
 

 

 

DIASPORA 2.0: TRIBES, TWEETS AND THE QUEST FOR IDENTITY.  

 

Howard Kingston and Dr Kevin Griffin 

 

Dublin Institute of Technology 

 

howard.kingston@student.dit.ie 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

DIASPORA 2.0: TRIBES, TWEETS AND THE QUEST FOR IDENTITY.   

   

This paper investigates Diaspora and how new web technologies help facilitate their 

quest for identity. The change from modernity to post-modernity has led to an 

increased desire to establish personal identity and to use goods and services to gain 

and display meaning. Diaspora display the elements that are required of tribal 

behaviour - a shared interest and a means to communicate (Godin, 2009). In this 

instance such displays are manifest in the use of new web technologies utilising Long-

Tail principles which facilitate Diaspora tribal groups to communicate, interact and 

explore their identity like never before. By examining these Web 2.0 platforms and 

investigating user behaviour, this paper explores how these new technologies have 

impacted on the worldwide community of over 70 million Irish Diaspora; on their 

quest for identity and how it can influence their desire to visit their ancestral 

homeland. The particular focus of the paper is on the use of social networking sites 

and how such media are used to promote or deter actual travel to the ‘homeland’ of 

the armchair investigator.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 



INTRODUCTION 

Paddy and Mary’s day begin like many others throughout Ireland. They rise, enjoy a 

traditional Irish breakfast – Flahavan’s porridge and a cup of Lyon’s tea - while 

listening to ‘Morning Ireland’, and then drop Saoirse to school. Saoirse’s looking 

forward to school today as the class is learning about the Irish Potato Famine, one of 

her favourite subjects, and she Tweets the good news to her family and friends. 

Paddy’s recently launched business is housed in Enterprise Ireland’s business 

incubator offices and is doing great, despite the recession. Mary works in Lilly 

O’Brien’s Chocolate Café; she rings her grandmother in Wicklow during her lunch 

break. They’ve always been close and call each other at least once a day. After work, 

Mary picks Saoirse up from school and drops her off to their friend Donal and 

Louise’s for a few hours, as she has Irish dancing lessons and Paddy has GAA 

practice. Later that evening, they settle down to watch the RTE Nine O’Clock News 

followed by The Late Late show – a family favourite.  

Paddy and Mary live in Manhattan, New York. 

The Irish Diaspora, as we have known it, has fundamentally changed. In the past, 

Diaspora used to display their identity through cooking recipes, language and the 

occasional letter to relations across the Atlantic. More recently, globalisation, the 

internet, and technology innovations have greatly expanded the means to which the 

Diaspora can live a virtual life through which they can express their identity.  

A group needs only two things to be a tribe: a shard interest and a way to 

communicate. (Godin, 2009: 1). This study will explore the use of the internet and 

new web technologies by the Irish Diaspora tribe as a means to display their identity. 

One of the principal challenges of exploring this area was to firmly position this study 

within a particular theoretical or disciplinary context; therefore, an eclectic approach 

was used to draw on a number of fields, encompassing: heritage tourism; 

globalisation; social and personal identity; consumer behaviour and marketing, as 

opposed to focussing on a single body of work. 

 



DIASPORA, MODERNITY AND THE QUEST FOR IDENTITY. 

A number of scholars have entered the growing discourse surrounding the global –

Diaspora (Sheffer, 1986; Cohen, 1997; Van Hear, 1998). Cohen’s attempt to develop 

a nine point summary of common features of Diaspora (Table 1.1) suggests a growing 

need to collate and categorise the ever-expanding criteria of the demographic of 

Diaspora. 

Table 1.1 Common features of a diaspora 

1. Dispersal from an original homeland, often traumatically, to two or more foreign 

regions. 

2. Alternatively, the expansion from a homeland of search of work, in pursuit of 

trade or to further colonial ambitions. 

3. A collective memory and myth about the homeland, including its location, history 

and achievements. 

4. An idealization of the putative ancestral home and a collective commitment to its 

maintenance, restoration, safety and prosperity, even to its creation. 

5. The development of a return movement that gains collective approbation. 

6. A strong ethnic group consciousness sustained over a long time and based on a 

sense of distinctiveness, a common history and the belief in a common fate. 

