
Gen. 3, 15 in the Ilightof recent dIscussions 

Gen. 3, 15 is generallv translated thus: "I will put en
mitv betwe~n thee 'and th; woman, and betv;'Een tlw' seed and 
her" seed: he (or it) shall crush tIn' head, find thou' shalt aim 
at his (or its) heel" '1'he passage and its liturgical application are 
quite familiar to the reader. But some ,vill be painfully shocked 
to learn that some interpreters have turned the Virgin Mary 
out of this text, while others do not agree on the nature of Her 
claim fo1' ,admission, that is to E:ay, whether she has a right t:.> ' 
the place of honour in this oracle ')r l:,l entitled only to an 
inferior posit..ion. It is, the pUl'pose of this paper to give a survey 
of modern opinions on tbis subject und thus to set the M11rio
logical import of Gen. 3, 15 in its ,proper perspective. 

B-e~ore discussing the exegetical value, of Gen. 3, 15 it is 
necessary to make some preliminary remarks. The textual pro
blem, whether we should read 'he' or 'she', ipse or '£'psa, has 
long been settled in favour vf the M.T. and .need not ,b~ re
opened here. But we cannot pas::; over other philological pro
blems. The two verbs 'crush' and ':aim at', VIg. conieret and 
insidia,lier:is, are represellted in Hebrew by the same verb shut. 
Now to translate the same verb in the sawe context and in the 
same ,"erse in two difIerenf. WHyS is ,simply illogical. If we 
translate 'he shall crush vour head' , we must also translate 'thou 
shalt crush his heel' or 'another equivalent verb. For the ~me 
reason if we prefer 'thou "halt aim at his heel', we must neces
sarilv translate 'he shall aim at your head' The LXX have 
tmn~lated the Hebrew verb h.\" the saill~ verb teresei, ..... 
teresei,,>. Likewise Jerollle in his (luaestiones in Genesim writes: 
"Ip::;e servabit 'caput tuum, et tu servabis calcaneum eius" 
which is the I.JXX reading; and he g'oes on : "Melins habet in 
Hebraeo: Ipse conteret caput tuum: et tn conteres eius calca,· 
lleum" (PL, 24, HOU). IJater, ho'wever, Jerome changed his 
translation into Gonteret ..... illsidiabcris. Modern (trans1lato~'s 
and interpreters waver lJetwell 'crush ...... aim at' and 'aim at' 
...... aim :at'. -

Of all the ,'arious renderill@S proposed by interpreters 
'crush ...... crush' is' altogether unsuitable, because the serpent 
does not crush man's heeL 'Aml at' mav be retained in the 
'second case, but not ill the' first. 'I'he t~o eneml~s' a·re not 
simply aiming at attacking one another, but one of' them has 
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actually attacked and completely overcome his opponent. The 
idea of biting or causing a, slight wound is inadmissible, as the 
serpent is poisonous, and a Lite is as mortal as the, crushing of 
the head. It is not expressly said that the serpent is poisonous, 
but since the serpent and the woman's seed are engaged in ;}, 
mortal duel and the serpent has no other means of overcoming 
its adversary unless it is poisonous, we must necessarily assume 
that the serpent is poisonous, and therefore a slight harmless 
wound is absolutely inconceivable. As the context represents 
the same hostile action, it requires the same meaning. But in 

, order to avoid the incongruity of such renderings as 'crush and 
crush' or 'aim at. and aim at', we prefer to give to the second 
verb the meaning of a conative action instead of that of a com
plete action. Hence we propose this translation: "He will 
crush 'your head while YOU will endea,vour to attack him in his 
heel" ,. or, paraphrastiealIy : "He will overcome you by crushing 
your head, and you will endeavour to overcome him by trying 
to' bite his heel." (1) Obviously the two actions of crushing the 
head and biting the heel are two figures Implying te same idea 
of destruction expressed in different ways according to the 
nature of the two antagonists. 

Another important problem is that regarding the value of 
the article prefixed to the noun ishshah 'the woman'. The 
article in HebTew is used: 1. when a person or thing already 
spoken of is mentioned again; 2. with a title understood and 
recognized by everyone; 3. with appelIatives to denote persons 
or ~hings that are unique; -1. when terms applying to whole 
classes are restricted to particular individuals; 5. with \vords 
denoting ciasseH; G. when a person or thillg, uuknown to the 
reader, is considered as being present to the mind of the writer. 
12) Of these uses 2 anti (3 m'e obviously excluded from Gen. 3, 
] 5.: No. ·1-is likewise exelllded because the name ishshah 
'woman', though it ma,:, denote the whole f.ema.]e sex,. as in 
]lee. 7',26, has never been restricted to any particular woman. 
But opinions difl'er as regards uses no. 1, 5, and 6. rrhe, majority 

. of interpreters stand for no. 1 identifying the woman with Eve, 

(l) This translation is given also by J. Ooppens: 'Oelle-ci t' ecraseJ'a 
la tcte, et tu t'efjol'ceras (mais en vain) de la rnordr6 au talon' (Ana
Zecta !'ot·aniensia Biblica et Orientalia., Ser. 1I, fasc. 16, 1950, p. 
55). 

(2) Gesenius-Kautzsch-Oowley~ Jlebr. Gram., §l~d-t. 
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the only woman kllown from the {?ontext. Others, the Mario-
10gists,' prefer no. 6 identifying the woman with the Virgin 
::'IIary who, though unknown from the context, is considered to 
be known to the writer. Others argue for no. 5 on the grounds 
of the collective sense which the word ishshah has in 
(ch. 2. If 'the woman' in Gen. 2, g8. 2-1 denot~s the whole 
female sex, there is no reason why we should necessarily refer 
the same word, 'the woman', in 3, 1;'5 to the only woman known 
from the immediate context, 

'rhe identificaiton of 'the woman' with the Virgin Mar:' 
or with the whole female sex, though in strid conformity with 
Grallllnar, is against the context. 'l'he whole story of the fall 
forms such a hOlllogeneous alld lCompact unity that any inter
pretation intro.ducing different elements in the narrative must 
absolutely be ruled out. The serpent converses with the woman, 
not with any ,voman nor \vith women in general, but with the 
particular one that has just been ;soiven aR a companion to 
Adam. Thio woman eats of the prohibited fruit and gives her 
husband to eat. 'rIlen .she, the woman, and her husband, con
scious of their sin, try to hide thcmselyes from God. But God 
summons the guihy couple before his tribunal; first he inter
rogates the man who casts the blame upon the woman whom 
God had given him as a compallioll. Then God interrogates 
this woman who tries to exculpate hel~self pleading that she 
had oeen deceived by the serpent. So ultimately we have a 
woman. that is. the woman formed out of Adam's rib, deceived 
by the serpent. and a serpent deceiving the woman. It is 
between the deceiver and the deceived woman that God is 
about to set an implacable hostility that will end with the 
eomplete defeat of the serpent-devil. Such is the consistencv 
a:lld homogeneity of the whole narrative that it is iIllpossibi~ 
to recognize in 'the WOlllall'allY other one but that a]readv 
known from the context. Bven in v. 16, where 'the woma~' 
represellts the whole female sex, it is :1gainst the first woman 
that the sentence of doom is directly pronounced. In support 
of the collective meaning of 'the ,,,oman' it has been urged that 
\~. 15 has a well-defined theologieal charadeI' which marks it 
off from the whole narrative, The theologieal Import of 3, 15 
ha,s never been conteste:d, but this does not justify the intro
duction of a different meaning of 'the woman' int~ the narra
tive. Therefore viewed from a purely philologieal standpoint 
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(:len. 0, 15 sets before us t\VO armies drawn out for battle. On 
one side there IS the first woman and all her posterity, on the 
other the devil with aU the infernal host. Both annies are 
engaged in a death and life battle. But at a certain moment one 
of the "',,,oman's posterIty will overcome the devil and bring 
victory to all the children of Eve. 

