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My talk today will be focusing on the crisis in collective memory, and the effects of this crisis on both 

modern society and individuals.  

When using the term ‘collective memory’ I’m not referring in the strictest sense to the typically modern 

meaning of the word given by Halbwachs: the collective memories he identifies are many, and they are both 

contingent to and radically rooted in the memory of the individual. Instead, I prefer the wider-ranging idea of 

collective memory, described by Assmann as a set of memories which together meld to create the identity 

and specificity of a group as a community which together remembers: These memories are significant ties 

that bind groups and individuals together, and yet, the fact that they were undergoing a clear crisis was 

observed by Halbwachs as early as the dawning of the 19th century . 

Accordingly my talk today will examine  several hypotheses: 

o First: that nostalgia can be taken as a symptom indicating that individuals are ill at ease --or in 

other words uncomfortable --- with the changes reflected in our way of life, including the 

dissolution of collective memories;  

o Secondly: that, when faced with this disintegration or dissolution of traditional ties and what was 

traditionally a strong sense of ‘belonging’, modern society is identifying new strategies able to 

motivate individuals to participate in its processes  and reproduction, in particular by keying in 

to their emotions; 

o Third: that the commercialization of nostalgia is one of these strategies.  

Within this framework, I’m going to illustrate a case which I feel to be emblematic and which is previewed 

in the title of my talk today: and that is,  the case of Heidiland and Heididorf  in the Swiss Alps.  

But, before moving on to illustrate this example, I need to give two brief premises on which my thoughts are 

based: one regarding modern society, and one regarding nostalgia.  

Clearly, I need to explain to you what I mean by the terms “modernity” or “modern society”, and the 

characteristics of modern society that I intend to focus on.  

Modern society is characterized by the high degree of contingency not only of its forms, but of all of its 

events, relationships and identities.  By “contingency”, I mean that there are no longer profound ties, and that 

each selective process in society could well be a different one, and is linked to other possible processes that 

could be used in the future.   Those individuals who are best suited to – or at home in -- a highly contingent 

society are therefore flexible, adaptable and open to new ideas and circumstances.  

The relationship that this society has with memories is itself in turn highly contingent: what we 

remember or forget could be otherwise, and our ties to the stories and identities upon which our society is 
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grounded are becoming weaker and  weaker.  Our society’s memory is thus characterized by its contingency, 

as well as by its digital nature, in the sense that everything that we remember or forget --be it events, 

meanings, lectures, or ideas—is no longer part of an organic whole, of something whole that melds its 

identity, but is instead something that lends itself to being dismantled, taken apart and separated before being 

reassembled without any particular rules or limitations. In other words: the relationships between what is 

remembered or forgotten as part of our society’s collective memory  are becoming ever more based on a 

general sense of their equivalence.  

And herein lies the radical difference between the memory of modern society  and the collective 

memory of communities or the memories of individuals themselves, which are instead specific and organic, 

in other words holistic. The memory of individuals serves as a sort of foundation, in that it contributes to 

forming  personal histories and identities which are unique and could not be otherwise: and it is this 

specificity that gives sense and meaning to individual lives and to the world around us.  

I think it fair to say, then, that nostalgia can be considered a symptom of the dissociation between the 

contingent, digital memory of society in this modern age and the memory of each individual.  Society, in 

turn, reacts to nostalgia by inventing new forms of communication, culture and consumption linked to the 

emotions of individuals—and this can be seen particularly in the fields of tourism and consumption.  

This separation of the memory of an individual from that of society  has produced new forms of 

involvement in our society’s processes, in particular through the  marketplace, where nostalgia provides a 

hook, a point of contact worthy of attention: in other words, nostalgia has clout and is an attention-getter. 

It’s worth dedicating a few words to this typically modern form of individual feeling. Nostalgia 

appeared for the first time in Europe as---- an illness ! Indeed, the word was coined by a Swiss medical 

doctor by the name of Johannes Hofer, in 1688, to indicate a new form of malaise which appeared to be 

striking ever-greater numbers of his countrymen. Dr. Hofer defined nostalgia as “ a sadness born of  a 

burning desire to return home:”  in other words, homesickness. (Boym 2003).  The first sufferers hit by this 

new ailment were, as you may imagine, individuals who for various reasons were living far from home: not 

just soldiers and sailors, but also servants working abroad as well as the many country folk who had 

abandoned the countryside to work in cities and  towns far from home.   

