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Internet and cultural transmission:
The case of indigenous and immigrant
communities in New Jersey, USA
Iveta Pirgova
Abstract. Regardless of whether the Internet is perceived as a threat to traditional
cultures or a form of intercultural dialogue, it is a means of communication with an
enormous impact on the cultural processes in the modern societies. Regional and international programs for cultural preservation today co-exist with those focusing on
dynamics of cultural habitats and both rely on the Internet for communicating ideas,
strategies and/or best practices.
This paper offers a comparison between traditional forms of reproducing folk cultures and the ones facilitated by the Internet as relevant to both “old” and “new” communities in New Jersey, USA. More specifically, the presentation reflects on the use of
the Internet for preserving folk cultures as well as modifying cultural elements when
(re)defining “cultural roots” and “cultural uniqueness”. My special focus is on the Internet ‘search for’ or ‘presentation of’ “cultural uniqueness” when traditional forms of cultural transmission have been disrupted or when ethnic cultures have become associated
with minority groups in the multicultural context of the American society. The last part
of the paper presents a discussion on the various forms of cultural diffusion and online
presentation of “our” culture. The examples are based on a field research conducted in
the southern part of the state over a period of ten years.
Key words: Internet, cultural roots, cultural uniqueness, cultural transmission,
cultural preservation

