WOMEN AND RELIGION
ARTICLE FOR ENCYCLOPEDIA
This article is designed for a general encyclopaedia such as Encyclopaedia Britannica and will address the relationship between serpent and women in the ancient world including their representations in the Genesis creation narrative.

The serpent in the Ancient Near Eastern 
The serpent has appeared as a mythological and religious symbol in the Ancient Near Eastern periods and been symbolised according to diverse cultural practices that were traditional to the cultures of the time. For example, the serpent relates to the Babylonian myths “Epic of Gilgamesh” and “Adapa”, the Egyptian literature “The Primeval of Establishment of Order”, and the Canaanite “Enuma Elish” (Randolph Joines, K., 1975:1-12). The serpent in Genesis 3 has been identified by scholars as having characteristics of those identified in Ancient Near Eastern mythologies. 
The different traditions reflect alternate characteristics of the serpent and are commonly accepted as symbols of ‘recurring youthfulness, wisdom’ (Randolph Joines, 1975:1). The Ancient Near East traditions acknowledged the serpent as a symbol associated with deities and demons who were attributed with healing and sacred powers, yet the Hebrew Bible rarely views the serpent positively. 
The relationship between serpents and women in the Ancient Near East
In many of these Ancient Near East traditions women were associated with snakes, as serpents symbolised ‘fertility or the creative life force’ (Bossi, 2021:67). By likening the serpent to an umbilical cord, for some cultures this represented the unique bond between woman and the earth. Reoccurring images depicting women with serpents, for example Babylonian ‘Ishtar wearing a crown with a two headed serpent’ and the Eygyptian goddess Isis presented ‘on a throne of a giant cobra’ (Al-Sudairy, 2013:56) accentuate the connection between serpent ladies and animal as sacred and powerful ‘the embodiment of enlightenment, wisdom and immortality’ (Al-Sudairy, 2013:57).
How then has Eve ‘the last of the Serpent-Mother Priestesses’ (Bossi, 2021:69) and the serpent in the Genesis creative narrative, been transformed into the accepted notion as sinners of the Western narrative. Has the relationship between Eve and the serpent altered over the course of time to indulge cultural beliefs?
Cultural interpretations of the serpent
For many scholars who have studied mythological and religious world traditions, the serpent is often a reflection of cultural significances. Parallels exist between the serpent as both good and bad. The good is often described in terms of the serpent as being an aid to deities ‘in creating the cosmos’ (Handy, 1992:1113-1115), or as motif that inhabits a space between the realm of the created world and the underworld, to protect ‘against chaos and danger’ (Handy, 1992:1113-1115). Opposed to this sense of righteousness are the views that serpents are in the instigators in the ‘destruction of life and the universe’ and presented as ‘sly, lying, seductive’ creatures’ (Handy, 1992:1113-1115). 
Reflections on relationships between women and serpents
The relationship between women and serpents in the ancient world has been altered by Christianization and is now detached from what symbolized the oldest theme of female power. The combination of women and serpent together were considered ‘holy in preclassic Aegan civilisation, since both embodied the power of life, sexuality, fertility, knowledge and wisdom’ (Chakraborty,2017: 156). The mystery of life has manifested itself through the ideologies of ancient man in the belief that immortality was expressed through the serpent renewing itself by the shedding of its skin. The powerful immortality theme was transferred onto the woman’s pregnancy cycle and birth of a child (Al-Sudairy, 2013:57). The connection between woman and serpent can be seen through imagery such as the Rainbow Serpent of Indigenous Australian cultures, who has been depicted in paintings as a vagina, thus symbolising ‘life creativity’ (Al-Sudairy:67). Serpents in the ancient world had a ‘positive influence on society’ (Jones, 2022:7) by means of their powers connected to rebirth, healing and regeneration and it is justifiable to say that this positive image would have been overlayed onto the women associated with them. Recent scholarly arguments argue that the pre-Christian conception of women and serpent was one of potent intimacy, as when the Genesis creative narrative was written ‘the concept of the devil had not yet been invented’ (Dolansky, 2021) and thus the relationship between serpent and woman was still thought of with positive affirmation. 
