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Abstract 

 

Years of Christian mission in the Arabian Peninsula have produced little effect. Some 

claim this is due to the presentation of the gospel in terms of penal substitution, which 

they regard as culturally insensitive. It has been suggested that using ‘honour and shame’ 

to present the gospel would have greater impact. 

 

Penal substitution is problematic for Arabic Muslims. In Islamic theology sin is simply 

individual forgetfulness and is relatively simple to deal with because it does not affect 

human nature. The Qur’an also specifically denies both the death of Christ and the 

possibility of substitution. Qur’anic solutions to sin call into question the unity of God. 

 

Honour and shame are significant motivations for Arab Islamic people. Anthropology, 

journalism, linguistics and literature all show significant influences of honour and shame. 

However the concepts themselves are not easy to define. They appear to be highly 

context specific and significant uncertainty surrounds their application to specific 

situations. 

 

The Bible does describe the work of Christ in terms of honour and shame. But the work 

of Biblical social anthropologists is undermined by reliance on concepts of honour and 

shame that are outdated in the field of secular social anthropology from which they first 

came. It is not clear that using English to equate Greek/Hebrew and Arabic concepts is 

accurate or viable. 

 

Existing ‘honour and shame’ theologies fail to do justice to either Arabic concepts of 

honour or to Biblical concepts of sin. Any attempt to construct a new honour and shame 

theology must be built on extensive knowledge of local culture and language. Even 

assuming these, valid presentations of the atonement will continue to strike against 

Qur’anic teaching denying both the death of Christ and its validity as a substitution. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

The year 2006 has marked 100 years of Christian mission work in the Arabian Peninsula. 

After 100 years of fervent prayer, diligent study, and sacrificial living, there are very few 

indigenous believers, and even fewer viable fellowships. It seems that the gospel has had 

very little impact. 

 

Explanations for this lack of result have not themselves been lacking. One popular idea is 

that the explanation of Christ’s atonement by penal substitution is a fundamentally 

unattractive and culturally insensitive presentation. It is argued that, if only missionaries 

presented the gospel in terms of honour and shame, then results would follow. 

 

The honour and shame gospel argument may be summarised thus: 

• Honour and shame are significant motivations in Arabic culture. 

• The Bible explains the work of Christ in terms of honour and shame. 

• The gospel message and Christian lifestyle can be explained in terms of honour 

and shame. 

 

Is this true? Is there a problem with current ‘penal substitution’ explanations of the 

atonement? What are ‘honour and shame’? Are they significant to Arab Muslim people? 

Does the Bible use these concepts to explain the Christian message and lifestyle? Are we 

likely to see any difference if we use these terms? 

 

It is the task of this essay to answer these questions. 

 

Before honour and shame were paired, shame and guilt cultures were the subject of 

anthropological debate. Shame and guilt were brought to anthropological prominence by 

Ruth Benedict in her study of Japanese culture entitled The Chrysanthemum and the 

Sword in 1946.
1
 Benedict’s profound and controversial insights remain the subject of 

debate after almost 60 years.  

                                                 
1
 Benedict, R., The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1946). 
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The following table illustrates the basic difference between ‘shame’ and ‘guilt’ cultures 

 

Other people believe: Guilt 

culture 
I didn't do it I did it 

I did it 

 

No problem 

 

I protest my innocence and fight 

the accusation 

I 

believe 

 I 

didn't 

do it 

I am expected to feel guilty 

regardless 

I am guilty and I am punished 

 

 

Other people believe: Shame 

culture 
I didn't do it I did it 

I did it 

 

No problem 

 

I am shamed and dishonoured by 

their belief 

 

I 

believe 

 

I 

didn't 

do it 

No-one knows, so I am not 

shamed 

 

I am guilty and I am punished 

 

As with many illustrations, this is a simplification. In addition, the table is quite negative 

and pathological - it only describes reactions and sanctions to failure. Shame and honour 

do have their positive and constructive aspects, as we shall see later. 

 

Shame and guilt often correlated to individualistic and collectivist cultures. It is argued 

that cultures which emphasise the importance of the individual correspondingly use guilt 

as a sanction, while those cultures which are more collectively-minded employ shame. 

 

Of course, no culture is completely individualistic. It would cease to be a society because 

people would not associate with each other. Neither is any culture completely group 

orientated. It is a question of degree rather than either/or. 

 

What are ‘shame’ and ‘honour’? These are difficult terms to discuss because they are 

‘high context’ words that have a variety of different meanings. They are also emotion-
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laden terms that can have a deep resonance within individuals.
2
 An additional difficulty 

in cross-cultural comparison is that “ideas about honour among the Arabic speaking 

people of the eastern Mediterranean are in general substantially different from European 

ones.”
3
 

 

Some anthropologists are aware of these difficulties. For example: “Of all the values 

employed by the Bedouins of Egypt, those of ‘honour’ and ‘shame’ are the most vague, 

the most complicated, and the most difficult to grasp and to analyse.”
4
 Or, more 

succinctly: “The more closely one looks at honour, the odder it seems.”
5
 Honour and 

shame have been widely discussed in anthropology, both Biblical and secular, but the 

very width of the discussion has produced “massive generalizations of ‘honour’ and 

‘shame’ [that] have become counterproductive.”
6
 

 

Given the difficulties inherent is this discussion, it may be wise to attempt a definition of 

key terms at this stage. 

 

Arab. Not all Arabs are Muslims, nor are all Muslims Arabs. ‘Arab’ could be defined as a 

person speaking Arabic, but there are many dialects of Arabic, some mutually 

incomprehensible. In the following discussion we will attempt to differentiate various 

dialects of Arabic where possible. 

 

Muslim. Some Arabic countries contain significant minorities of Christians, and most 

Muslims are probably not ethnic Arabs. Arabic Muslims are often not distinguished from 

other Muslims in Western literature, but there are cultural and theological differences 

between Muslims that are every bit as great as those between an American Southern 

Baptist and an Austrian Roman Catholic. It is not possible to cover every permutation of 

                                                 
2
 Keltner, D., and Busell, B., “Evidence for the distinctiveness of embarrassment, shame, and guilt”, 

Cognition and Emotion (Vol. 10) pp155-171. 
3
 Stewart, F., Honor, (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1994) p149. 

4
 Peristiany, J.G., Honour and Shame, the values of Mediterranean Society (Chicago, University of Chicago 

Press, July 1966), p245. 
5
 Stewart, Honor, p145. 

6
 Herzfeld, M., “Honour and Shame: Problems in the Comparative Analysis of Moral Systems”, Man (New 

Series, Vol. 15, No. 2, June 1980) pp339-353 p349. 
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‘Muslim’ theology; therefore we will focus on those types of Islamic theology more 

common in the Arabian Peninsula. 

 

Honour and Shame. Several different academic disciplines, such as Psychology and 

Sociology, use the terms ‘honour and shame.’ Honour and shame concepts also 

increasingly appear in the judicial system. Each of these is a significant field in its own 

right and uses terminology in a variety of different ways. These fields are not going to be 

discussed unless directly relevant to our subject. 
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Chapter 2 Islamic Difficulties with Current Models of the 
Atonement 
 

The atonement is a solution to a problem – how to reconcile God and humanity. 

Therefore, our understanding of the issue significantly frames our solution. Before 

considering how to explain the atonement to Muslim people within an honour/shame 

framework, we must understand their view of the predicament. 

 

How do Islamic theologians understand sin? The Qur’an uses several different words that 

are translated in English as ‘sin’. The word most often used for ‘sin’ in the Qur’an is ���� 

(khati’a)
7
. It means ‘moral lapse’ and comes from the root ‘to fail, stumble.’ It is also 

used of an archer whose arrow misses the target.
8
 

 

The Qur’an seems to distinguish between different types of sin: 

 

The first type is ‘minor’ or ‘unwilled’ offences 

 

Those who avoid enormities of sin and abominations, save the 

unwilled offences - (for them) lo! thy Lord is of vast mercy 

(Q 53:32).
9
 

 

(2)  The second type of sin is the ‘major sins’   ���� 
���� (kabā’ir al-ithm) and ‘depraved 

actions’ ������� (il-fahsha’)  

 

And those who shun the worst of sins and indecencies and, when 

they are wroth, forgive… (Q 42:37, see also 53:32). 

 

                                                 
7
 Arabic transliterations attempt to follow the Library of Congress (USA) rules. 

8
 Encyclopedia of Islam p1106 

9
 Qur’anic quotations from Yusuf Ali translation. Ali, A. Y., The Holy Qur’an – Translation and 

Commentary (Islamic Propagation Centre International, 1993). 
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The Hadiith and Qur’an contain several sayings that list the major sins. These lists, which 

vary in both number and type, have given rise to a host of theological interpretations.
10

 

 

Mu’tazilites distinguish two different types of sin, although they also believe it is not 

always possible to be certain which sins are major and which are minor. Mu’tazilites 

believe a Muslim who commits a major sin is neither a believer (mu’min) nor an 

unbeliever (kāfir), but occupies an intermediate position.
11

 It is not always clear how 

serious this intermediate position is. In contrast, Sunni Ash’arite theologians claim the 

essence of any sin is disobedience, and that therefore the difference between major and 

minor sins is one of degree rather than kind.
12

 

 

How did sin come into the world? What effect did it have? In this area there seems to be 

greater agreement amongst Islamic theologians. According to the Qur’an, sin entered the 

world through Adam and Eve. They were led astray by Satan and ate of the tree. The 

cause of the sin is quite minor: In Q 20:115 it states that Adam simply forgot the 

command. The interpretation is straightforward; “There was no intention…to disobey the 

Divine commandment; it was simply forgetfulness that brought about the 

disobedience.”
13

 

 

The consequences of this action were also not very serious. Immediately after sinning 

Adam repented and was again accepted by God (Q 20:122). The story as told in Sura 7 

deals at much greater length with the celestial events leading up to the Fall than it does 

with the consequences. The focus of the text is on the circumstances, not the 

consequences. The emotional consequence of sin is clearly an example of shame: 

 

And when they tasted of the tree their shame was manifest to 

them and they began to hide (by heaping) on themselves some of 

the leaves of the Garden (Q 7:22). 

                                                 
10

 For more information about Islamic theology, see Appendix A 
11

 Mutahhari, M., Islamic Sciences: An Introduction, (London, Saqi Books, 2002) p57. 
12

 Moucarry, C., The Search for Forgiveness (Leicester, IVP, 2004),  p84 
13

 Ali, M., The Religion of Islam, (Lahore, The Ahmadiyyah Anjuman, 1950) p240. 
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The consequences are not permanent and there is no curse. Adam immediately repents 

and is forgiven: “Adam is good; temptation took him by surprise and he fell, but he got 

up at once, trusting in divine forgiveness and mercy.”
14

 Qutb, an Islamic theologian, 

concurs: “Having repented, he [Adam] was simply and easily absolved.”
15

 

 

Islam denies the Christian doctrine of ‘original sin.’
16

 Sin has not affected the nature of 

man – that nature is created by God and cannot change. Human beings are naturally good, 

not sinful: 

 

So set thy purpose (O Muhammad) for religion as a man by 

nature upright - the nature (framed) of Allah, in which He hath 

created man. There is no altering (the laws of) Allah's creation (Q 

30:30). 

 

Therefore sin is not transmitted from generation to generation. It cannot be, because it has 

not significantly affected people. Esposito, in his introduction to Islam, states that, “the 

sin of Adam and Eve is just that – their personal sin.”
17

  

 

According to the Qur’an, the true problem of humanity is not an inherent disposition 

called ‘sin.’ Rather, the main fault of humanity is simply weakness: 

 

Allah would make the burden light for you, for man was created 

weak (Q 4:28). 

 

Because there is no original sin, some Muslims believe it is possible for people to be 

perfect through their own efforts. Many Muslims believe Mohammed was a perfect man 

and did not sin. The English translation of the Qur’an suggests Mohammed asked for 

                                                 
14

 Jomier, J., The Great Themes of the Qur’an (London, SCM, 1978) p47. 
15

 Qutb, S., In the Shade of the Qur’an (Leicester, Islamic Foundation, 2003)  p67. 
16

 Qutb, p67. 
17

 Esposito, J., Islam: the straight path (Oxford, OUP, 1998)  p27. 



