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Introduction 

In the last decade, a number of monographs and forays in the field of 
Muslim women’s studies have attempted to examine the place of the 
Muslim woman in the interpretive heritage of Islamic exegetical texts, par- 
ticuly the hadith tufsir literature from the period of classical Islam.’ The fig- 
ure of Eve (Hawwa’ in Qur’anic terminology) is an inevitable topic of dis- 
cussion in all of these scholarly studies, primarily due to her definitive role 
in the evolution of gender categories in the Islamic exegetical texts, and, 
subsequently, how this role has become an indicator of direction for the 
Muslim woman’s identity. The figure of Eve, in short, as articulated by 
Muslim classical exegetes, has not ony defined the identity of Muslim 
woman; it has also set the parameters for how that identity has been forged. 
Yet, the traditional view of Eve portrays woman as both physically and 
mentally inferior to man, as well as spiiitually inept. This classical inter- 
pretation of Eve has come to be endowed with sacred authority, more so by 
virtue of its place in our Islamic past than by any Qur’anic sanction. 

This is not to imply that all of the medieval classical writings on Islam 
constitute a monolithic whole. After all, the sources of the Shari‘ah, name- 
ly, the Qur’an and the hadith, historically have been highly adaptable texts: 

In the case of the Qur’an, its directives are general, broad, and flex- 
ible in most cases; therefore they could be translated into the terms 
of a specific social reality of each generation of interpreters. 
Concerning the hadith . . . given the inevitable gap between the 
actual and the idealized. . . it is not surprising that the Hadith con- 
tains an abundance of varied and often contradictory traditions, 

Hibba Abugideiri is a doctoral candidate in the history department in Georgetown 
University, Washington, DC. 



Abugideiri: Allegorical Gender 519 

from which Muslim interpreters could and can choose various 
details to substantiate their teachings? 

Potentially, such flexibility in textual analysis allows for diverging theo- 
retical analysis. Yet, ultimately, it has been the restrictive theoretical 
interpretation of traditionalists that has prevailed in Islamic tradition and 
writings, for it is this group of Muslims who wrote the bulk of the volu- 
minous literature on the “truly Islamic” status of women? When review- 
ing the commentaries and scriptural references from their literature, 
specifically concerning the image of Eve, it is no wonder that Muslim 
women as a gender are viewed by conservatives as intellectually unequal 
and spiritually inferior. 

This analysis does not stray far from either the critical topic or the 
methodological approach of the gender studies noted above. In addition, 
it attempts a rereading of Eve’s significance and role in the Qur’anic nar- 
rative of creation in order to formulate new gender definitions that are 
more consonant with the Qur’an’s broader worldview and that provide 
more appropriate views of gender for contemporary times. A textual 
analysis of the Qur’anic text present a very different picture of Eve than 
that presented by classical traditionalists-that of a naturally equal and 
spirtually cognate being. 

The Eve of Muslim Traditionalists 

A synopsis of traditionalist views in the twin areas of Eve’s ~ n ~ e  and 
creative purpose as well as her role in “the fall” reveal not only contradic- 
tory statements, but also reflect deeply embedded preconceived presuppo- 
sitions of gender. Some conservative commentaries often refer to Eve’s 
physical and spiritual nature as stemming from the “crooked bone” of 
Adam. Quoted from the article of Smith and Haddad is one of the most 
common hadiths referred to as authoritative on Eve’s nature. Related by Ibn 
‘Abba and Ibn Mas‘iid, it states: 

When God sent Jblis out of the Garden and placed Adam in it, he 
dwelt in it alone and had no one to socialize with. God sent sleep 
on him and then He took a rib from his left side andplacedflesh in 
its place and created H a w 8  [Eve] from it. When he awoke he 
found a woman seated near his head. He asked her, “Who are 
you?” She answered, “Woman.” He said, “Why were you creat- 
ed?” She said, “That you mightfind rest in me.” The angels said, 
“What is her name?” and he said, “HawwP.” They said, “Why was 
she called Hawwa’?” He said, “Because she was created from a liv- 
ing thing.”‘ 

This particular view of Eve is endorsed by a similar hadith attributed to the 
Prophet. “Crooked bone” underlines the physical imperfection of women, 
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and, by implication, their mental and spiritual ineptitude-a conclusion 
drawn from the chronological order of creation: Eve was created second, 
thus secondary to Adam who was created first. 

