Is the narrative of Adam and Eve in Genesis a perfect example of misogynism?


Eve is, undoubtedly, the most recognised woman in the Hebrew Bible who, according to said Bible, ‘represents all women’. She is hailed as being the mother of all living beings – ‘The man called his wife’s name Eve because she was the mother of all living.’ (Gen. 3:20) Despite this impressive role Eve is also famously characterised negatively as being a seductress, who tempts her partner Adam by encouraging him to go against God’s orders, inviting him to eat a piece of forbidden fruit offered to her by the devil, who is disguised as a serpent, leading to them being banished from Eden, a Paradise created by God.  The stories of Eve have resulted in her becoming both a symbol of femininity and an example of disobedience, depending on which narrative is focused on. Considering the negative connotations associated with her supposed betrayal, theologists and academics have, in recent years, questioned whether Eve has been unfairly viewed, and have accused the Hebrew Bible, particularly Genesis, of misogyny and sexism. It is a question that is widely debated, and it has raised some very interesting questions. Is the portrayal of Eve in Genesis misogynistic, or is it due to interpretation?

According to the creation story in Genesis 2-3 Eve is the first woman to be created by God. Her purpose is to be a companion to Adam, the first man on Earth, and her role involves becoming his wife and bearing his children. The story of Eve has been described as a prime example of men dominating women, with arguments being presented that her sole purpose is to benefit Adam. To explore the theory, it is important to look at the Creation story and its wording. Delving into her background, though the Bible does not directly call Eve a sinner, the most prominent story about her is of a woman who disobeys God and naively follows a sly serpent’s orders. Whilst living in Eden, the pure and innocent Adam and Eve are forbidden by God to eat from a particular tree, however, there is a battle between good and evil with the serpent, who is the Devil in disguise, encouraging them. The battle concludes with the couple being unable to resist temptation, enticed into eating the fruit and falling victim to the Devil’s cunning ways. 

Going against God’s orders results in repercussions, with the consequences being harsh. Their actions are condemned by God and the couple is banished from their Paradise, Eden. In addition to this, God instils further punishment upon the couple. Adam, accused of listening to the voice of his wife, is subjected to a life of hardship, whilst Eve is condemned to having to suffer repeated painful childbirth. Some people believe that the punishments are unequal as, whilst Adam must work hard to eat, Eve is punished physically and painfully. This amplifies the argument that their punishments are not comparable, and that Eve must suffer stricter and more harsh retribution, despite them both being responsible. It is a tale of good vs evil, with the moral being that actions have consequences. It is notable that, although they both ate the fruit, Eve is blamed by God himself. This is used as just one of the examples of misogyny, as all the blame was laid unfairly on her. 

She is a popular figure in art and literature, and a lot of depictions is of Eve are often sexualised. The imagery of her generally present a naked, long-haired woman, and most paintings and drawings contain a fruit tree and a serpent. Both the snake and the fruit, usually an apple, symbolise the forbidden fruit story and are two of the most notable objects associated with Eve. She is also seen in many images offering or handing Adam a piece of fruit, a symbol of her supposed seductive ways. She is also portrayed more sexually than Adam, especially in contemporary material. Whilst both are naked, or at most covered with leaves or a loincloth, Eve’s breasts are usually on display. This contrasts with the imagery of Adam, which very rarely has his genitals showing. In addition to this, there is certainly a difference in how some artists represent both characters. For instance, in Michelangelo’s ‘Creation of Eve,’ she is painted as a meek woman, whose head is hanging low, whilst her body is hunched awkwardly. She appears to be holding her hands out in prayer towards God, showing “deference to her creator[footnoteRef:1].” Michelangelo’s ‘Creation of Adam’ is the opposite of this and Adam is painted as a strong, fit being, laid in a relaxed pose with his arm outstretched towards God.  [1:  https://spectatio.wordpress.com/2012/05/21/sistine-chapel-all-about-eve/] 


Accusations of misogyny don’t just relate to Eve, and to determine whether it is a viable argument, one must look at how other women in the Bible are represented. Contrary to the belief that Eve was the first woman created, some speculate that there was another woman before her; Lilith. Now known in Judaism as a ‘she-demon’, she “represents chaos, seduction and ungodliness[footnoteRef:2]”. Rabbinic literature writes that Lilith was disobedient and refused to submit or be subservient to her husband Adam, resulting in her being banished from Eden. This highlights how some women in the Bible are viewed, with refusal to submit to men resulting in severe punishments and accusations of being a demon.  [2:  https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/people-cultures-in-the-bible/people-in-the-bible/lilith/] 


