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Affect and performance in ancestral tourism: stories of everyday
life, personal heritage, and the family
Solène Prince

School of Business and Economics, Linnaeus University, Kalmar, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Heritage tourism scholars have used notions of performativity and affect
to study the ways tourists actively construct and assign meaning to their
experience of heritage. However, these concepts remain under-explored
in the context of personal heritage tourism. Personal heritage tourism
reflects an interest to experience a heritage of personal affective
relevance, acknowledging that perceptions of heritage are fluid and
subjective. I contribute insight into the conceptualization of personal
heritage tourism by exploring the performances and affective
entanglements that make genealogy meaningful in the present during
travels to an ancestral homeland. Through a qualitative study of
Swedish-American ancestral tourists, I propose that processes of
meaning making in ancestral tourism include enacting the family,
partaking in everyday life, and connecting with mundane physical
elements of the past. These performances unfold at sites historical and
current in the ancestral homeland. Personal heritage tourism thus finds
meaning though affective entanglements with the past, but also
through social interactions and mundane activities based in a familiar
present. These affective entanglements occur at different locations, not
all directly connected to the personal past.
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Introduction

The emergence of popular forms of tourism based on the discovery and experience of a personal
heritage while on holiday attests to the popularity of mundane heritage in society. Mundane heri-
tage relates to elements of past everyday life and becomes part of a tourist experience, for instance,
when people travel to discover the places where their ancestors once lived (i.e. Alexander et al.,
2017; Basu, 2007; Meethan, 2004) or go reminisce at sites of personal memory or family significance
(i.e. Godis & Nilsson, 2018; Kidron, 2013, 2009; Marschall, 2015a, 2014). These activities reflect
Ramshaw’s (2014) comment that not every tourist experience will be on a demarcated heritage tour-
ism path since perceptions of heritage are subjective and fluid, making any location a potential heri-
tage site and any object a potential historical artefact (see also Poria et al., 2003). For Atkinson
(2008), this shift of interest towards local heritage and personal stories rather than great historical
moments relates to the democratization of the production of memory.

Importantly, heritage scholars have challenged the fixity and legitimacy of totalizing heritage dis-
courses, emphasizing rather that heritage is performative, affective, contingent, and embodied in
character (Crouch, 2010; Harvey &Wilkinson, 2018; Waterton, 2014). Heritage becomes something
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that people interpret through their own active engagement with the materiality of the past and their
interpretation of it in relation to their current everyday lives (Smith, 2006; Wetherell et al., 2018). In
other words, heritage finds its meaning through its resonance in the present (Bulger, 2011). It has
affect as it provokes emotions and capabilities in individuals (Waterton, 2014). Concurrently, heri-
tage tourism scholars recognize the performative and affective ethos of heritage experiences, where
meaning derives from social and material interactions (i.e. Carter, 2019; Chronis, 2005; Haldrup &
Bærenholdt, 2015; Zhu, 2012). However, the complex performances that make a personal heritage
resonate in the present remain under-explored in heritage tourism scholarship.

The heritage at stake in tourism research is often part of a wider cultural context and comes to
life through the interpretation of a guide or museum worker. In an era where much attention goes
towards the celebration of local heritage, it is important that heritage tourism scholars engage with
approaches that consider processes of meaning making that occur outside of sanctioned heritage
sites where mundane elements of the past generate affect. Scholars such as Kidron (2013, 2009)
and Marschall (2015a, 2014) have identified elements of familiarity, family intimacy, and everyday
life in their conceptualization of personal heritage tourism, namely in dark-, homesick-, and per-
sonal memory tourism. There is nonetheless room for more of this type of research in heritage tour-
ism. I contribute to the conceptualization of personal heritage tourism by exploring the
performances and affective entanglements that make one’s genealogy resonate into a personal pre-
sent during travels to an ancestral homeland.

Ancestral tourism implies ‘any visit which might be partly or wholly motivated by a need to con-
nect or reconnect with an individual’s ancestral past’ (Alexander et al., 2017, p. 546). Importantly,
the genealogy research that these tourists conduct prior to their travels significantly shapes their
experience as they seek to reconnect with elements of their past (Mehtiyeva & Prince, 2020; Prince,
2021). Tourism scholars have mostly focused on themes related to nostalgia and nationalism in
their analysis of ancestral travels (i.e. Bhandari, 2016; Meethan, 2004; Timothy, 2008; Wright,
2009). I base my results in a qualitative study of Swedish-Americans who have visited Sweden to
discover elements of their ancestral past after having done extensive genealogy research. I propose
that processes of resonance in ancestral tourism include enacting the family with distant relatives,
partaking in Swedish everydayness, and connecting to a mundane material heritage. All this unfolds
at sites both of historical meaning and of current modern life in the ancestral homeland. Personal
heritage tourism thus finds meaning though affective entanglements with the past and through per-
formative social interactions and mundane activities based in a familiar present. These affective
entanglements occur at different locations, not all directly connected to the personal past.

