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Course Syllabus, Philosophy 226A
Department Of Philosophy, Calvin College

Spring Semester, 2007
African Thought and Culture
Professor David A. Hoekema

Office:  344 Hiemenga Hall     Telephone:  526-6750  

E-Mail: profhoek@calvin.edu (or dhoekema@calvin.edu)

Office Hours:  Monday and Wednesday 2:30 – 4:00 or by Appointment

Class Meetings:  MWF 9:00 – 9:50 HH 339
Required Textbooks

Primary readings are drawn from the following four books:  
· Richard Bell, African Philosophy: A Cross-Cultural Approach to Classical and Contemporary Issues (Routledge)

· Emmanual Chukwudi Eze, ed., African Philosophy: An Anthology (Blackwell)

· Anthony Appiah, In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture (Oxford)

· Kwame Bediako, Jesus and the Gospel in Africa (Orbis)

The following personal or fictional accounts of African thought and culture in transition are assigned as “parallel readings”:

· Sarah Erdman, Nine Hills to Nambonkaha (Picador)

· Chinua Achebe, No Longer At Ease (Anchor)

· Tsitsi Dangarembga, Nervous Conditions (Seal Press)

· Zakes Mda, The Heart of Redness (Picador)

Course Description

This intermediate-level course in the Philosophy Department offers students an opportunity for intensive and critical study of the diverse ways in which philosophical questions have been addressed in both traditional and modern societies and cultures of the African continent.  It is not a course solely in African philosophy, even though that is its primary focus.  The broader category of “African Thought and Culture” is an acknowledgement of the continuing controversy among philosophers over whether any distinct school or method of philosophy exists that can properly be called African.  Some see a distinctively African philosophy embodied in poems, proverbs, and artistic traditions conveying a community’s understanding of creation, philosophical anthropology, and ethics, while others argue that these lack the articulated structure and the practice of reflective self-criticism that distinguishes philosophy from other modes of inquiry.  The dispute between these two approaches illuminates the nature of philosophy and its differences from moral and religious modes of discourse.  No less important for an understanding of African thought is an exploration of the relationship between traditional African belief systems and the teachings of Christian missionaries as embraced and transformed by the vibrant churches of the African continent.  Some see these two traditions as locked in bitter conflict, but others regard them as complementary and assign each an important role in contemporary African intellectual and cultural life.    

Three further topics will be addressed in the last portion of the semester:  the legacy of the transatlantic slave trade; the meaning of colonialism and independence in the African context; and the concept of race in contemporary culture.  Through the semester, readings from philosophical and theological sources will be supplemented by “parallel readings” that depict African thought in its social and cultural context by means of personal memoir or fictional narrative.  We will also make use of selected films, sculptures, artworks, and ritual objects in which philosophical abstractions take more concrete form.

Course Requirements

(1) Course participation:  Students must complete assigned readings, attend class faithfully, and be prepared to participate actively in class discussions.  Students may miss up to three classes during the semester without penalty.  Those who miss more than three classes for any reason other than serious illness or bereavement will be invited to withdraw from the course and to enroll again at a time when they can participate fully.  

(2) Reading and cross-cultural engagement journal.  Throughout the semester each student will keep a journal recording ideas gained from three distinct sources:  (1) primary readings for the coming week; (2) news media coverage of events in and related to Africa; and (3) experiences of cross-cultural engagement resulting from personal interaction with young people of African origin.  You may choose to keep a handwritten journal in a blank bound book or to use a computer; in either case you should submit your weekly journal in class each Monday.  Journal entries will be returned each week by Friday.  You must submit your journal for review at least 10 times during the semester.  Comments on the primary readings for the coming week should be included in each journal entry: summarize what is most important in the readings assigned for the coming week:  key ideas presented, questions posed, answers that are considered and then either rejected or defended.  In addition, at least five of your entries should also include a summary and evaluation of media coverage of Africa, and at least five of your entries should report on cross-cultural activities that you have undertaken.  The length of your entries will vary from week to week, but your target should be to write approximately 2-3 pages typed and double-spaced, or 4-6 handwritten pages, per week.  Journals will not receive letter grades but will be graded on a check system ((+ / ( / (-).  Ten or more journal entries graded “check” or “check-plus” during the semester will earn an A for this portion of the grade; 8-9 will earn a B; 6-7 a C; 4-5, a D;  3 or fewer, an F.  “Check-minus” earns half credit.  Late submissions will be graded “check-minus” except in case of serious illness or other emergency.  

