
177 n Melek Akgün Özbey

temaşa #23  n  Haziran 2025

Araştırma Makalesi
Başvuru: 03.03.2025
Kabul: 11.04.2025
Atıf: Akgün Özbey, Melek. “Mythological Sources of Feminist Theology: Lilith in Jewish Mythology,” Temaşa Felsefe Dergisi sayı: 23 (Haziran 
2025): 177-187. https://doi.org/10.55256/temasa.1650396 

Mythological Sources of Feminist Theology: 
Lilith in Jewish Mythology

Melek Akgün Özbey1
ORCID: 0000-0003-4913-5478

DOI: 10.55256/TEMASA.1650396

Abstract

This study critically examines the historical transformation of Lilith, an important mythological source of Judeo-Christian feminist theo-
logical tradition, and its impact on feminist thought. The Mother Goddess archetype, which was at the center of the cycle of fertility, life, 
and death in antiquity, was demonized and transformed into a femme fatale figure with the rise of the patriarchal order. Lilith’s transforma-
tion in this context is considered one of the examples of the negative positioning of women in religious and cultural narratives and shows 
how female images in Judeo-Christian sacred texts serve to reinforce patriarchal structures. Starting from the etymological origins of Lilith, 
the study examines her position within the polytheistic belief system of antiquity and how she was reshaped in monotheistic traditions. 
The transformation of Lilith into a malevolent figure in Judeo-Christian scriptural narratives is associated with the perception of the female 
body, sexuality, and autonomy as a threat and is considered as an element that reinforces the anti-woman constructs of patriarchal the-
ology. This transformation has formed the basis of theological critiques by Western feminist movements and has contributed to feminist 
theology’s efforts to reinterpret female archetypes. In conclusion, by analyzing the interplay between religious narratives and gender re-
lations, the study reveals that Lilith’s transformation is a theological issue and plays a vital role in shaping feminist thought. This context 
provides a critical framework for comparing feminist theology with the patriarchal religious tradition.
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Feminist Teolojinin Mitolojik Kaynakları: Yahudi Mitolojisindeki Lilith

Öz

Bu çalışma, Yahudi-Hıristiyan feminist teoloji geleneğinin önemli bir mitolojik kaynağı olan Lilith’in tarihsel dönüşümünü ve bu dönüşümün 
feminist düşünce üzerindeki etkilerini eleştirel bir perspektiften incelemektedir. Antik çağda bereket, yaşam ve ölüm döngüsünün merkez-
inde yer alan Ana Tanrıça arketipi, patriarkal düzenin yükselişiyle birlikte şeytanileştirilmiş ve femme fatale figürüne dönüştürülmüştür. 
Lilith’in bu bağlamdaki dönüşümü, kadınların dini ve kültürel anlatılarda olumsuz bir şekilde konumlandırılmasının örneklerinden biri 
olarak değerlendirilmekte ve Yahudi-Hıristiyan kutsal metinlerindeki kadın imgelerinin ataerkil yapıların pekiştirilmesine nasıl hizmet et-
tiğini göstermektedir. Çalışma, Lilith’in etimolojik kökenlerinden yola çıkarak, onun antik çağdaki çoktanrılı inanç sistemi içindeki konu-
munu ve monoteistik geleneklerde nasıl yeniden şekillendiğini ele almaktadır. Yahudi-Hıristiyan kutsal metin anlatılarında Lilith’in kötücül 
bir figüre dönüşmesi, kadın bedeni, cinselliği ve özerkliğinin tehdit olarak algılanmasıyla ilişkilendirilmekte ve ataerkil teolojinin kadın 
karşıtı kurgularını pekiştiren bir unsur olarak değerlendirilmektedir. Bu dönüşüm, Batılı feminist hareketlerin teolojik eleştirilerinin temeli-
ni oluşturmuş ve feminist teolojinin kadın arketiplerini yeniden yorumlama çabalarına katkıda bulunmuştur. Sonuç olarak, çalışma, dini an-
latılar ve cinsiyet ilişkileri arasındaki etkileşimi analiz ederek, Lilith’in dönüşümünün yalnızca teolojik bir mesele olmanın ötesinde, feminist 
düşüncenin şekillenmesinde de önemli bir rol oynadığını ortaya koymaktadır. Bu bağlamda, feminist teolojinin patriarkal dini gelenekle 
karşılaştırılmasına yönelik eleştirel bir çerçeve sunmaktadır.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Feminist Teoloji, Mitoloji, Lilith, Tanrıça Arketipi, Yahudi-Hıristiyan Geleneği.
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Introduction

In modern feminist thought, Lilith symbolizes a radical and liberating sense of belonging. Lilith, whose name 
is frequently emphasized in the Judeo-Christian tradition and sacred texts and has an important position among 
the Goddess myths, is a character closest to the Mother Goddess and the Great Goddess archetype. Still, with the 
transition to the patriarchal order, this position was transformed into a demonic Goddess archetype. When we look 
at the historical process, the goddesses’ qualities, which were seen as the source of abundance, fertility, life, and de-
ath in antiquity, changed with the transition to the patriarchal order and became femme fatale (woman who causes 
disaster).2 Lilith, considered the closest character to the Mother Goddess archetype in antiquity, also underwent a 
profound transformation within the Judeo-Christian tradition, transforming her Mother Goddess qualities into an 
evil and deadly she-devil. The shaking of the Goddess archetype with Lilith caused the image of women in society 
to change and gain a malevolent character.

