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Adam and Eve in Genesis
Is the story ‘a perfect example of misogynism’, or has it simply been read that way?
1. Introduction
Few stories have done more to shape how the West thinks about men and women than Genesis 2–3. That is exactly why the claim that the narrative of Adam and Eve is ‘a perfect example of misogynism’ is easy to make and hard to test. The real question underneath it is narrower: is the hostility towards women in the text, or in the people who have read the text?
This report looks at the Hebrew narrative first and then at some of its most influential readers. My argument is straightforward. The story has certainly been used against women, and for a very long time. But the text itself is more open than that use suggests. It is fairer to say that Adam and Eve have been read misogynistically than to say that it is misogynistic.
2. What the Text Actually Says
2.1 The creation of the woman
In Genesis 2, God shapes the first human being (ha’adam) out of the dust and breathes life into him. Then comes the line that starts the whole argument: God will make him ‘a helper as his partner’.1 Everything turns on the Hebrew phrase ezer kenegdo. In English, ‘helper’ sounds like an assistant, someone who fetches things. But ezer is the same word used of God helping Israel in Psalm 121, and nobody reads that as God taking the junior role.2 The word on its own simply does not prove that the woman is the lesser of the two.
It is also worth putting Genesis 1:27 back next to it, where God makes humanity ‘male and female’ at the same moment and in the divine image.3 Phyllis Trible reads the two accounts together and finds equality rather than ranking. Carol Meyers adds a practical angle: in an ancient Israelite farming village, the work of women and men was equally necessary, and the text reflects that shared load rather than a chain of command.4
2.2 The Fall
In Genesis 3 the serpent speaks to the woman, and she answers it. She knows the command and can argue about it; she is not simply tricked into silence. She then takes the fruit, eats, and gives some to her husband, ‘who was with her’.5 That short phrase is easy to skip and impossible to unsee. Adam is standing there for the whole conversation, and he says nothing.
Then the consequences arrive. The woman is told that her husband ‘shall rule over’ her.6 This is the verse the whole debate hangs on, and what it means is genuinely unsettled.
3. How the Story Has Been Read
3.1 The Church Fathers
Much of the misogyny attached to Genesis arrives later than Genesis. Tertullian addressed women directly as ‘the devil’s gateway’ and laid the Fall at the feet of the female sex.7 Augustine was calmer in tone but reached a similar place: Eve being the one deceived showed, for him, a natural order in which women are properly subject to men.8 These readings did not stay in books. They fed into canon law, marriage doctrine and everyday attitudes for well over a thousand years.
3.2 Feminist re-readings
Trible’s key move is a distinction between describing and prescribing. On her reading, Genesis 3:16 describes what goes wrong after the disobedience; it is not God’s instruction for how marriage ought to work. If that is right, the verse is a lament about a broken world rather than a rule for running one.9
Elizabeth Cady Stanton got there earlier and much more bluntly. The Woman’s Bible (1895) argued that Genesis had been used as a tool to keep women out of education, public life and ministry. Her work is more polemic than close exegesis, but it opened a door that later scholars walked through.10 Meyers grounds the discussion in the ancient Near East, and Susan Haddox makes the methodological point plainly: gender in the Hebrew Bible is built out of narrative and social setting, rather than handed down as a fixed divine ruling.11
4. Discussion
Three things push back against the claim that this is a ‘perfect example’ of misogyny.
First, the punishments are matched. If Genesis 3:16 belongs to the broken world rather than the created one, then male rule is a symptom in the story, not a design for it. The man’s sentence supports that reading: he is given painful labour in the soil just as she is given pain in childbirth. The two go together.
Second, the blame is shared. Adam is present. Both eat, both are questioned, and both are given consequences. Singling Eve out is something readers have done; the chapter itself does not.
Third, the setting is not a gender treatise. Genesis was written in and for a subsistence farming society preoccupied with work, childbirth and death. It was later used as an argument about the ranking of the sexes, but it does not read like one.
None of this makes the story harmless. The woman made from a rib, the woman reaching for the fruit first, and ‘he shall rule over you’ are all there, and people have done real damage with them. But the damage sits mostly in the reception: in Tertullian’s rhetoric, in Augustine’s reasoning, and in centuries of reading habits built on top of them, rather than unambiguously in the Hebrew.
5. Conclusion
Tested against the text, the statement needs heavy qualification. Genesis 2–3 contains material that has been used to subordinate women, but it also supports readings built on mutuality, shared responsibility and a distortion of an order that began as equal. The misogynistic legacy owes more to the interpreters than to the narrative.
So the useful question is not really whether Genesis is misogynistic. It is how and why it came to be read that way, and what the story looks like once those assumptions are put down. On that question the debate is still very much open.
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