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A B S T R A C T   

Tourism scholars have yet to consider ancestral tourism as a stepping-stone in genealogical 
identity formation. Amateur genealogists use information available to them about their ancestors 
and the past to form stories of the self in the present. Through a study of the travel narratives of 
Swedish-American ancestral tourists, I link the concept of genealogical identities with theories of 
performance, impression management and narrative identity to explore this phenomenon. The 
findings reveal how ancestral tourists bring into existence their genealogical identities through 
the performative narration of their ancestral travels. Authenticity in these experiences emerges 
through the presentation of a coherent story of the self that gives off desired impressions of 
kinship and ethnicity, subsequently legitimizing a genealogical identity.   

Introduction 

Individuals build their identity through storytelling, creating the narratives through which they give meaning to their lives 
(Holstein & Gubrium, 2000; Ricoeur, 1991, 1988). Increasingly, with postmodernity having challenged notions of stable identities, 
many people give meaning to their selves through their genealogy (Santos & Yan, 2010; Yakel, 2004). Genealogy research often 
becomes a form of serious leisure for its adept, where the set of special skills, knowledge and experience acquired over time turns the 
hobbyist into a near professional (Hershkovitz & Hardof-Jaffe, 2017). This serious leisure often translates into ancestral tourism where 
amateur genealogists seek to reconnect with places and people relevant to their family history, often after having done extensive 
genealogy research beforehand to identify sites of personal relevance (Alexander, Bryce, & Murdy, 2017; Mehtiyeva & Prince, 2020). 

Tourism scholars mostly view ancestral travels in terms of the personal and collective meaning it has for the ancestral tourist, where 
emotional experiences of nostalgia, belonging and rootedness take centre stage (i.e., Bhandari, 2016; Bryce, Murdy, & Alexander, 
2017; Meethan, 2004). However, they do not consider ancestral tourism as a stepping-stone in the narration of a genealogical self. 
Genealogy provides information about one’s genetic makeup and as such reveals information about kin, subsequently laying the 
grounds for constructing communities based in ethnicity (Nash, 2015, 2002; Zerubavel, 2012). We have to keep in mind that people 
always present themselves in relation to an audience and within the boundaries of socio-cultural discourses (Goffman, 1959; Hall, 
1990). As such, scholars perceive genealogy as a form of storytelling rife with omissions and exaggerations, concocted in light of 
various social preferences related to kinship and ethnicity (Basu, 2007; Nash, 2008). 

Understanding how individuals make sense of their genealogy is highly relevant in an era where, increasingly, many individuals 
define their socio-cultural identities through, as Nash (2015, 2002) proposes, the seeming objectivity of blood ties and genealogical 
data. It is important for tourism scholars to understand how forms of tourism like ancestral tourism play a major role in postmodern 
identity formation if they are to contribute to social theory. Seeing the popularity of DNA testing for tracing lineage and connecting 
with distant relatives, as well as the proliferation of homecoming events and reality television shows on genealogy (Kramer, 2011; Ray 
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& McCain, 2009), it is relevant to explore how the pursuit of amateur genealogy influences tourism practices and vice versa. 
I conceptualize ancestral tourism experiences as realms for the presentation of a genealogical self. To analyse the results of my study 

on Swedish-American ancestral tourists, I merge theories of performativity, impression management and narrative identity. I approach 
my interviews with my informants as realms of performance, which broadens conceptions of performativity beyond tourist stages. This 
approach extends my narrative analysis beyond the content of my interviews and subsequently contributes a novel perception of 
authenticity in tourist experiences: one that locates authenticity in the performance of a narration aimed at framing a coherent and 
desirable story of the self. From this perspective, ancestral tourists bring into existence their genealogical identities through the 
performative narration of their ancestral travels. Such narration fuses people, memories, objects, myths and elements of the landscape 
into a story of the self. During their interviews, amateur genealogists narrated and enacted performances of familiarity and Swed-
ishness that gave off desired impressions of kinship and ethnicity, which legitimized their genealogical identity. 

The presentation of the self 

A long tradition of scholars have conceptualized the self as a socio-cultural phenomenon, rather than as having a transcendental 
philosophical status (i.e., Blumer, 1969; Goffman, 1959, 1967; Hall, 1997, 1990; Mead, 1934; Merleau-Ponty, 1962). From a symbolic 
interactionist perspective, individuals respond to the meanings they construct through their interactions with others, thereby forming 
a self that is highly social in character (Blumer, 1969; Hewitt, 1997). For Goffman (1959, 1963, 1967), impression management is at 
the centre of people’s social identity. People do not concentrate so much on giving a certain impression in particular situations, but 
rather on giving off a certain impression. This means that individuals manipulate the events of a situation in order to substitute its 
reality for a desired reality. To Goffman (1959), this includes arranging one’s appearance, choosing one’s words carefully, keeping 
certain opinions in check and setting the right stage for the interaction. To give off a desired impression, individuals commit great 
energy, though they are mostly unaware of the efforts they put into these performances. 

Goffman (1959) presents the idea of the front and back regions. The front region is where others witness the performance as it 
unfolds. In the back region, the performer can take a break from the audience, abandoning the contrived version. This metaphor 
became highly influential in tourism studies through the work of MacCannell (1976) who proposed that tourism is produced through 
the staging of performances that pass off as authentic in front regions. Importantly, people have multiple fronts, which they selectively 
perform in the presence of others. The audience ultimately judges if the performance adheres to the norms of the social context. People 
thus present a front in order to regulate a flow of events, in turn circulating symbols of personal identity and reputation that will 
reinforce a certain sense of reality (Goffman, 1967). These performances become ritual chains as they uphold social conventions 
through their symbolic reproduction. Collins (2004) contends that social interactions creates emotional energy, which encourages 
people to recreate them in order to feel this energy again, thus establishing social conventions. 

