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Jaime Jacobsen 
Hi everyone. My name is Jaime Jacobsen, and I direct the Center for Science Communication at Colorado State University. We offer storytelling workshops to faculty across campus and to community members, and we are producing a new series which highlights the work of our faculty in the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our community, which is produced by our center for Science Communication in collaboration with the Dean's Office at the College of Liberal Arts.

Katie Mitchell 
I'm Katie Mitchell, one of the co-producers for the series, and I'm one of the host voices that you will be hearing throughout the show.

Connor McHugh 
My name is Connor McHugh. I'm another one of the co-producers for the series and a secondary host along the way.

Mario Jimenez Chacon 
My name is Mario Jimenez Chacon, and I'm an assistant professor in the Languages, Literatures and Cultures department here at CSU.

McHugh 
We're excited to talk with you today. Would you mind telling us what it is that your work is?

Jimenez Chacon 
I was trained as a Latin Americanist with a focus on contemporary Mexican and Latino literature and culture. And specifically, I am currently working on the literature and culture of the US-Mexico borderlands. I consider myself an interdisciplinary scholar. I try to bridge literary theory, cultural studies, performance studies, environmental humanities, and so forth. So, I'm currently working on a book that examines different representations of what I call the morphology of pilgrimage in the context of the US-Mexico borderlands. 

McHugh 
Perfect. That sounds super interesting. How did you get into that field of study? What inspired you to get there?

Jimenez Chacon 
Oh, well, this is always a tough question to answer, right? Why are you doing what you're doing? So, I think the answer to this question, I'm going to talk to you a little bit about a specific moment. So, I grew up in a Catholic family, in a Catholic community, and I was about five or six years old when, you know, we were at home with my family, about to have dinner. My dad told us, “Get ready because next month, in the summer, we're going to go and visit the Virgin of Talpa. We're going to do a pilgrimage and go and see the Virgin of Talpa.” At that moment, of course, I didn't know what it was. I was so excited about the experience. I thought it was going to be just like a fun travel, an entertaining experience. So I was super excited. And a month later, I am there in the middle of a dusty road among other pilgrims. And I don't know if you've ever had an experience or if you know about how pilgrimages are in the Catholic tradition, but they're very intense, super intense experiences. So, you travel along with other pilgrims. There are people without shoes, they're people carrying these big crosses. There are people praying out loud, people crying, their kids. It was in the summer. So, the summers in the state of Jalisco are super-hot. And I remember the smell of pine trees was so powerful. And I was very tired and very thirsty. So, we were there, walking on this pilgrimage, which was supposed to take about more than 20 days, right? We didn't make it five days into the journey. My dad says, “We're done.” We have to take the bus, right, because we can't continue walking. You know, it's super difficult. 
And so that experience stayed with me, you know, as a child. And some years later, 15 years later, I was in college and in one of my first classes, I took a survey of world literature. You know, it's one of those classes that you enroll as an undergraduate because it fits your schedule and it seems not so hard and fun, right? So, I didn't think a lot about it. I still remember I loved that class so much. I still remember the name of the professor, Dr. Blaine, and the first book we read, the first text was The Epic of Gilgamesh. The Epic of Gilgamesh is the oldest literary document in the world. It's an ancient Mesopotamian story that narrates the life of the king of Uruk, Gilgamesh. 
So, this king is not a good person with his people. You know, it's a complex story. But he has this friend Enkidu, and they have a lot of adventures. And one day Enkidu gets ill and dies, right? And Gilgamesh sees in the death of his best friend, you know, he suffers a lot. He feels a lot of emotional pain. He sees in the death of Enki, his best friend, not only the death of his friend, but also a mirror of his own death, right? So, he sees his own mortality in that body. So, what he does is he decides to undertake a journey to the underworld to talk to the gods, because he wants to find the secret of immortality. Of course, he fails miserably. The gods tell him, “You know you are a human being and the destiny of human beings is mortality, right? There's no way for you to escape that.” 
So, when I read that text, it was so powerful. You know, it was tragic. Fun, entertaining, beautiful. It was a great story. But, you know, I felt that there was something very familiar in that story. I just didn't know what at the moment exactly why I found that story very close to my heart. And of course, later I realized that it was that experience as a child embarking on a pilgrimage with my parents. Of course, one is a real one, is a personal experience. The other is fiction. But both stories are guided, are galvanized by a pilgrimage, right? 
So later on, I continued reading and I discovered that a lot of the most important canonical works of world literature have these, you know, morphology of pilgrimage at its heart. I'm thinking about Dante's Divine Comedy or Homer's The Odyssey, and in many countries, the trope of pilgrimage appears and reappears. You know, in Peru, the Incas had it. In India, there's countless pilgrimage sites. So, I became really interested in this idea of what Joseph Campbell called the hero's journey.
When I get to graduate school, I was looking at the news and the topic of migration was super important, as always. That's when I decided, I'm going to link the story of pilgrimage, the story I read, you know, in the Epic of Gilgamesh with the phenomenon of migration, right. That was a very risky move because I was comparing a piece of literature, a literary work, and an aesthetic dimension, with a very human, a very brutally physical phenomenon, which is migration. I took the risk, and I've been studying that topic ever since. So that's kind of how I came to comparing and contrasting this phenomenon.