The Goddess archetype shaped within the Western Judeo-Christian tradition has also formed the theological 
foundations of feminist movements in the West. Feminist movements, which were formed against the negative 
perception of women shaped by monotheistic beliefs in the West, rejected the image of women created based on 
religious beliefs. Instead, they criticized the change in the female archetype in the historical process by referring to 
the central position of the goddesses in ancient times. They laid the foundations of feminist theology. In the history 
of Judaism and Christianity, the unfavorable position of women has been perpetuated for centuries through many 
different narratives in scripture and mythological narratives. It is thought that Lilith, the ancient goddess of the 
night, is the main element that creates the negative perception of women in the Judeo-Christian tradition of the 
West.3 The redesign of the goddess archetype in the Judeo-Christian tradition paved the way for Western feminist 
theological criticism. Feminist movements in the West have critically engaged with the negative images of women 
embedded in monotheistic religious traditions, especially those shaped by Judeo-Christian narratives. Rejecting 
patriarchal constructions of femininity found in sacred texts and theological doctrines, these movements have 
sought to reclaim the centrality of ancient goddesses as symbols of power and autonomy. By questioning the his-
torical trajectory and decline of the goddess archetype, feminist theologians have sought to construct alternative 
frameworks for understanding women’s spiritual and social roles. In this broader context, Lilith stands as a central 
figure representing the consistently negative positioning of women in religious and cultural narratives, transfor-
ming from a goddess of the night in ancient myths to a demonic figure in Judeo-Christian sacred texts.

The portrayal of women in Jewish and Christian traditions has long been shaped by mythological and sacred 
narratives that perpetuate their subordination and marginalization. Among these narratives, the story of Lilith is 
often recognized as a fundamental element in the construction of misogynistic perceptions of women in the Jude-
o-Christian tradition. Rooted in her ancient role as a goddess of the night, the recharacterization of Lilith as a de-
monic force reflects the broader social and theological shifts that accompanied the transition from polytheistic to 
monotheistic belief systems. This transformation, which is central to the consolidation of patriarchal authority, has 
important implications for understanding the historical subordination of women in religious and cultural contexts.

This study examines the transformation of Lilith’s identity as reflected in sacred Judeo-Christian texts and its 
broader implications. In particular, it aims to explore how Lilith’s original identity as the Mother Goddess in ancient 
traditions has been reinterpreted through the lens of monotheism, leading to her demonization. It also explores 
how the attribution of malevolent traits to Lilith contributed to the construction of negative female archetypes in 
Judaism and how these narratives have influenced Western feminist thought. By tracing the theological and cultu-
ral underpinnings of feminist critiques, this research seeks to uncover the role of Lilith’s transformation in shaping 

2  David Leeming and Jake Page, Tanrıça Mitleri, trans. Şehsuvar Alpagut. (İstanbul: Say Yayınları, 2019), 133.
3  Alev Çınar, “Lilith: Yahudi Mitolojisinde Ana Tanrıça’nın Düşüş ve Şeytana Dönüşme Serüveni,” Bilimname 35, no. 1 (2018): 362.
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the theological foundations of Western feminist movements.

To achieve these goals, the study begins by analyzing the etymological origins of Lilith and exploring her depi-
ction in ancient societies. This is followed by an examination highlighting the content of the Lilith myth and its evo-
lution in historical contexts. The analysis then examines how Judeo-Christian texts redefine the archetype of Lilith 
and place it within a patriarchal framework. Finally, by considering the social transformations that accompanied 
the transition from polytheistic to monotheistic belief systems, the study highlights how the reimagining of Lilith as 
a negative archetype served patriarchal authority. In doing so, it contextualizes the emergence of Western feminist 
movements as a response to these historical and theological structures. In addition to illuminating the gendered 
dimensions of religious narratives, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of feminist theology and its 
critical engagement with the legacy of patriarchal religions.