Presenting the self to others also relies on narration. Narratives of the self divulge how people make sense of their selves as socio- 
cultural subjects in order to define their identity (Cohler, 1982; Giddens, 1991; McAdams, 2001; Ricoeur, 1991, 1988). Ricoeur (1991, 
1988) calls narrative identity the figure of identity that emerges through the narration of a life story, and which offers new insights into 
the self. Importantly, for Ricoeur (1991, 1988) time is not just a series of events, but something experienced. Narration serves to 
organize the contingencies of existence into a coherent whole, and as such, the events of the past can only acquire meaning through 
their narration. Narration gives expression to the ‘what might have been’ of the past in order to acquire insights about it. This process 
serves to understand and reconstruct a present self and imagine a future one, giving purpose and sense of unity to one’s life (Cohler, 
1982; McAdams, 2001). Through narration, individuals examine their lives in light of historical facts, their imagination and moral 
discourses (Ricoeur, 1991, 1988). The examined life is thus a process where one learns to know oneself through the introspective 
discovery of a narrative identity, not its imposition (Wood, 1991). 

Narratives of the self are always constructed and told in order to be intelligible from a specific cultural standpoint, where norms, 
values, rules and traditions prevail within a given timeframe (Hall, 1997, 1990; McAdams, 2001). McAdams (2001) contends that 
culture provides the framework through which narrative identities emerge as it provides the language, structures and genres of 
narratives to be used in storytelling. Hall (1990) proposes that culture puts constraints and expectations to the way we define ourselves 
and the way others define us. As we become conscious of the narratives around us, we adopt their discursive practices in our own story 
of the self. McAdams (2013) provides a good example of the constraints and expectations that culture puts on narrative identities. He 
showed that Americans mostly rely on redemptive stories of the self since their cultural context expects them to turn negative ex-
periences into positive stories. Identities are as such not just dependent on the recovery of the past, but on howthe past is grounded in 
the present through its re-telling in light of historical, political and socio-cultural discourses (Hall, 1990). 

Ultimately, narration always occurs in an interactional context, where a narrator seeks to make a certain impression (Holstein & 
Gubrium, 2016). Therefore, as Riessman (2016) argues, narrators are likely to situate their identity performances to disclose a 
preferred self, rather than an essential self. It becomes impossible to take the content of life stories at face values; they always 
necessitate interpretation. The presentation of the preferred self is especially salient for those without full social acceptance who 
constantly strive to adjust their social identity (Goffman, 1963). Narration is a “performative struggle over the meanings of experience” 
(Langellier, 2001, p.147). As Peterson and Langellier (2007) contend, narratives are made to bring into existence specific identities and 
realities. As for genealogical identities, the preferred self will unfold in carefully crafted narrations of ethnicity and kinship. 

The self and genealogy 

Institutions such as liberalism, multiculturalism, capitalism and globalization have destabilized the meaning that early modern 
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traditions afforded humans, concurrently making the search for stable and logical identities highly significant for members of Western 
societies (Giddens, 1991) and those displaced by globalization (Hall, 1997). With the fragmentation of metanarratives into a plurality 
of situated narratives, the self becomes difficult to describe coherently (Holstein & Gubrium, 2000). Increasingly, people find the 
meaning of their identity in their genealogy (Santos & Yan, 2010; Yakel, 2004). Genealogy becomes “a means of ‘knowing who you are’ 
through ‘knowing where you came from’” (Nash, 2015, p.27). Here, “knowing who you are” implies the search for a personal identity, 
and “knowing where you are from” the search for a collective identity fixed in space. Nash (2015) argues that interest in genealogy in 
multicultural societies rests on the appeal of assuming an ethnic diversity that would make one special, while anchoring one’s origins 
in a specific ethnicity that would assert belonging. Genealogy thus offers the coherence and diversity that makes the self worth 
narrating. 

Scholars have studied the existential meaning of researching family histories and establishing one’s roots (i.e., Santos & Yan, 2010; 
Yakel, 2004). Existentialism relates to the meaning of being, where one seeks to accomplish the sense of a true authentic self in light of 
changes that threaten this very authenticity (Heidegger, 1962). Yakel (2004) holds that amateur genealogists are involved in an 
ongoing process of seeking meaning that has no clear end-goal, but rather serves to create a larger narrative about one’s identity. 
Santos and Yan (2010) argue that genealogy is part of processes of self-identification and self-discovery where the amateur genealogist 
seeks to locate his- or herself within broader narratives of family and ethnicity. Other scholars recognize that the formation and 
subsequent narration of a genealogical identity involves a great deal of imagination (Nash, 2015, 2002; Zerubavel, 2012). While 
people might believe that their genealogical identity is a scientific fact born in empirical evidence (i.e., DNA, birth certificates, death 
records, family photos), there are a host of stories, memories and socio-cultural discourses shaping its interpretation (Nash, 2002). 
Ethnicity is here grasped through memory, desire and reconstruction, emerging when it is put together in a coherent story of the self 
(Hall, 1997). 

The unavailability of a full genealogical story leads people to rely on myths to assert a consistent story of the genealogical self 
(Barnwell, 2013; Basu, 2007). As Nash (2008, p.17) explains, genealogical identities emerge from fragments of information from the 
past in need of interpretation to find coherence in the present: 

The investigative impulse to recover genealogy’s vital statistics is entangled with the imaginative work of constructing always 
incomplete family histories from evocative names and dates, fragmentary memories, sketchy stories, and nameless figures in old 
family photographs, the affective artefacts of family history. 