Performance and affect in heritage tourism

The social sciences have undergone a performative turn in the last decades, stirring away from
static notions of people, and place and rather approaching them as emerging from embodied
social and material interactions (Crouch, 2003; Thrift, 2004). The adoption of the performance
turn in tourism studies has led scholars to observe how tourist spaces emerge through the scripted
and expressive performances of various actors involved in the activity (Baerenholdt et al., 2004).
Under this lens, situations thus arise from symbolic interactions, rather than due to some pre-
defined essence as structural theories posit (Goffman, 1959). Performers such as tourists, friends,
relatives, guides, workers, and community-members constantly dramatically (re)enact tourist
places according to a multitude of norms and rituals, dynamically bringing tourist places into
existence (Edensor, 2007, 2000; Larsen, 2008). Tourist places are dynamic and negotiated, always
in the making as people figure out and re-enact their social roles. Tourists are thus practically
engaged in meaning- and place making through their embodied activities (Obrador-Pons,
2007, 2003). An authentic meaning emerges as tourists sense their physical and social surround-
ings, and through their practices and commitment to its element bring into existence an experi-
ence (Knudsen & Waade, 2010).
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Concurrently, heritage scholars are exploring the performative, embodied, emergent, and affec-
tive character of heritage (i.e. Bagnall, 2003; Bulger, 2011; Crouch, 2010; Haldrup & Bærenholdt,
2015; Harvey & Wilkinson, 2018; Smith, 2006; Waterton, 2014; Wetherell et al., 2018). Along
these lines, Smith (2006) argues that heritage implies an act of communication and meaning mak-
ing. Heritage is here a process that fosters understanding of the past through engagements in the
present, and hence can only exist when people experience it through their practices, rather than
by observing its representation (Crouch, 2010; Harvey & Wilkinson, 2018). Heritage comes into
being when practiced to address current needs and aspiration, which involves the actions of groups
and individuals, not just those of experts, and professional bodies (Wetherell et al., 2018). A notion
of performing heritage thus destabilizes grand historical discourses as it begs for the consideration
of nuanced and personal narratives that relate to the everyday doings of groups and individuals
(Atkinson, 2008). For Atkinson (2008), this implies the democratization of the production of mem-
ory; where plural narratives found in mundane performances of heritage subvert the fixity of official
accounts.

In terms of heritage tourism, a performative conception of heritage stresses that tourists actively
construct their experience of heritage through their practices and social interactions, especially in
tandem with key heritage players (i.e. Chronis, 2005; Tivers, 2002; Walter, 2017; Williams, 2013).
Heritage is not so much about the authenticity of its objects, but rather about what visitors ‘do’ with
it (Smith, 2006). Zhu (2012) proposes a notion of ‘becoming’ authentic where embodied practice,
ritual performances, and memory interact to bring into being a cultural heritage. Visitors experi-
ence heritage through their active engagement with it, reflecting on how it is meaningful in their
present lives (Haldrup & Bærenholdt, 2015). Bulger (2011) holds that visitors find personal reson-
ance in heritage through their onsite involvement with materials of the past. Importantly, Waterton
(2014) and Wetherell et al. (2018) contend that heritage has affect; it provokes emotions, move-
ments, and capabilities in people. Places and objects elicit feelings of identification and belonging
when used to resonate with one’s background and experiences. For Bagnall (2003), processes of
meaning making at heritage sites emerge through imagination and emotions, not only cognition.
Using the concept of affect, Carter (2019) contends that encounters with people, objects, and land-
scapes leave deep emotional impressions on roots tourists, which produces an authentic experience.

Performative approaches are scarce in personal heritage tourism research. Personal heritage
tourism implies visits to sites of emotional relevance at the individual level (Poria et al., 2003; Ram-
shaw, 2014; Timothy, 1997). These visits are not at sanctioned heritage sites or tourist attractions.
Examples include Marschall’s personal memory tourism (2015a, 2014) and homesick tourism
(2016, 2015b). Genealogy research is often a driver behind visits to personal heritage sites (Alexan-
der et al., 2017; Bryce et al., 2017; Mehtiyeva & Prince, 2020). Researching family histories and
establishing one’s roots is part of a process of self-identification in (post)modernity where people,
especially members of diasporas, seek to establish a coherent identity (Nash, 2008; Santos & Yan,
2010). Tourism in the ancestral homeland is arguably a part of this process. It involves perform-
ances that make the past resonate in the present since there is a desire to be involved in instinctive
and ostensibly real encounters with one’s ancestors (Basu, 2007, 2004; Leite, 2005). Basu (2004,
p. 40) argues that the materiality of the homeland has powerful affect on visitors; by encountering
it, they can construct an identity based in a real experience of the homeland. Similarly, Leite (2005)
contends that tourists at sites of personal heritage seek tactile contact with past events in order to
feel connected with the past.

Everyday life and the family in heritage tourism

Conceptualizing tourism through a performative lens shifts attention towards its mundane and
social character (Larsen & Urry, 2011). Traditionally, tourism scholars have viewed tourism as a
quest for exotic or extraordinary experiences that could not be lived at home. Early on, MacCannell
(1976) articulated a dichotomy between the authenticity of pre-modern societies and the
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inauthenticity of modern societies. Later, Urry (1990) proposed the concept of the tourist gaze,
associating the construction of tourist places to the fact that there were tourists travelling to find
novelties that they could not find at home. The dichotomy now separated extraordinary experiences
of being away from mundane experiences of being at home. Tourism scholars have since criticized
extensively these structural theories, deploring their lack of consideration for the meaning of social
interaction, human consciousness, and the use of other senses that make tourism a much more
mundane activity (Larsen & Urry, 2011).

