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Abstract

For over two millennia, a strong consensus has judged Ham as the guilty party associated
with Noah’s nakedness in Gen 9:20-27. While no consensus has been reached regarding
Ham’s crime, his actions of seeing and telling in verse 22 have been interpreted as
signalling inappropriate behaviour. However, the broader context does not comfortably
support blaming Ham. Noah identifies the culprit as his ‘youngest son’ (9:24) and curses
Canaan (9:25-27). Scholarly attempts to reconcile these inconsistencies in the episode
raise as many problems as they solve. An alternative reading of the passage is possible,
exonerating Ham and identifying his youngest son, Canaan, as the culprit. This approach
offers a more straightforward solution to the questions that attributing blame to Ham
raises.

1. Introduction

The book of Genesis has more than its fair share of unusual episodes. The brief
account of Noah’s drunkenness in 9:20-27 presents some interesting challenges
for exegetes and commentators.! The story is well known, centring on the
actions of Noah’s three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, when they discover
their father lying naked in his tent. Subsequently, Noah curses Canaan, Ham’s
son, and states that he will serve Shem and Japheth. As they have wrestled with
this episode, commentators have grappled with three significant questions:

1. What was the nature of Ham’s sin in verse 227?

2. Who is Noah’s ‘youngest son’, mentioned in verse 247

3. Why is Canaan, rather than Ham, cursed by Noah in verse 257

1. AsE. A. Speiser observes, ‘The passage ... supplies more questions than answers’
(Genesis, AB 1 (Doubleday, 1964), 62).
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The first question arises due to the limited information recorded in 9:22.
The biblical text states that Ham saw his father’s nakedness and told his two
brothers outside the tent. The brevity of detail has resulted in various proposals
regarding Ham’s misdeed, and, as we shall observe in more detail, these range
from dishonouring his father by speaking inappropriately of him to having
intercourse with his mother or even castrating his father.

The second question derives from the fact that Noah describes the culprit
as ‘his youngest son’, but in the various lists of Noah’s sons recorded in Genesis,
Ham is always placed after Shem and before Japheth (5:32; 6:10; 7:13; 9:18,22;
10:1; cf. 1 Chr 1:4). The consistency with which Ham is named as the second
son jars with the idea that he is Noah’s youngest son mentioned in 9:24. This
requires an explanation. As we shall see, various theories have been formulated
to explain how Ham should be viewed as Noah’s youngest son. On the one hand,
some scholars have sought to explain how ‘youngest’ could apply to Ham,
maintaining that the listing ‘Shem, Ham, and Japheth’ does not represent their
birth order. On the other hand, adopting a different approach, some scholars
have argued that the present text is an amalgam of two traditions in which
the names of Noah’s sons were listed as Shem, Ham, and Japheth, and Shem,
Japheth, and Canaan, respectively. Consequently, the youngest son of verse
24 refers to Canaan, not Ham. This latter approach requires Canaan’s name to
replace Ham’s in verse 22.

The third issue that has troubled commentators concerns Noah’s cursing
of Canaan, listed in 10:6 as Ham’s fourth and youngest son. Why would Noah
curse Canaan if his father, Ham, misbehaved? Sons are not usually punished for
their father’s misdeeds. Furthermore, why should only Canaan be cursed when
Ham had other sons? Why does Noah single out Canaan alone for punishment?
As we shall see, different explanations have been devised to explain this
phenomenon, some of which have influenced the discussion regarding the
nature of Ham’s sin.

Before we consider scholarly responses to these three questions in
more detail, it may be helpful to state briefly, at this point, the aim of this
essay. Despite the almost universal assumption that Ham is responsible for
mistreating his father, it will be argued that he has been wrongly convicted of a
felony based on weak and questionable evidence. Ham’s actions can be viewed
as entirely innocent. Moreover, in exonerating Ham, it will be proposed that
the one who mistreats Noah is Canaan. This accounts best for Noah’s reference
to his ‘youngest son’ and the cursing of Canaan. However, before attempting to
establish Ham’s innocence and Canaan’s guilt, it may be helpful to survey the
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reception history of this passage with reference to the three questions noted
above.?

2. What was the nature of Ham’s sin in 9:22?

Assessments of Ham’s sin may be classified under five general categories, while
noting that some scholars contend that Ham’s sin involves several inappropriate
actions and should not be restricted to one category.

2.1 Castration

A variety of ancient Jewish texts testify to the idea that Ham was responsible
for castrating his father. According to the Babylonian Talmud, Sanh. 70a.18,
‘Rav and Shmuel disagreed: One says that Ham castrated Noah and one says
that Ham sodomized him.? The text then states that because Ham castrated
his father, preventing him from having a fourth son, Noah pronounced a curse
on Ham’s fourth son, Canaan:

The Gemara explains: The one who says that Ham castrated Noah
adduces the following proof: Since he injured Noah with respect to the
possibility of conceiving a fourth son, which Noah wanted but could no
longer have, therefore Noah cursed him by means of Ham’s fourth son.
(b. Sanh. 70a.19)*

Recognising that castration provides an explanation for the cursing of Canaan,
b. Sanh. 70a then addresses the question of how the cursing of Canaan can be

2. For broader surveys of how this passage has had significant social implications,
see Thomas Virgil Peterson, Ham and Japheth: The Mythic World of Whites in the
Antebellum South, ATLA Monograph 12 (Scarecrow Press, 1978); Stephen R. Haynes,
Noah’s Curse: The Biblical Justification of American Slavery (Oxford University Press, 2002),
https://doi.org/10.1093/0195142799.001.0001; David M. Goldenberg, The Curse of Ham:
Race and Slavery in Early Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Princeton University Press, 2003);
Sylvester A. Johnson, The Myth of Ham in Nineteenth-Century American Christianity: Race,
Heathens, and the People of God, Black Religion, Womanist Thought, Social Justice (Palgrave
Macmillan, 2004); Colin Kidd, The Forging of Races: Race and Scripture in the Protestant
Atlantic World, 1600-2000 (Cambridge University Press, 2006); David M. Whitford, The
Curse of Ham in the Early Modern Era: The Bible and the Justifications for Slavery, St Andrew’s
Studies in Reformation History (Ashgate, 2009); David M. Goldenberg, Black and Slave:
The Origins and History of the Curse of Ham, Studies of the Bible and Its Reception 10 (De
Gruyter, 2017), https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110522471.

3. In quotations of b. Sanh., text in bold indicates the specific wording of
the original, which here reads: ip27 A8 M7 1070 R TN 58%0\?1 29. Texts and
translations of b. Sanhedrin are from The William Davidson digital edition of the Koren
Noé Talmud, available at www.sefaria.org.

4. The original reads: "1°273 199 "0°272 HPYPY TiAN 107D KT 18N
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explained by the alternative view that Ham sodomised Noah. In response, it
observes that Shmuel believed that Noah was both castrated and sodomised
by Ham:

The Gemara asks: Granted, according to the one who says that Ham
castrated Noah, it is due to that reason that Noah cursed Ham by means
of Ham’s fourth son. But according to the one who says that Ham
sodomized him, what is different about his fourth son? He should have
cursed Ham directly. The Gemara answers: This Sage holds that both this
offense and that offense were committed. All agree that Ham castrated
Noah, and some say that Ham also sodomized him. (b. Sanh. 70a.20.)°

The testimony of b. Sanh. 70a is reflected in the Aramaic translation of Genesis
9:24 in Targum Pseudo-Jonathan:

And Noach awoke from his wine, and knew, by the relation of a dream,
what had been done to him by Cham his son, who was inferior in worth, on
the account that he had not begotten a fourth son. (Tg. Ps.-J. on Gen 9:24
(Etheridge®))

While the text avoids using the terminology of castration, this is implied by
the explanation that Noah did not have a fourth son. A similar outlook comes
in Gen. Rab. 36.7:

A. Said R. Berekhiah, ‘Noah in the ark was most distressed that he had no
young son to take care of him. He said, “When I shall get out of this ark, I
shall produce a young son to take care of me.”

B. ‘When Ham had done the disgraceful deed, he said, “You are the one
who stopped me from producing a young son to to [sic.] take care of me,
therefore that man himself [you] will be a servant to his brothers.” (Gen.
Rab. 36.7.)’