1. The Etymology of Lilith

Lilith is considered a deity of Babylonian, Assyrian, and Sumerian origin, well known to Semitic and non-Se-
mitic peoples. Etymologically, the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh is the oldest written source for the word origin of a 
female goddess character similar to Lilith. In this respect, the word is thought to be Sumerian. In this work, dated 
2400 BC, the father of the hero Gilgamesh is described as one of the ‘demons of Lillu.’ This being became one of the 
most important examples of the demonic goddess character, later identified with Lilith.4 The Lillu demons are four 
creatures of the night, three of whom are depicted as female. These female demons seduce men at night and bear 
them strange children.5 The meaning and usage of Lilith are similar to other pre-Semitic languages.6 Lilith, which 
derives from the root ‘lay’ (night) in pre-Semitic languages, is also seen to carry meanings such as ‘storm, wind’ in 
many other written tablets.7 The word lîl, which also means storm/wind in Sumerian, shows that Lilith is a goddess 
associated with the weather. In addition, lîl also has meanings such as ‘epidemic disease’ and ‘poison.’ In some 
Mesopotamian religions, lîl is also known as a wind that brings disease and pestilence to people, which is defined 
as the devil. Other names used with Lillu (Lilitu, Ardat Lili, Irdu Lili, etc.) illustrate the gendered nature of demonic 
goddess designations. In particular, the construction of Ardat Lili as a nocturnal demon, a menacing being who 
visits men at night and seduces them with her sexuality, shows that women are constructed as a source of lust and 
a force to be controlled.8 Although the characters identified with Lilith were initially characterized as storm spirits, 
these figures were later attributed to malevolent qualities such as night and danger. This emphasizes the ideological 
aspect of the mythological transformation of female goddess characters.9 

She is thought to have a similar character to Samael, the demon described in Jewish myths as Lilith’s hus-
band after Adam. The word Samael is a combination of the words poison and wind. In this respect, Lilith, who also 
appears in Babylonian-Sumerian myths as the wind that brings disease and poison, is seen as a goddess with similar 
characteristics to her husband, Samael. However, one of the most prominent features of Lilith in Mesopotamian 
myths is her association with Lamatshu, known as the ‘baby killer’ for poisoning or killing newborn babies.10 The 
connection between Lilith and Lamatshu is one element that brings Lilith’s character to the forefront in Judaism 

4  Jeremy Black and Anthony Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia: An Illustrated Dictionary (London: The British 
Museum Press, 1992).

5  Diana Carvalho, Woman Has Two Faces: Re-Examining Eve and Lilith in Jewish Feminist Thought, Electronic Theses and Dissertations (2009): 
21.

6  Lilith is ‘Lilîtu’ in Babylonian, ‘lilatu’ in Assyrian, ‘laylâ’ in Hebrew, ‘leylâ’ in Arabic, ‘lelit’ in Abyssinian, ‘leyla’ in Aramaic, and ‘leyla’ in 
Syriac (R. Campbell Thompson, The Devils and Evil Spirits of Babylonia, in Luzac’s Semitic Text and Translation Series (London: Luzac and 
Co., 1903).

7  Siegmund Hurwitz, Lilith, the First Eve: Historical and Psychological Aspects of the Dark Feminine (Zurich: Daimon Verlag, 1992), 32.
8  Jean Shinoda Bolen, Goddesses in Everywoman: Thirteen Powerful Archetypes in Women’s Lives (San Francisco: Harper & Row., 1984).
9  Hurwitz, Lilith, the First Eve: Historical and Psychological Aspects of the Dark Feminine, 17-19.
10  Çınar, “Lilith: Yahudi Mitolojisinde Ana Tanrıça’nın Düşüş ve Şeytana Dönüşme Serüveni,” 366.
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and pre-Judaic religions. The Babylonian Burney Relief is recognized as one of the earliest iconographic documents 
on the visual representation of Lilith. The nude, winged figure depicted on the relief, whose feet are likened to 
owl’s feet, is presented in both a frightening and feminine form. The scepter and ring held by Lilith in this image are 
depicted as symbols of divine authority, while the horned crown on her head represents her as possessing divine 
power.11 This image shows that Lilith is considered a demon and a feminine divine figure who commands the powers 
of night and nature. However, this view has been lost mainly in patriarchal mythological rewritings, where she has 
been transformed into a more demonic character.12 In the Babylonian texts on magic and sorcery, the physical desc-
ription of Lamatshu, who is described as a ruthless and frightening goddess with the face of a lion and the feet of a 
bird, and the appearance of Lilith are similar.13

(The ‘Queen of the Night’ Relief)14

Lilith’s sexuality and seductiveness, seen as one of her most essential characteristics, led her to be identified 
with the night. This aspect of Lilith’s association with darkness also influenced the formation of her demonic iden-
tity. According to some etymologists, this sexuality that brings Lilith to the forefront in a malevolent way is a false 
depiction. According to Neumann, who considers Lilith together with goddesses representing immortal femininity 
in mythologies, Lilith resembles Ishtar, the Goddess of Love and War in Babylonian mythology, who watches men 
die after making them fall in love with her.15 Thus, with the similarities established between Lilith, Lamatshu, and 
Ishtar in ancient mythology, Lilith has a strong goddess identity and a fatal and evil demonic character by empha-
sizing her femininity.