(3) Monthly essays on parallel readings, due at the last class meeting in February, March, and April.  In a 3-4 page essay, discuss the insights into African thought and culture that you  have found in the three assigned novels by Achebe, Dagarembga, and Mda.  Your essay should not be a summary or a book review but an exploration of the philosophical ideas that are advanced, or subjected to critique, in the novel.  If you wish you may propose another appropriate novel or nonfiction work to substitute for one of the assigned novels 

(4) Midterm and final exams.  

(5) Termpaper on a topic of your choosing.  In a 5-7 page research paper, making use of at least five sources outside assigned class readings, present and defend your position on a a topic in African thought and culture related to the themes and readings of the course.  A proposal indicating your topic and sources is due by Monday, April 23, and the paper is due by Monday, May 7. 
Final course grade will be determined by journal entries (15%), reading essays (5% each, 15% total), midterm exam (20%), paper (20%), and final exam (30%).
 Calvin College is committed to making reasonable accommodations for all students with documented disabilities.  Students may request assistance from the Coordinator of Services for Students with Disabilities, part of the Student Academic Services office (tel. 526-6077), and should notify the instructor of any special needs during the first two weeks of the semester.
Cross-Cultural Engagement Core Credit

In addition to satisfying other core and elective requirements, Phil. 226 meets the core requirement for cross-cultural engagement by supplementing the study of African ethical and philosophical traditions with personal interaction with young people of African origin who reside, temporarily or permanently, in West Michigan.  CCE credit is integral to the course, not an optional module, and all students who complete the requirements listed above will receive CCE credit.
CCE credit will be earned by undertaking, documenting, and reflecting on personal interviews and shared activities with young men and women of African origin who reside, temporarily or permanently, in West Michigan.  Together with a partner, you will seek out two young people (Calvin students, members of the Sudanese Anglican church that meets near the Calvin campus, or African immigrants to West Michigan) who are willing to join you in recreational and educational activities through which you can gain a better understanding of how the social, cultural, and spiritual environment of West Michigan differs from that of the African societies in which they were raised.  Appropriate activities may include sharing a meal on or off campus, volunteering to assist in your partners’ school or church activities, or attending cultural activities on or off campus such as film showings, dramatic performances, and musical events.  These activities will normally be planned independently by each four-person team, but in some cases two or more groups may come together for selected activities.
Your journal entries on CCE activities should reflect on the ways in which your activities fulfill the five objectives of this core requirement:           

1.  to gain skills in cross-cultural communication

2. to understand how the world might look from the standpoint of another community of interpretation and experience

3. to learn how to discern and, where appropriate, adapt to the cultural expectations of the other

4. to learn how to distinguish between the enduring principles of human morality and their situation-specific adaptations

5. to witness other cultural embodiments of faith and to reflect on the substance and definition of one's own faith by comparison.

Schedule of topics and readings
	Week of
	Topic
	Primary readings
	Parallel readings

	Jan. 29
	Philosophy and cross-cultural understanding


	Bell ch. 1

Eze selections 23, 24
	Begin Erdman

	Feb. 5
	Modes of African philosophy


	Bell ch. 2

Eze 1-3 and 49
	Finish Erdman

	Feb. 12
	Colonialism and post-colonialism


	Bell. ch. 3

Eze 26-29, 31
	

	Feb. 19
	Independence and the era of African socialism


	Eze 9-11
	Begin Achebe

	Feb. 26
	Morality and community in African thought


	Bell ch. 4

Eze 14-17
	Finish Achebe

Fri: Achebe essay due

	Mar. 5
	African conceptions of human nature

	Eze 6-8
	Fri:  midterm exam

	Mar. 12
	Gender and justice in African context

	Eze 37, 38, 41
	Begin Dagarembga

	Mar. 19
	SPRING BREAK

	Mar. 26
	Slavery and its legacy

	Eze 42-46
	Finish Dagarembga
Fri:Dagarembga essay due

	Apr. 2
	The meaning and significance of race

	Eze 32-35
Appiah ch. 1-3
	Wed.:  Demonstration of northern Ghanaian drumming by Asher Mains

	Apr. 9
	The possibility of African identity

	Appiah ch. 6-8 and Epilogue
	

	Apr. 16
	Justice and reconciliation in South Africa

	Bell ch. 5
Hoekema, “The Inevitable Race War that Wasn’t” (handout)
	Begin Mda

	Apr. 23 

(MF only)
	The importance of narrative


	Bell ch. 6-7


	Finish Mda
Mon.:  Paper proposal due

	Apr. 30
	New faces of Christianity in Africa


	Bediako ch. 1, 2, 3
	Mon.: Mda essay due


	May 7

(MW only)
	The future of Christianity and the future of Africa


	Bediako ch. 7, 8, 9
	Mon.:  Paper due
Wed:  take-home final exam distributed

	Take-home final examination due Wednesday May 16



