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Abstract  

The purpose of this paper is to show how non-human actors influence the formation of collective 

identity and the communicative constitution of collectives in a digital environment. With an 

analysis of the social media activities evolving around the hashtag #wirsindmehr, this research 

contributes to the communicative constitution of organization (CCO) theory by discussing the 

role of non-human agents in the constitution of collective identity and in new forms of 

organization. The researcher frames the nature of the #wirsindmehr collective by drawing on 

neo-tribal theory. The methodological approach focuses on the integration of natively digital 

data, especially hashtags, with a mixed method approach. By combining social network 

analysis and critical technocultural discourse analysis, the researcher analyses various levels 

of communicational episodes for the constitution of the collective identity of the #wirsindmehr 

protests. 

Introduction   

Although the relevance of online movements and their formation increased in organization 

literature over the last years, most research still does not discuss the role of non-human actors 

and materiality in depth as Wilhoit and Kisselburgh (2015) point out. Scholars like Dolata and 

Schrape (2016), Crespin-mazet, Goglio-primard, and Grenier (2017) and Milan (2015) criticise 

the lack of addressing the socio-technological changes through social platforms and the missing 

depth in the examination of the connection between technological structures and the formation 

of collectives. This paper answers the call for new, in-depth approaches for understanding the 

role of non-human actors in the constitution of new organizational forms. The research question 

of this paper is, how the hashtag as affordance constitutes the formation of collective identity 

in the digital space and what organizational characteristics emerge in the communicational 

episodes. The theoretical connection between neo-tribal forms of collective identity in the 
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digital and the role of non-human actors in CCO theory offers a fruitful exploration to 

understand more fluid and unstable organizational phenomena. To grasp the role of hashtags as 

non-human actors, the researcher discusses the formation of collective identity and the 

emergence of organizationality regarding the neo-tribal protests of #wirsindmehr in Germany. 

To answer the research question, this paper starts by introducing the theoretical background 

with the definition of non-human actors and the discussion of neo-tribal theory, continues with 

a detailed outline of the #wirsindmehr protests and finally describes the methodology used to 

empirically investigate the phenomenon and its communication on social media. In the last 

section, the findings are presented and discussed and implications for future research and 

contributions are pointed out. 

Theoretical background 

The role of non-human actors in the communicative constitution of organizations. The basic 

assumption of CCO (communicative constitution of organization) theory is that communication 

constitutes any form of organization, organizing and organizationality (Blaschke, Schoeneborn, 

& Seidl, 2012; Cooren, Kuhn, Cornelissen, & Clark, 2011; Putnam & Maydan Nicotera, 2010; 

Schoeneborn et al., 2014; Schoeneborn, Kuhn, & Kärreman, 2018). Therefore, CCO grounds 

the ontological origin of organization in communication (Putnam & Maydan Nicotera, 2010). 

This relational ontology describes reality and thus organization and society as emerging out of 

communicational episodes, interactions and engagement among various actors (Blaschke et al., 

2012; Schoeneborn et al., 2014; Schoeneborn et al., 2018; Wilhoit, 2018). Social and 

organizational worlds come into being ñfor another next first timeñ (Cooren, Matte, Benoit-

Barné, & Brummans, 2013, p. 262). They do not only constitute reality on an individual level 

but correspondingly on a collective level (Cooren et al., 2011). For researchers, conversations 

and discourses provide a lens to understand how the world and the organizations within are 

formed and brought to reality through communicational episodes between humans and humans, 

but also between humans and objects or objects and objects (Boivin, Brummans, & Barker, 

2017; Martine, Cooren, Bénel, & Zacklad, 2016).  

Extending traditional organizational theories, the term organization as communicatively 

constituted includes more open, fluid and permeable forms of organizational phenomena 

(Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015; Wilhoit & Kisselburgh, 2015). From this perspective, 

communicational episodes are placed at the heart of organizational entities, in contrast to the 

notion of formal organization with members at its core (Blaschke et al., 2012). These 
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organizational entities are realized as ongoing, iterative and emergent processes (Blaschke et 

al., 2012; Cooren et al., 2011; Putnam & Maydan Nicotera, 2010; Wilhoit, 2018).  

Following the emphasis on communication as a constitutive force, organizational phenomena 

are a consequence of discourses and conversations about decisions, membership and hierarchy 

among actors (Bean & Buikema, 2015; Boivin et al., 2017). This broad definition of 

organizations opens up the possibility to include new forms of contemporary organizational 

phenomena into research and to develop a common understanding of them (Schoeneborn et al., 

2018). With the differentiation between organization (as an entity), organizing (as a practice) 

and organizationality (as an attribute), the notion of organization includes even more types of 

collectives. Using the attribute of organizationality for collective action, organization cannot be 

confirmed or denied but rather is a matter of degree (Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015; 

Schoeneborn et al., 2018). Nevertheless, these fluid forms of organization have to embody 

certain characteristics like interconnected decision-making, collective identity, membership 

negotiations and the existence of common goals only achievable through the collective so that 

they can be distinguished from e.g. networks (Crespin-mazet et al., 2017; Dobusch 

& Schoeneborn, 2015; Puranam, Alexy, & Reitzig, 2014). However, they do not need 

institutional settings or clear boundaries to emerge, but rather come into existence through 

actors acting on behalf of each other (Schoeneborn et al., 2018). This paper adopts the lens of 

organizationality for the analysis of the constitution of collective identity with communication 

on social media platforms and argues for a broad understanding of what can be included in the 

organizational definition, following Wilhoit and Kisselburgh (2015), Crespin-mazet et al. 

