pilgrimages can have significant spiritual meaning for the 

pilgrims. A line between secular and religious pilgrimages is difficult to draw, since they both 

exhibit the same characteristics, that are associated with traditional forms of pilgrimage. ñThese 

include the ritual nature of the journey, the power of the special site, the connection of the 

journey to powerful cultural myths, the social and spiritual connection of the journey to 

powerful cultural myths, the social and spiritual connections established on the journey, and the 

transformative nature of the undertakingò (Winkelman and Dubisch 2005, xvii). They further 

state that ritual itself, as an action with intentional symbolic meaning for a cultural purpose, is 

a creative process, that reflects and constitutes spiritual meanings and experiences. Pilgrimage, 

according to them, may come to be a central feature in connections between participants and 

community. They state that ancient, reinvented, spiritual traditions, still offer important 

resources, in light of reconnecting with others in times of increasing splintering of intimate 

social groups and anomie (Winkelman and Dubisch 2005, viii). Pilgrimage, thus, is even when 

a pilgrimôs motivations are not religious, a ritualistic undertaking with a transformative nature. 

A decline of religious motives to travel, does not change the nature of a pilgrimage in spiritual 

sense. Contemporary pilgrims might differ in motivations to undertake the journey, the nature 

of the journey in ritualistic sense is still present. 

 

2.3  Pilgrimage and Tourism 

The definition that is most used to describe a tourist is: ña temporarily leisured person 

who voluntarily visits a place away from home for the purpose of experiencing a changeò 

(Smith 1989). Tourism can be described as a modern ritual ñin which the populace ógets away 

from it all,ô the óit allô being ordinary workaday, mundane life, particularly work which includes 

the workplace. homework, and houseworkò (Graburn 1979). Thus tourism is a structured break 

from ordinary life and entry into another kind of moral state, contrasting with the periods of 

ordinary life. Tourism is limited in duration, with a beginning, a period of separation ï travel 

away from home -, a middle period of limited duration and a return to the home and to the 

mundane. Graburn states that the structure of tourism is very similar to the structure of ritual 

behaviour, such as pilgrimage, where the period between entry into and departure from the 

ritual is characterized as sacred (Graburn 1983). Grasping back to the theory of Turner and 
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Turner (1978), this transition or passage, can be considered liminality, when the tourist activity 

is considered a ritual, for instance a pilgrimage. 

The differences between tourism and pilgrimage have been debated by scholars, because 

of the obvious similarities of tourism ï a leisure ritual outside everyday life that involves travel 

ï and pilgrimage. Some scholars consider tourism as óa frivolous inauthentic activity 

characteristic of pseudo-eventsô while others assert that tourism is óa central ritual in which the 

search for authenticity in the Other is the central motivating forceô (Graburn 1983, 14). Both of 

these approaches have been critiqued which leads most of the scholars to the conclusion that a 

divide between the two categories ï tourists and pilgrims ï is impossible to make. "there is no 

hard and fast dividing line between pilgrimage and tourism, that even when the role of pilgrim 

and tourist are combined, they are necessarily different but form a continuum of inseparable 

elements" (Graburn 1983, 16). This continuum of inseparable elements, as Graburn suggests, 

can serve to identify pilgrims and tourists without fully distinguishing both, but to identify the 

differences between individuals. These differences can be in the type of travel, the motivations 

of the traveller and in perceptions about authenticity. These topics will be discussed further on 

in this thesis.  

 

2.4.  Touristic Travel and Authenticity 

Badone and Roseman (2010) highlight similarities between pilgrimage and tourism as 

two categories of travel, instead of conceptualising the differences. They state that the tourist is 

not merely a superficial hedonist opposed to the pious pilgrim motivated by faith and religious 

devotion. Individuals respond to their routinized daily lives by doing the opposite of it ï in 

leisure activities. Individuals embark on journeys to search for meaning in authentic 

experiences, whereas authenticity is missing in their daily lives. Touristic travel in search of 

authenticity or self-renewal, are phenomena of the sacred, whereto there is no ground for a 

division between secular voyaging and pilgrimage. Authenticity can be found in spaces of 

óstaged authenticityô, when the quest leads to the workplaces of Others. Staged authenticity is 

not to be considered pseudo-authenticity or fake (Badone and Roseman 2010, 6). The concept 

of staged authenticity suggest that órealô events and culture are hidden from tourists eyes, and 

artificial experiences are staged (Thorne 2006, 179).  