7. A troubled relationship with host societies, suggesting a lack of acceptance at the 

least or the possibility that another calamity might befall the group. 

8. A sense of empathy and solidarity with co-ethnic members in other countries of 

settlement; and 

9. The possibility of a distinctive creative, enriching life in host countries with a 

tolerance for pluralism. 

Source: Cohen (1997:26) 

 

 

 



 

With the advent of globalisation, the question of identity has become more salient in 

modern society, citing much discourse in the area across many fields. Hall (1992) 

forges a link between this modernity and the Diaspora: Essential to the idea of 

modernity is the belief that everything is destined to be speeded up, dissolved, 

displaced, transformed, and reshaped. Lovell (1998: 1) believes the very questioning 

of this identity highlights a fundamental social discourse of modern society, since 

displacement, dislocation, and dispossession have become such common themes in 

contemporary political experiences and debates. Berger et al add to this discussion by 

stating that modern man is affected with a permanent identity crisis (1973: 78). Ian 

Chambers also highlights this discourse, citing Rapport and Dawson’s notion that 

one’s identity is “formed on the move” and a “migrants tale” (1994:27).  

Berger et al suggest that this revival in an individual’s search for identity has been 

driven by the modern individual, who seeks a reversal of the modern trends that have 

left the individual “alienated” and beset with the threats of meaningless (1973: 196). 

They go onto argue that the correlate of the migratory character of [the modern 

individual’s] experience of society and of self has been what might be called a 

metaphysical loss of “home” (1973:82) 

Morley and Robins tell us there is the desire to be “at home” in the new and 

disorientating global space (1995:87, citing Michael Rustin). Indeed home is a term 

repeated often throughout literature, with Rapport and Dawson defining it as a place 

in which one best knows oneself, where one’s identity is best grounded (1998:21)  

Sociological seminal research into the nature of modern identity, place Giddens 

(1990), Harvey (1980) and Laclau (1990) on a strongly-related framework, as all put 

emphasis on discontinuity, fragmentation and dislocation – again linking Diaspora to 

identity. 

 

 

 



 

THE IRISH DIASPORA AND THE OPPORTUNITY 

A group needs only two things to be a tribe: a shared interest and a way to 

communicate. (Godin, 2009: 1).  

The large worldwide Irish Diaspora community, now estimated at over 70 million 

(Bord Failte, 1973 & 1994; McLoughlin, 1993; Guiney, 2002), owes its existence to 

mass-emigration from Ireland over the centuries to countries including U.S.A., 

Canada, United Kingdom, Australia and Argentina. Economic, natural and social 

events ranging from religious intolerance to famine motivated this emigration which 

is now widely documented in the works of authors such as Kennedy (1973); 

McCarthy (1991); McCarthy (1995) and McGowan (2004). The similarities between 

the Irish Diaspora and Cohen’s description of a diaspora (Table 1.1) can be easily 

derived. Tilley (1994:33) writes of the Irish Diaspora, that Ireland is at once a 

notional and material reality, an imagined place as much as a geographic territory, a 

symobol, even a sacred one, that may yet be seen, touched, photographed, driven 

across, walked upon. 

The Irish Diasporic identity emerged as a public discourse in Ireland during Mary 

Robinson’s presidency from 1990 to 1997. Throughout her presidency, she urged the 

Irish in Ireland to look beyond the shores of Ireland towards the generations of 

emigrants who claim Irish identity all over the world, referring to the worldwide 

Diaspora as our global Irish family in her 1998 St Patrick’s Day message. 

 

Genealogy Tourism has long been reckoned as a source of great promise for the Irish 

tourism market. The British, Welsh and Scotish Tourist Authorities have all 

highlighted genealogy tourism as an important stimulus for inbound international 

travel (Evans, 1998; Longmore, 2000): a view that the Irish tourism board now appear 

to be sharing. Past attempts by the Irish government to take advantage of an area that 

has been referred to as one of Ireland’s competitive advantages (Tourism Renewal 

Group, 2009) have resulted in mixed success. An Tostal was a new cultural festival 



created by the Irish Tourist Board that ran from 1953 to 19581. Although originally 

planned to be a Come Back to Erin festival, it was finally launched to celebrate 

Ireland’s spiritual and cultural place in the modern world (Furlong, 2009: 169). 

