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 This dissertation uses phenomenology, along with a constructionist framework, to 

explore the ways an ethnic community in central Texas constructs and communicates its 

cultural identity.  The first goal of this study (RQ1) was to describe how the people of 

Norse, Texas experience ethnicity.  The second goal of this study (RQ2) was to discover 

how this ethnicity was communicatively constructed and maintained.  The third goal of 

this study (RQ3) was to learn how the relationship between ethnic identity and 

communication contributes to the creation of shared meanings within the community.  

The fourth goal (RQ4) of this study was to describe the meaning(s) that the people of 

Norse attribute to the cultural practices that reflect their ethnicity.  The fifth goal of this 

study (RQ5) was to discern how the people of Norse use language and communication to 

validate their identity.  The first part of this dissertation is devoted to an explanation of 

how identity and communication are inter-related and dependent upon each other, the 

process of assimilation and its effects upon immigrants, ethnic revival, including among 

white ethnic groups, and other identity issues such as naming and land.  Second, the 

ethnic Norwegian community of Norse, Texas is discussed.  Third, phenomenology as 

descriptive framework, and the methods and procedures of the study are described.  The 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



 
second part of this dissertation is devoted to the results of the study.  Here, the cultural 

identity and the communication patterns of the people of Norse are discussed.  The last 

two chapters are devoted to an analysis and summary of the study.  Here, it is revealed 

that the people of Norse still strongly identify with their Norwegian heritage, and that 

they reaffirm this identity by sharing symbolic forms and by participating in cultural 

rituals with others.  The most important of these symbolic forms and cultural rituals 

includes Christmas celebrations, lutefisk, and the Lutheran church, all of which are strong 

Norwegian cultural markers for the area.  This section also discusses the marketing of 

ethnic identity to promote the area’s cultural heritage as well as to bring in revenue for 

the community.  Concluding the final chapter are the limitations and contributions of this 

study, and suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In this dissertation, I seek to address the inter-related nature of identity and 

communication.  More specifically, I investigate how ethnicity is constructed and 

communicated in a small Texas community.  To introduce this research project, I start 

with an overview of the relationship between identity and communication.  Then I outline 

ethnicity, emphasizing its relationship with assimilation and immigration, its revival, and 

white ethnicity, and I also include sections on other identity issues such as naming and 

land.  Later in this chapter, I present my research objectives and research questions, 

describe the contributions of this study to the discipline of communication, and preview 

the remainder of the dissertation. 

Background/Context: 

Identity and Communication 

The notions of identity and communication, both complex issues in and of 

themselves, are inter-related and dependent upon each other (Abrams, O’Connor, & 

Giles, 2002;  Collier, 1997;  Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau, 2003;  Shepherd, 2001).  They 

each influence the other, and both are crucial to the study of ethnicity.  In this section I 

discuss the relationship between identity and communication, and then a section on 

ethnicity follows. 

The words “communication” and “community” both arise out of the same Latin 

root word munia, “where the reciprocal giving and mutual service that takes place in 

communication works to make a common people, or communis, a community which is 
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 2
bound together through gifts of service” (Shepherd, 2001, p. 30).  It is through 

communication that people give something of themselves and interact in a variety of 

communicative contexts, whether these contexts be interpersonal, familial, small group, 

public, or organizational (Littlejohn, 1996). 

Although similar in meaning, “community” and “identity” are not identical terms.  

“Community” refers to a “macrolevel social phenomenon” on the level of a larger 

“environment,” and “identity” alludes to a “microlevel social-psychological 

phenomenon” which occurs at the level of an individual’s worldview.  Communities, 

though, offer the social frameworks necessary to create and sustain identities (Primeggia 

& Varacalli, 2000, p. 245;  Lie, 2003).     

Culture is the overarching concept that embraces both notions of community and 

identity.  Culture is associated with race and ethnicity;  the former being related to  

physiognomy, and the latter to more esoteric elements, such as “traditions, peoplehood, 

heritage, orientation to the past, religion, language, ancestry, values, economics, and 

aesthetics” (Hecht et al., 2003, p. 46;  Collier, 1997;  Eisenstadt, 1995;  Ellis, 1999;  Lie, 

2003;  Martin, Krizek, Nakayama, & Bradford, 1999;  Petersen, 1997;  Song, 2003).  