There is another poi nt which dese~'ves consideration. '1'he 
word 'seed' or posterity is said to denote mainly the male 
descendants, and this sense is said to be required in 3, lb. (3) 
If this is true, the Yirgin :\1arY is necessarily exch:ded from 
the woman's posterit.y. 13ut this ;'estricted use of the word 'seed' 
may perhaps be explained by the constitutional laws or customs 
of the Israelites. In the Israelite community woman had a secon, 

,dary place. She had no independent social rights. Although 
:;he was not her husband's slave, s11e together with her husband 
and their children formed ODe psychic unity of which man was 
the head. The Israelitic cOllllllunitv was a community of men; 
women were not counted (Numb. 1, 2; 26, 2; 2Sam~ 24, 1-9). 
This also explains the reason why the word 'am 'people' denotes 
always the male population of Israel (4). If, therefore, the 
word 'seed' has assumed a, restricted meaning on account of 
the particular psychological conceptions of the Israelites, it 
follows quite logically that the 'word must retain its original 
llliiversal and unrestricted meaning including both males and 
females, when these Israelitie conceptions had not yet begun 
to develop. And this is the reason why in Gen. 9, 9, when the 
1 sraelitie community had not yet come illto existence, the word 
'your seed' denotes all the poste]"ity of Noa.h and his sons irres
pective 'of their sex. Therefore while fully agreeing that 'seed' 
has, in the Patriarchal families and the Israelitic conllllunitv. 
a mascuhne meaning, we see 110 reason for restricting the u~e 
of the 'seed' in pre-Patriarehal and pre-Israelitic times. 

This is the literal exposition of Gen. 3,15. But the historico
literal sense does not exhaust the full meaning intended by the 
sacred writer. Both theologians and interpreters agree that the 
passage has a profound theologic81 significance. It is the first 
i;J..l)l1ouncemel1t of redemption which will be brought about by 

& 

(:3) C'oppens, op. cit., pp. 56r. . . 
(.4) J. Pedersen, I'l'ael, its life allJ. cultUFe, I--II, Copenhagen-London, 

1926; 'po 56. . . 
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one of thewoman'q posterity who will vanquish the devil a.nd 
take from him the possibility of ever regaining his power. What 
is therefore the theological meaning of this prophecy? 

The theological interpretation of this prophecy, whi'ch has 
been aptly called the Protl)evangliv:m or the first announcement 
of salvation, has to some extente been influenced bv two fadors 
- Tradition and thee Bull Ineffabilis. Although 'lnany of the 
early Fathers of the Church, l';uch as Chrysostom, Augustine, 
.yerome, Ambrosius, and :)tbers, explained the prophecy either 
in a Christolo~6cal or in a natural or allegorico-moral sense, the 
mariological interpretation, which goes back to Irenaeus" though 
almost U11h11own in the West during the Middle Ages, began 
gradually to gain ground especially through the works of Ruperl 
of Deutz, Bemard, Bonaventure and later theologians, until it 
became almost a common doctrine in the Church and formally 
recognized b.v He H. Pope Pius IX in his Bull Ineffabilis. (5) 
Now the CJuestion of the dogmatic authority of the patristic 
tradition does not concern Us here. We are rather concerned 
with the authority of the Bull as regards the ma,riological inter
pretation of Gen. 3,15. The question is: Has the Pope authenti
cally defined the mariological senSe of Gen. 3,15? Or: Is the 
mariological interpretation still an open question which Catholics 
are free to discuss? 

The history of the Bull will give the right answer . We 
know from official documents that a great de-al of preparatory 
work was done before the promUlgation of the Bull Inef/4bt7is. 
Commissions were appoined, discussions were held, schemata 
were proposed, rejected, emended. The main difficultv was 
exactly the value of the scriptural argument. It was universally 
agreed that Scripture did not provide sufficient proofs for the 
Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary. The scriptural 

(5) See on the whol(', question Fr. Drewniak, Die rnariologische Deutung 
von Gen. 3,15 in deT Vdtp-rzeit, Bre.~lau, 1934. Tib, GaUus S.IT., 
Interp7'etatio m<M'ioelogica PTotoevanflelH (Gen. tl,l.'i) tempore post
patristico 11SqUI' ad Concili1lm TTidentin.1L1n, Rome, 1949. See also 
V. G. Berielli, L'interpl'etazione mariologica del Protovangelo 
(Gen. 9,15) neg7.i esegeti e teoZogi dopo la Bolla 'lneffabilis J)eus' 
di Pio IX (1854-1948) in "Marianum" 1951, pp. 257-91. Tib. Gallus 
8.\1., InteTpretatio marialogica Protoeva-ngelii PlJsttridenti1!{J, usqUe 
{ld delinitionem dogmaticam Immawlatae Oonceptionis. Pars prior: 
Aeta.s a'lWea Bxegesis Catholicae a C01lcilio Tridentino (1545) 'l4'q1I e 
ad annum 1660 i ~ome, 1953, 
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argtiulent needed the support of tradition in order to be truly 
demonstrative. In other word6 the probative force of the scrip
tural argUlllent was derived from the patristic inte(["pretation 
thereof rather than from its exegetical value. It may be said 
that all the discussions centred not so much on the revelation of 
the. dogma as on the value of t.he scriptural and patristic evidencio. 
Scripture alone was considered to be insufficient and, as an 
argument, had to be subordinated to TraditIOn. This is the 
reason why the Bull ha.& placed the argument, from Scripture 
after the argument from Tradition, thus giving to Tradition such 
an amplitude as to include te scriptural argument. 

:\.·remarkable feature of the Bull is the total abs.ence of any 
appreciation of the exegetical value of the scriptural argument. 
1'his is easily explained m the light of the preliminary discus
f'ions. Some theologian:; had hoped that it dogmatic definition 
would give to the scriptural texts the value of positive proofs 
which they had not. This however has not been done. The Bull 
has placed the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception on tht~ 
basis of Tradition leaving to the biblical texts the exegetical value 
which they had before. Consequently both theologians and 
exegetefl ares.tilI free to rliscuss the real meaning of the first 
messianic prophecy and its relation to Our Lady. (6) And so 
we pass to the main part of our theme. 

Gen. 3, 15 contains two partE! closely related to each other. 
'fhe fu'st part describes a. struggle, a mortal struggle between 
all mankind and the devil. '1'he other part describes the issue 
of the struggle which is the triumph of one of the woman's 
posterity over the devil. Not only are the two actions - struggle 
and victory - distinct, but the actors are also, to some extent, 
different. In the nrst it is the woman with all her posterity 
that is in war with the devil; in the other the woman di~appears 
and her posterity is represented by a single individual who comes 
to single combat with his antagonist. These two parts or .!ldions 
must be kept distinct if we want to get a clear idea of the full 
meaning of the prophecy. 