Page 11 of 68 

forgiveness from sin, but the Arabic original is interpreted differently. According to some 

scholars, Mohammed did not ask for forgiveness from sin, he asked for protection from 

sinning.
18

 

 

The controversy in Islamic theology about the nature and impact of sin has led to a 

diverging views about forgiveness. Kharijites believe God will not forgive any sin. Sins 

punished in this life will not need forgiveness; they have already been paid for. Sins that 

remain unpunished in this life will condemn the sinner eternally. 

 

At the opposite end of the spectrum are those who believe all Muslims will ultimately be 

forgiven all sins. Related to this is a minority view based on Q 7:46 that sees a kind of 

Purgatory known as barzakh. 

 

In between these two extremes are the Mu’tazili theologians who consider God will 

punish the disobedient and reward the faithful.
19

 The degree of punishment or reward 

corresponds to the difference between our good and bad deeds.
20

 Mu’tazilites emphasise 

the justice of God: either he must punish sins or he must reward the obedient. 

 

Ash’arites also believe God can either punish or reward. However, to the Ash’arite, the 

key is the sovereignty of God. He may punish or reward as he sees fit.
21

 The actions of 

the individual may have little bearing on God’s ultimate verdict. The good deeds of the 

obedient do not need or demand reward, for they are only the result of God’s blessing. 

 

Most Muslims believe that God will forgive at least some people for some of their sins. 

But how does God forgive? Is any action required from an individual in order to receive 

forgiveness? What role do faith or obedience play in deciding an individual’s fate? 

Ash’arites, in line with their emphasis on God’s sovereignty, believe that God may 

                                                 
18

 Ali, M., p238. 
19

 Here Mu’tazili theology is sharply divided into two schools. The Baghadadian school hold that the 

reward of the obedient is a gift, and the punishment of the disobedient is incumbent upon God. The Basrian 

school is the reverse: the reward is a right the obedient have earned, punishment is not intrisically 

necessary, but God has decided to do so. 
20

 Moucarry, p156. 
21

 Moucarry, p163. 
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pardon someone without repentance. The Mu’tazilites, emphasising the justice of God, 

hold that anyone who dies without repentance cannot possibly receive forgiveness.
22

 

 

Islamic theology is rich and varied. Any statement that ‘Islam teaches…’ needs 

significant qualification. The above summary indicates the diversity of opinion on the 

subject of sin. Major theological schools agree on the following: 

• Sins are limited to personal individual acts 

• Sins are the result of weakness rather than any innate problem 

• God will forgive some of the sins committed by some Muslims 

Major areas of disagreement relate to: 

• The relative significance of major and minor sins 

• The importance of repentance 

 

There is a fundamental difference between Islamic and Christian views of sin. For most 

Muslims, sin is simply forgetfulness that is easily solved by remembering. Sin is a 

specific action that can be ‘unacted.’ Sin does not affect or change human nature. 

 

These ideas contrast markedly with orthodox Christian hamartiology, in which sin is 

more than an act; it is an attitude. Sin affects our nature and the universe itself. For the 

Christian, sin is not simply an action: it is a personal insult to God. God’s reaction to sin 

is “wrath.”
23

 

 

The universal and transmissible nature of Christian ‘original sin’ requires a divine 

intervention. Because an individual’s sin is an expression of a universal original sin, the 

fundamental problem is beyond the scope of finite humanity. Jesus can and must die not 

only for all particular sins, but also to resolve the underlying original sin. Islamic denial 

of the concept of original sin eliminates the need for a ‘superhuman’ atonement. 

 

                                                 
22

 Von Grunebaum, G., Medieval Islam (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1961) p103. 
23

 Morris, L., The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross (Leicester: IVP, 1965) p144-213. 
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Contemporary Christian theology relies heavily on penal substitution to resolve the 

problem of sin. Historically there have been other models of the atonement, which will be 

examined later. However the most commonly encountered view among Western 

evangelicals is penal substitution. How do Muslims respond to this concept? 

 

The Qur’an denies the reality of Jesus’ death in Q 4:157. Some Christian evangelists have 

gone to lengths to re-interpret this saying to mean something like, “Jesus was not 

ultimately crucified because God raised him from death. Therefore the Qur’an is not in 

conflict with the Bible.” These explanations have not met with wide spread acceptance 

among Muslims. It is not the aim of this essay to discuss the reality of the crucifixion, but 

rather to determine the basis for objections to penal substitution. 

 

Muslim apologists also find evidence in the Bible that Jesus could not have died. One 

common view is that the gospels record Jesus asking to be spared death (e.g. Mark 

14:34). As a great prophet, “It is inconceivable his prayer could have possibly remained 

unanswered.”
24

 

 

Christians would respond that careful reading of the text shows the prayer has been 

answered. The primary petition is not ‘let this cup pass from me’ but rather ‘thy will be 

done.’ Since the will of the Father was the atonement for sin, and there was no other 

satisfactory method, it was necessary that Jesus die. Jesus’ prayer was answered because 

the will of the Father was done. 

 

Because there is no doctrine of original sin in Islam, there is no intrinsic problem to be 

solved. Individuals are quite capable of repenting of their own sin, just as Adam and Eve 

did. Since we can repent, there is no need for any vicarious atonement. The implication of 

the absence of original sin for atonement is clearly grasped in the Qur’an: 

 

And no burdened soul can bear another's burden, and if one 

heavy laden crieth for (help with) his load, naught of it will be 

                                                 
24

 Ahmad, Al Haj., Jesus is heaven on earth (Lahore, Civil & Military Gazette, 1956) p188. 
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lifted even though he (unto whom he crieth) be of kin. Thou 

warnest only those who fear their Lord in secret, and have 

established worship. He who groweth (in goodness), groweth 

only for himself, (he cannot by his merit redeem others). Unto 

Allah is the journeying (Q 35:18). 

 

Again, one theologian has commented that Surah 2 makes it clear that “none shall carry 

the burden of another.”
25

 The absence of the Old Testament sacrificial system from the 

Qur’an probably makes the idea of substitution much harder to accept. 

 

Contrast this with the words of Christ: 

 

“Come to me all you who are weary and burdened, and I will 

give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I 

am humble and gentle in heart, and you will find rest for your 

souls” Matthew 11:28-29 

 

The Christian insistence on substitution as a pre-requisite for forgiveness is clearly 

grasped by Islamic theologians. For example, “[Christians believe] …God cannot forgive 

sins unless he receives some satisfaction therefore, and the satisfaction is supposed to 

have been afforded by the crucifixion of the Son of God, who alone is said to be sinless. 

The doctrine of sonship is thus practically a denial of the quality of forgiveness in God, 

and this amounts to attributing a defect to him.”
26

  

 

Again, the insistence on satisfaction is seen as limiting God. “How do we forgive a 

debtor? Not by pocketing the money but by relinquishing debt. And if man can forgive, 

why not God?”
27

 

 

                                                 
25

 Qutb,  p67. 
26

 Ali, M.,  p151. 
27

 Ali, M.,  p161. 
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These objections elevate forgiveness at the expense of justice. To the Ash’arite this 

would not be a problem, since for him the prime characteristic of God is his sovereignty. 

The Mu’tazilite would, however, disagree. For him the justice of God is more important 

than the forgiveness of God. 

 

This tension between forgiveness and justice appears to be significant in all branches of 

Islam. Is it possible for God to exercise all of His attributes at the same time? Christians 

affirm that God is all of His attributes all of the time, a doctrine known as the ‘simplicity’ 

of God. The doctrine of penal substitution is one of the best examples of the simplicity of 

God, bringing together all of His attributes in one act. At the cross, God is seen to be just, 

for sin is punished. In the same act He is merciful, for sins are forgiven. 

 

In Islam, most philosophers have accepted divine simplicity and have attempted to 

resolve the tension between the attributes of God by making a distinction between the 

essence and the attributes of God. However, most Islamic theologians have ultimately 

rejected divine simplicity. Inevitably one or another attribute then takes priority. This 

tension may prove to be a useful starting point for discussions with Muslims about the 

atonement.
28

 

 

One recent survey of current Christian atonement theologies concluded that there are 

three essentials of any atonement theology: justice, forgiveness, and reconciliation.
29

 

“Justice without forgiveness cannot produce reconciliation… Forgiveness without 

reconciliation leaves the relationship unresolved. Forgiveness which ignores 

justice…endangers the whole concept of forgiveness.”
30

 It would seem that Islamic 

theology attempts to deal only with justice and forgiveness, with different schools of 

theology taking different sides. Islam pays scant attention to reconciliation. The question 

                                                 
28

 Of course, Christian theology also struggles with the simplicity of God particularly in reference to the 

Trinity. This has not gone unnoticed by Islamic theologians, who used the unity of God to reject the 

Trinity. 
29

 McLellan, D., “Justice, forgiveness, and reconciliation: essential elements in atonement theology” 

Evangelical Review of Theology (2005) 29:1, 4-15. 
30

 McLellan, p4. 
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of the past, present, and future relationship between God and humanity under Islam and 

Christianity is a subject for further exploration. 

 

In summarising this chapter, it seems clear that Islamic objections to penal substitution 

are several. Firstly, for many Muslims, minor sins are not serious; they can easily be 

repented of and forgiven. The absence of significant penalties against sin removes the 

requirement for atonement. Secondly the Qur’an clearly asserts that Jesus did not die. 

Thirdly, Jesus did not substitute for us because it is not possible for one person to pay for 

another’s sin. The denial of Jesus’ death, and the impossibility of substitution removes 

the mechanism of atonement. 

 

Objections to penal substitution expose other tensions in Islam. One tension to be 

explored is that between God’s justice and mercy. The Christian concept of atonement 

allows both to be possible in the same action, Islamic theology does not. Does the 

requirement for God to be either just or merciful endanger the one-ness of God? Another 

avenue to be explored is the original relationship between God and humanity in Islam. 

How does God feel about humanity’s unilateral rejection of his rule? How is the future 

relationship between God and humanity envisaged? 

 

When reading Islamic theology with an ‘honour and shame’ perspective in mind, one is 

struck by the absence of ‘honour and shamne’ from theological discourse. Honour and 

shame do not form the theological basis for Islamic repudiation of the atonement; they 

are simply not major subjects of Islamic theology. If honour and shame are not significant 

features in Arabic theology, what are their roles in other aspects of Arabic and Islamic 

culture? The next section of the essay examines this issue. 
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Chapter 3 Honour and Shame in Arabic Islamic culture 
 

The previous chapter demonstrated that Islamic theology is a diverse field, with a variety 

of interpretations of ‘sin.’ Rather than being an attitude that affects our human nature, for 

many Muslims most sins are individual acts that can simply be forgiven. The concept of 

‘penal substitution’ is directly opposed to the teaching of the Qur’an. To many Muslims, 

penal substitution is a complex and impossible solution to a relatively simple problem. 

 

Historically there has been a variety of different explanations of the atonement. Is it 

possible that a different metaphor for the atonement might be more comprehensible and 

attractive to Arabic Muslims? 

 

Proponents of ‘honour and shame’ believe that these concepts are among the most 

powerful motivations for Arabic Muslims. According to them, if we preach the Christian 

message taking into account the principles of honour and shame, then we will see results. 

Is this the case? What is the role of ‘honour and shame’ in Arabic Muslim society? 

 

In this section we examine the place of ‘honour and shame’ in Arabic culture, literature, 

and religion. First we will survey anthropologists’ observations and cultural phenomena, 

then consider linguistic and literary evidence, before concluding with the role of honour 

and shame in the Qur’an. 

 

For a number of years anthropologists have distinguished between ‘guilt’ and ‘shame’ 

cultures. Origins of this distinction go back to Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict. The 

early anthropologists distinguished between cultures in which the mores were enforced 

by internal (guilt) or external (shame) sanctions. When combined with Darwinism and the 

racist attitudes of that time, they produced the idea that shame cultures were primitive and 
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guilt cultures were more sophisticated, progressive, and advanced civilizations. Milton B. 

Singer has effectively pointed out the flaws in this position.
31

 

 

The most significant work on ‘honour and shame’ is usually considered to be Honour and 

Shame: the Values of Mediterranean Culture, written by J.G. Peristiany in 1966. Since 

then Campbell, Pitt-Rivers, and others have also made significant contributions to the 

debate. Honour and shame have since been recognised, analysed, and disputed in many 

societies throughout the world, ranging from Japan to Latin America.  