Lozanski (2010) describes independent travel as defined by commitment to personal 

growth and cultural sensitivity. She opposes independent travellers to mass tourists: 

ñindependent travel is invested with meaning through its constructed difference vis-à-vis mass 

tourismò (Lozanski 2010, 741). Authenticity as unmediated and tourism as mediated are 
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seemingly opposites. Travellers define their travel experiences as authentic and unique, to 

differentiate themselves from tourists. Independent travellers, as Lozanski (2010) describes are 

travellers who travel for extended periods of travel, with small budgets and who avoid tourist 

attractions and ostensibly avoid formalized tourist activities and locales. Independent travellers 

are trying to construct authentic travel experiences. Authenticity, as she states, reproduces 

idealized representations of travel and constructs a unique and therefor highly valued 

experience. Authentic encounters and experiences are linked to óuncontaminatedô interactions, 

and thus to lack commodification. ñAuthenticity does require the close reiteration of inherited 

objects and practices, but also the reiteration for specific people in specific places for specific 

purposes which must be severed from market processesò  Another form of uncontaminated 

interactions, and thus an authentic encounter, is the scarcity of other tourists, since other tourists 

will definitely compromise the uniqueness of the experience, and therefor the value of the 

experience (Lozanski 2010).  

The increasing influence of the tourism industry and the greater ease of travel have given 

rise and increased debates on the impacts of tourism, on the authenticity of cultures. The debates 

centre around four main themes; (1) the ways in which tourism has impact on the authenticity 

of tourist experiences of places and culture, (2) on the culture of the place itself, (3) on the 

nature of the host-guest relationship and (4) on the production of cultural objects and events 

consumed by tourists (Thorne 2006, 177). Tourism is often blamed for the commodification of 

culture, and therefor for the destruction of authenticity of local cultural products and 

relationships. ñThe increasing influence of the tourism industry, the greater ease of travel and 

ever widening arena of visited places have increased the urgency of debates on the impacts of 

tourism on the authenticity of culturesò (MacLeod 2016, 177). 

The impact of tourism on the authenticity of cultures is an increasingly discussed topic. 

In recent years, a new term has been used in the media, to grasp the concept of the negative 

effects of many tourists visiting a town, site or destination. Within the scientific debate, the 

topic is discussed since only a few years. Overtourism is defined as ñthe excessive growth of 

visitors leading to overcrowding in areas where residents suffer the consequences of temporary 

and seasonal tourism peaks, which have enforced permanent changes to their lifestyles, access 

to amenities and general well-beingò (Milano, Cheer and Nivelli 2018, 2). Overtourism is 

troublesome for locals and residents in different ways; the landscape is harmed, beaches are 

damaged, property prices rise and price residents out of the market, tourist businesses 

overwhelm local businesses and the costs of living for residents therefor rise. Besides these 

processes, rowdy and unmanageable tourist behaviour disturbs day to day life (Milano, Cheer 
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and Nivelli 2018). The research on overtourism ï so far ï has focussed on locations that are 

very attractive for tourists, local authorities management to reduce and stop tourist nuisance 

and the tension between the rights of residents and the right to travel. (Perkumienǟ and 

PranskȊnienǟ 2019). 

 

2.5  Commodification 

Commodification, described by Gonzalez (2018), is ña function of institutions and 

entrepreneurs under market logicsò, and thus the process of making a commodity out of 

something, express value in terms of money and to make it exchangeable with other goods or 

money ï the transformation of something into an object of trade, in order to make a profit out 

of it (González 2018). Reader (2013) states that pilgrimages are embedded in a context of 

markets, consumer activity, publicity and promotion and that pilgrimages do not only operate 

within the marketplace, but through the marketplace. He further assesses how pilgrims often 

express a sense of dismay ñat the encroachment of what appears to be thoughtless modernity 

imposing its crude development on the sacredò (Reader 2013, 11). Underlying these comments 

and feelings, are assumptions that ñpilgrimage has a ósacredô, ótrueô and óauthenticô nature that 

is despoiled and undermined by modern commercialismò (Reader 2013, 11).  

