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The reference of the geographical
term Canaan is complex. In ancient times
"Canaan" was used to refer to an area
between the Amanus Mountains in the
north, the Sinai Peninsula on the southwest, theMediterranean on the west, and,
to the east, the Great Rift Valley (comprising the cleft between the Lebanon and
Anti-Lebanon mountain ranges, the Sea of
Galilee, the Jordan River, and the Dead
Sea), corresponding to modem Lebanon
and Israel and parts of Turkey, Syria, and
Jordan. The Old Testament also uses the
term Canaanite to refer to members of the
merchant class, because trade and commerce remained in the hands of the older
strata of the population inhabiting the
coastal cities even after the Israelite landowners and peasants had occupied the
interior of the country. Hence the socioeconomic opposition was paradoxically
the reverse of that in some parts of early
modem Europe, where Jews were merchants and traders in the midst of a rural
native clientele.
Modem scholars use the term
Canaanite to designate those aspects of
Syro-Palestiniancultureagainst which the
religion of Moses defined itself; this usage
leads to the simplified opposition of Israeliteversus Canaanite. This is not a Biblical
usage, since, for example, the Bible speaks
of what we now call Hebrew as "the language of Canaan." The opposition does,
however, reflect the dominant Biblical
attitude toward the people of Phoenicia
and Philistia and the non-Yahweh-worshipping elements of the population of
Judah and the northern kingdom of Israel.
Thus "Canaanite" is modem shorthand
for what the core religious tradition of
Israel opposed. There are many sources
which can meaningfully be grouped together as illuminating Canaanite culture,
but the Hebrew Bible is the most informative as well as one of the least reliable.
Other sources include archeological remains as well as numerous texts, notably
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from the city of Ugarit in modern Syria
(1400-1225 B.c.).

Part of the character of Mosaic
religion was adversarial, and the official
and popular cults of Canaan provided much
to oppose. Polytheistic devotions and political appropriations of theology were
among the features most opposed by Israelite prophets and priests. Sexual activities that figured in fertility rites associated
with the worship of Ishtar and Tammuz
were also condemned, but the character of
these is harder to deduce from the extant
sources. That there was some degree of
sexual license in Canaanite cult is certain,
as is the role of female prostitutes serving
male clients, but the texts are either laconic
or formulated in a poetic language that is
still beingdeciphered.The prophets, Hosea
in particular, state clearly that the k%d&
sh5th, or femalehierodules,fomicatedwith
the male worshippers, and hence make
sexual infidelity a metaphor for Israel's
departure from the service of Yahweh. In
contrast, the role of non-Israelite male
prostitutes, or kZdEshim, serving male
clients seems to have been marginal. The
institution of cultic "dogs" (attested in
Deuteronomy, in one text from a Phoenician colony on Cyprus, and in a Punic
inscription from Carthage) is often associated with male prostitution or homosexuality, but the institution remains obscure.
(It has been associated with transvestism,
which is not in itself a matter of sexuality.
Although transvestism is well attested in
the ancient Near East, it is notably absent
from the Levant.)
Most interpretations of Canaanite religion and sexuality, from the rabbis
and church fathers to the present, make up
for a lack of information by fabulizing
reconstruction. A few modem enthusiasts
have glorified Canaan for its ostensibly
permissive and celebratory attitude toward sexuality, but this view also seems
unhistorical. Canaan remains the symbol
of thecultural and religious traditionwhich
Israel rejected and condemned, but whose
rites and practices form the backdrop for
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