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In this article, we explore the intertwining of moral identity and the social and cul-
tural context. First, we review existing research on moral identity that has considered
the role of social others and the cuitural environment. Then we pose questions to fur-
ther research in this area and offer a 3-level framework with which to understand how
the cultural world influences moral identity development. Central to this framework is
an analysis of the cultural practices within which moral identities develop, as well as
the institutional contexts that support these practices and the social interactions that
comprise them. Finally, we illustrate the components of framework using examples of
data from 2 studies—I focused on how an inner city Muslim school worked to foster
the moral identities of students and the other on the development of civic identities
among urban teens in a community action program.

Moral identity is defined as the convergence of
moral ideals and one’s personal identity or as the extent
to which commitment to moral values is infused into
one’s sense of self (Colby & Damon, 1993; Damon &
Colby, 1996; Damon & Gregory, 1997; Hart, Atkins, &
Ford, 1998; Hart, Yates, Fegley, & Wilson, 1995). The
construct of moral identity offers a solution to a critical
and longstanding conundrum in the moral develop-
ment literature on the relation between moral thought
and moral action. Despite the common-sense notion
‘that there should be some relation between the ability
to reason morally and the proclivity to act morally, re-
search findings have been mixed, more often than not
finding that there is little relation between ‘moral
thought and moral behavior (Blasi, 1993; Grusek &
Lytton, 1988; Nucci, 2000). For example, studies have
found that moral exemplars (nominated for their high
level of moral action) are no different from comparison
groups in their complexity of moral judgment (Colby
& Damon, 1996; Hart & Fegley, 1995). Although
moral reasoning does not seem to explain differences
in moral behavior, research findings support the con-
clusion that sustained moral action often results when
people conceive of themselves and their goals in moral
terms and identify with moral standards (Damon &
Gregory, 1997).

Research on moral identity has been primarily con-
cerned with understanding its nature and correlates.
"However, oft neglected are questions of how moral iden-
tity develops in relation to the environments within
which individuals live and grow and how it can be fos-
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tered inchildren and adolescents. Itis this core issue that
we take up in this article. We take the perspective that de-
velopment is inherently a social and cultural process, as
it inevitably occurs with social others in the cultural ac-
tivities of daily life (Cole, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978). How-
ever, the development of moral identity as a part of a
larger developmental and cultural task has not been well
theorized or well understood. OQur goal in thisarticleis to
begin to explore moral identity development as both a
cultural and a developmental process and to suggest
conceptual tools and methodological approaches that
enable careful study of it.

We begin by reviewing treatments of moral identity
to date, which offer some preliminary understanding of
how the social and cultural world can come to influ-
ence childrep’s moral life. We then raise several impor-
tant questions for the field to consider in understanding
the relation between culture, development, and moral
identity. Although we do not attempt to answer these
questions, we do use them to ground our discussion of
possible conceptual tools with which to understand,
explain, and elaborate on how the social world, in the
context of cultural activities, may come to support indi-
viduals in identifying themselves as moral. In doing so,
we outline a preliminary framework for understanding
the development of moral identities in the social world.
We offer a set of conceptual tools with which to capture
and articulate the moment-to-moment social moves
and interactions that become intertwined with individ-
uals’ moral selves as they participate in cultural activi-
ties in their communities.

Specifically, we argue for a perspective that takes
cultural practices as a core unit of analysis. By cul-
tural practices, we mean the reoccurring, structured
activities that make up daily life. A treatment of cul-
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tural practices requires a different set of conceptual
and methodological tools than those conventionally
used to study moral identity. Although conventional
studies have primarily relied on survey and interview
data, a cultural practice perspective also incorporates
ethnographic and other qualitative data.