Some interpreters, whIle reta.ining the messianic meaning 
of the prophecy, reject it..~ mariological sense altogether. Thus 
Ceuppens in his M a.rio/ngia biblica (RomB, 1948) expresses his 

(6) See P., Bonnetain, art. ImmaculiJe Oonception in Dictiom.iare de la 
Bible, Supplement, 1943, ,,233-239. 
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opiniop in these terms: ··'The woman of Gen. 3,15 in the literal 
sense is Eve ~d Ji]ve alone; it cannot be proved that sheda also 
Mary at least in a typical sense", and concludes his demonstra
tion thus: "There is no convincing argument that the writer 
of Gen. 3,15 has intended the Virgin Mary either in a strictly 
literal sense or in a typical sense. The woman is Eve, and it 
is her posterity that will gain a complete victory over the devil" 
(pp. 19-23). His rna·in argument is the context. If Eve, he 
says, meets all the requirements of the context, there is no 
need for introducing another woman. (7) P. Heinisch in his 
commentary on Genesis (Bonn, 1930) excludes too the Virgin 
M'ary from 3,15. The woman is Eve, and her seed are all her 
descendants. From the New '11estament we learn that the vic
torious seed is Christ who vanquisihed the devil by his death M£fl' 
resurrection. De Vaux in the notes to his translation of Genesis 
(1951) in the Bible de Jerusalem remarks that the woman is Eve, 
and her seed are aU her descendants. The victor of the devil 
IS the Messiah. 'rhe application of the text to the Virgin Mary 
is based partly on the VuIgate reading ipga for ipse and partly 
on the parallelism Eve-Mary which recurs so Often in the 
writings of the FatheJ's. I may also mention with the non
mariologists W. Goosens De cooperatione irnmediata matri.s 
Redernptorig ad redentpfionem obiectivam. Quaestionis contru
vergae perpe1'tsatio; Pari.s-Brnges, 1939. 

Considered from a purely historico.literal point of view the 
non-mariological interpretation of Gen. 3,15 is unquestionably 
right. Eve is the only woman known from the context; she hall 
a posterity, and one of her descendants ha6 crushed the devit's 
power. But this is not all that the text has to tell. Gen. 3,15 
is a prophecy, and prophecies cannot be explained by the ex
clusive help of grammar and philology. Ceuppens himself 
recognizes the messianic character of Gen. 3,15 and admits the 
hermeneutical principle that prophecies cannot be understood 
except in the light of their fulfilment or of subsequent revela
tions. (8) Consequently all interpretation of prophecies by means 
of grammatical and philological subsidies is absolutely untena.ble. 
It follows that the non-mariological interpretation of Gen. 3,15 
is philologically right, but theologically wrong. 

~7) De Mariologia biblica, Rome, 1948, 19-23. 
(8) De Prophetii$ ¥e~~nicil in Antiquo Te'3tamento Rome 1985 pp. 

nf, ' , , 
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r :~OJhei'l'\, lllofitly tlwologinns, apply the whGle pwphecy to the 
Yii·g:irj,.)y[S~];Y. Rhe is 'the W0li1an' and Ohrist iHthe 'seed'. H 
th~.worna,n is associated with her seed in the !'-tn1gg1e,sbe cannot 
b~:i~)f?sociated from him in the final victory. But the Reed JI'o 

Ch'i-lst, therefore'the 'woman is 'necessarilv the Virgin Marv Whl1 

sr;.ar~s;wifh het son the honour of the victory over the devi-l. 'Gen. 
il,!.5 i" a. prEdiction of the lllcllmation, writes G. Hoberg, but 
the Incarnation is inconceivable wIthout. Man' (9). Card.' Billor 
is 'mol'e ~~plicit: Tn his Introduction to N[a~i(', mere de gra;ce 
b}' Jf ile THl 131'oise and I.' Bai'n,-el he \\'rites: "'l'he woman 
pl:,~tlicke(f ill this prop]H:'CY is Mur,\' , she alone and only she, in 
th(l __ pl'opE'l', immediate, historical Dnd literal sense (Paris, 1921), 
g~~~h~ js more 'IY-toderate : "That 'vvoman, he ~a.\'s, is principally 
tht; ,\.,(irgin ~ral'~' and' her seed is Christ. Eve only jointly with 
her. ~la~lghtE'r" (De Deo Cl'eante, n. 3(12), Among' the mariolo~ 
gj§!ffi:,,;'e may mention C van Croinbrl1gghe 'l'raciahlS de B, M. 
Virg!'!1G;' (}hent, 1913, p. 113; Hoschini J\Iariolugia, IT, p. T, 
1.9~~,)~~.J.03;~ L Filograssi Dc definibilitate Assllmptionis B. 
M. T':'L11 G1'Cg" 1948, p. 30; etc, 

''C' Tli.e;:;et'heologians ignore one fl1l1dnmental principle of het'
meneu'tfl:'s, \\'11ich' is the consideration of the context, both the 
11'~;!; 'und,therelnote context, If man speaks and writes as he 
tlii'nlr::l: anc1" if he thinks logically coordinating his ideas, develop
ing; new, ones, subordinating and interrelating them accordin,~ 
to':a rlei?-'n ite pIal) j "'to have the right to say that a writer i;; 
111oving' within the same rnnge of ideas unless he makes it clear 
tho.t Ii.~h~s· passed inioa n.ifierent sphere with a different set of 
i<:le~B,' T,llls)s an elefnentary hermenelltical principle baRed on 
sordid ~'e'a'son;an;d the Ignorance of it leads to desperate confusion. 
Clii\d:":$if1ot ,teies fo support hiR mariological intei'pretation of 
Gen~'- ;3',H3'by distinguishing between meaning and Rense or the 
:~1';pl:i'cat5(:in of ' the mea'ning to different objects or persons. The 
Ih~Al"lIlg 01' idea of 111e \-vord 'woman' is urichangeable, but tht' 
wor<l'l11ay be applied to lllOl;e th·m one person. No one will deny 
thY,'pl'inclple: ~very writer has the right to apply the word 
\roi¥iuh' 't.o "as ·manv ilii1'el'ei>t women as he likes Hut the reader 
lias'alscr!the right t~ know which woman the wiiter is speakinO' 

, Q 

about, If 'the wonian' is Ev'e in chapters :2 and 3 she is Eve 
also in 3,15 unless there are clear indications ,to th~contrary. 

's'" . .: 
(9) Die Gljlle,~is, Freiburg i. B." 1908, p. 50. 
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. 'Che identification of 'the woman' with .the Virgin ~ary iii 
the 'natural consequence of wrong, or at least Improven ,pl:emises. 
'1:'11e victorious seed is· said .to. be .Clii·ist and Ci}rist alone. but the 
·seed must have the same meaning in both parts of 'the V8TI?e. 
therefore the seed of the woman in the first part of the verse is 
Christ too. But the Virgin Mary is the Mother of Christ therefore 
the Virgin Mar." is the woman predicted in v. 15,' "', 

