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Pilgrimage as Trope for an Anthropology
of Christianity

by Simon Coleman

While studies of Pentecostalism have played an important role in forming the emergent anthropology of Christianity,
research on pilgrimage has had far less of an effect on this subfield. I explore some of the reasons why by looking
at the “semiotics of theory” and asking what constitutes resonant anthropological model making at a particular
moment in the construction of anthropology. Having provided a critical account of past theoretical and ethnographic
work on Christian pilgrimage, I suggest an alternative approach, drawing in part on fieldwork carried out at the
pilgrimage shrines of Walsingham, in Norfolk, England. I suggest that my approach can provide useful perspectives
not only on the anthropology of Christianity but also on aspects of our understanding of ritual and religious
experience more generally.

Juxtapositions

When thinking of my fieldwork on the English pilgrimage
site of Walsingham, in Norfolk, England, an image that often
comes into my mind is that of Protestant pitched—literally,
ritually—against Catholic. A regular feature of the annual
National Pilgrimage of Our Lady of Walsingham is not only
a solemn procession of Anglo-Catholics through the village
high street but also the presence of evangelical Protestants
from such organizations as Ian Paisley’s Belfast-based Euro-
pean Institute of Protestant Studies (Coleman 2004). Evan-
gelicals visit Walsingham not to praise Mary but to pour verbal
scorn over what they regard as a deeply idolatrous scene and
one that requires purification through protest. So they form
a vital part of what I describe (without pejorative intent) as
a “parasitic” ritual, involving the close articulation of two
seemingly opposed semiotic systems where one “preys” on
the other, strategically redeploying and resignifying the latter’s
ritualization of material forms.

I want to juxtapose this recurrent scene at Walsingham with
a different cultural form, that of the burgeoning anthropology
of Christianity. Debates among anthropologists have lacked
the accusatory qualities evident among visitors to Wal-
singham, but Protestantism and Catholicism have nonetheless
so far occupied very different analytical spaces in the making
of this new subfield. Protestantism, especially in Pentecostal
guise, has been much more readily presented as an agent of

Simon Coleman is Professor in the Department for the Study of
Religion at the University of Toronto (Jackman Humanities Building,
170 St. George Street, Toronto, Ontario M5R 2M8, Canada
[simon.coleman@utoronto.ca]). This paper was submitted 4 XII 13,
accepted 12 VI 14, and electronically published 6 XI 14.

change and cultural discontinuity (Robbins 2007), a religion
apparently “made to travel” (Dempster, Klaus, and Petersen
1999) in the modern world through nimble institutional and/
or ritual expressions as well as one frequently driven by
chronic attempts to purify religious practice from material
entanglements (Keane 2007). Roman Catholicism, by con-
trast, is often placed in a narrative where its spiritual mo-
nopoly or hybridity is presented as promoting religious stasis
(Scheper Hughes 2012:7), a kind of immanence combined
with immobility, forming part of a “local” context being dis-
rupted by more dynamic forces.

These apparent differences in the treatment of two branches
of Christianity point to wider theoretical issues. The forma-
tion of a self-conscious anthropology of Christianity has
proved immensely productive but has also led anthropologists
into methodological and theoretical quandaries. How are we
to interpret different forms of theology and their connections
with wider social structures? Does our (re)discovery of Chris-
tianity give it a facticity and coherence that it simply does
not possess? As scholars, we may not be parasitic on Chris-
tianity exactly, but do we nonetheless remake the religion in
our own image? For instance, have we made it reflect our
disciplinary obsession with understanding trajectories of “mo-
dernity” (Bialecki, Haynes, and Robbins 2008; Cannell 2006)?
Furthermore, what are we leaving out? John Barker (2014)
talks of the tendency of anthropologists to focus on person-
hood, language, the nexus between local and global Chris-
tianity, and ideologies rather more than the institutional side
of Christianity. Maya Mayblin (2014), meanwhile, refers to
the ways in which gender has been highlighted in analyses of
Catholicism and less so in relation to Protestantism. Then
there are the dangers of neglecting certain forms of Chris-
tianity such as Orthodoxy as well as the need to engage in
comparisons with other religions (e.g., Hann 2007). In ad-
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dition, some of the debates over what an anthropology of
Christianity should or should not be may reflect older dis-
tinctions between American cultural and British social an-
thropological approaches. For instance, Chris Hann’s (2007,
2012) recommendations that we study “problems” and not
religious systems involves a turn away from religious ideology
as such and toward social, political, and economic bases of
context making while adding the recommendation that we
look at the long durée and not just microethnography.

In such debates we are juxtaposing two parallel if entangled
sets of questions: one queries whether Christianity should be
assumed to exist per se in Hann’s (2007) terms; the other
refers more inductively to how anthropologists are discussing
Christianity, whether we like it or not, creating certain quoting
circles, networks, and workshops and forming a subfield that
exists in and for itself. My concern here is with an issue that
touches on both questions in that it focuses on the consti-
tution—almost the semiotics—of Christianity as an object of
study, moving through and in anthropology. So my focus is
on the remaking of Christianity in the image of a certain
moment in anthropology but also on some of the ways in
which it has not so far been remade. In other words, what
constitutes resonant anthropological theory and model mak-
ing? What forms and orientations help to determine a theory’s
passage within a given subfield?

More concretely, I refer briefly to the factors that have made
Protestantism and especially Pentecostalism such a fertile the-
oretical topic—a religion made to travel but also one that is
newly good to think with and one that has been able to
traverse so many textual as well as ethnographic terrains.
Thus, we might consider how, in an age of multisited eth-
nography, Pentecostalism has often been understood to con-
stitute a different kind of “scape” from that supposedly im-
plied by Catholic expressions of religion,1 including a
translation of self-confident southern diasporas into northern
urban centers. We might look at how Weberian theory, born
at a time of nation building and contestation between faiths,
displays affinities with contemporary debates over crises of
religious and state authority. But I am more interested in
moving away from such debates and toward an exploration
of another subfield that arguably might have helped to pro-
mote an explicit anthropology of Christianity even before the
current efflorescence but never really did: the study of Chris-
tian (and, as it turned out, especially Catholic) pilgrimage. In
other words, what happens when we compare the shape and
constitution of pilgrimage and Pentecostalism not only as
activities but also as analytical tropes when we look at their
diverse pathways through ethnographic and theoretical land-
scapes? I ask this question not in an attempt to plug the gaps
left by our recent focus on Pentecostalism. I do not claim
that it is possible or desirable to create an all-encompassing,
substantive characterization of what the anthropology of

1. Although the phenomenon of charismatic Catholicism has been
covered by, e.g., Csordas (2009) and Siekierski (2012).

Christianity should contain. However, I want to argue that a
reconsideration and reformulation of older models of pil-
grimage might point the actually existing anthropology of
Christianity in some new directions. How, in other words,
might a focus on pilgrimage as practice but also as trope help
us to remake some of our ethnographic and theoretical ob-
jects?