Promotional posters used for An Tostal can be seen in Fig 2 and Fig 3. 

 

Figure 2 & 3 – An Tostal Promotional Posters 

 

 

Source: Furlong 2009 

 

Stimulated in part by the exploration of the Famine and Post-Famine migration with 

the 150th anniversary commemorations, and together with Mary Robinson’s 

Presidency, the early 1990’s saw a number of genealogy tourism products, festivals 

and promotional campaigns taking place. 

 

                                                 
1 Although An Tostal ceased as a national festival in 1958, it continues to be held in Co. Leitrim 
(Leitrim Observer, 2009). 



Clan gatherings represented the first development of the idea of a ‘homecoming’. An 

extensive overseas campaign targeting genealogical agencies was undertaken, and a 

brochure Clan Rallies in Ireland (1991) was produced to support the expected 2,000 

visitors (Bord Failte, 1991 pp 11). The first Irish Genealogical Congress was also 

held in Dublin in 1991, opened by then president Mary Robinson (Nash, 2002). The 

following year, Bord Failte launched the first Irish Homecoming Festival – aimed at 

tourists interested in visiting Ireland to explore their ancestral ties (McLoughlin, 1993 

pp. 114). The festival was billed as the biggest gathering of the international Irish 

which they hoped would attract more than 10,000 visitors (Irish Independent, 1992). 

 

A recent Irish state funded publication entitled ‘New Horizons for Irish Tourism: 

Survival, Recovery and Growth – A Strategy for Renewing Irish Tourism, 2009 - 2013 

(Tourism Renewal Group, 2009), showed a focus on areas ‘where Ireland may have a 

particular competitive advantage. Possible segments include.....The wider Irish 

Diaspora (including Scots-Irish) (Tourism Renewal Group, 2009 pp 44). The focus 

also coincides with a renewed interest from consumers, resulting from programmes 

such as ‘Who Do You Think You Are?’ (BBC, 2010) and the success of Scotland’s 

2009 Homecoming Festival (Visit Scotland, 2009) and Orkney’s Homecoming of 

1999, in which over 150 Canadians of Orcadian descent travelled together to their 

ancestral islands for a week of tours and lectures, concerts and a special homecoming 

service held at St Magnus’s Cathedral (Basu 2004). 

The successes of the Scottish Homecoming Festival together with Tourism Ireland’s 

strategic decision to focus on areas of competitive advantage (Tourism Renewal 

Group, 2009) during the current challenging economic climate has led to a number of 

initiatives in Ireland to appeal to the Irish Diaspora. These include the global Irish 

Economic Forum, an Irish homecoming festival proposed for 2012 (McKeever 2010), 

and a Diaspora card initiative, which seeks to promote the sense of ‘belonging’ for 

people of Irish descent who want to reach across the sea or ocean separating them 

from their ancestral homeland, and make firm their identity as an Irish descendant. 

These initiatives promise to herald new opportunities for Ireland. 

 

 



THE USE OF ORGANISATIONS TO DISPLAY IDENTITY 

The transition from modernity to post-modernity has led to an increased desire to 

establish personal identity and to use goods and services to gain and display meaning. 

Tribes are about faith - about an idea and in a community. Something to believe in 

(Godin, 2009: 8) and the Irish Diaspora has long used organisations, associations, 

locations and media to convey meaning. Examples of these organisations and 

associations can be found in Table 1 – 4 below.  

Table 1: Organisations & Associations 

In New York alone, Organisations and Associations used by the Irish Diaspora 

include: The Irish Funds, St Patrick’s Day Organising Committee, The American-

Irish Historical Society, The Irish Arts Centre, The Irish Ancestral Research 

Association, enterprise Ireland, Tourism Ireland, the Irish Heritage Centre, the 

Irish Immigration Centre, United Irish County Association, Irish Business 

Organisation, Irish American Business Network, Irish American Business Chamber 

and Network, Irish American Business Association (these are all different 

organisations), The Friendly Sons of Saint Patrick, New York GAA Club, New York 

Rose of Tralee Office, The Irish American Heritage Museum, The Irish Hunger 

Monument... and this is not an exhaustive list. There are 313 Irish pubs in New 

York City alone, that’s more solely Irish pubs in one city than total pubs in 

Counties Cavan and Fermanagh put together. 