 

There seems to be little agreement on the meaning or significance of honour and shame, 

even within the relatively limited scope of the Mediterranean.
32

 Increasingly it is being 

recognised that “honour is local; it cannot be measured or assessed, except very roughly, 

by an outside observer.”
33

 In a later volume, Peristiany himself comments that “the 

sentiment of shame seems to be universal and guilt is simply internalised shame.”
34

 

 

Despite the controversy surrounding honour and shame, anthropologists continue to find 

these terms to be useful in describing Arabic culture. A quick survey shows a long-

standing and diverse sample of anthropologists who use them. 

 

Sonia Hamady, writing in 1960 on The Temperament and Character of the Arabs devotes 

a section to shame society. She claims that “social control is based largely on shaming”
35

 

and that “morality depends on the pressure of the audience.”
36

 Hamady observes that 

worry about external dignity is ‘the Arabs’ continual concern. She most commonly 

quotes Zwemer and Dhagestani as sources. 

 

                                                 
31

 Piers, G., and Singer, M. B., Shame and Guilt: A Psychoanalytic and Cultural Study (Springfield, 

Illinois: Charles C Thomas, 1953), pp. 53-54. 
32

 Chance, J. K., “The Anthropology of Honour and Shame: Culture, Values, and Practice” Semeia (Vol. 

68, 1994), p139-151, p140. 
33

 Davis, J., People of the Mediterranean: An Essay in Comparative Social Anthropology, (London, 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977) p78. 
34

 Peristiany, J., and Pitt-Rivers, J., Honour and Grace in Anthropology (Cambridge, Cambridge University 

Press, 1991) p6. 
35

 Hamady, S., The Temperament and Character of the Arabs (Twayne Publishers, New York, 1960) p34. 
36

 Hamady, p35. 
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According to Abou-Zeid, in his contribution to Peristiany’s 1966 work,
37

 honour is 

acquired both passively and actively. It is acquired in a passive sense by conforming to 

societal expectations. Honour can also be gained actively through “achievement of 

superiority or distinction.”
38

 A typical example in a nomadic raiding society is through 

attacks on the camps of powerful clans. A more serene honourable action is providing for 

the poor and needy. For the understanding of atonement, it is interesting to note that “the 

highest grade of honour is attained when the ideal can only be realized at the expense of 

the performer himself.”
39

 

 

Raphael Patai includes a section on ‘Bedouin values’ in his work on The Arab Mind, 

originally released in 1976. According to Patai, honour comes from the Bedouin past. 

Honour is a generic concept which embraces many different forms, but broadly speaking 

honourable behaviour is that which strengthens the group.
 40

 Patai devotes a significant 

section to honour as embodied in sexuality. Patai believes honour is the collective 

property of the family. His extensive work contains fewer references to Arabic 

vocabulary than might be expected in a volume of this size. Among his sources, Patai 

includes Hitti and Hamady. 

 

More recently, in 2002, in The Closed Circle David Pryce-Jones dedicates an entire 

chapter to shame and honour. He considers them the ‘keys to Arab motivation’
41

 and an 

all-pervasive influence.
 42

 Honour is what makes life worthwhile
43

; shame is a living 

death.
44

 For Pryce-Jones, “honour and shame involve publicity.”
45

 He argues that ‘shame 

and honour’ is a code that exists alongside Islam. The two are mutually reinforcing. He 

quotes a wider variety of anthropologists generally not referred to in other works, 

including a number of Arab writers, and Wikan’s 1980 Cairo work. 

                                                 
37

 Abou-Zeid, A., “Honour and Shame among the Bedouins of Egypt” in Persitiany ed. Honour and 

Shame” the Values of Mediterranean Society (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1966) p243-259. 
38

 Abou-Zeid, p258. 
39

 Abou Zeid, p258. 
40

 Patai, R., The Arab Mind (Hatherleigh, New York, 2002) p95. 
41

 Pryce-Jones, D., The Closed Circle, (Chicago, Ivan R Dee, 2002) p34. 
42

 Pryce-Jones, p43. 
43

 Pryce-Jones, p35. 
44

 Pryce-Jones, p35. 
45

 Pryce-Jones, p39. 



Page 20 of 68 

 

Bill Musk in Touching the Soul of Islam, reprinted in 2005, has a chapter on ‘honour and 

shame.’ He observes that social control is exercised by the dynamics of shaming. Musk 

considers that the main sources of honour are piety, wealth, and age. Another important 

aspect is the relationship between honour and female sexuality. Harking back to Bedouin 

heritage, Musk claims honour can be increased or obtained by invading the forbidden 

domains in exchanges of violence.
46

 Musk quotes Patai once, but his other sources are 

unique. 

 

From this brief survey we can see that anthropologists from a variety of backgrounds and 

eras have used ‘honour and shame’ to describe Arabic Islamic culture. However, not all 

anthropologists accept either the validity or utility of honour and shame. 

 

Unni Wikan authored Shame and Honour: A Contestable Pair in 1984 based on her 

extended field work in Cairo and Oman.
47

 She cites at length the case of a woman who is 

flagrantly adulterous but endures no sanction from community or husband. She notes that 

honour as defined by sexual purity is not the primary value in this situation. Also, 

different standards are being used in male and female sub-cultures.
48

 

 

Wikan concludes that “the word honour has an allure that tempts anthropologists to make 

use of its evocative multivalency rather than seek analytical precision.”
49

 She further 

states that “the binary nature of honour and shame is deceptive. They are poorly matched 

at a conceptual level.”
50

 She summarises with the three key questions to be asked to 

comprehend any honour system: 

• What concepts are employed by the population to evaluate conduct? 
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• How are these concepts used in actual behaviour? 

• Who are ‘the public’ in whose eyes value is being sought and judged? 

 

Barakat in his 1993 work The Arab World, is perhaps the most strident critic of 

anthropologists, particularly Patai. He considers that “no other scholar has surpassed 

Patai in making sweeping generalizations”
51

, although some may consider this itself to be 

a generalisation. He attacks the methodology of anthropologists who quote proverbs 

selectively, supplying many counterexamples to particular proverbs used to ‘prove’ 

aspects of Arabic culture. He also criticises them for relying on other Western 

anthropologists at the expense of original Arabic sources. 

 

For Barakat, the key to understanding Arabic culture is unlearning the static, 

oversimplified views that have guided Western thought. Barakat specifically questions 

‘shame vs. guilt’ distinctions between Western and Arab society. He condemns the use of 

Western personality tests and numerical tools to quantify differences among cultures. He 

endeavours to show that in Western society shame is also present, and that guilt is not a 

significant motivation. 

 

Barakat concludes that “objective analysis shows that Arabs exhibit both shame and 

guilt-orientated behaviour.”
52

 However he fails to provide this ‘objective analysis’ or to 

suggest how it may be done. His two-fold methodological objection has little basis. 

Proverbs are often quoted by other anthropologists, but more to illustrate an argument 

than to prove it. Examining references and footnotes reveals a wide range of different 

sources, including many Arabic ones. 

 

Although Barakat argues that guilt is fundamental to both societies, the examples he 

provides of guilt-inducing behaviour in Arabic culture are all group orientated. 
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Perhaps the most productive suggestion from Barakat’s work is that for each culture there 

are also ‘subcultures’ and ‘counter-cultures.’
53

 This is in accordance with Wikan’s 

observations of a particular group that contradicted expected norms. 

 

Stewart devotes his entire book 1994 book to the subject of honour. After field work with 

Bedouin over a period of five years, he recognises many logical contradictions in the 

concept of honour. 

 

For example, honour is more important than life itself, but a man may be in a state of 

dishonour without realising it. He also observes that social sanctions against a 

dishonoured man were theoretically feeble and in practice non-existent
54

 

 

After surveying various works on Arabic and European honour culture, Stewart 

concludes that “analyses of honour are sometimes so different from one another that one 

would not suspect they relate to the same concept.”
55

 He agrees with Wikan that shame is 

not the exact opposite of honour. Shame is an emotion, honour is not. 

 

This survey suggest that the idea of ‘honour and shame’ is a subject of some debate 

among anthropologists. Nevertheless, the majority of Western anthropologists writing 

general works find ‘honour and shame’ a useful category for describing Arabic culture to 

Western audiences. They observe it to be a feature that distinguishes the two cultures. 

Those anthropologists who qualify or object to the concept of ‘honour and shame’ are 

either working at a detailed level (Wikan and Stewart) or are ‘insiders’ who inevitably 

have a more nuanced perception and a greater emotional connection (e.g. Barakat) than 

outside theoreticians. 

 

All anthropology is to some extent caricature. A caricature does not purport to be a 

passport photograph. Where a passport photograph objectively records all details of a 

face, a caricature is an artistic interpretation that serves to highlight the subject’s unique 
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or distinctive features. Anthropologists study what they perceive to be the interesting or 

unusual features of a culture. Studies of the commonplace or well understood are unlikely 

to attract popular interest or academic merit. A collection of unusual features tends 

toward caricature. To label such a collection ‘the Arab Mind’ or ‘the temperament of the 

Arabs’ inevitably offends those who are thus analysed. 

 

Honour and shame are probably not the only motivations in the culture; not every 

situation can be explained by these ideals. Wikan’s example shows the importance of 

detailed observation in specific circumstances. Hamady’s emphasis on sub-cultures and 

counter cultures confirms this. We must avoid reductionism and the implication that a 

rich and wide culture can be explained as a simple duality. An implication that a single 

concept provides the key to a culture is likely to be perceived by those within the culture 

as an insult rather than an insight. 

 

Western anthropologists have generally observed honour and shame as significant 

categories. But do Arabic Muslims experience life in terms of honour and shame? What 

other evidence is there that these concepts play a role in public or private life? 

 

In December 2004 the Crown Prosecution Service in the United Kingdom organised a 

conference on ‘honour killings.’ That year 12 people had been prosecuted for ‘honour 

killings’ in the Muslim community. In the previous decade 117 women had disappeared. 

It was suspected that many of these women had been the victims of honour killings.
56

  

 

In 1997, “roughly four hundred women were killed for honour in Yemen. In the late 

1990s, ‘honour killings’ accounted for more than two-thirds of all homicides reported 

among Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza. 
57

  

 

Unfortunately these are only negative examples, because often only extreme or negative 

events are considered newsworthy. However they do indicate that  ‘honour’ is an issue of 
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great personal significance to people in Islamic culture. In some circumstances in certain 

cultures, honour is valued above the lives of one’s closest relatives. While some Muslims 

strongly protest that ‘honour killings’ are forbidden in the Qur’an, the fact remains that 

most such killings take place in societies dominated by Islamic values. 

 

Honour is not only a personal issue, it is a national one. In a May 1998 interview with 

ABC News, Osama bin Laden said: 

 

“For over half a century, Muslims in Palestine have been slaughtered and 

assaulted and robbed of their honour and their property. They compromise 

our honour and dignity and dare we utter a single word of protest against 

this injustice, we would be called terrorists.”
58

 

 

Note that ‘honour’ is mentioned twice, but ‘property’ only once. A letter dated October 

11, 2005 from Iraqi insurgent al-Zawahiri to the well-known al-Zarqawi expresses the 

same idea. It says, “Isn't violating the honor of men and women more painful and more 

destructive than slaughtering?”
59

 

 

Because honour is a national issue, it has now become an international one. Thomas 

Friedman, three times winner of the Pulitzer Prize, has noted the importance of honour in 

the Arab world. In his latest work on globalisation he includes a chapter on the Arab 

world, commenting that “humiliation (the loss of honour) is the most underestimated 

force in international relations and in human relations.”
60

 

 

International scholarly attention is now being focused on the role of honour. At a 

workshop on violent conflict at Columbia University in November 2004, papers were 
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presented with titles such as; “Honor, Shame, and Iraq in American Foreign Policy”
61

 and 

“We are all humiliated.”
62

 

 

The idea of honour and shame is clearly significant at various levels of contemporary 

Islamic society. It profoundly affects many aspects of human existence, from intimate 

family dynamics to international policy. In some circumstances it is indeed a matter of 

life and death. 

 

We now consider the place of honour and shame in Arabic language and literature. 

Words convey and proscribe thought. It is very difficult to think something that one 

cannot ultimately put into words, because much of the time we think using words and 

phrases. As words convey thoughts, so they convey culture. Vocabulary reflects society, 

and is developed within a culture to facilitate association. In this section we survey the 

range of Arabic expressions from individual words to proverbs and folktales. 