Tourism scholars have adopted more fluid perceptions of what is ‘home’ and ‘away’, ‘ordinary’
and ‘extraordinary’, and ‘authentic’ and ‘inauthentic’ (McCabe, 2002; Prince, 2020). The lines
between these realms are blurred in a (post)modern context of heightened leisure time, conspicuous
consumption, and hyper-mobility that mostly make tourism a mere extension of life spent at home.
Tourism is a modality through which modern life is organized. For Darbellay and Stock (2012) and
Franklin (2004), tourism is such a ubiquitous feature of (post)modern life that it becomes irrelevant
to categorize it as being out of the ordinary. It is thus highly relevant to study tourism not as in
opposition to everyday life, but through conceptual lenses that will embrace the interplay of its
mundane character with the extraordinary experiences it fosters (Light & Brown, 2020; Mikkelsen
& Cohen, 2015).

There are significant elements of familial intimacy and everyday life at the core of the personal
heritage tourism experience (see Kidron, 2013, 2009; Marschall, 2015a, 2014). The search for a
personal heritage draws tourists away from conventional heritage spaces built to satisfy the tourist
gaze, and rather unto sights that represent past and present everyday life (Poria et al., 2003).
Marschall (2015a, p. 877) argues that the gaze of the tourist looking for sites of personal meaning
is unlike the conventional tourist gaze as it relates to a ‘search for roots, identity, and ‘home’’
instead of the extraordinary and unknown. According to Massey (1992), ‘home’ is a dynamic,
unstable, and porous concept that finds its meaning through the unfolding of social relations.
In roots experiences, ‘home’ is constructed mostly as a stable place where one can recover a
lost identity (Basu, 2007). As such, visits to ancestral sites usually generate strong emotions
amongst amateur genealogists (Bhandari, 2016; Meethan, 2004; Timothy, 2008; Wright, 2009).
As they imagine a distant ‘home’, a longing to see it and be where one’s ancestors were becomes
a part of a process of self-identification (Basu, 2007). Hughes and Allen (2010) speak of a ‘pull to
the homeland’ to explain the emotional connection that drives members of a diaspora to visit
their country of origin.

Feeling at ‘home’ while away from a place of residence relies on performances that will bring the
‘home’ into being, namely through family interactions (Larsen et al., 2007; Sheller & Urry, 2004).
For families, being out of the home together enables them to find more intimacy as they experience
new settings and participate in new activities together (Sheller & Urry, 2004). Families effectively
make themselves at ‘home’ while on holidays through their interactions as family members (Larsen
et al., 2007). Unfortunately, there are very few studies in heritage tourism about the significance of
family interactions in processes of heritage resonance. In her study on Holocaust survivor root trips,
Kidron (2013) argues that traveling to sites of remembrance helps families bond and make sense of
their current lives. For Kidron (2013, p. 189), ‘the roots trip potentially enables familial intimacy,
identification, and bonding’. These kinds of travel experiences serve to bring family members
into a closer relationship with each other (Obrador-Pons, 2012).

Generally, tourism scholars recognize that tourists derive pleasure from spending time with
friends, family members, and other individuals with whom they have affinity (Baerenholdt et al.,
2004; Ek et al., 2008; Kirkegaard Larsen, 2013; Obrador-Pons, 2012). In this regard, Larsen
(2008, p. 28) urges tourism scholars to think about ‘how much tourism is bound up with perform-
ing social life and building an alternative “home”, a utopian performance where everyday routines,
doings, and roles hopefully become extraordinary: relaxed, jointed, and joyful’. Similarly, Mikkelsen
and Cohen (2015) argue that tourists can find freedom in mundane forms of tourism activities, such
as caravanning, because they foster sociability with family members and other tourists. Ultimately,
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mundane routines and social encounters translate into extraordinary moments for tourists precisely
due to their simplicity.

Case study: Swedish-American ancestral tourists in Sweden

This study focuses on the experience of Swedish-American amateur genealogists who have been
ancestral tourists to Sweden. Many studies have explored the phenomenon of seeking roots in an
ancestral homeland, calling it roots tourism (i.e. Dillette, 2021; Lützen, 2019;Mensah, 2015) or genea-
logical tourism (i.e. Bhandari, 2016; Godis &Nilsson, 2018), besides ancestral tourism (i.e. Alexander
et al., 2017; Mehtiyeva & Prince, 2020; Prince, 2021). These studies explore the return journeys of
different generations of members of diasporas in various geographical contexts using qualitative
and quantitative researchmethods (Li et al., 2020).When there is a component of genealogy involved,
researchers have followed the experiences of people of Scottish and Irish descent travelling to discover
their roots (i.e. Basu, 2007, 2004; Bhandari, 2016; Hughes & Allen, 2010; Nash, 2008; Wright, 2009).
Arguably, much research comes from these two countries because they each have a large diaspora
after recent periods of mass emigration. Sweden also underwent mass emigration to the new
world in modern times. It thus also provides a context to study the dynamics of ancestral tourism.
Moreover, Mehtiyeva and Prince (2020) observed that ancestral tourists to Sweden usually find rela-
tives and visit very personal ancestral sites. Swedish ancestral tourism is thus an interesting context to
study performances of sociability and everyday life in personal heritage tourism.