 

Table 2: History of Famine 

The history of the Irish Famine is taught to every child in New York State primary 

education, arguably to a higher level than that taught to those in the Irish primary 

education as in New York children are actually told what happened to people once 

they landed....including the mass graves...we’re just not told that in Ireland (Harty, 

2010) 

 

 



Table 3: Irish-American Media 

Should you wish to read the latest Irish news, US based Irish-American media 

include: Irish Connections magazine, The Irish Examiner USA, Irish American 

Magazine, The Irish Voice, The Irish Echo, The Irish Herald, The Desert 

Shamrock, The Boston Irish Reporter, Ireland of the Welcomes, The Irish Edition, 

The Irish American Post, Celtic Connections, The Irish Herald, Boston Irish 

Emigrant, Chicago Irish American News, Denver Celtic Connection, Kansas City 

Irish Focus, Los Angelas Irish Herald, Minneapolis Irish Gazette, New York Irish 

Emigrant, Ohio Ian Ohio, Philadelphia Irish Edition, and San Francisco Irish 

Edition. 

 

 

Table 4: Irish Studies in America 

The Universities of New York; Notre Dame University, Chicago; Boston 

University; Boston College; John Brown University, Arkansas; Southern Illinois 

University:  University of St Thomas, Minnesota; University of California; New 

College of California; Loyola Marymount University, Los Angela’s; Southern 

Georgia University; Fairfield University, Connecticut; Loyola University, New 

Orleans; St Ambrose University, Iowa and Taylor university, Illinois all offer 

official degrees (up to Masters levels) in Irish Studies. 

 

You can get Irish lessons on a Monday, Irish dancing classes on a Tuesday, see a 

traditional Irish music band on a Wednesday, go to an Irish business networking 

evening on Thursday, drink a Guinness in an Irish pub on Friday, take in an Irish 

theatrical performance on Saturday and visit the Irish Hunger Memorial on Sunday. 

Diaspora can read online versions of Irish newspapers, listen to radio stations and 

watch television stations of their country of origin. Calls of unlimited length to friends 

or family back home can be made over the internet, free of charge thanks to 

programmes such as Skype. All one requires is a computer and an internet connection. 



While it is beyond the scope of this study to detail what each of these organisations, 

associations and publications do, it must be noted that each hold a substantial and 

loyal number of patrons, members or subscribers, in some cases well in excess of 

100,000, and provide a unique addition to the Diaspora community in New York and 

beyond. 

Web 2.0 

Four decades ago, Marshall McLuhan proposed that inclusive electric media would 

retribalise human society into clusters of affiliation (McLuhan, 1970). McLuhan’s 

predictions certainly now appear heraldry as the internet now facilitates consumers 

who increasingly interact with each other through electronically based discussion 

forums, bulletin boards, list servers, chat rooms, newsgroups, email, personal web 

pages, social networks and blogs with leading Social Networking site Facebook 

boasting 350 million worldwide users. Various papers suggest that these virtual 

communities may act as important reference groups for their participants (Bickart & 

Schindler, 2001; Kozinets, 2002). 

The essential difference between virtual and traditional tribal groups (such as those 

mentioned earlier in this study) is that involvement in virtual communities is a 

voluntary and conscious choice, whereas membership in traditional (offline) reference 

groups may be imposed, among other things, by chance of birth or proximity of 

residence (Bagozzi et al, 2002). Rheingold (1993) adds to this saying these virtual 

communities can be free of constraints of place and space with shared language and 

systems and meaning. 

There have been a number of studies investigating what motivates people to 

participate and contribute to online communities (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002; 

Dholakia et al, 2004; Hennig-Thurau et al, 2004). The way people communicate 

between each other online is through word of mouth, with Hoffman and Novak (1996: 

66) suggesting that the consumer is an active participant in an interactive exercise of 

multiple feedback loops and highly immediate communication. Although the 

phenomenon of word-of-mouth marketing is not new (Granovetter, 1973; Katz & 

Lazarsfield, 1955), the internet has increased the speed and scope which word-of-

mouth (WOM) may spread – giving rise to terms such as EWOM and word-of-mouse 



(de Valck et al, 2009) and an entire industry, referred to as word-of-mouth-marketing, 

social media marketing, viral marketing, buzz and guerrilla marketing (Kozinets et al, 