The commodification of cultural authenticity leads to óstaged authenticityô and staged 

experiences, that are created for the consumers or to be consumed by tourists. This óstaged 

authenticity suggests that real events and culture are hidden from tourists. Instead of real 

cultural practices, a staged version with artificial experiences is shown, for the tourists 

consumption (Thorne 2006). Thorne states that ñthe very act of being a tourist is to consume 

inauthentic and commodified products and events and to consider contemporary tourism as 

being deleterious to the concept of authenticity is perhaps to romanticise the notion of tourism 

itself and to hark back to a ógolden age of travelôò (2006, 178). Thorne (2006) thus states that 

tourists, in their quest for authenticity, do consume inauthentic and especially commodified 

products and events, through staged experiences. Commodification is not just a small part or 

side issue of tourism, contemporary tourism is based on commodified products and events of a 

certain culture. ñé the processes of commodification, rather than being a side issue, are in fact 

central to the whole basis of tourism and, what is more, that tourism is one aspect of the global 

processes of commodification rather than a separate self-contained systemò (Meethan 2002, 5).  

Authenticity can be, besides staged authenticity, deconstructed in various commodified 

ways. Wang (1999) had differentiated between óobjective authenticityô, óconstructive 

authenticityô and óexistential authenticityô.  Objective authenticity is described as concentrated 
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on original objects that provide genuine experiences, based on the assumption that real and 

genuine touristic experiences exist. Emphasis is added on the integrity of materials and the 

context in which the object is made. óConstructive authenticityô is an emergent form of 

authenticity, and said to be the result of social construction. If a tourist deems an experience or 

an object to be authentic, it is authentic. óExistential authenticityô is not object-related, but 

activity-related; a state of being activated by tourist activities. The object-related, objective and 

constructive, authenticity can be seen as experiencing authenticity, and the activity-related, 

existential, authenticity as having an authentic experience (Wang 1999) (Thorne 2006).  

 

2.6  The Way 

Paths, trails and roads are the physical manifestation and essential structures of human 

movement and human landscape. They serve to connect and weave together separate elements 

of daily lives and connect us to each other. The complex relation between space, place and 

movement is explained through paths, roads and other structures. The path can be a metaphor, 

but also be understood through its physical features (Snead, Erickson and Clark 2011). Roads 

carry a powerful sense of mobility, and specific, tangible materialities of particular times and 

places. Roads, paths, trails etc. allow for ethnographic studies of mobility, movement and 

connectivity. The road is a kind of space where diverse social and cultural groups move, meet 

and interact and thus allow for connectivity (Dalakoglou and Harvey 2012). A path, according 

to Murray and Graham, serves as a space for continuous re-imaging of place and culture (1997, 

544), and tourism can reinvent a path as a space for connection, meaning, interaction and 

mobility (Murray and Graham 1997). Salazar (2017, 6) defines mobility as ña complex 

assemblage of movement, social imaginaries and experienceò and links mobility to modernity 

as a ókey social processô. The world is lived and understood in modernity, through mobility. In 

pilgrimage mobility is a key-central feature, made possible through material paths, trails, roads 

and ways.  

Literally translated, El Camino means The Road or The Way. Symbolically or 

figuratively, when pilgrims speak about the Camino, it has a more profound meaning. El 

Camino symbolizes the experiences, emotions and journey for pilgrims. Even though that for 

every pilgrim, the Camino may mean something different, there is consensus that everyone 

experiences ótheir own Caminoô by moving through the path. The Camino, the way, becomes a 

construct and therefore differs from others roads, paths and ways in mundane life. ñThe power 

of the óroadô derives from this ability to absorb a multitude of meanings that fits the personal 

quest of pilgrimsò (Peelen and Jansen 2007, 80-81) . 
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Chapter 3.  Preparations and Instigators of Walking the Camino de Santiago 
 

With this chapter, I will address the international and growing popularity of the Camino de 

Santiago. Why is the Camino currently this popular? What are instigators to go and walk a 

pilgrimage in current times? And what did I myself do to prepare for this Camino. I will address 

the international Camino-related associations that exist, in their efforts and work. Furthermore 

popular culture, books and movies, and the role of social media on the popularity of the Camino 

will be discussed. 