McHugh 
Wow. Thank you for that. That is incredible work. How are you defining like pilgrimage versus migration differently?

Jimenez Chacon 
Yeah. Great question. So, what I call the morphology of pilgrimage, it's very simple. It's the journey that someone takes from a secular place to a sacred place, with the hope of receiving some sort of supernatural benefit, or what, in the Catholic tradition, we call a miracle. If you pay attention to this religious algorithm, you know, that's very foundational in many religions across the world. It's present in and of course, in the Catholic experience, the Judeo-Christian world. You know, in Santiago de Compostela, we have a study abroad program here in the in the Languages, Literature and Cultures department that, you know, professors take students to Santiago de Compostela in northern Spain, which is perhaps the most popular and most famous pilgrimage site in the Catholic imaginary. 
But it's in many traditions, you know, and I am thinking about in Mexico, in the indigenous communities, the Aztecs, they had the same morphology of pilgrimage. So, my argument and this is what I link pilgrimage with migration, I view the figure of the pilgrim as similar or conceptually identical to the figure of the migrant. In what sense? If, for example, you read testimonies, or if you talk to someone who is a migrant, or who has experienced some sort of migration or displacement, sometimes the language they use to narrate their experience has a religious mystic undertone. They talk about, you know, how they want to get to this place because they want to, you know, be born again, or they want to change their lives. And they see this destination country as kind of like a secular sanctuary, right? So that's the heart of my argument. You know, both pilgrimage and migration involve tremendous amounts of physicality, right? It's just walking, it's just using your body to get to a certain place with the hope that you're going to receive a supernatural benefit in the case of pilgrimage. But a social, political or economic benefit in the case of migrants, right? 
You know, for example, I was just telling you about the Aztecs. If you see the Mexican flag, at the center of the Mexican flag there's an image of an eagle on a cactus devouring a snake. Well, that image comes directly from a document that narrates their migration from somewhere in what they call Aztlan. Anthropologists don't know where exactly it was, but we guess it was in northern Mexico, somewhere in northern Mexico, or in the southwest part of the United States. So that document narrates the migration from that place to central Mexico to what is now Mexico City, right? 

Jacobsen 
I am curious, on a more broader scale, just thinking about your work and the times that we're in today and what you hope we can learn from, you know, studying pilgrimage and migration or take away as a society?

Jimenez Chacon 
Yes, that's a great, great, and difficult and beautiful and complex question. I'm going to try to answer it to the best of my abilities. In my work, I'm working with these Mexican and Latino literary texts and films, but I'm also comparing those texts with works of literature from different parts of the world, right? I just spoke about Dante's Divine Comedy or Homer's The Odyssey. The experience of displacement, movement, the experience of migration has a long history, right? And even though these books, they're vastly different, culturally speaking. They're different in their political connotations. And they also share, you know, a human commonality, which is the idea that movement in space with your body can actually transform your life on a deeper level. I hope that this relationship I'm trying to create between pilgrimage, between aesthetic works like literature and migration can help us understand that yes, we human beings are vastly different linguistically, politically, historically, we have different ideologies, different perspectives, but at the same time, we are all part of a larger human community. And there's also vast similarities that can make us find common ground.