The “virtual” as an extension to the “real”
Regardless of whether the Internet is perceived as a threat to traditional
cultures or a form of intercultural dialogue, it is a means of communication
with an enormous impact on the cultural processes in the modern societies
(Brügger, Bodker (eds.) 2002; Cardoso, Cheong, Cole 2009). Most researchers,
who study the impact of the Internet on human cultures, tend to distinguish
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between “real” and “online” (virtual) communities emphasizing the global aspects of the online communication. It is true that the Internet has offered new
communicative practices and has influenced some of the personal social interactions. It is also true that the Internet is used as a platform for introducing new
forms of verbal folklore, while reproducing traditional narratives, such as tales,
songs, jokes, legends, etc. (Blank (ed.) 2009; Blank (ed.) 2012; Blank (ed.) 2018;
Kinsella 2011; Keegan-Phipps, Miller 2017; Krawczyk-Wasilewska 2016). Many
organizations also use Internet as a means of preserving knowledge of traditional cultures. A great number of archives containing records of traditional
music, photos and stories have been digitized and stored online, thus making
them more accessible to a wider range of readers. What is more interesting to
me, however, is how the “real” communities establish their presence on the Internet and how they use it as a tool for preserving and transmitting traits of their
own cultures. On Internet, such communities become “virtual” ones, but only as
a mirror or an extension of the “real” ones1. The online communication in this
case augments the face-to-face interaction without replacing it and becomes yet
another strategy for cultural preservation. It is especially true for the cultural
communities in the US where they co-exist with many others and are more
aware of their cultural differences. Their desire to maintain what is perceived
as “our cultural uniqueness” shapes the way, in which they present themselves
online and initiate communications both within the community and with “others”. I would like to examine how communities themselves use Internet communication and “virtual” space as part of their cultural preservation strategies
in “real” time and “real” space.
Ethnic Groups in New Jersey and the Surrounding Areas
Nowadays there are more than two hundred and twenty ethnic groups in
New Jersey and the surrounding areas. The area was among the first ones to be
populated by European immigrants beginning in the 17th century, whose relationships with the local Native American tribes changed over time from friendly
trade treaties to genocidal acts, such as the one from 1830,2 forcing them all to
move to what was then called Indian Territory3. The first European immigrants
were mostly English and Welsh Quakers, German Mennonites, Amish and other German, Dutch and Swedish Protestants (Gibbons 2001; Yoder 2001).
The number of immigrants increased relatively steady in the following decades but the really mass migration began around 1850 and continued until 1924,
when the National Origins Act was passed limiting significantly the number of
immigrants per nation of origin. In this period, most of the immigrants arrived
1
See Parés Burguès 2010: Discussion on platforms for the dissemination of culture that
allow users to access information and content. All of these platforms are based on audio-visual
technologies that effectively audio-visualize art, science, knowledge, society and the distinction
between virtual reality, augmented reality and mixed reality.
2
Indian Removal Act, 1830.
3
Indian Territory is in the present state of Oklahoma.
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from Italy, Ireland, Eastern and Central Europe. The Displaced Persons Act of
1948 allowed for a new mass migration of people - this time from the refugee
camps in Europe. At that time many Germans, Italians, Estonians, Lithuanians,
Latvians, Russians, Jews, Ukrainians, Hungarians, Polish and others settled in
the region.
The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 ended the National Origins
Formula and not only allowed for unrestricted entry of family and relatives of
US citizens, but also opened new possibilities for immigration from Asia, South
America and Africa. New groups of immigrants arrived from Vietnam, Puerto
Rico, El Salvador, The Philippines, Jamaica, and other South American and
Asian countries. Another reform in the immigration law4 marked the beginning of the mass migration from Mexico. Since the beginning of the 1990s until
nowadays, there is an increased immigration from the former socialist countries
of Central and Eastern Europe, China, India, Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, and
other Asian and African countries.
I have chosen to discuss here the practices of several ethnic groups in New
Jersey and the surrounding areas that would represent the indigenous tribal people (Nanticoke and Lenni Lenape Native Americans), the early settlers (Swedish, Finnish and German), the old immigrants (Italian, Greek and Ukrainian)
and the new immigrants (Bulgarian, Asian Indian and Puerto Rican).
Cultural transmission “offline” and “online”
The major phases of the cultural process (Lenkeit 2012, 30-35) include enculturation, sharing, and transmission. Enculturation is the process of learning
one’s culture while growing up in it, which is later on shared with other members of the same cultural community and transmitted to the next generations of
the same cultural community (see also: Swartz 1982; Tindall 1976). The cultural
components (Lenkeit 2012, 28-29), including knowledge, ideas, belief, values, behaviours and materials creation, are not frozen entities but they change and adapt to
various environments in different time periods. Components of culture could
be borrowed and shared with other cultures and, in any given time period,
we can observe residual cultural traits referring to the past. The most effective
ones dominate the present while the emerging ones indicate future change.
The cultural process ensures the reproduction of cultures even when certain
cultural components change over time (see also: Durham 1990; Durham 1992;
Appadurai 1996).
Folk culture as a type of human culture bears the same general characteristics of its cultural process but, for its transmission, utilizes mainly the mechanism
of tradition. Folk culture and tradition have also been defined in various ways5. It
is significant here to note that tradition is also interpreted as both product and
The Immigration Reform and Control Act, 1986.
Folklore is the traditional art, literature, knowledge, and practice that is disseminated largely
through oral communication and behavioral example. Every group with a sense of its own identity shares,
as a central part of that identity, folk traditions - the things that people traditionally believe (planting
4
5
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process (Oring 2011). The word ‘tradition’ comes from the Latin roots trans + dare;
literally ‘to give across’, that is, to hand over, deliver, or transfer. Thus tradition involves
the notion of transferring or transmitting and has been applied to the act of handing over
or handing down as well as to those objects that are handed over or handed down. Consequently, tradition refers to both processes and products (ibid.). The transmission of
folk culture is often perceived by its bearers as equal to preserving “our unique