The depiction of Lilith as a non-fertile woman emerges as a mythical expression of the normative system 
established by patriarchal mythological discourse over the female body and motherhood. The dichotomy between 
Lilith being called a ‘beautiful virgin’ and being identified with prostitution reflects the binary coding of patriarchal 
mythology on women. This duality reflects, on the one hand, a desirable female figure and, on the other hand, an 
uncontrollable female figure that emphasizes her demonic aspect.16 Her depiction as a woman who has no milk and 

11  Beatrice Otto, “Lilith: The First Demon” in Demonic Figures: Essays in Comparative Mythology, ed. Erich Neumann and Florian Erdmann 
(Berlin: Mythos Verlag, 2001), 47.

12  Bolen, “Goddesses in Everywoman: Thirteen Powerful Archetypes in Women’s Lives,” 39-40.
13  Carvalho, “Woman Has Two Faces,” 21-22.
14  British Museum, Queen of the Night, Babylonia, 1800–1750 BC (brochure) 2004. https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/
object/W_2003-0718-1

15  Eric Neumann, The Origins and History of Consciousness (London: Princeton University Press, 1954), 71.
16  Hurwitz, Lilith, the First Eve: Historical and Psychological Aspects of the Dark Feminine, 21.
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cannot bear children is a concrete indicator of her conflict with the normative motherhood ideal of society. 

In conclusion, throughout history, Lilith has represented a mythological character and a multi-layered figure 
carrying the symbolic burden of social issues such as femininity, sexuality, and fertility. The creation of a demoni-
zed Lilith figure is considered an expression of the patriarchal mythological tradition. Therefore, addressing Lilith’s 
etymological and mythological origins requires questioning the ancient texts and the social concerns from which 
those texts emerged.

2. Lilith as the Mother Goddess Archetype

Lilith, who was seen as one of the characters closest to the Mother Goddess archetype in ancient times, has 
taken on an opposing character with the transition from a matriarchal to a patriarchal social structure in the histo-
rical process and the dominance of the authority of the masculine god over the authority of the feminine goddess. 
While the fertility of the woman in antiquity made her an entity that dominated life and death and therefore had the 
most substantial authority as the source of life, with the transition to monotheistic belief systems such as Christia-
nity, Judaism, and Islam, where masculine god power is emphasized, the domination of this masculine power has 
been reduced. However, this change in the goddess archetype occurred due to a long historical process.

In the Mesopotamian religious belief system, one of the oldest civilizations in history, God, seen as the cre-
ator of the cosmos, is paired with the unattainable sky as the omnipotent absolute and is mainly accepted as the 
Sky God. God, the owner of the sky, sits at the top of the sky with his absolute power and rules nature from there. 
However, with the transition to agricultural life, humanity’s connection with the land and the discovery of the eart-
h’s sacraments have moved him away from the Almighty God, the owner of the sky, and brought him closer to the 
Mother Goddess, whom he sees as the creator of fertility, production, and abundance. This Great Mother Goddess 
has become much closer to man than the Almighty God.17 This change in humanity’s thought system in the historical 
process has also changed the conception of God. The abstract perception of God, which replaced the divinities attri-
buted to nature and human attributes, led people to divide the universe into two, the earth and the sky, attributing 
masculinity to the sky as a reflection of divine power and feminine divinity to the planet as a reflection of fertility 
and production. Therefore, it was accepted that the sky was under the control of the masculine God, and the earth 
was under the control of the feminine Mother Earth.18

Inanna and Ishtar in Mesopotamian mythology are among the most essential Great Goddess characters in the 
ancient period, showing that the position of the Mother Goddess overtook the concept of a masculine God. Lilith is 
considered one of the goddesses to whom these Goddesses later handed over the title of Mother Goddess. Although 
different names in different societies have been called Inanna, she is mainly called the ruler of the Sky and the Earth 
in Babylonian-Sumerian mythology, together with Ishtar. Inanna/Ishtar’s power made her the master of nature and 
life. This belief in the Supreme Goddess, which was dominant in ancient societies, also shaped the socio-cultural 
life in these societies. Women, who were associated with the position of Mother Goddess, had a privileged and 
powerful position politically, economically, and socially. Having control over the land, women also had a political 
and social superiority over men. In this respect, in the social structure of antiquity, men were subordinate to women 
in social life. In the matriarchal social structure, the role of men in political and economic activities was minimal 
compared to women.