 

The building is old, as is the church that it is built against. Above the door outside, a metal 

scallop shell is attached to the facade of the building. It is a Tuesday afternoon in February and 

I am about to enter óHet huis van Sint Jacobô, or óthe House of Saint Jamesô in English. The 

house is a visitor centre of the NGSJ, the óNederlands Genootschap van Sint Jacobô. I have 

subscribed to be a member of the NGSJ online and received a welcoming letter, my credencial, 

or pilgrims passport, and a magazine of the NGSJ by mail. Since with the welcoming letter I 

am invited to visit the visitors centre, I decided to so and here I am. When I enter, I am 

welcomed by two people inside. A man and a woman are sitting and greet me warmly. 

Immediately I am asked about who I am and if they can help me. I explain that I am about to 

leave to walk the Camino Francés in a couple of weeks, and that I am an anthropology student 

and plan on doing ethnographic fieldwork on the Camino. The man introduces himself as 

Bernard, he is in his 60ôs and dressed in warm clothes for winter. He introduces the woman, 

Thea, who appears to be around the same age as Bernard. They ask me to sit down with them, 

and we end up talking for over an hour. Bernard and Thea are very interested in my research 

plans, but equally as enthusiastic to tell me about their Camino experiences. Since the opening 

hours of the óHouseô are only a few hours for two or three days a week, we agree that I will 

return the following week, to continue our conversation.  

 

3.1.  Dutch Camino Community 

At the beginning of February 2019, my ethnographic fieldwork period started. I had 

chosen my subject, written my research proposal and after approval of the research, I started 

my ethnographic research on commodification of the Camino Francés. I had decided to split 

my research into two parts, the first part consisted of doing research in the Netherlands and on 

social media, and the second part on and around the Camino Francés itself. This meant, that I 

was going to walk this historic pilgrims route, and had to prepare myself in several ways. When 
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I immersed myself into the topic, the amount of information overwhelmed me. There are so 

many online blogs, YouTube clips, social media pages and groups, movies, television series, 

books and so on published about the Camino, that I almost did not know where to start. Perhaps 

I was not fully aware of the popularity of the Camino, and of the amount of stories and tips that 

are shared among several media.   

On social media, especially Facebook, I joined several Camino related groups. There 

are many groups, such as óslow strollers on the Caminoô, óCamigas -  a buddy system for women 

on the Caminoô, óCamino Portugueseô,  El Camino del Norteô, óCamino de Santiago Veg ï 

Vegetarian and Veganô and many more. Most groups have several thousands to seven tens of 

thousands members and forth flowing, lively daily conversations and discussions. There are 

Facebook groups and pages that are related to the country of origin of the group members, 

groups that are related to the year of walking, but also groups that are aimed at specific Camino 

routes, or target groups, such as vegans and vegetarians, slow strollers, women, etcetera. In 

these groups, a lot of the conversations address how to pack a bag, bike transport from Santiago 

to home addresses, websites referring to blogs and YouTube clips, information and 

recommendations on albergues, socks, shoes and blisters and many more tips and tricks.  

Instagram, as another social medium, has quite some hashtags such as 

#caminodesantiago, #caminoFrancés, #caminoasantiago, #caminolife and so on. I started 

following some of these hashtags, where mainly photos and other pictures that are Camino 

related are shared. These pictures often are pictures of pilgrims, walking gear, boots and feet, 

pictures of nice views along the Camino and of course pictures of Santiago de Compostela. The 

Instagram posts are unlike the Facebook posts, not followed by intense discussions and trips.  

These social media pages, groups and hashtags gave me information for days, 

sometimes bedazzled me, but also gave me an idea on what to do next. Since I live in the 

Netherlands, I joined the Dutch Society of Saint James, Nederlands Genootschap van Sint 

Jacob, or NGSJ. Joining this organisation meant that I received my credencial - pilgrims 

passport - receive a monthly newsletter and receive four magazines of the NGSJ a year. Also 

included in the membership is access to a website with a lot of information such as route maps, 

lists of albergues and interesting reads and invitations to join many meetings and gatherings 

with other members. The NGSJ has a few locations in the country which can be visited. I have 

been to Het Huis van Sint Jacob, the House of Saint James, in Utrecht, where volunteers are 

present to provide information on routes, guide books, sleeping locations, practical information 

and some in-depth historical information. All of these volunteers have finished a Camino 

themselves and thus provide information and share their own experiences. The NGSJ has a 
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national and several regional divisions. Nationally, two meetings a year are organized. These 

meetings have a Camino theme, some lectures and moment for everyone to wish pilgrims that 

will start their Camino a buen camino, a good walk.  

