Attributes Held in Common Across Most Cultures

Honor

Honesty

Humility

Heroism

Generosity

Integrity

(Gratitude)

We can see in the definition of these traits found below why they might be admired and valued by various cultures and societies.  In each attribute, we see elements that contribute to meeting the needs of a society.  It is interesting that these attributes are valued in most warrior codes of ethics and conduct.  There may be other elements, but these are found in common across more than 98 percent of all the published and unpublished codes found.  Religious precepts and tenets, codes of conduct from a variety of military and martial arts organizations, and legal codes were studied.  Over 200 were examined in assembling the list above.

Admittedly, there are many disagreements between the different societies and philosophies represented, so points of agreement are notable.  There are also many different ways that concepts are expressed, so distilling the intended behaviors does require some interpretation.  We cannot assume that the intended behavior contained in a code is necessarily practiced perfectly by all of the adherents to the code without also examining a lot of associated historical and interpretive literature, which was beyond the scope of this study.  More traits could be found in common, but most will not find dispute with the list above.

We can speculate how these traits become in common globally and transcendent to history.  I personally believe it is derived of the principle that God made man in His image and according to His likeness.  Although we all have sinned and distorted the image of God within us, we still have knowledge of His character within us.

What is meant by these terms as derived from how they are used in the different cultures?

Honor


Honor refers to worthiness to be admired by others. It is behavior that is always upright and blameless and worthy to be emulated by others.  Honor respects life and acts to protects innocent life.  Honor respects other persons and acts to protect the defenseless from harm and exploitation.  Honor seeks to help those who are in need.  Honor respects and gives grace to others in love.  In this, an honorable person respects cultural norms and manners, yet not in a manner that would violate another person, even one of culturally low estate.  Those who are honorable also seek justice for others and for society as a whole.


There are a variety of standards that are admired in different cultures, so honor is accorded for a variety of reasons. People, especially men, are admired for merely being tall and physically strong or handsome. Women are admired for exceptional beauty, but standards of beauty differ and change. Many people are admired because they have achieved celebrity status - movie stars and professional athletes often fall into this category. Some are admired because they are very wealthy or because they have a position of power. However, people who are admired are not necessarily honorable in their behavior. Some celebrities have not exhibited behavior worthy of emulation in their society (and certainly not by Biblical standards - upright and blameless). The rich and powerful have often achieved their positions by greatly exploiting the poor and defenseless. So many people who have achieved high status in a society become very prideful - and disrespectful of people in general and especially of those who are of low estate in the society. They may be bullies. They disregard the lives of others.


Worthiness is often the missing element of the admired. To avoid false honor, worthiness must be valued. The worthy person must be trustworthy, upright and blameless, faithful, truthful, considerate of others, and concerned about the needs of others. The worthy person is just and concerned about justice in the society as a whole. They are wise in judgment. They cannot be bribed. They cannot be extorted. Neither would they offer a bribe or extort others. The worthy person is not easily frustrated and is slow to anger; nevertheless, a worthy person does not shirk from action when there is injustice or unrighteous exploitation of the poor, weak, and downtrodden. Worthiness is very interconnected with other attributes which are valued in any culture.

Some references for honor, which includes giving respect and glory to parents, include Exodus 20:12; Leviticus19:32; Deuteronomy 5:16; 1 Kings 3:13; Job 19:9; Proverbs 3:35; Isaiah 9:15; Malachi 1:6; Romans 2:10; Philippians 4:8; Hebrews 13:4; and Revelations 5:13.

Honesty


Honesty refers to communications (in word and deed) with others with truthfulness and which does not lie or deceive.  Honesty requires absolute fairness in all transactions – a fair scale and a just heart.  Honesty commands the respect of others, even those who are not similarly inclined, and also actively seeks truth and exposes lies so that deception cannot succeed against the honest person.  Honesty calls to account hypocrisy.  Honesty teaches the truth in everything, yet with loving care for the well-being of others in being truthful.  Honesty speaks the truth even when it is unpopular because the truth is more valuable than the approval of others.


While honesty is highly valued in every culture, many cultures compromise honesty in their behaviors. Nearly all cultures approve of the "little white lie" because sometimes the truth hurts. Sometimes the society doesn't know how to speak the truth in love, with gentleness, respect, and grace. The white lie avoids this complication. Many cultures encourage telling a person what they think they want to hear instead of the truth. If a person is invited to a party, they may respond, “Yes” when they already know they have a prior commitment and can’t come. “How do I look?” – “Oh, you look perfect.” How many times has a boy told a girl, "I love you" in order to manipulate her? Some cultures only require telling the truth to a friend or a person where a close relationship is expected, but lying is allowed in order to "defeat" or disarm an enemy. These kinds of behaviors found in different ways in many cultures are problematical and lead to many intercultural conflicts even in subcultures; they serve to divide societies that are multi-cultural and prevent harmony in the society.