5. The original reads:

RIW RN 1927 KT IND7 KPR W12 55 127 DWW 1070 IDRT 18D KN7W3
NI R KD RTTD3 A0 0

6. J. W. Etheridge, The Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan Ben Uzziel on the Pentateuch with
the Fragments of the Jerusalem Targum from the Chaldee (London, 1862).

7. Translations of Genesis Rabbah are from Jacob Neusner, Genesis Rabbah: The
Judaic Commentary to the Book of Genesis: A New American Translation: Vol. 2: Parashiyyot
Thirty-Four through Sixty-Seven on Genesis 8:15 to 28:9, BJS 105 (Scholars Press, 1985). The
original reads:

DR MYRYIY 10R 12 9 M0 NOY 12R3 N W0 IR 1270 1973 710
DPID AN TN AR ININ 0N 1 APDY 1D BT 107 1279 THYD 18 Ryswad
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Referencing what is recorded in b. Sanh. 70a, Rashi briefly comments, ‘Some
say that he castrated him and some say that he sodomized him® According to
Albert Baumgarten, Jewish rabbis developed this tradition to explain features
of the text of Genesis 9:20-27.° There is no evidence to suggest that they were
preserving an ancient tradition.

While the tradition of Ham’s castration of Noah appears to have been
popular in rabbinic Judaism, it lacks support today. Extrapolating from the
limited information in the ancient texts, the theory seems to have been created
to explain why Noah cursed Canaan and not Ham. However, the text of 9:20-27
lacks any hint that Ham’s actions involved castrating his father. John Bergsma
and Scott Hahn conclude that no ‘lexical hint’ in 9:20-27 suggests castration.!'

2.2 Paternal incest

The rabbinic tradition of castration is often mentioned alongside the idea that
Ham committed a homosexual act with his father. According to b. Sanh. 70a.18,
‘Rav and Shmuel disagreed: One says that Ham castrated Noah and one says
that Ham sodomized him. ! The text of b. Sanh. 70a.19 goes on to say:

The Gemara explains: ... And the one who says that Ham sodomized Noah
learned this from a verbal analogy between the words ‘and he saw’ and
‘and he saw. Here it is written: ‘And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the
nakedness of his father’; and there it is written: ‘And Shechem, son of
Hamor the Hivite, prince of the country, saw her, and he took her, and lay
with her, and afflicted her’ (Genesis 34:2)."

Reflecting this ancient rabbinic tradition, some modern scholars have also
highlighted the sexual nature of Ham’s sin. In a brief discussion of Genesis
9:18-29, Anthony Phillips attributes to Ham an ‘abhorrent sexual practice

8. M. Rosenbaum and A. M. Silbermann, Pentateuch with Targum Onkelos, Haphtaroth
and Prayers for Sabbath and Rashi’s Commentary: Genesis (Shapiro, Vallentine & Co., 1929).
The original reads: P27 ©RIR W 070 D™niR W
9. See Albert I. Baumgarten, ‘Myth and Midrash: Genesis 9:20-29’, in Christianity,
Judaism and Other Greco-Roman Cults: Studies for Morton Smith at Sixty, ed. Jacob Neusner,
SJLA 12 (Brill, 1975), 55-71.
10. John Sietze Bergsma and Scott Hahn, ‘Noah’s Nakedness and the Curse on
Canaan (Genesis 9:20-27)’, JBL 124 (2005): 28, https://doi.org/10.2307/30040989.
11. The original reads: ip27 & TN iD70 0K TN HRIDYI 17
12. The original reads:
2023 PAR NI DR 1WID AR O 877 R NI KPR 0 1P I0KRT IR
1317107 12 DY ANIR R 000
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involving a father’.! Commenting on Ham’s witnessing of his father’s nakedness,
Phillips writes,

It is difficult to tell from the text of Gen. ix whether Ham simply looked
upon his father’s private parts or whether he engaged in sexual relations
with him. Since, however, Gen. ix 24 specifically refers to Noah knowing
what his son had done to him, we should perhaps understand this incident
as more than an immodest looking at his drunken and naked father but
rather as his actual seduction while unconscious - an act so abhorrent that
the author is unwilling to spell it out.™

A similar approach is adopted by Devora Steinmetz, who writes,

It seems clear to me that the text suggests a sexual violation by Ham of
his father; the text does not make clear the nature of the violation, and
probably we need not surmise further details. But clearly the ‘seeing of
nakedness’” implies a sexual violation, as it does throughout the biblical
text in both legal and narrative passages.*®

To reinforce this argument, she comments that ‘seeing often is a prelude to
sexual misappropriation in biblical narratives’.'®

According to Palmer Robertson, drawing on Leviticus 20:17-19, the idiom
‘looking on a person’s nakedness’ may be a circumlocution for sexual sin.!”
With this in view, Robertson proposes that, after discovering his father in a
drunken state, Ham ‘initiated a homosexual relationship with him’.!® In support
of this interpretation, Robertson contrasts the actions of Shem and Japheth,
who act with extreme modesty.

Martti Nissinen suggests that ‘seeing someone’s nakedness’ implies sexual
activity; it is ‘an expurgated expression for something that the narrator wishes
not to put into words.'” He writes,

Both seeing nudity (ra‘d ‘erwd) and revealing it (gald ‘erwd) are, without a
doubt, circumlocutions for sexual intercourse, as many translations (the

13. Anthony Phillips, ‘Uncovering the Father’s Skirt’, VT 30 (1980): 41, https://doi.
org/10.1163/156853380X00506.

14. Phillips, ‘Uncovering the Father’s Skirt’, 41.

15. Devora Steinmetz, ‘Vineyard, Farm, and Garden: The Drunkenness of Noah in
the Context of Primeval History’, JBL 113 (1994): 198, https://doi.org/10.2307/3266510.

16. Steinmetz, ‘Vineyard, Farm, and Garden’, 199.

17. 0. Palmer Robertson, ‘Current Critical Questions Concerning the “Curse of
Ham” (Gen 9:20-27)’, JETS 41 (1998): 179.

18. Robertson, ‘Current Critical Questions’, 179.

19. Martti Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World: A Historical Perspective
(Fortress Press, 1998), 52.
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NEB, among others) actually put it. Thus, interpreting the euphemism, one

can assume that Ham did something more than just get a glimpse of his
naked father.”

Building on this, Nissinen suggests that Ham’s action was motivated by a desire
to exercise dominion over his father and establish ‘his superiority by disgracing
his father sexually’!

Accepting the view of Rabbi Samuel, Donald Wold describes Ham’s act as
‘incestuous homosexual rape’? As others contend, Wold takes the expressions
‘to uncover nakedness’ and ‘to see one’s nakedness’ as having sexual
connotations. In his opinion, these expressions are ‘synonymous euphemisms
for sexual intercourse,? belonging to the same semantic field. According
to Wold, Noah cursed Ham’s son because Ham dishonoured his father. Wold
concludes that this episode illustrates in the person of Ham ‘the archetypes of
sexual abominations: incest, homosexuality, and rape’*

Drawing on the studies of Nissinen and Wold, Robert Gagnon suggests
that Ham’s treatment of Noah is ‘an instance of incestuous, homosexual
rape’” Among the arguments that he offers, he contends that ‘the language
of “uncovering” and “seeing the nakedness of” connects up with similar
phrases denoting sexual intercourse’?® Regarding Ham’s motivation, Gagnon
speculates, ‘Ham hoped to usurp the authority of his father and elder brothers,
establishing his right to succeed his father as patriarch.?’ For Gagnon, Ham’s
actions are heinous, involving rape, incest, and dishonouring his father.

Adopting a somewhat similar position, John Goldingay notes that in
various passages ‘“exposing the naked body” of someone or “seeing” it is a
kind of metonymy or synecdoche and euphemism for having sex with them’?
Consequently, Goldingay suggests that ‘Ham sexually assaulted his father - or
his mother?

20. Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 52.

21. Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 53.

22. Donald J. Wold, Out of Order: Homosexuality in the Bible and the Ancient Near East
(Baker, 1998), 68.

23. Wold, Out of Order, 73.

24. Wold, Out of Order, 75.

25. Robert A. J. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics
(Abingdon, 2001), 64.

26. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 66.

27. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 66-67.

28. John Goldingay, Genesis, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament: Pentateuch
(Baker Academic, 2020), 168.

29. Goldingay, Genesis, 168-169.
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While some scholars favour the idea that Ham’s actions fall into the
category of paternal incest, many scholars are hesitant about adopting this
approach. Many have reservations about interpreting the expression ‘seeing
another’s nakedness’ as always denoting sexual activity. As Gene Rice remarks,

The proper idiomatic expression for intercourse is to uncover the nakedness
of another. Except for one instance, ‘uncover’ is consistently the verb of
the idiom for intercourse in Lev. 18 and 20. In Lev. 20:17 ‘uncover’ and
‘see’ are used in parallelism to each other, but this usage of ‘see’ is clearly
exceptional for the parallelism with ‘uncover’ has to be made explicit.*

Had Ham been responsible for uncovering Noah’s nakedness, the case for sexual
activity would be stronger. However, the text of 9:21 makes it clear that Noah
uncovered his own nakedness when drunk. No blame is attached to Ham for
this. Moreover, as various scholars recognise, the actions of Shem and Japheth
in covering Noah’s nakedness suggest that the reference to seeing Noah’s
nakedness should be understood literally, rather than idiomatically.

2.3 Maternal incest

In an interesting twist on the concept of paternal incest, a few scholars have
proposed that Ham’s sin takes the form of maternal incest. This suggestion is
considered to offer a better explanation for the cursing of Canaan.

Frederick Bassett favours what he describes as an idiomatic interpretation
of Noah’s nakedness, arguing that in the laws of Leviticus 18 and 20, the idiom ‘to
see the nakedness of someone’ means to have sexual intercourse. Accordingly,
he writes,

It is possible that the statement that Ham saw the nakedness of his father
originally meant that he had sexual intercourse with his father’s wife. If so,
this would explain the seriousness of the offense which led to the curse. It
would also explain why Noah cursed only one of Ham’s several sons, if it is
further assumed that Canaan was the fruit of such a case of incest.”

Bassett, however, recognises that the subsequent account of Shem and Japheth
covering the nakedness of Noah implies that ‘seeing nakedness’ is to be taken
literally. Since this undermines an idiomatic interpretation, Bassett speculates
‘that the redactor, or perhaps a later editor, has missed the idiomatic meaning

30. Gene Rice, ‘Curse That Never Was (Genesis 9:18-27)’, JRT 29 (1972): 11-12.
31. Frederick W. Bassett, ‘Noah’s Nakedness and the Curse of Canaan: A Case of
Incest?’, VT 21 (1971): 235, https://doi.org/10.1163/156853371X00074.
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of the tradition that Noah’s son saw his father’s nakedness and has added the
reference to the brothers’ covering their father’s nakedness with a garment’.*?

Rejecting other options, Bergsma and Hahn propose that ‘the theory of
maternal incest best explains the otherwise anomalous features of both the text
and its relationship to its context’® To arrive at this conclusion, Bergsma and
Hahn view favourably the arguments that have been marshalled for paternal
incest. They rely heavily on the following evidence: the idiomatic meaning of
the phrase ‘to see the nakedness of the father’ and the ‘erotic undertones of the
text’* In addition, they draw on intertextual relationships that Genesis 9:20-27
has with Genesis 6:1-4 and 19:30-38, Leviticus 18 and 20, and Deuteronomy
23:1, noting that in some passages the Canaanites are associated with incest
(e.g. Lev 18:7, cf. 18:3). In light of this evidence, they claim that to maintain that
‘Ham merely looked at Noah is to turn a deaf ear to the literary nuances of the
narrative.* Furthermore, Bergsma and Hahn contend that Canaan is the fruit
of this maternal incest, and this best explains ‘why Canaan is cursed, and why
Ham is repeatedly identified as “the father of Canaan™.* They claim, ‘Canaan is
cursed because his origin was a vile, taboo act on the part of his father’?’

Adopting a somewhat unusual interpretation of this passage, Cynthia
Chapman argues that Ham either ‘saw his mother naked with his father in her
tent or ... committed incest with his mother’*® Her approach involves ignoring
the Masoretic pointing of ﬂ5nj$ (oholoh - *his tent’) and reading the Hebrew
consonants as ‘her tent’. However, this interpretation does not sit comfortably
with the subsequent actions of Shem and Japheth, who cover their father’s
nakedness with a cloak. Remarkably, the text makes no mention of Noah’s
wife being present with him in the tent, a strange omission if Ham’s crime is
maternal incest.

John Walton offers a further variation on the theme of maternal incest. In
an attempt to explain ‘why the text falls considerably short of being explicit™
regarding Ham’s crime, Walton speculates that his offence is not that he did

32. Bassett, ‘Noah’s Nakedness’, 233-234.

33. Bergsma and Hahn, ‘Noah’s Nakedness’, 26 n. 4.

34. Bergsma and Hahn, ‘Noah’s Nakedness’, 33. Elsewhere, they speak of ‘the
sexually charged language of the passage’ (p. 40).

35. Bergsma and Hahn, ‘Noah’s Nakedness’, 34.

36. Bergsma and Hahn, ‘Noah’s Nakedness’, 35.

37. Bergsma and Hahn, ‘Noah’s Nakedness’, 35.

38. Cynthia R. Chapman, The House of the Mother: The Social Roles of Maternal
Kin in Biblical Hebrew Narrative and Poetry, AYBRL (Yale University Press, 2016), 83,
https://doi.org/10.12987/yale/9780300197945.001.0001.

39. John H. Walton, Genesis, NIV Application Commentary (Zondervan, 2001), 348.
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something wrong but that he intimated to his brothers his desire to misbehave.
Walton writes,

Since the ‘nakedness of the father’ can include the nakedness of the
mother and since the nakedness of the father is a euphemism for coitus
(throughout Lev. 18 and 20), is it possible that both Noah and his wife have
become drunk and, falling into unconsciousness after intercourse, lie
exposed in the tent?*

Accepting this scenario, Walton suggests that in his conversation with his
brothers, Ham ‘may be hinting at .. impregnating his mother’*! Walton’s
description of Ham’s sin goes well beyond what is said in 9:22-23. Had this
been the nature of Ham’s sin, we might have expected that the author would
have made it more explicit. The text offers no hard evidence to support such a
speculative theory.

All these proposals involving maternal incest rest heavily on the
assumption that the expression ‘seeing another’s nakedness’ implies sexual
activity. As already noted, this is a questionable assumption. Moreover, the
brief description of Ham’s actions in verse 24 lacks evidence that Noah’s wife
was present in the tent. If Ham'’s sexual activity involved his mother, it seems
exceptionally strange that she is not referenced once in the entire passage.*
Moreover, the narrator makes no mention of her becoming pregnant and giving
birth to a son. The absence of such important details seriously undermines
the argument for maternal incest having occurred. If, as Bergsma and Hahn
argue, this passage is part of a general Pentateuchal critique of the Canaanites,
it would be more natural, considering Genesis 19, to assume that it relates to
homosexual activity rather than maternal incest.

The idea that maternal incest best explains the cursing of Canaan because he
is the offspring of an illicit union is also somewhat implausible. Noah’s cursing
of Canaan is presented as occurring immediately after he awakens from his
drunkenness. The sequence of verbs in verse 24 does not suggest that there was

40. Walton, Genesis, 348.

41, Walton, Genesis, 348.

42, David M. Carr, Genesis 1-11 (Kohlhammer, 2021), 284, remarks ‘Interpreting
the misdeed of Noah’s son as incest goes well beyond the text’s own description of
his misdeed, especially insofar as it imports into it a focus on his mother that does
not appear anywhere in the story. Carr dismisses the relevance of various texts in
Leviticus 18 and 20 that mention illicit sexual intercourses, arguing that ‘these texts in
Leviticus do not actually pertain to the Genesis narrative about Noah revealing his own
nakedness, nor do they support an interpretation of Gen 9:20-27 as concerning Ham
“seeing” his father’s nakedness by way of sex with Noah himself or Noah’s wife’ (p. 288).
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a gap of some months between Noah’s drunkenness and his cursing of newly
born Canaan. While biblical Hebrew narrative can skip quickly over time, there
is no indication that this occurs in verses 24-25. Everything in the text suggests
that Canaan is alive before Ham sees his father’s nakedness. If Canaan was the
result of an illicit union, we might have expected some reference to his birth
before his cursing by Noah.

