
 

The Argument

The “curse of Ham” is probably the most common racist argument made from the Bible. Slaveholders and some missionaries taught that Shem. Ham and Japheth represent the races of Whites, Blacks and Asians.  The reasoning presumes that Jesus was white, though this is incredible since people in the Near East aren’t white. Ham was black, so it is claimed. Genesis 9:18 says that he was the ancestor of the Canaanites, whom God said to annihilate. This obviously leads to genocide, slavery and outright exploitation. 


Noah cursed Canaan, Ham’s son, for his perversity, which continued in the Canaanite people. And, the false argument goes, the blacks are still cursed, which explains their poverty and struggles. The visible mark of the curse is dark skin. This argument has been leveled against Native Americans and other Non-White minority groups. In the southern United States the “curse of Ham” argument is still widespread.
As another of many possible examples illustrating the consequences of this unfortunate doctrine, consider the case of the Mormons. Until recently, Mormon leaders taught the inferiority of Blacks. Brigham Young, for example, wrote: “Shall I tell you the law of God in regard to the African race? If the white man who belongs to the chosen seed mixes his blood with the seed of Cain, the penalty, under the law of God, is death on the spot” (Journal of Discourses, vol. 10, page 11, 1854-1886). Until June 1978, when a “revelation” came to the current Mormon president,  Spencer Kimball, Latter Day Saints barred Blacks from the priesthood, since they were under the “curse of Ham.” Bowing to increasing civil rights pressure, the Mormons conveniently received the “revelation” and changed their policy. 

The Hamitic peoples are explicitly said to be descendants of Ham, yes, but the curse applies specifically only to the Canaanites-a curse realized intensively during the Israelite conquest of Canaan. Once again, it wasn’t Ham who was cursed, but his son, Canaan. So-called Christians using this passage to justify racism show an appalling prejudice as well as ignorance of the Biblical text. 

The “curse of Ham” is not a curse on Hamitic peoples, such as Egyptians, but a curse on one part of the Hamitic peoples who, oddly enough, weren’t black at all. The curse became reality as the Canaanite nations sank deeper and deeper into apathy, immorality, godlessness and even into child sacrifice. Eventually God commissioned the Israelites to totally remove them from the land.
God is Judge and he has the right to determine how he will carry out his judgments. But we have no such insight, no such right. Most important, there is no connection between Hamites or Canaanites and black Africans. The passage has conveniently been lifted from its context to support racist self-interest. 

- Jacoby, Douglas. Q & A Volume 2. Billerica, Mass: DPI,  2002



One of the sons of *Noah. According to Genesis 9.20-27, Ham saw his father, Noah, lying drunk and naked in his tent, and Noah later cursed Ham’s son *Canaan, pronouncing him a slave to his brothers. Ham’s precise offense has been interpreted as castration, sexual assault, and incest. But the simplest explanation seems best: in failing to cover his naked father, Ham was disrespectful. Still, it is not Ham but his son, Canaan, whom Noah cursed, almost certainly because the story served to legitimate Israel’s conquest of Canaan and the destruction of its inhabitants. 

This passage has more recently been used to support another kind of racism. Because some of Ham’s descendants, notably *Cush, are black, the “curse on Ham has been interpreted as black(Negroid) skin color and features in order to legitimate slavery and oppression of people of African origin. This interpretation is reflected in the post biblical Christian tradition of three *Magi, one of whom is black, in parallel to Noah’s three sons. Yet it was neither Ham nor Cush who was cursed, but Canaan, the “brother” of Cush and the “son” of Ham 

· Mckenzie, Steven. The Oxford Guide to People & Places of the Bible.  New York: Oxford University Press, 2001. (p. 96)



This is sad indeed, for the Negro church is the only institution the race controls. With the exception of the feeble efforts of a few all but starved-out institutions, the education of the Negroes is controlled by the other element; and save the dramatization of practical education by Booker T. Washington, Negroes have not influenced the system at all in America. In business, the lack of capital, credit, and experience has prevented large undertakings to accumulate the wealth necessary for the ease and comfort essential to higher culture. 


In the church, however, the Negro has had sufficient freedom to develop this institution in his own way; but he has failed to do so. His religion is merely a loan from the whites who have enslaved and segregated the negroes; and the organization, though largely an independent Negro institution, is dominated by the thought of the oppressor of the race. The “educated” Negro minister is so trained as to drift away from the masses and the illiterate preachers into whose hands the people inevitably fall are unable to develop a doctrine and procedure of their own. The dominant thought is to make use of the dogma of the whites as means to an end. Whether the system is what it should be or not it serves the purpose. 


In chameleon-like fashion the Negro has taken up almost everything religious which has come along instead of thinking for himself. The English split off from the Catholics because Henry VIII had difficulty in getting sanction from the Church to satisfy his lust for amorous women, and Negroes went with this ilk, singing “God save the King.” Others later said the thing necessary is baptism by immersion; and the Negroes joined them as Baptists. Another circle of promoters next said we must have a new method of doing things and we shall call ourselves Methodists; and the negroes, then, embraced that faith.  The Methodists and Baptists split up further on account of the custom of holding slaves; and the Negroes arrayed themselves on the respective sides. The religious agitators divided still more on questions beyond human power to understand; and the Negroes started out in similar fashion to imitate them…

The “theology” of “foreigners,” too, is the important factor in this disunion of churches and the burden which they impose on an unenlightened people. Theologians have been the “bane of bliss and source of woe.” While bringing the joy of conquest to their own camp they have confused the world with disputes which have divided the church and stimulated division and subdivision to the extent that it no longer functions as a Christian agency for the uplift of all men.

To begin with, theology is of pagan origin. Albert Magnus and Thomas Aquinas worked out the first system of it by applying to religious discussion the logic of Aristotle, a pagan philosopher, who believed neither in the creation of the world nor the immortality of the soul. At best it was degenerate learning, based upon the theory that knowledge is gained by the mind working upon itself rather than upon matter or through sense perception. The world was, therefore, confused with the discussion of absurdities as it is today by those of prominent churchmen. By their peculiar “reasoning,” too, theologians have sanctioned most of the ills of the ages. They justified the Inquisition, serfdom, and slavery. Theologians of our time defend segregation and annihilation of one race by the other. They have drifted away from righteousness into an effort to make wrong seem to be right. 

While we must hold the Negroes responsible for following these ignorant theorist, we should not charge to their account the origination of this nonsense with which they have confused thoughtless people. As said above, the Negro has been so busy doing what he is told to do that he has not stopped long enough to think about the meaning of these things. He has borrowed the ideas of his traducers instead of delving into things and working out some thought of his own. Some Negro leaders of these religious factions know better, but they hold their following by keeping the people divided, in emphasizing nonessentials the insignificance of which the average man may not appreciate. The “highly educated” Negroes who know better than to follow these unprincipled men have abandoned these popular churches. 

While serving as the avenue of the oppressor’s propaganda, the Negro church, although doing some good, has prevented the union of diverse elements and has kept the race too weak to overcome foes who have purposely taught Negroes how to quarrel and fight about trifles until their enemies can overcome them. This is the keynote to the control of the so-called inferior races by the self-styled superior. The one thinks and plans while the other in excited fashion seizes upon and destroys his brother with whom he should cooperate. (P.37-40)

- Woodson, Carter. The Mis-Education of the Negro. Washington: Associated Publishers, 1933.