Whilst there are numerous strong arguments supporting the narrative that Genesis is misogynistic, some dispute that, rather than Genesis being sexist, its people’s interpretation of the book that has created this viewpoint. Adam being created first is one of the main points used to justify the argument, with claims that this implies men are most important, however, in some accounts of the Creation story God made animals first. Therefore, it could be said that animals are more important than humans altogether. Furthermore, according to Genesis 1-2, God made humankind first, as a pose to man; ‘So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them male and female he created them’ (Gen. 1:27)

With regards to Eve’s transgression, nowhere in Genesis does it call her a sinner. Adam willingly takes the fruit from Eve and is also punished for his role in the incident, with God condemning him to a life of difficult labour and cursing his descendants. Given the fact that Eve was the instigator, God chose to punish them both with, what some would say, equally harsh consequences. This strengthens the argument that Genesis is unbiased towards gender. It’s also a misconception that she seduces Adam sexually, as there is no mention of this in Genesis. The sexualisation of Eve can also be compared to that of Adam. They are both either naked, or have very little covering their bodies, and some imagery shows Adam’s genitals, similarly to how Eve’s breasts are shown. He is almost always sketched as a handsome, muscular man, and is equally sexually objectified in art and literature.

Interpretation is very important when reading into the meaning of certain verses, and it is necessary to remember this text was written thousands of years ago, during a time when women had little to no rights and were objectified. They were classed as inferior to men, who would have been the ones reading and preaching, allowing them to mould the story to suit their narratives. People take from the story what they want, and things have been misconstrued. For instance, nowhere in Genesis does it say what type of fruit Eve picked, however, most literature refers to the fruit as an apple. 

There is also an emphasis on Eve being Adam’s partner and helper as the other living creatures were not suitable. This suggests that Adam was not capable or strong enough alone, and Eve was needed. God called Adam’s partner ‘Ezer’, a Hebrew word that translates to ‘help. “The word “helper” in English denotes a feeling of being inferior. However, when taken back to its meaning as the Hebrew word, inferior is not implied. The consensus among scholars is that the word is more accurately translated as “strong helper[footnoteRef:3]”. Adam also named her Eve, which means ‘life’ or ‘life giver’, referring to her role in the procreation of humans. Without Eve, there would be no life. This is a vital role, and arguably the most important of all.  [3:  https://knowyourmothers.com/the-mother-of-all-life/] 


Along with questions about interpretation there are also translation and language issues when reading Genesis. An example of this is Eve being created from Adam’s rib, or ‘tzela’. This is a common mistranslation and “Nowhere else in Scripture is ‘tzela’ translated as rib, except for these two instances in Genesis, but is translated as “side” or “sides” the other forty times it is used in the Old Testament[footnoteRef:4].” [4:  https://knowyourmothers.com/the-mother-of-all-life/] 


Referring to how other women in the Bible are portrayed, there are some very strong female characters in both Genesis and the other stories. The Bible contains stories of women such as Deborah, a prophet and heroine who ruled Israel and was also a military leader and Esther, who risks her life to save Jewish lives, ultimately preventing a genocide. Genesis in particular talks of Sarah and Rebekah, loved by their husbands and matriarchs of Israel, as well as stories of Leah and Rachel, affectionally known as ‘mothers of Israel’. There are also female metaphors describing God, such as God being a woman in childbirth, and a loving mother.

Questioning whether the narrative of Adam and Eve in Genesis is a perfect example of misogynism is unlikely to ever yield a definitive answer. Scholars and academics have theorised and put forward their views and opinions and will continue to do so and there will likely always be a debate, depending on personal perspective. 

Essentially, Genesis is a historical text written at the time by men for men, during an era in which women were considered lesser, and it is likely that it is these men in question who formed these viewpoints and conjured up the negativity surrounding Eve. Whilst many people can no longer relate, it is necessary when reading these texts that the reader understands these were the worldviews of the ancient world, and things that may have been socially acceptable to say and feel back then are not today. Furthermore, when the question of whether Genesis should be changed and updated to modern standards is asked, it is crucial to remember that as a reader, it is not required or necessary to have to respond to the text, readers are free to accept or reject the material they’re reading.  
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