(2017) or Dobusch and Schoeneborn (2015). The concept of organizationality offers the 

possibility to assign a certain degree or nuance to an organizational phenomenon in contrast to 

a normative categorization of the phenomenon in organization or non-organization. The 

communicational episodes emphasised in CCO theory are the basic elements for organizational 

phenomena to emerge. They are not only part of organization or transmitters for information, 

but establish and realize organizational realities by producing and negotiating meaning and 

embedding them in a wider context (Boivin et al., 2017; Cooren et al., 2011; Eddington, 2018; 

Schoeneborn et al., 2018). According to J. Taylor and Cooren (1997), communication does not 

only convey information but text, conversations and discourses are also performative and make 

things happen. Further, the notion of communication in CCO theory includes a broad definition 

of agency with both human and non-human actors. This paper wants to emphasise the role of 

non-human actors following the approaches of the Montreal School in the communicative 
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constitution of organizational phenomena and explore the concepts to grasp the possibilities 

how they act and are acted upon.  

The agency to communicate is not exclusively human. Following Cooren et al. (2011), 

Boxenbaum, Jones, Meyer, and Svejenova (2018) and Schoeneborn et al. (2018), the material 

dimension in organization studies and non-human agents like texts, artefacts, bodies, 

architecture or metaphors gain importance as formative agents in organizations. They 

communicate not only through humans but also on their own behalf. According to Eddington 

(2018) and Boivin et al. (2017), non-human actors in organizational research still lack a clear 

definition and further empirical research to investigate their role in the communicative 

constitution of organizations. Therefore, this paper tries to extend the definition of these 

material actors, especially with the focus on digital environments. Grounded in Latourôs (1996) 

concept of interaction between various actors with different ontological nature, non-human 

actors can convey meaning, speak for someone else or for themselves and act upon other human 

or non-human actors (Cooren et al., 2011; Cooren, 2015). Therefore, these actors create new 

possibilities to manifest and shape the material and the social reality of organizations (W. 

Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Eddington, 2018; Latour, 2005; Orlikowski, 2007; Wilhoit 

&  Kisselburgh, 2015). However, they do not act as neutral objects, but as formative participants 

of a discourse (Kaufmann & Jeandesboz, 2017). As part of the communicational conglomerate 

creating organizationality, human and non-human actors are constantly entangled. Their aim is 

to achieve things the individual could not accomplish alone, but only with the help of the 

collective. Treem and Leonardi (2012, p. 173) argue that non-human actors ñallow people to do 

things that were difficult without them to doò.  

Even though the differentiation between human and non-human seems clear, every actor 

consists of various social and technological forces (Martine et al., 2016). Referring back to the 

relational ontology, every artefact, every text, every form of agency includes a non-human and 

human part and, therefore, the distinction between those two is not as clear-cut as proposed 

before (Castor & Cooren, 2006; Orlikowski, 2007). In line with the fusion of the social and the 

material, Latour (1994) introduced the concept of hybrid agency. In his concept, non-human 

actors are recognized as active and constituting forces, but human agency as intertwined with 

the non-human still plays an important role in the formation of agency and the resulting 

communication (see also Martine et al., 2016). Nevertheless, the term ñnon-human agentsò is 

still used in this paper to highlight the role of communicative agents not entirely human, but it 

does not deny the hybrid and interconnected nature of sociality and materiality encompassed in 

such actors. To decipher the formation of collectives in digital environments, the concept of 
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non-human actors poses a promising theoretical lens. According to Rogers (2013) natively 

digital agents can offer valuable insights not only for online communication but at the same 

time for researchers to grasp social realities. Therefore, this paper examines hashtags as natively 

digital and non-human actors in the constitution of a collective in a digital environment. 

The importance of the hashtag as a formative tool in public and political discourses increased 

with the new communication dynamics in the 2016 Presidential Election in the United States, 

see e.g. Eddington (2018), Literat and Kligler-Vilenchik (2019) or Bossetta (2018). Hashtags 

as non-human actors represent both text and meta-text with their hybrid nature in information 

technology (Kuo, 2018; Rambukanna, 2015). Besides retweets and mentions, the hashtag is a 

central element of the social media platform Twitter and was included as a feature of other 

platforms in recent years. Its role incorporates not only to establish links between various 

fragments of public communication, but to move discourse beyond isolated conversations, to 

archive the evolving meaning of communicational episodes, to serve as an intermediary 

between user and IT and to establish coherent topical networks between the users participating 

in discourses (Brock, 2012, 2018; Eddington, 2018; Literat & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2019; 

Sweeney & Brock, 2014). Collective identity emerges around hashtags as the discourse of the 

social publics is promoted and reframed by this technological feature (Kuo, 2018). Whereas the 

platform Twitter predefines the existence and function of hashtags in general, specific hashtags 

and their meaning are user-created. Therefore, the hashtag as a sign is both signifier and 

signified for the user (Brock, 2012). Its multi-faceted properties embody material and 

immaterial aspects of non-human actors combined with structural features and an interpretative 

dimension (Cooren, 2015; Martine et al., 2016; Wilhoit, 2018).  