Much of the “crooked bone” interpretation found in commentaries, 
such as al-Zamakhshaii’s, is based on a singular word:from (here trans- 
lated as “out of it”). It is found in the verse describing the creation of the 
first human couple, as well as all of humanity. 
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0 Mankind! Be conscious of your Sustainer, Who created you out 
of one living entity, and out of it creured its mate, and out of the 
two spread abroad a multitude of men and women. And remain 
conscious of God, in whose name you demand [your rights] from 
one another, and of these ties of kinship. Verily, God is ever watch- 
ful over you! (Qur’an 41)  

First, because the Qur’an speaks of the primordial pair as “Adam and 
zuwj,” rather than Adam and Eve, the majority of Muslims assume that 
Adam was the first human being created by God and that he was a male, 
since the Qur’an speaks of “Adam and zuwj.” If “Adam” were a man, it fol- 
lows that “Adam’s zuwJ’t’ would be a woman. Hence, the zuwj mentioned in 
the Qur’an becomes equated with Eve.” Second, because she was created 
min or “from” Adam, she was naturally inferior, so say traditionalists, since 
the 

meaning of the min gives rise to the idea that the first created 
being (taken to be a male person) was complete, perfect and 
superior. The second created being (a woman) was not his equal, 
because she was taken out of the whole, and therefore, derivative 
and less than it.6 

Therefore, the order of creation is central to the natural composition and 
predetermined disposition of female creation. 

Despite Eve’s “inherent” anatomical and mental flaw, conservative 
interpretations do find a meaningful purpose behind women’s cre- 
ation-they serve a vital purpose as childbearers and as sexual 
vestibules for men. Hadith commentators never contrived the expres- 
sion “to find rest in [women],” for it is an authentic Qur’anic quotation 
(7: 189). They, did, nevertheless, infer its meaning. Because this verse 
alludes to the sexual act, it is often asserted that the female’s sole pur- 
pose is sexually oriented: reproduction attained through fulfillment of 
male sexual desires and thus the verse’s translation as “that you might 
find rest in them.’” This leads al-Zamalchshafi (a leading Qur’anic 
interpreter) and al-‘Aqqad (a noted Muslim contemporary) to conclude 
that men, by nature, are “preferred” by God over women in terms of 
“intelligence, physical constitution, determination and physical 
strength.”* 
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Eve’s flawed nature, in turn, necessarily informs her role in the parable 
of the Garden. While some narratives blame the primordial pair for eating 
from the “forbidden tree,” still others clearly point the finger at Eve for 
being the temptress of Adam. Al-Tabmi cited the following haditlr 

God asked Adam, “Why did you eat it when I forbade you?’ and 
Adam answered, “0 Lord, Eve made me eat it.” Then God asked 
Eve, “Why did you feed it to him?” She said, ‘The serpent com- 
manded me.” So he ased the serpent, “Why did you command 
her?” whreupon the serpent replied, “Satan commanded me? 

Despite the disparity in narratives, commentators leave little doubt 
that Eve’s intentions were ill. Be it explicitly stated or implicitly allud- 
ed to, many of the noted commentaries depict Eve as a seductress. 
Take, for example, al-Tabafi, who is often referred to as an evenhand- 
ed and objective commentator. In his Tdrikh (1: 108), God specifically 
accused Eve of tempting Adam, who succumbed only after being 
tempted by her.” This must not be such a far-fetched portrayal of Eve, 
since the narratives of al-Razi and al-Tha’labi include it in their respec- 
tive collections as well.” A true understanding of the Qur’anic text, how- 
ever, renders a diametrically opposed view of Eve, thus of all women as 
well. 

The Qur’anic Eve 

The Qur’anic narrative of Adam and Eve and the first sin of humanity 
is alluded to throughout the Qur’an, but it is found at length in three surahs 
(2:30-39; 7:ll-27; 20115-134). In addition to relating the lessons of dis- 
obedience, Satan’s temptations and deception, God‘s mercy and guidance, 
and, finally, personal accountability,’* a careful rereading of these passages 
reveals a very different understanding of female spirituality, one that is not 
found in conservative writings. This understanding can best be illustrated 
in the nature and creative purpose of Eve and her consignment to and 
expulsion from the Garden. 

Nowhere in the Qur’an is there any explicit reference to the actual cre- 
ation of Adam’s female partner, nor is she ever mentioned by name once 
her existence is recognized.’3 This falls in tandem with Adam‘s creation, 
which is only mentioned once (3:59), but in a context outside issues of gen- 
der. As far as the Qur’an specifying Adam’s name, while the term darn 
occurs twenty-five times in the Qur’an, it functions as a collective noun (as 
opposed to a personal proper noun), often replacing the generic terms for 
humanity: al-insGn or bashar.‘4 

[One] reason why the Qur’an leaves the terms “Adam” and zawj 
deliberately unclear, not only as regards sex but also as regards 
number, is because its purpose is not to narrate certain events in the 
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life of a man and a woman (i.e., the Adam and Eve of popular 
imagination), but to refer to some life experiences of all human 
beings, men and women together.” 

Clearly, the specific naming and the mode of creation is not the point of 
emphasis. Instead, the focus of their creation, particularly the creation of 
Eve, must be viewed within the context of why humanity as a whole was 
created. The principal purpose of man’s existence lies in worshipping the 
Supreme Creator (“I have only created jinns and men, that they may serve 
Me”; 5 156). 

Worship, then, frames all other functions of humanity, particularly 
vicegerency. 