On Pilgrimage and Pentecostalism, Part 1

It is not surprising that I should wish to juxtapose these two
subfields. They have formed the main basis of my own re-
search into Christianity (e.g., Coleman 2000, 2004). Even so,
I am struck by the fact that the dialogue between the two
that has existed in my own mind has hardly been evident in
the anthropological literature at large. Intriguingly, they are
briefly brought together in a text published on the cusp of
the era that would lead to the development of the anthro-
pology of Christianity. In the introduction to the paperback
edition of her and Victor Turner’s Image and Pilgrimage in
Christian Culture (2011 [1978]), Edith Turner notes, “I now
find myself interested in tracing how the revival of the Cath-
olic pilgrimage system paralleled the revivalist movements in
Protestantism” (xix). For her, both were moral reform move-
ments emerging out of secularizing contexts. Both attracted
much verbal ire, as “intelligentsia . . . began to pour scorn—
with the intention of bringing the light of truth—on the
candle-lighting and peregrinating Catholics and on the born-
agains” (Turner and Turner 2011 [1978]:xix).

It seems that the Turners were contending with what Susan
Harding (1991) referred to as the problem of representing
“the repugnant cultural other” with the difference that they
were advocates for as well as analysts of the religion under
study. However, such anthropological distaste has since given
way to a greater appetite for understanding. Globalizing Pen-
tecostalism has become a catalyst for a more general anthro-
pology of Christianity. During the same period, pilgrimage
has hardly retreated into obscurity and has been a striking
success story if measured in terms of numbers and cultural
profile.2

Pilgrimage—including that of Christianity—has also be-
come more of an object of study in recent decades. As with
Pentecostalism, interest has not only reflected the increasing
mobility of populations in many parts of the world but has
also brought popular expressions of religion to the fore in
ways generally beloved by anthropologists. And yet these two
burgeoning topics occupy very different analytical and phys-

2. Pilgrimage centers associated with many religious traditions have
been booming. Older, well-established shrines in the Catholic world such
as Lourdes in France and Santiago de Compostela in Spain have expe-
rienced especially significant growth in visitors since the 1990s, and even
a recently formed site such as Medjugorje in Boznia-Herzegovina, which
initially rose to prominence after visions of the Virgin Mary were claimed
in 1981, now attracts over a million people a year.
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ical landscapes. Pentecostalism has made its mark as a dy-
namic urban religion, a religion of the migrant to the world
city or of the well-to-do inhabitant of the suburban mega-
church. Pilgrimage, on the other hand, has often been pre-
sented as an escape to rural and remote landscapes or as a
nostalgic retreat from modernity into heritage. Certainly the
growing anthropology of Christian pilgrimage has had little
effect so far on the anthropology of Christianity per se. One
obvious explanation is that Pentecostalism refers specifically
to Christianity, whereas the focus of pilgrimage is broader.
Yet as Hann (2007:406) points out, its status as a transreligious
category could facilitate the deployment of pilgrimage as a
means of comparing Christianity with other religious. In ad-
dition, pilgrimage possesses one evident advantage for those
worried about the over-Pentecostalization of the anthropol-
ogy of Christianity; namely, that studies have focussed less on
Protestants and more on Catholics, and even Orthodox be-
lievers have been given some attention.3 So what is it about
the shape and orientation of pilgrimage studies that has ex-
cluded such work from much of the debate? And more im-
portantly, does this exclusion matter much anyway?4

I think that this neglect does matter, because pilgrimage as
both activity and analytical trope can point us in some fresh
directions, toward anthropological problems that invoke re-
flections on but are not encompassed by Christianity per se.
Pilgrimage represents only one potential part of any Christian
life, but it may have wider resonances than we expect. I am
not the first person to argue for the value of pilgrimage as
concept. James Clifford’s Routes (1997) reflects on how cul-
ture increasingly makes its “home” in motion in a world
characterized by movement through airports, markets, and
migrations. Under such circumstances, pilgrimage may be of
use as a comparative term because it includes a broad range
of Western and non-Western experiences and is less class- and
gender-based than the notion of “travel.” Zygmunt Bauman
(1996) argues that new forms of nomadism are replacing old
forms of sedentarism. For him, the modern world has given
the metaphorical figure of the pilgrim new prominence as it
comes to signify a restless seeker for identity (19ff.).

For these authors the image of the pilgrim expresses a
search for identity that defines contemporary life. Both de-
sacralize the term in order to generalize its significance. Ar-
guably, both also overemphasize the cross-cultural ubiquity,
ease, and desirability of mobility while raising the possibility
of pilgrimage as trope without ever following up their own
suggestions. At the same time, I want to argue that some of
the more influential models of pilgrimage as sacred journey
are themselves problematic and must be heavily adapted if
we are to realize the full potential of pilgrimage to point us
in different theoretical and ethnographic directions. In the
following, then, I provide a short, critical survey of the broad

3. See, e.g., Bax (1995) and Kormina (2004).
4. Although see Harris (2006) in Cannell’s The Anthropology of Chris-

tianity.

contours of such theory before suggesting an alternative path-
way through and around it and toward a perspective on a—
rather than the—anthropology of Christianity.5

Intriguingly, pilgrimage was present very early on in the
development of social scientific scholarship, with Robert
Hertz’s (1983 [1913]) study of a small pilgrimage in the Italian
Alps to St. Besse (see also Boissevain 1999). The fieldwork
was minimal, and further progress was prevented by Hertz’s
death in the First World War. Almost a half century later, Eric
Wolf’s “The Virgin of Guadalupe: A Mexican National Sym-
bol” (1958) examined the central part the Virgin played in
the lives of many Mexicans as religious affiliation and cultural
nationalism combined in ways realized both at and beyond
the shrine. But then Wolf moved on to studies of trade, power,
and political economy on a global scale.