 

Arabic has a rich vocabulary of words relating to shame, embarrassment, disgrace, and 

humiliation.
63

 While the vocabulary of words is relatively constant, unfortunately “the 

meaning attached varies greatly from place to place.”
64

 

 

There is a variety of words in Arabic that are related to concepts of honour. 

 

sharraf ّ��ف 

Nabīl ��	 

Ijlāl ل�إ� 

yaqdar  ر��� 

hytūm م���� 

y’tar  ���� 
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‘ird ض�� 

wajh ��و 

 

There is a corresponding variety of words in Arabic related to the idea of shame. 

 

khajal ��� 

h aya’ ء!� 

‘ar ر"� 

‘yb #�� 

khizyah ��$� 

khissa �%ّ� 

hishmah �&%� 

fad)īha �*�+, 

harraj ج�� 

waqāha ��".و 

fashal �/, 

idhlāl إذ0ل 

 

Both of these lists include only individual words directly related to honour and shame. 

They do not include numerous idioms or metaphors such as ‘blackening.’ 

 

But what do these words really mean? How can they be understood by English speakers? 

Translation of one ‘high context’ word like ��� by another ‘high context’ word like 

‘embarrassed’ is bound to be problematic. So difficult are these terms to translate that 

Shunnaq devotes a whole section of his work on Arabic-English translation to the 

difficulties inherent in these terms.
65
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The Natural Semantic Metalanguage
66

 is one attempt to reduce emotional terms to simple 

low-context terms. Developed by Anna Wierzbicka and applied to a limited range of 

Arabic terms by Al Jallad for his PhD, it has produced the following clarification of three 

commonly used Arabic shame terms.
 67

 

 

Principle/Emotion ��� 

khajal 

�*�+, 

fad)īha 

 �"ر

‘ar 

Antecedents: Salience of the 

experiencer and 

violation of/failure 

to live up to norms 

Norm violations Norm violations 

Acts Either actions or 

states 

Only actions Only actions 

Agency Either agentive or 

non-agentive 

Always agentive Always agentive 

Experiencer = Agent Experiencer does 

not have to equal 

agent 

Experiencer does 

not have to equal 

agent 

Experiencer is 

always different 

from the agent 

Readiness Leads to 

withdrawal, repair, 

and accommodation 

Leads to 

withdrawal, repair 

Leads to 

withdrawal, 

retaliation, and 

other emotions 

Appraisal Neutral Bad Bad 

Intensity Neutral Very intense Very intense 
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Does not allow for 

a time interval 

between the 

triggering event and 

the emotion 

Does not allow for 

a time interval 

between the 

triggering event 

and the emotion 

Allows for a time 

interval between 

the triggering event 

and the emotion 

Duration 

 

 

Intrinsically short Intrinsically non-

durative 

Intrinsically long 

Self-concept Mildly negative Mildly negative Very negative 

Requires a viewing 

audience 

Does not require a 

viewing audience  

Does not require a 

viewing audience  

Experiencer has to 

think that others 

think about him or 

her 

 

Experiencer has to 

think that others 

think about him or 

her 

Experiencer has to 

think that others 

think about him or 

her 

Role of others 

Can be felt for 

others 

Cannot be felt for 

others 

Cannot be felt for 

others 

Expression Blushing Lowering the head Lowering the Head 

 

Al Jallad finds shame to be a broad concept in Arabic. It can serve as a moral power, a 

behaviour regulating tool, and a collective conscience.
68

 

 

In Arabic shame, the relationship between experiencer and agent is essential.
69

 What 

others think about how the experiencer is reacting is strongly relevant.
70

 

 

Al Jallad considers “religion is an essential factor in the Arabic shame experience”
71

 and 

a typical response to ر"� is to pray.
72
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Comparing English and Arabic concepts of shame, the extreme intensity of ر"� does not 

have a parallel in English. 
73

 “Social values, customs, and traditions play a more 

prominent role in Arabic shame antecedents than in English.”
74

 

 

Shame in Arabic may quite often be praised and recommended,
75

 like the English term 

‘modesty.’ Shame words are evaluated as positive emotions in cultures where social 

status is vital, and as negative in cultures where social distinctions are not heeded.
76

 

 

Confirming the anthropological observation that shame is a means of social control, 

Arabic differs from English in that shame words may have imperative forms.
77

 

 

Finally, in comparing English, Arabic, and Javanese concepts, Al Jallad finds that shame 

antecedents are very culture specific.
78

 This accords with the observations of Wikan and 

Stewart.  

 

Al Jallad has made a significant contribution to our understanding of Arabic shame by 

clarifying key words. However Al Jallad’s sample is very small and is drawn from a wide 

variety of nationalities. Only 15 consultants were used, spread across 4 countries. 

Inevitably this tends to produce a composite and ideal picture of ‘shame’. Wikan and 

Stewart both argue that the formulations of shame must be studied in specific settings. 

Herzfeld’s essay on Honour and Shame: Problems in the Comparative Analysis of Moral 

Systems also demonstrates the significant variations in the semantic range of honour and 

shame among Greek islands.
79

 A study using a larger number of consultants in a 

particular culture needs to be done to validate Al-Jallad’s conclusions. 
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The literature and wisdom of the Arab Islamic people contain many references to honour. 

Webster’s The Shadow of a Noble Man: Honour and Shame in Arabic Proverbs lists over 

100 examples. A selected few are considered here. 

 

 ا97! 8" 67 ��ف 8" 67 د�3

He who has no honour (sharraf) has no religion
80

 

Religion is intimately linked with honour. Honour is the expression of piety. To act 

shamefully is to deny your religion. 

 

 ا7%�دة �9< ا7=&%� آّ"ه"

Blackening blotches the whole blood revenge group 

‘Blackening’ is the process of publicly dishonouring a person.
81

 Honour is held 

collectively as well as individually. This proverb confirms the collective nature of 

society. 

 

ن D=%� 38 دون �$ي 38 أن �CDز A8 إذ0ل38 ا0,+� أ  

“Better to lose without disgrace than to win with humiliation (idhlāl)” 

Defeat is better than shame, victory is less important than honour. 

 

 ,�� أ�%3 38 اد�$ي

“Poverty rather than disgrace (khaza’)” 

This shows the relative importance of honour. 

 

 H 38/�ف و0 أن A8 G�&D إذ0ل

“Die with honour (sharraf) rather than live with humiliation (idhlāl)” 

Honour is more important than life or wealth. This is typically expressing an ideal, not a 

reality. Although Stewart observed that a dishonoured man suffers no obvious sanction, 

the data on honour killings suggest that in some circumstances this proverb can be 

disturbingly literal. 
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 ��# �� ��C� 38 ا#��7

“Shame (‘yb) to him who does shameful things” 

Shame is the outcome of actions. 

 

�� ���C آ&" �*�7�9=� 38  0 

“He who has no shame (khajjal) does as he pleases” 

Shame is a means of social control
82

 

 

�7���7"H �/� 38 ام �=ID ل أن�38 ا7* 

“It is lawful to decapitate him who is not moved by manliness (rajūleh)” 

Shame justifies death. 

 

ا3K&� L=/7 ان ��Kن ,! D A.�8%�ف, ,! ا0���"ر   

“At the examination, a man is either honoured (sharraf) or disgraced” 

Honour is ‘all or nothing’, there is no middle ground. 

 

 إ�M ��97"ر ا#��7

“The night covers shame (‘ayb)” 

 

���O ا7&%��زة �CN8 "*I�9Dرة 

“Two thirds of a secret sin (khatīya) is forgiven” 

These are two proverbs that show the importance of public opinion in judging actions, 

confirming the role of shame in social control. 

 

=C! أي 	�ع 38 ارآ�م0 ��آP 3ي ��# أن �  

“There is no shame (‘ayb) that generosity cannot hide” 

This proverb indicates the power of generosity – it is greater than shame. Two 

observations can be made. Shame is powerful, otherwise the proverb would lose its force. 

But shame is not all powerful, otherwise the proverb would be untrue. Wikans’ case 
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study in Oman confirms the validity of this particular proverb. Although the woman in 

question was sexually promiscuous, her female companions often remarked ‘but she is 

generous and hospitable.’ 

 

What can we learn from this collection of proverbs? As Barakat notes, other proverbs 

professing opposite sentiments could probably be found. Examination of any significant 

collection of proverbs inevitably reveals apparent contradictions. Wisdom consists of 

fitting the proverb to the occasion rather than insisting the occasion fit the proverb. 

 

These proverbs ought not to be taken as conclusive evidence that shame is the prime 

motivation of Arabic speaking people. Rather, they serve to illustrate various aspects of 

shame as it is understood within Arabic culture. 

 

Webster’s analysis of proverbial wisdom confirms the portrait of honour painted by 

anthropologists. Her survey of over 10 000 proverbs is quite extensive, but given the 

context specific nature of honour concepts proven by Wikan and Herzfeld, a survey of the 

geographical distribution of proverbs would be helpful. 

 

Webster concludes that “the more honour attributed to an individual, the more he or she 

approximates society’s notion of human perfection.”
83

 In line with other anthropologists, 

she observes that honour is cumulative and hereditary.
84

 Her studies of Arabic literature 

reveal also that the idea of granting refuge to the murderer of a close relative is a common 

theme in Middle Eastern Folklore,
85

 an observation which seems very similar to that of 

Abou-Zeid’s ‘honour at the expense of the performer himself.’ 

 

In summary, honour appears to be a significant theme in Arabic culture. It is commonly 

observed by anthropologists, proverbial literature abounds with ‘honour’ references, and 

Arabic has a rich vocabulary of related terms.  
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What is the place of honour and shame in the Qur’an? How does it reflect or shape the 

meaning of these concepts? Honour is described in The Encyclopaedia of Islam as a “key 

Qur’anic concept.”
86

 How does the Qur’an express the concept of honour? 

 

Primarily, honour is an attribute of God. Several of the ninety-nine names of God refer to 

God’s honour: 

 

 Al Aziz (9)  The Eminent 2:255 ا$�$�7

��K�&7ا Al Mutakabbir (11) The Majestic 6:101-103 

A,ا�7ا Al Rafi (24) The Exalter 6:165 

 Al Mu’izz (25)  The Honourer 3:26 ا7&�$

 Al Muta’ali (78) The Exalted 13:8-10 ا7&��"7!

زوا7��ل 

Wو ا0آ�ا� 

Zul Jalal wa il-Ikrām 

(85) 

The Lord of Majesty and 

Bounty 

55:78 

 

According to these titles God possesses honour in himself; he is ‘Supreme in Honour’  >ٌIY

Wآ�� (Q 27:40). All honour ا�7$ة( ) is with God who bestows honour on those he chooses. 

Those who believe and persevere will gain honour (Q8:74). The community is 

commanded to honour both God and also his prophet ( �$ُرُ\( , (Q 7:157). 

 

Honour is the guiding principle for the community in ethical matters such as divorce, 

where people are commanded to speak words of ‘kindness and justice’ (",��8و)87
 (Q 4:8, 

2:231). Revenge is also to be limited by honour (Q 2:178). Honour functions both 

positively and negatively; it forbids certain behaviours and encourages others (Q 3:110). 

This is borne out in the observations of those anthropologists who see honour and shame 

as a means of social control. 
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However, people fail to honour God or each other. Humanity turns to false honour like 

extravagant boasting (Q 17:26) and revenge (Q 42:40).
88

 These false honours are 

condemned along with misplaced tribal honour (Q 49:13). 

 

Although people generally fail to honour God, nonetheless, honour is a reward from God 

for the faithful few. God bestows honour on the faithful one in this life (Q 4:139) in the 

form of deliverance from the ‘shame of need and the disgrace of ignorance’ and in the 

next life by bringing him close.
89

 One example is the prophet Salleh whom God rescued 

from shame ي$� (Q11:66). The future reward for the faithful is described as ‘an 

honorable place of entering’ ("&آ�� ���8ُ) (Q 4:31) and ‘honorable sustenance’ (Wٌرزٌق آ��) 

(Q 8:4). 

 

Shame terminology is also used in the Qur’an. God shames his enemies, as shown by his 

names Al-Muzill ( ا7ُ&$ل) (#26) ‘he who humbles’ and Al-Khafid (^,"=7ا) (#23) ‘The 

Abaser’. God humbles ultimately by sending people to hell. Going to hell is in itself 

shaming (6��$� (Q 3:192). The punishment for unbelievers is often described as a (أ

‘humbling chastisement’ or ‘humiliating punishment’ 3�*8ُ اب  (Q 2:90, 4:37,102,151, 

11:39, and 22:57).  