And lo! Thy Sustainer said unto the angels: “Behold, I am about to 
establish upon earth one who shalI inherit it.” They said: “Wilt 
Thou place on it such as will spread corruption thereon and shed 
blood-whereas it is we who extol Thy limitless glory, and praise 
Thee, and hallow Thy name?” [God] answered “Verily, I know 
that which you do not know.” (2:30) 

As indicated in this verse, vicegerency was part of God‘s divine plan 
before humanity was ever created. Moreover, khilafuh was bestowed 
upon humanity not only as a responsibility (i.e., to establish God‘s will 
on Earth), but also as a privilege, since through “inheritance” humanity 
becomes the supreme possessor of Earth.I6 Incidentally, this explains 
why human beings are spoken of as khulufa’ ul-urd throughout the 
Qur’an.” Earth, then, was the destined dwelling place of humanity long 
before the first sin was committed, which draws major implications in 
defining the nature of humanity as well as the way “the fall of humanity” 
is interpreted. 

Although the timing and mode of human creation is ambiguous, the 
nature of human beings is not. 

And lo! Thy Sustainer said unto the angels: “Behold, I am about to 
create mortal man out of sounding clay, out of dark slime trans- 
muted; and when I have formed him fully and breathed into him of 
My spirit, fall down before him in prostration! (1528-29) 

Before humanity was ever created, God states clearly that all human 
beings would be endowed with His spirit (riih). When referring to human 
creation, the Qur’an categorically refers to their common origin as nafsin 
wdhidatin (single soul), referring to the f i i t  human entity. While nuts can- 
not be translated literally, it can be understood through its primary attrib- 
utes, traditionally cited as soul, spirit, mind, self, and person.” It was the 
classical commentators who chose “human beings” as its prevalent mean- 
ing, just as they asserted that this referred to Adam, who was assumed to 
be male.I9 
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However, as Amina Wadud-Muhsin correctly pointed out, the term nafs, 
while solely referring to humanity, is, nonetheless, genderless in nature. 

Allah never planned to begin the creation with a male person; nor 
does it ever refer to the origins of the human race with Adam. It 
does not even state that Allah began the creation of humankind 
with the nafs of Adam, the. This omission is noteworthy 
because the Qur’anic version of the creation of humankind is not 
expressed in gender terms.” 

As the attributes of nufs are neutral, and as there is no mention of gender 
within the context of creation, the only logical conclusion that can follow 
is that humanity’s origin is not gender specific. “That Allah’s original cre- 
ation was undifferentiated humanity and not either man or woman . . . is 
implicit in a number of Qur’anic passages, in particular Surah 75:36-39.’n’ 
Or, in S&ah al-Nisd’, where God tells humanity: 

0 Mankind! Be conscious of your Sustainer, who has created you 
out of one living entity, and out of it created its mate, and out of the 
two spread abroad a multitude of men and women. (4:l) 

The genderlessness of the nafs, however, does not imply the sex- 
lessness of Adam. Clearly, the Qur’an acknowledges the anatomical 
aspect of creation (827-8; 95:4). In short, the nafs itself did not deter- 
mine the gender of the first primordial human; it was merely enshrined 
in Adam’s body. Rather, thisfijrah (primordial nature) determined the 
mental and spiritual outfit that would enable humanity to fulfill its sole 
purpose of worship and its primary function as khulifah on earth. Taken 
as such, if Adam was created as a neuter being, then logically speaking, 
the second primordial being, who was “created from Adam,” could only 
be neuter as well. 

The nature and creative purpose of Eve tows the line of the discussion 
toward khilcijiah and nufs. When analyzing only part of the aforementioned 
verse “and out of it created its mate” (Qur’an 4: I), glimpses of Eve’s nature 
and purpose come to the fore. “‘The verse means that humankind was cre- 
ated inlof the same fype as a single nafs, and that the zawj of that m$s was 
taken from that Mfs.”zz Simply stated, Eve was of the same nature (m$s) as 
Adam by virtue of being endowed with the same divine soul (r*). Eve, 
then, was created from Adam’s naf, not from his physical body. In addi- 
tion to contradicting the verse “We have mated you in the best of molds” 
(Qur’an 95:4), Eve’s “crooked bone” clearly clashes with humanity’s 
anatomical perfection. 

Him Who created thee, fashioned thee in due proportion, and gave 
thee a just bias, in whatever form He wills, does He put thee 
together. (83:7-8) 
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By implication, in the absence of a distinction in the anatomical nature of 
human creation, there is no difference in the spiritual potential of both men 
and women. 