2010) 

Hennig-Thurau et al (2004) find evidence of eight different motivations that largely 

correspond to motivations found for engaging in word-of-mouth communication in 

the traditional face-to-face setting: (1) venting negative feelings, (2) concern for other 

consumers (3) self enhancement (4) advice seeking (5) social benefits (6) economic 

incentives (7) platform assistance and (8) helping the company. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

To explore the use of the Internet as a tool to display identity, only Web 2.0 websites 

were analysed as De Valck et al (2009) tells us that monitoring online communities 

has several advantages over the traditional qualitative methods. They go on to list 

these advantages as: 

First, member interactions can be observed in a context that is neither created of 

directed by the researcher; we may peak into a naturally occurring information 

exchange and influencing strategies among the community members.  Second, the 

community can be observed without any invasion of privacy or interference with its 

activity. Focus groups, personal interviews, and traditional ethnographies cannot be 

conducted unobtrusively. 

The method chosen was an exploratory netnographic study on four key Web 2.0 sites. 

Netnography is increasingly recognised, among researchers and marketing 

practitioners for researching online communities organised around related topics from 

apt research sites (Catterall & Maclaran, 2002; Fox & Roberts, 1999; Jensen Schau & 

Gilly, 2003; Kozinets, 1998; Kozinets, 1999, Kozinets, 2002; Thomsen et al, 1998) 

In 2002, Kozinets formally introduced the method of netnography for market research 

in the Journal of Marketing Research. Netnography can be defined as: a written 

account resulting from fieldwork studying the culture and communications that 

emerge from online, computer-mediated, or internet based communications De Valck 



et al (2009). Some of the advantages to netnogrpahy have been listed as it being 

faster, simpler, timelier and much less expensive than traditional ethnography. This 

netnographic study will give qualitative insights into the way these etribal networks 

work within a social network.  

The Web 2.0 sites chosen were Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. These websites were 

chosen for a number of reasons: (1) they all possess classic Web 2.0 qualities of 

encouraging social networks within users, (2) they have an established and broad 

worldwide user base, (3) information is freely spread from user to user by word-of-

mouth (4) privacy levels of each website mean that they are easily researchable. This 

is an exploratory piece of netnographical research as it was compiled over one 

weekend’s study of Web 2.0 websites dating Friday 28th May 2010 to Sunday 30th 

May 2010. In exploratory it is meant that an ancillary aim of the project was to 

explore both the effectiveness of using these Web 2.0 websites in research, and to trial 

using a netnographic study method for the first time.  

One search term Proud to be Irish was chosen as it was thought to display identity 

without it being directly linked to an organisation. Although the author did 

contemplate entering some of the existing Irish Diaspora networks listed earlier in this 

study, it was felt that the uptake of these groupings may have been influenced by 

social-media marketing campaigns on behalf of the organisation and thus not joined 

by members actively seeking out ways to display identity themselves. Search-terms 

were inputted into each of the sites and the results noted. Although this information is 

freely available on the internet, user names have been hidden to keep anonymity. The 

author appreciates that further time and more search terms along with profiles of users 

would be used for further, deeper netnographic studies. 

FINDINGS 

Facebook 

Facebook showed to yield some of the most interesting results in this research; this is 

due partly to the high user base of the social network, now estimated at over 400 

million (Facebook, 2010) but also the ease of searching the results. Inputting Proud to 

be Irish into Facebook brought up two main group results: Proud to be Irish which 



has 5,023 members and Irish and proud which had 89,231 members. Discourse 

between members of Proud to be Irish gave interesting particularly displays of 

identity. Some examples of this:  

Facebook User 1 (28th May): 

I just found out today that I have Irish heritage. For years my mom did not 
think we were Irish, and I always wanted to be Irish. So when I found out, I 
jumped up and shouted SWEET!! 

Facebook User 2 (28th May): 

IM PROUD 2 BE IRISH I GOT A TATTOO 2 SHOW MY HEARTIAGE. 
(Spelling and grammatical errors as cited). 