 When I had visited the Utrecht-based office several times, and attended some of the 

meeting and informal drinks of the NGSJ, I realized that the people who are involved as 

volunteers or members and actively attend, do not just share a hobby or a passion, but are a true 

community together. They are all involved with the Camino de Santiago in one way or another. 

Almost every one of the members has walked the Camino, but being back home, returned from 

their pilgrimage, they now try to incorporate the Camino their day-to-day life ï or mundane life 

in the words of Turner and Turner (1978). Many of the NGSJ-members try to spread their 

enthusiasm about the Camino, some do as volunteers, others have written a book, and others 

are active online.  

 Within the Netherlands the Camino is well known, and the popularity is growing. Within 

the media, more attention to and information about the Camino becomes available. ñDe omweg 

naar Santiagoò ï the detour to Santiago ï was written by Cees Nooteboom and published in 

1992. This book was translated into fifteen languages and thus published worldwide. 

Nooteboom ponders and reflects upon his travels within Spain, ending in Santiago de 

Compostela. The book is not as much a reflection upon a Camino pilgrimage, but more or less 

a historical and regional overview of Spain. Recently, in June 2019, a Dutch film was released 

in movie theatres. óCamino, a feature-length selfieô, by Martin de Vries, is a documentary-style 

film, where de Vries films himself on his walk to Santiago de Compostela. Within the Dutch 

Facebook groups, a lot of people were talking about the movie, and among pilgrims it is a hit. 

Before this film came out, a television series was broadcast in the Netherlands as well, in August 

2018. This series, named óLaat mij maar lopenô, which translates as óJust let me walkô, followed 

seven people who were walking to Santiago de Compostela, at the Via de la Plata, with each 

their own reasons.   

 

3.2  Worldwide Popularity of the Camino 

As within the Netherlands the NGSJ is an active association for and of pilgrims of the 

Camino, in other countries association like these do exist as well. In Germany, France, the 

United Kingdom, the United States of America and many more countries do have such an 

association. They do work together and are informed mainly by óFederación Española de 

Asociaciones de Amigos del Camino de Santiagoô, which is the overarching organisation for all 

of the Spanish local association and internationally overarching.  
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Not only in the Netherlands popular media publishes about the Camino. Worldwide 

there are a lot of guide books, novels, movies, television series and other forms of published 

work on the Camino. The amount of publications on the Camino, can perhaps, partially explain 

its popularity. Depending on the country of origin, many pilgrims are from a country in which 

a celebrity or someone famous has walked a Camino and shared his or her experiences.   

 óThe Wayô is probably the most famous movie made about the Camino. In óThe Wayô, 

actor Martin Sheen plays the role of Tom. Daniel, Tom his son died during a storm walking the 

Camino. The movie is about Tom heading to France to retrieve his sonôs body, but who decides 

to walk the Camino Francés. He meets other people, who are looking for greater meaning in 

their lives, along the way. óThe Wayô was released in 2010 and still is a big hit. During my 

fieldwork I met many people, mainly from the United States of America, that did not know 

about the Camino until they had seen the movie. After watching it, they decided to walk a 

Camino themselves. Another very famous work about the Camino de Santiago is the novel óThe 

Pilgrimageô by Paulo Coelho. Coelho walked the Camino himself, and this novel is partially 

based on his experiences. The novel has a spiritual and philosophical undertone and tells a story 

about Coelho and his mentor on a quest for a sword, while walking the Camino. óThe 

Pilgrimageô, published in 1987, was Coelhoôs debut novel.  

In April of 2019 the news that the King and Queen of Belgium, with their children and 

some friends, were walking a part of the Camino Francés, was published. Members of the 

Belgian royal family has walked several stages of the Camino de Santiago in recent years. It 

was not surprising that the royals were returning, but the news spread like fire among pilgrims. 

