Shame and Honour:

Blunt Instrument or Useful Lens?

Moyra Dale
In the last decade the concepts of shame and honour have been taken up and widely
applied in missiological discussions. From issues which were discussed in isolated
anthropological articles1 and even more occasional Biblical papers,2 shame and honour
are now commonly invoked in both cross-cultural and western contexts to explain or
predict cultural dynamics. A plethora of books, articles and blogs have been published
on this area in the last decade.3

Blunt Instrument?
However, there is a problem with the widespread use of shame and honour. As a
paradigm, a quick rationale for cultural behaviours, it can become a blunt instrument
for cultural analysis, to the point where the conclusions drawn, or assumptions made
are misleading. Shame and honour are very broad ideas and if they are used as
generalisations, they are likely to result in false assumptions, or be so general that
there are no useful specific applications. Concepts of honour and shame can be
inadequate or even deceptive if they are used as quick explanations of behaviour, with
no examination of how they may operate in a particular context.

Ruth Benedict developed the idea of shame cultures and guilt cultures in her 1946 book on Japan, The Cross and the
Chrysanthemum.
2
Bruce Malina (The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, 3rd ed., 2001) and Jerome Neyrey (Honour
and Shame in the Gospel of Matthew, 1998) used the concepts of cultural anthropology to explore the understanding behind
Biblical texts: and David deSilva and Kenneth Bailey built further on this foundation in their discussion of New Testament
texts.
3
See especially http://honorshame.com/, also https://www.patheos.com/blogs/jacksonwu/.
1
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Another common risk is when understandings of shame and honour in one
cultural context are transferred without question to a different cultural or social
situation. For example, how shame is felt, where it is constructed (within the individual,
or between the individual and society), and what brings shame, is very different
between the more individualistic western world, and more collectivist societies. What
elicits shame and honour also differs also among collectivist societies. If honour comes
through giving birth to sons in the Middle East, or Central Asia, more matriarchal
cultures of South East Asia (or particular families) may place as high a value on
having daughters.
It is common to speak of the three worldviews of guilt/innocence,
shame/honour and fear/power.4 Setting aside discussion of other paradigms such as
defilement/purity5 and pain/pleasure,6 the very usefulness of these paradigms as a
shorthand runs the risk of a non-nuanced view which does not examine how the
different paradigms interact with each other. Most cultural contexts are not
exclusively or even dominantly one paradigm or another. Rather, particular paradigms
are more or less significant in different environments, and they interplay with each
other, reinterpreting and modifying how they function. For example, in cultures
categorized as ‘fear-power’ communities, the fear of shame may be a powerful force

Eugene Nida wrote in his Customs and Cultures (1954) about the three responses of fear, shame and guilt, to religious
codes. This has been taken up and developed by Roland Muller in The Messenger, The Message, The Community: Three Critical
Issues for the Cross-Cultural Church-Planter (2013). See also: “3 in 1: Integrating Guilt, Shame, and Fear,” HonorShame,
April 25, 2018, http://honorshame.com/3-1-integrating-guilt-shame-fear/.
5
See Purity, When Women Speak… webzine 2, no. 1 (2018), https://whenwomenspeak.net/issue/vol-2-no-1-april-2018/ for
further on this issue.
6
David Williams, “Introducing the Pain-Pleasure Worldview,” The Gospel Coalition Australia Edition, May 8, 2018,
https://au.thegospelcoalition.org/article/introducing-pain-pleasure-worldview/.
4
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which shapes people’s behaviour. Freeman describes how in sub-Saharan Africa, which
is categorized as a fear-power culture, ancestors are feared for what they will do if
they are not properly honoured: and people are motivated by the fear of bringing
shame on their family.7
Cross-cultural gospel workers have learned to retell their testimony using
shame and honour rather than a framework such as the Four Spiritual Laws, or Two
Ways to Live, which are built on a guilt / innocence framework. However, it is not
uncommon for such testimonies to simply substitute ‘shame’ for ‘guilt’, and ‘honour’
for ‘innocence,’ yet still be built on a basic transactional penal understanding of sin and
righteousness in explaining what Christ has done for us. This is a thoroughly Biblical
understanding: but it is not telling the gospel from a Biblical understanding of honour
and shame and Christ’s redemptive work of at-one-ment.

Useful Lens
Despite the risks of over-generalization or too simplistic applications, the framework
of honour and shame can still remain an important and productive lens which we can
look through, rather than looking at it as the answer. It is a productive lens if we use it
as a tool to generate questions of the particular local context, rather than as a blunt
instrument of analysis or an overused key which is assumed to unlock all doors. It is a
useful lens if it takes us back to ask linguistic and ethnographic questions of the local

Sandra Freeman, “Honour/Shame Dynamics in Sub-Saharan Africa,” The Power of Honor, Mission Frontiers, January 1,
2015, http://www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/honour-shame-dynamics-in-sub-saharan-africa.
7
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context:8 and then to bring those local questions back to Biblical reflection. What kind
of questions can be helpful when thinking about of shame and honour?