The fallacy of the argument is apparent. The seed is not 
necessaril:vthe immediai;e offspring of the wO,man, therefore 
whether it is Christ or not, the woman is not neqessaril:v Mary. 
'Mo,reovel' the identitv of the woman's seed and the victorious 
seed, which is deman"ded at least by the literary cont~xt, is not 
absolutely required by the logical context. Interpreters generally 
Il1sist on the identity of meaning of the word 'seed' in both 'Parts 
of ,the verse, but they seem to overlook certain psychological 
facts which recent investigation has established beyond all doubt. 
We know that Hebrew' mentality does not always disting~~sh 
between universal and individual notions. An individual is COll
sidered as a member of a group, hel~ce the Hebrew mind passes 
imperceptibly from the idea of the group to that of its component 
members, without an:v difference in the external fonn of expres
sion (10). Thus in the second part of the book of Isaiah the wonl 
'Servant' or 'Servant of the Lord', sometimes has a collective 
mean ing denoting all the people of Israel; sometimes. especially 
in the Servant Son~s) it has an individual meaning denoting Olle 
individual of the people of IRrae1. Another example of the word 
'seed' occuring in the same context with a collective and all 

individual meaning is Gen. 21,12.13. Before coniplvillct with 
, l' ". 0 ~al'a 1 s demand to Expel Ragal' and her son Abraham )s assured 

by God that it is through lsaac that he'\vill have descendants 
(~eed) who will be called by his' name, but Ishmae'l will become 
:l.great nation because he is Abraham's offspriug (seed). There 
JR, therefore, no contl'udictiol! in ~,dving the, word 'seed' a co11ec-

no) This fact il; recognized b~- Illany model'n Interpretc;r!;.;· see H. W. 
Robinson, 'l'he Hebrew Conception. of Oorporate Personality in 
TT'esen unci TT'e/'(/!ln dcs .17tcl/ Ti3staments (Beihef{e Z'WI' Zeit
Sl'hrift f1l1' die A.ltt. Wissell.) Berlin, 19:16, !Jp. 49-62. 0 .. ·EissfeMt, 
Del' Gottcsknecht ~ei IJe!lt~l'o iesaja (.f es . .i0-55) in~ Lichi:e del' 
irn'aelitiscllen .4nschallung VGn GCinein.';cha/t U1/.{Z Individuum, 
Halle (Saale), 1933. A. It .. Johnsoll, .The One and. the Mart.y in the 
Israelite Conception 'of God, C",rdifl.', 19,12. ' 
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live meaning in the first part of v. 15 and an individual meaning 
in the second. If we admit the collective meaning in the first 
part of v. 15, the identification of the woman with the Virgin 
Mary becomes impossible. vVe are now in a position to answer 
to the theologians' argument in a scholastic form thus,: The 
victorious s(!ed is Christ, C01/(!.; the seed must have the same 
meaning in both parts of the verse, nego; therefore the seed of 
the woman in the first part of the verse is Christ, ne go conse
quentiam. But the Virgin M;ary is the Mother of Christ, cone. 
ant.; therefore the woman predicted in v. 15 is the Virgin Mary. 
ncgo cons. 

~rhe argument is sometimes proposed in a different form: 
'rhe woman is associated with her seed in the struggle, therefore 
she must be associated with it in the victory too. But the vic
torious seed is Christ, and there is no woman more dosel)' 
asoociated with him than his own mother, therefore the Virgin 
Mary, the Mother of Christ, has together with her Son com
pletely vanquished the devil. 

The argument. though theologically sound, is exegetically 
unacceptable. It introduces new elements into the text. Even 
jf it is granted that a mother may have a share in her son's 
victories, we still do not know who the mother of the victorious 
seed is before the New Testament Revelation. Moreover the 
struggle is not necessarily a single action of a short duration, a 
battle which is fought and won by the 5ame belligerents; it ma~' 
take a longer time, the fighting forces may be renewed, and the 
woman may not outlive her seed's vict0ry. 

Theologians try to corroborate their views by arguments of 
convenience. But as these afford ample matter for subjective 
speculations and are not based on S0und exegesis, we pass: them 
over altogether. 

Some theologians try to find some sort of compromise 
between the literal and the lllariological interpretation. One of 
the latest, and unfortunately unsuccessful attempts, is that by 
J. F. Bonnefoy (11). Fr. Bonnefoy bases his duali6tic interpre
tation on the theory of the plurality of senses, a theory which 
he, following in the steps of his confrere N. Assouad, vigorously 
defends against the attacks of the large majority of biblical inter-

(11) Le m.ystere de Jlarie ~elon. II' Protevan.giTe et I! ApoMlYlMe; Paris, 
l!M9. 
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preters. According to Fr. Bonnefoy there is in Gen. 3,15 a dnal 
literal sellse, a primary and a secondary sellse, both intended 
by the sacred writer and both describing a separate aspect of 
the drama which will soon be enacted in the history of mankind. 
A decisive argument for this iluality of meaning is the word 
'serpent' which in ch. 3 mean!,) a natural serpent (vv. 1, 14) and 
the inferml serpent (vv. 4, 15). This dual sense, wr::es Fr. 
Bonn.efoy, runs throug'h the whole chapter and is the basis of 
a dual interpretation of the Protoevangelium (p. 23). Conse
quently the serpent's seed IS both the serpent's natural offspring 
and the devil's mora,l progeny (p. 23). Likewise the woman ;8 
primarily the Virgin Mary, secondarily she is Eve (p. 50); Christ 
lS the woman's seed in a proper sense (pp. 37-40), but the ooed 
of the woman ~ Eve is all mankind (pp. ,H--47). We have, 
t~erefore, in v. 15 two different senses, both literal, running 
parallel to each other, the (,ne erawling on the earth below and 
the other moving in a high spiritual sphere. 'According to the 
one, Eve and all mankind feel a natural aversion for oorpents; 
they strike them on the head whenever they can, but sometimes 
they are bitten by them. According to the other, God has set .Ip 
an inexorable hostility, a permanent nh)1'al opposition between 
Christ and his Mother on one &ide and the devil on the other. 
Christ overthrew the devil's domination in the world, but the 
devil retaliated_ by ::;etting the ;1 ews against him and trying to 
thwart his work. The v;ctory of the Virgin Mary over the devil 
consists mainly in her pre,;ervatioll from original sin and in ,het' 
Lodily assumption. By the help of Christ, with whom all Chris
tians form one mystical body, Christia:1s can defeat the deVIL 
dlthough they too can suffer persecutions and death. 

"Ve need not /liseu6s here the problem of the plurality of 
senses. "Ve limit ourselves to an examination of the author's 
theory of the plurality of senses and of the way in which the 
plurality of senses is applied to Gen. 3,15. 

It appears that by plurality of senses the author means only 
or mainly the existence of a proper and a metaphorical meanin,;; 
of the same word. Thus he writes: "The plurality of meanings, 
t:specially that which arises from the double acceptation, proper 
and metaphorical, of the same ,vord. is a phenomenon 'Common 
to all languages" (p. Ill. This definition of what the author calls 
polysbnie is explained in a note: "J:!}ven the elementarv gram
mal'S di8tinguish between proper and metaphorical sens~". And 
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he illustrate:'; his definition by this e:x,ample: 'If I say: St. 
l\1onica is Augustine's mother in a twofold sense, because sh0 
brought him forth to the world and to heaven, I am using the 
\vord 'brought forth' in a proper or natural sense and in a meta
phoirical or spiritual sellse'. And he concludes: "This is the 
lllOst common fOI'lll of polyselllie" (ibid.). I am sure nobody will 
lluarrel with Ft'. Bonnefoy about the existence of his particular 
form of polyscmie; we all use the same words in a proper and 
in a metaphorical sense. But this is nvt the polyscmie which 
Bonnefoy thinks to have discovered in Gen. 3,15. St. Monica's 
dual motherhood is expressly stated illoni-ca sancti A ugustini 
dupliciie·r matu, a statement which is further explained by the 
words qu·ia eum et 1Ilundo et caelo peperit. But there is nothing 
in Gen. 3,15 indicating that the word 'woman' has a dual mean
ing, a proper and a metaphorical one. The .dual sense of. the 
word 'serpent', which according to B0l111€fOY is the basis of the 
dual interpretation of Gen. 3,15, does not justify in any way 
the application of this duality of meaning to the 'woman'. The 
l)roper and the metaphorical meanings of the 'serpent' occur in 
different \contexts or, at least, in (lifferent passages, and the 
diversity of meanings is apparent. But there is not the least 
indication in the context (hat the word 'woman' has more than 
one sense, be it proper or metaphoricaL. B0l111efoy appeals to the 
context as the decisive factur of the true sense of the word 
'woman' (p. 35). Now if the grammatical context requires the 
Itleaning, 'Eve' , the logical context demands absolntely the 
meaning, 'Mary'. But this is exactly the heart of the problem. 
Does the logical context necessarily require this meaning of the 
word ',volllan'? Fr. BOllnefoy states his opinioll in unequivacal 
terms: l'he Virgin Mary IS the woman personally and literally 
meant in the Protoeyangelium. His arb'11ments are those with 
which we have been long familiar, the authority of the Bull 
Inejjabilis, the autority of theologians, the liturgk~al application 
of Gen. 3,15 to Mary by the Churcll, and the Vulgate reading 
ipsa which, though a mistaken translation, contains an element 
of truth. But the main argument for the identification of the 
woman with the Virgin Mary is, according to Pr. Bonnefoy, the 
historico-literalcontext which mav be summarized in these 
words: The devil made use of a woman to induce man to sin 
and so lead all mankind to perdition. rrhe devil thought his 
victory was final. But it Was,.llOt so. God will make use of another 