Of all the suggestions regarding Ham’s sin, the idea of maternal incest is
a very modern reading of the text, heavily dependent on importing into this
passage concepts that are present elsewhere in the Pentateuch. No exegetes
before the twentieth century read the text in this way. Additionally, what
might be presented as an explanation for the cursing of Canaan creates a more
significant ethical problem: why is Canaan punished for the sin of his father? If
maternal incest occurred, why did Noah not take any direct action against the
culprit, Ham, at the time of the event?

2.4 Indiscretion and shaming

While some scholars speculate that Ham physically harmed Noah or his wife,
others regard Ham’s sin as falling under the general category of indiscretion
and shaming.

The medieval Jewish scholar Nachmanides (Ramban) suggests that Ham did
not act respectfully when he saw his father’s nakedness. He writes:

The sin committed was that Ham saw the nakedness of his father and did
not act respectfully. He should have covered his nakedness and concealed
his shame by not telling even his brothers, but he told the matter to his
two brothers in the presence of many people in order to deride him [Noah].
This is the meaning of the word outside. And so did Onkelos translate it as
‘in the market-place. The meaning of the verse, And [Noah] knew what he
had done unto him, is that he knew that Ham had disclosed his disgrace to
many, and he was ashamed of the matter.**

The Protestant Reformer John Calvin adopts a similar stance. In describing the
sin of Ham, Calvin speaks of him as ‘ungodly and wicked’ and ‘a prodigy of

43, Ramban (Nachmanides), Commentary on the Torah: Translated and Annotated with
Index by Charles B. Chavel (Shilo, 1971), 140-141. The original text reads:

in1p nipaY 1% MR MY Tia2 13 303 89 PR MY 0N AR RO1ND A3

PHp 2pHAY 0137 1192 IR WY 12T TE0 RIN PORYD 03 TR KOW 119p nivan

NN nRw 1% Nivy TWR DK YT DPOT RPIWA DIYREIN DM 121 PINI DYO AN

7373 Vi3 o o3



38 TYNDALE BULLETIN 77 (2026)

scorn’,* and concludes that Ham ‘perversely insulted his father’* He writes,
‘Ham, by reproachfully laughing at his father, betrays his own depraved and
malignant disposition.* Calvin later comments, ‘Ham alone eagerly seizes the
occasion of ridiculing and inveighing against his father’*” However, Calvin’s
assessment is based on how he imagined the occasion, not on the text of
Genesis. Genesis does not record what Ham said.

Commenting on Ham’s sin, C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch write, ‘Not content
with finding pleasure himself in his father’s shame ... he must proclaim his
disgraceful pleasure to his brethren, and thus exhibit his shameless sensuality.*
In a later commentary on Genesis, Franz Delitzsch states that Ham ‘not only
looks in without instantly drawing back, but tries without delicacy and without
the piety due to his father, to induce others to join in his scornful merriment’;
he concludes that Ham manifests ‘a carnal and animal feeling’*’

Without going into detail, E. A. Speiser states briefly that Ham’s offence is
‘disrespect toward his incapacitated and exposed father’** Cassuto offers a fuller
discussion of Ham’s sin, which is especially interesting. On the one hand, he
readily acknowledges that Genesis ‘gives us no details of Ham’s transgression’*!
On the other hand, he assumes that Ham’s actions were too abhorrent for the
details to be included. It is ‘an unforgivable sin’>? In support of this, Cassuto
suggests it would have been inappropriate to detail ‘so disgusting an act’ in
connection with Noah, the ‘one who merited to be delivered from the waters
of the Flood’** After emphasising the serious nature of Ham’s misdeed, Cassuto
proceeds to describe it in terms of ‘seeing’ his father’s nakedness, which would
be ‘an affront to the dignity of one’s father™ and of speaking in a derisory
manner about his father to his two brothers. He writes, ‘The primary sin of
Ham was his transgression against sexual morality, the disrespect shown to

44, Jean Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, Called Genesis, trans. John
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47, Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, 302.

48. Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament
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his father being only an aggravation of the wrong.* Ironically, Cassuto states,
‘We must not read into the Pentateuchal narrative more than it actually states,
taking the words at their face value.*¢ Yet, his discussion of Ham’s sin extends
well beyond what the text of Genesis unambiguously states.

Derek Kidner views Ham’s misdeed as a ‘flagrantly unfilial act’ that is
‘the obverse of the fifth commandment’>” Adopting a similar view, Allen Ross
identifies Ham'’s failure as seeing his father’s nakedness, which was ‘an affront
to the dignity of his father’*® He writes, ‘Ham’s frivolous looking, a moral flaw,
represents the first step in the abandonment of a moral code.> According to
Charles Aalders, Ham’s sin is the ‘disdain and disrespect’ that he shows towards
his father when he ‘mockingly’ shares his amusement at discovering his father
naked.®® Gordon Wenham asserts that Ham ‘acts most dishonorably toward
his father Noah’* behaving in a way that is improper and unfilial. According
to Wenham, Ham fails ‘to cover up his father’s folly” and lacks discretion by
publicising it to his brothers.®? In Wenham’s opinion, Ham is guilty of not
quietly covering his father’s nakedness, and then gossiping about it to his
two brothers. A similar stance is adopted by David M. Carr, who writes, ‘Ham
(originally Canaan) fails to honor his father in his “seeing” of his father’s
drunken nakedness and telling of it (9:22).

Kenneth Mathews believes that ‘Ham’s reproach was not in seeing his
father unclothed, though this was a shameful thing (cp. Hab 2:15), but in his
outspoken delight at his father’s disgraceful condition.* With noteworthy
candour, Robert Alter writes, ‘No one has ever figured out exactly what it is
that Ham does to Noah.® Rejecting early Jewish proposals that Ham castrated
his father or assaulted him sexually, Alter concludes that ‘the mere seeing of
a father’s nakedness was thought of as a terrible taboo, so that Ham’s failure
to avert his eyes would itself have earned him the curse’®® This appears to be
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a harsh judgement because the Genesis text does not exclude the possibility
that Ham quickly averted his eyes and left the tent. If Ham’s sin was his failure
to look away from his naked father, we might have expected the narrator to
emphasise in more detail Ham’s action in looking at Noah. The concise style of
verse 22 does not give the impression that Ham lingered long in the tent.

According to John Hartley, Ham’s transgression involved ‘shaming a
parent’.?” Ham does this by both seeing his father naked and then telling his
two brothers, possibly bragging about what he had seen. Hartley contends that
in antiquity ‘shaming a parent was a serious offense, as evidenced by the death
penalty for striking or cursing a parent (Exod 21:15,17)"% In marked contrast
to their brother Ham, Shem and Japheth acted honourably. A similar position
is adopted by Jan Gertz, who, rejecting other options involving sexual abuse,
writes, ‘Ham’s offense is rooted in seeing his father’s shame (v. 22a) and then
talking about it in front of his brothers (v. 22b).

Bruce Waltke and Cathi Fredricks argue that Ham’s offence is primarily
‘homosexual, parent-dishonoring voyeurism’” but also includes his humiliation
of his father by informing others of what he has done. Leon Kass adopts a
similar outlook:

Ham’s first misdeed - a misdeed that tells the whole story - was his
disrespectful invading of his father’s private space. Be this as it may, his
second act (telling his brothers) clearly shows that - for this son, at least
- the seeing could just as well have been intentional. Ham looks upon his
father’s shame and traffics in it.”*

Assessing these actions, Kass concludes that ‘even the minimal misdeeds
of looking and telling are ... shocking and reprehensible’” Driving home his
revulsion at Ham’s actions, Kass writes, ‘To put it sharply, Ham'’s viewing - and
telling - is metaphorically an act of patricide and incest, of overturning the
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72. Kass, The Beginning of Wisdom, n. 11. Kass notes that ‘castration and homosexual
rape have both been suggested.


https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.9165178
https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.9165178

ALEXANDER: EXONERATING HAM 41

father as a father. Without disturbing a hair on Noah’s head, Ham engages in
father killing.”