Lilith had been the concubine of Inanna/Ishtar before she was elevated to the position of the Mother Goddess, 
and then, with the fertility given to her, she rose to an important position that ensured the reproduction of the 

17  Mircea Eliade, Kutsal ve Kutsal-Dışı: Dinin Doğası, trans. Ali Berktay. (İstanbul: Alfa Yayıncılık, 2017), 107-111.
18  Çınar, “Lilith: Yahudi Mitolojisinde Ana Tanrıça’nın Düşüş ve Şeytana Dönüşme Serüveni,” 368.
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earth, and after a while, she completely took over Inanna’s Mother Goddess qualities. However, since Lilith was pre-
viously depicted as a serpent trying to capture the tree of life, known as the sacred tree in Sumerian mythology, this 
evil side of her transformed her into the image of a demonic goddess. Thus, the position of the Mother Goddess, the 
symbol of power and authority, was transformed with Lilith into the image of a demonic and malevolent Goddess.19 
This process, which was also supported by the spread of monotheism, paved the way for legitimizing a masculine 
God’s authority through the narratives in sacred texts in other Judeo-Christian traditions.

3. Lilith in Jewish Mythology 

The transformation of the Mother Goddess into a demonic character in the face of the masculine authority of 
God has been one of the most prominent issues in the history of Judaism. Lilith is mentioned only in Isaiah 34:14 in 
the Bible, where she is described as ‘the mistress of a region that is the shelter of jackals and the home of hyenas.’ 
20 Although the name Lilith is mentioned only in this passage in the Bible, the demonic elements attributed to her 
are continued in sacred texts within the Judeo-Christian tradition with various goddess analogies. In the relevant 
passage in Isaiah, the Lord says that He will destroy the people of Edom, the enemy of the Jews, and turn it into a 
place of famine, wild animals, and disaster. This is the place where Lilith lived and owned. Based on this narrative, 
Lilith takes on a character identified within the Jewish community, characterized by famine, chaos, disaster, and 
wild animals. In addition, Lilith is also depicted as a serpent that caused Adam and Eve to be expelled from Paradise.

According to the Jewish myth of Lilith, Jehovah first created Adam, but when Adam grew tired of being alone 
and mating with the animals in the Garden of Eden, he created a woman. Jehovah created this woman from the 
same material from which he created Adam and Earth and named her Lilith. According to another narrative, Adam 
and Lilith were created from the world to live together simultaneously. Sometime after Adam and Lilith started 
living in the Garden of Eden, when they were about to have sexual intercourse, Adam wanted to be on top of Lilith 
and ordered her to stay below him. However, Lilith refused to be under Adam, saying they were both made of earth 
and equal and fled from there. Lilith’s refusal made her a character who seduced men, gave birth to many demons, 
and kidnapped babies at night. According to the story, after Lilith’s disobedience, Jehovah created Eve to be a more 
obedient wife for Adam. However, Lilith took the form of a serpent and entered the Garden of Eden, where she de-
ceived Eve and caused their expulsion from Eden.21

The portrayal of Lilith as a serpent who caused the expulsion of man from Paradise has led to the drawing of 
a profile of a woman who embodies all evil. The most concrete narratives about Lilith are expressed in one of the 
most important sacred texts of the Yadudis, the Alphabet of Ben Sira, which also contains significant misogyny. In 
these texts, Lilith’s transformation into a demonic character is explained through two different narratives in the bib-
lical book of Genesis. The creation story in the first Bab of Genesis states that Adam and the woman created to be his 
wife were made simultaneously and from the earth. In contrast, in the second Bab, it is noted that the woman was 
created from Adam’s rib to obey and serve him.22 Lilith, on the other hand, is depicted here as a serpent who both 
defied Adam’s masculine authority and deceived Eve, causing their expulsion from Eden, thus creating the image of 

19  Çınar, “Lilith: Yahudi Mitolojisinde Ana Tanrıça’nın Düşüş ve Şeytana Dönüşme Serüveni,” 373.
20  “9 Edom’s streams will be turned into pitch, her dust into burning sulfur; her land will become blazing pitch! 10 It will not be quenched 
night or day; its smoke will rise forever. From generation to generation it will lie desolate; no one will ever pass through it again. 11 The 
desert owl[a] and screech owl[b] will possess it; the great owl[c] and the raven will nest there. God will stretch out over Edom the measur-
ing line of chaos and the plumb line of desolation. 12 Her nobles will have nothing there to be called a kingdom, all her princes will vanish 
away. 13 Thorns will overrun her citadels, nettles and brambles her strongholds. She will become a haunt for jackals, a home for owls. 
14 Desert creatures will meet with hyenas, and wild goats will bleat to each other; there the night creatures will also lie down and find for 
themselves places of rest. 15 The owl will nest there and lay eggs, she will hatch them, and care for her young under the shadow of her 
wings; there also the falcons will gather, each with its mate.” (Bible, Isaiah 34:9–15).