Hertz and Wolf located their studies in very different Cath-
olic contexts: the remote Alps and the big city; the old world
and the new. One thing that united them was an interest in
how the same symbol—the saint and the Virgin, respec-
tively—brought together people from very different stations
in life into the same space and sometimes the same time.
Similar questions were key to the book that became the land-
mark study in the field, the Turners’ Image and Pilgrimage in
Christian Culture (2011 [1978]). The Turners also drew the-
oretical inspiration from early twentieth-century Franco-
phone theory in their adaptation of Van Gennep’s notion of
liminality even as they consolidated their personal and in-
tellectual move away from secular Marxism and toward so-
cially engaged Catholicism. For the Turners, as liminality was
translated from tribal society into Western contexts, the “lim-
inoid” implied the attainment of a voluntarily adopted, emo-
tionally charged state on occasions when structures of every-
day life had temporarily loosened their grip, including
carnivals, sports events, theater, music festivals, and, para-
digmatically, pilgrimages. At the center of such events was an
experience whose name pointed in sociological and ritual di-
rections at the same time: “communitas,” with its hints of
community, commune, and communion. In presenting com-
munitas as a form of popular charisma under threat from the
bureaucratization of the church, the Turners located it in the
same antistructural position in relation to other expressions
of Catholic faith as Pentecostalism occupied in relation to
established forms of Protestantism. In both, the Spirit “blow-
eth where it listeth” (see also Turner and Turner 2011 [1978]:
32).

The Turners put the study of pilgrimage back on the schol-
arly map. They created a theoretical vocabulary that could
readily be deployed in studying contexts away from Cathol-
icism or even religion (see Turner 2012). Theirs certainly
became a theory fit to travel across many textual landscapes.

5. I am not claiming to cover all of the theoretical resonances raised
by recent work in pilgrimage; rather, I am exploring work that most
clearly helped to form debates and quoting clusters within broadly
English-speaking (and to some extent French-speaking) scholarship.
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What also interests me, however, are the directions that it did
not open up or travel down and in particular how it moved
away from an analysis that might have provided further useful
perspectives on what we now call the anthropology of Chris-
tianity. We need to remember that the book is not simply
called Image and Pilgrimage; it locates these within what it
terms Christian Culture and therefore makes the claim to
characterize such culture, albeit through predominantly Cath-
olic ethnographic lenses.

One of the most frequent criticisms leveled against the
Turners’ book is its idealization of communitas and presen-
tation of shrines as centers “out there” (Turner 1973) divorced
from mundane concerns. Erik Cohen (1992:35) has argued
that the idea of pilgrimage activity set apart from politics has
a Christian tone that does not translate easily into other re-
ligious contexts.6 The direction of Cohen’s and others’ crit-
icism reflects the very success of the concept of communitas
in influencing so many scholars. And yet, ironically, this same
concept has also drawn attention away from important sub-
tleties of the book. For in characterizing Christian culture,
the Turners are not merely presenting a translation of ritu-
alized antistructure from tribal to industrial societies, they are
also challenging the very temporal and spatial scales of much
previous ritual analysis. In a parallel to Hertz’s diachronic
approach at St. Besse, they are suggesting the need for his-
torically inflected ethnography in tracing the trajectories, con-
tinuities, and reversals of semiotic resources available at pil-
grimage sites.7 This approach meshes well with their
classification of pilgrimages in relation to significant historical
periods (prototypical, medieval, and post-Tridentine) as well
as their tracing of how certain sites, such as Canterbury and
Walsingham, have come in and out of favor over time (Turner
and Turner 2011 [1978]:17). Pilgrimage becomes a frame for
several time dimensions but also a phenomenon that needs
to be understood in relation to much larger histories (Turner
and Turner 2011 [1978]:23). For instance, they accept that a
Protestant ethic has often been linked to capitalism, but they
also argue that a “‘pilgrimage ethic’, with its emphasis on
‘holy travel’ and the benefits flowing from such travel, may
have helped to create the communications networks and con-
tractual relations that later made mercantile and industrial
capitalism a viable national and international system” (Turner
and Turner 2011 [1978]:234). A distinction is also made
within Catholicism in relation to temporality and cultural
reproduction. The Turners (2011 [1978]) conclude, “Pilgrim-

6. Such criticisms are perhaps easily prompted by the style of Image
and Pilgrimage, which is prone to making such theologically tinged state-
ments as “In the pilgrimages of the historical religions the moral unit is
the individual, and his goal is salvation or release from the sins and evils
of the structural world” (Turner and Turner 2011 [1978]:8).

7. Thus, Turner and Turner (2011 [1978]) state, “One advantage of
studying a long-term sociocultural process such as pilgrimage is that one’s
attention is directed toward the dynamics of ideological change and per-
sistence, rather than committed to analysis of static ideological patterns
and cognitive structures” (25).

age is more responsive to social change and popular moods
than liturgical ritual, fixed by rubric” (231). Indeed, this fact
is one reason why they chose to focus on pilgrimage. There
is—almost—a distant prefiguration here of the salience of
continuity and discontinuity in analyses of Christian culture
(e.g., Robbins 2007).

In spatial terms, the Turners are asking what kind of field
Christian pilgrimage actually constitutes. They note, “The ‘ex-
tended case-method’ has been temporarily set aside, the ‘social
drama’ abandoned, in order to expound the interrelations of
symbols and meanings framing and motivating pilgrim be-
havior in a major world religion” (Turner and Turner 2011
[1978]:xxiv). They accept that such framing may involve ac-
knowledgment of complex associations between theology and
concrete behavior, the articulation or disarticulation of “dis-
crepant norms” (Turner and Turner 2011 [1978]:xxiv), and
relations among very different institutions and ideologies.
Thus, “We insist, as anthropologists, that we must regard the
pilgrimage system . . . as comprising all the interactions and
transactions, formal and informal, institutionalized or im-
provised, sacred or profane, orthodox or eccentric, which owe
their existence to the pilgrimage itself” (Turner and Turner
2011 [1978]:22). This system includes an environment of both
servicing mechanisms and antagonistic agencies. The sense of
a wider pilgrimage landscape is picked up again when the
Turners use the geographer Surinder Bhardwaj’s (1973:238–
239) well-known analysis of Hindu shrines to consider the
catchment areas of Christian shrines as existing at scales rang-
ing from intervillage to international levels.8