Acknowledging that there are uncertainties in the text, Bill Arnold
considers the ‘so-called voyeurism theory’ to be a better solution than
castration, paternal incest, or maternal incest.” Rejecting other options, Brad
Embry also supports a voyeuristic interpretation of Ham’s sin.”> Conscious of
the text’s ambiguity, Iain Provan offers two possible suggestions, indicating
a degree of uncertainty regarding Ham’s sin: ‘Perhaps the sin lies disguised
in his “telling” of the incident to his brothers - is there perhaps mockery or
slander implied in this language? Or is the idea that there is a lack of propriety
in speaking of the situation to others rather than taking action to redress the
situation.’

Dismissing the guilt of voyeurism, incest with his mother, or a homosexual
act with his father, Nicholas Odhiambo concludes, ‘Ham’s offense was not that
he saw his father naked but that he neglected his responsibility to cover his
father’s nakedness.”” Similarly, rejecting proposals that involve sexual activity
or voyeuristic pleasure, Andrew Steinmann concludes that ‘Ham’s sin was in
not honouring his father by demonstrating discretion and loyalty.”

Many scholars see Ham’s sin as involving acts of indiscretion and shame.
While opinions differ on how to interpret Ham’s actions, there is a common
understanding that verse 22 does not support interpretations that focus on
sexual behaviour by Ham. Some interpret verse 22 as indicating serious moral
failings, but others remain cautious, aware of the text’s ambiguity or lack of
clarity. The disagreement over the exact nature of Ham’s crime is noteworthy,
suggesting perhaps that the text can be read in different ways.

2.5 Undefined

In light of the limited information about Ham’s actions recorded in 9:22, various
scholars offer a cautious assessment of Ham’s misdeed. John Skinner merely
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describes it as ‘an exhibition of juvenile depravity.” Acknowledging that the

[

text does not tell us what happened, Eugene Roop concludes that “seeing” and
“telling” involved Noah’s sexuality. Whatever the precise action, the son saw
the vulnerability of the parent and misused it.* James McKeown acknowledges
that ‘the specific sin of Ham is not disclosed’*! but nevertheless speaks of Ham’s
impropriety, which is reflected in his attitude and actions. However, McKeown
does not discuss what this entails.

As this survey reveals, over the past two millennia, it has almost universally
been accepted that the story of 9:20-27 in its received form presents Ham as a
rogue.® Most commentators have unanimously denounced his inappropriate
actions, although they differ widely in their assessments of what he did. The
inability of scholars to identify Ham’s misdeed suggests that consideration
should be given to an alternative reading of the text. As we shall see,
other aspects of the narrative raise doubts regarding the almost universal
condemnation of Ham.

3. Who is Noah’s ‘youngest son’, mentioned in 9:247

The text of 9:24 presents a challenge for scholars who identify Ham as the
culprit in the preceding verses. When Noah awakens from his drunkenness,
he realises what his ‘youngest son’ (O 132 - beno hagqatan) did to him. The
reference to ‘his youngest son’ sits uncomfortably with the assumption that
this denotes Ham. In every listing of Noah’s sons in Genesis, Ham is always
placed between Shem and Japheth, suggesting that he is not Noah’s youngest
son (5:32; 6:10; 7:13; 9:18, 22; 10:1).** How can this order be reconciled with the
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idea that verse 24 presents Ham as Noah'’s youngest son? Various theories have
been proposed to resolve this apparent anomaly.

3.11VP means ‘younger’, not ‘youngest’

It is often noted that the LXX and Vulgate translations represent an early
attempt to correct this discrepancy.* In these, the Hebrew adjective JOPI
is rendered by terms that may imply ‘younger’ rather than ‘youngest’. This
suggestion supports the birth order of Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Yet, as many
scholars note, in a context where more than two are mentioned, JOP1 takes on
a superlative rather than a comparative sense (cf. 1 Sam 16:11).** This solution
receives little support in modern scholarship.

3.2 7opn implies ‘unworthy’

An alternative solution has centred on the idea that JOPi1 should be understood
as denoting the least in terms of moral behaviour. In Questions and Answers on
Genesis 1.74, Philo proposes that Scripture ‘allegorizes’ here and ‘takes the
youngest to be, not the one who is so in age and time, but the one who is
more youthful’ (Marcus, LCL), that is, open to wickedness. A somewhat similar
approach is found in Gen. Rab. 36.7, which interprets his ‘smallest’ son to mean
his ‘useless’ son, drawing on the use of ]V} in 1 Kings 8:64. This interpretation is
repeated by Rashi, who writes: ‘The unworthy and despicable one, as (Jeremiah
49:15) “For, behold, I make thee small among the nations, and despised among
men” (Genesis Rabbah 36.7)’ (Rosenbaum and Silbermann). Referencing Rashi,
Jacob renders JOP1 *his immature son’, and consequently does not view Ham as
the youngest of Noah’s sons.*” Although not his primary position (see below),
Cassuto follows Midrashic exegesis by suggesting that JOP alludes to Ham’s
‘moral degradation’®® While this approach fits with Ham being the second-born
son, most modern scholars have not embraced this idiomatic reading of the

text, favouring a more literal interpretation.
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3.3 VP means ‘youngest’

Accepting that Noah refers to his youngest son in 9:24, some scholars have
argued that the birth order of Noah’s sons is not Shem, Ham, and Japheth, despite
the frequent appearance of this order in 5:32; 6:10; 7:13; 9:18, 22; 10:1. Without
discussion, Josephus states that the order of birth is Shem, Japheth, and Ham.*
Nachmanides (Ramban) suggests, ‘The correct interpretation appears to me to
be that Ham was the youngest of Noah’s sons.”® In his commentary on Genesis
6:10, Nachmanides argues that Japheth was the eldest of Noah’s sons, drawing
on Genesis 10:21 and noting that this is reflected more generally in Genesis 10,
which begins with the descendants of Japheth.”! For Nachmanides, the birth
order is Japheth, Shem, and Ham. To demonstrate that sons are not always listed
in birth order, he cites 1 Chronicles 1:28, which places Isaac before Ishmael, and
Joshua 24:4, which places Jacob before Esau. However, such exceptions are rare
in the OT and are typically motivated by theological considerations. Among
recent commentators on Genesis, Cassuto follows Nachmanides in arguing for
the birth order Japheth, Shem, and Ham.*? Like Nachmanides, Cassuto rests his
case primarily on the fact that Japheth is described as the eldest in 10:21.

The idea that Japheth was the eldest is found in Gen. Rab. 26.2, which
states ‘Japheth who was the eldest’,” and in Sanhedrin 69b, which records
two different rabbinic arguments for Japheth being older than Shem. A few
English translations of 10:21 (e.g. KJV, NIV) refer to Japheth as the older
brother of Shem, viewing the adjective 51"[;:7 (haggadol) as an attribute of the
substantive Japheth. However, Nachmanides’s interpretation of 10:21 is not the
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only possible reading of the text. It is perhaps more likely that in verse 21 the
adjective modifies not the proper name Japheth but the construct noun "M&
(akhi), ‘brother of’, which refers to Shem. Nahum Sarna favours the reading
‘older brother of Japheth’, observing that ‘an adjective does not usually modify
a proper name in biblical Hebrew’.**

Aalders rejects the idea that 10:21 describes Japheth as older than Shem
but suggests that Noah’s sons were born in the order of Shem, Japheth, and
Ham.” In defence of this, he proposes that the traditional order may be due
to ‘euphony when the three names are sounded together’. As an alternative
explanation, Aalders suggests that the order of the names may have arisen
from the Hamites’ close affinity with the Shemites. Arnold speculates that
‘Ham actually was the youngest in birth order, and the familiar list “Shem,
Ham, and Japhet” simply reflects the Hebrew fondness for placing the shortest
words first in a list”*

However, as Keil and Delitzsch point out, if one accepts that the use of
the superlative JOPI in 9:24 denotes Ham as the youngest of Noah’s sons,
this stands in contradiction with the use of '71"[;}0 in 10:21, which makes
Shem the eldest of Noah’s sons relative to Japheth, who must consequently
be the youngest.”” Alternatively, if 51733 is used as a superlative in 10:21 with
reference to Japheth this would imply that Ham is the middle brother and Shem
the youngest. Given the repeated use of the order Shem, Ham, and Japheth
in Genesis, most scholars accept that this records the birth order of Noah'’s
sons. With this in mind, the genealogical information in Genesis 10 proceeds
from the youngest to the eldest of Noah’s sons, concluding with Shem, through
whom the patriline of Genesis will continue.