 

It appears that honour and shame are indeed significant features in the Qur’an. Honour 

appears as an entity in itself, something that God can possess and distribute. Honour 

exists as a positive force in the community. On the other hand, shame functions more as 

an adjective, describing actions of God. 

 

The Encyclopaedia of Islam, after an extensive survey of both Islamic and pre-Islamic 

sources, concludes that, “the Qur’an effects a revolution in Arab mores by re-defining 

honour as heroic, self-denying loyalty to God (Q 49:13) and to believers (Q 3:140) rather 

than to the tribe.”
90
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Interestingly, most Quranic commentaries that are available in English translation do not 

discuss the honour or shame aspects of the individual verses. In addition, of the Islamic 

theological works surveyed in the previous chapter, none had any section devoted to the 

subject. Despite its prominence in the Qur’an, honour is not a significant theme in Islamic 

theology. 

 

What conclusions can be drawn about the place of honour and shame in Arabic Islamic 

culture? Honour and shame are observed by anthropologists, experienced in the 

community, embedded in the vocabulary, popular in proverbial wisdom, and present in 

the Qur’an. They are powerful enough to drive people to murder and nations to war, yet 

they remain disturbingly enigmatic. Honour can mean very different things in different 

local contexts. Behaviour sufficient to justify death in one sub-culture passes entirely 

unsanctioned in another. Stewart concludes his work by observing “the more closely one 

looks at honour, the odder it seems.”
91

 

 

Honour and shame may not even be a logical pair in the Arabic language or in the 

Qur’an. Arabic concepts of honour and shame are very difficult to translate into English. 

For example the most powerful form of honour is ض�� which is essentially sexual and 

has no equivalent in English. Although a dynamic concept, using this form of honour to 

present the gospel is unlikely to increase perspicuity. 

 

As we move to consider Biblical concepts of honour and shame, we can see both the 

potential and the pitfalls of this approach. For some people in some circumstances, 

honour and shame can be a ‘life and death’ issue. However an individual wishing to 

present the gospel in terms of honour and shame would need to be highly fluent in Arabic 

in order to choose the correct vocabulary. Additionally, specifically local research and 

observation to find what ‘honour’ means in that particular social circle would be 

essential. 

 

                                                 
91

 Stewart, p145. 



Page 36 of 68 

Chapter 4 Honour and Shame in the Bible 
 

So far we have seen that ‘sin’, as defined in Islamic theology, is a relatively minor 

problem. For the person from an Arabic background, a much greater problem is that of 

‘honour and shame’. These mysterious and powerful concepts have significant influence 

over the lives of Arabic people. It is possible that in some circumstances a discussion of 

the gospel in terms of ‘honour and shame’ might be very helpful to some people. 

 

What Biblical basis is there for discussing humanity’s plight in terms of ‘honour and 

shame’? Is there sufficient Biblical support for explaining Christ’s work in these terms? 

The following discussion pays particular attention to those sections of the Bible most 

readily accepted by Muslims: the Tawrah (Pentatuech), Zabur (Psalms) and the Injiil 

(Gospels). In addition the Epistles, although not accepted by Muslims, are included for 

their discussion of the atonement. 

 

The creation narrative shows God honouring humanity in several ways.
92

 For example the 

flow of the text in Genesis 1 places humanity at the pinnacle of creation. “He is the apex 

of the created order: the whole narrative moves toward the creation of man.”
93

  

 

Secondly, God honours humanity by creating it in his image (Gen 1:27). Wenham 

considers 5 possible meanings for this concept and concludes that “the divine image 

makes man God’s vice-regent on earth.”
94

 Thus, man shares honour as God’s co-ruler. 

 

Thirdly, people are directly addressed by God in 1:29. To see God directly or to hear 

God’s voice was considered to be a sign of honour.
95
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Fourthly, people were given special food to eat. In 1:29 man is permitted to eat “every 

seed bearing plant and  . . . every tree that has fruit”, whereas the animals in 1:30 are only 

permitted to eat plants. Giving people special items or quantities of food was sometimes 

used in the Old Testament to confirm their status.
96

 

 

In the story of the Fall we see the loss of original glory and the introduction of “original 

shame.”
97

 When the serpent states that the forbidden fruit will make humans “like God”, 

he is tempting them with increased honour and status. He implies that God has given 

them less honour than they deserve. 

 

The effect of eating the fruit is immediate and dramatic. The ‘eyes of both of them were 

opened, and they realised they were naked.’ The man and the woman become ashamed of 

their state and make a pathetic attempt to hide. Interestingly, the English word ‘shame’ is 

derived from an Indo-European root ‘skem’ which means ‘to hide.’
98

  “Shame always 

seeks to conceal, it is afraid of nakedness.”
99

 As von Rad says; “fear and shame are 

henceforth the incurable stigmata of the Fall.”
100

 

 

God curses the snake in 3:14-15. The serpent now crawls on his belly in the dust, a form 

of ‘spatial humiliation’. The serpent is consigned to the lowest position of all creatures, 

and is condemned to ‘eat dust.’ These judgements are “figurative for abject humiliation” 

(e.g. Ps 72:9; Isa 49:23).
 101

 

 

The curse on the woman in 3:16 states that her husband will ‘rule over’ her. According to 

Wenham, ‘rule’ here represents “harsh exploitative subjugation.”
102

 Thus woman’s 

honour is lowered; she is to become the slave of man rather than his helper. She is not 

simply cursed for her role in the fall; she is cursed in a way that shows her to be shamed. 
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The curse of man is that his work will be ‘painful toil’ and he will eat by ‘the sweat of his 

brow,’ words later used of the bondage of Egypt (Dt 26:7). Man was God’s vice-regent 

on earth, but now he is a mere slave. 

 

The narrative ends on a note of grace in 3:21 where “The Lord God . . . clothed them.” 

One common use of this verb is a king’s clothing of honoured subjects (Gen 41:42; 1 

Sam 17:38).
103

 God graciously salvages some honour for the man and hides his shame. 

 

As the Biblical story develops, the patriarchal narratives exhibit an honour/shame cycle: 

 

 Honour granted Shame inflicted Honour restored 

Adam Ch 1 and 2 3:14-19 3:31 

Noah 6:9, 7:1 9:22 9:23-27 

Citizens of Babel 11:4 11:9 - 

Abraham 12:1-9 12:10-13 12:14 

  20:1-13 20:14-21:7 

Isaac 25 26:1-11 26:12-13 

Jacob 30:25-43; 32:22-32 34 35:11-15 

Joseph 37:5-9 37:18-24 39:1-6 

  39:7-19 39:20-23; 44:39-43 

 

The covenant framework relies on honour and shame. Honour is owed to God as suzerain 

by Israel his vassal. The command to love God, oft repeated, can equally mean to serve, 

or be loyal, or to honour.
104

 Conversely, shame results if the covenant is not honoured.
105
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Shame is used as a legal sanction in laws concerning warfare (Dt 20:8ff), civic duty (Dt 

22:1-4) ,
106

 elopement (Ex 22:16-17 and Dt 22:28-29)
 
,
107

 and levirate marriage (Dt 25:5-

10)
108

. 

 

Laws about ritual purity also reflect concerns of honour and shame.  One definition of 

holiness states that it “requires individuals (to) conform to the class to which they 

belong.”
109 

This is offered as a rationale behind the seemingly arbitrary laws of clean and 

unclean animals. Holiness and cleanliness, as conformity to a class, are similar to honour. 

Holiness requires conformity to a class, honour to a society.  

 

Any law that requires or threatens separation from the community relies on shame. 

Examples of such laws abound: Ex 12:15-19, Lv 7:20-26, 17:4-19, and Nu 15:30-31 are a 

few. Abandonment by the community brings shame and represents a “powerful 

controlling force.”
110

 Shame is used to preserve “social cohesion.”
111

 

 

Finally, shame is evident in the legal framework of blessings and curses.
112

 Israel gains 

honour within the community of nations by obedience to the law
113

, but disobedience will 

bring scorn and shame.
114

 

 

The second major section of scripture recognized by Islam is the Zabur, or Psalms.
115

 

They are commended as being inspired by God and worthy of respect. The Psalms, as an 

‘anatomy of the soul’, recognize the emotional significance of honour and shame. 
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Honour and shame are considered vital aspects of life in Psalms.  Honour is seen as 

synonymous with salvation (62:7) and life itself (71:20-21). Conversely, the prospect of 

experiencing shame brings dread (119:39), and the Psalms contain many prayers to God 

in which the supplicant begs to avoid shame (31:17, 69:20, and 119:22). The experience 

of shame in itself, apart from any other circumstance, is enough to produce a dramatic 

plea for mercy (123:3-4). 

 

God is the source of honour (34:5, 62:7) and receives honour from creation (66:1-4). He 

in turn gives honour to humanity (8:5), to the broken (51:17), and to those who fear him 

(112:9). An individual’s honour can only be maintained by God’s protection (25:2, 20; 

31:1, 17). 

 

God’s actions are motivated by his concern for his own honour. Appeals are frequently 

addressed to God on the basis that granting the request will result in greater honour for 

God (79:9, 80:18, 106:8, 47, and 109:21). The prospect of greater honour is considered to 

motivate God to save (142:7, 143:11). By the same token, imprecatory psalms use attacks 

on God’s honour to convince God to judge the enemies of Israel (35:4, 26; 40:14-15; 

53:5; 70:1-3, 74:10, 21-23, and 119:78). The response of God to these requests by 

vanquishing his enemies (78:66) is seen primarily in terms of shame and disgrace. 

 

Although honour and shame are divine prerogatives and gifts, human effort and 

responsibility also play a role in their maintenance.  Israel must honour God (22:23) by 

trusting God (25:3) and obeying his word (119:6). Failure to do so will bring military 

defeat and accompanying shame (44:9-16). However, a return to obedience will result in 

a restoration of honour (91:14). 

 

Of particular interest is Psalm 89. An appeal is made to God on behalf of the ‘anointed 

one’, a descendant of David. The Davidic promises of faithful love are contrasted with 

his current experience of shame. The mocking of the servant by the enemies of God is a 

                                                                                                                                                  
115

 Qur’an 4:163, 17:55 



Page 41 of 68 

powerful experience and produces a crisis of faith: How can God promise faithful love 

but allow such mocking to continue? “Herein lies the paradox. The one who was called to 

bring justice and righteousness into this world suffers humiliation, unable to help 

himself.”
116

 

 

Psalm 89 echoes popular Islamic expressions concerning the death of Christ. Most 

Muslims believe that the Qur’an states that Jesus did not die (Q 4:156-159). The 

emotional motivation for that belief lies in the manner of Jesus’ death. Islamic belief 

typically has a problem with the concept that any of God’s prophets could be 

dishonoured. This is particularly acute in the case of Jesus’ death: how could God allow 

one of his prophets to die in such a shameful way?
117

 

 

How can the Psalms help people from an Arabic ‘honour and shame’ culture to 

understand the atonement? Psalms are an anatomy of the soul, a description of human 

experience. Several Psalms were appropriated by Christ to explain his atonement 

experiences. These Psalms offer an experiential and emotional connection to the 

atonement that is not present in the more ‘theological’ epistles. 

 

The Psalms normalise suffering as an experience of God’s people, and in particular 

David. Since David is acknowledged as a prophet by Islam, this is a significant link. 

 

In order to effectively use Psalms to present the gospel to Arabic Islamic people, we will 

need to broaden our biblical theology. The ideas of Dispensationalism, which tend to 

divide the scriptures, will need to be challenged. Evangelism from the Psalms will require 

Western missionaries accustomed to basing their gospel purely on the Gospels, to rethink 

their presentation. 