Barnwell (2013) holds that genealogy serves to navigate the past to intervene in the present. The interpretation of genetics tying 
one to an ancestry line and ethnicity rests on factors that one can manipulate to “accommodate both personal and collective agendas” 
of inclusion and exclusion (Zerubavel, 2012, p.78). This is salient for individuals with diverse ethnic backgrounds, such as those in 
multicultural societies. Waters (1990, p.20) established that white middle-class assimilated individuals mostly “pick and choose” their 
ethnicity depending on factors such as the relative ranking of ethnic groups in society, and one’s own perception of the desirability of 
belonging to a particular ethnic group. Ultimately, genealogical identities emerge through a process of empirical processing and 
imaginative work focused on establishing different forms of relatedness, within a context that presses individuals to produce coherent 
and morally desirable narratives of themselves. 

Authenticity and performance in tourism 

Tourism is arguably a central component of the lifelong project of giving meaning to the self in postmodernity (McCabe & Stokoe, 
2010). People fill the narration of their tourist experiences with the rich and flamboyant language of storytelling in an attempt to 
present themselves as interesting (McCabe & Foster, 2006). Noy (2004) argues that travel narratives often reveal projects of the self 
and moments of identity formation. The search for authenticity is often central for tourists who seek transformation through their 
travels (Noy, 2004). Scholars often frame the search for authenticity during tourism as an existential search (i.e., Brown, 2013; Kim & 
Jamal, 2007; Rickly-Boyd, 2013; Steiner & Reisinger, 2006; Vidon, Rickly, & Knudsen, 2018). Tourists are here preoccupied with the 
existential quest of finding their true selves during their emersion in a context where they can feel a sense of novelty (Wang, 1999). 

The work of Goffman (1959), critical of existentialism, has transcended to tourism studies, namely through the discipline’s 
adoption of the performance turn. Here, tourism workers are not the only ones staging performances in front of an audience; tourists 
also perform under the gaze of others (Edensor, 2000). The performance turn outlines how tourism emerges through the bodily 
sensations, scripted and expressive performances and embodied actions of various actors involved in the activity (Edensor, 2000). 
Performers such as tourists, guides and local people constantly (re)enact tourist places according to a multitude of norms and rituals, 
dynamically bringing these places into being (Baerenholdt, Haldrup, Larsen, & Urry, 2004). People manage impressions of themselves 
as they play and resist their roles within a context of norms, for example during a packaged tour (i.e., Tucker, 2007). When researchers 
conceptualize social encounters in tourism as embodied practices, authenticity then relates to performativity (Knudsen & Waade, 
2010; Zhu, 2012). Authenticity emerges in between subjectivity and objectivity as tourists sense their physical and social surroundings, 
and through their practices and commitment to its element bring into existence an experience (Knudsen & Waade, 2010). 

Tourism scholars have proposed various intersubjective conceptions of authenticity (Knudsen & Waade, 2010). For instance, 
Rickly-Boyd (2012) speaks of an ‘aura’ to define a type of authenticity in tourist experiences that fuses artefact, practice, experience 
and meaning. Authenticity thus focuses not just on the subjective meaning of the tourist experience, but also on the integration of 
personal memory, cultural substance and physical settings (Belhassen, Caton, & Stewart, 2008). To Rickly-Boyd (2010), tourists relive 
and recreate their travel memories through their narration of their experiences, turning mere spaces into places of meaning. In heritage 
tourism, the conception of authenticity has also shifted away from essentialism to encompass a performative ethos, stressing that 
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tourists actively construct their experience of intangible and tangible heritage through performative interactions with key players at 
heritage sites (Chronis, 2005). Zhu (2012) proposes a notion of ‘becoming’ authentic through embodied practices of heritage tourism. 
However, tourism scholars have yet to perceive travel narration as a performance, taking place during interplay between a listener and 
a storyteller. I advance an intersubjective notion of authenticity in the tourist experience by localizing its emergence in the perfor-
mance of a narrative identity that fuses people, memories, myths and elements of the landscape into a story of the self. 

Case: Ancestral tourism in Sweden 

Ancestral tourism is a form of personal heritage tourism since it implies visits to sites that mostly have emotional relevance at the 
individual level (Ramshaw, 2014; Timothy, 1997). A desire to be involved in instinctive and seemingly real encounters with their 
ancestors attracts these tourists to the ancestral homeland (Leite, 2005). Genealogy research can spur an interest in finally getting to 
see the places, objects and people behind the photos, names and dates of the deskwork of genealogy (Santos & Yan, 2010). Visits to 
ancestral sites generate strong emotions amongst amateur genealogists (Alexander et al., 2017; Timothy, 2008; Wright, 2009). As they 
imagine ‘home’, a longing to see it and be where one’s ancestors were becomes a part of the process of self-identification (Basu, 2007). 
Scholars thus often relate travels to the ancestral homeland to a search for a sense of belonging rooted in nostalgia and myths of the 
nation (Basu, 2007; Bhandari, 2016; Hughes & Allen, 2010; Wright, 2009). 