cultural heritage”.
Folk culture, being transmitted through the means of tradition, relies on
the use of observation, imitation and verbal communication and this is what I
call here “cultural transmission offline”. Now the question is whether we can
identify new forms of cultural transmission that are facilitated by the Internet websites, blogs, discussion forums, social media platforms and others6 and compare “the online” methods for cultural transmission with the “offline” ones in
the context of the communities’ strategies for culture preservation.
Internet and preserving of folk cultures
All ethnicities in the US are in a position of minority groups and their folk
cultures are constantly defined and re-defined in their complex relationships
with the dominant culture of the American society at large7. Dominant-minority
relations are shaped by significant historical, social, cultural, political and economical forces and change as the broad characteristics of society change over
time. Their forms today are the legacy of the contact situation that created the
minority groups, determined their status and formed their perceptions by the
dominant culture. It is also important to note that the ethnic groups are not
monolithic entities and their internal diversity also contributes to the formation of the groups’ relationships with the dominant one. The diversity within
the ethnic groups could be based on the time of immigration, age, education,
professional expertise, gender, region of origin, region of residence, social networks, political ideology, etc. The indigenous people of the continent (Native
American tribes) are also considered minority ethnic groups and their cultural
preservation is left to their members’ capability to identify ways of transmitting
cultural components to the next generations.
practices, family traditions, and other elements of worldview), do (dance, make music, sew clothing), know
(how to build an irrigation dam, how to nurse an ailment, how to prepare barbecue), make (architecture,
art, craft), and say (personal experience stories, riddles, song lyrics). As these examples indicate, in most
instances there is no hard-and-fast separation of these categories, whether in everyday life or in folklorists’
work. The word “folklore” names an enormous and deeply significant dimension of culture. Considering
how large and complex this subject is, it is no wonder that folklorists define and describe folklore in so
many different ways. Try asking dance historians for a definition of “dance,” for instance, or anthropologists for a definition of “culture.” No one definition will suffice - nor should it (American Folklore
Society; see also: Bauman 2001; Ben-Amos 1984; Bronner 1992; Oring 2011).
6
In many cases, it is the vernacular culture that spreads through Internet and many studies have discussed this phenomenon but the focus of this article is on the use of the Internet for
preserving folk and traditional cultures.
7
The dominant culture within the US is usually defined as English-speaking, of Western
European ancestry, and Protestant Christian faith (Healey 1995).
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The ethnic groups in the country have developed various strategies for cultural preservation in the dynamic context of the US multicultural landscape that
resulted in combining both traditional and non-traditional forms of cultural
transmission.
a. Cultural preservation strategies “offline”
Both the Native American and the immigrant-based ethnic groups share
a desire for retaining their cultural heritage and passing it on to their children and grandchildren. In broader terms, the “offline” strategies for cultural
preservation, including adaptation, could be described in two main categories:
a. informal (traditional) and b. formal (non-traditional) ones.
The informal strategies include knowledge and practices within the family, interactions with friends from the same community, including gatherings around
traditional holidays with music and dance, ceremonial activates that require creating of ritual craft objects, and cultural trips back to the home country. Individual
and family experiences play a pivotal role as to how people understand cultural
heritage and what part of it they want to maintain and pass on to their children.
The formal strategies for cultural preservation include the involvement of
churches, schools, cultural organizations, clubs, museums and galleries. The
formal strategies also imply partnerships with various culture-based agencies
based in the home country or in the US as well as other cultural institutions,
which have an expressed interest in specific ethnic traditions. For the Native
American tribes it involves intensive communication with sister-tribes located in
various places or other Native tribes, who share similar cultural traits.
b. Cultural preservation strategies “online”
The “online” preservation strategies more often offer an extension of the
formal/non-traditional ones, although in some cases they also reflect the informal strategies, especially when individual and family experiences are shared
“online” with family and friends circles in private social media networks, email
exchange, chat rooms and person-to-person online video calls.
It is interesting to mention here the existence of online publications claiming that in some cases it is the Internet that helps saving traditions and cultures
around the world (Cortese 2013; Gilmartin 2012) and even offering guidance
to the communities as to how to preserve their own cultures (How to Preserve
Your Culture).
The online activities of the tribal and ethnic groups that I have researched
in the area often revolve around those of the culture-based organizations they
created to serve the community members and to use for realizing the formal
preservation strategies.
b.1. Websites, online museums and galleries
These cultural organizations all have websites to present their mission or
reason for existence and to explain their efforts for preservation of their cultural
heritage in its various aspects - language, oral histories, folk music, dance, crafts
or various rituals associated with family and community traditions. Here are
examples of mission statements posted on websites:
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Finnish-American Society of the Delaware Valley
We are a link among Finns and friends of Finland from Philadelphia and its
suburbs, southern New Jersey and Delaware. Our mission is to promote Finnish culture,
customs, and traditions as well as the knowledge of Finland, its history and language.
Our society brings together Finns of the Delaware Valley, Americans of Finnish ancestry
and friends of Finland. To spread the “Suomi spirit”, we organize functions and events
for our membership (FASDV).
Bulgarian Cultural Center of Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Delaware
Our mission is to preserve, present and perpetuate the cultural heritage of the Bulgarian people and to educate audiences of all ages and ethnic backgrounds about Bulgarian culture, such as the Bulgarian language, history, customs, traditions, music,
crafts and dance, through exhibitions, performances and other educational activities
(Bulgarian Cultural Center for PA, NJ and DE).
The websites are also structured in a way that brings to focus the community history, cultural events, including images and videos, information about
different traditions or community tasks (Fig. 1).