Currently, nearly 3.7millionAmericans identify themselves as being of Swedish descent in theUni-
ted States (USCensus Bureau, 2017). An estimated 2.4million Scandinavians left their countries of ori-
gins during themass-emigration period of the nineteenth and twentieth century, especially to reach the
American continent. They emigrated to find religious freedom, better living conditions, farmland, and
work opportunities (Ljungmark, 1979).More precisely, from themid-1800s up until the 1930s, an esti-
mated 1.3 million Swedes emigrated to the United States, mostly to the American Midwest and cities
like Chicago and New York, where they formed neighbourhoods. Swedish mass-emigration occurred
in three waves; peaking in 1885 when over 45,000 people emigrated. Swedish mass-emigration then
stalled, resurging a little in the early 1900s and finally halting in the 1930s (Jensen, 1931).

The Swedish-American diaspora became an organizational entity with a common heritage, iden-
tity, language, and geographical origin, which led to the development of informal and formal insti-
tutions. There are currently numerous churches, colleges, and associations in the United States
upholding Swedish-American heritage. For instance, there are the Augustana College and the
Swedish Covenant Hospital in Illinois. There are organizations upholding Swedish-American his-
tory and genealogy, such as the American Swedish Institute in Minneapolis and the Swedish-Amer-
ican Historical Society in Chicago. Traditional Swedish celebrations like Midsummer are common
in states with large proportions of Swedish-Americans, such as Illinois and Minnesota. Unlike
countries like Scotland and Ireland, which have branded their countries as ancestral tourism des-
tinations, the Swedish tourist board does not promote Sweden as an ancestral destination. There are
specialist tours on offer, but Swedish-American ancestral tourists usually travel independently after
getting help from genealogists, archivists and/or relatives in Sweden (Mehtiyeva & Prince, 2020).

Methodology

The themes of this study warrant an interpretive methodological approach, where the actions, per-
spectives, and feelings of informants are used to generate a rich description of social life. The study
consists of 40 qualitative interviews. I recruited the participants with the help of the Swenson Swed-
ish Immigration Research Center at Augustana College in Rock Island, Illinois. The Center pre-
serves archives and offers genealogical services for people interested in Swedish-American
heritage. In June 2019, a contact-person distributed a pamphlet about my research project through
her mailing list at the Center to help me recruit informants. She even posted the pamphlet on two
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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 preferably over Skype. I booked 40 interviews. Interviewing took
three months. I recorded all video-calls with the consent of the participants. The interviews lasted
approximatively an hour.

With video-calls, the researcher can curb 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, while the research was in Sweden. During a video-call,
the researcher can observe the expressions and emotions of the respondent,making it like the face-to-
face interview, while reducing travel costs and scheduling challenges for both sides (James & Busher,
2016). Access to Internet and a computer is not enough though, 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,
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. I continued
with specific questions to explore particular themes of interest for the study in light of the given
information. 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 (Galletta, 2013). I started the interviews with two prompts. First, I
asked about the genealogy research they did before coming to Sweden. Secondly, I asked about
their journey as ancestral tourists. I then followed up on the themes of the study. These are examples
of questions 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 Swe-
den? How has your genealogy research progressed since? I transcribed verbatim 12 interviews to
work more in depth with some narratives. Informants have pseudonyms to ensure their anonymity.
Table 1 gives brief descriptions of those 12 participants, and Figure 1 shows where in Sweden are the
counties they visited.

Table 1. Pseudonyms and details of the 12 informants whose interviews I transcribed.

Pseudonyms
Location in the
United States Brief information about areas visited in Sweden Time spent in Sweden

Rachel Alabama Visited family heritage in Skåne and spent a week in
Stockholm

1 visit of roughly two weeks

Abbie Ohio Visited family heritage in Halland. Also visited Gotland
and Småland.

2 visits of about two weeks
each

Gaby Iowa Mostly visited family heritage in Västra Götaland. 1 visit of one week
Chris Michigan Cultural excursion to Dalarna and visited family sites in

Örebro County.
1 visit to Sweden with 1 d
dedicated to ancestral
tourism

Greg Michigan Mostly visited family heritage in Halland. 1 visit of three weeks
Ian Massachusetts Visited family in Stockholm and Gothenburg area,

though ancestors are from Örebro County and
Småland.

2 visits of roughly 10 days
each.

Alice Missouri Mostly visited family heritage in Dalarna. 2 visits for a total of 15 days
Mary Maryland Visited family heritage in Värmland, briefly. Mostly

stayed in Stockholm.
1 visit of one week

Robert Colorado Mostly visited family heritage in Skåne and Småland. 1 visit of two weeks
Karla Kentucky Mostly visited her family heritage in Småland and her

husband’s in Gävleborg.
Multiple visits that varied from
a few weeks to months

Nina Utah Visited family heritage in Västra Götaland and spent
time in Gothenburg area.

3 trips to Sweden

Dorothy Illinois Visited family heritage is in Småland, Västragötaland,
and Dalarna. Also visited Gotland and Stockholm

7 visits of different lengths of
time
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Figure 1. Map showing the counties in Sweden that the 12 informants visited. The Småland region is a popular destination
amongst ancestral tourists and consists of the counties of Kalmar, Jönköping, and Kronoberg. Map by author using ArcGIS (2020).
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Researchers analyse narratives to understand the meaning individuals give to their lives, unpack-
ing how mundane experiences transform into meaningful life stories (Freeman, 2004). The analysis
of narratives sheds light on social realities as individuals make sense of their lived experiences and
the context in which they occur (Holstein & Gubrium, 2000). Specifically, I used a three-phase cod-
ing 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 four
types of performances and affective entanglements that make genealogy resonate into a personal
present during travels to an ancestral homeland.