Jacobsen 
I'm just sort of, you said a lot of things, but one thing that stuck with me was this idea that migration isn't a new phenomenon. It's something that's been going on since the beginning of time and kind of this. Yeah, like you said, this movement through space in search for something better, you know, that fulfillment, that life that you're looking for. And it's something that's really rooted, I think, in all of us. And we don't always think about migration in that way. I think it's “otherized” if that's even a word. You know, we tend to, you know, think that that's something that might be apart from common experience, when actually it's something that draws human beings together.

Jimenez Chacon 
 I agree, one hundred percent. And if you, if we actually wanted to stretch the argument, you know, even the animal kingdom, right? They have these pilgrimage experiences. Some scientists don't like to use the word pilgrimage when it comes to the animal kingdom. But I'm going to take that risk, just as an example, in Baja California, there's the great whale migration, right, where whales come from the Arctic Sea looking for warmer climate. Humans migrate and animals migrate as well, right? That's something that unites us as living things.



McHugh 
Kind of what Jaime was just saying with the Otherization, which is maybe also not a word, but a lot of at least recent conversation about things like pilgrimage and migration has been someone else is telling the story or the narrative about the pilgrims or the migrants. And a lot of the works that you're talking about now, it's not necessarily directly biographical, but it seems a little bit more written about the self. Do you think that kind of more biographical, written about-the-self story, is important to the narrative generally about pilgrimage and migration?

Jimenez Chacon 
You're absolutely one hundred percent right. Especially with the migration aspect of my research, I am a firm believer in testimonial, right? And testimony. And in the Latin American tradition, the narrative form of testimonial has been super important, you know, politically in terms of human rights. I agree one hundred percent. There's not just a beauty, but there's power when someone who has had these traumatic experiences is able to tell their stories. So yes, I do believe that those, that type of narrative from the “I” perspective is super, super important. And in my work, you know, I try to generate this productive collision between these super aesthetic, abstract, sophisticated works of world literature and kind of collided with more colloquial personal autobiographical testimonies of migrants, right? It's this idea that in literary theory, we've been accustomed to thinking that you can only find an aesthetic experience, you can only find beauty in high culture, in literature, right? But I'm trying to do something that's inverse, right? Which is I also want to find beauty and artistic expression and aesthetic dimension in the human experience, in this case, in the experience of migrants, right? So, I believe that when they tell their story, they are doing literature. It's not just a description, an objective description of their experience, but it's in a sense, an aesthetic experience as well as a brutally physical one.

McHugh 
And you mentioned earlier about the book that you're working on, is that kind of the focus of that book generally, like more specifically about current applications of your work?

Jimenez Chacon 
Yes, yes. So that book, it's this methodology where I compare different works of literature, different films about the US-Mexico borderlands, and I also have one chapter where I'm going to examine a couple of testimonials by Central American migrants as they traverse through Mexico. Again, this is a risky move because there's sometimes there's resistance in comparing these two spheres, these two dimensions. The aesthetic one, the more literary one with these testimonials that, I don't know if you have had the opportunity to read one of these testimonials. You know,  they make grammar mistakes, what they call mistakes, right? So, they're very visceral narrations. So yes, that's kind of the focus of the book I'm writing, right? It's always this link, this collision between literary and filmic representations of pilgrimage in contemporary Mexico and contemporary Mexican and Latino literature and testimonials, testimonies of migration in the Americas.



McHugh 
Based on your work that you're doing, the inspiration that you have behind it that you were sharing. What is something that you wish more people thought about or knew or kind of brought into almost everyday life?

Jimenez Chacon 
Ah, that's a great question. So maybe this is related to the research I'm working on right now, but it's also a personal belief. I work in a Languages, Literatures and Cultures department. So, number one, I invite people and I hope people learn more languages. I believe passionately that a multilingual society would be a more democratic society. A multilingual society would lead to more freedom, right. I link directly the experience of learning others’ languages, which is a way of learning about others’ lives, with democracy, right? I think learning a second language or a third language would strengthen our democracy.

McHugh 
Great. Thank you for that.

Jimenez Chacon 
Thank you for the invitation. It's been a pleasure to be here and sharing a little bit of my work, and I'm super excited and happy to have had this opportunity.

McHugh / Jacobsen
All right. Thank you for joining us for being here.

Jimenez Chacon 
Thank you.

Jacobsen 
We're really proud of the work that's coming out of the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our lives, and we're excited to share it with you. Thank you so much for listening.