21  Leeming and Page, Tanrıça Mitleri, 139-140.
22  Çınar, “Lilith: Yahudi Mitolojisinde Ana Tanrıça’nın Düşüş ve Şeytana Dönüşme Serüveni,” 380.
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the ‘evil woman’ in Judaism. In the Alphabet of Ben Sira 23a-b, Lilith appears as follows:23

When the first man, Adam, saw that he was alone, God made a woman like himself from the earth for him. God called 
her name Lilith and brought her to Adam. They immediately began to quarrel. Adam said: “You lie beneath me.” And 
Lilith said: “You lie beneath me! We are both equal, for we are from the earth.” And they would not listen to one another.

As soon as Lilith saw this, she uttered the Divine name, flew up into the air, and fled. Adam began to pray before his Cre-
ator, saying: “Master of the universe, the woman that you gave me has fled.” God sent three angels and said to them: “Go 
bring back Lilith. If she wants to come, she shall come, and if she does not want to go, do not bring her against her will.

The three angels went and found her in the sea at the place where the Egyptians were destined to drown. There, they 
grabbed her and said to her: “If you will go with us, well and good, but if not, we will drown you in the sea.”

Lilith said to them:” My friends, I know God only created me to weaken infants when they are eight days old. From the 
day a child is born until the eighth day, I have dominion over the child, and from the eighth day onward, I have no domi-
nion over him if he is a boy, but if a girl, I rule over her twelve days.”

They said: “We won’t let you go until you accept upon yourself that each day one hundred of your children will die.” 
And she accepted it. That is why one hundred demons die every day. They would not leave her alone until she swore to 
them:” In any place that I see you or your names in an amulet, I will have no dominion over that child.” They left her. And 
she is Lilith, who weakens the children of men.

The foregrounding of the character of Lilith and the she-devil in Jewish sacred texts paved the way for the 
acceptance of a woman as a being who seduces, possesses demonic characteristics, and commits the original sin 
that leads to expulsion from Paradise. However, this subordinate position of women within Judeo-Christian theo-
logy has been essential in forming feminist movements in the West. On the other hand, Lilith has been an important 
character used by Western feminists to reveal the theological basis for women’s social equality, as she constitutes a 
symbol of a woman who ‘opposes masculine domination’ by challenging Adam’s authority. In modern times, among 
Western feminists who rejected religious authority and the authority of the Bible, marginal neo-pagan movements 
emerged, starting with Lilith and supporting a return to the Mother Goddess, as well as groups that supported the 
interpretation of sacred texts outside patriarchal patterns and argued that women’s identity should be defined not 
only in terms of fertility but also in terms of their role as Goddesses in the historical process. These groups, which 
enabled the formation of feminist theology, also provided a theological basis against the religiously legitimized 
male authority in Judaism and Christianity with the character of Lilith.

4. Lilith and Feminist Theology 

In modern feminist thought, Lilith, who symbolizes a radical and liberating sense of belonging, also consti-
tutes an essential theological basis for Jewish feminists. Jewish feminists see Lilith as a powerful and authoritative 
source of women’s liberation. In this respect, within Western feminist theology, the Lilith myth is interpreted as a 
means for women to define themselves and reclaim their individual and spiritual power. Mary Daly calls this “the 
principle of immanence in feminist theology,” which suggests that the divine can be found in the human soul—es-
pecially in the female soul. The anthropomorphic expression of sacred knowledge and the holy to reinforce the 
masculine symbolism of God reinforces male discrimination. However, Daly’s approach emphasizes no ontological 
distinction between the ultimate (in the divine context) and the intimate (on a personal level).24 In this respect, femi-
nist critique reveals that the masculine symbolism used for God contributes to and reinforces gender segregation in 
the human relationship with God.25 Parallel to Western feminist critiques of theology, Jewish feminist movements 
also tend to develop a subjective identification with the female figures in sacred texts and incorporate them into 
their daily life practices. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza conceptualizes this tendency as the “imaginative identificati-
on approach to feminist biblical interpretation.”. Unlike classical linguistic biblical translations, this method seeks 

23  Elliott Tepperman, “Lilith - Women To Be Reckoned With,” Sefaria, accessed February 28, 2025. https://www.sefaria.org/
sheets/163219?lang=bi

24  Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki, “The Idea of God in Feminist Philosophy,” Hypatia 9, no. 4 (Autumn 1994): 60–61.
25  Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1990), xlv.
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to establish a subjective connection with the female characters in scripture, leading to more liberal and egalitarian 
interpretations of scripture.26 From the perspective of feminist theology, this approach functions as a strategy to 
make visible women’s voices that have been left in the background in sacred texts.