To understand the structural and formative power of non-human actors like hashtags in the 

process of the formation of a collective identity, this paper addresses the characteristics of 

collective identity emerging in a digital context by drawing on Maffesoliôs (1996) concept of 

neo-tribalism to provide a framework for the research question. The next section discusses in 

what ways neo-tribal theory can account for the ephemeral, short-term oriented and emotional 

aspects of digitally constituted collectives (like in the #wirsindmehr protests) and the associated 

characteristics of organizationality in such collectives. 

Collective identities in neo-tribes. In contrast to individuality, which first appeared as a concept 

in the Renaissance, collective identity already was an important part in ancient societies (for a 

detailed historical overview see Zima (2015)). The awareness of a group, experiencing a higher 

level of identification as ñwe-nessò in contrast to other individuals or outside groups, shared 
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characteristics and values constitute collective identity (Choup, 2008; Priante, Ehrenhard, van 

den Broek, & Need, 2018). According to Flesher Fominaya (2010) and Milan (2015), the 

connection between the individual and the collective establishes through emotional and moral 

connections, linking one individual with others. Moreover, these connections reaffirm with the 

expression of shared characteristics in opposition to other groups or individuals and can result 

in a collective agency. Collective agency, in turn, builds the basis for actions towards a common 

goal. Symbolic interactions like texts, symbols, messages enable the negotiation of collective 

identity among its members, even before the emergence of social media (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989). However, the ideas and communicational episodes exchanged between individuals were 

invisible for most of the public in an analogue context. Nowadays, social media platforms 

change the scale and visibility of this process of identity negotiation on a public level.  

As Milan (2015) and Priante et al. (2018) discuss, the different technological tools, icons, 

symbols and modes of communication make collective identity tangible for the public and 

display connections between individuals and, later on, emergent collective narratives on 

different platforms like blogs, social media services or forums. In addition to the increased 

visibility, digital communication decreases the cost of interaction, coordination and the need 

for formal organizations among actors (Kavada, 2015; Wilhoit & Kisselburgh, 2015). Dolata 

and Schrape (2016) describe these characteristics imposed by the web infrastructure as enabling 

new options in terms of velocity and interactivity, as coordinating in terms of reproducible 

communication and fixed structure and as controllable as they make the negotiation of 

collective identities observable and judgable by outside agents like other communities, but also 

governments or researchers. Furthermore, the changes in the communicational environments 

affect the nature of collective identities. The higher speed of communication among actors and 

the greater visibility in the initial phase of collective formation leads to faster-changing, 

ephemeral forms of collective identity, which Flesher Fominaya (2010, p. 400) classify as ñbio-

degradableò.  

As collective identity is an essential part of organizationality (Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015), 

the changes in the constitution of collective identity also affect the organizational characteristics 

of collectives. The formative role of non-human actors (like e.g. hashtags) shapes 

communicational episodes. These changing formats of communication have consequences for 

the constitution of collective identity and the degree of organizationality encompassed by these 

new forms of collectives. These new more fluid forms do not need a formal organization for 

collective identity and agency to emerge, as the actors collectively select, highlight and share 

content and thus, negotiate the membership rules and the identity of the collective (Milan, 
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2015). Nevertheless, they still embody organizational characteristics regarding membership, 

connected decision making or, as discussed, collective identity. However, the technological 

structures do have a big influence on how communication constitutes the collective voice and 

what kind of organizational characteristics these collectives embody (Dolata & Schrape, 2016; 

Kavada, 2015). To understand the ephemeral and temporal nature of collective identities 

grounded in the digital, the researcher argues for a new lens which conduces as a frame for this 

research, in contrast to other scholars using social movement theory for more long-term oriented 

and stable collectives see eg. Crider (2015), Diani (2011) or Flesher Fominaya (2010). These 

new forms of collectives require a theoretical concept which includes the before characteristics 

and structures and, therefore, accounts for the constitution of new forms of organizations. 

According to Dawsonôs (2018) research about e-tribalization on social media platforms, neo-

tribalism can extend the theoretical spectrum of CCO theory with the characterization of new, 

more fluid forms of collective identity on social media platforms, which social movement 

theory cannot describe. 