Honesty is essential to justice and fairness. Business needs honesty; honesty is the central component that prevents exploitation and promotes fairness in business. Honest transactions can’t tolerate a bribe. A court can’t trust untruthful testimony; it is why courts throughout the years and across the world impose stiff penalties for perjury. Sound and wise decisions need truthful inputs.

Some references for honesty include Job 6:25 and Luke 8:15. (Also Joseph’s brothers proclaimed their honesty in Genesis 42:11.)

Humility


Humility refers to not holding oneself above anyone else.  Humility gives recognition to others to whom it is due.  Humility does not demand honor or glory from others, but accepts honor gracefully.  Humility gives honor to the lowly when it is due.  The humble person respects all who are in authority, and exercises authority over others with respect. Humility brings a person to do whatever tasks, no matter how lowly, need to be done – humility does not elevate one task above another (tasks are prioritized in common, not unilaterally).  Humility assumes the tasks to be accomplished that supply the needs of others without question or request for compensation.  Humility acts righteously without regard for the derision of others.


With these characteristics, it is not a wonder that all cultures value humility. However, humility can be hard to truly observe among those we would desire to be humble – our leaders in society.  Furthermore, history is replete with many examples where a person started out in humility but ended in pride. Pride is the enemy of humility, but glory accorded by a society can also bring pride. It takes a person of tremendous true humility to withstand the many temptations of pride.

It may not be a surprise that many truly humble people are not accorded honor by their communities and society.


A few references for humility include 2 Chronicles 7:14; Proverbs 15:33; Matthew 18:4; Philippians 4:8; and 1 Peter 5:5-6.

Heroism


Heroism is the manifestation of courage and purpose above what is required by others.  Courage is the ability to do what is right and needful despite fears.  Heroism provides for people to act and to help others sacrificially (even risking death, if need be).  Heroism assumes purposes of love for others above love for self.  The heroic person has purposes above or outside of himself to accomplish that which a greater good than self-interests.  Heroism seeks to deliver and provide relief for those who are helpless and in need or to remove the sources of their distress.


Some references for heroism include Deuteronomy 31:6 and Joshua 1 (in the sense of being strong and very courageous). Jesus is heroic in John 15:12-17.
Generosity


Generosity is giving without expectation of repayment and without a motivation of endearment or obligation.  (Giving generously may by anonymous.)  The generous person gives to satisfy true needs of the needy or of society without any expectation of the acknowledgment of others; therefore, the generous person may be quick to volunteer or to give materially when a need becomes known.  The most important giving is of oneself, with material giving being secondary.  (See Deuteronomy 15:9-11; Psalm 15:5; Proverbs 22:9; 1 Timothy 6:18)
Integrity


A person of integrity is always the same in character in every circumstance; they are totally without hypocrisy.  Thus, integrity means that a person always acts consistently in his character without regard of the circumstances.  However, integrity also embodies righteousness and moral or ethical behavior toward others.  Therefore, a person of integrity values other persons and will not violate their personhood physically, emotionally, or spiritually.  It is implicit in order to do this that a person of integrity will not do things that would cause them to lose control of themselves (i.e., drunkenness, abuse of drugs, subjection to temptations, etc.).  As a result, a person of integrity also exhibits great self-control at all times and is a person who is disciplined in all ways.  (See Genesis 20:5; Judges 9:19; Job 2:3; Psalm 15:2; Psalm 26:1; Proverbs 11:3; and the book of James.)
Gratitude


Gratitude and giving thanks to others is basic to virtually every society. It is expected to be taught to children by their parents. Interestingly, gratitude is an attribute that is not mentioned among all but a very few lists of cultural ideals.


However, gratitude and giving thanks is very highly prized by our Lord God. Psalm 100 tells us “enter His gates with thanksgiving and into His courts with praise; give thanks to Him and bless His name for the Lord is good…” and 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 commands us to “rejoice always, pray without ceasing, in everything give thanks, for this is the will of God for you in Christ Jesus.”  Some other references are Leviticus 7:12; 1 Chronicles 16:7; Psalm 26:7; Psalm 28:7 Psalm 92:1; Psalm 95:2; Romans 6:17; 1 Corinthians 1:4; Ephesians 1:16; Philippians 4:6; Colossians 3:17; and Revelation 7:2.)