GEN. 3, 15 AND RECENT DISCUSSIONS 81 

woman a,nd of another man in order to restore humanity and 
~verthrow the devil (pp. 25-33). This is dear enough to Us in 
the light of Revelation, but it is doubtful whether and in what 
mariner it can be deduced from God's words. Theologians are 
bent on reading into the biblical text more than it contains, or, 
as Fr. Bonnefoy himself puts it, they try to discover in a biblical 
text what they themselves have put (p. 86). 

Simultaneously with, and independently of, Bonnefoy'~ work 
there appeared an article' by 'r. Gallu~ in Verbum Domini, 1949, 
33--43, proposing a similar interpretation. The title Sensus 
allegorico-dogmaticus, sensus UUeralis Protoevangelii clearly 
defines the author's position. Fr. Gallus distinguishes in Gen. 
3,15 a literal proper sense and a literal improper or metaphorical 
sense. According to the literal propel' 3enSe the woman is Eve, 
her posterity is all mankind, the hostility is man's natural aver
sion for serpents, the crushing of the head and the biting of the 
heel are fads of everyday's IO'xperience. This is exactly Bonne
foy's explanation. But in a higher sense. which Galllls call& 
ijmproper, the woman is the Virgin Mary, and she alone, her 
seed is Christ, the hostility is to be understood in a supernatural 
order, the crushing of the head of the serpent is the cOIl1plete 
overthrow of the devil's domination over the world, the crushing 
or biting of the heel is Christ's death and resurrection. This 
sense is called allegorico-dogmatic. bacause it expresses metapho
rically or allegorically the dogma of the triumph of Christ and 
his Holy :Mother over the devil. In another article (12) Fr. 
Gallus defends himself against criticism to his theory and espe
mally against the charge of intrQducing a daulity of literal' senses 
into the biblical text by distinguishing between the human 
writer's words and God's words as related by the human writer. 
The writer's words express the sense intended by him, but God's 
words may express a different sense not comprehened by the 
human wnter. In Gen. 3,15 the human writer is simplv referrinu 
God's words not expressing his own mind or his ~pinion o~ 
God's words. The writer's sense is man's natural aversion for 
serpents, but God's sense is the victory of Christ and his Mother 
over the devil. 

I wonder whether Fr. Gallus has succeeded in convincing 

(12) 8cholion ad Protoe'l!angelium (Gen. S,15) in Y (wbum Domi;ni) 19501 
pp. 51-4, 
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an~ of hip, readers. His theory is a complete misrepresentation i)f 

the notion both of inspiration and of the metaphorical sense. Ail 
will agree that God Illay express through the writer's words a 
sense deeper and wider than what the \vriter actually perceives, 
but in this case God's sense is only an extension of the writer'8 
sense, Ilot a diffen'nt sellse. 'J'he;'e can be 110 conflict between 
God's 8ense and man's sense. ]f man's sense is not intended 
by God, it is not a scriptural sense; and if God's sense is in DO 

\vay perceived by the writer. man would be only mechanicall~
instrumentall in the expression of that sense. Nor can the appli
eutioll of the word 'woman' ·to the Virgin Mar\" be caned a 
metaphor; it is: a wider, but still a proper, applfcation of that 
word. The literal sense has recently been defended froIll a purely 
exegetical standpoint by Fr. B. Rigaux O.F.M. Wh). "Fr. 
Rigaux insists on the prophetic, messianic and eschatological 
character of Ch-n. ;1,15. rrhe writer, whom Fr. Hig'uux together 
with others identifies \vith the Yahwist, is not ('(;ncerned with 
mere history. He is not simply narratillg past events nor slmply 
relating God's wordR; he is mainly teachin::; a lofty doctrine, 
the doctrine of univet'sal redemption by foretelling the defeat of 
the devil by the Messiah and its complete elimination from the 
kingdom of God. Conse(Juently 'the woman' cannot be. Eve 
except in a very limited sense as the starting-point 01' the com
mencement of that unrelenting struggle CUlminating in the 
complete triumph of the woman's seed over the devil. 'The 
woman' therefore is neither Eve nor the whole female sex, but 
the conqueror's mother, that is the Virgin Mary. A vulnerable 
poJnt in Fr. Rigaux' ,exposition of Gen. 3,15 is the lack of 
sufficient consideration of the fact recognized by man v modern 
interpreters that the Hebrew mind very often passes )mpei'cep
tibly from the general to the particular without any change in 
the verbal expression. He refers, it is true, to Th. Roman, Dos 
hebriiische Denken im VC1'yleich mit dem Griechischen, G6ttin
gen, 1952, but he seems to ignore the works of manv modem 
interpreters who have so clearh~ illustrated this cha~acteristic 
fluidity of the Hebrew thought. 'Nor does he take into account 
Gen. 21,12.13 where the word seed' OCCllrs in a collective sense 
(v. 12) and in an individual sense Cv. 131. Tt follows that even if 

(12a) La. femme et son U(JlI<fqe ilflIh~ GCllPU nI, ,11-]5, ·ill Renl~ bihlilJUP , 

1954, pp. 321-48. 
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we admit that the victorious seed is Christ, the son of the Virgin 
Mary, we are in no way justified in applying the same indivIdual 
sense to 'the woman' and 'her posterity' in the first part of v. 
15. 'The woman' and 'her posterity' may have a more Or less 
general sense in the first part of the verse, but they become 
individualized in Mar\' and Christ in the other part of verse 15. 