3.4 10p1 applied to Canaan as Noah'’s son in an alternative tradition

Many scholars have followed Julius Wellhausen’s proposal that the present
episode in 9:20-27 was created by combining two earlier traditions in which
Noah'’s sons were listed variously as Shem, Ham, and Japheth, and as Shem,
Japheth, and Canaan.”® In the second of these traditions, Canaan was the son
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who saw Noah'’s nakedness and reported it to his brothers, Shem and Japheth.
Wellhausen proposes that an editor combined the two traditions and introduced
into the wording of verses 18 and 22 the phrase ‘Ham the father of’.* This is
the view adopted by Herman Gunkel, among many others, when he states that
‘this legend originally names the three brothers Shem, Japheth, and Canaan’!®

While this approach has enjoyed extensive support, recent writers have
highlighted its speculative nature. Westermann rejects this theory due to the
absence of external evidence pointing to two traditions, one of which lists
Noah’s sons as Shem, Japheth, and Canaan.'’! By arguing for two traditions,
Wellhausen creates, as Wenham notes, ‘the problem that, whereas everywhere
else in the Noah story and also in chap. 10 the sons of Noah are identified as
Shem, Ham, and Japhet, in this passage alone are they named as Shem, Canaan
and Japhet’.!? The idea of two different traditions regarding the identities of
Noah’s sons raises as many problems as it solves. As Kenneth Mathews observes,
this hypothesis ‘is not satisfactory unless we accept an impossibly inept editor
who left the contradiction’.'®

3.5 1vp applies to Shem

In a 13th-century commentary on Genesis, Hezekiah ben Manoah (also known
as Chizkuni) proposed that ‘youngest son’ refers to Shem, and Noah’s statement
should be understood as referring to the kind deed done by Shem and his older
brother Japheth.!* As with some other Jewish commentators, Chizkuni assumes
that Japheth is older than Shem based on Genesis 10:21. While this approach

Wellhausen’s approach, see Gene Rice, ‘Curse That Never Was (Genesis 9:18-27)’, JRT 29
(1972): 8-9.

99. David Frankel offers an alternative redaction-critical analysis, proposing
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Drunkenness and the Curse of Canaan: A New Approach’, JBL 140 (2021): 49-68,
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avoids the challenge of explaining how Ham is Noah’s youngest son, there is no
substantial evidence for Shem being Noah'’s youngest son.

3.6 7opn applied to Canaan (as Noah’s grandson)

While most scholars assume that Noah’s mention of the ‘youngest son’ refers
to Ham, there is a longstanding tradition that this refers to Canaan. Evidence
of this comes in a commentary on Genesis by Ephraem the Syrian in the fourth
century AD. He writes,

Others, however, say that from that [sic.] the fact that Scripture says, Noah
knew everything that his youngest son had done to him, it is clear that
it was not Ham, for Ham was the middle son and not the youngest. For
this reason they speak of the youngest son, who was Canaan, and say that
Canaan the youngest told of the nakedness of the old man. Then Ham went
out into the street and jokingly told his brothers.'%

Ephraem proceeds to argue that Canaan’s sin was greater than Ham’s. For this
reason, Canaan was cursed, and Ham received no blessing.

The medieval Jewish scholar Ibn Ezra offers a slightly different
interpretation of the verse. Acknowledging that Genesis does not reveal what
happened to Noah, Ibn Ezra identifies Canaan as the villain, not Ham. He
suggests this sequence of events:

Ham saw his father’s nakedness and unlike his brothers did not cover him.
On the contrary, he revealed what he saw. Canaan heard that Noah was
lying naked in his tent and did something to Noah. However, the Bible does
not tell us what he did to him.'%

Having argued that Canaan did something to Noah, Ibn Ezra goes on to establish
that Canaan was the youngest of Ham’s sons, according to Genesis 10:6. To
support his contention that Canaan is the culprit, Ibn Ezra suggests that in
verse 24 when Noah realises what ‘his youngest son’ had done to him, the ‘his’
denotes Ham, not Noah.!"’
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Adopting a somewhat similar approach, Shufelt proposes that JOP refers
to Canaan based on the understanding that he is Noah’s youngest grandson.'®
As he rightly observes, the term ]2 (ben) is sometimes used in Genesis to denote
a grandson (e.g. Gen 29:5 in light of 24:47 and 28:5). On the assumption that
Canaan is the one who has done something inappropriate to Noah, Noah’s
immediate response makes good sense. He curses Canaan (9:25). Identifying
Canaan as the culprit removes any need to explain why Noah curses Canaan and
not Ham. Of all the possible interpretations of JOP1 in verse 24, this appears
the most likely in the light of verse 25.

4. Why is Canaan, rather than Ham, cursed by Noah (9:25)?

For scholars who maintain that Ham is the culprit, Noah’s cursing of Canaan
is a highly troubling aspect of the story in 9:20-27. Why does Noah’s curse
fall on Canaan, who is supposed to have had no involvement in his father’s
misdeed? And why is Canaan the only one of Ham'’s sons to be cursed? As the
narrative stands, Noah appears to commit a grave injustice, punishing a son for
his father’s actions. Unsurprisingly, various reasons have been formulated to
account for this apparent inconsistency in the story.

4.1 Canaan is cursed because Noah had previously blessed Ham (9:1)

One of the earliest known explanations for the cursing of Canaan centres on
the observation that God blessed Noah and his sons after they left the ark (Gen
9:1). In light of this, it is argued that Noah could not subsequently curse Ham.
This view is presented in the Genesis Pesher from Qumran (4Q252, Frag. 1 Col. 2):

And Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his youngest son had done
to him, he said, ‘Cursed be Canaan, the lowest of slaves shall he be to his
brothers! And he did not curse Ham, but rather Ham’s son, because God
had already blessed the sons of Noah.**

Strickman and Silver’s translation reads: ‘The meaning of the verse and (Noah) knew what
his youngest son had done unto him is proof that Canaan was the culprit, for we read, And
the sons of Ham: Cush, and Mizraim, and Put, and Canaan (Gen. 10:6). Furthermore, the his
in his youngest son refers to Ham, who is previously mentioned. That is why Noah cursed
Canaan’
108. J. Ernest Shufelt, ‘Noah’s Curse and Blessing: Gen. 9:18-27", CTM 17 (1946): 740.
In Genesis 10:6, Canaan is listed as the last of Ham’s sons.
109. Michael Wise et al., The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New Translation (HarperSanFrancisco,
1996), 354. The original text reads:
PARY [ 073 TP Y12 VIR MM jOpPa 1A 1 AYY WK OKR YT IYD M ypn
M3 "33 DR 58 7720 on Nk 5Hp 8N
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While expressed in a slightly vaguer way, the same idea may have prompted
Josephus to write ‘Noah, on learning what had passed, invoked a blessing on
his other sons, but cursed - not Ham himself, because of his nearness of kin,
but his posterity.!'°

The same explanation is found in Gen. Rab. 36.7, which asks the question
‘Should Ham be the one who sinned yet Canaan [his descendant] be cursed?’!"!
In response, the text says, ‘R. Judah said, “It is because it is said, ‘And God
blessed Noah and his sons’ (Gen. 9:1). Now there cannot be a cursing where
there has been a blessing. Accordingly, he said, ‘Cursed be Canaan’”’!?