Linguistic questions
If a concept is important in a culture, it is usually reflected by having a significant
number of similes in the language. In English, similes for honour and shame include
glory and respect: and disgrace, humiliation, scandal. Other languages may have a far
more extensive lexicon in the semantic fields of honour and shame. For example,
Chinese includes 113 terms for shame.9
Using honour and shame as a productive lens requires us to ask what the
different words are that are associated with honour and with shame in any given
language. Some of the words will be close similes: others will have different meanings.
They may cover different aspects of shame or disgrace, or honour or respect.10 Arabic
terms for shame, some of which have found their way into other Muslim languages,
include khajal, fadhiyhah, ‘ayb, ‘ar. Honour elicits Arabic words such as sharaf, karamah,
‘ird. These linked words need to be explored in local languages and mapped into a
semantic field. Li et al. offer an example of a concept map around shame:11

Similarly Herzfeld points to the need to: “(a) to examine each terminological system as an independent whole in its local
setting; (b) to elucidate the relationships between such systems within each linguistic area before proceeding to wider
cross-cultural comparisons.” Michael Herzfeld, “Honour and Shame: Problems in the Comparative Analysis of Moral
Systems” Man, New Series 15, no. 2 (1980): 339.
9
Jin Li, Lianqin Wang, L., and Kurt W. Fischer, “The organisation of Chinese shame concepts” Cognition and Emotion 18, no.
6 (2004): 767–797.
10
Louise Simon, “Meanings of Shame,” When Women Speak… (Blog), May 19, 2019,
https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/meanings-of-shame/.
11
Li, “The organisation of Chinese shame concepts,” 780.
8
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In both Greek and Hebrew, the words for honour and for shame are associated
with honour being heavy, weighty, substantial, lasting. In contrast, shame is light,
insubstantial, perishing. These contribute significantly to our understanding of how
the Bible constructs honour and shame: however, they are not dimensions that are
necessarily found in other languages.
A note of caution: it can be hard to talk with people in a community about
shame. Particularly if it is associated with dimensions of sexual transgression, it can
be uncomfortable or threatening for people to discuss it. We may need to find ways of
distancing the discussion from the people we are talking with. For example, “In other
communities,” or “a long time ago, what would happen…”?

Ethnographic questions
Paradigms find their grounding in specific cultural contexts, and vary in their
expression according to the local culture. So if honour and shame are to be used as a
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productive paradigm, they need to generate questions for us to explore the specific
culture(s) in which we are involved.
We ask what confers (what kind of) honour and what brings (what kind of) shame
in each context? How is honour acquired? Is it through courage, educational
attainment, generosity, poetic prowess or piety, having a son? What causes shame? Is
it on the basis of factors such as cowardice or stinginess, sexual transgression, having
someone who in the family who is disabled, or who was viewed as dishonourable in
society? In Indonesia, having a grandfather suspected of being a Communist
sympathizer can bring associated shame on the family.
Honour can come through genealogy (as seen in the gospels of Matthew and
Luke). This leads to the question of whether shame and honour are associated more
with particular groups. This could be on the basis of family, class, ethnicity, or
geographic location. So for example, people from regions close to a centre of power
may be ascribed more honour than those from peripheral areas.
In particular we need to ask how honour and shame are gendered.12 This is a
major area for research, which has still received too little exploration in the
burgeoning missiological literature around honour and shame. In many cultures,
honour is embodied more in the male body and shame in the female body. Malina,
describing the male and female aspects of honour, comments:

Cozens and Ochs cite Clementine van Eck’s study showing that seref and namus correspond to the male and female
aspects of honour. Simon Cozens and Christopher Ochs, “Putting the shameful body to death: some critiques and a way
forward in the soteriology of shame” Transformation 36 no. 4 (2019): 235.
12
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In the moral division of labor, in the concrete activity of concrete people,
honor and shame became gender specific, gender embedded. The male is
to defend both corporate honor and any female honor embedded in the
corporate honor. The female, on the other hand, symbols the shame
aspect of corporate honor, that positive sensitivity to the good repute of
individuals and groups.13
We see this in how in some parts of the Muslim world, women (not men) are
described as having ‘positive shame’. This term can carry associations of modesty or
shyness. What does it mean for women in daily behaviour? What kinds of dress and
conduct embody ‘positive shame’? What behaviours of women bring honour or shame
on themselves, or on the men in their family? Is it how they dress? Laughing loudly in
public? Whether or not they have undergone Female Genital Mutilation? Being divorced
is commonly shameful for women, even if they have been abused or betrayed. In
diaspora communities in the west, women who have been divorced or have left abusive
marriages, are often separated from their community by shame, and associate with
other women in the same situation. We can also ask what behaviours of men bring
honour or shame to themselves or to the women in their family?
In any given context, we need to ask how shame can be removed (if it can) once it
has been incurred. In some Pacific and sub-Saharan cultures, shame is removed
through isolation: the people who have incurred shame leave the community for a

Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology., 3rd ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John
Knox Press, 2001), 53.
13
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while.14 In some cultures, shame can only be overcome by the shamed person killing
themselves.15 In others, shame is erased by killing the person who has brought shame
on their community.16
We ask also, not only how honour is acquired, but how honour may be restored
once it is lost. Can it be restored? Are there some kinds of honour that once lost
cannot be regained?
If shame is expressed in broken relationships, how are relationships resolved or
restored? What is the role of mediators in any particular cultural context? Who can
become a mediator? And what are their responsibilities? How is the restored
relationship signalled? In many communities, eating together, a communal meal, is the
signifier of communal relationship restoration. One cross-cultural worker had a
relationship breakdown with her local colleagues. Some years later, she was invited to
share in a community meal with them. The disagreement was never referred to: but the
shared meal told her and the whole community that forgiveness and reconciliation had
taken place.17 The Old Testament had fellowship meals, where part of the sacrifice was
offered on the altar, and the people offering the sacrifice ate the rest of it. These were
effectively fellowship meals between God and worshipper. The image of a meal as the

Thomas N. Headland and Janet D. Headland, “Surviving Agta fieldwork,” in The Secret Lives of Anthropologists: Lessons
from the Field, ed. Bonnie L. Hewlett (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 2020), Chapter 13.
15
Acts 16:27. In Japan, suicide removes the stain of shame from a family. For example, Sam Louie, “Asian Honor and
Suicide,” Psychology Today, June 30, 2014, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/minority-report/201406/asianhonor-and-suicide.
16
For example, Stéphanie Thomson, “5,000 women a year are still being killed in the name of ‘honour,’” World Economic
Forum, July 22, 2016, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/07/honour-killings-pakistan-qandeel-baloch/.
17
See also W. Jay Moon, Intercultural Discipleship: Learning from Global Approaches to Spiritual Formation. Encountering
Mission (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 9; and Jayson Georges and Mark D. Baker, Ministering in Honor-Shame
Cultures. Biblical Foundations and Practical Essentials (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016), 138, for further examples.
14
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symbol of reconciliation gives weight to the Lord’s supper as expression of our
reconciliation with God now in Jesus Messiah, as well as a portent of the final heavenly
banquet to come.
Stories are an important way to understand how honour and shame are
expressed in any particular cultural context. What are the stories that are told about
honourable people and about what happens to those who are shamed? They may be folk
stories, or stories or real happenings. Who tells the stories, and where are they told?
An Egyptian film “Il ‘Ar” explored different understandings of honour and shame in the
story of two brothers. One was a devout man who prayed and fasted regularly but
lived by smuggling drugs. His brother was a successful doctor who neither prayed nor
fasted, but drunk whisky. Who demonstrated honourable behaviour? And who acted in
ways that was shameful? We ask, what are the proverbs that talk about shame and
honour? And how are they gendered?
Much of the research and writing on honour and shame is in societies that are
more collectivist or group-oriented than the west.18 While there is a developing
literature on shame and honour in the west also,19 it can be helpful to ask both how
highly collectivist a society is: and how those dynamics affect the expression of honour
and shame. If someone is shamed, the group that they belong to is shamed. How wide is
the group that is impacted? And how deep is the shame that they bear? How does it
impact their relationship with other groups in the society?

See Hofstede’s discussion of Individualism and Collectivism: https://www.hofstede-insights.com/models/nationalculture/.
19
This has been helpfully developed by Brené Brown: https://brenebrown.com/.
18
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A common misconception is to see honour and shame as opposites. It is more
accurate to see them as complementary, or even at right-angles to one another.
Cozens and Ochs suggest that (in some contexts) “The antithesis of shame is not
honour, but pride and hubris.”20 Wikan agrees that honour and shame do not operate as
binary opposites. “Good, nice, beautiful” are the opposites paired with shame among
women in Cairo and Oman. Wikan suggests that ‘shame’ is a more experience-near for
these women, part of their everyday life experience and conversation: whereas
‘honour’ is more experience-distant, not part of their conversation, and bound up more
with male ideology.21 In a particular community, what is the relation between honour and
shame? What are the opposites that are paired with each?
As well as cultural questions, we need to understand the theological issues
before seeking to use these cultural tools in explaining the Gospel. For example, a
simple application of shame and honour to the relationship between God and people
does not work in most Muslim contexts. This over-simplistic application derives from
too close an identification of honour/shame with the innocence/guilt paradigm. We can
understand shame as an expression of broken relationships: however within the
understanding of orthodox Islam, there is no relationship between the unknowable God
and his worshipper. God is Other, He is not impacted by the sin of the believer. If God is
not in relationship, there can be no break in the relationship, and therefore talk of the
believer’s shame before God (or even, more precariously, of God being shamed by us),
makes no sense.