 And this nostalgia appeared to be not only a problem of mental anguish or heartache, one might say 

a problem of the soul, but also a lack of bodily well-being, as it appeared to be the cause of physical 

prostration with symptoms ranging from nausea to hallucinations to cerebral inflammation! This individual 

sense of feeling poorly was indeed so widespread as to be considered of near-epidemic proportions, and even 

began to be seen as a public health problem.  

So, nostalgia had already ‘hit’ many European nations as early as the Seventeenth century, but only 

hit the United States later, around the middle of the Eighteen hundreds, where it was seen mainly in soldiers 

from rural areas who as civilians had been farmers, while soldiers coming from other professions or in any 

case from urban environments seemed to be more immune to it.  After having tried to find a medical 

treatment to cure the problem and found that not even sending patients home was able to guarantee their 

complete recovery, the medical establishment of the Nineteenth century viewed nostalgia as an incurable 

ailment. 
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Nostalgia is thus an individual sense of anguish but is capable of reaching epidemic proportions and 

has collective roots.  And it is for this reason that I believe it can be considered an ailment typical of the 

modern world, in so much as it is a result of the irreversible sense of loss that this world produces, after 

which no true return home is possible.  The object of our nostalgia is in fact not a real, physical location to 

which it would be possibile to return, and the sense of loss we feel instead regards the organic ties which 

bound individuals to their communities and to the land, to which also correspond organic ties between the 

lives of individuals and  life within communities, between bios and logos, between individual and collective 

memory.  This would explain why those who were found to suffer most from a sense of nostalgia, or 

homesickness, were people from rural areas, particularly farmers, those who still had strong ties to their 

communities and to the world of our origins which modern society was dissolving: one could say, those who 

had undergone less socialization toward accepting modern lifestyles suffered the most.  

So, nostalgia arises from this crisis in collective, prescriptive, organic, pre-modern memory. 

 What’s more, nostalgia reveals both  individual and collective sensitivity that can be considered a 

symptom of the persistence of non-contingent memories, despite the fact that concrete, traditional points of 

reference for those memories  -- including ways of life, forms of social relationships, objects and their 

meaning or use --  have now been lost. 

 And yet,  interestingly, nostalgia can also be a resource, in that it represents a form of wish that can’t 

come true – at least in its former authentic sense.  While  it’s true that one can never  truly ‘return home’, it 

may instead be possible to simulate the existence of this ‘home’ through the invention and reconstruction of 

a mythical home or homeland  to be used not so much as a place of memories as a place for consumption and 

entertainment.  Even though our mythical ‘homelands’ have dissappeared forever, the marketplace can 

nevertheless continually create new  occasions for consumption.  

Nostalgia can thus be an economic resource, since it is able to assign value to memories which have 

been lost but which are in some way still alive in both individual and collective memory.   
 

And it is in this framework that I would like to analyze the case of Heidiland and Heididorf, which 

offer us concrete examples of these new forms of exploitation of nostalgia in tourism and consumption and 

represent a new frontier in the commoditification of human emotions.   

 

Heidiland and Heididorf, the region and village of Heidi, can of course be found in the Swiss Alps, 

in the region of Bad Ragaz.  It was in this mountain area that, during the second half of the 19th century, 

author Johanna Spyri spent her holidays and the region most likely inspired her to use it as a background for 

the story of Heidi.   

The ‘credit’ for having invented the name “Heidiland” and its trademark  must be given to the 

director of the local tourism board in Saint Moritz, Switzerland, who registered it in the late Seventies, using 

the name “Saint Moritz in Heidiland”.  In reality,  using the figure of a humble little mountain girl  didn’t 

seem to make much sense in marketing such an elite tourist destination. As a result, the trademark remained 

unused until 1997, when the rights to it were sold to a chain of highway restaurants and to the region of  Bad 

Ragaz, in north-eastern Switzerland, which needed to give an identity to its tourism initiatives.  And so, in 
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1997, the official trademark for the “Heidiland vacation region” was created and launched for the alpine 

tourism district of Sarganserland-Walensee.  

In the same year, the town of Maienfeld, which lies just a few kilometres outside the borders of 

‘Heidiland’, decided to defend its own ‘rights’, opening and launching what it called “Heidi’s House- the 

Original” which was also protected by a registered trademark.   In its first year alone, Heidi’s House attracted 

more than 15,000 visitors, more than one-fourth of whom were Japanese.   In the year 2000, Maienfeld 

welcomed more than 60,000 tourists, and 50% of them were from Japan. In 2005 Heidiland and Heididorf  

were included in a single new tourism district offering a precise shared identity and integrated services.  