Facebook User 3 (20th May):  

Irish and DAMN PROUD!!! (A large picture of this female user was uploaded 
to the site to accentuate the ostentatious manner of the heritage-based post). 
This post received a ‘thumbs up’ of approval from a fellow user, while another 
(male user) replied UR hot. 

Facebook User 4 (8th May)  

just did some geneaology... i was adopte at birth... found out i'm irish.... love it 
(sic). 

YouTube 

YouTube gave a large number of interesting reviews. The website itself was easily 

searchable and the record of number of views of each uploaded video gave clear 

impression of how popular a video is. Functionality of YouTube that permits users to 

embed video onto their own websites promotes videos on the site to be spread virally.  

Proud to be Irish’s first video result has over 230,000 ‘views’ and a number of 

comments 

 

 

 



YouTube User 1 

75 Million people claim Irish ancestery to name a few famous ones 

-Muhammad Ali  

-Nelson Mandela 

-Che Guevra 

-JFK 

-Barack Obama 

these are thse a few who have irish desent  

Makes you feel good to be irish (sic). 

YouTube User 2:  

there are 2 types of people in the world those who are irish and those that 

wish they are (sic). 

 

Twitter 

Researching Twitter brought with it some difficulties, which in itself were learnings 

about the usability of the medium for research. When inputting a term into the search 

function of Twitter, the site aggregates all user references to that search term (as 

opposed to listing relevant groups or postings as per Facebook and Youtube). This 

brought with it a key issue: As the search term aggregated most recent posts by all 

users, it was difficult to appreciate the relevance of posts or what they were in 

response to. Despite this a number of interesting posts were recorded that displayed 

identity:  

Twitter user 1 (30th May): 
    

So my lineage says I'm Scotch Irish, but I'm pretty sure I'm Beer Irish. 

Twitter user 2 (30th May): 

"do you not get it? the irish are the blacks of europe (...) so say it once, say it 

loud - i'm black and i'm proud." 



Twitter user 3 (30th May): 

I wish I could tan... LOL Damn vampire blood!! J/K I'm cursed with the 

fairness of the Irish... 

Twitter user 4 (30th May): 

Kiss.Me.I'm.Irish.(sic). 

CONCLUSION 

A sense of ‘belonging’ is stipulated by human nature as sharing, having or possessing 

something that is ‘the same’ as someone else. More specifically, the desirability of 

that state of belonging can be directly associated with the desirability that that very 

specific ‘sameness’ holds for the person who possesses it. In terms of the notion of 

Irish identity, modern society’s exploration of the categorisation and celebration of 

cultural differences has evidently led – in many areas of global, social and political 

society – a desirability for an identity beyond that of the typical, of face-value. What 

is evident in the discourse of frequented internet-based social networks, where 

constraints of distance, communication channels and social position are overcome, is 

the quest for declaration of one’s identity; ‘what I am that makes me different’, ‘what 

I have that makes me the same’.  

Tribes are the most effective media channel ever, but they're not for sale or for rent. 

Tribes don't do what you want want, they do what they want. Which is why joining 

and leading a tribe is such a powerful marketing investment (Godin, 2009). These 

global tribes – and referring specifically to the global tribe of Irish Diaspora – have 

the capacity to empower an individual. Appeasing the balance between being the 

same and being different at the same time, belonging to a tribal community states to 

the largest representative global community – the worldwide web – that an individual 

can be the same but different from one group of people, and the same but different 

from another group of people. The declaration of those self-same Twitter, Facebook, 

and YouTube users that I’m Irish... love it! may be, on a different day, Liverpool FC 

rule! or Proud to still love Meatloaf, three decades on!. The purpose of this 



declaration of identity, is two-fold; to join onto an established and desirable tribe, and 

to reach out others who can belong to that tribe. 

The difference, and peculiarity, however, of the quest to inherit a particular ancestral 

heritage goes further than joining the clubs or groups that base their identity on 

choice. There are, according to a user of YouTube, 2 types of people those that are 

irish and those that wish they are (spellings and grammatical errors as cited); an 

individual cannot obtain an Irish identity, a Scottish identity, a Zimbabwean, Thai, or 

Tasmainian identity. One simply is. In this sense, declaration of heritage takes on a 

separate meaning to the meaning of ‘belonging’; it is ‘being’. 
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