Introduction to the Hebrew Bible, Adam and Eve Narrative

This essay will review and explore the statement that ‘the narrative of Adam and Eve in Genesis is a perfect example of misogynism’. However, it is important to note that the book of Genesis contains two creation accounts, so both must be considered. The first one, found in Genesis 1:1-2:4a, and the second one found in Genesis 2:4b-3:24. This essay will be written with the hopes of exploring both arguments for and against this statement, whilst exploring passages of Scripture elsewhere that prove or disprove it, alongside other secondary sources.
Many scholars have argued that this text is misogynistic and have gone as far as to say it should be abandoned entirely. In ‘Beyond God the Father’, Mary Daley said that ‘the story of Eden should be rejected as a personification of patriarchy’ [footnoteRef:1]and David Clines in ‘What Does Eve Do to Help?’ says ‘the text of Genesis 2-3 is totally male-oriented and, as a result, should be abandoned in favour of biblical passages that proclaim a message of salvation to all humanity.’ [footnoteRef:2]Yet, this is an issue that brings up lots of debate. Many scholars would argue against this belief. So, the question poses itself, who is correct? Is this narrative misogynistic, or not? [1:  Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Beacon Press, 1973).]  [2:  David Clines, What Does Eve Do to Help? And Other Readerly Questions to the Old Testament (Sheffield Academic Press, 1990).] 

In the first creation narrative, seen in Genesis 1:1-2:4a, God creates humankind; woman and man, both in his image after having created a variety of creatures of the earth, skies and seas. After having created them, he gave both dominion over these creatures.
Let us make humans in our image, according to our likeness, and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over the cattle and over all the wild animals of the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.
The Hebrew word for human is ‘adam [footnoteRef:3] and is not necessarily attributed to an explicit gender. However, this differs greatly from the second creation narrative, in which Man (Adam) is created not only before Woman (Eve), but before the creatures of the earth and air also.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Genesis 1:26 NRSVUE]  [4:  Genesis 2:7, 18-22] 

In this narrative, Woman is created in order to be a ‘helper’ to Man.[footnoteRef:5] The word ‘helper’ here is often assumed to mean that she is required to subservient to man, to not be an equal individual, in charge of the Garden of Eden, unlike in Genesis 1. This opinion has been promoted elsewhere in the Scriptures. 1 Corinthians 11:9 states that “neither man was created for the sake of woman, but woman for the sake of man”. Yet, it is necessary to look at the original Hebrew in the Genesis passage, as the Bible has been translated by generations of scholars and translation is only able to go so far. The English translation to ‘helper’ falls short in giving the reader the correct idea of what is meant, as the Hebrew word originally is ‘ezer’[footnoteRef:6]. This word is found elsewhere in Scripture, sometimes used in order to describe God, and at other times to describe military aid. Found in examples such as, Psalm 46:1 and 1 Chronicles 12:20-21.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Genesis 2:18]  [6:  Helen Paynter, The Bible Doesn’t Tell Me So: Why You Don’t Have to Submit to Domestic Abuse and Coercive Control (BRF, 2020), pp. 55]  [7:  Paynter, The Bible Doesn’t, pp. 55 - 56.] 

Others, argue that because Eve (in the second narrative) was created after Adam, she must therefore be inferior to him. The relationship between God and woman has been altered to show one of distance throughout history, through different medias such as writings and art. And this is even shown in the Bible, such as in 1 Timothy 2:12-13, which says “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve.”[footnoteRef:8] However, scholars such as Phyllis Trible have suggested, in attempts to ‘depatriarchalize’ the creation narratives, that there simply isn’t any suggestion of a sexual hierarchy in this passage. When returning to Genesis 2:7, it is evident there is no claim made that the temporal priority equates to higher value of man over woman. It is said that man is formed from dust, but people do not question if dust is worth more value than man. So, can this be a valid argument? [8:  1 Timothy 2:12-23 NRSVUE] 

The biblical text later goes onto describe the creation of woman out of man. God makes woman out of man’s rib. This often leads people to argue that woman was not made in the image of God, but in the image of man. This can be argued through the use of scriptural passages such as 1 Corinthians 11:7, which says “since he is the image and reflection of God, but woman is the reflection of man”[footnoteRef:9]. The Hebrew language used for man, and following, woman, translate to ish (for man) and ishshah (for woman)[footnoteRef:10]. So yes, woman (ishshah), was taken from man (ish) in word and flesh as Adam exclaims in Genesis 2:23. However, this idea of man or woman being created in the image of God is not a statement that is made in the Genesis 2. It does not say that woman was made in the image of man, or God, but it does not even say that man is made in the image of God in this second account. This is only stated in the first creation account, where it says that humankind (‘adam) is made in his image. [footnoteRef:11] [9:  1 Corinthians 11:7 NRSVUE]  [10:   < https://margmowczko.com/human-man-woman-genesis-2/> Citing < http://www.mechon-mamre.org/p/pt/pt0102.htm >]  [11:  Genesis 1:26-27 NRSVUE] 

Woman is often used as a ‘scapegoat’ for the fall, or sin entering the world, which is explored in Genesis 3 and results in misogynistic theologies. This can make a convincing argument that the Adam and Eve narrative is in and of itself misogynistic. According to the second creation account, God explicitly says to Adam only that he may not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, which is what results the fall of humanity, as Eve was not created at this point. But the text does not say whether or not God tells Eve the same, and yet she is often held to full account. Eve is very often depicted as having seduced Adam to eat from the forbidden tree. But this is not stated; instead, Genesis 3:6 says, “she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate”[footnoteRef:12]. The text does not so much even imply her seducing him. But the blame is very often put entirely on Eve; she is viewed as the transgressor. For example, 1 Timothy 2:14 says that it wasn’t Adam who was deceived, but Eve and as a result she became the transgressor. [footnoteRef:13]However, in returning to the original Genesis text, we see that Eve is not once called a sinner or transgressor. [12:  Genesis 3:6 NRSVUE]  [13:  1 Timothy 2:14 NRSVUE] 

Following this part of the narrative, God ‘punishes’ woman to painful childbirth and to a reality in which her husband rules over her. For years, people have enforced this text, claiming that is universal and prescriptive for all times[footnoteRef:14]. Except, venturing further into the text, there is a ‘punishment’ made for man that is not treated held in equal regard. [14:  Ruth Tucker, Black and White Bible, Black and Blue Wife: My Story of Finding Hope After Abuse (Zondervan, 2016, pp. 43-44.] 

And to the man he said “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife and have eaten of the tree about which I commanded you, you shall not eat of it, cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you return to the ground”.
As Ruth Tucker points out, people have not held this punishment to the same standard. As inventions of machinery and fertilisers have been created, this standard has changed[footnoteRef:15]. But it still took years for women to have access to pain relief during labour, despite accessibility, due to people believing this to be prescriptive to modern day and deeming it ‘ungodly’ to do otherwise.  [15:  Tucker, Black and White Bible, pp. 43-44.] 

When we consider all of this, it would be easy to definitively say that the Adam and Eve narrative is in fact a perfect example of misogyny. However, taking both accounts as they appear in Genesis and not looking to the actions or interpretations of individuals and authoritative bodies may say otherwise. That the narrative is not inherently misogynistic, but it is instead people who have used it to promote and justify misogynistic ideologies and theologies.
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