Findings

The findings are divided into four analytical categories: 1) family encounters, 2) being part of ordin-
ary Sweden, 3) visiting places of personal meaning, and 4) finding historical context.

Family encounters

It is common for Swedish-American ancestral tourists to find distant relatives in Sweden through
their genealogy research. Some even know of these distant relatives because their families kept in
touch after emigration. The presence of relatives in Sweden enriches the ancestral tourism experi-
ence (see also Mehtiyeva & Prince, 2020). These distant relatives are sources of knowledge; they
know a lot about the family history, which means that they often can show family pictures and arte-
facts or even take the ancestral tourists directly to sites of personal relevance. Rachel was one of
those tourists who received much help from her relatives in Sweden to find ancestral sites. She
spoke of her relatives by referring to them as family, even pointing out family resemblance:

The people that lived in the old farm, they were actually not genetic relatives, at least not within ten gener-
ations, but all of our genetic relatives that they introduced us to, they were so warm and so inviting and so
really it was like family. It was like we had known them all of our lives, and they acted like they had
known us all of their lives. And Karl Erik, he told me that I looked like his mother.

Nina received help from local people to find a family member during one of her ancestral visits to
Sweden. These people were not into genealogy, but rather recognized a picture she showed them
and introduced her to the person in the picture. She did not get a tour of ancestral sites, but was
able to connect with distant family members as this quote reveals:

I also showed up at my grandmother’s town; her parish, and I just went to a little bakery or grocery store. I had
some pictures of my grandmother that I showed the people there and they said: ‘oh, I know who that is! That’s
Hugo!’ They called this school principal and he came over and took me to his school. He gave me a tour, since
I was a teacher, and he gave me a math book, because I am a math teacher. Then, all the family that was related
to me, they came and got me to their house.

Many of these ancestral travels seemed to relate more to socializing with these relatives than to the
exploration of ancestral sites. This was apparent with Mary who spent most of her time in Sweden
with her great-grand-father’s nephew, an older man who had been a royal guard. Together, they
toured Stockholm and the places that had meaning to him from his time as a royal guard. They
also visited places that had meaning for his family, like his mother’s old house, and met with his
daughter. This quote from Mary shows that family encounters have affect even for those in Sweden
involved in ancestral tourism:

We went to where his house is: right on a lake. Then, he took me down the road to where his mother used to
live and then he was showing where all the family used to live. We met his daughter. He had Emmy, but never
married. And, she isn’t married, but she’s got three kids. So, we met them. Even… it was so cute, because even
when we were going to go to the airport, he went with us… I forgot how we went to the airport… and he cried
like a baby when we left.
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As previous research has established, these quotes highlight that deeply meaningful tourism experi-
ences can derive from a family encounters (Kirkegaard Larsen, 2013; Obrador-Pons, 2012). Affect
in this ancestral tourism experience also derives from family encounter.

Ancestral tourists often admitted these new familymembers into their everyday lives upon return.
Many keep in touch through social media. Informants described the exchange of cards, pictures and
wishes with their relatives in Sweden in light of special occasions. Some evenmet again. For instance,
Karla went back to Sweden to attend a wedding, and visited a new baby in her extended family upon a
third visit. Karla met a Swedish archivist who happened to be a relative of her husband during one of
her earlier visits. They remain friends by regularly exchanging greetings on social media:

We got in the car… two cars, and the librarian, she put a closed sign on and we headed off toMörkaskog (‘dark
forest’ or whatever), a 45 minute drive away, to look at just the trees that were still there from the houses. And it
was the beginning of an exchange of greetings probably twice a month on Facebook. Yes, we are always sending
our greetings to Annmarie and, the relatives in Saint Paul, they [also] exchange greetings with Annmarie reg-
ularly. So, that was a new relative to us, and she had not had an American relative, so to speak.

Visits to Sweden were often stepping-stones in the assemblage of family histories or the creation of
family albums or books. Authors gather information about their families through discussions with
relatives and are able to produce their own pictures of relevant people and places. Arguably, the
labour behind genealogy research fosters family sociability during the ancestral tourist experience.
For example, when I mentioned to Greg that writing a family history book seemed to work to keep
him in touch with relatives in Sweden, he answered:

It’s a combination of genealogical problem solving plus: ‘Oh! Here’s what we did’ or ‘we’re going off on
vacation’ or ‘we just did the Mid-summer’ or ‘I went out yesterday and I was with 3000 people and watched
the Swedish team back from the World Cup’. It’s great! That’s at least two or three emails per month.

Family heritage continues to exist in the present, beyond the travels themselves, through mundane
social practices keeping relatives in contact. Ian also expressed that genealogy research led to social
encounters that brought him the joy of belonging to a family:

The cousins that I met were doing genealogy, so they’d kind of looked into something as well. But, we’d never
had solved any of the underlining mystery issues and really where my grandmother came from… But, I got to
meet their entire family… their extended family, so it was fun, because you feel like they are family. It’s not
always your blood, but it’s, you know, your other links.