20
21

Cozens and Ochs, “Putting the shameful body to death,” 242.
Unni Wikan, “Shame and Honour: A Contestable Pair.” Man, New Series 19, no. 4 (1984): 635-652.
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The only context in which this image may be successfully explored is that of
patronage, where God is our patron and we are therefore required to behave in a way
that reciprocates His benefactions to us and brings honour to him. When talking to
Muslim friends, patronage is a required prerequisite to apply ideas of honour and
shame to the relationship between God and his worshippers.22

Biblical reflection
The study of a particular cultural context needs to be brought back into Biblical
reflection, helping us to re-read the Bible, and also to bring the Bible to re-engage with
the questions and issues emerging from a local cultural context.
Cultural issues explored in other cultures and societies have helped us
understand more deeply the cultural context of the Bible. This has fed the developing
literature around honour and shame in missiology, with applications both in explaining
the Gospel, and also in discipling and church formation.
The Bible explores the nature of true honour, grounding it in a relationship of
covenant obedience to God, and participation in God’s community. Books like 1 Peter
are written in the context of when following Jesus Messiah leads to ostracism and
shame, looking to God as the only and ultimate source of honour, and how that is
expressed in a new community context.
The Bible is particularly rich in offering ways to reconsider gender and shame.
In the Bible, in contrast to almost all societies, the stories of women who are raped or

See Jayson Georges, Ministering in Patronage Cultures: Biblical Models and Missional Implications (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2019) for a helpful discussion of this: or for a briefer introduction, Moyra Dale, “Who has bewitched you?:
Patronage, blessing and the Evil Eye,” Folk Islam, When Women Speak… 3, no. 1 (2018): 54-81,
https://whenwomenspeak.net/article/vol-3-no-1-september-2018-who-has-bewitched-you/.
22
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sacrificed are told, not hidden. The women are often named (Dinah, Jephthah’s
daughter, the Levite’s concubine, Bathsheba, Tamar).23 Their shame is not hidden away
in the community, but named and exposed, even when it is perpetrated by patriarchs or
leaders. Contrary to the prevailing view that locates the honour of a community in the
bodies of its women, the book of Judges measures the moral degeneration of a nation
in part by its treatment of women.
In contrast to some western descriptions of the cross, the gospel narratives
focus primarily on the shame of the crucifixion more than the physical torment
involved. The cross embodied shame: even the word was considered too shameful to be
on the lips of a Roman citizen.24 For many women especially, Jesus’ exposure and bodily
invasion offer a real embodiment of experienced shame taken on our behalf and fully
redeemed. Jesus’ “own nakedness is a necessary component in redeeming and healing
all those whose bodies have been violated.”25
These are general explorations. For particular cultural issues and how shame
and honour are experienced and expressed in any given cultural or social context,
analysis needs to be followed by reflection on how those issues may be expressed and
the Biblical response. Then this reflection is taken back to the culture.

See http://sidebysidegender.org/library/tamar-campaign-contextual-bible-study-manual-on-gender-based-violence/ for
helpful resources on using some of these Biblical stories as a resource to explore how to respond to violence against
women.
24
Cicero described it as a “cruel and disgusting penalty,” and claimed that “the very word ‘cross’ should be far removed
not only from the person of a Roman citizen but from his thoughts, his eyes and his ears.” Brittany E. Wilson, Unmanly Men:
Refigurations of Masculinity in Luke-Acts (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 202-203.
25
Robin Stockitt, Restoring the Shamed: Towards a Theology of Shame (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2012): 79, cited in Cozens and
Ochs, “Putting the shameful body to death,” 239.
23
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The popularising of the concepts of honour and shame have meant that they
risk becoming a catch-all, a convenient explanation for all sorts of cultural dynamics.
However the honour and shame paradigm retains the potential for explanatory value if
we can go beyond seeing it as the answer to using it as a productive lens through
which to look at different local communities. It can contribute the linguistic and
ethnographic questions that we need to ask, in order to understand the specific
contexts and social relationships in which we live and work.
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