However, the approach we propose is not limited to
an analysis of stand alone cultural practices. These cul-
tural practices occur within institutional contexts,
which inform both how the practices are structured and
who has access to them. Additionally, the social inter-
actions that comprise practices are an important focus
for analysis, as they provide a moment-to-moment
analysis of the unfolding of cultural and
developmental! processes. Hence, we argue for three
nested levels of analysis for studying the development
of moral identity in cultural context: the institutional
context, the cultural activities within these institutions,
and the social interactions that comprise the activities.
Although this is primarily a conceptual article, to illus-
trate the constructs we use examples from two recent
studies—one focused on how an inner city Muslim
school worked to foster the moral identities of students
and the other on the development of civic identities?
among urban teens in a community action program.
Our hope is that this approach will push the field to-
ward greater conceptual clarity about the cultural pro-
cess of moral identity development, as well as offer a
beginning scheme with which we can study environ-
ments that foster moral identity.

Current Treatments of Moral Identity

One central methodology for studying moral iden-
tity has been to study mora] “exemplars.” who are
nominated for their extraordinary moral commitment
as compared to a control group (Colby & Damon,
1995; Hart & Fegley, 1995; Matsuba, 2002; Reimer,
2002). Although the criterion has varied slightly from

'We conceptualize development as both microgenetic develop-
ment (change over momient-to-moment time) and ontogenetic devel-
opment (changes over longer stretches of ime—months or years).
The approach that we put forth in this article is particularly
well-suited to understanding the intertwining of culture and mo-
ment-to-moment development.

IWe are not suggesting that civic identity and moral identity are
exactly the same. Whereas civic identity pertains to one’s connection
10 and participation in a civic community (Atkins & Hart, 2002),
moral identity can be more broadly defined in terms of a personal
commitment to lines of action that support the welfare of others.
However, clearly moral and civic identities are related—participa-
tion in a civic community implies a concern for the welfare of others,
so in that respect, we treat these constructs (and the way each is fos-
tered in cultural contexts) as similar.

study to study, the central idea is to look for people
who have dedicated themselves to improving the lives
of others. These inquiries provide useful evidence that
morally committed people more fully integrate moral
concerns into their sense of identity and give credence
to the idea that “moral identity” is a meaningful con-
struct that integrates reflection and behavior. What re-
mains underdeveloped in the literature is a clear con-
ceptual understanding of the dynamic relation between
moral identity and social context. Although there is ev-
idence that morally exempiary persons think about
their goals, values, and relationships differently than
persons who are not moral exemplars, we have less un-
derstanding of how their moral identity develops in
specific social and cultural contexts.

Although social context has not been the focus of
most moral identity studies, prior research has ac-
knowledged some ways that social and cultural influ-
ences play a role in the construction of moral identity.
For example, research among adolescents has looked
at the unique ways in which moral exemplars incor-
porate important interpersonal relationships into their
sense¢ of self (Hart & Fegley, 1995; Reimer &
‘Wade-Stein, 2002). Colby & Damon, who relied not
just on self-descriptions (i.e., participants choosing
words that describe who they are or interviews fo-
cused on elaborating such descriptions) but also ex-
tensive autobiographical accounts (i.e., participants
telling the “story” of their lives), gathered rich evi-
dence describing adult moral exemplars’ interpreta-
tions of the significance of interpersonal relationships
for their moral development. They describe a dy-
namic interplay between social influence and moral
development, in which individuals cooperatively
shape their new perspectives in the course of multiple
negotiations with others.

In addition to studying the importance of interper-
sonal relationships, research on moral identity has also
begun to explore the ramifications of socioeconomic
context for identity development. In a line of research
discussing exemplary youth who have managed, de-
spite the odds, to engage in sustained moral behavior

- such as community service, Hart and colleagues focus

on the way that social structure influences the life op-
portunities of young people (Hart et al., 1995, 1998).
They suggest that moral and civic involvement is pos-
sible only when young people have acquired knowl-
edge about their communities as well as opportunities
to participate in them, which fosters a sense of connec-
tion and responsibility to their community. Urban and
suburban youth have different opportunities for extra-
curricular involvement and relationships with adults;
youth living in urban contexts are more likely to en-
counter obstacles depriving them of such knowledge
and participation (Atkins & Hart, 2002). Important for
our purposes is the idea that the socioeconomic context
or the social structure can have profound influences on

139



NASIR AND KIRSHNER

the kinds of activities young people get involved in,
through which they develop and display moral and
civic identities.