Neo-tribalism. Following Dawesô (2016) explanation of Maffesoliôs (1996) concept of neo-

tribalism, the term ñtribeò serves as a metaphor for a dissolving distinction between the 

individual and society. So far, researchers applied neo-tribal theory mainly in regard to the 

formation of subcultures, e.g. in dance music culture (A. Bennett, 1999), club culture (Goulding 

& Shankar, 2011; Goulding, Shankar, & Elliott, 2002), soccer fandom (Best, 2013; Hughson, 

1999), consumption practices (Aung & Sha, 2016; Cooper, McLoughlin, & Keating, 2005; 

OôReilly, 2012) or travel behaviour (Vorobjovas-Pinta, 2018). However, scholars like P. Taylor 

(2005), Robards and A. Bennett (2011), Kelemen and Smith (2001) or Riley, Griffin, and 

Morey (2010) discussed the characteristics of neo-tribes linked to forms of political 

participation and episodes of virtual communication on various social media platforms. 

Therefore, this framework offers a possibility to account for the fluid and impermanent nature 

of contemporary organizational phenomena and the allocation of organizationality in quickly 

emerging online collective identities.  

Introducing the concept of neo-tribes for the first time in the 1990ies, Maffesoli (1996) 

describes the circumstances for the emergence of neo-tribes in post-modern society as ñthe 

constant interplay between growing massification and the development of micro-groupsò (p.6). 

With neo-tribalism, society turns away from the rational individual to a new, community-

oriented stance (Goulding et al., 2002). Neo-tribes emerge as ephemeral, fluid, non-exclusive, 

temporal and transitive groups of people, bound together by a need for belonging (Dawes, 2016; 

Goulding & Shankar, 2011; Kelemen & Smith, 2001; Riley et al., 2010; Robards & A. Bennett, 
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2011; P. Taylor, 2005). Maffesoli (1996) argues for three main characteristics, which are 

necessary for the evolvement of a tribal community: the aesthetical aura, the ethical experience 

and customs. The ñaesthetical auraò (Maffesoli, 1996, p. 9) refers to a shared ambience, shared 

sentiment, the sharing of common taste or a certain state of mind expressed through lifestyles, 

appearances, forms or values (Best, 2013; Goulding & Shankar, 2011; Kelemen & Smith, 2001; 

Maffesoli, 2016; Robards & A. Bennett, 2011). This emotional and affective basis of collective 

identity in neo-tribes marks a shift from society formed by rational patterns to a more 

empathetic society. It is ñthe bond of the pact rather than the contractò (Maffesoli, 2016, p. 747) 

that brings together individuals by decisions based on emotions and the search for the feeling 

of belonging and togetherness. This collective bond, which Maffesoli (1996) originally labelled 

as ñthe ethical experienceò (p.15), emerges from daily emotions and from the politics of 

everyday life (Robards & A. Bennett, 2011). Riley et al. (2010) define everyday politics as a 

new form of political participation, constituted by sociality and proxemics, solidarity and 

belonging, hedonism, vitality and puissance and the sovereignty over oneôs own existence. The 

shift towards a more emotional approach to decision-making requires an aloof, disconnected 

stance towards traditional political institutions and organizations (Riley et al., 2010; Robards 

& A. Bennett, 2011). This aloofness liberates the individuals, at least temporarily, from the 

implications of institutional powers and offers them a moment of sovereignty over their owns 

existence (Maffesoli, 1996; Riley et al., 2010). However, the neo-tribe as a place of temporal 

escape only requires a partial commitment from its participants, a fragment of the individualôs 

identity (Kelemen & Smith, 2001). The temporary nature of this community is not bound by 

social class or gender but by a proxemic connection based on feelings (Goulding et al., 2002; 

Hesmondhalgh, 2005; Maffesoli, 2016; Robards & A. Bennett, 2011). Therefore, individuals 

shift between the tribes and rearrange and reconstitute not only the fragments of their own of 

identity but also the multiple fluid tribes and collective identities they are part of. These groups 

do not follow hierarchies or have a distinct leader. However, Goulding and Shankar (2011) see 

new shamans as central to the neo-tribal crowd, setting the mood of the often festive and 

effervescent neo-tribal resistance. Although shared consumption practices based on leisure 

activities are an essential part of the emergence of neo-tribes, they account for more than just 

entertainment and hedonism (A. Bennett, 2005; Goulding et al., 2002). The individuals in a 

neo-tribe negotiate their membership through acts of communication following tribe-specific 

customs and styles in a defined territory (Maffesoli, 2016). These territories outline areas of 

performance (Goulding & Shankar, 2011) and a habitus constituted by shared aesthetics and 

sentiments (Best, 2013). Individuals enact and re-enact this quest for the feeling of 
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belongingness and togetherness in customs and rituals. The hashtag creates such a virtual area 

of performance for the constitution for the emergence of collective identity ñbased on affective 

links rather than geographical propinquityò (P. Taylor, 2005, p. 638). As non-human actors are 

a central part of social media platforms, these natively digital structures constitute a crucial part 

for the construction of digital neo-tribes. According to A. Bennett (1999), the narratives of the 

neo-tribes expand and form through the dissemination of communication episodes via media 

platforms. Virtual communication and digital technologies create a structure and a platform for 

a variety of shared stories, emotions and values and at the same time, they enable the emergence 

of a collective identity not bound by space and time, by social class or by gender (Dawes, 2016; 

Kelemen & Smith, 2001; Robards & A. Bennett, 2011).  