Personal heritage tourism is mostly a search for familiarity and identification with others (Bryce et al., 2017; Stephenson, 2004). 
Bryce et al. (2017) established that ancestral tourists seek confirmation of ancestral narratives, real and imagined, during their travels. 
Ancestral tourism experiences occur in empirically verifiable places of origins where one can rediscover the self in collective terms. The 
ancestral tourist knows the homeland through an imagination built in memories of others and genealogy research. Marschall (2017) 
contends that later generations of a diaspora can find a deep sense of identity and rootedness during their journeys to the ancestral 
homeland. Ancestral tourism is about finding a place to interpret as ‘home’, and identifying the familiar cultural and personal clues 
that will reinforce affinity with that place (Stephenson, 2004). Bhandari (2016) found that ancestral tourists in Scotland experience a 
stronger feeling of belonging to Scotland after travelling there. Tourists seeking their roots thus find their identity in the instability of 
postmodernity and the fixity of a past home that offers ontological anchorage (Higginbotham, 2012). 

This study focuses on the experience of Americans of Swedish descent who have been ancestral tourists to Sweden. Nearly 3.7 
million Americans identify as being of Swedish descent in the United States (US Census Bureau, 2017). An estimated 2.4 million 
Scandinavians left their countries during the time of mass emigration, especially to America, in search of religious freedom, better 
living conditions, farmland and work opportunities (Jensen, 1931). From the mid-1800s up until the 1930s, approximatively 1.3 
million Swedes emigrated from Sweden to establish themselves in the United States, mostly in the Midwest and in cities like Chicago 
and New York (Jensen, 1931). The Swedish-American diaspora became an organizational entity where a common heritage, identity, 
language and geographical origin led to the development of informal and formal institutions. These institutions still exist nowadays 
with various churches, colleges, and associations upholding Swedish-American heritage around the country. Traditional Swedish 
celebrations like Midsummer are still common in states with large proportions of Swedish-Americans. The Swedish tourist board does 
not actively promote Sweden to its descendants abroad, nor seeks the development of a brand or product for this market. There are 
specialist tours on offer, but most Swedish-Americans travel independently to Sweden after getting help from genealogists and rela-
tives in Sweden (Mehtiyeva & Prince, 2020). 

Methodology 

The study consists of 40 semi-structured qualitative interviews. I recruited the informants with the help of a contact-person at the 
Swenson Swedish Immigration Research Center at Augustana College in Rock Island, Illinois. The Swenson Center preserves archives 
and offers genealogical services for people interested in Swedish-American heritage. In June 2019, the contact-person distributed a 
pamphlet about my research project through her mailing list at the Swenson Center. She also posted the pamphlet on two Facebook 
groups related to Swedish-American genealogy. People who had been ancestral tourists to Sweden, according to the criteria stipulated 
on the pamphlet, were encouraged to contact me to book a video-call interview. After booking 40 interviews, I stopped recruiting 
informants. I conducted the interviews over three months. I recorded all video-calls with the consent of the respondents. The in-
terviews generally lasted just over an hour and were in English. 

As the informants were located in the United States and I in Sweden, I interviewed them via online communication tools. I mostly 
used Skype, but even MSN Messenger in a few cases. With video-calls, the researcher can override geographical boundaries and 
connect with informants at different locations (James & Busher, 2016). This was important for this study, which sought to access 
individuals located across the United States. During a video-call, the researcher can observe the expressions and emotions of the 
respondent, making it alike the face-to-face interview, while reducing travel costs and scheduling challenges for both sides (James & 
Busher, 2016). For conducting an online video-call, access to Internet and a computer is not enough; the informant and researcher need 
to know how to use them. Internet access and affordability can be an issue for some people (James & Busher, 2016). However, since 
amateur genealogy implies much online research and networking, I presumed that the use of online communication tools for this study 
would not hinder the process, nor imply the selection of individuals with different skills than the majority of the group. 

I used Galletta’s (2013) semi-structured interviewing technique and opened with broad prompts that encouraged informants to 
give a rich description of the context of their experience, and then followed up with specific questions to explore particular theme of 
interest for the study in light of the descriptions given. This type of semi-structured interviewing allows the researcher to explore 
specific themes through a pre-determined interview structure, while leaving space for the informants to express themselves freely 
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(Galletta, 2013). I started the interviews with two prompts. First, I asked them to tell me about the genealogy research they did before 
coming to Sweden. Secondly, I asked about their journey to Sweden. I then asked questions to follow up on the themes of the study. 
Here are some of those questions as written in the interview guide: what motivated you to visit Sweden? What places did you visit? 
How did it feel to visit places related to your ancestors’ lives? What were your impressions of Sweden? How has your genealogy 
research progressed since? I transcribed verbatim 12 interviews to work more in depth with some narratives. I gave my informants 
pseudonyms to ensure their anonymity. 

Analysing narratives 

Researchers are increasingly interested in collecting personal stories to explore the meaning of social life (Holstein & Gubrium, 
2000; McAdams, 2001). The study of narratives is about articulating the meaning that individuals give to their lives and understanding 
how mundane experiences transform into meaningful stories (Freeman, 2004; Gabriel, 2000). The analysis of narrative also means 
focusing on the relation between the story and its narrator (Holstein & Gubrium, 2016; Riessman, 2016). As Holstein and Gubrium 
(2000, p.103) explain: “…stories – especially those of the self – are now analysed as much for the ways in which storytellers and the 
conditions of storytelling shape what is conveyed, as for what their contents tell us about the selves in question”. It was thus important 
for me to pay attention to how substance emerged during my interactions with my informants during my analysis. 

Relying on Goffman’s (1959, 1967) symbolic interactionism, I was attentive to my informants’ attempts at giving off certain 
impressions of themselves during their narrations. I thus looked for patterns of action and reactions between my informants and me 
during the coding process. Specifically, I used a three-phase coding process to identify salient themes in my interviews (Saldaña, 2009). 
Firstly, I identified a variety of patterns in my transcripts, which I could code and then merge into categories during a second round of 
coding. Finally, I merged the categories into broader themes that I coded as to outline the significant performances behind the pre-
sentation of the genealogical self during the narration of ancestral travel experiences. 