To some degree, the Turners explore Christian culture not
only through oppositions between communitas and structure,
laity and priesthood, but also through a dialogue between
iconoclasm and iconophily, Protestantism and Catholicism.
This approach points to semiotic interests that occasionally
surface, expressed clearly in the analyses of material and ideo-
logical oppositions between Our Lady of the Remedies and
Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City (Turner and Turner
2011 [1978], chap. 2), but also in a wider concern with un-
derstanding what happens as the pilgrim is gradually circum-
scribed by the increasingly dense material culture of a given
shrine. Here, we see resonances with Victor Turner’s (1967)
earlier explorations of “dominant symbols” that unite both
pure ideological and gross physical referents in the same ma-
terial form but also with the religio-political context of the
writing of the book, produced soon after attempts by Vatican

8. It is notable, on the other hand, that the sites covered in the book
are all at least national in scope, thus already framing the analysis in a
certain way, while the book actually contains relatively little detailed and
systematic comparison between the shrines focussed on in individual
chapters (Lourdes, Walsingham, Guadaloupe, and Lough Derg).
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II to modernize and dematerialize the ritual system of the
entire Church.9

Problems and gaps aside, the Turners present an image of
pilgrimage but also of Christianity that contains many more
dimensions than are contained in communitas. We see affin-
ities as well as tensions between forms of the faith (albeit
confined largely to Catholicism and Protestantism); a concern
to understand the relations among theology, institutions, and
ritual forms; and intimations (if I am not being anachronistic)
of a multisited appreciation of Christianity as field, mediated
through pilgrimage and played out in sites oriented around
different forms of locality, history, and historicity. This pil-
grimage landscape directs us toward consideration of a Chris-
tian culture that is constituted by materialities that maintain
complex relationships with modernity, embodiment, and “pu-
rifying” forms of worship. Many of these points anticipate
current debates in the anthropology of Christianity, yet for
the most part they have not contributed in a direct way to
such conversations. Rather, we can see communitas as the
basis for the book’s success but also as the culprit for its
limited interpretation.

And so we come back to the semiotics of theory. In contrast
to the heterogeneous, internally contradictory landscape of
Christian culture evident in the book, communitas presents
a flattened out temporality, sociality, and spatiality, a ritual
“passage” defined and confined through its intensity and ev-
anescence. Admittedly, the Turners present a much more mul-
tilayered analysis than is usually acknowledged. Distinctions
are made among spontaneous, normative, and ideological
forms of communitas to take account of the fact that it is
liable to become bureaucratized through ethical precepts and
ideology. However, these distinctions have not been deployed
by others nearly as much as the central idea of a stripping
away of everyday structures—a creation of blankness that
operates at two semiotic levels. Within the landscape of a
given pilgrimage, communitas contrasts not only with the
details of everyday life but also with the stultified character
of ecclesiastical authority. Thus, the Turners’ invocation of
Buber’s “I-Thou” relationship suggests the possibility of per-
fect absence of mediation between persons (though one whose
relationship with the material surroundings of the shrine is
not quite clear). Within the intellectual landscape of the an-
thropological study of pilgrimage, meanwhile, communitas
has tended to imply the possibility of describing and accessing

9. Another Roman Catholic anthropologist active at this time, Mary
Douglas (1970), was exploring ways in which to examine Christianity in
the context of debates over secularization as well as Vatican II. Douglas
placed debates over “empty ritual” (1970:22)—another image of blank-
ness—in comparative as well as historical context, using the language of
“Low” and “High” Church to describe varied ethnographic cases. Her
use of Basil Bernstein’s notions of “restricted” and “elaborated” code,
while somewhat deterministic, points to some of the contrasts I make
between the relative ritual conformity of parish pilgrims at Walsingham
and the much more flexible, exploratory approach of people such as
Donna (described below).

a universal feature of human experience no matter what the
surrounding cultural context might be. We can see how the
seeming blankness and generic character of the concept eases
its passage across ethnographic fields.10 It is as if we have a
theory of ritual that offers its own form of entextualization.
In the process, communitas strips away the very features of
the Christian culture that the Turners also describe in their
text, features that may provide more resonant links with con-
temporary discussions over the anthropology of Christianity.
If theirs is a theory made to travel, it has only gone in certain
directions. The image of the “center out there,” reinforced by
the communitas paradigm, precludes as many theoretical pos-
sibilities as it creates.

The power of the shape and orientation of a simplified
communitas paradigm is indicated, furthermore, in the ap-
proach that has appeared to oppose it most strongly. A little
over a decade after the publication of Image and Pilgrimage,
an edited volume emerged whose subtitle referred to an emer-
gent field of “The Anthropology of Christian Pilgrimage”
(Eade and Sallnow 1991).11 Both Marx and Foucault were
brought back into the theoretical picture as the central image
of communitas was replaced by one of chronic conflict
through the central trope of “contesting the sacred” (see also
Sallnow 1981).12 The very image of universalism pointed to
by the Turners as the component of great pilgrimage sites was
seen as “constituted not by a unification of discourses but
rather by the capacity of a cult to entertain and respond to
a plurality” (Eade and Sallnow 1991:15). Pilgrimage became
“an arena for competing religious and secular discourses, for
both the official co-optation and non-official recovery of re-
ligious meanings, for conflict between orthodoxies, sects, and
confessional groups, for drives towards consensus and com-
munitas, and for counter-movements towards separateness
and division” (Eade and Sallnow 1991:2). Eade and Sallnow
(Eade and Sallnow 1991) argued that “The sacred centre . . .
in this perspective, appears as a vessel into which pilgrims
devoutly pour their hopes, prayers, and aspirations” (15).13

Elsewhere (Coleman 2002), I have pointed to parallels be-
tween the communitas and contestation paradigms. Both in-
voke an imagery of blankness—indeed a stripping away of
material and ideological mediation—in discussing how reli-
gious and ideological pluralities are to be dealt with. While
the Turners refer to ways in which I-Thou relations strip away
worldly impediments to the making of communitas, Eade and
Sallnow’s empty vessel suggests the possibility of a site offering

10. See Bowman’s (1985) comment, also cited by Eade (2000), that
the Turnerian model separates interpretation “from the constraints of
history and society” (3).

11. If the Turners had found Catholicism a partial refuge from secular
Marxism, one of the editors of the new volume, John Eade, had worked
for many years as a volunteer at Lourdes.