A third way that the study of moral identity has ad-
dressed social context has been to examine young peo-
ple’s understanding of their place in history. In their
work on civic identity development, Yates and Youniss
(1996) suggested that to develop a civic and moral
identity young people must come to identify with
“transcendent” values and ideologies that link the self
to a past and present. Such values provide meaning and
purpose, and motivate students to engage in commu-
nity service. In turn, community service provides op-
portunities for young people to reflect on society’s po-
litical organization and moral order.

Although these different ways of making sense of
social and contextual influences provide an important
starting point, their diversity of levels of analysis leave
a somewhat fragmented picture. How can we under-
stand the process by which sccial and cultural factors
interact in children’s moral lives and conceptions of
themselves as moral actors? To begin to address this
question, we need a conceptual framework that brings
them together in a coherent manner. Further, the meth-
odologies for much existing research on moral identity
have been self-reports by individual participants,
which pose limitations for our understanding of the in-
teraction between context and identity development
(Reimer & Wade-Stein, 2002). Hart and Fegley (1995)
acknowledged this point in reflecting on their own
study of adolescent moral exemplars. Although most
of their exemplars came from community groups and
grass roots organizations, the data did not allow them
to draw conclusions about what was happening in
those environments that was important for moral iden-
tity. They wrote: “In future research it would be quite
useful to understand the ways in which these groups,
each constituting a unique social institution with ties to
the community, provide contexts within which strong
moral commitments can develop and flourish” (p.
1357). It is the task of developing constructs to make
such analyses possible that we take up in this article.

Questions to Guide Future Research

The endeavor to better understand how social and
cultural environments influence moral identities in-
volves new kinds of questions—questions that inquire
not only about the nature of moral identity and its corre-
lates, but which are fundamentally concerned with pro-
cess. Some of these questions include the following:

1. 'What are the multiple settings that youth par-
ticipate in that have implications for their de-
veloping moral identities?
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2. How are organizations, institutions, and cul-
tural settings organized in ways that foster the
development of moral selves? '

3. What practices occur in these institutions that
help shape youth’s sense of themselves as
moral? How do social interactions with others
transmit moral values and identities?

4. What role might relationships play in the devel-
opment of moral identity? What are the multiple
ways these relationships foster moral identity?

Currently, the field of moral psychology is not well
equipped to answer these questions and we do not at-
tempt to do so in this article. Such a task is beyond the
scope of one article or research study. Rather, we raise
these important questions as a guide for future research
and as a launching point for a discussion of the kinds of
conceptual approaches we might incorporate as we
seek to understand the intertwining of cultural and de-
velopment in moral identity research.

A Cultural Practice Perspective on
Moral Identity Development

The approach that we propose conceives of the indi-
vidual as inextricably bound within social and cultural
contexts and views developmental processes as inter-
twined with such settings. This concern with multiple
layers of process adds complexity to the study of human
development and makes problematic how one should
frame, bound, and study such complex phenomenon.

‘We take cultural practices as our core unit of anal-
ysts. Cultural practices allow for a close look at both
cultural and psychological processes, as they incorpo-
rate the individual and social partners and allow for
the analysis of joint activity as well as the individ-
ual’s role in that activity. In addition to being a
bounded unit within which to try to understand cul-
ture, practices also provide a context within which re-
lationships are developed and maintained and in
which one can view both socialization and active
sense-making on the part of the child. From this per-
spective, culture does not exert unilateral influence on
the child but rather interacts with individuals in a
bidirectional process, whereby people play an active
role in their own development.

However, cultural practices do not exist apart from
the institutional contexts within which they are set. The
histories, guiding philosophies, and notions of mem-
bership in these institutions influence the nature and
structure of the cultural practices within them. Further,
cultural practices are comprised of local mo-
ment-to-moment  social interactions—interactions
within which relationships are built and three compie-
mentary processes of establishing the relationship be-
tween self and social others (social positioning,
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Figure 1. The cultural construction of moral and civic identities.

authoring, and framing) occur. These three levels of
analysis—institutional context, cultural practices, and
social interaction—comprise our framework and are
represented in Figure 1. Although we treat them as dis-
tinct levels for the purposes of analysis, in reality they
are deeply interwoven in practice.