Findings: Travel narratives of Sweden 

It might seem strange that a study based on the in-depth analysis of life stories generated so many interviews. Many of those whom 
my call for informants reached were enthusiastic to participate in an interview about their ancestral travels. As my contact person 
launched my call for informants, my inbox instantly flooded with enthusiastic replies of Swedish-Americans wanting to chat about 
their travels to Sweden. The replies kept coming in for many weeks. Two informants called me on their phones from the United States 
to book an interview. Email replies often came with personal information about their genealogy, details of their trips to Sweden, the 
relatives they met, and statements about how amazing it had been. Some replied providing documents or web links with the results of 
their genealogy research. Even some who were not interested in an interview wrote to share their story for the purpose of my study, 
writing that they could send me more information. It became impossible to contain the study to a few interviews as these performances 
took over the project. 

I ended up with a folder with 311 emails related to my correspondence with people whom had showed interest in my study. These 
emails include correspondence with those I interviewed, turned down and others who just wanted to share information. This eagerness 
to do an interview arguably had to do with an eagerness to present the genealogical self. Ancestral tourism was a part of that, but this 
was bigger. These narratives were constructions of an exciting self, grounded in the suspense and excitement of uncovering relatedness 
and fragments of the past, at home and in Sweden, and they could only exist with a receptive audience. I identified three performances 
behind the presentation of an authentic genealogical self during the narration of ancestral tourism experiences in Sweden: 1) enacting 
familiarity, 2) genealogy as storytelling, and 3) giving off impressions of Swedishness. 

Enacting familiarity 

One of my informants, Ian, made fun of his “boring story”, even apologizing for it, during our interview . As I understand, he felt like 
I would be disappointed to hear his story during my research because he met few relatives while in Sweden and he did not see any 
meaningful ancestral sites with them. They mostly hung around their home in suburban Malmö. Transcribing his interview, I realized 
that it mattered to him what I thought of his story. From this quote, it appears that he was concerned about the size of his family 
because it was not as big as one would expect: 

[Ian]: We’ve been twice to just visit them, but they come from a very small family, so I haven’t met a lot of relatives...I’ve met 
their little extended family there, but that’s about all I’ve done. I haven’t found like a hundred people...I’ve watched the show 
on TV Allt för Sverige...so, I don’t have one of those big families to meet, but it’s been interesting. 

Most likely, Ian produces his genealogical identity through the examination of his family history and social encounters in Sweden, 
and he knows that the convention is that these experiences should include specific elements to find legitimacy. Narrators like Ian are 
conscious of the narratives circulating around them that establish social realities, and, as Hall (1990) holds, will construct their own 
narratives in dialogue with these others narratives. Nonetheless, as McCabe and Foster (2006) outline, tourists tell travel stories to 
entertain an audience and as such provide extraordinary narratives to positions themselves in social life. Ian thus manages impressions 
of himself when he assures me that he had fun nonetheless with his few relatives, while apologizing for the dull story. 

The instance above reflects well the interactional nature of interviewing and the relevance of relatedness during the presentation of 
the genealogical self. Mehtiyeva and Prince (2020) also found that in the Swedish context reconnecting with relatives was central to 
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the ancestral tourism experience. Finding relatives is not as straightforward as establishing ethnicity through DNA testing. It depends 
on the genealogical information that others make publicly available, often on virtual family trees. However, one can narrate a richer 
genealogical identity when Swedish relatives are involved. For instance, Chris visited Sweden for other cultural purposes, but decided 
to drive by the village where he knew his father’s ancestor had lived. Preparing for this visit, he contacted a local genealogist, only to 
find out they were what he called “cousins”. When Chris came to Sweden, he met his relative and experienced many unexpected things 
that contributed to his narration of ancestral travels. Importantly, without this discovery, there would be no story to tell. Chris hinted 
at this possibility when he responded to my proposition that his short visit was insightful: 

[Chris]: Correct. I went to that village because it was kind of on my way back to Stockholm from Mora, so I could drive through it 
on my way back, and I didn’t have much knowledge of that side of the family. The biggest thing was probably to go there and to 
see it. I didn’t really expect to find much more, but I thought maybe I could find some clues, talk to some people, maybe 
someone in the church. It happened a little sooner than that, so that was nice. 

[Interviewer]: Did you get to talk to people in the church or to people around? 

[Chris]: So, the person that was in the archives that was helping me, I only had one day to spend in Fiskinge, so when I got there 
he had kind of planned the whole day. He had asked someone that he knows that has keys to the church to come open it. I went 
there on a Sunday and it was in the afternoon, I had missed the mass, but this person had come back, opened the church, and told 
me many stories about the church and all the different renovations that it’s had. 

Eventually, Chris mentioned that he and this “cousin” had the same sixth or fifth great-grandfather, which revealed the genea-
logical distance between them. Zerubavel (2012) explains that now that tracing descent has expanded well into the past, the notion of 
who is a cousin has also expanded. For my informants, it did not matter how far genetically they were to the Swedes on their family 
trees; they called them “cousins” or “family”. Arguably, they could use these words comfortably because familiarity and relatedness 
depend on performances rather than scientific definitions. 