To further theorize non-human actors like hashtags and collective identities in neo-tribes that 

are grounded in the digital, this paper applies the concept of affordances as part of a stream 

adopting CCO approaches with an emphasis on materiality. Although the concept itself is not 

well defined yet, this paper argues for the fruitful framework it can offer for the exploration of 

the role of non-human actors in neo-tribes. Affordances represent possibilities for action 

embodied by artefacts, architectures, bodies or environments. They favour a certain kind of 

communicational behaviour, and therefore shape, but do not fully determine or pre-define the 

communication between different agents (Aten & Thomas, 2016; Bossetta, 2018; Eddington, 

2018; Khazraee & Novak, 2018; Literat & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2019; Wilhoit, 2018). With the 

empirical examples of city infrastructure for cyclists in Denmark and the communicative 

constitution of bike commuters, Wilhoit (2018) and Wilhoit and Kisselburgh (2015) emphasize 

the spatial, non-verbal characteristics of affordances. However, the hashtag as digital affordance 

adds another dimension through its hybrid functionality as a spatial and textual element at the 

same time. These digital structures have also been discussed as architecture in research. For 

example, Bossetta (2018) transfers the architectural notion into virtual environments. In 

contrast to the theory of digital architecture introduced by Bossetta (2018), the notion of 

affordances accounts for certain aspects on a social media platform, instead of the overall, 

general structures. Additionally to their predetermining influence on communication flows, 

affordances as created and acted upon bridge the social and material dimension (Eddington, 

2018; Khazraee & Novak, 2018). Kaufmann and Jeandesboz (2017, p. 319) describe them as 

ñnumeric, countable, computable, material, storable, searchable, transferable, networkable and 

traceable, fabricated and interpretedò and, therefore, interrelated with the social. Just as non-

human and human actors do not operate in isolated spaces, the digital and social realms are 

constantly interconnected within the concept of affordances. Subsequently, this paper addresses 
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the special features of digital affordances focussing on hashtags on social media platforms. 

Bossetta (2018) discusses affordances on social media platforms under four aspects: 

functionality, network structure, algorithmic filtering and datafication. The hashtag with its 

functionality enables the user to join a conversation and link their posts to certain discourse. It 

creates a network of communication episodes linked together. The algorithmic filtering allows 

the platforms and the users do display such discourses by the meta-data included in hashtags. 

Further, the chronological order implemented by Twitter and the datafication with the hashtag 

as marker for distinct conversations makes them visible and consequently available for 

research. The hashtag does not only enable a user-determined allocation of membership, but its 

methodological constitution facilitates the collective expression of shared opinion or sentiment 

(Literat & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2019).  

The hashtag as digital affordance and part of virtual environments encompasses an archival 

function by grouping and collecting all conversational logs of a specific topic, theme or 

movement. Therefore, this non-human actor plays a significant role on the one hand as creator 

of meaning through functional data (P. Taylor, 2005) and on the other hand as curator of 

community memory, which is a central aspect for a tribe, and consequently an organized 

collective, to evolve (Kelemen & Smith, 2001). This archival function does not only serve the 

purpose of the tribe to negotiate its collective identity but also enables researchers to grasp the 

phenomenon via accessing the communication episodes stored by non-human actors like 

hashtags.  

The hashtag as part of the social media architecture reinforces new communicational practices 

for online protests and neo-tribes (Khazraee & Novak, 2018), introduces new methodological 

possibilities for a collectively constituted data sets (Literat & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2019), adheres 

communicational episodes to a constantly redefined social context and makes them searchable, 

storable, volatile and durable at the same time (Kaufmann & Jeandesboz, 2017). In his work 

about the Presidential Election in the United States in 2016, Eddington (2018) analyses the 

hashtags #maga and #makeamericagreatagain as affordances which account for large scale 

discussion spaces and facilitate the mobilization and constitution of organizations via digital 

communication. Extending his definition of the technological and communicational features of 

the hashtag, the researcher argues for two more characteristics of hashtags as affordances. First, 

these digital agents serve as a collective memory providing vital reference points for the 

emergence of collective identities and neo-tribes. Second, the hashtag also serves as a tool for 

identification and membership during the emergence and negotiation of collective identity, neo-

tribes and consequently, organizationality.  
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The case: #wirsindmehr protests in Germany  

The start of the protest resulting in the #wirsindmehr movement was on the 26th August 2018. 