Many conversations about the royal family took place. Pilgrims were wondering if they would 

see them, if they could recognize them, where they would sleep, if they would carry their 

luggage themselves and if the royal guards would have to walk with them. Unfortunately, I did 

not hear of anyone who encountered the royals, not along the route and neither on social media. 

 In Germany the book óIch bin dann mal wegô, which translates to óWell, Iôm out of 

hereô, was written by Hape Kerkeling and published in 2006. Kerkeling is a famous comedian 

in Germany, who walked the Camino Francés in 2001. The book that he wrote about his journey 

n the Camino Francés became a best-seller, with more than five million Germans reading it. 

Subsequently, a movie was made in 2015, based on the book, and thus showing Kerkeling his 

journey on the Camino de Santiago. Every German pilgrim that I spoke to, not only knew who 

Kerkeling is, they had al either seen the movie, or read the book, or did both.  

 In South-Korea the Camino is immense popular as well. All though I heard about 

Koreans walking before I arrived myself, I was surprised by how many Korean pilgrims I 
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encountered. Two Koreans that I met along the way, two young men in their twenties named 

Ham and Down, explained to me that South-Korea is a Catholic country. They told me that they 

both are walking the Camino not only because of a religious experience, but because they can 

put the experience of walking the Camino on their resume. The job market in South-Korea is 

highly competitive and the Camino is a way to stand out positively, when applying for jobs.  

The book by Paulo Coelho about the Camino is very popular, but there has also been a popular 

reality show on Korean television about the Camino. Furthermore, in 2006 Kim Nan Hee, a 

journalist published her book óThe Journey of a woman aloneô, on her experiences on the 

Camino Francés. Kim Hyo Sun, a Korean writer wrote a book about the three Caminoôs that 

she walked, the Camino Francés, Portugués and the Via de Plata. This book became a bestseller, 

and an inspiration for many to embark on the journey themselves. In 2018, a famous Korean 

ók-popô band walked the Camino. The band, existing of five men, was followed by a camera 

crew. Their Camino was broadcasted as a television series in South-Korea.  

 

3.3. Instigations and Expectations  

 People worldwide get acquainted with the Camino de Santiago through popular media. 

Seeing a movie or reading a book often is the start of a further investigation of the topic and an 

instigator for excitement to walk a Camino themselves as well. Interesting is that a religious, 

spiritual or philosophical base is present in all of these forms of popular media. A quest or 

search for something that cannot be found in mundane life, being at a turning point in life,  

philosophical contemplations, processing trauma, situations, milestones and other major events 

or an escape of normal day-to-day life. In all the television series, books, movies and other 

forms of popular media, one or more of these topics is present.  

 The popular media not only instigators for people, they are also used, seen and read as 

preparations for pilgrims-to-be. These media provide a framework for expectations of the 

Camino. The readers and viewers are provided with a framework of philosophical, religious 

and spiritual experiences and interpretations of  ótheir Caminoô. The growing popularity of the 

Camino can thus not merely be linked to media-attention, but also to a spiritual or religious 

search or quest for something out of the mundane.  

Frequently spiritual books by other pilgrims, such as those of Paulo Coelho (1995), 

are read in preparation for the journey, and provide a framework for the 

expectations, observations, experiences and interpretations thereof. The increasing 

popularity of taking this historical and religious route therefore cannot only be 
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attributed to the interest in simply hiking, but seems also to be linked to the search 

for something beyond oneself and oneôs everyday life (Peelen and Jansen 2007, 76). 
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1 Sculpture of a pilgrim along the Camino Francés.  
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Chapter 4.  Along the Way.  

 

This chapter will give insight in the materialities of the Camino Francés. The signing of the 

path, pilgrim offices, the available types of pilgrim shelters and the organisation and 

qualifications of being a pilgrim and being able to use pilgrim facilities. The concept of a 

óCamino Familyô as communitas will be discussed, as will the state of liminality of pilgrims.  

