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W H AT  D I D  H A M  D O ?

Voyeurism? Paternal Incest? or  
Something Else? 



Voyeurism
This view suggests that Ham merely saw Noah naked and then 
ridiculed him in front of Shem and Japheth. 

Problem 1: There is no indication in Scripture and/or in the ANE 
context that would suggest merely seeing someone naked was bad
—especially not bad enough to warrant a curse. 

Problem 2: The text does not indicate directly, nor via literary 
device, that Ham made fun of Noah. 

Problem 3: This view does not take into account the idiomatic 
phrases “seeing nakedness” and “uncovering nakedness”. 



The paternal incest view suggests that Ham had sex with Noah while he 
was drunk and then told Shem and Japheth about it.  

1.) Procreation is an important part of the context of Genesis 9. Noah 
and his family are twice told to populate the earth (Gen 9:1, 7)—as 
were Adam and Eve. Verse 19 says they did populate the earth.  
  
2.) In the broader biblical context, wine is related to sex.  
 
“ The Song of Songs is replete with images of wine as a symbol of sexuality 
and—strikingly—the vineyard as a place of lovemaking. The drinking of wine 
functions as a prelude to intercourse in Song of Songs (8:2) and in the 
dealings of David with Uriah the Hittite (2 Sam 11). Uriah refuses to go home, 
where he would ‘drink and lie with [his] wife’ (2 Sam 11:11), so David gets 
him drunk in the hopes that he would dispense with his scruples and return to 
enjoy his spouse (2 Sam 11:13).” 

Paternal Incest



3.) The only other instance of drunkenness in Genesis comes in the 
context of parent-child incest. In Genesis 19 Lot gets drunk and 
impregnates his daughters . These illicit unions result in Moab and 
Ammon who, eventually, like Canaan, become enemies of Israel. 

*Genesis 6:1-4 

4.) Gen 9:21 - Noah “lay uncovered in his* tent.” In Hebrew, the root 
word for “uncovered” is often used in the context of illicit sexual 
encounters—particularly incestuous encounters (Lev 18 and 20; Deut 
27:20; Ezek 16). 



5.) The phrases “to see one’s nakedness” and “to uncover one’s 
nakedness” are equivalent and mean “to have sexual intercourse with”.  

Lev 20:17 (ESV) “ If a man takes his sister…and sees her nakedness, and she sees 
his nakedness, it is a disgrace,…He has uncovered his sister’s nakedness, and he 
shall bear his iniquity.” 

Ezek 16:35-38 (ESV) “Therefore, O Prostitute, hear the word of the Lord: Thus 
says the Lord God, Because your lust was poured out and your nakedness 
uncovered in your whorings with your lovers, and with all your abominable idols, 
and because the blood of your children that you gave to them, therefore, behold, I 
will gather all your lovers with whom you took pleasure, all those you loved and 
all those you hated…and will uncover your nakedness to them, that they may see 
all your nakedness. And I will judge you as women who commit adultery and shed 
blood are judged and bring upon you the blood of wrath and jealousy.”  

These considerations have lead many scholars to abandon the 
voyeuristic interpretation in favor of the paternal incest view. They 
conclude that an incestuous, homosexual act took place between Noah 
and Ham. 



Premise 1: Seeing someone’s nakedness is to uncover that person’s 
nakedness. (Lev. 20:17) 

Premise 2: Ham saw Noah’s nakedness. (Gen. 9:22) 

Premise 3: Therefore, Ham uncovered Noah’s nakedness. 
(Intermediate conclusion from 1-2) 

Premise 4: Uncovering one’s nakedness is to have sexual intercourse 
with that person. (Ezek. 16:35-38) 

Premise 5: Therefore, Ham had sexual intercourse with Noah. (from 
2-4) 

The Argument 



The Maternal Incest View

This view says that Ham had sex with his mother (or, Noah’s wife) and, 
in so doing, attempted to disgrace and usurp Noah's headship. 

‘Uncover nakedness’ is almost always used to refer to a heterosexual, 
sexual union. Further, to uncover your father’s nakedness is to have sex 
with his wife.  
 
Deut 27:20 (ESV) “Cursed be anyone who lies with his father's wife, because he 
has uncovered his father’s nakedness.”  
 
Deut 22:30 (ESV) “A man shall not take his father’s wife, so that he does not 
uncover his father's nakedness.”  

Lev 18:6-8 (ESV) “None of you shall approach any one of his close relatives to 
uncover nakedness. I am the Lord. You shall not uncover the nakedness of your 
father, which is the nakedness of your mother…You shall not uncover the 
nakedness of your father's wife; it is your father’s nakedness.” 



L E V.  1 8 : 1 - 8  ( E S V )



1.) It accounts for the idiomatic use of 
‘see nakedness’ and ‘uncover nakedness’.  

2.) It applies those phrases rightly. That 
is, it uses them to refer to an incestuous 
heterosexual union—consistent w/ the 
usage in Leviticus, Deuteronomy, etc.  

3.) It provides an explanation for the 
curse on Canaan rather than Ham. Canaan 
is the offspring of the illicit union.  

4.) It accounts for the seemingly 
superfluous repetition of ‘Ham was the 
father of Canaan’. The other brothers are 
not spoken of this way in Genesis 9.  

V I RT U E S  O F  T H E  T H E O RY “[I]f 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 the 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 act on the part of his father. 
Ham is repeatedly, and apparently 
superfluously, identified as the 
‘father of Canaan’ (vv. 18 and 20) 
because the narrator wishes to 
signal the reader that this 
narrative explains how Ham 
became ‘the father of Canaan.’" 