Another attempt "to combine the literal sense with a higher 
sense is the typical interpretation. Eve is the t:vpe of Mary, [tS 

A:dam is the type of Christ, therefore the woman is EYe in the 
litera.l sense and the Virgin Mary in a typical sense. Let us 
hear one of the chief exponents of the typico-mariological inter
pretation : "The Holy Ghost, inspiring this oracle, has intended 
to IfOJ'ctell, in a hig'her senSe and under the type of the first 
woman, another and a blessed woman and her implacable 
hostility against the Jevil a),d her complete victory over it. As 
the diyine vVisdom foresaw from the beginning all the fuIness 
of this hostility in J\Iary, one may think that tIllS divine Wisdom 
has t~'pically foretold in tIns oracle the Immaculate Conception 
of the Virgin Mar:\,. For in her conception, unstained by any 
spot of sin, the mother of God has completely triumphed over 
the ;devil throug'h whose jealousy sin has infected all the human 
race. Eve and her hostility against the devil signify typically 
the Virgin Mary and her unlimited hostility against the devil. 
But this hostility would have never been complete if the Virgl!1 
Mary had not been conceived w;thout the original sin. And it 
is thi,s spotless conception of Mary that the Holy Ghost, has 
intended to reveal to us in th is oracle" (13). This interpretation 
has found little favour with modern interpreters. Among its 
latest supporters one ma.y mention Fr. Sutcliil'e in his commen
tary one Genesis. After having said that Christ is the seed and 
ithat the vVoman is his Blessed Mother, he goes on: "This 
follows also from the typical reIationexisting between Eve anti 
~Iary, a relationship on which the Fathers loved to dwell ana 
which is summed up in her title of the Second Eve. As Eve was 
the mother of all the hving in the physioeal order, so Mary is the 
Mother of all the living in the spiritual order just as Christ for 
an a.llalogous reason is the Second Adam havin o' in the fir:>t 
Ad ' b .'\. am a figure of him who was to come', (Rom. 5.14)," (14). 

(13) CYorluy, Spicilegi11m dogmatico-71iblicum, T, p. 37l. 
(14) .4. Oatholic Oommentm'Y on Holy §criptwre, London, 1953 
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It is universally agreed that the typical sense ccll1not be 
admitted unless it 1S ba..;ec1 upon Hol:" Scripture or Tradition. 
Now there is absolutel: 110 f',criptnral evidence that Eve is the 
iypeof Mar:'. True it is that the woman of the Apochlypse 
(12,1-17) has many resemblances with the woman of Gen. 3,1:'5, 
hut the woman of the Apocalypse is the personification of the 
Church. and, althOlH!,"h .John may have borrowed some elements 
of his d~scriptioll fro~n Gen. 3,1;5: it cannot be said with -certaint,\" 
that he intended to represent Mary as the fulfilment of the 
prophecy contained in Gen. 3,15. Some of the Fathers have 
seen a dose parallelism between Eve and Mary. But again it 
is not clear whether they intended anything more than a mere 
contrast hetween Bve and Marv. 

The majority of interpreter~ prefer to base the mariological 
interpretation on the plenary sense or sensus plenior, a scriptural 
sellse more extensive and more comprehensive than the literal 
obvious sense to which it is related aR the perfect to the impel'
fect, the complete to the incomplete, the total to the partial. 
Accordingly (lod'R words taken in their strictl~' literal sense 
cannot be applied but to Bve and her posterity; but if they are 
viewed in the light of tllei]' theological context and subsequent 
revelation they acquire !1 much higher sense which makes them 
inapplicable to any other one except ChriRt and his Mother. But 
a,s the existence and nature of the 8(>n8'118 plenior has been "in 
recent years, and is still, the object of many lively controversies, 
it is, absolutel:' neceR~ar.v to give a dear idea of it in order to 
estimate its value as a hermeneutical principle and so to lay a 
solid foundation for the mariological interpretation ,vhich iR 
based upon it. 

The senSllS pleniur may be brieflv described as a homo
geneouR and organic dew].~pment of· the literal sense. It if; 
therefore a literal sense more profound than the obvious literal 
sense and manifested to us b~T God himself, the author of Scrip
ture. rPhese two senses, the obvions and the plenary, are 
complementary to each other, not two different and independent 
senses. Indeed their greater or lesser eomprehensiveness is 
altogether subjeetive, not objective; it iR not the meaning which 
acquires a wider range of applications or is elevated to a higher 
sphere, but it is our knowledge of it that becomes deeper and 
deeper by means of suceessive revelations. The development of 
the literal obvious sense is, "thel'efore, the gradual unfolding of 
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that recondite sense which IS intended hv God ana is contained 
in the human writer's words, thongh Hot'fully perceived by hilll. 
The literal obvious sense an.d its gradual developing lllay be 
COll1 pared to the development of a painting. r1'he first brush
"troke" do not as yet reveal the picture; the figure is still 
unrecognizable, but as the painting goes on, the figure begins 
to take shape until the complete picture with all its details 
uecOlnes visible. There is unity of plan and work between the 
first sketch and the las!; finishing touches. It is OIl this orgal1lc 
unity of revelation that the plenary sell se is based. Another fact 
justifying the existence of the plenary sense and illustrating its 
nature is the range of meaning which a word can have. Thus the 
word 'woman', occuring in a d·efinite context-, cannot lUean but 
one determinate woman, aithough it can be applied to other 
WOlllen wlwn it occurs in ditYerelit contexts. But the application 
of the sa,me word to two different women in Otle and the same 
cOl:text woukl. introduce that duality of liteml senses which is 
fiO dreaded by biblical interpreters. On the contrary, the word 
'hostility' may denote any degree of mte'nsity frolD mere opposi
t ion to mortal hatred, or even an opposition bet,y-een two born 
enemies and between two estranged friEuds, and the writer can 
express any 4egree and any sort of hostility without any change 
in the form of his expression. ;\s it is God, the principal author 
of Scripture, who determines the exact meaning or shade of 
meaning of the words used by t.he inspired writer, it is divine 
revelation which ultimately determines the existence as well 
as the extent of the plen~ry sense in any particular pasfiage. 

After these prelim inary cOllsiderati,'lls let us see whether 
alld to what extent can the theory of the sell811s IJlenior he applied 

_ to (fen. 3 J 5 Earlier eOHllnentaton;, writing <It a, time when the 
l~otioll of .the 'plenar~' sense ,vas still Yague and undeveloped, 
sllllply mamtamed that the oracle ha" heen fulfilled in a perfect 
~nanne~' only in Christ and hii'i :iYlot.her, in Eve and her posterity 
III an IlDperfect manner. Therefore bhe 'woman' in a perfect, 
.eolllplete and adequate sellSf~ is the Virtrin Man while in an 
imperfect, incomplete and inadequate s~1se is E~e (15). 

(15) Hetzenauer, C01ll1llClItal'illS ill Libl'lI'/n {icllesis; Graz; 1910, pp. 
78-82. A. Bea, IlIstitutiones biblieaf;: Ve Pentatellcho,- Rome, 
1933, pp. 202r., Simon-Pra:do, Prae/eetiolles biblicae,. Vetlls Testa
mcntlll/1, Vol. I; Turill, 1934,,, pp, 53( 
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At the sallle tillle another form of the explan<ltioll of Gen. 
3,15 by the principle of the sen811S plenior was being developed. 
Fr. Murillo in his COlllluenbn on Genesis (lm4) writes: "In 
v. 15 God is addresf:>ing not E~-e personally, but the whole claRs 
of women or the whole female sex, concentrating, however, his 
thought on a particular WOlllan as 1.he representative of her class, 
an extraordinary WOlllall that call1lOt be other th<ln the Virgin 
Mary who, through her union with Christ and by his help, 
crushed victoriously the head of the infernal serpent'. And he 
goes 011: "Eve was only the occasion for God's promise; as 
she was the only woman, God seeing ill her the representative 
of the whole female sex. raised his thought, without changing 
the verbal expression, to the consideration of the whole class·of 
WOlllen attributing to 'the \voman' actions and qualities that are 
proper to the whole class" (pp. 306f). '1'his explanation was 
later taken up by P. De A.m broggi in an article II senso pieno 
del Protoc1.1all[lc/o (Gcn. 3,15) published in Senola CaU. (1932, 
3-26). In other words, the word 'woman' which apparently 
refers to Eve, in reality denotes the female sex in general. This. 
is the literal sense which acquires a higher significance when it 
is restricted to one particular woman, the best repre8entutive of 
bel' claRs, a woman whom we in the light of later 'revelation 
identify with the Yirgin Mary. On the collective meaning of 
t.ht:' word 'woman' we have spoken already. 