 

Together with six other people, I follow the scallop signs that are attached to walls and to the 

pavement. We have just arrived by train to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and are trying to find our 

way. It is evening, already dark outside, and only about five degrees Celsius. ñAre you going 

to your hostel or to the pilgrimôs office first?ò a tall man in his twenties asks another man who 

appears to be around fifty years old. ñWell, I have booked a hotel already, so I am going to 

check in over there. What do we have to do in the pilgrims office?ò the other man replies. The 

younger man, who is wearing grey zip off pants, hiking shoes, a bright blue coat and a black 

backpack, responds that he did not yet book anything for the night, and is going to the pilgrims 

office to find a place to stay. The older man, wearing brown pants, brown hiking boots, and a 

big backpack with walking poles attached to it, nods understandingly, ñMaybe I will go there 

tomorrow morning, but first I will find my hotel and have dinnerò The conversation between 

the two man goes on about where they are from and how they travelled from their home towns. 

Two women, both in their thirties, who are also following the scallop shell signs, and are also 

wearing hiking gear and backpacks, talk about where to stay the night. When we all arrive in 

the centre of the town, after ten minutes of walking from the train station, three out of seven 

people go into another direction. Together with the three others that are left, I walk to the 

pilgrims office. We are welcomed warmly by three volunteers, from France, England and 

Germany. Depending on the languages we all speak, we take a seat at a table and get a cup of 

coffee or tea to warm ourselves. We are assisted by the volunteers to get a credencial for a 

donation of two euro, receiving a scallop shell for a donation of one euro and we receive several 

paper documents with information. These papers include a map on how to get out of Saint-Jean-

Pied-de-Port, and to find the Camino from there on. Included in the papers is another map where 

the two official routes from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Roncesvalles, a town 27 kilometres 

away, are shown. Furthermore there are four papers with a list of many albergues along the 

Camino Frances, including opening hours, prices and addresses, and a document with the 

profiles of the altitudes of the Camino and towns along the way in 34 stages. The volunteers, 

after providing us with everything we think that we need to know, point us into the direction of 
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the municipal albergue, so we can find a bed and rest to start walking the following day. ñBuen 

Caminoò, they greet us. 

 

4.1.  The Way. 

From Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port there are approximately 780 kilometres to go to Santiago 

de Compostela via the Camino Francés. By following the yellow arrows and scallop shell signs, 

no guide book or GPS is necessary. The route is very well signed, and water fountains with 

drinking water can be found regularly. The route leads through several Spanish regions, towns, 

villages and nature with beautiful landscapes. Some parts of the route are physically 

challenging. The route passes the Pyrenees, other steep hills, mountains, and the weather 

conditions can be rough. I have been walking through snow for a couple of days, other days it 

was raining and at other times it was around 30 degrees Celsius, with no shade to hide from the 

sun. Blisters, knee- ankle- back- and shoulder injuries are common amongst pilgrims, walking 

and wearing their backpack for days or weeks in a row. Walking a Camino can be equally 

demanding physically as mentally. Repetitive movements for such a long time, being alone, 

depending on yourself, being cut off from daily life and struggling physically can lead to 

contemplations. The Spanish high plains ï the Meseta ï in between Burgos and Leon are 

especially known to be mentally demanding, because of the monotonous and bare landscapes. 

In Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and in Santiago de Compostela are ópilgrims officesô. These 

pilgrims offices are staffed by volunteers, that assist pilgrims with their journey. In Saint-Jean-

Pied-de-Port, the volunteers give advice and assistance to start the pilgrimage. In Santiago de 

Compostela the volunteers write and give out the compostelas ï certificates of proof of 

completing the pilgrimage. Pilgrims use a credencial, which is also known as pilgrims passport 

but translates as óletter of credenceô, as proof of being a pilgrim. With a credencial, pilgrims 

can stay in special pilgrims hostels, or albergues, and can have a discount to visit several 

cathedrals and museums. Pilgrims can only receive a credencial if they have proof of walking 

at least the final 100 kilometres to Santiago de Compostela, or 200 kilometres by bike or on 

horseback. Proof of the distance is shown by the stamps that pilgrims have in their credencial. 