There is no indication that the Qur’an intends for us to understand that 
there is a primordial distinction between males and females with regard to 
spiritual potential. Therefore, whatever differences exist between males and 
females could not indicate an inherent value, or else free will would be 
meaningless.23 What is important about humanity’s origin lays more in the 
spiritual out& than in the physical body itself. To borrow from Sayyid Qu.tb, 

Allah has perfected all His creation; and the special emphasis laid 
here and elsewhere in the Qur’an on man being endowed with per- 
fect form shows clearly that this creature, man, has enjoyed extra 
care . . . . Allah’s care is most clearly apparent in the molding of his 
highly complicated physical structure and his unique spiritual and 
mental makeup. . . . Moreover, the superiority of man’s creation is 
most clearly apparent in the spiritual qualities. He is made in a way 
which enables him to attain a sublime standard, superior to that of 
the highest ranking angels.% 

As a result, if the conservatists’ argument for Eve’s secondary and inferior 
position is taken to its logical conclusion, would not humanity fare much 
worse than Eve since it is created from both Adam and Eve and, therefore, 
would fall in third place in the order of creation? How, then, could human- 
ity be God‘s appointed trustee on earth having come from a perfect male 
and imperfect female? As physical and mental equals, on the other hand, 
the function of Adam and Eve as vicegerents becomes a shared responsi- 
bility. “In fact, the compatible mutually supportive functional relationships 
between men and women can be seen as part of the goal of the Qur’an with 
regard to society.’“ 

KhiZMuh, moreover, does not negate the stated purpose of Eve qua 
mate (zuwf); rather, it informs it. As illustrated earlier, because Eve was cre- 
ated second (not to mention Adam’s “crooked bone”), she is inferior to 
Adam, who was humanity’s first and perfect creation. Traditionalists try to 
buttress this view with the Qur’anic verse (4:l) mentioning “Adam and 
zuwj.” Zawj, however, should not be translated as “wife” or “spouse” (or 
“husband,” for that matter), but rather as “mate,” since conceptually it is 
neither masculine nor feminine (it is used in the Qur’an for plants and ani- 
mals, in addition to humans)?6 Furthermore mate, as opposed to wife, cor- 
responds with the Qur’anic accounts of creation at large, which is based on 
the contingent pak everything in creation is paired?’ “Glory be to Hinr 
Who created all uzwiij in whatever the earth produces, and of their own 
nafs, and of that which they know not” (3636). 

In this usage, a pair is made of two coexisting forms of a single 
reality, with some distinctions in nature, characteristics and func- 
tions, but two congruent parts formed to fit together as a whole. 
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“Each member of the pair presupposes the other semantically and 
stands on the very basis of this correlation.’“ 

The Qur’anic account of the creation does not emphasize who was created 
first and who was created second and then assign certain subjective values 
to that chronological order. Instead, the Qur’an reinforces the equality and 
shared nature of the first primordial pair. The stated creative purpose of Eve 
as “mate” is in tune with this necessary dualism. 

It is He Who created you from a single person, and made his mate 
of like nature, in order that he might dwell with her in love. When 
they are united, she bears a light burden and carries it about (unno- 
ticed). When she grows heavy, they both pray to God their Lord, 
(saying): If Thou givest us a goodly child, we vow we shall (ever) 
be grateful. (7:189) 

As a pair, both Adam and Eve were meant for one other, not Eve as the 
sexual vessel of Adam, as traditionalists aver. However, the term for rest 
(here translated as “dwell”), sakam, denotes calmness and tranquillity in 
the Qur’an. This is amply attested to in other verses in contexts outside of 
gender.29 Nowhere in this verse is there a necessary link between sukam 
and the sexual act itself. If anything, the verse alludes to the feelings inher- 
ent within sexuality (i.e., love). And even if the sexual dimension is 
implied, nowhere is it stated that sexual satisfaction is exclusively a male 
right. Nor is it alluded to that such peace-whether emotional or physical- 
is designated solely for the man and derivedfrom the woman. Rather, “the 
Qur’an clearly depicts a necessary link between the functional members of 
each gender, like an echo of the contingency between the essential pairs of 
all created things.’1M Hence, the verse, 

and among His Signs is this, and He created for you mates among 
yourself, that ye may dwell in tranquillity with them, and He has 
put love and mercy between your hearts. Verily in that are Signs 
for those who reflect. (30:21) 

A careful reading of this verse shows no explicit indication of whose nafs 
(here translated as “yourselves”) is being addressed. It is its relativity that 
makes it neutral and thus applicable to either sex. 

Moreover, at this point in the creative stage, humanity’s primordial par- 
ents had no gender. This is not to suggest that Adam and Eve were not 
anatomically distinct, for the Qur’an does acknowledge the anatomical dis- 
tinction between males and females.” Rather, the couple was unaware of 
any preestablished sex roles that could differentiate them since they were 
humanity’s first couple. It can even be presumed that males and females 
were created as emotional supporters, which, through love, could lead them 
to become sexual partners, rather than vice versa, as verified in “[women] 
are your garments and [men] are their garments” ( 2  187). “Jusit as nothing 
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intervenes between a person’s body and his clothes, so nothing intervenes 
between a man and his wife; it is a relationship of inalienable intima~y.”~ 
The alternate interpretation to Eve’s creative purpose, then, would read as 
“to dwell with her in love,” rather than “to find rest in her.” This view is 
endorsed by the often-cited Qur’anic verse: “Believers, men and women, 
are protectors, one of another” (9:71). Women here are not only given the 
position of “protector” but of “protectors of men,” suggesting that women 
are worthy of being equal partners and loving “friends” to men, as a mercy 
from Allah designed to support both in their trials as khukfG’. 