a

b

c
Fig. 1. Community Websites Home Pages: a - Lenni-Lenape Tribal Site, Home Page;
b - Friends of India Society, Home Page; c - Italian Cultural Foundation, Home Page
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a

b

c

Fig. 2. Community Online Museum Presence: a - Lenape Tribal Museum;
b - German Dutch Museum; c - Ukrainian Museum

They often publish their mission, vision, history, events calendar, special
programs, etc. In the case of the Lenape, there is a section about the history of
the tribe and not only of the tribal organization because it was their history that
has been denied to them through the public-school system in the country and
through academic publications in the past. The other ethnic groups emphasize
more the spectrum of activities aimed at cultural preservation.
The online museums and galleries are sometimes a reflection of real ones
but others exist only in the virtual space (Fig. 2).
Their missions are also oriented towards preservation of cultural heritage.
Here are some examples:
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Nanticoke and Lenape Confederation Learning Center and Museum
This Museum is dedicated to sharing the continuing tribal history and culture of the
Delaware Bay (Nanticoke and Lenni-Lenape Tribe).
The Pennsylvania German Cultural Heritage Center at Kutztown University is an
open-air folklife museum and research center dedicated to the preservation and promotion
of Pennsylvania German heritage (Pennsylvania German Cultural Heritage Center).
The Ukrainian Museum is the largest museum in the U.S. committed to acquiring, preserving, exhibiting, and interpreting articles of artistic or historic significance to
the rich cultural heritage of Ukrainians (The Ukrainian Museum).
It is interesting to observe how dissemination of content on the websites is
controlled by the choice of language. Sometimes it is meant to be shared with
other communities and sometimes, it is for internal (within the ethnic group)
use only. In the second case, the content is in the native language of the ethnic
group and it is not meant to be understood outside its membership. The Immigrant’s Suitcase: Virtual Museum of the Bulgarians in North America provides such
an example (The Immigrant’s Suitcase) (Fig. 3).

a

b
Fig. 3. Community Virtual Museums: a, b - The Immigrant’s Suitcase:
Virtual Museum of the Bulgarians in North America
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All the stories and interpretative texts of images are in Bulgarian. The virtual museum was created as a forum of the Bulgarian community for sharing
stories, images and videos depicting immigration experience and living traditions.
The online museums and galleries bridge members of the ethnic community, who are scattered across vast spaces in the US and create a sense of belonging, shared culture and social practices. They help uniting people who reside in
different states, while serving the collective memory of their ethnic culture and
traditions.
b.2. Online classes
Online activities often include online classes in language, traditional crafts,
music (vocal and instrumental) and dance.
Language classes are organized for those who have lost their mother language but are aware of its role for preserving and transmitting cultural heritage. They are also provided as a part of the ethnic schools’ curriculum and
offered for children, who were born outside the home country or others, who
have not enough language practice, especially with the written forms of the
language.
Classes in crafts and dance are sometimes done as webinars but more
often it is just through sharing videos on websites or YouTube in a form of tutorials. Usually instructions are given verbally and demonstration is provided
for viewers to follow. Sometimes the instructions are also given as a slide show
or files containing pictures of the process. Figure 4 gives some examples of
tutorials.
These classes are provided in cases when there is a fear that a certain tradition will be lost if the people with knowledge and skills to maintain it have
no enough followers. One of the practitioners shared with me his reasons:
I am working on a series of videos, so that people can easily follow the process step
by step. It is important to me that more people learn. Right now we have just a few
people who know it (the craft - I.P.) and I want to make sure that it does not die out
in time...8.
This type of classes in craft, music and dance are not meant to revive lost
traditions but to maintain the living ones as part of the group’s cultural heritage. The online tutorials are forms of sharing within the group and the acquired skills to be applied in reality afterwards. Very often they are conducted
in the native language of the ethnic group.