12. For Glenn Bowman (1985), the new volume provided a kind of
“Oedipal rectification” (21) of the Turnerian paradigm.

13. Through such imagery, a Turnerian dominant symbol was
morphed into the ultimate example of divinely clothed affordance.
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no effective resistance to the numerous ideological positions
articulated within its boundaries. In the former view, agency
is granted to the ritual frame provided by the site; in the latter,
it is assumed to exist almost entirely among the varied con-
stituencies gathered there. Both theories focus most of their
attention on events at the shrine itself, the ritual and material
center of the pilgrimage, even though both suggest possibil-
ities inherent in looking farther afield:14 the Turnerian in-
vocation of a wider landscape has a counterpart in Eade and
Sallnow’s implication that constituents are bringing their ide-
ologies from elsewhere. Most importantly, the paradigm of
contestation is articulated in clear opposition to that of com-
munitas even though in practice such contesting tends to
assume homogeneity of ideology within a given interest group
even as it presents juxtaposed oppositions in the fetishized,
ritual space of a given shrine. In my terms, contestation can
be seen as parasitic on the communitas paradigm, reinter-
preting its analytical and ethnographic significance while also,
ironically, keeping the shape and salience of its approach. And,
like communitas, it is a theoretical stance that has been ap-
plied in certain other ethnographic contexts with great ease
even though (or possibly because) the immense range of pos-
sibilities contained within the notion of contestation are
hardly explored by Eade and Sallnow (Eade and Sallnow 1991)
in their introduction. In practice, the image of contestation
between ideological interests does little more than suggest that
it is amplified by juxtaposition without supplying a detailed
analysis of entangled semiotic ideologies of the kind that is
evident in other work on border spaces involving Christianity
(e.g., Keane 2007).

Contestation, then, reverses the magnetic charge of the
communitas paradigm without challenging it in other re-
spects. One dimension that is largely missing from both ap-
proaches is a close focus on the semiotically and politically
charged articulations among all components of a given pil-
grimage field, which might include individual pilgrimage sites
and links between sites but also connections with numerous
other institutions, actions, spaces, and histories, secular as
well as sacred. The “discontinuity” invoked through the sub-
junctive existence proposed by communitas is contained and
tamed within its liminoid frame, while the contestation par-
adigm proposes the existence of shrines that are so accom-
modating as to allow for a perfect continuity between ide-
ologies brought to the shrine and those taken away.

Contrast both of these approaches and their implications
with the approach evident in prominent aspects of the Pen-
tecostal paradigm, which has done so much to form the cur-
rent anthropology of Christianity. On the one hand Pente-
costal-charismatic Christianity (as Robbins 2004 terms it)
seems to replicate “its doctrines, organizational features, and
rituals in canonical, Western form wherever it is introduced”
(118), while on the other hand it seems skilled at accepting

14. Reader (2005:250) provides a useful critique of analyses of pil-
grimage that focus on transient activities at shrines.

“local enchanted cosmologies only to attack them, thus pro-
foundly altering the way they are understood” (126–127). José
Casanova’s (2001) discussion of religion and globalization also
prompts him into a consideration of the particular character
of Pentecostalism not only as “truly the first global religion”
but also one that is deterritorialized and local at the same
time, “an uprooted local culture engaged in spiritual warfare
with its own roots” (437).

In such views, Pentecostalism’s “parasitism” is world trans-
forming in potential effect even as it allows anthropologists
to reflect on reconstructions of locality. These scholars no
longer bracket it off into an ethnographically liminal space
where it can safely be ignored. Pentecostalism has come to
represent hypermobility and cultural change even as it trans-
ports seemingly the same style of ritual performance into
many different contexts. Pilgrimage, in contrast, has often
come to represent a lack of articulation with significant forms
of transformation even as it celebrates the apparent unique-
ness of sacred context. Pentecostalism becomes a “part cul-
ture” presenting worldviews meant for export but often in
tension (and therefore in strategic, parasitic articulation) with
the values of any given host society (Coleman 2006:2); in
contrast, pilgrimage’s most influential characterization in the
social sciences has often turned it into an “apart” culture,
placing it within a theoretical and ethnographic ghetto.

Fortunately, there are signs that pilgrimage is being taken
in new directions, where Christian examples are playing a
predominant role. Some now see it as one means through
which to examine wider theoretical issues, such as gender
(e.g., Dubisch 1995; Jansen and Notermans 2012) or the com-
plex expression of religion in the foreground and background
of social life (Bandak 2012). As a form of mobility, it is shown
to articulate not only with tourism but also with migration
(Boissevain 1992; Eade and Garbin 2007).15 Important work
has emerged from European contexts, including Orthodox
ones, where connections between pilgrimage and nationalism
are being reexplored (Bax 1995), and such work relates to
wider questions over both the crisis and the reassertion of
the nation state in post-Soviet as well as transnational con-
texts. Other research downplays the focus on one-off visits
to sites and sees pilgrimage more as a constant trope or con-
cern in the everyday lives of certain constituencies (Basu 2004;
see Reader’s 2005 discussion of Frey 1998). In the following,
I want briefly to follow a direction that has emerged strongly
from my fieldwork but that also critically addresses previous
dominant analyses of Christian pilgrimage. In particular, I
want to complicate approaches that construct the significance
of pilgrimage through tropes of blankness that, in practice,

15. Mention must also be made of Thomas Tweed’s (2006) important
attempt to provide a general definition of religion through considering
theory itself as a kind of itinerary. Drawing from his own fieldwork among
Cuban migrants who are also pilgrims to a shrine in Florida, he notes,
“I was looking for a theory of religion that made sense of the religious
life of transnational migrants and addressed three themes—movement,
relation, and position” (5).
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indicate little about complex and unpredictable interactions
between sites and visitors. In doing so, I ask whether the
study of pilgrimage might also point us toward areas of Chris-
tianity that, as with Pentecostalism in the past, have remained
relatively unexplored.