Kidron (2013) argues that heritage tourism scholar mostly overshadow the social interactions
behind the experience of heritage. Scholars most often position the personal heritage tourist as
being on a lone adventure of meaning making. Here, it is apparent that family interactions enable
the performance of a personal heritage. This finding highlights that heritage as a process includes
the formation of social bonds that enable individuals to unearth a collective past together in order to
keep it alive and to enjoy a collective present as relatives. Ancestral tourism extends the affective
meaning of the social connections established through genealogy research. The ancestral tourism
experience is unique because it enables amateur genealogists to perform the family with distant rela-
tives, and thus to perform their personal heritage in the present.

Being part of ordinary Sweden

The ordinary is also very special for the ancestral tourist once in the ancestral homeland. Many of
the activities the respondents described as meaningful elements of their travels to Sweden included
activities typical of the everyday life of current Swedes. For instance, Ian found pleasure in looking
around and discovering new information about Sweden:

We got to experience the Swedish candy store. All the Swedish candy, like salt liquorice, which is a very inter-
esting thing. We got to experience that and it was fun! We just walked around and did a lot of… you know, we
went…we just drove around and looked at stuff.
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These ancestral tourists visited libraries, went to the mall, attended church, and took part in cele-
brations and dinner parties during their travels to Sweden. As Mikkelsen and Cohen (2015) estab-
lished, mundane activities are as much part of the extraordinary tourist experience as epic journeys
into the unknown. Alice was particularly happy with the Swedish traditions she learnt about while
in Sweden:

I got pictures of the Midsummer celebration, but I remember very little about it, just, you know: how I felt. We
did fika. You know, they love fika! So, we would stop every so often on drives and they would get coffee and
have a little thing on the side. I learned all of that there.

Greg and his wife enjoyed witnessing start-of-year student activities in Uppsala. His comment
below demonstrates that there is a real interest in learning about the everyday lives of Swedes,
especially of their relatives:

We were able to watch all that unfolding. That was another real good people-to-people moment. I guess what I
want to say is that we sort of had a mission; we wanted to be with Britta and her family, and see her house, and
how she lived.

These tourists are interested in Swedish society as they wish to relate to it as common Swedes relate
to it. It thus means looking for and engaging in activities related to what is normal in Swedish. Karla
even shared her interest of knowing Sweden during one of her ancestral visits to Sweden with her
brother and sister-in-law:

It’s kind of fun because my brother and sister-in-law have been world travellers and they travel on an unlim-
ited budget, you know… cruises… you know that kind of tourism that you’ve read about. That’s their kind of
trips, and they stay in the four star hotels. That’s what you do on a trip! And I ‘m taking them to a bed and
breakfast in a little town or a Best Western hotel that, you know, nobody who is foreign stays there, and they
loved that: looking at the inside of Sweden.

Experiencing a personal heritage in the ancestral homeland thus includes actively engaging with
everyday realities. These individuals venture in Sweden for the first time in their lives, and, thus,
there is bound to be some unknown as they encounter new people, places, and modern traditions.
There is nonetheless a desire to experience elements that relate to the type of life lived in a place one
can call home. Home is usually romanticized as a place of stability and comfort, which encourages
many to seek it to form their identity (Massey, 1992). These discoveries are about finding a sense of
familiarity in Sweden by getting to know it as a place where one is an insider. The search for fam-
iliarity in personal heritage tourism scholarship often relates to visiting places of memory (i.e.
Marschall, 2015a, 2014). However, the findings here demonstrate that familiarity in the personal
tourism experience can also be anchored in the present as tourists perform Swedish everydayness
to make themselves at home in a place and society of ancestral significance.

Visiting places of personal meaning

Research from the Irish and Scottish context usually present ancestral tourists as visitors to generic
sites related to their ancestors’ history, often demarcated as official attractions for this type of tour-
ism. The sites of interest for ancestral tourists to Sweden mostly include places very specific to the
family history, such as old homesteads in often very remote rural areas of Sweden off the official
tourist path. There is an interest in the churches and cemeteries of these rural areas as these are
the sites of baptism, worship, and burial of the ancestors (see Figure 2). There is a search for
elements that are familiar to the personal and family past at these sites (Marschall, 2015a; 2014).
This quote from Rachel describing a visit to a family farm denotes this quest:

The well was preserved. It was original. It was no longer a functioning well, but nobody had torn it down. So,
we took our photographs in the exact same position as the two little ladies who travelled there in the 1950s. I
think the farm had burnt down, probably a hundred years ago, because even in the postcard of the 50s, they
mention that the original farmhouse was gone. So, the only thing that we learnt while we were there was that
the actual abodes were actually intact of even more distant ancestors.

10 S. PRINCE



The sites with resonance for ancestral tourists are not demarcated heritage sites with historical
interpretation (see also Poria et al., 2003; Ramshaw, 2014). Genealogy research provides these indi-
viduals with a lot of material to excite their imagination and is crucial in guiding them to the right
sites. However, information found through genealogy research is usually incomplete, which leaves
the amateur genealogists in a constant search for missing pieces, often filling these gaps with the
help of their imagination, historical facts, and myths (Barnwell, 2013; Nash, 2008). The ancestral
tourism experience is part of a process of piecing together a genealogical narrative. Through
their travels, ancestral tourists juxtapose stories and information unto a physical realm in order
to give it personal significance (Basu, 2007, 2004).