A si111ilar view has been recently propounded by 0h. Hauret 
(Origincs, Gcncse, J--Il!; Paris" 1950). He begins by empha
sizing the identity of the victorions seEd and Christ the Re
deemer. It is in the light of this indisputable fact that the whole 
oracle must be interprete·d (p.p. 191f). But who 1S the woman? 
III a strictlv literal sense the woman is Bve and no other but 
Eve, the Olily woman known from the context (pp. 183f). But 
although Eve repented of her sin, was restored to God's friend
ship (Wisd. 10,2) an;d so became the devil's ellemy, the manner 
in which the hostility betweEn the woman and the devil is 
declared by far surpasses Bve's hostility against the devil. vVe 
know from N e\v Testament revelation that God has united 
Christ with the Virgin Mary in the work of re;demption. If 
therefore Mary is closely aSRociated with Christ in the struggle 
against and in the victory over the devil, it is 8he who realizes 
in herself the inexorable hostility excited by God between the 
\\'oman and the serpent (pp. 193-195). Therefore the woman 
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of Gen. 3,15 is both Eve and Mary; she is Eve in the strictI:' 
literal SEnse. but she is described with features that are appro
priate only to ~lary. rl'llUs in the woman' K posterity two person
a,O'es stand "out conspicuous]y, Ohrist the Redeemer and along-
~ , 

with him the Yirgin Mary, who is designated at the beginning 
of the oracle. The dual meaning - Eve and Mary - of the 
word 'woman', does not imply a duality of literal senses, because 
it does not refer directly and personally to Eve, but to all women 
in general. Eve and Mary being included by connotation (pp. 
196f). 

All these interpreters agree in their generalizing and then 
individualizing the meaning of th0 word 'woman'. The woman. 
they say, is not Bve. but the whole class of women. But as 
neither Eve nor any woman, except the Virgin Mary, has 
realized the full meaning of the hostility and victory predicted 
by God, the word 'woman' must absolutely cOllnote some extra
ordi.nary woman that will share both in the struggle and in the 
final triumph with her victorious seed. The woman is Eve in a 
lower, incipient, germ.inal sense. it denotes the whole female 
sex in a higher, real, literal sense, and the Virgin Mary in its 
fullest literal sense. 

The best exposition of this theory is .that proposed by .J. 
Coppens of Louvain in an article Le Protlvang£le. Un nouvel 
ess(Li d' exegc.se published in Ephemeride~ Theoloyicae Lova
niellses, 1950. 5~36, and separately in Analecta Lavaniensia, 
1950, II, 16, 45-77. A year before in a work Les Hannonie8 
d,es dell!:l~ Testaments, J. Coppens had very briefly outlined his 
view of the sensus plenior of Gen. 3,15 in this way: The Protoe
vangelium, viewed in the light of philology, represents a struggle 
between mankind and the devil and the final victory of man over 
the devil. But between this humano-Satanic drama and the 
identificatioll of the conqueror with Ohrist and the association 
of the Virgin Mary with Christ there exists a gulf which no 
tlleulogical speculation will ever succeed in bridging over. It is 
t!:e senS1lS plenior that hel1:s us to recognize the true conqueror 
of the devil. Although in the mind of the sacred writer the per
sonality of the ,conqueror and his mother are still shrouded in 
the literal and historico-critical sense, thev .were from the very 
beginning definitely determined in the mi~d of God. The COl;

queror of the devil in the mind of God is Christ, and the woman 
associated with him in the struggle and in the victorv is Marv. 

<ij &I" ' 
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his blessed mother. Philology is unable to discover this sense 
ltl the oracle. God has purposely given us this vague prophecy 
of a hostility between man and Satan in order to foreshadow, 
to suggest and, later, to reveal the real nature of this hostility 
und the tru'e personality of the conqueror and his associate 
mother. And this iiol the fuller sense of the prophecy, intended 
by God, contained in the words of the human writer, though not 
hIlly comprehended by him and by his contemporaries. (pp. 37f). 

The following year Prof. Coppens took up the problem again 
Lli:-;eussing it in all its aspects with an overwhelming exuberance 
of arguments couched in his usual attractive and persuasive 
style. Coppens argues forcibly for the general meaning of 'the 
wOlllari' basing his contention not only on the grammatical 
pOssibility, but also and especially on the conLext which extends 
far beyond the narrow limits of the first woman and her husband. 
Y. 15 does not belong to the strict.ly narrative parts of chapters 
2 and 3. The writer's out.look grows broader and broader so as 
to include all mankind. And this broad and universal outlook 
demands absolutely an universal meaning for the word 'woman'. 

J. Coppens recognizes the same universal meaning in the 
expression 'the v.:oman's posterity', ill spite of its prevalent 
individual meaning. And he makes the jmportant remark that 
the word 'posterity' iR always used t.o denote the male descen
dants and never the female descendants. '1.'herefore the first part 
of v. 15 describes a struggle between aB mankind -divided into 
two armies, a womell'S army (the u'uman) and a men's army 
(her posierit.y) and the devil. Naturaily each army haB its own 
leader, who not only leads his army to battle, but also tends to 
individualize the meaning of the word Or expression representing 
his respective army . 

. But all of a sudden, in the second part of the verse, the 
outlook is narrowed down, and the struggle between mankind 
an:d the devil is reduced to a single combat between the woman's 
seed, or one among her male descendants, and the devil. This 
individual meanillg of the woman's. seed naturally postulates an 
iridividual meaning of the correlative term 'the woman'. And 
so the two fighting imni€.s become individualized and represented 

. by their respective readers: This transition from the universal to 
the_par~icu.litr, ~vhi~h is stro~l~ly c011tested by most interpreters, 
has Its Justlficatwn III thA flUIdity of Hebrew thonaht which does 
not always distinguish between the idea of a gr;up' and that of 
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its cont:ltituent members and comequently passes inwerceptibly 
froltl the one to the other without any diiIerence in the literary 
expression. Having thus established the individual meaning of 
'the woman' , who is not Eve, and of 'the woman's seed', their 
identification with Christ and his Mother, the Virgin Mary. 
becomes easily comprehensible. 

Therefore Mary is not represented nor in any W[1C;Y connotetl 
bv Bve; she is incLuded in the universal appellation 'the woman' 
a~ a member of the female class and as the mother of Christ, the 
conqueror of the devil. 

Coppens concludes his article by asserting once more the 
mariological sense of Gen. 3,15 but expressly dissociating him
~e1f from those who think they ean deri.ve all mariological 
theology from this text. 

A different interpretation has been proposed by Fr;. P. Bon
netain in the article IlIIlI!Ilculee Conceptioll in the Supplement 
to Vigouroux D1;ctionnllire de 'la Bible (1943, 240-25L1). The 
WOlllan is Eve, and her seed is Christ with his mystical body, 
the Church. Cl;trist is included in the woman's posterity as the 
lllOst prominent of her descendants, as the conqueror of the 
sel;pent-devil and the source of the help whereby the other des
cendants can resist and repel all furter attacks by the devil. But 
Christ's mother, owing to her inseparable union with him, is 
necessarily associated with her son not only in the struggle 
again&t the devil but also in the final victory over it. It is 'only 
in this way that the Virgin Mal'Y comes ill. '1'herefo1'e the 
reference of this oracle to the Virgin Mary is the consequence 
of her intimate union with Christ. 