 

Much has been written on the role of honour in the New Testament. The role of honour is 

enthusiastically championed by many scholars, particularly Neyrey in Honour and Shame 
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in the Gospel of Matthew
118

 and again together with Malina in Honour and Shame in 

Luke-Acts: Pivotal values of the Mediterranean World
119

. A bibliography of ‘honour and 

shame’ published by Neyrey in 1997 ran to 28 pages, and since then the number has 

probably increased.
120

 

 

Two words are commonly linked to the idea of honour. The first, τιµή / τιµάο, occurs 

some 60 times in the NT, often when quoting the OT. For example, honour is seen as an 

obligation of children toward parents (Mt 15:4-8/ Mk 7:6-10). The Scribes and Pharisees 

are criticized for coveting honour (Mt 23:6/Mk 12:39/Lk 20:46), showing that honour 

was a desired ‘good’ in the first century world. Coveting also implies that honour was 

perceived to be limited and that an agonistic process took place to obtain it. 

 

The second word, δοξά / δοχάζω occurs over 200 times and is usually translated ‘glory.’ 

It is much more closely associated with the divine (Mt 16:27/Mk 13:26) and rarely used 

of humanity. A significant concentration and combination of honour/glory terminology 

occurs in the gospel of John. Honour (τιµή) links the Father and the Son (Jn 5:23). 

Honour (τιµή) will be given by God to the one who serves Christ (Jn 12:26). The purpose 

of Jesus’ life on earth is to bring glory (δοξά) to God (Jn 14:13 & 17:22-24). 

 

A variety of terms cover the concept of shame: for example, εµπαιζω ‘to mock, ridicule’ 

is seen as an inevitable outcome of discipleship (Luke 14:29). The disciples must not be 

ashamed επαισχύνοµαι of Jesus (Mark 8:38//Luke 9:26). In some circumstances lack of 

shame can have a positive outcome, as in Jesus teaching on prayer Luke 11:8, where the 

petitioner is successful because of αναιδειαν or ‘shamelessness.’ 

 

Social interactions often occur in the context of honour and shame. By broadening our 

scope beyond the simple semantic occurrence of the vocabulary, we can see the concepts 

of honour and shame informing the actions of Jesus and his contemporaries. 
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The conflicts between Jesus and his opponents have been described in terms of labelling 

and deviance theory – a sociological construct based on concepts of honour and shame.
121

 

The ‘challenge and riposte’ conversations of Luke 13:10-17 have also been compared to 

contemporary forms of honour encounters in the Mediterranean.
122

 Daube in Shame 

Culture in Luke lists many other occurrences of shaming vocabulary and social 

situations.
123

 Specific examples of honour and shame behaviour include the ‘Parable of 

the watchmen’ in Luke 12:37 where the master honours the servants by waiting on them. 

Another example is the elaborate concern with table seating order during the meal at the 

Pharisee’s house in Luke 14:8-10. 

 

Perhaps the greatest example of honour and shame is found in the Passion.
124

 Neyrey 

includes an entire chapter on the Passion in his work on Matthew. He goes to some length 

to show the Passion narrative is a form of rhetoric known as an ‘encomium’, similar to a 

eulogy, for Jesus. After extensive analysis of rhetorical forms and contemporary attitudes 

toward crucifixion, Neyrey concludes that Jesus’ death ‘was honourable on three 

accounts: (1) it was voluntary (2) it benefited others and (3) it was a death befitting a 

victor, not a slave.’
125

 

 

Not all New Testament theologians are convinced of the exegetical utility of ‘honour.’ 

For example, Downing responds that the New Testament criticism of hypocrisy shows 

that honour was neither universally accepted nor a desired goal.
126

 That is to say: if 

honour was so widely accepted as a desirable social good, why are the Pharisees 

criticised for seeking it? Downing questions the meaning of ‘honour’ and its role in 

Biblical social anthropology. If ‘honour’ is almost synonymous with ‘value’, then saying 

the New Testament occurs in an ‘honour system’ is equivalent to saying it that occurs in a 

‘value system’, which is to say very little indeed. Downing comments that “honour may 
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indeed be pivotal on stated occasions, but even then it may be suspect, especially among 

Christians.”
127

 

 

These objections are similar to the conclusions made about Arabic ‘honour’ in previous 

sections. Just as English fails to convey the subtleties of Arabic terms for honour, perhaps 

in the same way it is insufficient to translate Greek concepts. Downing might well agree 

with Wikan that New Testament social anthropologists have been drawn to the ‘evocative 

multivalency’ of honour in the same way as Arabic anthropologists. 

 

The Epistles are not generally accepted as inspired by Muslims, but since they do have 

the greatest amount of material explaining Jesus’ death they are useful for the purpose of 

this essay. How do the Epistles employ ‘honour and shame’ vocabulary? If the Epistles 

use these terms to express the gospel, perhaps it is a valid tool for sharing the gospel with 

Arabic Muslims. 

 

Extensive studies have been published exploring honour and shame as key themes in 

Romans
128

, Philippians
129

, Hebrews
130

, and 1 Peter.
131

 What follows is an attempt to 

outline  a New Testament ‘theology of honour.’ 

 

All glory and honour are ascribed to God (1 Tim 1:17). Those who do good and seek 

glory and honour will inherit eternal life (Ro 2:7). Unfortunately we all fall short of 

God’s glory (Ro 3:23) and dishonour him by breaking his law (Ro 2:23). All these are 

very similar to Qur’anic ideas outlined in Chapter 2. 
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To those who by persistence in doing good 

seek glory, honor and immortality, he will 

give eternal life. Rom 2:7 

Those who believe, and emigrate, and fight 

for the Faith in the cause of Allah, as well 

as those who give (them) asylum and aid – 

these are all in very truth the believers: to 

them is the forgiveness of sins and a 

provision most generous (Wرزق آ��) (Q 

8:74). 

 

For although they knew God, they neither 

glorified him as God or gave thanks to 

Him. Rom 1:21 

 

No just estimate have they made of Allah 

such as is due to Him; on the day of 

Judgement the whole earth will be but his 

handful, and the heavens will be rolled up 

in his right hand: Glory to Him! (Q 39:67) 

 

 

Jesus succeeds where we fail. Christ did not take glory for himself (Hb 5:5), but humbled 

himself and scorned the shame of the cross (Phil 2:5-11, Hb 12:2). As a result of his 

triumphant resurrection, he has won even greater glory and honour (Hb 2:9; 2 Pt 1:17). 

Those who trust in Jesus will never be put to shame κάτάίσχυηω (Rom 9:33 & 10:11& 1 

Pt 2:6). Moreover, they share the Lord’s glory now (2 Co 3:18), and hope to participate in 

it fully at the Parousia (Col 1:27). 

 

However not everyone shares this hope. We bear the disgrace he bore (Hb 13:13) and 

Paul found it necessary to state that he was not ashamed of the gospel (Rom 1:16). Shame 

is a consequence of discipleship and paradoxically something to rejoice over (Ac 5:41) 

because God uses foolish things to shame the wise (1 Cr 1:27). 

 

Although shame is inevitable, we must be careful not to bring it on the Christ by our own 

actions (Hb 6:6). Glory and honour should guide the community through contentious 

issues (1 Co 11:7-15) and be the hallmark of our personal behaviour (1 Co 6:20), our 
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relationships with one another (Ro 12:10), and our relationship to those in authority (1 Pe 

2:7). Everything we do must be motivated by the glory of God (1 Co 10:31). 

 

We look forward to sharing God’s glory (Ro 8:17-18) and believe that our current 

afflictions will result in a greater share of that glory (2 Co 4:17), which we eventually 

receive from Christ at his return (1 Pt 1:7, 5:4, and 2 Pt 1:17). 

 

From this brief survey we can observe that the Epistles do use honour and shame 

terminology to describe the work of Christ. These concepts form one of a number of 

images or metaphors for the atonement. It is worth noting that the Apostle Paul lived in 

an ‘honour and shame’ world, but still spoke extensively of the atonement in forensic 

terms. 

 

Have commentators on New Testament social anthropology been too quick to adopt 

‘honour and shame’ as interpretive devices? ‘Scholars…generalise a simplified form…to 

cover ‘the Mediterranean world’ without differentiation at a time two thousand years 

before our own.’
132

 An examination of sources used by Malina, Neyrey, and others, 

shows that they borrow heavily and uncritically from the work of Peristiany and Pitt-

Rivers.  Yet we have seen in Chapter 2 that these concepts have been the subject of 

intense debate and development among social anthropologists. While secular 

anthropologists have moved on from the work of the 1960s, it seems that Biblical social 

anthropologists have not. Furthermore, a comparison of ‘big picture’ anthropology, such 

as that of Pryce-Jones, with detailed field work like Wikan’s and Stewart’s, brought out 

contrasts and inconsistencies. If we had access to localised studies of social anthropology 

from the first century, would we find a similar tension? 

  

In the section on Arabic Islamic culture we observed several reservations about the 

correlation, or lack thereof, between English and Arabic terms. Is the same thing 

happening in our exegesis? On the one hand we are translating a wide variety of Arabic 

terms into English and using the gloss ‘honour.’ On the other we are conducting a similar 
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process with Greek and Hebrew, translating a variety of terms and labelling them 

‘honour.’ Then we use our English concept to equate Arabic and Hebrew/Greek. Is that 

connection valid? We are saying A=B and B=C, but does really A=C? The comparative 

analysis of moral systems does not lend itself to this kind of mathematical reductionism. 

These questions are not possible to answer conclusively, but they serve to caution us 

about relying too heavily on perceived cultural equivalences to translate the gospel. 

 

The Bible clearly uses categories of ‘honour’ and ‘shame.’ God is glorious and 

honourable, and he bestows honour on those he is pleased with. But we are not 

honourable, failing to reach the glory of God. This ‘falling short’ is emotionally 

experienced as shame. Shame results in exclusion from the community and from 

fellowship with God. These ideas are common to both Christianity and Islam. 

 

Where Christianity and Islam part ways is at the person of Jesus. Christians believe not 

only that Jesus truly honours God and deserves glory, but that he participates in the 

divine nature in a profound way, sharing honour with the Father. Despite his privileged 

position, Jesus voluntarily decided to bear our shame on the cross. Now that our shame is 

gone, we can once more have honourable relationships with our community and with 

God. We look forward to the final revelation of Jesus’ glory and our participation in it. 

 

The utility of honour and shame for translating Biblical concepts into a form acceptable 

to Arabic Muslims will ultimately require localised work by people intimately aware of 

both Arabic language and biblical concepts. Honour and shame appear to be biblically 

significant, but using Western concepts as translators is likely to be problematic. 
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Chapter 5 Atonement in the key of honour and shame 
 

So far we have made several important observations about honour, shame, and Arabic 

Islamic culture. In Chapter 2 we saw that penal substitution is a significant problem to 

Muslims. Islam denies the reality of Jesus death by contradicting the crucifixion, and it 

removes the necessity of it by denying original sin.  

 

In Chapter 3, we observed that honour and shame are a significant part of Arabic and 

Islamic culture. Evidence suggests that honour and shame are a powerful motivation for 

many Muslims. However, we also learned that both Islamic theology and Arabic culture 

are quite diverse. Islamic theologians disagree about both the gravity of sin and God’s 

method of removing it. Tensions exist within Arabic culture concerning both the 

importance and the expression of honour. What may get a person killed in one village or 

region may go completely unsanctioned in another. 

 

Turning to the Bible itself in Chapter 4, we found that the Bible does use honour and 

shame to present its message, including that part concerning the work of Christ. While it 

may not be the universal and pivotal value that some Biblical social anthropologists claim 

it to be, it is a helpful interpretive tool in many situations. In addition it seems wise to be 

careful when using English to translate and equate moral values between Arabic and 

Greek/Hebrew. 

 

Before considering various atonement theologies, we ought to ask how they can be 

evaluated. What makes an atonement theory good or bad? What must an atonement 

theory include to be valid? As previously mentioned, McLellan considers that, “justice, 

forgiveness, and reconciliation are three indispensable elements.”
133

 

 

With this in mind, let us consider some existing attempts at shame-based atonement 

theologies. 

                                                 
133

 McLellan, D., “Jusitce, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation: essential elements in atonement theology” 

Evangelical Review of Theology (Vol. 29, No. 1, 2005) pp4-15, p15. 



Page 49 of 68 

 

Norman Kraus, living and working in Japan during the 1970’s and 80s, was one of the 

more recent Western missionaries to consider the importance of honour and shame. For 

Kraus, “the cross of Jesus is the revelation of God’s love, not the propitiation of his 

anger.”
134

 Since shame is a universal human experience, “the love of God expressed itself 

through his solidarity with us in Jesus and especially in his shameful death on the 

cross.”
135

 Jesus accepted the condemnation of his peers, and suffered a shameful death. 