The same tradition is briefly noted by Ephraem the Syrian, who writes,
‘Some say that because Ham had been blessed along with those who entered
the ark and came out of it, Noah did not curse Ham himself, even though his
son, who was cursed, grieved him greatly.!"* However, rejecting this approach
in his commentary on Genesis 9:24, Ibn Ezra remarks, ‘The one who says that
Ham was the culprit, and that Canaan was cursed because Noah did not want
to curse his son (Ham) because God had blessed Noah'’s sons, is indulging in
Midrash’ (Strickman and Silver).!'4

4.2 Canaan participated in the misdeed

Another ancient explanation holds that Canaan was no innocent party but was
actively involved in the misdeed. For this reason, he was cursed. The earliest
record of this comes in Philo’s Questions and Answers on Genesis 2.70:

Why does (Scripture) not simply say, ‘Ham saw the nakedness’ instead of
‘Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father’? It convicts
both the son through the father and the father through the son, for in
common and as one they have committed an act of folly, wickedness and
impiety and other evils. (Marcus, LCL)'*®

A somewhat similar explanation possibly comes in Pirqe Rabbi Eliezer 23,
which attributes to Canaan the crime of castrating his grandfather: ‘Canaan

110. Josephus, Ant. 1.142.
111. The original text reads: Y9N3 w121 KON ON
112. The original reads:
N273 DIPR3 M AY9P PR1 M3 IR NI Y 0K 11 3N2Y 05 B8 AT 131
D32 IR DN T8Y
113. Ephraim Syrus, St. Ephrem the Syrian: Selected Prose Works, 145.
114. The text reads:
WIT 7T AT 133 DX DnHR TAW MY A A DR M z?‘?PW MR
115. In QG 2.65 Philo says that Canaan ‘practised peculiar evils of his own’ Later, in
QG 2:77, Philo adds, ‘Both father and son practised the same wickedness.
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entered and saw the nakedness of Noah, and he bound a thread (where the
mark of) the Covenant was, and emasculated him. He went forth and told his
brethren’ (Friedlander).!¢

This interpretation is noted as a possibility in Gen. Rab. 36.7, which records:
‘R. Nehemiah said, “It was Canaan who saw and informed the others. Therefore
the curse is assigned to the one who is ruined.”’!'” Rashi notes the same tradition:
‘Some of our Rabbis say that Canaan saw it and told his father about it, and on
that account, he is mentioned in connection with this matter and was cursed
(Gen. Rab.)!"'® While few modern scholars have adopted this approach, Sarna
speculates that Canaan ‘was a participant in the offense against Noah, a detail
omitted here on grounds of delicacy and on the assumption that the original
story was well known to the reader!"” We shall return to this proposal later.

4.3 Ham’s fourth son is punished because Ham castrates Noah

A further explanation is that Ham castrated Noah, thereby preventing him
from having a fourth son. Gen. Rab. 36.7 attributes this idea to Rabbi Berekhya,
who said:

Noah in the ark was most distressed that he had no young son to take care
of him. He said, ‘When I shall get out of this ark, I shall produce a young
son to take care of me!

B. When Ham had done the disgraceful deed, he said, ‘You are the one
who stopped me from producing a young son to to [sic] take care of me,

therefore that man himself [you] will be a servant to his brothers.'?

A further statement in Gen. Rab. 36.7 adds: ‘Rabbi Huna said in the name of
Rabbi Yosef: He said to him: “You prevented me from producing a fourth son;

116. Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, trans. Gerald Friedlander (Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner &
Co., 1916). The original reads: 10791 iN723 VIN WP PAR MW DR AR (PID DIIN
PIX? 137 RN
117. The original reads:
7R3 NP7p0 MY P9IN 7157 DOY T XY 032 IRIR MR "3
118. The original reads:
52P031 9277 5P 1217 727 PIARY TN AR 1I2 DRIN DI W
119. Sarna, Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew Text, 64.
120. The original text reads:
Y TRpn MR RERWIY IR MYRY Y 10p 12 19 1) KOW N2R3 N pvyl W N0

PRy TID ORY INIR T T8 TRV 107
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therefore, I am cursing your fourth son.””'?! The difficulty with this proposal
lies in the absence of evidence supporting the claim that Ham castrated his
father.

4.4 Canaan is cursed to add to the severity of Ham’s punishment

Focusing on the idea that the cursing of Ham would have a limited impact,
Nachmanides proposes that Noah deliberately curses Canaan to impact future
generations.

Now if Noah had said, ‘cursed be Ham, a servant of servants shall he be, the
punishment would have been only his since the seed already born to him is
not part of him, and perhaps Ham would no longer beget children. In that
case Noah would not have taken his vengeance of him for who knows what
shall be after him. Therefore, he cursed the son he had. Even if he will later
beget a hundred children, it is enough that the oldest son - and all his seed
with him - were cursed.'?

In line with this proposal, Nachmanides views Canaan as Ham’s eldest son.
Adopting a similar stance, Dempster writes, ‘The fact that Canaan, the “son”
of Ham, is cursed, and not Ham, shows the biblical understanding that the
curse registers an impact on the generations. Humanity is an interconnected
whole!'? A significant weakness of this approach is its failure to explain why
Ham’s other sons are not cursed.

4.5 Canaan is cursed because he is the offspring of maternal rape

Scholars who favour the idea that Ham raped his mother have suggested that
this proposal offers a suitable rationale for Noah’s cursing of Canaan. According
to Bassett, if Ham had sexual intercourse with his mother, this would ‘explain
why Noah cursed only one of Ham’s several sons, if it is further assumed that
Canaan was the fruit of such a case of incest.!** Bergsma and Hahn adopt a
similar stance:

121. The original text reads:
1‘?@ *z.m
122. Ramban (Nachmanides), Commentary on the Torah, 140. The original text reads:
9523 1R 7911 922W Y717 2 1913 P71 P 8D MY D772V T2V DN IR DR DR)
% mow a0 HHp 12 by YIMR A A0 DT M "2 iNnp 1ann NRY rz‘n T Kb *‘71&1
ing Y71 531 19030 23 ‘7’77~w T ARD T OR)
123. Stephen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A Biblical Theology of the Hebrew
Bible, New Studies in Biblical Theology 15 (Apollos/IVP, 2003), 74.
124. Frederick W. Bassett, ‘Noah’s Nakedness and the Curse of Canaan: A Case of
Incest?’, VT 21 (1971): 235.
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If Ham’s deed is understood as maternal incest, it becomes possible to
explain Canaan’s origin as the fruit of that union. This insight suddenly
illuminates two aspects of the text left unanswered by paternal-incest
theorists: why Canaan is cursed, and why Ham is repeatedly identified as
‘the father of Canaan’. Canaan is cursed because his origin was a vile, taboo

125

act on the part of his father.

This approach goes some way to explaining why Canaan is singled out for
special attention, but it rests on the tenuous premise that Ham raped his
mother, for which the text of Genesis 9 offers no clear evidence. If the issue
of Canaan’s incestuous origin was of importance to the narrator of Genesis, he
provides no obvious information to highlight this.

4.6 Canaan is cursed to justify the suppression of the Canaanites

Some scholars explain Noah’s cursing of Canaan from the perspective of how
the Canaanites are portrayed negatively in other biblical passages. Alter
remarks, ‘The whole story is made to justify the - merely hoped-for - subject
status of the Canaanites in relation to the descendants of Shem, the Israelites.!?
While it seems likely that, in Genesis, the cursing of Canaan is related to later
passages concerning the Canaanites, this approach does not explain why
Ham is portrayed as misbehaving. If the primary purpose of the narrative is
to castigate the Canaanites, it seems inappropriate to condemn them alone
because of Ham’s actions. Why are Ham'’s other sons excluded?

As with other aspects of this episode, there is no scholarly consensus as
to why Noah curses Canaan. This issue is especially awkward for those who
maintain that Ham is the sole culprit. Scholars who view Canaan as a partner in
crime partially resolve the problem, but the question remains: why does Ham
escape punishment?