In the following sections, we draw on data from
two studies to help illustrate the framework we have
proposed. One set of examples is drawn from a
study by Na’ilah Nasir of an inner-city Muslim
school and the ways in which the school sought to
foster the moral identities of students. The data il-
lustrate how the institutional context not only relates
to the nature of the cultural practices that take place
within them but also how the social interaction
within such practices both reflects and constitutes a
particular set of values and cultural norms associ-
ated with morality.

The second set of examples is drawn from Ben
Kirshner’s study of a program that encourages youth
participation in community change and the kinds of
civic identities students developed as they progressed
through the program. Unlike typical community ser-
vice programs that place students in service-delivery
roles such as tutoring or litter abatement, this pro-
gram—-called here Community Youth Leaders
(CYL)—sought to help young people solve problems
facing their own communities. This study further dem-
onstrates the intertwining of the institutional contexts,
cultural practices, and social interactions and provides
evidence for the active nature of the structuring of
moral and civic identities in cultural contexts. We use
data from the first study to illustrate and ground the
ideas we develop as we present the framework, then we
draw on the second example as a further illustration
and extension of the constructs.

Institutional Context

Institutional contexts provide a critical backdrop
for understanding how development plays out within
cultural practices. Institutions might be churches,
schools, social service agencies, community centers,
or families. Analyses of the institutional context in-
clude the guiding philosophies and histories of the
host institutions as well as institutionally held cultural
belief systems. Analysis at this level might also focus
on what membership in the institution or organization
entails, and how the nature of membership might
have implications for individuals’ participation in par-
ticular activities within the institution. It is important
to note that the institutions themselves are set in
neighborhood, city, state, and even national contexts
that are critical for understanding the events at hand;
such settings influence who has access to what prac-
tices as well as fundamentally shape the nature of the
practices themselves. .

For instance, the practice that we focus on at
Bilalian Islamic School is a weekly instruction on
morality called Jr. Jummah. The institutional context
of the K-8 school shapes this practice in fundamen-
tal ways, both giving rise to its existence and influ-
encing its structure and content. The school and the
broader religious community are located in a large
urban city in the western United States. The pre-
dominantly African American community began as
a Nation of Islam community in the early 1960s and
transitioned to orthodox Islam with other communi-
ties across the nation over a period of 3 to 4 years
beginning in 1976 (when Nation of Islam leader Eli-
jah Muhammed died and leadership was assumed by
his son, W. D. Muhammad). The philosophy of this
founding organization was strongly rooted in
race-based community building and black racial
pride, and many of the older members have been
members of the community since before this transi-
tion (including the fmam or leader). Hence, the cul-
tural belief system in the community and in the
school incorporates both Islamic and African Amer-
ican culture and this belief system plays out in the
teaching in Jr. Jummabh.

In addition to Islam and African American culture in-
forming the guiding philosophies of the school, a more
specific guiding philosophy relates to the nature of chil-
dren and the goal of schooling. Children are viewed as
spirits to be nurtured, as well as minds to be taught, and
teachers view their jobs as very much about teaching
core principles of love, compassion, and good conduct.
This commitment to developing minds, spirits, and peo-
ple is reflected in the school mission statement. Posted
inthe fronthallway, itreads: “The missionof Bilalian Is-
lamic School is to produce a student who is morally con-
scious, literate, and capable of functioning in modern
society as a leader.” The statement voices the core con-
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cern with morality in addition to academics, and this
goal for student development both takes shape and is
structured in practices like Jr. Jummah.

The nature of membership in the school and in the
broader religious community may also have implica-
tions for understanding the function and structure of
Jr. Jummah. The school site is adjacent to the com-
munity mosque (masjid), and participation at the
school is tied to membership in this broader commu-
nity in multiple ways. One link is the fact that many
teachers and students share membership in the reli-
gious community. Most teachers and students are
drawn from this community, strengthening the fam-
ily-like spirit that teachers articulate as a goal for
their interaction with students and families. The close
ties between school community members also con-
tributed to the existence of an agreement about the
content of moral instruction for students—one that is
rooted in Islamic culture and values.