But his resurrection overthrows their scorn and “opens the possibility of communication 

between God and his wrathful children.”
136

 

 

Kraus seems to be significantly influenced by the work of Peter Abelard (d1142). In 

Abelard’s atonement theology, called ‘Moral Influence’, God’s love persuades sinners to 

love him. Although an accurate account of the subjective effect of the atonement on an 

individual, Abelard’s theory has not been widely accepted as adequately explaining the 

objective significance of Christ’s work – that is it describes how we feel rather than what 

Jesus did. Stott describes it as “untenable”
137

 and Morris says that “as a serious 

contender…it must be dismissed.”
138

 The chief objection to Abelard’s view is that it fails 

to give sufficient depth to the problem of sin. As Anselm is reported to have said to 

Abelard, ‘You have not yet considered the seriousness of sin.’ This is precisely the 

existing problem with the Islamic understanding of sin, that it is not enough of a problem. 

The Kraus/Abelard explanation of the atonement effectively becomes a minimization of 

it. 

 

Another recent proponent of honour and shame theology for the Arab world has been 

Roland Muller.
139

 His work starts with an examination of Genesis 3 and an observation 

that the three emotional reactions of Adam are shame, guilt, and fear. Muller then 
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proceeds to argue that all cultures present sin in one of these three ways. In accordance 

with anthropologists, Muller labels Arabic cultures as shame-based. 

 

Adam’s emotional reaction to the fall seems to be a weak foundation on which to build a 

‘grand unifying theory’ of world cultures. The observation of fear, shame, and guilt at the 

fall may be true, but is Adam’s emotional reaction an accurate diagnosis of his true 

situation with respect to God? Adam may subjectively experience all these emotions in 

equal measure, but they may not necessarily be a correct objective evaluation of Adam’s 

situation from God’s perspective. 

 

Muller moves on from his initial analysis of shame to discuss how it affects Arabic 

culture. He offers a variety of insulting racist platitudes such as “it is very easy to 

unintentionally offend an Arab”
140

 and “Arabic poetry is full of vainglory.”
141

 It is easy to 

have sympathy for Barakat at this point. Muller’s section of Arabic shame vocabulary 

includes only two of the many available terms and none of the idioms. How Muller puts 

all this together into a shame-based gospel is not easily determined. One searches in vain 

for an outline of a shame-based presentation of the gospel; it is simply not present. 

 

Muller’s presentation lacks subtlety and depth. By repeating the ideas of the least 

nuanced anthropologists, he exposes his presentation to the exceptions and 

inconsistencies observed by Wikan and Stewart, and the ire of Barakat. The slight 

treatment of possible Arabic terminology leaves the communicator open to profound 

misunderstanding. To speak of a shame-based gospel for Arabic in almost exclusively 

English terminology and without extensive discussion of Arabic vocabulary is to say 

almost nothing at all. 

 

Muller lists five different areas that missionaries need to address: repentance, sacrifice, 

redemption, propitiation, and reconciliation. McLellan would argue that justice also needs 

to be included. From our understanding of the Islamic view of sin and its relatively minor 
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significance to the Muslim, we would agree. Without establishing the gravity of sin as an 

offence against God, Muller’s atonement theology will have little impact. 

 

G.K. writes as a fifteen-year veteran of life in the Middle East. He considers four 

metaphors that indicate shame: Nakedness, Defilement, Sickness, and Curse. Of these 

four metaphors, only the first two can be said to deal directly with shame. Having come 

to a faulty diagnosis of shame, he then lists four aspects of Jesus’ life that stray even 

further from the point; Jesus restored the outcast, healed the sick, forgave sinners, and 

freed people who were cursed and demon possessed. He concludes by stating that “Jesus 

bore our shame on the cross and lives to present us holy before God.”
 142

 

 

As with Muller, so this presentation seems to gravely underestimate the subtleties of the 

Arabic concepts of shame, and at the same time overestimate the breadth of the English 

meaning of the term. His conclusion that ‘Jesus bore our shame on the cross’ is admirable 

for including the cross but tells us little more than the equivalent sentence ‘Jesus bore our 

sin on the cross.’ Even if, as seems likely, defilement is closely related to shame, the role 

of Jesus’ death in moving us from defilement to cleansing is left unspecified. 

 

Current shamed-based gospels seem to be lacking both theological and cultural depth. 

Historically, there have been several models of the atonement. What relevance might 

these have for explaining the atonement to Arabic Muslims?   

 

One early theory of the atonement was the ‘Ransom to Satan’ theory of Origen (182-

251). Origen described humanity’s predicament as being in bondage to Satan (Hb 2:10) 

Jesus’ death and resurrection showed God’s victory over Satan and freed humanity (Mk 

10:45).  In 1930, Gustav Aulen revived and modified Origens’ theory under the label 

Christus Victor. For Aulen, the key idea was that Christ triumphed over the power and 

authorities (Col 2:15). 
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In the section on Arabic culture, we noted both Musk
143

 and Abou-Zeid who observed the 

role of ‘invading forbidden domains’ in the increase of honour. This could be seen as 

analogous to Jesus’ descent into hell and defeat of Satan. Jesus described his work in a 

similar way: “In fact, no one can enter a strong man's house and carry off his possessions 

unless he first ties up the strong man. Then he can rob his house.” (Mark 3:27) 

 

Abou-Zeid considers that the highest grade of honour comes only at the expense of the 

performer himself. This is similar to the manner of Jesus’ ‘invasion’ – his own death. No 

performer could face a greater expense. At this point the Qur’anic teaching concerning 

Jesus’ death may prove problematic; however it is unlikely this model of atonement could 

be presented without reference to Jesus’ death. 

 

Webster’s folklore describing hospitality being provided to a murderer could also be 

linked to this theme. Jesus’ invasion of Satan’s domain comes as a result of his own 

‘murder’ by humanity. Yet God continues to show hospitality to us, providing us with our 

daily needs. More than that, he welcomes us and longs to forgive us. 

 

Therefore the ‘Ransom to Satan’ theory might prove helpful in those Arabic sub-cultures 

which value honour obtained through conflict or hospitality to the enemy. It seems likely 

these sub-cultures would be more traditional Bedouin or those that romanticise that 

particular lifestyle. The weakness of the ‘Ransom’ theory, as well as that of the modified 

Christus Victor, is that it seems to explain the end result of salvation rather than the 

method by which that result was achieved. Essentially it highlights the outcome of 

salvation rather than the method of atonement.
144

 

 

Another of the historical atonement theories is that of Anselm (1034-1109). He proposed 

the ‘Commercial’ or ‘Moral Satisfaction’ theory in his famous work Cur Deus Homo - 

"Why did God become Man?" 
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According to Anselm, sin robs God of honour by insulting him, and an insult to infinite 

honour is in itself infinite. Satisfaction is necessary on account of God's honour and 

justice, and the satisfaction must be infinite in accordance with the insult. Since the 

original insult was by man, satisfaction must be made by man: but since no mortal finite 

man could make infinite satisfaction, such an infinite work could only be done by God. 

Therefore satisfaction can be given only by the peculiar personality of the God-man 

Jesus. This God-man, as sinless, is exempt from the punishment of sin; His death is 

therefore voluntary, not given as due. The merit of it is therefore infinite; God's justice is 

thus appeased, and His mercy may extend to man.
145

 

 

The appeal of Moral Satisfaction to an Arabic Islamic culture is clear. By starting with a 

general concept of God’s honour, it resonates with values and emotions deeply held by 

some Arabic sub-cultures. 

 

One difficulty in Anselm’s theory, from an Arabic Islamic perspective, is the infinite 

nature of the insult. The Qur’an holds a very different estimation of the significance of 

sin. Many Muslims would consider that most sins are minor, although there are some 

theologians who consider all sin serious. But since the nature of minor sins has not been 

theologically decided by Islam, perhaps human nature leads people to take the most 

relaxed position possible until the theologians make up their collective mind. 

 

A second difficulty is the assumption underlying Anselm’s theory is that God must be 

both merciful and just at the same time. To Anselm, the simplicity of God logically 

requires the God-man. But the simplicity of God is disputed by Islamic theologians. 

Mu’tazilites would argue that God must be either just or merciful (depending on whether 

they are Baghdadian or Basrian) and chooses to be the other. Ash’arites would say that 

God’s sovereignty overrules any need for consistency.
146
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Having examined some existing honour and shame gospels, as well as other historical 

and contemporary theories of the atonement, let us now examine what factors need to be 

considered in developing any new presentation. 

 

Firstly, honour and shame affects not just the content of the message, but also the method 

of its delivery. One cannot explain the gospel in the key of honour while simultaneously 

dishonouring the hearers. In this context, honour is as simple as basic politeness. Any 

medium that involves direct confrontation or a public win/lose situation is to be avoided. 

Debate or argument is futile if someone is going to lose face. Any ground gained by a 

well-contexualized gospel presentation is going to be lost by belittling the other party. 

 

Honour and shame must also be lived as well as spoken. Honour is such a broad topic 

that it impinges upon all areas of life. Anyone intending to present the gospel to Arab 

Muslims in the key of honour and shame must live an honourable life according to that 

community. Since honour often seems to be related to a more group orientated view, for 

most people from the West ‘living honourably’ may entail a significant sacrifice of one’s 

individualism. 

 

Secondly, explaining the atonement in the key of honour and shame is essentially a local 

task. Because the meaning of honour varies both between communities and within 

communities, individual sub-cultures may require a unique presentation. Outlines and 

methods developed in other cultures and communities should not be taken for granted. 

Personal observations based on social anthropology, and data gathered by tools such as 

the Natural Semantic Metalanguage will be vital to developing a comprehensible honour-

based evangelistic presentation. 

 

In particular the logical relationship between honour and shame will need close 

examination. Before making any attempt to explain the gospel in terms of honour and 

shame, this connection must be understood. Presenting shame as the ‘problem’ and 

honour as the ‘solution’ is unlikely to make sense if the two concepts are not logically 

linked in the mind of the listeners. 
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Having understood local expressions of honour and shame, what other factors need to be 

considered? 

 

The most significant factor for any gospel presentation must be the character of God. 

Arabic Muslims have a fundamentally different understanding of what God is like. From 

a Christian perspective, it seems that Islamic theologies emphasise different aspects of 

God’s character in opposition to each other. The Arabic Muslim God is either just or 

merciful, he is either generous or judgmental. 

 

For the Christian, the necessity of atonement comes from the requirement to satisfy all 

the different aspects of the character of God at the same time. God’s justice requires 

satisfaction, God’s mercy requires forgiveness, and God’s love requires reconciliation. 

Each of these attributes exists simultaneously and completely. Any atonement solution 

must satisfy each one. 

 

Therefore a helpful starting point for an honour/shame account of the gospel might be the 

character of God. We can discuss with our Muslim friends how they understand God’s 

attributes to work. Surely the justice of Allah demands punishment for sinners. If God 

forgives, He puts aside His justice. Can He do that? In a sense we are intending to 

produce a crisis in the Islamic view of Allah and its understanding of his unity. Since 

Islam places such an emphasis on the ‘one-ness’ of God, this may be a profound topic of 

discussion. 

 

When discussing the character of God, it would be wise to anticipate a response 

questioning the Trinity. While Christians may perceive Muslims to be dividing God’s 

attributes and placing them in opposition to each other, Muslims believe Christians divide 

God’s person. 

 

The second key aspect of any gospel presentation will be an understanding of sin. It is not 

enough to do a ‘cut & paste’ job on our gospel presentation where we simply replace 
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‘sin’ with ‘shame’ but give essentially the same message. Both concepts are far too broad 

and may not be well matched. Not all aspects of shame are sinful. For example in English 

‘modesty’ is a desirable term. To use another example, if we were to describe Jesus work 

as removing our shame and imply that this made us ‘shameless’, we may not be 

communicating a positive outcome for an English speaking person. A person who speaks 

English as a first language is unlikely to make such a mistake, but a person speaking 

Arabic as their second language might find it all too easy.  

 

Shame antecedents are very culture specific, so we must deeply understand the receptor 

culture, subcultures, and counter-cultures to comprehend appropriate antecedents. Shame 

vocabulary is extensive and subtle, so those who wish to use it must be fluent in the 

Arabic language.  

 

Shame may be a subjective emotional response to sin rather than an evil in itself. 