You may wonder—what sights and attractions do Heidiland and Heididorf  offer vacationers?  Well, 

Heidiland and Heididorf claim that they allow visitors to experience days gone by, and a rural, pastoral 

lifestyle which no longer exists.  And how do they do it ?  By offering  services ranging from excursions 

featuring picnics with a drink of fresh milk straight from the milk pail,  hiking along mountain paths like 

those Heidi would have used, hunts for the flowers so loved by  Heidi, as well as petting zoos and even the 

chance to accompany the animals as they are put out to pasture, as Peter, Heidi’s beloved friend, did.  Along 

the same lines,  visitors can enjoy a drink of clear, cold spring water from a mountain stream  and  have the 

chance to visit a mountain shepherd’s hut preserved just as it would have been in Heidi’s days or even  to 

sleep in a straw bed just like Heidi did! Obviously, besides these experiences, which are designed above all 

for children, Heidiland offers the traditional activities found throughout the Alps: trekking, skiing, and so 

forth.  

And of course, in the little village of  Maienfeld, tourists can visit  Heidi’s House- the Original.  

 In effect, Heidi’s House lies at  the heart of the concept of Heidiland, since it is the focal point of a 

mythical world that has disappeared and for which we can only feel a sense of longing, of  nostalgia. Heidi’s 

House is a concrete symbol of the home we have lost, reconstructed so as to be able to offer it to anyone who 

feels nostalgia, to anyone who wants to experience it.   
The Heidiland website explains that  “The authentic house of Heidi has been turned into a 

museum that reveals Heidi’s way of life in these mountains over 100 years ago”: which of course leaves 

out the fact that this is a fictional place; and yet “Heidi’s House- the Original” is presented as “the” mythical 

home of Heidi, and as such, as authentic, unique, unrepeatable and unsubstitutable. 

Why, then, are Heidiland (and for that matter, Heididorf) such interesting examples of the 

relationship between memory and nostalgia ?   

Well, I think that  Heidiland and Heididorf give us a typical example of the way in which tourism 

can exploit nostalgia. I mean the nostalgia for disappearance of rural lifestyles, of ancestral ties to the land 

and nature, and of the organic ties that bind individuals and communities.  

The tourism industry has infinite possibilities to develop wherever individuals feel nostalgia due to 

the impossibility to return to an ‘ancestral’ home.  And because no ‘authentic’ satisfaction of this longing  is 

possible--- in that, as we have seen, the mythical home or homeland no longer exists ---   the market has 

infinite possibilities to create ‘added value’. 

In our case study, the local tourism board invented “Heidi’s House - the Original”, a concrete version 

of the mythical home, that offers a return home to tourists willing to undergo this experience (and willing to 
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pay for it, and in this case the costs are relatively low). This return home involves not only a return to a pre-

modern lifestyle, but also the chance to go back to an era of kindness. Nonetheless, this experience can be 

just as ephemeral and contingent, as the social memory of modern society is.  

Within this framework, the media and the collective imagination they present play an important role: 

as you know, the mythical story of the little orphan Heidi has been told throughout the world thanks to 

literature, movies, cartoons and TV series.  Thanks to the mass media, the mythical figure of Heidi is is 

recognized around the world.  

It’s interesting to note that Johanna Spyri’s novel was particularly loved in countries which 

underwent a rapid process of modernization, first in Europe, then in the US and finally in 1970 in Japan  (as 

Leimgruber pointed out in his recent article in 2005). I believe that this confirms the hypothesis that the myth 

of Heidi is profoundly linked to the sense of nostalgia which has become part of the very nature of  our 

modern world.  

And thus, the crisis in collective memory has led , on the one hand, to a sense of nostalgia in 

individuals and, on the other hand, to contingent forms of social memory which lend themselves to 

commercial exploitation.   The memory of individuals is linked to a yearning for the specificity and organic 

nature that characterize their lives and which cannot be dissociated from concrete points of reference – 

objects, histories, or places.    ... The marketplace treats these forms of nostalgia and their content as 

contingent, dismantling  and reassembling them at will.  

In this sense, nostalgia can no longer be defined simply as a deep-rooted individual malaise resulting 

from modern life. Instead nostalgia becomes (as Ivy remarked in 1995) a banal “nostalgia of style” with “no 

explicit appeal to return, no acute sense of loss, and no reference to embodied memory to mar the glib 

evocation of vanished commodity forms” (Ivy 1995: 56). And just as Heidi’s home, and the Swiss 

mountains, paths, animals and nature in general, have become “nostalgia products”,  we can imagine that the 

market will invent other ‘products’ in the future. 

So memory and nostalgia have become, necessarily, a new place of conflict, where modern society’s 

need to reproduce them clashes with the sensitivity of individuals. 
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