Concerning the assumption of women’s primary function as child- 
bearers, 

although the Qur’an illustrates explicitly the correlation between 
the female and bearing children, all other functions connected with 
child care and rearing, if mentioned at all in the Qur’an, are never 
described as essential created characteristics of the female . . . . 
Femininity and masculinity are not created characteristics imprint- 
ed into the very primordial nature of female and male persons, nei- 
ther a~ they concepts the Qur’an discusses or alludes 

Due to the fact that assigned sex roles are cultural products, and because 
perceptions of femininity and masculinity would conflict with the uni- 
versal aspect of Qur’anic principles, women cannot be Qur’unicully 
ordained to an eternal function so different from that of men, unless it is 
spiritual in nature. Worship, after all, is the sine qua non of human exis- 
tence in Islam. Accordingly, the invaluable function of both childbirth 
and child rearing should be subsumed within this larger divine purpose, 
thereby allowing women to cultivate their spiritual faculty before their 
reproductive capacity. 

In sum, Eve is of the same spiritual makeup as Adam and was created 
so that both could find a mutually shared emotional and physical comfort 
in the other during their earthly trials as God‘s appointed trustees. While 
corresponding to the larger contingent-pair system of God‘s creation, the 
male-female pair of Adam and Eve has the seeds of both the model Muslim 
unit and the ideal Islamic social order. Much of this argument, however, has 
been based on the genderlessness of the primordial couple, which, ideally, 
could lend credence to traditional exegesis on Eve. Yet even when identi- 
fying the point at which their gender is recognized, particularly in the story 
of the “forbidden tree,” the argument of Eve’s equality and spiritual com- 
petence still holds true. 

Eve in the Garden 

Eve’s role in the consignment and expulsion from the Garden reads 
very differently in the Qur’an than in many traditional Muslim writings. 
Although most writings do not explicitly present the image of Eve as the 
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temptress and seductress of Adam that are often found in Judeo-Chris- 
tian scriptures, they do nonetheless flirt with such notions. Yet analysis 
of the Qur’anic quotations yields a diverging portrayal of Eve. The 
Qur’anic narrative of the Garden’s events are chronicled in five suruhs.” 
While nameless, Adam’s mate is mentioned in three of these  passage^.^' 
As Adam has traditionally been viewed as ‘the main actor in these 
accounts, it is through his role that an analysis of Eve’s role can best be 
circumscribed. 

The Qur’an prefaces the accounts in the Garden with a warning to both 
Adam and Eve against Satan, who earlier had refused to obey God‘s com- 
mand to bow down to Adam upon creation. 

Then We said: “0 Adam! Verily, this is an enemy to thee and thy 
mate; so let him not get you both out of the Garden so that thou are 
landed in misery.” (20: 117) 

Failure to remain cognizant of this divine warning caused both of them to 
forget God‘s admonition, and both ate from the forbidden tree upon Satan’s 
temptation. 

But Satan whispered evil to him: he said, “0 Adam! Shall I lead 
thee to the Tree of Eternity and to a kingdom that never decays?” 
In the result, they both ate of the tree, and so their nakedness 
appeared to them; they began to sew together, for their covering 
leaves from the Garden; thus did Adam disobey his Lord, and 
allow himself to be seduced. (20: 120-21) 

While pregnant with meaning, this verse underlines two specific points 
central to this discussion of Eve: Adam’s accountability and gender recog- 
nition. First, although both Adam and Eve ate from the “forbidden tree,” 
only Adam is addressed. Clearly, both he and Eve are blamed for their 
weakness and both feel the subsequent shame and guilt of their sin, as evi- 
denced in the linguistic use of the dual throughout this and other similar 
verses (Qur’an 7:22-23). The reason why Adam alone is tempted by Satan 
and later reproached by God lies in his prophetic function. 

Indeed, Adam was given special favor as the first primordial being as 
well as the first God-appointed trustee. This explains why the angels were 
instructed by God to bow down to Adam (2:34; 7:11; 20116). Moreover, 
it was Adam who was given divine knowledge. 

