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“A thief is only a thief when caught with the goods”— Setswana proverb
My husband and I have been discipling and mentoring believers in 
Botswana since 2001. Like many others, we have been perplexed and 

troubled at the shallowness and hidden sin in the Church. Until I came to understand 
the role of honour/shame dynamics in our context, I often wondered, “Why does there 
seem to be no sense of guilt here, except when there is also shame in getting caught?”

Fear, Shame or Guilt: Africa = Fear…or does it?

In 1934, Anthropologist Ruth Benedict1 popularised a distinction between Western 
“guilt” cultures and Eastern “shame” cultures. Twenty years later, Eugene Nida2 proposed 
the taxonomy of cultures widely embraced by missionaries today: “fear,” “shame” or 

“guilt.” (These labels were later refined to “honour/shame,” “innocence/guilt” and 
“power/fear.”) Missiological texts often classify cultures into one or another of these 
categories, even though more recent research indicates that a mixture of these are 
present in every culture.3 

Africa, and more specifically Sub-Saharan Africa, is widely classified as a “power/fear” 
culture, and excluded from lists of honour/shame cultures by major authors (e.g. Timothy 
Tennent,  Roland Muller,5  and Ed Welch6 ). As a result, cross-cultural workers preparing 
for service in Africa are routinely taught, as I was, that “Africa is a power/fear culture.”

Sub-Saharan Africa does have a significant power/fear emphasis, and this understanding 
is essential for effective ministry here. Yet the fear classification for Sub-Saharan Africa 
cultures can hinder us from seeing the significant presence and interrelationship of 
honour/shame dynamics. Understanding the fundamental overlap between “fear” and 

“shame” cultures will improve our understanding of how to minister in this context.

Connecting Fear and Shame

Fear and shame are not two independent societal influences. Rather, shame and fear are 
two sides of the same coin, and it is impossible to have one without the other. Consider 
these definitions (emphasis added in each):

    • Oxford Dictionary—in a shame culture conformity of behaviour is maintained   
       through the individual’s fear of being shamed.

    • Brené Brown—shame is the fear of disconnection.7 

     • Juanita Ryan—part of the experience of shame is the fear of being found out and exposed.8 

Right back in Eden shame was expressed with fear: “I was afraid because I was naked 
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and I hid myself” (Gen. 3:10). Throughout the Bible we 
see power and honour coupled, as well as fear and shame 
(e.g. Ps 110, 8:6; Ro 1:16; Col 2:13-15). And while guilt 
and shame are different, they are also closely related both in 
the Bible and in contemporary societies.

In Sub-Saharan Africa, fear relates largely to the spirits 
of deceased ancestors. But what is feared? It is what the 
ancestors (and the elders who will soon be ancestors) will 
do if they are not properly honoured through preservation 
of the tribal and cultural values of which the ancestors have 
left the elders as guardians. In this context, these values are 
not to be questioned, and every member of the community 
lives to avoid dishonouring and angering the ancestors—
and thus bringing shame on the community elders. This 
translates directly to fear of bringing shame on one’s family 
in the eyes of the elders, the village, and the tribe.

The Collectivistic Factor

Beyond the historical trichotomy of guilt, shame and 
fear cultures, missiologists and anthropologists alike now 
also employ a dichotomy between “individualistic” and 

“collectivistic” cultures. No culture is exclusively one or 
the other, but Western societies are generally classified 
as “individualistic”—emphasising personal choice and 
responsibility—while the non-Western world is generally 
classified as “collectivistic”—emphasising conformity with 
societal expectations.

Sub-Saharan Africa is rightly understood as collectivistic. 
Yet there are such remarkable similarities between 
“collectivistic” societies and “shame” cultures that some 
astute observers are concluding that collectivistic societies 
are inherently shame cultures.9 

Collectivistic cultures train their members from birth to 
need the approval and acceptance of those around them, 
and to draw their identity from how well they “fit” and 
belong to the group. And honour/shame is the mechanism 
by which this training is applied.

When I arrived on the field, though no mention was made 
of “honor/shame” cultures, my orientation incorporated 
behavioural contrasts between individualistic and 
collectivistic societies, including “always tell the truth” vs. 

“never disappoint or bring shame.”

Implications for Sub-Saharan Africa

When an African Christian must choose between lying 
(to protect an elder’s reputation and honour) or speaking 
the truth (which will shame and dishonour the elder) they 
often think “God will forgive me and my elder will not, so 
I will lie.”

Recognizing the centrality of honour/shame dynamics to 
African tribal cultures can have a profound benefit both 
for discipleship within the church and outreach to the lost. 
Beliefs ingrained from birth—that tribal/family elders and 
ancestors must be honoured—can and must be addressed 
from the framework of biblical honour and shame. 
Otherwise many will remain in the confusion and bondage 
of cultural strongholds. But by connecting believers with 
the honour/shame dynamics in the Bible, they can discover 
that God wants all honour—both ours and our elders—to 
be rooted in our relationship with Him and our integrity 
before Him as we “speak the truth in love.”

And among the lost, both in the reached peoples of Sub-
Saharan Africa and within an estimated 800 unreached 
peoples there,10  it is essential that the gospel address not 
only their guilt but also their fear of shame. We must help 
them realise that the honour God longs to bestow upon 
them is eternal, and greater than any honour they, their 
family and their people could gain or lose on earth. 
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