The story of Abbie visiting her grandmother’s church in Halmstad demonstrates how physical
places have affect. Abbie knows that her grandmother left Sweden for religious reasons, but not the
exact nature of those reasons. In this quote, Abbie explains how her visit at the church sparked her
imagination, and though this visit did not serve to answers all her questions about her grandmother
and her past, it had an emotional significance nonetheless:

And to be in that church! The last time I was there, I just sat down at the pew and I said: ‘Grandma I made it’.
You know, to think that I might have been sitting in the same pew as her; it’s hard not to talk about it without
crying. It is something very special to me, and I wonder what they said at the church services that made her
realize that she wanted a different life than what she had. I am thinking: ‘she could have been baptized there!’
So, that church has become very important.

Abbie also took a picture of her and her boyfriend in front of this church before leaving. Once back in
the United States, Abbie found a picture of her father and hermother while they were on a trip to Swe-
den in front of that same church. Abbie then noted that ‘it kind of brings everything full-circle’. Alice
had a similar encounter with a material space while in Sweden. Her grandmother had talked to her
about some beautiful tiered gardens during her childhood, and Alice made it her priority to visit
themduring her ancestral travels. This quote highlights her enthusiasmof being at these tiered gardens:

Figure 2. A small church and its cemetery in rural Sweden of the type ancestral tourists like to visit. Photo by author (2019).
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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.

Kidron (2013) observed that people who narrate being at a dark personal heritage site do not focus
on dates or other empirical data related to the site to make sense of their experience. Rather, they
focus on understanding a social context of past everyday life in order to understand their present. In
the case of ancestral tourism, the focus of the narration is on the affect of being at a place of personal
meaning in order to come closer to the past and include its elements in one’s present. Abbie and
Alice are interested in touching, photographing, contemplating, wondering about, and imagining
while they are at these sites. Their main interest is not to learn about dates and facts, but about
the experience of being in place. They were able to feel the powerful affect of the materiality of a
personal heritage (Basu, 2004; Leite, 2005). I thus argue, in the same vein as Bagnall (2003) does,
that imagination and emotions are central processes enabling the personal past to resonate in
the present.

Finding historical context

Ancestral tourists seek historical information while in Sweden in order to understand the life of
their ancestors within a broader social context. This search for information takes them to sites dis-
playing mundane heritage, often not part of a destination’s tourist product. Ancestral tourists hope
to discover through their genealogy research documents such as birth certificates, ship manifestos,
property papers, newspaper clippings, and photos that can give substance to the existence of their
ancestors (see also Barnwell, 2013; Nash, 2008). Often, ancestral tourists search for these documents
while in Sweden by visiting libraries and museums. Arguably, an interest in the lives of one’s ances-
tors implies an interest in learning about the less dramatic events of history. This quote from Chris
demonstrates what can interest amateur genealogists about their ancestors’ lives:

Growing up in the US, our grandparents were typically not forthcoming with a lot of information. For
instance, I found quite a few women in my family had babies less than nine months after they got married.
That’s not something they would ever admit, because, you know, that’s embarrassing or shameful. You find a
lot of stuff like that, and it’s not ground-breaking, but it’s interesting to know what they thought was important
and they kept hidden from the family for so long.

While the mass emigration of Swedes to America is historically significant, understanding the lives
of these people relates to the study of the mundane and uneventful character of the past. Therefore,
ancestral tourists visit places where they can gather the information they need to put their ancestors
into a wider socio-cultural context. For instance, Karla and Abbie both expressed interest in the
open-air museum Skansen in Stockholm, with its replicas of old Swedish houses:

For me, [Skansen] is seeing and getting a feel of what it used to be like. [Skansen] is about what my perception
of what it used to be that made Sweden what it is today or made my ancestors who they were.

We did Skansen, which was really an eye-opening wonderful experience for me […] I imagined myself being
there with my grandmother or my grandfather, and seeing the kind of home that they lived in.

Skansen is a popular tourist attraction, but the quest to have a personal heritage resonate in the pre-
sent also draws ancestral tourists to sites not demarcated as tourist attractions by the destination, or
at least not as international attractions. Many ancestral tourists spend their time in rural Sweden
looking for local museums and exhibitions, agricultural fairs, flea markets, antique shops or any
venue they believe would display elements of Sweden from the time of their ancestors before
they emigrated. Gaby learned much from a local museum:

The relatives in Jönköping took us to the 1880 farm-museum and that was good because the museum rep-
resented the timeframe in which my family immigrated to the United States. It’s like: ‘ok, this is what it
would have looked like when they left’. And we saw pieces in the house like: ‘Oh! That was in aunt Ruby’s
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house’. ‘Oh, yes!’ So, we could see what the Swedish heritage was even though it wasn’t pointed out to us when
we were growing up.

These heritage places become significant to ancestral tourists specifically because they can inform
about the everyday life of people with whom they have a common past. Mundane places and their
objects can generate very personal affective resonance as they are linked to people and events in
one’s life (Waterton, 2014; Wetherell et al., 2018).

The landscape is also important in the ancestral tourist’s quest for context. Gaby and her brother
were interested in looking at the Swedish rural landscape and comparing it with where they grew up
in America. They thought it was very rocky and imagined that this made it hard for their ancestors
to cultivate the land (see Figure 3). She mentioned being interested in seeing ‘the land of her ances-
tors’: Here are her thoughts on the Swedish rural landscape:

The terrain if very interesting, how rocky and… In the United States, you could go a long distance before
changes. All these little changes and then suddenly… but in Sweden, it was more condensed. We had the
open fields and then you’d be in the forest. Northern Minnesota is very similar to Sweden, so that part, the
forest, wasn’t surprising, but it was interesting to see what trees were growing there.