The interviews were filled with the narrations of myriads of ritual performances that bring Swedish people into relatives (i.e., 
attending weddings and family gatherings, sharing family information, photos and memorabilia, doing mundane activities together, 
etc.). As Goffman (1959, 1967) posits, identities come through life as individuals (re)enact them with their gestures, movements, 
practices and so on, creating a chain of events that legitimizes a social context. For instance, Mary spent much time describing her 
Swedish relative; an old man she matched on a genealogy website who turned out to be her great-grandfather’s nephew. She gave 
much detail about his background and activities as a royal guard, and much of her narration centred on the places they visited together 
where he would give insider stories from his time in service. She showed me pictures of her trip to Sweden she had on a personal 
webpage. As this quote shows, the purpose of this exercise was to talk to me about her adventures in Stockholm with her relative: 

[Mary]: Initially, I just thought that we would meet up with him for dinner. It ended up that he would come to our hotel every 
morning, and pick us up to go sightseeing. What a great tour guide: “This is the Vasa museum and this is where I was standing 
with Nelson Mandela”. “This is where I was sitting behind the queen at the Nobel Prize dinner”. Here is a bottle he gave me that 
the chief of security for Boris Yeltsin gave him when they visited on one of the visits. 

Mary eagerly shared this information with me throughout the interview. This worried me because I feared we were veering off- 
track. Moreover, as it turned out, they had spent very little time visiting ancestral sites. Eventually, I realized that this Swedish 
relative and the activities they had done together made Mary’s narration of her genealogical journey authentic in her eyes. Their social 
interactions in Sweden generated the kind of emotional energy that Collins (2004) believes is necessary to turn social interactions into 
rituals. Mary and her relative kept in touch after her visit to Sweden, and she treated him as family until he passed away. Mary and her 
relative enacted family rituals together beyond her travels to Sweden. 

My informants relied on narrating family ritual performances rather than speaking of DNA results and genealogical data to 
formulate relatedness. Many mentioned sending cards on special occasions, writing emails for updates, and sharing family photos upon 
return. As the performance turn in tourism studies outlines (Edensor, 2000), ancestral tourism experiences emerge through the 
enactment of roles that legitimize it as a social activity. In this case, the authenticity of the experience comes from the long-term 
commitment to performances that brings into existence identities based in relatedness. Here as well elements of subjectivity and 
objectivity intertwine in the tourist experience (Knudsen & Waade, 2010). Arguably, performing the family, and being able to narrate 
those performances, asserts blood ties to Sweden more deeply than speaking about the objectivity of genes and cultural affinity. 

Genealogy as storytelling 

Researchers studying ancestral tourism usually specify its very emotional character (Alexander et al., 2017; Meethan, 2004; 
Timothy, 2008; Wright, 2009). I had a few informants who got emotional during their interviews. I could hear their voices shaking and 
see them tear up while they recalled certain moments of their ancestral travels in Sweden. Initially, I had hoped to get from my in-
formants a rich description of the existential feeling of being where their ancestors had once been. However, it was hard for my in-
formants to describe this state of being and nearly impossible for me to give the right prompts. What was easier for them to articulate 
were stories of their family’s past, concocted with help from the bits and pieces of information that they could collect through their 
immersion in Sweden. The imaginative work behind genealogical identify formation was apparent in the interviews (Nash, 2008). 

One difficult element of the ancestral narrative to formulate is why one’s ancestors left Sweden. Obviously, there are historical 
reasons behind Swedish mass emigration. These reasons circulate in the diaspora, as Bryce et al. (2017) suggest, not only in historical 
texts, but also through popular media. In this case, the series of novels by Vilhem Moberg, Utvandrarna (‘The Emigrants’), and their film 
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adaptation, is an example of a popular story diffusing an imagination of adversity and misery in Sweden during the mass emigration 
era. It seemed like the Swedish rural landscape offered food for thoughts on this matter. I was surprised at the number of informants 
who expressed amazement of how many rocks there were in rural Sweden, and then connected this property of the landscape to a push 
factor for emigration. In other words, Swedes left their country because all the rocks made it impossible to cultivate the land. 

This excerpt from Gabby’s transcript demonstrates how the observation that there are too many rocks in the landscape is an 
imaginative construction that borrows from historical discourses, but also personal ones in narratives of ancestral tourism. Gabby and 
her two siblings expressed an interest in “getting a feel for the land” while in Sweden, which she connected to this observation: 

[Gabby]: My brother’s observation was “well, I know now why they left”. The soil was so rocky in parts. I think one farm place 
was… we are from Iowa and it’s flat and good farming land so… one place, we could say: “yes, they could make a living growing 
crops here”, but… so that was interesting seeing all the rocks. 

Not knowing the cause of migration of one’s ancestors leaves one vulnerable to vivid cultural narratives that seemingly explain the 
ancestors’ faith (Basu, 2007; Nash, 2008, 2002). Here, the amateur genealogist gazes at the Swedish landscape in search for clues that 
fit broader historical discourses, such as those of famine and migration, as well as personal cues, such as comparing with previous 
experiences in the United States. The past is constructed through its narration, as figments of the imagination and historical events are 
blended together to form a coherent story acceptable in the present (Ricoeur, 1991, 1988). Arguably, ancestral tourism contributes to 
genealogical identity formation because it provides with a lot of substance to perform further the narration through which it comes into 
meaning. 

From this perspective, authenticity in ancestral travels relies on having stories of being there that bring distant places, objects, 
memories and people who have long passed away into existence in the present. On this matter, many informants mentioned that they 
wished to reverse the trend of negating one’s ethnicity as an immigrant in America. Ancestors pass away and bury with them their 
memories. Ancestral tourists piece this missing information together by gazing laboriously and visualizing dramaturgical scenes of 
everyday life in Sweden. For instance, Alice expressed a relationship between imagining the past and performing it in the present when 
she described her encounter with tiered gardens on an ancestral property in Sweden. Her grandmother had described these gardens 
while she lived, sparking Alice’s imagination early on. Here, Alice relates her encounter with these gardens: 

[Alice]: The tiered gardens were there. I have pictures of me standing in it. They were… you know, overgrown and… well, not 
all of it… It wasn’t the majesty that my grandmother had presented, but they were there! It was something I could see and touch 
and experience, be able to go into her house. 