Only if for the final 100 kilometres, a pilgrim has two stamps a day in his or her credencial, he 

or she qualifies for a compostela. The requirements are mentioned in the credencial and on the 

website of the pilgrims office in Santiago de Compostela. Stamps for the credencial are widely 

available along the Camino. In bars, restaurants, stores, churches, museums, and hostels there 
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are stamps. Getting two stamps a day is not difficult, but for many it is a sport to get as many 

as possible, or to find stamps with special images.  

 

4.2.  Albergues. 

 Along the route, several facilities for pilgrims are available. Pilgrim shelters or hostels, 

which are called albergues, are abundant along the Camino Francés. The shelters differ in 

facilities, comfort and price. Three different types of albergues are available along the route; 

private, municipal and donativo albergues. Off course there are other possibilities, such as 

hotels, etcetera, but most pilgrims stay in albergues along the Camino.  

Municipal albergues are municipally or regionally owned and operated shelters. There 

are not private bedrooms available, only dormitories and the bathrooms and restrooms are 

shared as well. The prices to sleep in the municipal albergues vary in between 5 and 10 euro 

for a night. The staff of the municipal albergues work for the municipality, and the only people 

that are allowed to óget a bed for a nightô are pilgrims with a credencial. Some of these 

albergues have a kitchen that can be used, some have washing machines and some do not have 

any of these facilities. It is not possible to make a reservation in the municipal albergues, they 

work with a first come, first serve principle.  

 Private albergues are privately owned hostels. Pilgrims with a credencial often get a 

discount on the price to stay the night, but the private hostels are not solely meant for pilgrims. 

Sometimes it is possible to book a private room in these albergues, but of course the prices are 

higher than to stay a night in a dormitory. The staff is payed and there are no volunteers. Prices 

vary from 10 to 25 euro for a night. These albergues can best be compared to hostels that are 

available outside of the Camino context, in other towns and countries, too. Facilities range from 

washing facilities, kitchens, to restaurants. In private albergues it is possible to make a 

reservation for a bed or a room.   

 Donativo albergues are, as the name suggests, hostels where pilgrims can stay for a 

donation. Most times there are shared facilities and dormitories for pilgrims who have a 

credencial. Often there are signs with a suggested price, usually around 5 euro. In donativos it 

is often possible to join and share for dinner. There often is a suggested price for a donation for 

dinner as well. Often these donativos are owned by the church and staffed by volunteers. These 

volunteers can be locals, but also foreigners. In donativos it is normally not possible to make a 

reservation for a bed. They work first come first serve. 

 Sometimes albergues are óadoptedô by foreign associations. The NGSJ, for instances, 

adopted the albergue in Roncesvalles. This albergue is owned by the church, but staffed by 
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Dutch volunteers, that travel to Roncesvalles and stay for two weeks to staff the albergue and 

assist the pilgrims that come and go. I have been at a few albergues that were staffed by 

German, Swiss, Irish and British volunteers. Not only in the Netherlands there is an association 

for pilgrims, or linked to the Camino, but many countries do. The NGSJ staffs the albergue in 

Roncesvalles during the entire year. People who have completed a Camino, can apply to be a 

volunteer. They have to attend a training for hospitaleros ï staff working at an albergue ï and 

have to travel to the albergue at their own expenses. The stay, and the food and beverages that 

they consume is all provided by the church that owns the albergue.  

 

2 

 In the past years, many new albergues were started along the route. These new albergues 

are mostly private albergues. Complete new buildings were build, or old albergues have been 

renovated. The municipal albergue in Burgos, óCasa de los Cubosô, has been renovated, and is 

clean, new and has 150 bed available for pilgrims. These are bunkbeds in rooms with at least 

20 beds in them. The amount of beds in this albergue is not unique. Some albergues have over 

200 beds available for pilgrims. I heard one pilgrim speak a ópilgrim factoryô because of the 

organization and the clean and factory-like interior of the albergue.  

 Many pilgrims use specific apps on their mobile phones to pick an albergue in the town 

that they want to stay the night. Many towns have a couple or even many albergues, and 

pilgrims weigh their options by comparing prices and facilities that are available. Some pilgrims 

make reservations in private hostels, or hotels, to be sure to have a bed to sleep in during the 

night. Many albergues work with a first come first serve principle. If there are no more beds 

                                                 
2 Albergue in Roncesvalles, adopted and staffed by the NGSJ. 


