
Gene-ocide -The Quest for Genetic Perfection  
Technology is transforming the medical field as the world 
knows it. Whether facilitating new scientific discoveries, 
accurate diagnoses, efficient and sophisticated treatment, 
or patient management, biotech provides tools to service 
the needs of both doctors and patients. Due to the 
creation of new technologies, surgical procedures are 
improved with tools that minimize recovery length and 
risk of infection; technological implants are able to regulate 
normal bodily function; advanced prosthetics are designed 
with enhanced functionality; effective medicines are 
created; cures for chronic illnesses are progressing. For 
instance, 3D imaging allows for the discovery of suitable 
ligands to block active sites of harmful proteins and 
prevent disease. Even hospital rooms employ 
technological advances for the betterment of their patients, 
such as the implementation of circadian lighting. As 
scientists increase the available information, technology is 
able to assist in turning the research into reality. At this 
point, the artificial reproductive technology that will enable 
parents to select “favorable” traits for their offspring is just 
around the corner. 

These “designer babies” are subject to debate among those 
in the ethics community [1]. Many science fiction films and 
novels, such as Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, depict 
the disastrous effects of controlling genes upon society. Of 
course, at the moment, the conversation is strictly 
theoretical, as the technology has not been developed 
completely. However, in the age of technology and rapid 
advancement, the innovation of such capabilities seems 
imminent, thereby rendering the topic ever relevant.  

In vitro fertilization (IVF) is the process of manually 
combining an egg and sperm in a laboratory dish and 
transferring the healthy embryo into the uterus for 
development [2]. This technique is commonly used by 
couples who experience infertility. Many halachic authorities 
have permitted the use of this procedure to overcome 
infertility and to promote procreation. Preimplantation 
genetic screening (PGD) is a derivative of this original 
scientific breakthrough. Using such artificial reproductive 
technology, the genome of the embryo is examined so that 
the couple can ensure that the embryo implanted is devoid 
of any serious genetic disease. The blastomeres, or cells 
formed by the division of the embryo, are inspected to 
determine the gender and, thereby, to eliminate sex-linked 
diseases. While PGD is one-hundred percent effective, 
there is another, less certain, technique wherein sperm is 
separated into those containing X-chromosomes and Y-
chromosomes. Once accomplished, the desired sperm can 
be inserted either by IVF or by intra-uterine insemination 
(IUI) into the egg. Naturally, as a result of these new 
procedures, the focus has shifted from the ethical validity 
of the original technology to the question of whether 

couples should have the right to select desired genes for 
their child, rather than limiting gene-control only to those 
exclusively pertaining to health. 

Some find the idea of selecting preferable genes to be 
eerily similar to eugenics utilized by the Nazis to wipe out 
millions of people during World War II. The technology, if 
misused, could be dangerous. For instance, one bioethicist, 
Julian Savulescu, believes that the use of artificial 
reproductive technologies is a form of such eugenics [3]. 
By selecting the “best” embryo, one effectively destroys 
the less desirable genomes. Savulescu posits that one must 
realize that children are a gift from G-d, and, therefore, 
their destiny cannot be humanly controlled. Contrarily, 
philosopher David Heyd points out that gender selection is 
not equivalent to eugenics, rather, it simply provides 
parents with reproductive autonomy [4]. Reproductive 
decisions are already subject to the parents’ personal 
desires with regard to aspects such as timing of conception 
and number of children. Giving parents additional 
procreation options is merely an extension of their 
inherent rights, yet other experts fear the ultimate creation 
of two unequal societal classes. While the upper class 
possesses the monetary means to pursue procedures that 
enhance their children’s genotypes, thereby contributing to 
the creation of a perfect society, the rest of the population 
becomes doomed to inferiority because access to such 
enhancements is limited by lack of sufficient funds [5]. As 
the protagonist of Gattaca, a science fiction movie which 
centers around this quest for a genetically perfect society, 
said, "I belonged to a new underclass, no longer 
determined by social status or the color of your skin. No, 
we now have discrimination down to a science.”  