And Allah taught Adam the names of all things; then He placed 
them before them before the angels, and said ‘Tell Me the names 
of these if ye are right.” They said “Glory to Thee: of knowledge 
we have none, save what Thou hast taught us: in truth it is Thou 
Who art perfect in knowledge and wisdom.” He said: “0 Adam! 
tell them their names.” When he had told them, Allah said “Did I 
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not tell you that I know the secrets of heaven and earth, and I know 
what ye reveal and what ye conceal?” (231-33) 

Evidently, Adam held a certain privileged position qua prophet. 
Therefore, when it came to blaming the couple for their sins, God repri- 
manded both but also singled out Adam because of his seniority as well as 
his failure to carry out the prophetic responsibility of rightly guiding his 
followers (i.e., Eve). By no means does this absolve Eve of her share of 
the blame. She clearly partook in the sin, just as she equally shared in the 
blame. Her accountability, however, was accounted for in her own indi- 
vidual guilt (as well as her own individual repentance). Adam’s account- 
ability, on the other hand, was considered more seriously because of his 
prophe tic responsibility. 

The second central point highlighted in the verse on the temptation of 
Satan (20: 120-121) is that gender becomes identified and recognized. After 
eating from the “forbidden tree” and consequently feeling the guilt of dis- 
obedience, “their nakedness appeared to them” and so they covered them- 
selves with leaves in order to cover their “nakedness.” To assert that it was 
through a sinful act that sexuality is negatively defined ignores a vital 
aspect-“nakedness” here does not necessarily imply exposure of the phys- 
ical body; rather, it refers to a state of mind. This is highlighted in another 
verse following the passages treating events in the Garden. 

0 ye Children of Adam! We have bestowed raiment upon you to 
cover your shame, as well as to be an adornment to you. But the 
raiment of righteousness-Thut is best. Such are among the Signs 
of Allah, that they may receive admonition! (7:26) 

If God created the human body “in the best of molds,” it would be erro- 
neous to state that the body is, in and of itself, shameful. Instead, it is the 
consciousness of being able to use the body sinfully. Since they had never 
previously sinned, Adam and Eve were clearly conscious of God (lib& al- 
tapvd, or God-consciousness) and also unconscious of the existence of 
satanic forces. They were blind to the idea of misusing their nakedness, 
which, ideally, could be a source of temptation. After they discovered their 
potential toward evil impulses, covering became the preventive shield for 
further sin and taqwd (God-consciousness) became the weapon against 
evil. Better put, 

there is a double philosophy of clothes here, to correspond with the 
double signification. . . . Spiritually, Allah created man “bare and 
alone” (694): the soul in its naked purity and beauty knew no 
shame because it knew no guilt: after it was touched by guilt and 
soiled by evil, its thoughts and deeds became its clothing and 
adornments, good or bad . . . according to the inner motives which 
gave them colour. So in the case of the body: it is pure and beauti- 
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ful, as long as it is not defiled by misuse; its clothing and orna- 
ments may be good or meretricious, according to the motives in the 
mind and spirit.% 

Furthermore, the divine warning against Satan is extended from Adam and 
Eve to all humanity in Qur’an 7:27, which underscores the real culprit of 
evil: 

0 Children of Adam! Do not allow Satan to seduce you in the same 
way as he caused your ancestors to be driven out of the garden: he 
deprived them of their garment [of God-consciousness] in order to 
make them aware of their nakedness. Verily, he and his tribe are 
lying in wait for you where you cannot perceive them! 

Satan, in his many guises (e.g., “sincere advisor’’ [7:22]) lured the naive 
couple into forgetting God, hence making each one aware of hisher own 
ability to disobey God. Otherwise, would not a literal interpretation of this 
mean that committing a sin exposes a person’s physical body, since the 
verse is allegorical of human destiny? Thus, it was the discovery of con- 
sciousness-not the actual physical nakedness-that delineated gender, 
which was inspired-not determined-through the test of the forbidden 
tree. Yet, consciousness of gender was part of the stages of vicegerency for 
which God was preparing both Adam and Eve before their eventual descent 
to earth. 

Humanity’s Descent 

The descent of humanity’s first parents from the Garden to Earth has 
often been dubbed “the fall” by many writers, Muslim and otherwise. The 
Qur’an, however, says differently. As mentioned earlier, Earth was destined 
for humanity long before the creation of any being. This begs the question 
of why Adam and Eve were ejected from the Garden after they sinned. The 
answer lies in one major concept central to this entire discussion, namely, 
vicegerency. 

Events in the Garden regarding Satan and the first sin are often cited as 
the first divine test of Adam and Eve, but it was not the first test of human- 
ity. Previous to the sin of disobedience, Adam alone was given another test 
-to cite the “names of things” to the angels, after having received “special 
knowledge” from God (2:30-3 1). As Yusuf Ali pointed out, 

The “names of things,” according to commentators means the 
inner nature and qualities of things, and things here would include 
feelings. The particular qualities or feelings which were outside the 
nature of angels were put by Allah into the nature of man. Man was 
thus able to love and understand love, and thus plan and initiate, it 
becomes the office of vicegerents.” 
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Vicegerency was not meant to be an immediate appointment bestowed 
upon Adam in his capacity as prophet. He was to go through various stages 
of leaming in order to become a fully responsible and justifiably account- 
able vicegerent of God. If endowment of the rz2b was the first stage, knowl- 
edge was the second. Testing, then, is the only way of demonstrating how 
that knowledge is used. Based on the fact that Adam was obedient and 
chose to act rightly, he not only successfully passed the test, but evolved as 
a potential khafifuh. 