Although the place does not correspond to her imagination from her childhood memories, Alice experienced the tiered gardens as a 
familiar place through performances that enlivened the place in the present, like by photographing to include herself in stories of the 
past, touching significant elements and entering a house to actually be in place. Such performances bring places and memories into 
existence as meaningful ancestral sites (Basu, 2007; Leite, 2005). Authenticity thus stems from the integration of personal memory, 
cultural meanings and physical settings during the ancestral tourist experience (see also Belhassen et al., 2008; Rickly-Boyd, 2012). 

I would argue that the ancestral tourism experience takes its coherent form so vital to genealogical identity formation during the 
narration of performances. During narration, the subjective and objective pieces of the past and one’s experience of it assemble in the 
present, giving a place meaning (Rickly-Boyd, 2010). Following Ricoeur (1991, 1988), I see the past as existing through its narration. 
Ultimately, Alice, can only insert the memory of her grandmother in these gardens by reflecting on her memory of her ancestor’s 
personality and background, and the possibility of her presence in that physical space. Alice subsequently brings into meaning this 
examination by expressing it, in this case verbally during the interview, in a way relevant to her own identity. 

Giving off impressions of Swedishness 

Goffman’s (1959) impression management was apparent in the work my informants put into presenting what I would call a 
Swedish self. No one of my informants were fully genetically Swedish. This means that their surnames and physical appearance did not 
obviously connect them to ‘Swedishness’. Instead, the informants mostly relied on performances during their interviews to counter this 
shortcoming and present themselves to me as Swedish. This type of presentation took place even though I did not have interview 
questions related to their perception of their identity. One informant offered a remarkable presentation of the Swedish self by doing the 
interview in Swedish. Bradley was the only informant who had a working grasp of Swedish. As he realized I spoke Swedish, he decided 
to do the interview in Swedish. He never called this a chance to practice Swedish. As I understand, it was a chance to perform 
‘Swedishness’. 

Informants showed objects that connected them to Sweden, like flags, paintings and a pair of mittens. I had never asked to see these 
objects. Judy showed me that she was wearing a t-shirt with mormor (‘maternal grandmother’) written on it, adding that both her 
daughters were expecting babies and that she wanted to be called mormor. This quote from Judy highlights the importance of objects in 
giving off desired impressions of the self. Here, she demonstrates her love of Sweden and her family by speaking of her car’s licence 
plate: 

[Judy]: Even on my car, my license plate is mormor 2, because I have two grandsons. And, I am going to have two grand-
daughters this fall. Both of my daughters are pregnant, so I am going to have to change it to mormor 4 [laughter]. In fact, we met 
a relative named Tuva when we were over there, and my daughter has liked that name for 16 years and her daughter will be 
Tuva. 

As relatedness, ‘Swedishness’ is preserved through family rituals in the United States that consolidate a Swedish identity into a 
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reality. In this case, the rituals are calling a grandmother mormor, updating a licence plate and giving children Swedish names. 
Furthermore, objects become important to the presentation of the self as they generate narrations of stories of the self. As Judy’s quote 
demonstrates, bringing up this object set the stage for a narration of family relations established during and kept after travels to 
Sweden. Such props are thus significant elements for the presentation of the self as they reinforce the circulation of rituals and nar-
ratives, effectively enabling one to uphold a desired front for an audience (Goffman, 1959, 1967). 

Another common way to present the self as Swedish was to express feelings of belonging to Sweden. Many scholars have established 
that ancestral tourists experience strong feelings of nationalism and belonging when in the land of their ancestors, often in light of 
seeking existential authenticity and ontological anchorage (Basu, 2007; Higginbotham, 2012). However, from a symbolic inter-
actionist perspective, such expressions of belonging and nationalism are arguably part of a narrative performance enacted in order to 
convince an audience, and even a self, of the authenticity of a claim to identification with a certain heritage. Under this light, notions of 
belonging and nationalism become part of what Hall (1997, 1990) calls a socio-cultural framework that puts constraints and expec-
tations on how an ethnicity can be imagined and thus how it can be narrated. In this case, how the experience of feeling Swedish as an 
American amateur genealogist can be narrated after having travelled to Sweden. 

In this quote, Alice narrates her experience of feeling at home in Sweden. She did this after I had heard her mention it earlier and 
asked her for more details about this experience. What is interesting here is that Alice has very vague memories of Sweden since her 
travels occurred long ago and for a short time, but she narrates a strong connection nonetheless: 

[Alice]: It felt like home in a way that I can’t explain. It still feels like home 30 years later. Honestly, I probably spent a total of 15 
days of my life there, but it made that much of a connection on everything. It was like living in a country of my grandmother, 
because they were so much like her in the way that she just was, her way of being in the world. 

Alice’s narration of her connection to Sweden by feeling the presence of her grandmother there could be taken as an existentialist 
truth. However, in light of the great popularity of amateur genealogy and the desire to find roots amongst members of Western society 
in postmodernity, it is also possible that Alice narrates her experience of Sweden in dialogue with the narratives already circulating 
through these social phenomena. 