8
Interview with L.S., man, 46 years old, high-school education, recorded by I. Pirgova in
New Jersey, 2016.
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b

c

d

Fig. 4. Video and Photo Online Tutorials: a - Bulgarian Martenitsa;
b - Bulgarian Woodcarving; c - German Bobbin Lace; d - Indian Mehendi
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e

f

g

h

Fig. 4. Video and Photo Online Tutorials: e - Indian Rangoli; f - Italian Palm Braiding;
g - Native American Pine Needle Baskets; h - Native American Dream Catchers
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i

j

k

l

Fig. 4. Video and Photo Online Tutorials: i - Puerto Rican Carnival Masks; j - Swedish Christmas Gnomes; k - Ukrainian Easter Eggs; l - Ukrainian Headdresses

b.3. Social media
The social media plays a vital role in online cultural preservation strategies,
especially Facebook, which gives more variety of options for publicizing events,
images, videos and for receiving instant feedback from the members of the community (Chen 2012; Havlicek 2015; You et al. 2017; Park et al. 2017; Java et al.
2017). Most organizations have both websites and Facebook pages but in recent
years many of them rely more and more on Facebook (Fig. 5).
The organizations that are created in the last few years sometimes choose to
have Facebook only since it does not require the special expertise of web designers and web programmers and it could be easily maintained. The opportunity
for quick response is also a key. All community members are potential “friends”
on Facebook and can also post information and images relevant to the effort of
preserving traditions through information exchange and events. Facebook also
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a

b

c

e

d

f

Fig. 5. Community Facebook Pages:
a - Swedish Colonial Society Facebook; b - Friends of India Society Facebook;
c - Jamaican Rise Up Arts Facebook; d - Puerto Rican Society Facebook;
e - Lenape Tribe Facebook; f - Ukrainian Museum Facebook
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facilitates sharing of research, stories and experiences. Twitter and Instagram
are also used but to less degree and mostly to secure other forms of comments
and opinions exchange.
When comparing the different online communications, it becomes clear
that websites are more similar to the television, being agents of the one-to-many
type of communication, while social media better represents the equality of the
community members offering many-to-many communicative modes9.
c. Combination of “offline” and “online” preservation strategies
It is interesting to observe how cultural communities in the US combine
“offline” and “online” communicative forms, thus diversifying their cultural
preservation strategies in the modern societies. This combination can be observed at all stages of the cultural process - learning, sharing, and transmitting learning from elderly people and online, sharing in face to face communication
and online, passing on knowledge and skills by personal example, verbally and
online. This leads us to the conclusion that the Internet is used as an additional
tool in the cultural reproductive process rather than as a replacement of the
cultural transmission through the means of tradition. These combined strategies are often utilized based on a conscious choice with the goal of ensuring the
continuous existence of “our” culture.
Internet and reviving folk cultures
The online activities discussed in this section mirror communities’ efforts
to revive elements of their traditions in cases of disrupted cultural transmission. Usually some of the community members have knowledge of their existence in the past or in the home country and endeavor to readopt them again.
Sometimes, however, such efforts reflect invention of traditions, which are
soon after proclaimed to be a part of the groups’ cultural heritage. In any
case, revival of folk cultures implies learning of what was believed to be lost.
The online learning involves reading articles, books, Wikipedia publications
but also participating in online discussion forums with other members of the
ethnic group, posting newly discovered information on social media and on a
variety of blogs.
Facebook is particularly suited for such discussions, since people can form
online clubs and friends’ circles, where there is an instant dissemination of information, images and videos. Discussions in such virtual groups include culture history, traits and suggestions for reintroduction of cultural elements into
the present-day ceremonial or everyday practices.
YouTube learning is also very popular. Very often members of a certain
ethnic community learn about a cultural trait from events posted on YouTube
in the home country. If they deem it compatible with their existing knowledge

9
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See description of these modes of communication in Nimrod, Adoni, Nossek 2015.