However, while the potential of feminist theology to challenge traditional scriptural interpretations has brou-
ght some criticism, the method of imaginative interpretation aims to uncover historically marginalized religious 
narratives of women and to offer a feminist critique of the historiography shaped by perceptions of Genesis. Femi-
nist scriptural exegesis is essential for revealing gender perspectives in scriptural interpretations inherent in Jewish 
history. In Jewish feminist textual exegesis, the reflections of sacred texts on ritual practices are interpreted as the 
source of transformations in religious practices. In this framework, a feminist perspective on Genesis 1-3 has led 
to considering Ben Sira as a source of exegesis to reconcile the creation narratives of Lilith and Eve. Especially in 
Judith Plaskow’s narrative of “The Coming of Lilith,” traces of a new Jewish feminist exegetical interpretation based 
on the Ben Sira alphabet can be seen. This exegetical practice demonstrates Jewish feminist theology’s attempt to 
reconstruct the historical representation of women by using sacred texts as a transformative tool.27 Plaskow’s new 
midrash (exegesis, interpretation) of holy texts constitutes a necessary critical approach within Jewish feminism, 
much like the liberal and emancipatory approach that Schüssler Fiorenza brought to the Christian feminist theo-
logical tradition.

Plaskow’s reconstruction of the Genesis narrative incorporates modern Jewish feminist discourses and of-
fers an interpretive perspective that aligns with Schüssler Fiorenza’s imaginative identification approach. Plaskow 
reconstructs the Adam-Eva and Eve-Lilith relationships in the Genesis narrative about her own life experiences, her 
role in feminist activism, and her contribution to the development of feminist biblical interpretations. Plaskow’s 
midrash against Genesis 1-3 and the Ben Sira Alphabet is as follows:28

IN THE BEGINNING, the Lord God formed Adam and Lilith from the dust of the ground and breathed into their nostrils 
the breath of life. Created from the same source, both having been formed from the ground, they were equal in all ways. 
As a man, Adam didn’t like this situation and looked for ways to change it. He said, “I’ll have my figs now, Lilith,” ordering 
her to wait on him, and he tried to leave her the daily tasks of life in the garden. But Lilith wasn’t one to take any non-
sense; she picked herself up, uttered God’s holy name, and flew away. “Well now, Lord,” complained Adam, “that uppity 
woman you sent me has gone and deserted me.” The Lord, inclined to be sympathetic, sent his messengers after Lilith, 
telling her to shape up and return to Adam or face dire punishment. She, however, preferring anything to living with 
Adam, decided to stay where she was. And so God, after more careful consideration this time, caused a deep sleep to 
fall on Adam and, out of one of his ribs, created for him a second companion, Eve. For a time, Eve and Adam had a good 
thing going. Adam was happy now, and Eve, though she occasionally sensed undeveloped capacities within herself, was 
basically satisfied with the role of Adam’s wife and helper. The only thing that disturbed her was the closeness of the 
relationship between Adam and God. Adam and God just seemed to have more in common, both being men, and Adam 
came to identify with God more and more. After a while, that made God a bit uncomfortable, too, and he started going 
over in his mind whether he may not have made a mistake in letting Adam talk him into banishing Lilith and creating 
Eve, seeing the power that gave Adam.

Meanwhile, all alone, Lilith attempted occasionally to rejoin the human community in the garden. After her first fruitless 
attempt to breach its walls, Adam worked hard to build them more potent, even getting Eve to help him. He told her 
fearsome stories of the demon Lilith, who threatens women in childbirth and steals children from their cradles in the 
middle of the night. The second time Lilith came, she stormed the garden’s main gate, and a great battle ensued betwe-
en her and Adam in which she was finally defeated. This time, however, before Lilith got away, Eve got a glimpse of her 
and saw she was a woman like herself. 

After this encounter, curiosity and doubt grew in Eve’s mind. Was Lilith indeed just another woman? Adam had said she 
was a demon. Another woman! The very idea attracted Eve. She had never seen another creature like herself before. 
And how beautiful and strong Lilith looked! How bravely she had fought! Eve slowly began to think about the limits of 

26  Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon, 1992), 26–27.
27  Carvalho, “Woman Has Two Faces: Re-Examining Eve and Lilith in Jewish Feminist Thought,” 38.
28  Judith Plaskow, The Coming of Lilith: Essays on Feminism, Judaism, and Sexual Ethics, 1972–2003 (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005), 31–32.
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her life within the garden. 

One day, after many months of strange and disturbing thoughts, Eve, wandering around the garden’s edge, noticed a 
young apple tree she and Adam had planted, and saw that one of its branches stretched over the garden wall. Sponta-
neously, she tried to climb it, and struggling to the top, swung herself over the wall. 

She did not wander long on the other side before she met the one she had come to find, for Lilith was waiting. At first 
sight of her, Eve remembered the tales of Adam and was frightened, but Lilith understood and greeted her kindly. “Who 
are you?” they asked each other, “What is your story?” And they sat and spoke together, of the past and then of the 
future. They talked for many hours, not once, but many times. They taught each other many things, and told each other 
stories, and laughed together, and cried, over and over, till the bond of sisterhood grew between them. 