When it came to the second test, however, Adam chose a different 
path. This pinpoints a crucial locus in the narrative, which, in essence, 
delineates the quintessential aspect of vicegerency: the right to choose 
between right and wrong. When Adam remained true to the right path, he 
gained God‘s favor but remained ignorant of what Abdelwahab El-Affendi 
called “the right to sin.”% Had he descended in this state of ignorance, how 
could he, and by extension humanity, be held accountable to God for their 
choice, without realization of the ever-present faculty of choice? Adam’s 
innocence 

was only a condition of his existence and not a virtue, it gave to 
his life a static quality and thus precluded him from moral and 
intellectual development. The growth of his consciousness- 
symbolized by the wilful act of disobedience to God‘s com- 
mand-changed all this. It transformed him from a purely 
instinctive being into a full-fledged human entity as we know 
it-a human being capable of discerning between right and 
wrong and thus of choosing his way of life. In this deeper sense, 
the allegory of the Fall does not describe a retrogressive happen- 
ing but, rather, a new stage of human development: an opening of 
doors to m o d  consideration.-’9 

Although this episode with Satan proved to be disastrous insofar as the cou- 
ple’s feelings of guilt and shame, it was, nonetheless, a necessary stepping 
stone in their training as evolving vicegerents. 

Another vital lesson learned through the act of sinning is that, via repen- 
tance, sins are absolved. Truly, both Adam and Eve were forgiven for their 
transgression. More importantly, however, they sought forgiveness. 

They said “Our Lord! We have wronged our own souls: If Thou 
forgive us not and bestow not upon us Thy Mercy, we shall cer- 
tainly be lost.” (7:23) 

Not to underestimate the significance of repentance, a contrast is drawn to 
Satan’s refusal to seek God‘s forgiveness, thereby earning eternal damna- 
tion (4118-120). Sincere repentance, then, acts as a guaranteed way of 
obtaining God‘s forgiveness and mercy, forthcoming to all who repent with 
sincerity and with intentions to amend such conduct. 
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Say: “0 my Servants who have transgressed against their own 
souls! Despair not of the Mercy of Allah: for Allah forgives all sins 
for He is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful.” (3953) 

Eve was no more the cause of Adam’s weakness than the couple’s 
transgression of disobedience was the cause of their descent to 
earth, since God absolved them of their sin. Instead, having come 
into full awareness of all the needed faculties and having actually 
exercised the right of choice, as well as “the right to sin,” both Adam 
and Eve were mentally equipped to establish God’s will on Earth. 
Besides, by virtue of being God’s heavenly domain, the Garden was 
no place for any form of evil. How could Adam and Eve remain in 
such perfection after proving themselves imperfect through choice? 
They lost some of their former innocence and bliss.“ Satan, too, 
proved unsuitable for heaven, which explains the expulsion of all 
three from the Garden: 

Allah said: “Get ye down, both of you-all together, which 
from the Garden, with enmity one to another; but if, as is 
sure, there comes to you guidance from Me, whosoever fol- 
lows My guidance, will not lose his way, nor fall into misery. 
(20: 123) 

It was not because of sin that Adam and Eve descended to Earth, it was in 
spite of it. In the end, it can safely be concluded that the sin, albeit evil in 
nature, was positive in implication. 

The Implications of Eve’s Interpretation 

The nature and role of Eve in the Qur’an coalesce around pertinent 
themes of khihfuh, the nature of humanity, the couple’s encounter with 
Satan, and the relationship developed between God and His human cre- 
ation. These very points defiie Eve, and by extension women, while they 
also reflect an inherent and necessary interconnectedness of the larger 
Qur’anic principles. Yet, most of the materials produced on Muslim 
women, like that put out by traditionalists, yield a restrictive and skewed 
perspective toward women, which seems to perpetuate itself historically 
through the uncritical acceptance of the entire body of hadith literature. 
This is not to suggest that the power of the Sunnah as the normative prin- 
ciple in a Muslim’s life is misplaced. However, it is noticeable that the 
endeavor to raise the Sunnah to a position of equality with the sacred 
book in establishing the law comes more and more into e~idence.~’ Have 
thefi4hl sources (Islamic jurisprudence) and the hadith literature, which 
are both human products, been consecrated to such an extent that the 
Qur’an is no longer the judge of the Sunnah-a necessary criteria for an 
authentic hadith? 
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Moreover, 

in the course of time, many u&dzlh became “invisible,” the later 
commentators referring not to them but to the authority of earlier 
commentators who had cited them, to support their views. This 
made it very hard to curtail their influence since they became dif- 
fused throughout the body of Muslim culture.“ 

Many of these “invisible” u&dilh are the “weaker” ones that, despite their 
small number, are very influential on gender values. The problem arises 
when the sexist gender roles underlying some of these u&dzlh are assert- 
ed as immutable “Islamic” values. These values figure strongly in Qur’anic 
interpretations and hadith commentaries, even though “they are without 
explicit Qur’anic substantiation of their  implication^.'*^ In essence, these 
ossified values that reflect a certain cultural norm of femininity have been 
transmuted into an eternal and idealized model for all women, for all 
times.” It is this transmutation of such cultural declarations of women that 
forms the “protected dependent” rather than the “liberated equal.’”’ 