about their culture, they can learn it and offer it for exchange with other members of the same ethnic community. For instance, the Lenape folk artists look
for augmenting their elders’ knowledge online when they feel it is incomplete Our elders know about the ribbon dress but they do not know all its varieties. I can find
them online and make the dresses for our women10. Other examples would include
the Ukrainians learning old weaving and embroidery techniques online or the
Italians - Milanese bobbin lace making online. It is all there (on the Internet - I.P.),
you just google it and there is always someone to teach you11.
Similarly, with the online activities discussed in the previous section, knowledge and skills are acquired from the Internet but applied in the real practice
of the communities. After just a few years, people perceive the revived cultural
traits as a part of a long-lasting tradition and include them in the “offline” practices for cultural transmission. And again, they combine “offline” and “online”
strategies for reviving and passing on traditions that are believed to be lost and
recovered by all possible means, including the Internet.
Cultural diffusion “offline” and “online”
The transformation of folk culture is an imminent result of the more
general process of culture change and a way of adapting to different historical, political, social and environmental changes over time and across space.
The cultural diffusion is the primary external source for culture change, the
internal ones being associated with fluctuations, innovations and inventions
(Lenkeit 2012).
Cultural diffusion is most commonly defined as the process of spatial exchange of ideas, products and cultural traits. In the past this exchange was a
result of direct contact between two cultures - contact at territorial borders,
trade (for example, the Silk Road), migration, during wars, conquests and colonialism (the winner often attempted assimilation of the conquered culture),
travel, religious missions and pilgrimage (helped with spread of religious ideas and philosophies), and others. With the development of the technology,
mass media communication, transportation and tourism, diffusion of cultures
became more global phenomenon and in the age of the Internet, there is
no longer a need for direct contact between the cultures to cause diffusion.
People can communicate online and participate in cultural exchange without
even leaving their homes.
In the case of the US there are two popular metaphors describing the diffusion process, which leads to a full or segmented acculturation and assimilation - “the melting pot” or “the salad bowl”, the second being used in cases
where ethnic cultures were accepted and respected for their differences by the

Interview with I.Y., woman, 51 years old, high-school education, recorded by I. Pirgova
in New Jersey, 2017.
11
Interview with F.R., man, 57 years old, college education, recorded by I. Pirgova in New
Jersey, 2015.
10
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dominant culture12. The assimilation is more extreme form of cultural diffusion.
It is either forceful (Native Americans, African Americans) or voluntary (all immigrant groups). The assimilated groups are expected to adapt to the dominant
Anglo-American culture.
In the more recent years, with the trends for recognizing the pluralistic
character of the American society, minority groups tend to preserve or revive their cultural identities and position themselves as unique in comparison
with the “others”. They are searching for diversity within the unity and for
inclusiveness in the multicultural societal mosaic picture. So, they are trying
to provide bilingual education for their children, to maintain their own belief
systems, social practices, values, memories of history, including history of immigration, connections with homeland (if any), traditional art forms, rituals,
etc. The groups often occupy different locations but have their own temples,
clubs, or schools. In some cases, they establish their own neighbourhoods,
rely on a set of interconnected business within the group and form ethnic
enclaves.
Studies suggest that values change more slowly, which is why even when using the Internet, individuals and communities accept cultural traits of “others”
only if they conform to their value systems (Lenkeit 2012)13. This leads to careful
choices and a very selective adoption of elements that are being perceived as
“ours” or “possibly ours” but lost in time. It is especially true about the Lenape
culture, which was almost completely lost and only a limited knowledge about
certain cultural components remained. The revival of the Lenape traditions
leads people to sister-tribes and their elders but also to websites of tribal communities where the missing elements could be found, readopted or adopted. One
of the Lenape folk artists shared with me: The dream catcher came to us from the
Northern tribes. We also accepted it as ours because it is a Native tradition. Our elders
know about it but there are many more patterns on the Internet I can find and use in my
work…14.
Within the groups, we can observe several forms of cultural diffusion, which
have a variety of online expressions.
a. One of them presents a mix of cultural traits associated with different
regional versions of the folk culture in the home country, which are perceived
as representative of the ethnic culture abroad. The selected regional elements
of culture become an ethnic invariant and are also associated with national
cultural heritage. For example, in New Jersey there are Asian Indians who
immigrated mostly from the states of Gujarat, Kerala, Karnataka, and Bengal. When they celebrate Indian Cultural Festivals, however, the states of