5. An alternative reading

Over the past two millennia, a verdict of guilty against Ham has been virtually
unanimous in the jury of biblical scholarship.'”” Almost all commentators
assume that Ham has committed a grave sin. Remarkably, however, no
consensus exists regarding Ham’s crime, and a wide variety of proposals have
been offered to explain his offence against his father. These are based on
the two activities described in 9:22: Ham saw Noah’s nakedness and told his

125. Bergsma and Hahn, ‘Noah’s Nakedness’, 35.

126. Alter, Genesis, 40.

127. Two rare exceptions are Shufelt, ‘Noah’s Curse and Blessing’, 737-742, and
Thomas 0. Figart, A Biblical Perspective on the Race Problem (Baker Books, 1973), 56-57.
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brothers, Shem and Japheth. Scholarly views on Ham’s sin have ranged from
accusing Ham of castrating his father to homosexual activity with his father, to
incest with his mother, to voyeuristic pleasure, to dishonouring his father by
speaking inappropriately about his naked condition. Yet, all these suggestions,
without exception, go beyond what the text of verse 22 states. In each instance,
we have eisegesis rather than exegesis, as ideas are read into the text of Genesis,
often drawing on other biblical passages.

However, if we start with the supposition that Ham is innocent, nothing
that is said in verse 22 contradicts such a possibility.'*® Verse 22 may be read
as saying that Ham saw his father naked and reported this to his brothers
outside the tent where Noah was lying. Without Ham’s revelation of his father’s
nakedness to his brothers, they too might have accidentally seen their father’s
nakedness. If Ham’s actions are viewed as entirely honourable, the text of
verse 22 fittingly conveys this: nothing needs to be changed. Viewed in a less
favourable light, Ham might be considered negligent in not covering his father,
but he may not have had the means of doing this. In any case, such negligence
falls far short of the other charges that have been laid at his feet.

This reading of the text requires no ingenuity or imagination to explain
what Ham did. The text may be read literally without imposing an idiomatic
interpretation on what is said. Moreover, despite frequent assertions to the
contrary, the text never suggests that Ham’s actions should be contrasted with
those of his brothers. Had the author wished to contrast the brothers’ behaviour,
it would have been possible to break the waw-consecutive sequence at the start
of verse 23 by placing the names of Shem and Japheth before the verb. This
would have signalled an essential contrast between Ham’s actions and those
of Shem and Japheth. As to why Ham did not cover his father’s nakedness, we
can only speculate. Did he panic and rush out in fear? Or perhaps there was no
suitable garment available inside the tent to cover Noah.

Scholars openly acknowledge the difficulty of identifying Ham’s sin,
with some candidly admitting that the narrative lacks explicit details.'* The
simplest explanation of verse 22 is that Ham did nothing wrong, and notably,
the rest of the episode favours his innocence. In support of this, three factors
suggest that the true villain may be Ham’s son, Canaan.

Firstly, and most obviously, Canaan is the one cursed by Noah. As we have
noted, scholars struggle to explain why Canaan is cursed for a misdemeanour
performed by Ham. Moreover, Noah’s condemnation of Canaan is not limited

128. A presumption of innocence is the starting point in most judicial systems.
129. AsIbnEzraremarks in his commentary on Genesis 9:24, W3 nn N7 &S 21n20
(‘Scripture does not reveal what was done.)



54 TYNDALE BULLETIN 77 (2026)

to verse 25. After Noah states that Canaan will be D"V T2V (eved avadim -
‘a servant of servants’) to his brothers, Noah proceeds to announce in verses
26-27 that Canaan will be the 72D (‘servant’) of Shem and Japheth, his uncles.
While verses 26-27 are often taken to be a ‘blessing’ that Noah pronounces on
Shem and Japheth for their discretion in covering him, both verses emphasise
Canaan’s status as their slave. Noah’s remarks are not meant to be read as
blessings on Shem and Japheth, contrasting with the curse of verse 25. Instead,
Noah’s words reinforce the curse upon Canaan. While verse 25 speaks of him
being a ‘servant of servants’ to his brothers, verses 26 and 27 extend this to
include his uncles. In light of this, there is no reason to assume that the lack of
any reference to Ham in verses 24-27 is an indication that he mistreated Noah.
Since he is the father of Canaan, it would be redundant for Noah to state that
Canaan would be Ham’s 72Y. This would be expected of a loyal son.

Secondly, one of the unusual features of 9:18-27 is the brief remark that
comes in verse 18, identifying Ham as the ‘father of Canaan’ Remarkably, this
information is repeated in verse 22. The presence of this description in verses
18 and 22 is noteworthy, especially given that Ham is the father of three other
sons and Canaan is not his firstborn (10:6). Why, we might ask, is attention
drawn to Canaan at this stage in the narrative? Undoubtedly, these references
connect Canaan with Noah’s cursing of him in verse 25, but could they serve
a further purpose? Might it be that the introduction of Canaan in verse 18 is
deliberately intended to alert the reader to his significance in this episode?
Observing the ‘emphatic introduction of Canaan’ in verse 18b, and noting the
references to Canaan in verses 22, 25, 26, and 27, Jan Gertz writes, ‘Verse 18b
thus provides the theme of the narrative, which should be read primarily as
a story about Canaan, its absent but ever-present main character'*® As we
have observed, verses 21-23 lack clarity regarding what may have happened
to Noah when he was drunk. Furthermore, the actions of Ham, Shem, and
Japheth can all be interpreted without attributing any guilt to them. Might it
be that out of respect for Noah, having portrayed him in a most positive light
before this episode (Gen 6:9), the narrator intentionally leaves the reader in
the dark as to how Noah was abused? From the narrator’s perspective, it is
sufficient for the reader to know that something happened without going into
the specifics. While we can only speculate as to the narrator’s intention, he
may have expected observant readers to wonder why Canaan is mentioned,
apparently unnecessarily, in verses 18 and 22. Eventually, the reason for this
becomes evident in verses 24-27.

130. Gertz, Genesis 1-11, 352. Strikingly, of all the characters in 9:18-27, Canaan is
named more often than anyone else, including Noah.
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Thirdly, Canaan is a suitable match for the reference to Noah’s ‘youngest
son’ in verse 24. As occurs elsewhere in Genesis, the Hebrew noun j3 may denote
a grandson (e.g. 29:5; 31:55 (Heb. 32:1)). Consistent with this, Canaan is listed
in 10:6 as Ham’s youngest son, following Cush, Egypt, and Put. On the evidence
of verses 24-27, the finger of guilt points directly at Canaan. Moreover, the
narrative presents this information as coming from Noah, the injured party.
Given this evidence, as noted above, some scholars have argued that Canaan was
a co-conspirator with Ham. Others have speculated that the present episode is
based on an earlier story that listed Noah’s sons as Shem, Japheth, and Canaan.
Both proposals lack firm evidence and have significant weaknesses, but they
share a common understanding that Canaan acted nefariously. Although Noah
does not name Canaan in verse 24, he does so immediately afterwards in verses
25-27.

After centuries of being wrongly accused, an alternative reading of Genesis
9:18-28 suggests that Ham deserves to be rehabilitated as a loyal son of Noah
who acted honourably towards his father. Nothing said about him warrants
a negative assessment of his behaviour. The case for exonerating Ham and
restoring his reputation is strong, despite 2,000 years of traditions that have
condemned him. If this alternative analysis of the episode is correct, Ham should
no longer be held guilty for actions that appear to have been undertaken by his
son, Canaan. As for the nature of Canaan’s actions, we can only speculate. Most
likely, given the sensitive nature of what may have occurred and out of respect
for Noah,"! the narrator intentionally avoids being specific. Nevertheless, as
others have suggested, the episode points the finger of blame more clearly at
Canaan than at Ham.

Unravelling the Gordian knot that binds together the uncertainty
regarding Ham’s sin (v. 22), the identity of the youngest son (v. 24), and the
reason for Canaan’s punishment (vv. 25-27) has proved difficult. The history of
interpretation of Genesis 9:20-27 reveals the complexity of finding a suitable
solution. Perhaps the time has come to cut the knot and break with tradition by
exonerating Ham of all wrongdoing and identifying Canaan as the sole guilty
party. While the mystery of how Noah was abused remains, this is by far the
most straightforward solution to the problems raised by this short episode.

131. It should not be forgotten that Noah has been portrayed as ‘a righteous man,
blameless among the people of his time’ (Gen 6:9). See T. Desmond Alexander, Genesis,
Evangelical Biblical Theology Commentary (Lexham Academic, 2025), 155-156.
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