Identity is formed when individuals align themselves with particular social structures 

associated with race or ethnicity and then communicate ideas about who they are to 

others.  In this process, identity is continually being clarified, deliberated, and 

reformulated (Abrams et al., 2002;  Collier, 1997;  Hecht et al., 2003;  Lie, 2003;  Martin, 

1997;  Spivey, 1997;  Wood, 1997). 

This type of constructed identity is symbolic and is centered around a set of 

cultural forms and symbols (Abrams et al., 2002;  Lie, 2003).  In fact, these cultural 
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 3
forms and symbols are what ethnic groups use to distinguish themselves from other 

groups (Ellis, 1999).  Both meanings and behavior are significant, so “identities function 

symbolically to convey the meaning of the cultural group and to establish uniqueness” 

(Hecht et al., 2003, p. 60).  Ethnic identity is situated around a very particular set of 

cultural forms and symbols, and thus, it communicates uniqueness and solidarity to the 

outside world (Lie, 2003;  Martin, 1997).  Social behaviors, such as holiday celebrations, 

cultural rituals, and food customs [referred to as the “last bastion” of ethnicity by 

Steinberg (2001, p. 63)], can also be viewed as an enactment of ethnic identity (Ellis, 

1999;  Hecht et al., 2003). 

Among the people of Papua New Guinea, for example, the social behaviors of 

sports and gambling have replaced war and trade.  These new behaviors serve as “a 

framework for communication between groups,” for it is through these collective rituals 

that individuals see themselves as part of a larger group and are able to interact with 

others outside of that group.  Social contexts influence identity, and vice versa.  By 

participating in sports and gambling, the people of Papua New Guinea create their own 

groups and establish boundaries between themselves and others (Gustafsson, 1998, p. 

175).   

Because identity is dynamic and continually renegotiated (Collier, 1997;  Martin, 

1997;  Spivey, 1997;  Wood, 1997), a community’s language or discourse, especially that 

which references their identity, is a critical component of identity (Hecht et al., 2003, p. 

57).  Communication scholars, then, study meaningful cultural forms and symbols (i.e., 

forms of communication) as a way to better understand a particular group.  Since these 

forms and symbols “find their public character in interaction, behavior, and all kinds of 
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 4
acts,” they are directly observable forms of symbolic communication (Lie, 2003, p. 44;  

Collier, 1997). 

For example, there are few words in the Chinese language that directly describe or 

communicate emotions.  A person speaking Chinese does not pointedly say how she or 

he is feeling;  rather, she or he employs the use of “body-rooted idioms” to convey shades 

of emotions.  The Chinese word for “heart” – xin – is combined into a number of phrases 

to indicate the personal and ethical dimensions of a particular situation.  The listener 

understands the individual’s emotions based on how the word xin is used with other 

phrases.  For example, the Chinese word for sorrow is shang xin, or “the heart is 

wounded,” and to be discouraged is hui xin, or “the heart has turned to ashes” (Tung, 

2000, pp. 69-70).  In this example, body-rooted idioms in the Chinese language reference 

Chinese identity, and indeed, become part of that identity.  Studying these cultural forms 

and symbols and their use offers insight into Chinese ethnic identity. 

Other examples of the link between identity and communication can be found in 

the African American community.  According to Jack L. Daniel and Geneva Smitherman 

(1976), elements of the traditional African world view, such as harmony, natural rhythms, 

non-linear time, and the balance between the spiritual and material, can be witnessed in 

contemporary African American communication, and are, in fact, the foundation of such 

communication.  The rhetorical resolution of artificial conflicts, called “playing the 

dozens” (Garner, 2004), and black street speech (Baugh, 2004) are also examples 

illustrating how a group’s cultural forms and symbols construct identity. 

The relationship between identity and communication can also be studied by 

observing the cultural forms and symbols found in the mass media.  These media outlets 
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 5
highlight the symbols that groups use to establish identity and to distinguish themselves 

from others.  Turkish television programs in Amsterdam, for example, serve not only as a 

source of information and entertainment, but also as an ethnic identifier among a minority 

immigrant group (Ogan, 2001).  Cummings (2004) also cites the changing image of 

blacks on television as an indicator of evolving attitudes about black ethnicity and the 

role of African Americans in contemporary American society. 