Representation of Eve in the Hebrew Bible (Gen 2-3; 4:1-2)
The creation story in Genesis introduces us to Eve as the first woman and plausibly the most well known of the women that appear in the Hebrew Bible. Though she appears only on four occasions in the Bible, Eve has become known as ‘the mother of all living – progenitor of mankind’ (Mondriann, 2007:172) yet simultaneously generates a negative aspect through her sinful act of succumbing to temptation. Eve’s conversion into a fallen woman is symbolic of a myth that wishes to express the ‘transforming of harmony into disharmony’ (Vogels, 1996:197-199) and as the narrative is not a historical report, the writing indicates ‘primitive attempts to explain phenomena such as love between man and woman’ (Cohen, 1939,196-198). Gen 3:16b communicates a message from God enlightening the reader on the how the relationship between Eve and her husband Adam will be and has been recounted over many centuries as man having power over submissive women. Eve’s reputation as a sinful seductress in the Genesis 2-3 account when she hands Adam the apple, is a misconception, as both characters eat of the fruit, yet for many centuries, the woman has taken the blame for ‘The Fall of Man’ (Meyers, Craven & Kraemer, 2000:80). Contemporary feminist scholars, particularly during the suffragette movement of the 19th century, began to see the role and image of Eve in a more positive way, and remove the negative connotations of her character suggesting that Eve’s image has been ‘more strongly coloured by postbiblical culture’ (Meyers et al, 2000:79) than by the narrative of the bible itself. Meyers et al concede that this alternative thinking reforms the ‘patriarchal notions of male dominance’ that presides over interpretive traditions and seeks to appreciate how the first woman ‘might have functioned in Israelite culture’ (2000:79-80). 
The relationship between serpent and woman in the Genesis creation narrative
The creation story in the Hebrew Bible shaped the devilish persona’s for both Eve and the serpent, and women became ‘the devils gateway’ (Chakraborty, 2017:157). This motif has seeped into cultures for thousands of years, yet scholars are now arguing that in the early Christian era, certain sects ‘worshipped the snake as a benevolent Female Spiritual Principal’(Chakraborty:157) and yet the relationship between Eve and the serpent in Genesis bears little resemblance to the positive traits identified in earlier civilizations. The power of life, sexuality and fertility, knowledge and wisdom are characteristics that are relinquished in both Eve and the serpent at the start of Christianity, and the relationship initiated ‘both the body, and sexual pleasure, becoming objects of abhorrence’ (Chakraborty:157). Contemporary scholarship suggests the relationship between the characters of Eve and the serpent can be interpreted as a means ‘to extend the direction of Eve’s thinking’ (Kimelman, 1996:8), and the intertwining is deliberately constructed to broaden Eve’s character. Interpretations of chapter 3:6 in Genesis, when Eve and the intelligent serpent first interact, position the woman as the first human to speak, which possibly reflects the ‘female skill with words’ (Meyers et al:80).  Studies of the etymology of the name Eve have provided conflicting views between scholars. For some, the name is associated with life bearing, yet other arguments consider Eve’s name change to Havva in Gen. 3:20 as linguistically derived from the Aramaic serpent. The linkage between serpent and woman can be interpretated as the serpent representing a side of Eve, of which she is ‘struggling with her own susceptibilities’ (Kimelman:37).  There do appear to be connections between the name Eve in Genesis and the serpent, yet uncertainties remain.
The relationship between woman and serpent in the Ancient world was a powerful symbol of life and procreation.  Eve, as the first woman presented in the Hebrew Bible, still characterised elements of being a creator, but an image of sinfulness has been superimposed upon her, through her connections with the serpent. Kimelman states that ‘Genesis alone gives the creation woman separate billing’ (1996:36) and progressive, interpretations of the biblical text are liberating both woman and serpent ‘from the restraints of past history’ (1996:35).  
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