
Moral Development: From Hip-Hop Kulture to the Amish Way 
HDPS 351, Winter 2019 
M/W 2:00-3:20pm 
Annenberg Hall, Room 345 
 
Professor: Kalonji Nzinga, Ph.D. 
kalonji@u.northwestern.edu 
Office Hours: Monday & Wednesday 3:30-4:30 or by appointment 
 
Teaching Assistant: Nikki McDaid-Morgan 
nicolemcdaid-morgan2022@u.northwestern.edu 
Office Hours: Monday 1-2pm 
 
 
Course Description & Goals: 
 

If an extraterrestrial were to land on the Earth, 
she would notice a great deal about the human species.  
She would walk from shore to shore and notice 7.5 
billion humans eating, sleeping, working, traveling, and 
staring into mysterious handheld devices.  But she would 
also notice a great deal of behavior that could be 
classified as moral.  She would notice people caring for 
others for purely altruistic reasons, deliberating about 
whether things are fair, respecting authority figures, and 
attempting to tell the truth.  Often times because moral 
deliberation and action is so deeply ingrained in us, we 
don’t notice how pervasive it is within human activity.  
This course has been designed to help you make the 
familiar strange, to assume the perspective of an alien to 
better understand this aspect of who we are as beings. 

One thing that will be hard about this course is 
that we will try to become more conscious of the 
thousands of moral judgments we make everyday that 
are operating (for the most part) beneath our conscious 
awareness.  This course was not designed to change your 
mind about moral issues.  It was not built to make you 
think that x is right (x = abortion or veganism) or y is 
wrong (y = hip-hop music or pre-marital sex).  It is not 
to make you more or less moral.  It is to help you make 
more visible the moral and ethical aspects of human 
functioning, your own thought processes, of those 
around you, and (very importantly) of individuals in 
contexts distant from yours.  The following claim: “This 

Figure 1,  Rapper ASAP Rocky posing with prayer hands, a 
common gesture in rap performance. 

Figure 2,  Rumspringa, by Paul Richard James (artist).  Literally 
translated in English as "jumping around," rumspringa is a word 
that many Amish folk use to refer to adolescence. 



class WILL NOT make you a better person,” is also not something I’m willing to stand behind, given 
that philosophical inquiry gives us space to cultivate our own ethical perspective. 

One of the biggest distinctions that will be drawn in the class is between descriptive and the 
prescriptive.  The researchers we read will primarily be engaging in DESCRIPTIVE analysis, NOT 
PRESCRIPTIVE analysis.  They will be describing how the human beings that they study think about 
justice, loyalty, authenticity, etc.  They will be asking research questions like: 
 

• What do five-year-olds understand about the inner feelings of those around them?  
• How do doctors feel for the pain of their patients?    
• How do Amish people organize their communities around the value of simple living?   

 
The authors we read will not be PRESCRIBING what they themselves think is moral and then 

evaluating the behavior of those people based on their standards.  They won’t be asking questions like 
“Are conservatives actually as moral as they say they are?”  “Are women that have abortions immoral?”  
Well, I shouldn’t say never.  Many of us that call ourselves anthropologists of morality try to suspend our 
own judgments but this is REALLY REALLY hard to do.  And sometimes, perhaps it is the wrong thing 
to do. All in all, the motivation of this course is not necessarily to understand which actions ARE moral 
in a universal since.  It is focused on looking at humanity and describing what they, themselves think 
that morality is.  You will not come away from this course understanding “How can I be a moral 
person?”  Instead you will be asking “What have human beings in all their varieties conceived of as 
moral and how have they arrived at that way of being?” 

There are some skills and practices that will become very important in this course.  You will 
need to write a lot, be thorough and descriptive, suspend your judgments, be reflexive about your 
judgments, share some of your experiences with the class, and learn to engage in empathic listening.    If 
you dedicate yourself to these practices, then you will inevitably do well in the class, and also contribute 
to the overall learning experience of others. 
 
Summary of Assigned Activities: 
 
Discussion Boards (20%) 
Each week there will be a lively discussion about a prompt that is related to the readings.  Each week you 
will have one of two roles: 1) sharer or 2) empathic listener.  As the sharer you are tasked to share your 
perspective on a particular issue.  You will draw on your personal experience and your analysis of the 
class readings and then start a conversation thread based on your analysis.  If you are an empathic 
listener that week you will be responding to the threads in the following ways 1) What did you learn 
from listening to this perspective? 2) What clarifying questions would you like to ask that person to get 
at how they developed such a unique perspective?  Your role is not to agree or disagree with the person’s 
perspective.  It is also not to correct misperceptions.  It is to hold space for that person to express their 
perspective and to learn to better understand that perspective and the values that it is rooted in. 
 
Participation (10%) 
Come to class on time and participate.  Add to the overall participation climate of the class by making 
space for others to participate.  Let us know if you will miss class.  You are valuable to our learning 
experience. 