Robert had a similar story to tell about his interest to visit ancestral places. Even though he did not
believe he would find the exact place and material remains specific to his ancestors, he was inter-
ested in seeing the area:

I had where a general idea where the farm was where she was born and we did drive down these rural roads
taking picture along the way, but I didn’t have the detailed maps to actually know where the farm was. So,
other than visiting the parish, it was more just getting a feel for what that area was like; the land, the terrain,
the farms that are there.

Rachel also found her travels through rural Sweden insightful when she went out with her family to
find ancestral sites in what she called a very rural part of Sweden:

Figure 3. A view of the type of rocky rural landscape in Sweden described by Gaby and her brother. Photo by author (2020).
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We travelled probably almost a four-wheel drive road to get to this cabin in our rental car. And that was very
rural. You could see how primitive it was, you know, 200 years ago when our ancestors lived there, and that
was just awe-inspiring.

In this light, it becomes even more difficult to identify some sort of core personal heritage tourism
site during this experience as anything related to Sweden as a country and society works to create
affect in the ancestral tourist. Any physical element related to Sweden can be imagined and
emotionally processed to have resonance for the ancestral tourist. Basu (2007) observed a similar
phenomenon with ancestral tourists to Scotland who felt awe and attachment to the highlands of
the country. This dynamic outlines that the analysis of personal heritage tourism should not be lim-
ited to the affect felt and performances enacted at particular delimited sites. The entire landscape
and Swedish society provide a context to perform a personal heritage. It is productive to follow Car-
ter (2019) and conceive of affect as the totality of the emotions felt during encounters with people
and place during the journey to the ancestral homeland.

Conclusion

Heritage comes into being as people engage with the elements of the past to have them resonate in a
meaningful way in their present lives (Bagnall, 2003; Bulger, 2011; Smith, 2006; Wetherell et al.,
2018; Waterton, 2014). In ancestral tourism, I identified performances of the family with distant
relatives, Swedish everydayness, and mundane heritage in various contexts. Importantly, these per-
formances take place at sites both of historical meaning (i.e. churches, farmhouses, museums) and
of current modern life (i.e. malls, weddings, campuses) in the ancestral homeland as these tourists
seek to anchor their personal heritage in the present. I thus propose that personal heritage tourism
finds meaning though affective entanglements with the past and through performative social inter-
actions and mundane activities based in a familiar present. These affective entanglements occur at
different locations, not all directly connected to the personal past. These locations become highly
personal through imagination and emotions (Bagnall, 2003).

Genealogy research can turn strangers into family members. The findings show that an ancestral
heritage comes into existence through social interactions as elements of the past are discovered
through collaborative research. This dynamic persists during ancestral tourism as ancestral tourists
discover sites of personal meaning through the help of distant relatives in Sweden. Furthermore,
heritage in ancestral tourism exists through affective social connections that enable the performance
of the family. It is through their mundane interactions with distant relatives, but also Swedes such as
other amateur genealogists or people out in the community, that the ancestral tourists enact their
Swedish heritage. Importantly, through activities such as attending weddings, chatting up students
at campus events, sending regards to cultivate friendships and hanging out at the mall with relatives,
these individuals partake in Swedish everydayness. The performance of the everyday helps ancestral
tourists make themselves at home in their ancestral country. There is thus a search for familiarity as
the mundane elements of Swedish social life generate great affect.

As Ramshaw (2014) and Poria et al. (2003) hold, not every tourist experience takes place on sites
officially demarcated as heritage tourism sites. The case of ancestral tourism to Sweden highlights
that affect can derive from the most mundane and un-noteworthy places, such as cemeteries, local
farm-museums, and patches of forest. Places that barely exist physically such as old houses and
farmstead evoke personal meaning through acts of touching, imagining, and photographing. It is
through a material involvement with the past that heritage comes into affective meaning (Bulger,
2011; Smith, 2006). The findings show that a search for an historical context through which the
past can be understood leads ancestral tourists to focus their attention on sites of mundane heritage
and the rural landscape. Any physical element related to Sweden can provide an affective context to
imagine and perform a personal heritage.

Ultimately, personal heritage tourism relates to the performances, cognitive processes, emotions,
and imagination used in order to convey meaning unto the social relations, mundane activities,
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landscapes, sites, and objects specifically related to one’s past. Such elements become highly signifi-
cant specifically because they are mundane and feel familiar in character (Mikkelsen & Cohen,
2015). In heritage tourism, these elements have great significance because they can inform about
the everyday life of people of the past and help anchor the self in a present culture (Waterton,
2014; Wetherell et al., 2018). The celebration of mundane histories through genealogy research
and visits to sites of past and present everyday life in the ancestral homeland challenges, as Atkinson
(2008) contends, the legitimacy and fixity of grand historical narratives. Instead, the imperative is to
research how mundane life stories become meaningful to ancestral tourists as they relate them to
their own present. There is space for further in-depth investigations in heritage tourism research of
the interactions between people outside of the tourism system who through their interplay mediate
the resonance of a personal heritage into the present.
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