“I Wouldn’t Say Religion”

Some years ago in the 1990s, I interviewed a middle-class,
middle-aged woman living with her husband and children in
the east of England about her experiences of visiting the Chris-
tian pilgrimage site of Walsingham. I was at the beginning of
a project that is still ongoing and that has involved fieldwork
in a rural, Norfolk village that houses two pilgrimage shrines,
one High Anglican and one Roman Catholic. The woman,
whom I shall call Donna, had been brought up in an Anglican
household that was interested in what she called “the more
Catholic” side of ritual. Donna’s descriptions of her first ex-
periences of Walsingham were presented through the eyes of
a child of between 9 and 13. Her memories were tied in “with
seasons and all these sort of ritual things” but also with kin-
ship and broader forms of sociality: “So a lot of it was social
activity. . . . A lot of the religion I found very boring I suppose,
but the vicar was a good friend and he was my sister’s God-
father.” One visit she remembers particularly as a “special
kind of holiday” because “I certainly went with my mother
without any of my brothers and sisters, which was important
to me, and my best friend with her mum without any of her
brothers and sisters.” For a child from London, “part of the
magic was being in the country, and I have had summer
holidays, but they were always at the seaside; I didn’t go sort
of into the country very much.” The Anglican shrine also
held some magic, even as “it seemed to be all the sort of
Catholic things that we perhaps thought were a bit over the
top, like lighting endless candles.” She remembers processing
toward the shrine and singing “Ave, Ave, Ave Maria, Ave, Ave,
Ave Maria, with about 55,000 verses.” The excesses of candles
and Marian verses evoked a feeling of transgression, but one
mediated and indexed through parental attitudes: “I think as
a child you grow up thinking, well, being Catholic isn’t quite
acceptable, I’m not quite sure why, but there definitely are
boundaries, and I’m not quite sure what the boundaries are,
but if I stick to what my parents do I shall be all right, and
this seemed to be getting as near to the boundary as you
could possibly get.” Indeed, her chief associations with pil-
grimage ritual involved an ill-understood sense of expectation
from adults: “And so there was a real mixture of excitement
and boredom and anxiety about not doing the wrong thing”
and “a mixture of sort of ecstasy and agony, you know, a
beautiful place, it was all lovely and peaceful, but you had to
actually be silent for what seemed like about 15 hours.” Donna
concluded: “I think it was quite a heady mixture of country-
side and holiday and ritual, I wouldn’t say religion, but it was
ritual, very much” with “strong social connotations.”

Thirty years after such experiences, Donna did not think
of herself as a practicing Anglican, but she did maintain re-
lations with Walsingham. She was married to Paul, who had
been brought up a Roman Catholic but who like her was
lapsed. Paul had also gone to Walsingham as a child, and they
still occasionally went back together because Paul had devout
relatives who organized regular pilgrimages for the entire ex-
tended family. Both felt uncomfortable with the devotional
aspects of these events. Still, such visiting invoked a journey
to her own past, to the social relations of the present, to
conversations with her husband about religion.16 The pilgrim-
age had other resonances as well, even though their traces
were ambiguous, sometimes tenuous or thinly stretched, and
mediated through new layers of sociality and alternative forms
of materiality. Thus, she still treasured a miniature rosary—
“terribly Catholic”—something that she had loved as a child
even though she never used to say the rosary except when
she had a Roman Catholic friend staying with her. In seeking
analogies for her present trips to Walsingham, she referred to
“the convent in Ham where we [husband and children] went
for a treat”;17 and she reflected on how she did not carry out
Anglican ritual as such but “I don’t know, fruit picking in
July is always a sort of ritual I don’t necessarily enjoy, but I
feel . . . bereft of something if I don’t actually do it at least
once. . . . I find it quite an important way of marking different
kinds of the year, you know?”

There is nothing very exceptional about Donna’s recollec-
tions of her relations with Walsingham as both place and idea.
Indeed, I have often been guilty of not looking closely enough
at her responses and those of others like her, focussing instead
on more visceral or intense responses to ritual. Yet I now
think that the subtlety of her account, its low-key character,
the lack of a self-consciously coherent stance to ritual or
religion, the semiarticulation of ritual action with forms of
sociality that seemingly have little to do with the Church
alongside the metonymic connections between pilgrimage and
her wider biography, deserve careful attention. Note Donna’s
linkage of ritual performance with parental as much as li-
turgical boundaries of expectation: her juxtaposition of Wal-
singham not only with a convent but also with fruit picking,
an activity that engages with nature and the circularity of
time. To perceive what is going on here through the sharply
focussed lenses of communitas or contestation is precisely to
miss out articulations with life in and beyond Walsingham—
a Walsingham that is reconstructed away from the shrine as
much as through direct interaction with its buildings and
rituals. Admittedly, Donna talks of once having had a “special
time” at Walsingham, but note how what she is referring to

16. For a fascinating discussion of Protestant pilgrimage seen through
the frame of kinship, see Neville (1987), though my argument blurs her
depiction of Protestant pilgrimage as the obverse of Catholic forms.

17. St. Michael’s Convent, housing Anglican sisters in the south of
London near Richmond Park and the Thames. As John Eade has pointed
out to me (personal communication), there may even be an association
here between “treat” and “retreat.”
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is not a spontaneous, unmediated experience of communitas-
like connection with unknown others but a time when a social
nimbus is placed around a powerful configuration of people
who are already deeply familiar with each other: the dyads of
kinship and friendship invoked when she and her friend visit
along with their respective mothers. Admittedly, she talks of
the place seeming too Catholic, but this is hardly a statement
of contestation in any well-defined sense: the language of
excess in her account refers both to hours of silence and to
repetitions of the Ave Maria, perhaps partly reflecting the
viewpoint of a bored or self-conscious child but also mitigated
by taking a liturgical lead from her parents.

Donna’s account does not simply take our focus away from
the shrine. It and others like it require us to trace semiotically
charged, socially mediated articulations between activity
overtly involving pilgrimage and other parts of people’s lives
(see also Coleman 2009). Ignorance of the official narratives
of the site do not necessary lead to blankness of response but
to ways of framing and translating experience that confound
easy distinctions between religion and nonreligion.18 In the
process, “Walsingham” becomes a site of ritual activity or
recall that can be staged away from the shrine itself and not
merely through traditional relics. Let me give another brief
example of what I mean (see also Coleman 2013a). Part of
my fieldwork strategy has been to trace parishes of Christians
who pay regular visits to Walsingham and to explore how the
pilgrimage fits into their congregational and wider lives. Thus,
when I interviewed members of a group of Roman Catholic
nurses based in the North of England, they drew explicit
parallels between the forms of touch that they experienced at
Walsingham (of statues, friends, and fellow pilgrims) and the
comforting touch of a nurse in a hospital. The translation in
this case explicitly involved themselves as part of a mediating
chain providing a bodily link between their place of pilgrimage
in the south of England and places of home and work in
another part of the country. We see here elements of a bri-
colage-like sacramental practice extending from bodies into
different forms of sociality and varied landscapes and spaces.
The pilgrimage—and Christian—field is expanded temporally
and spatially but also in relation to very varied forms of action,
allowing for a permanent, chronic sense of material and in-
terpretative exchange between significant sites and activities
in a person’s life. Exchange in this sense does not mean rec-
onciliation, however, as we have to resist the temptation to
overlay such connections with functional coherence.