During a city festival in Chemnitz, 35-years-old Daniel H. was allegedly stabbed to death by 

two refugees from Iraq and Syria (Klormann, 2018). Although the details to the attack were not 

yet officially confirmed, right-wing-populist movements soon gathered and organized a 

ñfuneral marchò, which turned into a demonstration with 8,000 people mostly from the right-

wing organization Pro Chemnitz and Pegida (ZEIT ONLINE, 2018). During this 

demonstration, various people were accused of chasing people off the streets and re-engaging 

in National Socialist activities like Nazi salutes (Bild.de, 2018b). Over the week, various groups 

protested against this funeral march, but the majority of protests still consisted of anti-

immigrant groups gathering in Chemnitz (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2018c). This changed when 

the German Indie band Kraftclub initiated a concert with six other artists from Germany.  Under 

the slogan #wirsindmehr, the bands tried to bring awareness to the discussion around right-wing 

ideologies, immigration and the refugee crisis (Fluch, 2018). The left-wing initiative quickly 

spread around on social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. On the 3rd 

September, the concert took place at the Karl-Marx-Platz in Chemnitz with approx. 65.000 

participants mobilized via media communication (Nimz & Rietzschel, 2018; Würfel, 2018) and 

almost 1,000,000 people followed the YouTube live stream (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2018a). 

After the concert, more protests in German cities like Essen (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2018d) or 

Frankfurt (Bild.de, 2018a) emerged out of the #wirsindmehr movement. Further, the hashtag 

#wirsindmehr was used as a symbol against racism and right-wing populists and gained a lot of 

momentum on social media. According to Twitter, it was the most popular hashtag in Germany 

in 2018 (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2018b).  

The communication constituting the #wirsindmehr collective discussed in this paper arranges 

around digital structures like hashtags as well. The researcher argues that the discourse around 

#wirsindmehr embodies three key features of collectives defined by Literat and Kligler-

Vilenchik (2019): an imagined audience with shared beliefs, adding oneôs voice to this audience 

and the shared symbolic resources like the hashtag. The festive characteristics of the protest 

concert on the 3rd September as well as the strong emphasis on shared beliefs or values, the 

need for belonging and the turn to the politics of everyday life to establish a discursive space to 

voice the sovereignty over their own existence allow the researcher to describe this 

phenomenon from a neo-tribal perspective. Additionally, the protests also embody the 
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organizational features required even by the most open understanding of organizationality: 

membership negotiations, a shared goal only achievable through the collective, connected 

decision-making and a collective identity (see e.g. Crespin-mazet et al. (2017), Dobusch and 

Schoeneborn (2015) or Puranam et al. (2014)). The collective identity that emerged with 

#wirsindmehr is a valuable case for answering the proposed research question in several ways. 

First, the emergence of big-scale protests with focus on Twitter and YouTube is extraordinary 

for the German-speaking area, as Twitter does not hold as much importance in Germany than 

for example in the United States. Second, the ephemeral nature of the collective, with a fast 

increase, but also a quick decline of participation leaves the question of the organizational 

characteristics of such neo-tribal movements and their legacy. Third, through using social media 

data linked to hashtags, the researcher has the possibility to collect and analyse data linked to a 

specific phenomenon regarding the role of non-human actors in the constitution of 

organizations. 

Methodological approach 

The approach chosen for this research is a combination of a structural analysis of the digital 

environment surrounding the hashtag as well as an in-depth analysis of the content to 

understand the constitution of collective identity and organizationality through communication. 

The inclusion of digital data enables the researcher to analyse the structure and communication 

elements of the online development of social collectives and movements (see e.g.Jürgens, 

2012). To grasp the phenomenon, the methods suggested rely on various techniques and 

different data sources. Fan and Gordon (2014) propose a three-stage process for the analysis of 

social media data: capture, understand and present. To capture the extent and structure of the 

hashtag and the discourse, a social network analysis (SNA) of the hashtag #wirsindmehr on 

Twitter filters and visualizes the connections between Twitter accounts. This first phase, applied 

e.g. by Eddington (2018) or Jackson, Bailey, and Foucault Welles (2018), builds the basis for 

the second method of analysis with the aim to understand the gathered data. Hollstein (2011, 

p. 414) defines the strength of qualitative approaches in social network analysis in ñexploring 

networks, validating network data, describing network practices (é) and providing insight into 

network impacts and dynamicsò. Casanueva, Gallego, and García-Sánchez (2016) define a 

social network as a set of elements and the relation between those. With the help of SNA, these 

relations can be captured, analysed and visualized to find out more about the connection of the 

various elements. The ties between communicational episodes, in this case tweets, serve as a 

transmitter for messages (Knoke & Yang, 2010). The interaction in online communities 

manifests through comments, clicks, likes, views, retweets, replies, mentions and many other 
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modes of interaction, each of them creating ties between communicational episodes (Gruzd & 

Haythornthwaite, 2011). Further, as proposed by Jackson et al. (2018),  the SNA enables the 

researcher to identify the most connected tweets and isolates through the number of their 

relations (retweets, mentions, quotes) on the social media platform Twitter. 