Take, for example, women’s spirituality in Muslim history. Men have 
placed such an emphasis on their own spiritual growth, since the impres- 
sion is that “women are somehow less devout, less regular, less concerned, 
less knowledgeable, in their religious duties, than are men,’* that women 
no longer have a visible presence in public worship. Much of this impres- 
sion may stem from Eve’s creation myth. 

Hawwa is further connected with the taboos surrounding women’s 
menstrual cycle and their ritual purification. In Mecca, it is said that 
she menstruated, whereupon Adam stamped his foot on the ground 
and the well, Zamzam, sprang forth. In its waters Hawwa could puri- 
f y  herself. This provides logical grounds for many of the restrictions 
on women and their participation in prayer, fasting, and pilgrimage.*’ 

Indeed, there has been such an emphasis on male spirituality that women 
themselves have accepted this situation as the “Islamic” norm. 

Furthermore, the restricted analyses of traditionalists hark back to 
Judeo-Christian inclinations toward gender praxis. 

The end result of this writing down of the interpretation process- 
as embodied in the tafsir works . . . was that it was never necessary 
for Muslims to consult the Bible itself nor write commentaries 
upon it, for the necessary material had early on been incorporated 
into the Muslim exegetical literature. Another aspect of this is 
reflected in the way in which Muslim elaborations have then re- 
entered Jewish and Christian circles, especially in the exegetical 
material of those two religions, but also, according to some, into 
translations . . . of the Life of Adam and Eve.“ 
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Such an influence on Muslim interpreters and commentators needs to 
be reexamined in order to to purge the traditionalist interpretations and 
commentaries of male-biased views. Whether they sought these references 
because of the Qur’an’s scarcity of detail or its complete silence on certain 
issues of gender is not a justification for the un-Islamic outcome. These 
views should not negate what the Qur’an explicitly states: Both men and 
women are made in the same manner and of the same substance. In fact, 
it is because of the Qur’an’s ambiguity that it becomes incumbent upon all 
Muslims-males and females alike-to reexamine and review the driving 
presuppositions of and influences on such exegetes in order to abstract 
onZy those values that can help redefine gender categories to be more in 
tune with a particular time period, while bolstering the larger Qur’anic 
weltanschauung. 

Conclusion 

This analysis, for all intents and purposes, limited itself to the role of 
Eve in the narrative of creation and the parable of the Garden. Despite its 
restricted topic, in no way was it meant to narrate all the details of gender 
highlighted in either the writings of traditionalists or in the divine verses 
treating the allegory of creation. That would require a longer and more 
focused analysis than what is proffered here. It is, nonetheless, represen- 
tative of what needs to be done with other critical issues in Islam. It will 
only be through a rereading of the Qur’anic text and a review of the hadith 
literature that Muslim, in general, and Muslim women, in particular, can 
begin to expand and reform traditionalist views of what is “truly Islamic.” 
This is not to simplify the call for ijtihad, for a critical reexamination of 
any major Islamic issue, such as the status of the Muslim woman, “would 
attack the immutable nature of information that has been granted sacred 
stature.’M9 Rather, it is an appeal to forge a more contemporary Islamic 
methodology that critically combines its Islamic exegetical heritage with 
the demands and concerns of modem-day society, a methodology that 
does not have as its locus a sacrosanct interpretation that is immutable or 
eternally ordained. 

It is far too soon to develop an overall and coherent theoretical frame- 
work that can explain the role of Muslim women in all its historical, 
regional, and sociological aspects, for the position of women in any soci- 
ety is a construct that cannot be measured in terms of one or two charac- 
teristics. Rather, it is measured by the levels of a multitude of variables, 
Islam being only one. While theories of Muslim women’s condition range 
from the ultraconservative to the radical feminist, the guiding principle of 
change will have to be a reconciliation of these two extremes through a re- 
reading of the Islamic scriptures themselveoot of the literature treating 
these sources. Until then, the question of changing Muslim women’s roles 
lies at the base of an intricate system of problems that the Muslim world 
at large has yet to solve. Having started out in second place, Muslim 
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women have further to go to catch up, but have fewer opportunities to do 
so. Although Muslim societies are coming to terms with the changing role 
of Muslim women, anomie pervades Muslim society, offering no real 
solution to the schizophrenia that has come about from the battle between 
traditionalism and modernity. 
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