Presenting Jesus’ death as dealing with our subjective experience may be a good place to 

start. Shame creates an atmosphere of secrecy and suspicion. It is not that shameful acts 

are never committed, more that they are never acknowledged. Repentance and confession 

are thus made more difficult, or perhaps even impossible. Without confession and 

repentance there will be little justice or forgiveness, and without justice and forgiveness 

there will be no reconciliation. Therefore an honour and shame gospel may, in the right 

circumstances, be powerfully attractive to Arabic Muslim people. 

 

But if shame is primarily a subjective reaction, then a shame-based atonement cannot be a 

good place to finish. This is precisely the problem with both Abelard’s Moral Influence 

and Aulen’s Christus Victor atonement theologies. They explain the subjective 

understanding (Moral Influence) or final outcome (Christus Victor) without illuminating 

the method by which these are achieved. 

 

Additionally, if Barakat is right, people in an Arabic Islamic culture may still experience 

significant guilt. This possibility ought not to be ignored. It would be wise to present a 

variety of different atonement theologies that reflect different aspects of Christ’s work. 
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The third aspect of an honour and shame gospel must be sin. Significant work must be 

done in this area to establish the gravity of sin, since Islamic theology seriously 

underestimates its significance. Anselm’s retort to Abelard still stands. Rather than 

simply an oversight or a temporary lapse, an honour and shame gospel must establish sin 

as a direct personal insult to the honour of God. 

 

As we have seen, Qur’anic denials of original sin make this particular doctrine very 

difficult to establish. But is it necessary to establish original sin when dealing with an 

individual? Few people are likely to be emotionally affected by the plight of humanity as 

a whole, most are more likely to be concerned about their own relationship to God. 

 

The fourth aspect of shame-based evangelism will be the community. Al Jallad’s work 

shows that an essential component of shame is that the experiencer must believe others 

are thinking about him/her. Anthropological evidence seems to confirm this in most 

cases, with Stewart’s observations a notable exception. 

 

Who is to be our ‘community’ in an honour and shame gospel? The obvious answer is 

God, but are Arabic Muslims generally concerned about their relationship with God? 

While the Qur’an describes God as ‘closer than your jugular vein’ (Q 50:16b), one 

normally has no personal relationship with a jugular vein. While God is to be feared and 

respected as Judge, he is not generally, outside of Sufism, to be loved as Father. While 

shame and honour can be strong motivations in earthly communities, the intimate 

relationship necessary to experience shame with respect to God is entirely missing. 

 

A fifth aspect of any honour and shame gospel ought to be reconciliation. While Islamic 

theology attempts to balance justice and forgiveness, it pays scant attention to 

reconciliation. If it is true that shame drives away, then the gospel brings back. Shaming 

without reconciliation produces isolation & alienation. Anthropologists have found that 

many other traditional cultures that practiced public shaming as punishment provided 
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specific steps the accused could take to restore themselves into the community's grace.
147

 

What ceremonies of reconciliation might exist in local Arabic cultures? In examining 

shaming punishments currently in vogue amongst some Western judicial systems, 

Margaret Nussbaum argues that there is no opportunity for reconciliation and re-

integration.
148

 Criminals are not publicly forgiven and re-integrated into society, 

continuing the alienation and creating and further damaging the relational dynamics that 

inhibit crime. Some Arabic Muslim cultures could be similar and without an atonement 

theology including reconciliation, re-integration is likely to be problematic. A shame 

based gospel including reconciliation may be a powerful message under such 

circumstances. 

 

Perhaps in this context Old Testament laws could be useful. Muslims accept the Taurat 

and follow many of its laws such as dietary restrictions, yet the absence of any analogous 

sacrificial system within Islam has significantly inhibited the acceptance of substitution. 

Using the familiarity with Old Testament laws to introduce the idea of sacrifice, then 

taking that a step further to include substitution, may prove fruitful. 

 

This leads us to our final aspect to consider in developing an honour and shame gospel. 

Muslims consider both Taurat and Zabur to be worthy of attention, and they contain 

much honour and shame material. For example Ps 89 could be useful to establish and 

expose the dilemma of the suffering servant. Those coming to Arabic Muslim cultures 

would do well to deepen their theological understanding in order to present the gospel 

from Old Testament narrative or Psalms.  
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Chapter 6 Conclusions 
 

Four questions were posed in the introduction to this essay, and we are now in a position 

to answer them. 

 

Is there a problem with current ‘penal substitution’ explanations of the atonement? Yes, 

there are several problems. The penalty for sin is insignificant, the possibility of 

substitution is impossible, and atonement by Jesus’ death cannot have happened. 

However attractive or powerful honour and shame might be, using these terms to explain 

the atonement will do little to make these problems go away. 

 

What are ‘honour and shame’? Are they significant to Arab Muslim people? Yes, there 

are many spectacular and tragic examples of the importance of honour. But there are 

significant counter-examples of its ‘unimportance.’ Honour and shame are complex and 

context-specific subjects, so complex that Al Jallad was awarded a PhD for trying to 

distinguish just three of the many Arabic terms. Professional anthropologists with years 

of field experience and detailed observation find themselves no closer to understanding 

this vocabulary. 

 

Does the Bible use honour and shame to explain the Christian message and lifestyle? Yes, 

honour and shame feature significantly in Taurat, Zabur, and Injiil as both a social 

context and a description of our predicament with respect to God. They may not be the 

‘pivotal values’ some biblical social anthropologists believe them to be, but they do 

feature prominently in some circumstances. 

 

Is an honour and shame gospel likely to be more effective than a penal substitution one? 

It is possible that in certain contexts an honour and shame presentation would be quite 

powerful as an explanation of the subjective experience, or the end result, of the 

atonement. In order to make such a presentation effective, the speaker would require a 

high degree of fluency in Arabic language and culture. Any effective presentation is 

unlikely to be transferable to different parts of the Arabic world. 
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A ‘shame-based’ explanation of the atonement is not the ‘magic key.’ We need to be 

wary of idolising methodology and of relying on modernist confidence in process. Such 

an atonement theology, developed only after extensive localised research and 

observation, may be a great help to some people, and yet barely relevant to others. 

Ultimately, whatever image or metaphor we use to describe the atonement, it will remain 

‘a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Greeks’ (1 Co 1:23). 
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Appendix A: A Guide to Islamic Theology 
 

The Islamic community is a diverse and multi-faceted group. Most people recognise that 

Muslims can come from a variety of nations and cultures. However, many do not realise 

that Islamic theology is just as diverse as the community. The situation is complex; 

theology, politics, and philosophy are often mixed. The following is a very brief guide to 

different Islamic groups from a theological perspective. 

 

The two most numerically significant Muslim communities in the contemporary Arab 

world are Sunni and Shi’i. These two groups generally agree about the fundamentals of 

Islamic doctrine, but disagree about leadership within the community. Over time these 

political disagreements have found a theological voice, but the original fracture between 

the two was entirely political. 

 

Sunni are perhaps the most politically influential Islamic group today. They compromise 

probably 80-90% of Muslims worldwide, although this figure is disputed. Sunnis believe 

that the Islamic community should be led by a person selected from among the people. 

The term ‘Sunni’ comes from the Arabic �I%7اه� ا   or “The People of theTradition.” 

 

The Shi’ite are a minority group in most GCC countries except Bahrain and Iran. They 

believe the Islamic community is best led by someone from the family of Mohammed. 

 

There is also a third historically significant political group – the Khariji.
149

 When the 

conflict of Siffin in 658 was to be resolved by mediation, a group broke away from both 

sides. They objected to human mediation and insisted on the word of God as the final 

authority. These people became known as Kharijites, from the verb kharaja “to come 

out.” Khariji’s combined politics and theology. They preached a radical obedience to the 

Qur’an and considered other Muslims nonbelievers and worthy of extermination. Not 

suprisingly they attracted the indignation of both Sunnis & Shi’is, being repressed in a 
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series of military campaigns. Some sources claim many Khariji assimiliated back into 

Shi’ite communities. Kharijism survives today as distinct community among the Berber 

people of North Africa, and a much-modified form called Ibadi Islam in Oman. Some see 

an influence of Khariji theology behind Wahhabism, and Khariji polity behind various 

violent Islamic groups. Reading different Internet sources, one is left with the impression 

that in popular discourse ‘Khariji’ is effectively shorthand for ‘anyone who violently 

disagrees with me.’ 

 

Another familiar term is Sufi. Sufism is perhaps more of a mystical way of relating to 

God than it is a distinct community. Sufis emphasise direct personal experience of God 

through various ascetic practices. Sufi thought blurs the line between philosophy and 

theology. Sufis may be found within Sunni, Shi’ite, or other Islamic communities. 

 

Beside the different Islamic communities there are also various Islamic theologies. 

 

The Mu’tazilite school was established in Iraq in the early eighth century, and continued 

to grow in prominence under the Abbasid dynasty. At one stage Mu’tazilah doctrine was 

proclaimed the state creed, and dissenters were persecuted. The privilege and patronage 

of the state was a double-edged sword, and in subsequent political uphevals Mu’tazilism 

was discredited. 

 

The Mu’tazilites borrowed heavily from Greek rationalism, and elevated reason at the 

expense of tradition or experience. They understood many Qur’anic texts metaphorically, 

particularly those referring to God in anthropomorphic language. The Mu’tazili also 

stressed human free will and the createdness of the Qur’an. 

 

The five key themes of Mu’tazili theology are: 

 

The divine unity: The absolute one-ness of God. 

Divine justice: The justice of God is stressed over the sovreignty of God. 
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Promise and threat: Divine reward is certain for those who do good, divine punishment 

is contingent upon God’s will. 

The intermediate position:  Muslims who commit the grave sins are neither believers nor 

unbelievers. 

Commanding the Good and Forbidding the Evil: This is an obligation incumbent upon 

all Muslims, and could be grounds for the populace interfering in affairs of the state. 

 

Historically, Mu’tazili thought was rejected by most Sunnis but embraced by many 

Shi’is. However, there is currently a “growing interest [in Mu’tazilism] among moderate 

and modernist Sunni Muslims.”
 150

 

 

The Ash’arite school was founded by Abu al-Hasan al-Ash’ari (873-935). In distinction 

from Mu’tazili thought, the Ash’arites stress divine revelation over human reason. 

Ash’arites accept a more literal interpretation of those Qur’anic texts that refer to God’s 

body. To do otherwise, they claim, would be to imply the Qur’an was untrue. This 

requires some very fine distinctions in Ash’arite theology and philosophy to avoid simple 

anthropomorphism. Ash’arites emphasise divine sovreignty over human free will and 

believe that the Qur’an is eternal and uncreated. Ash’arite theology was embraced by 

most Sunni communities and is often treated as synonymous with orthodox Sunni 

theology. 

 

Several other major schools of Islamic theology exist, for example Maturidi, Murjiah and 

Imam’ia. Each major school of Islamic theology can further be divided into smaller 

schools. For example, Mu’tazilite theology has two main divisions: Basrian and 

Baghdadian.  

 

All this demonstrates that ‘Islamic theology’ is a complex phenomenon. Any statement 

that “Islamic theology teaches…” would require numerous qualifications and be open to 

a multitude of contradictions. 
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Appendix B: The Natural Semantic Meta-language 
 

The Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) attempts a cross-cultural analysis of 

language by breaking down concepts into basic units called ‘Semantic Primes.’ Examples 

from ordinary language might be: 

 

plants: living things / these things can't feel something / these things can't do something  

 

sky: something very big / people can see it / people can think like this about this 

something: "it is a place / it is above all other places / it is far from people"
151

 

 

Although the list of semantic primes is not yet considered definitive, NSM proponents 

argue that semantic primes are consistent across all languages. The semantic primes 

particularly relevant to emotions are: 

Principle/Emotion Definition 

Antecedents What triggers the emotion 

Acts Is it caused by actions or states, or both? 

Agency Is it caused by a person? 

Experiencer = Agent Is the person who experiences it the same as the one who 

caused it? 

Readiness The response of the experiencer 

Appraisal Cognitive evaluation, how it feels, good or bad 

Intensity Mild, neutral, intense, very intense 

Duration Short, medium, or long 

Self-concept How the individual conceives himself or herself as a result 

Role of others Self-explanatory 

Expression Physical displays of emotion 

 

The genesis of NSM is found in Anna Wierzbicka’s 1972 work Semantic Primitives. 
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