Meanwhile, back in the garden, Adam was puzzled by Eve’s comings and goings, and disturbed by what he sensed to be 
her new attitude toward him. He talked to God about it, and God, having his own problems with Adam and a somewhat 
broader perspective, was able to help out a little—but he was confused, too. Something had failed to go according to 
plan. As in the days of Abraham, he needed counsel from his children. “I am who I am,” thought God, “but I must become 
who I will become.” 

And God and Adam were expectant and afraid the day Eve and Lilith returned to the garden, bursting with possibilities, 
ready to rebuild it together.

The theme of sexuality between Adam and Lilith in The Alphabet of Ben Sira evolves into an implicit relations-
hip between Eve and Lilith in Plaskow’s interpretation. The portrayal of Lilith as a figure beyond her sexual nature 
and in the service of Dam distances sexuality from being an element of conflict. In this context, Lilith is no longer a 
demon figure who exists with her sexual desires and threatens human children; however, she remains a woman who 
is demonized for defending herself. Adam, as the representative of patriarchy, constructs the demonization of Lilith 
as a control mechanism over Eve’s obedience. In Plaskow’s depiction, Adam’s demonization of Lilith is motivated 
by his fear of the possibility of Eve leaving the garden. This interpretation brings Plaskow’s construction of Eve’s 
figure closer to Lilith’s depiction in the Alphabet of Ben Sira. In Plaskow’s midrash, Lilith is portrayed as a figure who 
threatens women in labor and kidnaps children from their cradles at night.29 Although Eve is not directly mentioned 
in the relevant passages of the Alphabet of Ben Sira, Plaskow’s interpretation assumes that Eve had prior knowledge 
of Lilith’s existence.30

Plaskow’s inclusion of Lilith in the Genesis narrative not only serves as a reminder to Eve not to challenge her 
husband’s authority but also reveals the androcentric approach that shapes this narrative. By identifying women 
with motherhood and domestic roles, this patriarchal narrative constructs a structure that reinforces gender hie-
rarchy. Plaskow’s new interpretation of the Jewish feminist theological tradition reveals Jewish feminist concerns 
about the perpetuation of implicit patriarchal and androcentric ideas and the negative portrayal of women in Gene-
sis 1-3 and the Alphabet of Ben Sira.

Conclusion

Religious and mythological narratives have been at the origins of the idea of the creation of man and woman 
until today. The creation narratives in the holy books and myths of antiquity, which are discussed through various 
sacred stories, have led human beings to have multiple thoughts about the ontological foundations of women and 
men. The first creation stories in holy texts referring to the creation of human beings have shaped the identity of 
women and men and formed the basis of the patriarchal/matriarchal social structure. In this context, criticisms of 
the patriarchal reflections in the creation stories in the sacred texts that have been the source of Western feminist 
theology, especially the Torah and the Bible, and the subordinate position of women vis-à-vis men, have brought 
the Mother Goddess narratives to the forefront against the masculine conception of God. One of these goddess mo-
tifs, Lilith, is one of the most essential characters in Judeo-Christian theology that has contributed to forming the 

29  Plaskow, The Coming of Lilith: Essays on Feminism, Judaism, and Sexual Ethics, 107.
30  Plaskow, The Coming of Lilith: Essays on Feminism, Judaism, and Sexual Ethics, 109-110.
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perception of women. In the myth of Lilith, whose origins date back to the goddess myths of antiquity, she emerged 
as a strong female character who had the power and authority of the Mother Goddess and represented holiness, 
abundance, and fertility in the polytheism of antiquity, but with the abandonment of pagan beliefs and the emer-
gence of the masculine authority of God in monotheism, she was transformed into a demonic character who traps 
men with her charm and lust, kills babies and stands out with her sexuality. In some of the creation narratives of 
Western sacred texts, Lilith, who is the first woman created before Eve and the first wife of Adam, has been included 
as the evilest she-devil in Jewish mythology with her demonic characteristics. In this respect, the myth of Lilith, 
which shapes Judaism’s view of women, is essential in Western theology.

This study examines how Lilith’s role as the sacred Mother Goddess in Jewish holy texts, especially in Jewish 
mythology, was transformed into a demonic character with the understanding of monotheism, creating a change in 
the perception of women and the basic arguments of Western feminist theology against these narratives in sacred 
texts. Thus, by revealing the theological foundations of Western feminist thought, the projections of feminism’s 
anti-religious discourses in the Jewish mythological tradition are explained through the character of Lilith. As a 
result, Lilith, who was brought to the forefront with her demonic character in the creation of the female image in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition, was used as an antithesis in Western feminist thought and turned into a discourse that 
supports the egalitarian female discourse of feminism with the Mother Goddess.
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