In thinking about what is going on here, I want initially
to refer to another example of French sociological thinking
and another example of using the notion of the pilgrim as
trope. As Deborah Ross (2011:xiii) also points out in her

18. Donna, like many other visitors to the site, remained happily un-
aware of the distant or recent disputed history of the site, including the
details of its refoundation as a place through which competing Anglo-
and Roman Catholic liturgies and theologies had been expressed (e.g.,
Coleman 2009).

preface to the new edition of Image and Pilgrimage, Danièle
Hervieu-Léger (1999:29–36) describes contemporary patterns
of faith in Europe by deploying contrasting notions of “pil-
grim” and “convert.” For Hervieu-Léger, the pilgrim pursues
an individualized spiritual path whereas the convert follows
more obligatory religious tradition. There are echoes here of
the Turnerian distinction between the liminoid and the lim-
inal and of Clifford and Bauman’s use of the trope of the
pilgrim as emblem of mobility, but what interests me more
is the articulation of these terms with Hervieu-Léger’s (2000)
wider arguments about links between religion and “chains of
memory” whose persistence is challenged as secularization
appears to advance. I do not want to engage in a debate about
the secular. Rather, I want to state that examples such as that
provided by Donna or the Roman Catholic nurses illustrate
how such chains can be articulated through some very un-
predictable sources that should nonetheless not be discounted
as trivial or random. We are being directed to look at places
and moments where ritual and aesthetic registers blend with
each other and oscillate in and out of focus in people’s lives
(Bandak 2012; Coleman 2012) as pilgrims engage with nu-
merous sites of potential inscription in but also away from
the shrine, in parish churches but also in the homes and
memories of families, avowedly religious and nonreligious,
who have visited Walsingham at some time in the past and
may or may not intend to visit again. Such forms of ritual
semiengagement are evocative of what Turner’s former col-
league Richard Schechner (1985; see Coleman 2013a) calls
“restored behavior”—performance that invokes some social
or individual activity and memory from the past (or, we might
add, the imagination) rather than simply mimicking a scripted
role. For a relatively disengaged, agnostic “Christian” such as
Donna, processes of creative restoration may be prompted
particularly powerfully at sites such as Walsingham, where
secular intent and religious aesthetics blend in potentially
powerful ways.19 The latent potential of past religious expe-
rience, however ambiguously understood, retains salience in
the present.

In these ways, pilgrimage sites belong to the same part of
the contemporary British Christian landscape as cathedrals,
where appeals to the senses rather than to theology are often
likely to have the most effect (Davie 2012:486). We might
also say that British sociologist Steve Bruce’s (1996) charac-
terization of “religion in the modern world” as moving “from
cathedrals to cults” focuses our attention in precisely the
wrong direction if we want to understand the majority of
Christian-inflected practice in contexts such as the contem-
porary United Kingdom (Coleman 2013b). Bruce’s thesis re-
flects the tendency of social scientists to focus on sites of
semiotic density in relation to religious practice (Coleman
2013a) but surely misses much that is vital in our under-
standing of religious expression among many visitors to places

19. There are parallels here with Engelke’s (2012) discussion of the
creation of aesthetic bridges between ritual and secular practice.
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like Walsingham. Here are activities that many people engage
in but that ethnographers tend to ignore because they seem
so evanescent.

This question of lack of recognition granted to such activ-
ities by anthropologists raises further theoretical parallels
alongside intriguing methodological problems. The parallels
are with recent broadly sociological debates over the notion
of “lived religion” as a way of understanding the eclectic, often
inconsistent, ways in which much religious experience con-
founds official attempts to formalize religious practice and
separate “sacred” from “profane” (McGuire 2008). As Orsi
(2003) expresses the approach, “A particular practice . . . may
be caught in the tension between conscious and unconscious
motivations and desire, or between now and then, here and
there, hopes and memories. Religion is always religion-in-
action, religion-in-relationships between people” (172). We
see here the methodological challenge of working on “reli-
gious” expressions that may resist the recognition of infor-
mant, let alone ethnographer.20 Not all “lived” religion is
equally inchoate, however, while it will take much of its flavor
from its immediate cultural frames. A Christian shrine is not
a kitchen or a town square. We might see pilgrimage as in-
habiting a shifting space between more institutionalized and
more invisible forms of expression,21 in part because it may
encompass both at different times. I do not mean here to
reinstitute a simple notion of the liminoid: such a category
is too static a means of describing how Walsingham is invoked
by its numerous constituencies. Rather, I note how for people
such as Donna, Walsingham as material shrine and narrativ-
ized memory has clearly taken on different forms in relation
to her changing religious and social identity over the past few
decades. In the present, much of her orientation to what goes
on at the shrine seems less antistructural as adjacent to its
ecclesiastical structures. I see the shrine for her not as place
of communitas or contestation but rather as catalyst for cer-
tain kinds of reflections and making of connections between
her present and past selves, herself and her family, and so
on.22 In this sense, I find useful some aspects of Martin
Stringer’s (1996) notion of “situational belief”23—particularly

20. How can the fieldworker avoid constructing religious categories
out of ways in which particular fields are both constructed and inter-
preted? Day (2011) explores one approach where “belief” is explored in
interviews that nonetheless do not ask questions directly pertaining to
marked religion.

21. An issue usefully raised by Aparecida Vilaça during the workshop
that has formed this special issue of Current Anthropology.

22. My use of “catalyst” here is meant to invoke a relationship to
religion that is rather different from Julia Cassaniti and Tanya Lurhmann’s
discussion (2014) of the supernatural, but it shares with the “social kin-
dling” idea an interest in the specific contexts in which religious expe-
rience comes to the person’s awareness. The theme of recognition/aware-
ness is also evident in Matthew Engelke’s analysis of “lived humanism”
and the difference between humanists who explicitly (attempt to) separate
themselves off from Christian behavior and those who just decide to live
their lives as nonbelievers.