While the inter-related nature of identity and communication is well understood, 

some scholars voice concerns for future research.  Shepherd (2001) states that 

constructing a distinct identity in contemporary society may seem more difficult than 

before due to the challenges that communication brings, adding that people need to 

believe in “the possibility of communication” in order for them to form such an 

identification (p. 33).  In addition, Abrams et al. (2002) claim that “[t]he influence of 

communication on ethnic identity…is often overlooked given the focus on individual 

processing, which fails to address the creation of shared meanings among group 

members” (p. 234).  This distinct identity, or ethnicity, is discussed in the following 

section. 

Ethnicity Defined 

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the United States has 

experienced major changes in its ethnic makeup.  As a result, “ethnicity” has once again 

become a major topic of interest, both in academics and in the popular culture (Song, 

2003).  

In their seminal work, Beyond the Melting Pot, Nathan Glazer and Daniel P. 

Moynihan (1970) assert that ethnicity has become more important for self-definition and 
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 6
other-definition because the emphasis on occupational identities has faded.  They also 

suggest that international events and religious beliefs have less of an impact on identity as 

they once had in the past, and that groups are beginning to redefine themselves on the 

basis of common culture and descent.  People, according to these authors, are more 

frequently using ethnicity, rather than other factors, to construct their identities. 

But what exactly is ethnicity?  The term is difficult to define, and no one 

generally accepted definition exists.  In general, an “ethnic group” is a smaller, unified 

group living within a larger society.  This group is unified by a shared ancestry, 

recollections of a shared history, and a focus on certain symbols which help solidify the 

group’s identity.  Such symbols include, but are not limited to, kinship, geography, 

religious beliefs, language (Song, 2003), traditions, values, peoplehood, and economics 

(Martin et al., 1999).  Petersen (1997) also describes an “internal sense of distinctiveness” 

and an “external perception of distinctiveness” as essential to membership in an ethnic 

group (p. 33).  Members of a particular ethnic group also share the same values and 

participate in the same activities and cultural rituals (Colliers, 1997;  Ellis, 1999;  

Petersen, 1997).  According to Eisenstadt (1995), these components help build and 

strengthen boundaries between groups. 

Barker and Galasiński (2001) outline three “markers of ethnicity” to facilitate 

defining the term.  These markers are all points of reference used by individuals while 

engaged in discourse about themselves, their community, or their ethnicity.  The first 

marker is a personal reference, where anthroponymic terms (i.e., ethnic labels) and 

personal pronouns (i.e., we, they) are used.  These terms imply a personal relationship, or 

a perceived similarity with others.  The second marker is a spatial reference, where 
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toponyms or geonyms (i.e., names of places) are used, and “spatial reference [is] 

constructed through persons” (i.e., “with us”).  In this sense, familiarity is constructed 

through the use of identifiers of place.  The third marker is a temporal reference, where 

prepositions (i.e., then) and “adverbs of time” (i.e., long ago) are used to create a sense of 

history and/or heritage within a group (p. 126).  By identifying themselves with others 

through personal, spatial, and temporal references, individuals create a sense of shared 

ethnicity and community with others. 

According to Reminick (1983), ethnicity “may be considered the largest social 

grouping in which sentiments are evoked and identity formed in the context of a primary 

group structure through the vehicles of particular symbols” (p. 2).  Ethnicity is a 

distinctive marker of a group’s communal legacy, which is shared and passed down 

through the generations (Banks, 2002).  In addition, the group’s members are conscious 

of their membership within that group (Ellis, 1999;  Song, 2003).  This identity, then, “is 

the source of people’s meaning and experience” (Berry & Henderson, 2002, p. 4). 

Although usually central to ethnic identity, shared ancestry is not always a 

necessary component.  Song (2003) argues that it is the “group’s belief in its common 

ancestry and its members’ perception and self-consciousness that they constitute a group 

which matter, and not any actual evidence of their cultural distinctiveness as a group” (p. 

7).  According to Petersen (1997), ethnicity consists of “ties that transcend kinship, 

neighborhood, and community boundaries” (p. 32). 

Membership in an ethnic group implies inclusion, and hence, social identity.  By 

interacting with others in the same group, an individual can learn the concepts and 

communication patterns that differentiate that group from others.  “Ethnic groups are 
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symbolized, and individuals identity as members of them, by engaging in specific 

expressive patterns that are acquired in communication interaction” (Ellis, 1999, p. 146). 

This identity can have varying degrees of significance (Song, 2003), a situation to 

which Steinberg (2001) refers as a “crisis of authenticity” (p. 63).  These identities may 

be either “thick” or “thin” in nature.  A “thick” identity suggests that an individual or 

group strongly relates to the culture of the home country.  This person or group continues 

to celebrate old-world customs, speak the home language, and many times live in 

communities with other immigrants from that country.  In other words, these people’s 

lives are dominated by aspects of their ancestral homeland (Cornell & Hartmann, 1998). 