Hip-Hop Recitation (10%) 
You will memorize and recite an oral presentation that reflects the emotions that you have felt and 
insights that you have explored during the course.  This can be a song, a poem, a rap verse, a story, a joke 
or any other oral format.  The piece you recite can be an original work or the creative production of 
someone else.  But it must be recited from memory.  Recitations should be videorecorded and uploaded 
to Canvas and shared with the class community.  Recitations should attend to 5 criteria: 1) 
memorization 2) delivery & dynamics 3)  4) lyrical content 5) authenticity & nuance. 
 
Amish Debate (10%) 
This is a non-binary debate or what is also called a stakeholder debate.  You will be separated into 5 
groups, each of which is representing a stakeholder within the Wisconsin v. Yoder case.  Your goal is to 
advocate for that group regarding their rights and their responsibilities within the larger societal system.  
This is a group project. 
 
Final Paper  (50%) 
As the Final Paper for this course, you will write a research report on a contemporary cultural practice 
rooted in moral values that are unfamiliar to you. You can choose a cultural practice that may seem 
strange, illogical, or just plain wrong.  Perhaps the practice belongs to a cultural group that you are not 
part of.  Maybe it belongs to a religious group that you haven’t had much contact with.  Maybe you will 
focus on the rival political party, paying particular attention to a part of their political platform that you 
think is dumb.  Your job is to represent the cultural values of this community’s worldview in good faith.  
Most of this paper will be a descriptive analysis.  However, the final section of the paper you will be an 
advocacy section in which you take a prescriptive position.  Leading up to the final paper you will write a 
Proposal (8% of your final grade) and a Rough Draft (12% of your final grade) of the paper. 
 
 
Feedback: 
 
The teaching team is committed to giving you feedback about your work.  Leading up to the final paper 
we will provide written feedback on your proposal, we will have one-on-one conferences about your 
proposal, and we will also provide you with feedback on your rough draft.  All of this is to help you We 
will also institute class activities in which you are providing feedback to one another about your work 
(peer feedback).  One component of that feedback is providing grades that will accumulate in a final 
grade in the course.   
 
The grading scale for this class is based on the rubric for most graduate school courses: 
 

A 100-93.3% Excellent 
A- 93.3-90% Very good 
B+ 90-86.7% Good 
B 86.7-83.3% Acceptable 
B- 83.3-80% Barely acceptable 
C 70-80% Poor 
F <70% Failure (no credit) 

 



Ethics of the Learning Environment: 
Is this class a safe space?  Well the answer to that question is complicated.  This class is 

ROOTED in developing leaders who are invested in making the world a safer space, especially for 
vulnerable people and those from communities who have been marginalized.  One of the tough 
paradoxes is that in order for leaders to be able to fight for these communities, they need to be able to put 
themselves in harm’s way.  Therefore although safety is very important, we will be focused on creating 
what is called a STRETCH SPACE.  A stretch space is not completely comfortable because it is focused 
on stretching your muscles of vulnerability so that you can become stronger.   

 
A stretch space is also not a panic space or a dangerous space where your mental health is 

negatively impacted.  This class should NEVER feel like a panic space.  A stretch space is based on the 
idea that in order to make change in the world we will need to learn how to withstand discomfort, to 
articulate our positions to people who are not sympathetic to them.  We will need to be able to have 
tough discussions.  This perspective was inspired by the pedagogy of the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee who trained college students to engage in nonviolent resistance.  This being 
said, stretch spaces should be cultivated alongside safe spaces in order to serve the goals of our 
movement.  Part of your role as a student should be deciding what feels like a healthy stretch space and 
what feels like it is moving into more of a panic space.  This differs for every student based on a number 
of psychological and situational factors.  But I am ALWAYS available to talk about how you are feeling 
about this and making adjustments so that you can be in your optimal STRETCH SPACE.  I also 
recommend you finding safe spaces that will allow you to recharge after engaging in the challenging 
work of stretching.   
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Course Calendar: 
DATE READINGS WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS ORIENTING QUESTIONS 
 

Module 1 – Defining Scope, Setting Intentions, Meeting Each Other 

Monday, Jan 7:  
Defining Morality and 
the Moral Dilemma 
 

Haidt, J. (2001). The Emotional Dog 
and Its Rational Tail.  

Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 1) 

How have various societies, scholars, 
and disciplines defined morality? 

Wednesday, Jan 9: 
Towards a Critical Moral 
Anthropology 
 

Appiah, K. (2018). Creed.  In The Lies 
That Bind: Rethinking Identity 
(Chapter 2). 
 

 How can we approach moral 
anthropology as a descriptive project 
instead of a prescriptive one? 

 
Module 2 – The Nature, Nurture & Choice of Morality (Empathy as a Case Study) 

 
Monday, Jan 14: 
Evolutionary & 
Developmental Origins 
of Moral Sense-Making 
 

de Waal, F.  (2016) Primates & 
Philosophers. Chapter 1. 

 Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 2) 

What are the parts of empathy that are 
natural capacities of social cognition? 
How do these capacities connect us to 
other animal relatives? 
 

Wednesday, Jan 16: 
Cultivating Compassion: 
Learning Interventions & 
Cultural Practices 

Goldstein, T. & Winner, E. (2012). 
Enhancing Empathy and Theory of 
Mind. 
 
Nhat Hanh, T. (1987). Being Peace. 