23. Or also “situational unbelief,” as one reviewer of this paper re-
marks.

for its emphasis on the ways in which Christian activity must
be explored through forms (stories, images, actions, as much
as specific statements) that are not only contained in different
media but may also exist in partial isolation from each other,
linked to disparate past events and being at times mutually
contradictory. The “situational” aspect of Stringer’s approach
links religious expression to the context in which it is in-
voked—ritual, conversational, formal or informal, etc.—in a
way that describes Donna’s orientation to Walsingham quite
well not so much for the discussion of belief in itself but for
the depiction of an orientation to Christianity that is ad hoc,
often bricolage-like, and creative in the sense that it may
involve making links (such as those between shrines and or-
chards) that could not easily be predicted by an observer.
Such an approach, ironically perhaps, takes us closer to an
important aspect of the Turnerian approach to ritual (albeit
one often de-emphasized in invocations of communitas): the
sense that no one enactment of ritualized activity is exactly
like any other, so that each ritual has its own teleology (En-
gelke 2004:19).

I am using Donna here as my example, but she is meant
to point us toward the experiences of many other people.
Consider the figures typically given by the Anglican shrine
concerning visitors to Walsingham. Some 10,000 people a year
are said to stay in the shrine’s residences. On the whole, these
might be classified as conventional parish pilgrims, repeat
visitors who value the shrine as a bastion of Anglo-Catholi-
cism. Yet the total number of people who typically gravitate
to and through the shrine annually is estimated to be closer
to 300,000. We still know far too little about the 300,000
except that we can hazard a good guess that they are not likely
to form a significant part of the high-profile processions that
are regularly “purified” by the insults of Protestant funda-
mentalists. If, as Garriott and O’Neill (2008) suggest, we need
to develop more dialogic approaches to the anthropological
study of Christianity, thus shifting concerns “from the prob-
lems posed by Christianity to anthropology, to the problems
posed by Christianity to Christians themselves” (381), we
might also add to the mix such “situational” questions as
when and where is a Christian in order to take into account
the ambiguous spatializing and temporalizing frameworks
that emerge through the accounts of many of my informants
at Walsingham (e.g., Coleman 2009). We might also recon-
sider here the very meaning and etymology of the word “triv-
ial,” for it refers to the everyday as well as to the seemingly
unimportant. It has etymological roots in the Latin word
trivium, formed from tri (three) and via (road). The “trivial”
in that early sense meant the meeting of roads, a place known
if sometimes despised and/or ignored through its very com-
monplaceness. Walsingham thus provides and provokes trivial
ritual. In doing so it suggests liturgical pathways and artic-
ulations that lead far from the shrine itself and that invite
embodied meditations on as much as mediations of the sup-
posedly nonreligious as well as the overtly religious life.
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Articulations; or, Pilgrimage and
Pentecostalism, Part 2

I am presenting pilgrimage and Pentecostalism as religious
practices but also as theoretical tropes with significant roles
to play in the construction of an anthropology of Chris-
tianity.24 As tropes that maintain links with very different
religious practices and semiotic ideologies, pilgrimage and
Pentecostalism might seem to adopt divergent theoretical po-
sitions. They often seem as far apart as the Protestant fun-
damentalist protestors and Catholic pilgrims with which I
began this piece. Pentecostalism is well known for deploying
ritual that has a “hard shell,” enabling it to be powerfully
parasitic in varied contexts. Such influence appears to contrast
dramatically with the softest of ritual shells provided by much
(not all) of what is on offer at Walsingham, at least as it is
translated through the casual ingenuity of people like Donna.

Pentecostalism initially appears to possess all the advantages
in this juxtaposition. Its activities shift readily into discussions
of the causes and not merely the effects of social and cultural
change; its transportable character prompts cross-cultural
comparisons; and many of its informants pitch themselves
explicitly against local culture in ways that are readily nar-
rativized. Nonetheless, there is significant potential for pil-
grimage and Pentecostalism to articulate with each other in
developing a more nuanced anthropology of Christianity. If
the trope of pilgrimage, as described above, suggests that it
is often useful to focus our ethnographic gaze away from the
most obvious centers of religious action, to look for the seem-
ingly incoherent in religious behavior and attitudes, to move
away from core, “hard” ritual practices and toward apparent
ritual and aesthetic peripheries, there is much here that can
reorientate an understanding of apparently hard-edged Pen-
tecostalism as it plays out in the biographies of actual infor-
mants.25

Fenella Cannell (2006:7–8) refers to some of the ways in
which an ascetic stereotype of Christianity remains influential
within the field, expressing the sense that transcendence is
somehow at the heart of the religion. Her worries over this
tendency emerge in part out of the experience of working on
a popular if controversial religious grouping: Mormonism.
Cannell’s point is that we need to allow anthropology to stop

24. Of course, such an anthropology can never cover the whole of
Christianity, nor can it encompass all that there is to be said about either
pilgrimage or Pentecostalism.

25. I think, e.g., of an elderly Pentecostal woman whom I met in
Sweden during my first fieldwork in Uppsala in 1986–1987, whom I
would occasionally see in the neo-Pentecostal church that I was also
studying but who invited me home to lunch to view the Russian Orthodox
icons that filled her apartment. We should also be aware of ways in which
both Pentecostalism and pilgrimage provide powerful opportunities for
the narrative reconstruction of autobiography: Donna’s description of
her past visits to Walsingham may have as powerful an effect on her
present self-understanding as recounting Pentecostal conversion narra-
tives or testimonies has on born-again believers. (I thank a reviewer for
alluding to the latter point.)

ruling out of court apparently heterodox Christianities when
they seemingly fail to offer a radical separation between body
and spirit. Arguably, what Mormons have in common not
only with the neo-Pentecostals that I have studied (e.g.,
Coleman 2000, 2004) but also with many of the pilgrims to
Walsingham is the conviction that certain forms of materiality
and mediation are to be valorized in the making and remaking
of the self as a social as well as religious agent. However
implicitly, Donna shares with her neo-Pentecostalist coun-
terparts a powerful sense of being formed through such in-
teractions, of connecting with what Eitan Wilf (2011) has
recently characterized as a materiality of semiotic forms that
is “fully incorporated into the architecture of the self and is
seen as a condition of possibility for the self’s articulation”
(462). The trope of pilgrimage helps to point our gaze toward
such articulations, and in doing so it surely extends our ap-
preciation of the potential horizons of an anthropology of
Christianity.
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