Moreover, narratives of belonging to current Swedish society necessitate a good deal of reworking for amateur genealogists who 
came to know Sweden historically as a land to leave. Sweden is now a modernistic secular welfare state, home to various ethnicities. It 
is not the Sweden of these Americans’ ancestors: culturally homogenous, riddled in hardships, religiously strict, and based on rural 
lifestyles, which pushed many to migrate (Hjorthén, 2017). My informants went at length to describe family stories of death, poverty 
and humiliation in their ancestors’ lives as emigrants, while also saying that they felt at home in Sweden during their ancestral travels. 
Alice presents a good example of this type of reconciliation as she continued talking about her grandmother and Sweden: 

[Alice]: My grandmother had a rather hard life. She married once and had it annulled. First of all, the emigration, it wasn’t that 
difficult coming over in a sailing boat, but it wasn’t a piece of cake either. They were on a steamer. She lost her sister essentially 
when she was 9 years old and emigrated. Then, she got to America and she was put in the first grade, although she was in the 
third grade. 

In the earlier quote, Alice connects her memories of her grandmother to a positive experience of Sweden, where she can imagine her 
in the people around her in the present. However, as she goes on, the memories of the Swedish ancestor turn grim. 

Recounting the experience of being in Sweden cannot be separated from the stories used to make up the genealogical identity prior 
to travels. Narrating the life of ancestors is part of an ongoing process of getting to know oneself (Ricoeur, 1991, 1988). On the one 
hand, genealogical identity formation encourages positioning the self as belonging to current Sweden through enactments of famil-
iarity and stories of being at home that legitimize Swedish origins in the present. The ancestral tourist experience contributes to 
genealogical identity formation because it provides a context for performances and narration that enable to present the self as 
belonging to a desired ethnicity. On the other hand, genealogical identity formation intertwines with the narration of history, which 
relates to the narration of the authenticity imagined in the diaspora through popular culture as defined by Bryce et al. (2017). Ancestral 
tourists continuously re-examine the life of their ancestors when they narrate their genealogy, and the experience of being in Sweden 
gives them insight to carry on performing this exercise. 

Conclusion 

This study brings a novel perception to ancestral travels; namely, one that links what Nash (2002) calls genealogical identities with 
theories of performance, impression management and narrative identity. Many studies in ancestral tourism have placed rootedness, 
nostalgia and nationalism at the core of this travel experience (i.e., Basu, 2007; Bhandari, 2016; Hughes & Allen, 2010; Meethan, 
2004). By focusing on genealogical identities in my study of Swedish-Americans ancestral tourists, I add a notion of kinship to the 
conceptualization of ancestral tourism experiences. Moreover, I present this form of tourism as a stepping-stone in the formation of an 
identity based in genetics, kinship and ethnicity. Since ancestral tourism is part of a lifelong project of forming a stable and coherent 
identity, its proponents will constantly re-examine the meaning of this experience as they speak of it and of other elements of their 
genealogy in front of various audiences, including the researcher, other amateur genealogists, their families and whoever else shows 
interests. The authenticity of the travel experience of the amateur genealogist is thus highly dependent on narration to exist in an 
intelligible form along the memories, myths, cultural discourses and genealogical information amassed and absorbed over a lifetime. 

The findings reveal how ancestral tourists bring into existence their genealogical identities through the performative narration of 
their ancestral travels. The amateur genealogists I interviewed managed impressions of their genealogical self by presenting and 
narrating performances of the family and Swedishness that gave off desired impressions of kinship and ethnicity. Through this process, 
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they legitimized their genealogical identity. My symbolic interactional approach extended my narrative analysis beyond the content of 
my interviews and stressed the importance of the condition of narration to understand how social life unfolds (Holstein & Gubrium, 
2000; Riessman, 2016). I thus conceptualized travel narratives as a form of presentation of the self, rather than as content to uncover 
existential discourses. Tourism scholars often analyse travel narratives to explore transformative projects of the self (Noy, 2004). 
However, they have yet to perceive travel narratives as symbolic performances, taking place during the interplay between researcher 
and informant. 

The conception of performativity in tourism studies can be expanded beyond what takes place on tourist stages during the tourist 
experience. Upon return from ancestral travels, the narration of intersubjective experiences fuses family members, memories, objects, 
national and historical myths and elements of the landscape into a meaningful story of the self. People tell such stories in light of the 
frames of reference available to them and the values shared by the parties involved (Hall, 1997, 1990; McAdams, 2001), which should 
undermine any overly existential analysis of travel narratives. Narration is the process through which individuals get to know 
themselves by reflecting over the past and its meaning in the present (Ricoeur, 1991, 1988). In this light, I contribute a novel 
perception of authenticity to tourism studies: one that locates authenticity in the performance of a narration aimed at framing a 
coherent and desirable story of the self. 

Genealogical identities find their meaning within a postmodern context that presses individuals to make sense of their lives (Santos 
& Yan, 2010; Yakel, 2004). These identities emerge through a narration of the self within a socio-cultural context that values genetic 
discoveries and blood connections (Nash, 2015, 2002). The popularity of DNA testing and genealogy websites that enable people to 
make virtual family trees and reconnect with distant relatives, as well as the digitalization of genealogy records attest to the popularity 
of amateur genealogy. So does the proliferation of homecoming events and reality television shows on genealogy (Kramer, 2011; Ray & 
McCain, 2009). Tourism scholars should research further the role of genealogical identities and the quest to enact them in tourism 
mobilities, practices and discourses in light of these new socio-cultural phenomena. Lastly, more studies in tourism should look into the 
interactional nature of travel narrations linked to identity formation. This would help locate tourists within the socially sanctioned 
activity of tourism with all the conventions and impressions it presses upon individuals as they speak of themselves. 
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