 Can empathy be cultivated through 
education and cultural practice? 
 

Monday, Jan 21 
Martin Luther The King 
Holiday 

! Read Letter from Thich Nhat 
Hanh to MLK “In Search of 
the Enemy of Man”  

 



Wednesday, Jan 23 
Practicing Empathy 

 Discussion Forum Post Due 
Thursday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 3) 

How can we practice empathy ? 
Guest: Chetna Mehta 
www.mosaiceyeunfolding.com 
 

Monday, Jan 28 
Radical Empathy & Cross 
Cultural Perspective 
Taking 

Harris, L.  & Fiske, S. (2006) 
Dehumanizing the Lowest of the Low: 
Neuroimaging Responses to Extreme 
Outgroups 
 
Drwecki, B. et al. (2011).  Reducing 
racial disparities in pain treatment:  
The role of empathy and perspective 
taking. 

Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 4) 

How can empathy be employed to create 
social change? 

Wednesday, Jan 30 
Discourse and 
Socialization 

Fung, H. (1999). Becoming a Moral 
Child: The Socialization of Shame 
among Young Chinese Children. 
 
Penfield, J. & Duru, M. (1988). 
Proverbs: Metaphors That Teach. 
 

Research Proposal Due Friday 
2/1 at Midnight 

How is language used to socialize 
children into the moral order? 

Monday, Feb 4 
Storywork 
 

Simpson, L. (2014). Land as 
pedagogy: Nishnaabeg intelligence 
and rebellious transformation 

Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 5) 

What role do culturally-relevant stories 
have in moral development? 

 
Module 3 – Cultural Variation From Hip-Hop Kulture to the Amish Way 

 
Wednesday, Feb 6 
Hip-Hop as Culture and 
a History of Interpreting 
Black Difference as 
Deviance 

Rap Songs TBA  How does hip-hop culture and its 
practices intersect with various 
questions about morality? 



Monday, Feb 11 
The Moral Panic Against 
Hip-Hop 
 

O’Gallagher, B. & Gaertner, D. 
(1991). 2 Live Crew and Judge 
Gonzalez Too – 2 Live Crew and the 
Miller Obscenity Test.  Journal of 
Legislation. 
 
Wingood, G. (2003). A Prospective 
Study of Exposure to Rap Music 
Videos and African American Female 
Adolescents’ Health. 
 
 

 
Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 1) 

How have societies seen the moralities 
of the cultural other (i.e. Black & Brown 
inner-city youth) through a deficit lens? 

Wednesday, Feb 13 
Seeing Our Morality as 
Plural 
 

Nzinga, K. & Medin, D. (2018). The 
Moral Priorities of Rap Listeners. 
 
Crenshaw, K. (2017) Beyond Racism 
and Misogyny: Black Feminism and 2 
Live Crew. 
 

Recitation Assignment Due 
Tuesday 2/12 at Midnight 
 

How to cultural innovators approach 
using hip-hop as a tool for moral 
development? 

Monday, Feb 18 
Moral Pluralism 

Shweder, R. (2015).  Relativism and 
Universalism. In A Companion to 
Moral Anthropology. 

Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 2) 

What is the difference between 
universalism, relativism and pluralism? 

Wednesday, Feb 20 
Youth & Moral 
Development in Amish 
Society 

Hostetler, J. (1971).  Children in 
Amish society; socialization and 
community education.  

 How are Amish children socialized to 
practice central community values? 

Monday, Feb 25 
Wisconsin v. Yoder 

United States Supreme Court (1972) 
406 U.S. 205, Wisconsin v. Yoder. 
 

Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 3) 

How do the values of the Amish 
minority come into conflict with the 
majority “English” culture? 

Wednesday, Feb 27  
Non-Binary Debate 

  How do we navigate the rights and 
responsibilities of all parties in the 
Wisconsin v. Yoder case? 



 
Module 4  – Social Order & Social Change 

 
Monday, Mar 4 
Social Order 

Rai, T. & Fiske, A. (2011).  Moral 
psychology is relationship regulation: 
moral motives for unity, hierarchy, 
equality, and proportionality. 
 
 

Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 4) 

How is morality related to the regulation 
of various relationships in culturally-
appropriate ways? 

Wednesday, Mar 6 
Social Order 

Reading TBA Rough Drafts Due, Tuesday 
3/5 at Midnight 
 

Why do we need social order? 

Monday, Mar 11 
Theory of Change 

Appiah, K.  (2011).  Preface & 
Chapter 4.  The Honor Code: How 
Moral Revolutions Happen. 
 
Greenberg, C. (1998). The Beloved 
Community: Origins of SNCC. In A 
Circle of Trust: Remembering SNCC. 

Discussion Forum Post Due 
Tuesday at Midnight – 
(Sharers = Cohort 1) 

What are the theories of change by 
which communities evolve their moral 
order?   

Wednesday, Mar 13 
Theory of Change 

Karenga, M. (1997).  Kwanzaa: A 
Celebration of Family Community 
and Culture. 

 What are the theories of change by 
which communities evolve their moral 
order?   

Monday, Mar 18  Final Papers Due by Midnight  
 
 


