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Explores the tonceptS of shame and guilt and compares Western understanding of
shame and guilt with Asian understandings. Claims that Asian culture is integrated
more by shame than guilt. PresentS a unique phenomenon in Korean culture which
reflectS the shame sanction. Draws attention to the need to \/aIue the feeling of shame
in dealing with Asian populations when delivering pastoral care and counseling.

S ome researchers and scholars differentiated between shame-based cul-
tures and guilt-based cultures using the criteria of external and internal
sanctions. According to these thinkers, the feeling of shame originates

from external sanction, while guilt arises from an internalized value system.
Shame-based culture is labeled "primitive" and guilt-based culture is termed
"developed." Shame-based culture reflects primitive and static characteristics,
and therefore the capacity of Western culture to understand the concept of
shame is limited.

However, it is dangerous to define one culture as shame-based and anoth-
er as guilt-based, for we may see both characteristics in one culture. It is a mat-
ter of which is more dominant, and shame and guilt must not be defined in a
hierarchical way. In this article, I will review and critique certain theories on
shame and guilt. Then I will address a specific cultural understanding of
shame and guilt and the phenomenon of shame in socio<ultural. life, using
Korea as the example.

.
-

-

Brief Review of Theory

One of the theorists who differentiated shame and guilt was Ruth Bennedict,
who juxtaposed shame and guilt cultures in The Chrysanthemum and the Swmd.
She analyzed the dynamics of shame and guilt while researching how to recov-
er honor in a different culture. Mter the research, she concluded that
Japanese culture is shame-based. "The shame cultures," she observed, "rely on
external sanctions for good behavior, not, as true guilt cultures do, on inter-
nalized conviction of sin. Shame is a reaction to other people's criticisms "1

However, Takeo Doe condemns Bennedict for her supposed inability to
recognize that guilt can be found in Japanese people. "What is characteristic
about the Japanese sense of guilt, though," she remarks, "is that it shows itself
most sharply when the individual suspects that his action win result in betray-
ing the group to which he belongs."' Bennedict's theory employs a simplistic

The journal of Pastoral Care, Spring 1997, Vol. 51, No.1
I Ruth Bennedict, 17It Oirysanthemum and the Sword (New York, NY: Meridian Books, 1946). p.

222.
"Takeo Doe, The Anatomy ofDependmt:e (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1973), p. 49.
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ongm ~hame is more original than remorse."22 We cannot escape feeling
shame once we live in the limited world. However, shame is a great opportu-
nity to know who I am in front of God. In other words, this feeling gives us
insight to acknowledge our human condition and limits. In this sense, shame
is a process O;f reconciliation. For this process, a ritual format from a pastoral
care perspective is required. In many worship forms, there are many words of
judgment about sin, but these forms spend very little time, if any, helping peo-
ple recover from shame. The church needs to address the positive aspect of
shame and provide a framework to restore trust within the person who has the
shame experience and help achieve an integrated self. Exploration of the feel-
ing of shame will contribute to finding resolution in authentic forgiveness and
the experience of grace. ~

,
"Doe, op. tit., p. 55.