12
Assimilation is a process, in which formerly distinct and separate groups come to share
a common culture and merge together socially.
13
Studies suggest that values may not diffuse with the same rapidity as the spread of materials, technology, and ideas around the globe. For example: Eric Michaels study of the impact of Hollywood videos
on the Warlpiri Aborigines of Australia (Michaels 1994).
14
Interview with M.B., man, 32 years old, high-school education, recorded by I. Pirgova
in New Jersey, 2014.
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origin are less important or not important at all as it is all Indian. That is
why their websites and Facebook posts contain only descriptions of Indian
and do not provide further explanations of regional specifics. Similarly, the
majority of Italians came from Sicily and less from Central and North Italy
but the Italian Cultural Foundation website focuses on the fact that all events
celebrate Italian cultural heritage. There is also the mix of urban and rural
cultural elements in the living ethnic traditions in the US, which are not distinguished online.
b. Another one of the diffusion forms addresses the mix of elements originating in folk and popular cultures, which are all perceived as part of “our” ethnic cultural heritage. The creation of this mix is facilitated by different sources
of cultural diffusion. It also depends on the communicative pattern. The mass
media (television, films, radio, newspapers) and the Internet (digital books, online newspapers, audio and video layers, websites of interest, downloads) help
spreading the popular culture in the communicative pattern one-to-many, while
web forums, chat rooms and social media networks engage in a many-to-many
type of communication and can facilitate more focused spread of both popular
and folk culture traits (Sawyer 2011). The one-to-one communication via emails
is often use to spread new forms of folklore and became a source for study of
contemporary forms of folklore15. In time, some elements of pop culture are
perceived as century old folk traditions.
c. The third one of the diffusion forms is associated with the relationships
of the ethnic cultures with the dominant culture of the US, which also include the
variety of ethnic food ways adopted in the country. For instance, the Ukrainian
community in the area organizes their summer picnics on 4 July, which is an
American national holiday; the Italians celebrate another American holiday Thanksgiving - with roasted turkey (traditionally served on this day at American
homes) and Italian pasta dishes. One of my Bulgarian respondents explained:
We always celebrate Thanksgiving together. Someone prepares the turkey but the rest of
us bring something Bulgarian - banitsa or stuffed peppers, shopska salata, you know …
something that we all like for parties16.
Internet and presenting/sharing folk cultures
Online presentations of folk cultures depend upon their perceptions by
the culture bearers and their communicative priorities. What is shared among
the community members does not need to always be fully articulated in so far
as certain information is taken for granted and internally understood. What
is shared with “others”, however, is more carefully selected and more fully ex-

15
Besides television and cinema, mobile phones and digital texts like the e-mail have emerged as
efficient facilitators of the folk process. Most of the narratives thus transmitted are in the form of small
tales, anecdotes, jokes, humorous one-liners, and riddle (James 2010).
16
Interview with S.M., woman, 45 years old, college education, recorded by I. Pirgova in
New Jersey, 2012. The listed meals are a part of the Bulgarian cuisine.
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a

b

c
Fig. 6. Symbols of Unique Cultural Heritage: a - Finnish Society: national flags;
b - Bulgarian Cultural Center: traditional cuisine and costumes; c - Italian Cultural
Foundation: images of the homeland

plained since there are no assumptions for prior knowledge of the culture by
“the others”. It also depends at times on what cultural elements are defined as
distinctive enough to be shared with “others” and to be presented as “the best”
example of unique cultural heritage.
Very often online presentations of the ethnic groups also include specific
symbols of “our” culture, including online images and videos of regional or
stage costumes presented as national ones, cuisine, folk music, dance and national flags (Fig. 6)17.

17
There is a distinction between national identity, which is associated with the home
country and an ethnic one, distinguishing certain ethnic group from all other ethnic groups
that surround them in the US.
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The national symbols associate the ethnic group with the country of origin. Pictures from the home country are also included in online postings. They
sometimes reflect feelings of nostalgia or a desire of reconnection with “our
roots”. The need to share the beauty of the ancestral land and images fueling
the pride of its past and present achievements are yet another way of establishing the “uniqueness” of the group for the education of “the others”.
Concluding remarks
The Internet is often discussed in the context of the modern-day globalization process (Matos 2012; Kraidy 2002) but its role in augmenting community
strategies for preservation of cultural heritage has not been fully examined so
far. It is true that the Internet facilitates cultural diffusion but it is also important to see how it is used by the ethnic groups for maintaining and/or reviving
elements of their folk and traditional cultures. There is enough empirical material online that would allow for more in-depth observations of the new forms
of cultural transmission, analyses of the online activities as balanced by the traditional ones, and further studies that would interpret the new forms of the
cultural process as they become part of both offline and online communicative
patterns in the present-day modern societies.
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