Cornell and Hartmann (1998) illustrate this “thick” identity at work in their 

example of pre-1990s South Africa.  In this society, a person’s ethnicity determined 

whom s/he could marry, where s/he lived, and what jobs that person was eligible to work.  

In this case, ethnicity “dominated layer after layer of social organization with a 

comprehensiveness and power unmatched by any other dimension of individual and 

collective identity” (p. 74).  In other words, a person’s ethnicity defined her/his life and 

thus forced that individual to identify strongly with that ethnicity. 

A “thin” identity suggests that an individual or group may still be aware of and 

celebrate ethnicity superficially, but that no real direct ties to the homeland exist.  

Marriage outside the ethnic group, loss of the home language, and a wider geographic 

base all contribute to the dilution of ethnicity for these people.  In a sense, they more or 

less blend into the larger American cultural landscape.  Some individuals in this group 

may still proudly identify themselves as being from a particular ethnic group, but their 
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ethnicity has shifted to a more symbolic role.  They have moved from being an ethnicity 

to feeling an ethnicity (Cornell & Hartmann, 1998;  Song, 2003;  Steinberg, 2001). 

Contemporary Italian Americans provide a good example of “thin” identity (Alba, 

2000b;  Primeggia & Varacalli, 2000).  In this case, ethnicity plays a much smaller role, 

if any, in the organization of social life.  Many individuals within this community may be 

aware of and celebrate their ethnicity, but it does not determine the outcome of their 

lives.  Italian Americans can and do marry outside their ethnic (and religious) group, 

move away from their families and communities, and take jobs not traditionally 

associated with their ethnic group.  This is not to say, however, that ethnicity is without 

importance for these people.  For many Italian Americans, their ethnic identity may not 

permeate their everyday lives, but it is still significant to the formation of their identity as 

a whole, albeit at a reduced level. 

As social creatures, humans must interact to form their ethnic identity.  People 

ignore differences and strive to fit better in a communication sense.  Individuals use their 

communication to construct and negotiate their own identities (Ellis, 1999;  Martin & 

Nakayama, 1997;  Song, 2003;  Ting-Toomey, 1999).  This line of reasoning goes against 

the earlier assumption that ethnicity was a primordial aspect of our selves, occurring 

naturally in each individual (Geertz, 1963, 1973;  Higham, 2002).  This notion of ethnic 

primordiality has been further criticized for assuming that identity is static and 

unchanging over time, and for being “culturally essentialist” (Song, 2003, p. 7;  Martin et 

al., 1999).  Instead, Ellis (1999) suggests that 

a better way to examine ethnic groups is as the outcome of social interaction.  The 

emphasis is not on the supposed unvarying content of ethnic groups, or some final 
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list of objective qualities of a group.  The emphasis is on how ethnic identity is 

formed, confirmed, and transformed in the course of interaction amongst 

individuals and media.  Differences and similarities are produced and reproduced 

by interaction with “others” that creates images of similarity and differences.  

This makes ethnicity a social identity that is both individual and collective, and 

places its generative nature in the communication process. (pp. 142-143) 

But what happens when ethnic groups interact socially with other groups?  How groups 

maintain, or lose, their sense of ethnic identity is addressed in the next section. 

Ethnicity and Assimilation 

 America has been, and will always be, a nation of immigrants.  People from many 

different ethnic groups and nationalities came to this country to create new lives for 

themselves.  What they found were other ethnic people striving for the same goal.  The 

end result was an interesting mix of ethnicities and cultures, all trying to co-exist in the 

same space (Daniels, 2002). 

 Early Americans perceived these differences, but they felt that, over time, these 

distinctions would fade or blend into a larger, American cultural landscape.  This idea of 

an ethnic amalgamation, where all cultures would blend into one, harmonious group, 

started when Europeans first began arriving on our shores (Glazer & Moynihan, 1970).  

They shared a common vision of all people in the new world speaking the same language, 

and living together and interacting with each other peacefully (Petersen, 1997).   

 The seeds for our modern understandings of this process were planted during the 

late 1800s and early 1900s, when the method which allowed for this blending to occur 

became known as “assimilation.”  In 1908, this term became synonymous with “melting 
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