Another consequence of Mary's association with Christ is 
her immunity from any stain of original sin. Since both mother 
and son are associated together in their struggle against their 
eOlllmon enemy, they lllU&t be likewise as~ciated in the victor v . 
But Christ's .vi?tory over the devil was undoubtedly complet'e, 
absolute, unlImIted and perpetual, therefore Mary's victory too 
was complete, absolute, unlimited and perpetual. But Marv 
conld have never gained such a victory over the devil, if sh~ 
were for one instant subject to the devil throuah oriainal sin. 
Eve, after repenting of her sin, did not let her~elf bet> deceived 
again by the devil, sh~ l'~siste~ his temptations, she fought and 
won. But' hers w~s ~ lImIted vlCtOJ~y and by no means perpetual. 
Therefore the VIrgm Mal'y through her inseparable union with 
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Christ was not only the devil's most fOl'midable enemy. but also 
. his most" conspicuous victor being preserved from sin from the 
first instant of her conception. 

So there are two lines of mariological interpretation, two 
different ways of finding Mary in Gen. 3,15. Theologians and 
the majority of interpreters see Mary signified or foreshadowed 
or connoted in 'the woman'; others think she is included in 
tl1e woman's posterity. But the important question is: Is the 
mariological meaning of Gen. 3,15 based upon the literal inter
pretation of the text, or is it only a theological conclusion? Ana 
if it is a theological conclusion, what is its value? 

The strictly literal and the typical mariological interpreta
tions have already been considered as inadequate. The value of 
the interpretation based on the literal fuller sense depends on 
the notion of the sensus plellior and on its right application. Now 
none will deny that the general meaning of G.en. 3,]5, that is . 

. the victory over the common enemy of man by one· of the 
woman's descendants has been' fully revealed in the N. T. and 
realized in the person of Christ. God foretold a victory that was 
achieved bv Christ rl'here is. therefore, not onlv a relation of 
similarity. "but also a continuity and homogeneity of revelation. 
'Ve are therefore fully justified in recognizing a literal fuller 
sense in Gen. 3,15 which identifies the victorious seed with 
Christ, and his victory with redemption. The Christological 
meaning of Gen. 8.15 C<llUlOt be contested and has never been 
contested. But are we justified in extending the fuller sense to 
every single detail of the prophecy? In particular, can t.he word 
'woman' be made to apply not only to Eve, hut also. and in a 
higher sense, to the Virgin Mary? Those who maintain that 
the woman is Eve in an imperfect sense, and Mary in a perfect 
sense are in reality introducing int.o the text a duality of meaings 
whic,h they themselves do not admit. In order to avoid the 
incollvenience of!1 dual meaning, Coppens gives the word 
'woman', as we have seen, a general meaning, the female class. 
This meaning is grammatically possible, but the arguments 
advanced b:' the Professor of Louvain to prove its existence in 
8'en .. 3,15 are not convincing. It is true that the writer's outlook 
becomes broader and even universal in v. 15, but it is equall \' 
true that this universal view of humanity arises from one part i
cD:la.r event in primev~l histor:'. .The drama of man's struggle 
WJth the powers of eVIl em,bmces all ages and all places, but it 
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originateli with Eve, the first woman, in the garden of IiJden. 
At the begillning it was a personal strife between Eve and the 
devil but as the human race increased, the strife involved all 
the ,~olllan's posterity and will endure till the end of the world. 
V. 15 has indeed a universal character, but its roots lie in the 
personal history of the fir:ot woman, without whom that univer
sality would have never been attained. 

·'1'11erefore jf 'the wottlan' eannot denote but one particular 
woman, and if this particular woman is none but Eve, the Virgin 
l\Ia.ry can in no way be incluiled in it unless we are prepared to 
admit a plurality ot'literal meallings. Although the Virgin Mar? 
has realized in herself in the fullest senSe and highest degree 
the hostility f:et by God between the WOlllan and the devil, this 
alone does not give bel' an absolute right to be included in ~he 
general appellation 'woman' as the wQrthiest representative 0f 
the whole class. Beside 'the woman' there are others engaged 
in a lllortal strife with the devil. there is the woman's posterity. 
which, in its general meaning, may include also the Virgin Mary. 
In fact some intcrpl'cterr::, as we have seen, include the Virgin 
::VIary in the \voman's posterity, Mary, as one of Eve's descen
aants will be the devil's enemv, but, being also united with 
Christ, the cOllllueror of the d~vil, at least by the bonds of 
common mem bersh ip of the same posterity, she will also share 
ill the f11lftl vietory. In other words, Mary, as well as many other 
lllen and women, all included in the first woman's posterity, 
will by the help of Christ ref'ist and defeat the elevil. So far the 
literal interpretation of tbe text, which describes a mortal 
struggle between the serpent and the woman's posterity whictl 
in~l'udes Christ, Mary and all the pious men 'and ,,,"omen who 
have during their lives victoriously resisted the devil. But the 
text tells us nothing about the nature find extent of these hosti
lities nor about the condition of the devil's opponents, whether 
they will be born enemies or ,;imply friends that will become 
estranged and illimical in consequence of a C)uarrel. We need 
absolutely further revelation in order to know whether anvone 
amongst the woman':" descendants has tnumphed over the devil 
to the same extent a& Christ himself. Such a revelation would 
certainly include the Virgin Mary not merely in the woman';-{ 
posterity, which is the literal sell se , but also in the victorious 
seed with which ~he,. will completely o:erthrow the devil's power 
on earth, and tIns lS the fuller mem1mg of t.he text. But the 
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N. T. revelation shows to us the Virgin Mary not as the victor 
of the devil, but as the Mother of Christ, who through hi); 
death Oil the cross has dethroned the devil alld driven him for 
ev.er out of the world. It is 011 the grounds of this inseparable 
union of the Virgin Mary with Chrisf that we associate her with 
her son not only in the intensity of the hostilities but also ill 
the fullest extent of the victory. 'i'his is not the literal exposition 
of the text but rather a theological conclusion which, drawn ae; 
it is from two revealed premises, must be considered as J 

revealed doctrine and consequently the object of a dogmatic 
definition. 

Looking back 011 this brief survey of recent discus);ions I)f 
Gen. 8,15 we notice that the mariological sense is almost uni
versa,uy recognized by theologians and interpreters. The nOll

Illariologists are very few, all:d it is not always clear whether 
they reject all forms of mariological interpretation or only the 
literal interpretation. '1'he mariologists at all costs base their 
conclusioll8 on theological speculations and reasons of con
venience rather than on sound exegesiH. r1'he majority of inter
preters prefer a literal fuller mariological interpretation. But 
as both the existence and nature of the fuller or plenary seme 
is still a matter of dispute. its application to Gen. 3,15 lllay 
appear somewhat precarious. In fact sometimes the Sensus 
plenior is nothing else but a typical sense or an additional 
literal sense, both of which are exclude.d from Gen. 3,15 by the 
supporters of the sensus plenior. The interpretation which derives 
the mariological doctrine by way of theological conclusion is 
based on a literal exposition of the text and On N. T. revelation. 
on the consideration of the literary ancI theological contexts and 
on the words of the Bull lIleffabilis. and as sllch it affords an 
incontrovertible sc.riptural evidence for the revelation of thi8 
most singular privilege of the Virgin Mary, Her Immac.ulate 
Conception. 

P. P. SAYDON. 