In addition to these meta-levels for the interpretation of SNA, the researcher argues to include 

the technological context as well. With a critical technocultural discourse analysis (CTDA) of 

the tweets and additionally, an analysis of video content with the hashtag #wirsindmehr on 

YouTube, the researcher gains an in-depth understanding of the discussion and motives of the 

online communication of the movement (Brock, 2012, 2018; Casanueva et al., 2016; Kuo, 2018; 

see also Lycarião & dos Santos, 2017). The comparison of the hashtag as affordance on two 

platforms enables the researcher to spot differences related to structure and formats on the 

platform, as suggested by Literat and Kligler-Vilenchik (2019). Diani (2011) emphasises the 

importance to put SNA into a structural, political and cultural context. With CTDA, researchers 

can not only grasp discourses on a micro-level with textual analysis but can understand the 

interaction between people and technology, thus the social matrix of internet phenomena 

(Brock, 2012; Sweeney & Brock, 2014). The aim of critical cultural discourse analysis 

embedded in technology is to describe and capture online phenomena within interfaces they 

emerge and to ground these observations in empirically observable behaviour (Brock, 2018; 

Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 2010; Herring, 2004). Technology shapes discourse in virtual 

communities with its structures, modes of possible communication and interfaces (Sweeney 

& Brock, 2014). The hashtag on Twitter with its ephemeral and performative characteristics is 

an example for such built-in technological artefacts, that co-shapes discourses, but is at the same 

time shaped by the interactions of the users (Brock, 2018). The presentation of the data follows 

in the findings section with a visualization of the SNA with the program Gephi and the findings 

from the coding process of the CTDA. 

Data Analysis & Findings  

Social Network Analysis (SNA). The data set for the SNA was obtained via the Search API of 

Twitter. The researcher requested access to this API through the Twitter Developer portal and 

gathered 16.257 tweets including the hashtag #wirsindmehr via Python within the limits of the 

free Twitter subscription option ñSandboxò. Although the collected tweets only represent a 

snapshot of the whole conversation around the hashtag #wirsindmehr, they provide an 

opportunity to analyse historical Twitter data and, therefore, the constitution of the protests in 

Chemnitz, Germany. The researcher collected 8.184 tweets from the 29th August 2018 and 



 

14 
 

another 8.073 tweets from the 3rd September 2018. The first period captures the initial 

emergence of the protest after the German Indie band Kraftklub announced their concert as 

counter-protest again the funeral march organized by the far right-organizations Pegida and Pro 

Chemnitz and the right-wing party AFD (Alternative für Deutschland). The second period 

represents the day of the concert and protests of #wirsindmehr, where 65.000-70.000 people 

gathered in Chemnitz to protest the right-wing demonstrations in the week before.  

The hashtag is the overall structure that defines the boundaries of the represented network. The 

visualization of the social network of the two data sets show the tweets as nodes and the 

retweets, quotes and replies as edges between those nodes. This approach represents the focus 

on the communicational episodes in the form of the tweets rather than on members of the 

networks, represented by the users. The network presented here is not a full network of the 

chosen discourse, but rather illustrates the most prominent tweets in the discourse, which are 

analysed with CTDA in the next step. The size of the nodes is dependent on the degree centrality 

of the respective tweets. The star networks visualized represent tweets with a highly favoured 

structural position determining influence and power in the network. As the gathered data does 

not present a full network, the use of closeness centrality or betweenness centrality would not 

provide accurate representations of the network, as there are still ties in the discourse, which 

are not represented here. Therefore, according to Hanneman and Riddle (2011), the outgoing 

degree centrality was chosen for the calculation of the size of nodes in the network. Figure 1 

and Figure 2 show the communities clustered through a calculation of the modality in Gephi. 

To visualize the nature of ties, Figure 3 and 4 show three different types of ties, represented 

through different colours: replies (green), quote (orange) and retweets (purple). The nodes with 

a higher level of degree are clustered towards the centre of the graph, whereas nodes without a 

relation are located at the periphery of the graph.  

 

 



 

15 
 

 

Figure 1: SNA of the Twitter data set from the 29th August 2018, clustered according to modularity classes Figure 2: SNA of the Twitter data set from the 3rd September 2018, clustered according to modularity classes 
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Figure 4: Visualisation of the nature of ties from the Twitter data set of the 3rd September 2018 (purple = retweet, orange =quote, green=reply) Figure 3: Visualisation of the nature of ties from the Twitter data set of the 29th August 2018(purple = retweet, orange =quote, green=reply) 
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Comparing the two networks, the network from the 29th August shows more retweets and larger 

star networks within, whereas the tweets from the 3rd September are much more dispersed and 

the prominent tweets have a smaller outgoing degree than in the other network. What the 

visualisation of the ties in Figure 4 shows is one tweet that is not characterized by its huge 

number of retweets (purple), but by a huge number of replies (green). The central 

communicational episode in this star network was a now-deleted Tweet by Afd-parliamentary 

party leader Beatrix von Storch, in which she accused the participants of the protests to dance 

on graves and be slaves of the current German chancellor Angela Merkel. This tweet fostered 

a discussion and lead the users to react and discuss this communicational episode rather than to 

spread it with the retweet function as for example in most of the prominent tweets in Figure 3. 