We should note that the history, guiding philoso-
phies, and nature of membership are themselves ele-
ments of the institutional context that are closely
linked. Clearly, one link is that they all come to influ-
ence the relationships between school community
members—relationships within which the nature and
structure of school cultural practices are negotiated.

Cultural Activities

To analyze cultural activities as contexts for moral
identity development, we focus on the activity struc-
tures in the practice and the tools and artifacts that
participants use to carry out the activity (Saxe, 1999).
Activity structures include the cycles of activity in a
practice—that is, the components that make the activ-
ity coherent. These activity structures fundamentally
shape the nature of the cultural practice, how activity
is accomplished, and the roles available for partici-
pants. Tools and artifacts refer to the material and
symbolic goods with which we accomplish activity
(Cole, 1996). Material tools include physical cultural
props (i.e., desks, computers), whereas symbolic
tools are more abstract—the ideas (often collectively
held) that come to structure our activity as we partici-
pate in the environment. Symbolic tools include cul-
tural belief systems that people use to understand
their activity and that newcomers (including children)
are socialized into through activity.

The activity structures of Jr. Jummah were related
to the institutional goals and philosophy and taught
students how to be participants in a standard
moral-religious practice. Jr. Jummah was a scaled
down version of the adult Friday prayer service and
lecture and was held in the same space as the adult
service. The activity had several phases, beginning
with an eighth grade male student making the call to
prayer in the school hallway (announcing that Jr.
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Jummah will begin soon), signaling the students to
wash up for prayer and congregate in the masjid
prayer area. The service began with a short prayer by
the teacher, followed by a lecture that lasted from 30
to 50 min, followed by another short prayer, and con-
cluded with a group congregational prayer that all of
the first- through eighth-grade students participated
in. During the lecture (called a khutba), students were
not to taik, rather, they were to listen respectfully.
However, there were times when students were asked
to respond to a question, and spontaneous verbal ac-
knowledgment or laughter was considered accept-
able, if they were a genuine emotional response to the
lecture. Additionally, students took on key roles in
the activity, including making the call to prayer and
joining in the congregational prayer at the end of the
lecture. These activity structures mirrored those of
the adult Jummah service and socialized students into
the appropriate ways of participating in this service.

Despite this formal structure, the teacher who con-
ducted the Jr. Jummah sessions (also the fifth- and
sixth-grade teacher) wanted his lecture to touch the
students deeply. He articulated this concern both in
interviews and to the students directly: “We don’t
want this just to be taik ... we want this to seep inside
you and be real” Further, often during the lectures
the teacher stopped to make sure he was connecting
with his audience, asking if they understood or if
what he was saying made sense to them. This reflects
the institutional goal of helping students develop their
own sense of themselves as moral, as opposed to en-
couraging them to mimic religions behaviors without
internal meaning.

Because the activity involved very little action,
there were more symbolic artifacts used than material
ones. Material artifacts included the books that the
teacher used in the lecture, which were present on the
podium, including the Qu’ran and a book of Hadith
(stories of the prophet Muhammed). The speaker read
from these texts during the lecture, reflecting the reli-
ance on religious texts as a critical source of knowl-
edge on morality. The physical worship space can also
be regarded as a material artifact—that the service was

_held in this space reinforced the seriousness of the ac-

tivity as well as the alignment between Jr. Jummah and
the adult service. The primary symbolic tools in this
activity included concepts from the religion of Islam as
well as hip-hop music and the historic figure of Harriet
Tubman. These material and symbolic artifacts gave
shape and meaning to the cultural activity of Jr.
Jummah and reflected the broader institutional philos-
ophy and goals for students’ moral development.

Social Interaction in Practices

The third level focuses more specifically on social
interaction within cultural practices. Social interac-
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tion is particularly rich for understanding how partici-
pation in cultura} practices comes to mediate moral
identity. Prior literature has drawn relations between
the presence of certain kinds of social others and the
development of moral identity but has not articulated
the microprocesses that occur within interactions that
shape development. It is as individuals interact and
talk with one another that identities {moral and other-
wise) are shaped (Ochs, 1990). In particular, at this
level of analysis, our concemn is to understand the
microgenetic (moment-to-moment) development of
moral identity. In other words, how moral identities
are encouraged, maintained, taken up, and rejected in
social interactions within activities.

We employ several key conceptual tools that we
find helpful in elucidating this microgenetic devel-
opmental process. One of the processes that we fo-
cus on is that of “social positioning.” Social posi-
tioning occurs as people are offered particular roles
relative to others in the setting. A second process is
“authoring”” As Holland, Lachoite, Skinner, and
Cain (1998) argued, people actively create or au-
thor themselves by drawing on the resources of
their environment to accept, reinforce, challenge,
or deny positions and identities. A third process is
that of “framing” (Goffman, 1974). We use the
concept of framing to describe how participants
(especially those with less power) are encouraged
to interpret the activity, their role in it, and the
world around them.

Consider how students were positioned and how
ideas were framed in the following Jr. Jummah interac-
tion. The transcript that follows occurs on a day that the
topic of discussion is love.

The teacher, Brother Kamani, began with a
Qu’ranic verse on love. He explained the verse
and introduced the topic of love as an exten-
sion of the previous week’s lesson on kind-
ness. Next, he referenced a new CD from
hip-hop artist Lauren Hill (“You know, Lauren
Hill has a CD out, a lot of questions about
love. What is this? What is love?”) as a transi-
tion from the Quranic text. After acknowledg-
ing the many possible meanings of love, he de-
fined love as “very simply, the peace and
contentment that only Allah (God) can give
you. Love is an energy, a feeling, an emotion.”
Examples of love included a cut on the finger
that heals, a plant coming up, and each of the
students being born. After an extended discus-
sion of prophet Jesus as an example of love
and loving action and a reference to the Chris-
tians who assisted Harriet Tubman as acting in
love, he told a story about a friend of his who
got shot outside of a recording studio and

healed as another example of Allah’s love.
Then the khutba continued:

T: “What is love? True love is the real caring
for, (listen), the soul, health, and sanity of oth-
ers. You guys are like, what did you just say?
True love is you really caring for somebody’s
soul—we all have souls, right?>—and when we
die, where does our soul go? With Allah ... “So
we as your teachers, we’re not just here to teach
you the ABC’s. That would be easy. We care
about your souls, too. Does that make sense?
So when you guys do something wrong, we try
to, wait, stop, don’t do that, because if you keep
doin’ that your gonna hurt your soul. I hope
that that makes sense to you. “The other thing
that when you love someone you care about
their health. Are they doing drugs? If their do-
ing drugs, they are tearing away their health
and their what? Their soul. So we might care
about that.

“And the other one is sanity, their minds.
When you tease somebody, you are not loving
them. You are not caring about them.”

Finally, Brother Kamani acted out a scene in
which a student is teased and not allowed to play
with the other children, then told an extended
story from 2 book of inspirational stories about a
boy in high school who prevents the suicide of a
less popular boy by befriending him. The Jr.
Jummah ended with the group congregational
prayer. (Observation, 10-13-01)

There are several points to be made regarding how
students were positioned and how ideas and concepts
were framed during this interaction. Students were
positioned through this khutba as members of multi-
ple communities. They were positioned as members
of the religious community, as well as members of
the school community with a concern for the positive
development of their peers. They are also positioned
as consumers of hip-hop music and members of the
African American community (like Harriet Tubman).
It is interesting that these multiple positionings and
memberships are not viewed as being in conflict, nor
does any one of them preclude a conception of the
students’ ability to act in love. In the second para-
graph of the data, students were also conceptualized
as souls~—and immoral (or unloving) behavior is
framed as hurting one’s soul (rather than being a cri-
teria of “goodness”).

The speaker also framed love in what may have
been a new way for students. Typically, the word love
evokes images of romantic love, such as that between
a man and a woman. Alternatively, the teacher
reframed love as more universal and pervasive—both
an emotion and a quality of action. This view of love
relates to bodies, minds, and souls and defines moral-
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