Therefore, the SNA provides not only an overview of the central tweets but also what kind of 

interaction makes them so central. Whereas the retweet is increasing the reach of a specific 

communicational episode, a reply encourages a discussion. A quote, on the other hand, 

increases the reach, but not without adding another aspect to the initial communicational 

episode. The hashtag within all these functions still embeds the individual episode into a 

broader discourse, whether it was used by the author of the initial tweet or spread amongst the 

retweets. It also creates additional contextual ties going beyond the three edges represented in 

the network by relating other communicational episodes to certain micro-discourses in these 

networks. 

As the basis for the qualitative analysis, the researcher defined the most prominent tweets in 

the modularity classes (visualised as coloured clusters in Figure 1 and 2) encompassing more 

than 1 % of the network. Further, the tweets were filtered again by their outgoing degree, with 

a minimum value of 1. These tweets have interacted with at least by one other communicational 

episode, whether it was a retweet, a quote or a reply. Therefore, they have been recognized by 

at least one other user in the public discourse. These tweets represent the most prominent tweets 

in the data set, as they have been the most re-distributed and discussed in the discourse. 

Furthermore, the researcher includes YouTube videos as another type of social media data to 

capture the meaning and structures in the discourse across platforms and to understand the 

different scopes and characteristics of hashtags across platforms. 

Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA). For CTDA, Herring (2004) proposes to 

use naturally produced data of virtual communities. The data sets of YouTube and Twitter meet 

this recommendation and are captured and archived via the hashtag #wirsindmehr. Therefore, 

the data relates to a discursive frame and a specific time period, predefined by the researcher 

(Lycarião & dos Santos, 2017).  For the CTDA, 1.543 tweets from the initial data set from the 
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29th August 2018 and 2.158 tweets from the initial data set from the 3rd September 2018 were 

analysed in a first coding round to gain an overview over the discourse surrounding the hashtag. 

Retweets were excluded as they are identical with the original tweets and the scale and agency 

of these retweets are already represented in the SNA. Further, the researcher coded the content 

of 89 YouTube Videos collected with NodeXL in a time frame between the 29th August 2018 

and 3rd September 2018 to extend the discursive constitution of the hashtag across social media 

platforms and compare the results and the influence of the respective platforms to one another. 

As a second step, the researcher focussed on the most central tweets according to the SNA to 

highlight the central communicational episodes and discuss their influence for the constitution 

of collective identity and the use of the hashtag in these episodes. The findings of the CTDA 

are structured into three levels of analysis: the micro-level including analysis of the hashtag 

#wirsindmehr itself, the meso-level including the conversation across the platforms YouTube 

and Twitter, the negotiation of collective identities and neo-tribal characteristics in the 

discourse of the protests and the macro-level dealing with the overall public discourse and the 

organizationality in the communicational episodes. 

From a micro-level perspective only including the emergence and constitution of the hashtag 

itself, the hashtag formed as a protest sign against the right-wing demonstrations after the 

murder of Daniel H. The German Indie band Kraftklub initiated the use of the hashtag in the 

discourse analysed in this paper with their tweet about the upcoming concert against the right-

wing demonstrations. The language and meaning of the words itself (German ñWir sind mehrò 

meaning ñWe are moreò) already highlight the bond and the collective intentions. Moreover, 

the hashtag represents the concert and the collective values negotiated in the tweets and 

YouTube videos. The communicational episodes often directly refer to the hashtag and use its 

language and variations to frame the discourse, as illustrated in Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Hashtag #wirsindmehr and its use as representative for a group;  

Sources: https://twitter.com/schauspielDD/status/1036705876164452353 ;https://tw itter.com/Stadt_Chemnitz/status/1034767335524065285 

https://twitter.com/schauspielDD/status/1036705876164452353
https://twitter.com/Stadt_Chemnitz/status/1034767335524065285
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The hashtag #wirsindmehr is not the only hashtag used on the platform. Other hashtags often 

used in combination are #c2708, c#0309 refer to the temporal and spatial formation of the 

collective, whereas other hashtags like #noafd or #ihrseidnichtmehr refer to the membership 

exclusion and boundaries of the collective.  

On a meso-level, the hashtag #wirsindmehr archives a discourse negotiating two different, very 

opposite forms of collective identity. As a non-human actor, the hashtag did not only act in the 

originally intended way (to promote a concert and mobilize people), but it also created a 

discursive space for collective identities to emerge beyond this meaning and therefore 

renegotiated its own meaning. The communicational episodes linked to the collective identity 

in line with the originally intended meaning frame #wirsindmehr as open, democratic, as 

promoting another facet of a diverse and accepting City of Chemnitz and county of Saxony. 

The inside negotiation of the #wirsindmehr protests did not position the members as part of the 

far-left corner, but as citizens of the political centre including everybody who respects 

democratic values and a diverse society. Especially in the data from the 3rd September 2018 

(illustrated in Figure 6), the values included in this collective identity expanded with the notion 

of being together. In addition to the protests against racism, it included protests against 

homophobia and especially highlighted the inclusion of young and politically aware people. 

 

 

Figure 6: Inside membership negotiation with the hashtag #wirsindmehr;  

Sources: https://twitter.com/i/web/st atus/1036716003462467586; https://twitter.com/ReconquistaNetz/status/1036615196717064193 