Yet, the concept of enhancement is already present in our 
society. From immunizations, medications preventing 
disease to the increasing of intelligence and physical 
capabilities and even stressors that positively affect a 
person’s psyche, this “pursuit of perfection,” as Sheila and 
David Rothman call this mentality, occupies a strong 
presence in our culture [6]. Similarly, gene selection uses 
technology to select the best version of a given person, 
eliminating unnecessary impediments and, therefore, 
positively impacting the way an individual lives his or her 
life. If the advancement of this technology is inevitable, 
then the conversation should not be focused on its ethical 
status but rather concentrate on the ways in which the 
technology can be controlled to prevent abuse of power. 
The scientific community should be focused on 
influencing the direction that science takes, instead of 
attempting to staunch its development [7]. 

Modern Jewish decisors are constantly confronted with 
issues that develop in conjunction with the advancement 
of science. With the task of relating ancient texts to 
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contemporary issues, they struggle to make halacha, Jewish 
law, relevant. As complex genetic technology becomes 
reality, the question of the permissiveness of gene selection 
has surely risen.  

Man has a specific role in the world. G-d’s command to 
“fill the earth and conquer it,” refers to Man’s responsibility 
to be active and to create (Genesis 1:28). Similarly, the 
narrative of creation describes G-d resting from “which 
[He] has created, to do,” which alludes to the fact that G-d 
intentionally left creation unfinished, to be completed by 
Man (Genesis 2:3). This completion can only be achieved 
by following His example, which entails the concept of 
tikkun olam, improvement of the world. The Maharal, a 
Jewish scholar and mystic from the 16th-17th century, 
writes that human creativity is inherent in the creation of 
the world, stating: 

The creativity of people is greater than nature. 
When God created in the six days of creation the 
laws of nature, the simple and the complex, and 
finished creating the world, there remained 
additional power to create anew, just like people 
can create new animal species through inter-
species breeding… People bring to fruition things 
that are not found in nature; nonetheless, since 
these are activities that occur through nature, it is 
as if it entered the world to be created…         
(Be’er Hagolah, 38:9). 

Rav Soloveitchik, a major modern Orthodox rabbi of the 
20th century, extends this call for positive action to a direct 
responsibility. As such, man’s job is to actualize his 
creativity, rather than remaining a passive bystander in the 
world. An excerpt from Rav Soloveitchik’s Lonely Man of 
Faith enumerates his claim: 

Dignity of man expressing itself in the awareness 
of being responsible and of being capable of 
discharging his responsibility cannot be realised as 
long as he has not gained mastery over his 
environment… Man of old who could not fight 
disease and succumbed in multitudes to yellow 
fever or any other plague with degrading 
helplessness could not lay claim to dignity. Only 
the man who builds hospitals, discovers 
therapeutic techniques and saves lives is blessed 
with dignity… Civilised man has gained limited 
control of nature and has become, in certain 
respects, her master, and with mastery, he has 
attained dignity as well. His mastery has made it 
possible for him to act in accordance with his 
responsibility… [8] 

From this perspective, perhaps humanity’s creative duty 
permits the use of technology to play a role in determining 
the genome of the future generation, improving the 
existing traits, and creating a more perfect population. 

There is evidence that halachic literature is both aware of, 

and even values, the genetic influences on an offspring, in 
addition to the notion of perfecting it. When choosing a 
mate, Jews take precautions, such as genetic screening, in 
order to avoid birth defects and possible diseases, both of 
which may affect not only the health, but also the 
appearance of their offspring. Rabbi Yochanan, a scholar 
between 200-500 CE, was said to have attempted to effect 
the genetic outcome of offspring. By standing outside of 
the mikvah, he believed that he would influence the nature 
of any offspring women may have conceived that night [5]. 
Rabbi Bleich notes that the Talmud (Niddah 31a) discusses 
suggestions for conceiving a child of a certain sex and 
concludes that the matter under debate is the method by 
which this process is achieved, not whether the process 
itself is permissible [9]. Therefore, influencing the genetic 
outcome of a fetus is seemingly permitted, and this 
discussion of gender predetermination in the Talmud 
serves as a quasi-endorsement.  

Another important Jewish value is gmilut chasadim, acts of 
loving-kindness, which extends to the limiting of another’s 
anguish. Judaism does not condone unnecessary suffering. 
For instance, the legal principle of inuy hadin ensures that a 
criminal does not receive any more than the punishment 
incumbent upon him. Specifically, the individual 
responsible for dealing the requisite amount of lashes must 
ensure that he does not exceed the designated number or 
else he, himself, may be tried (Deuteronomy 25:3). 
Similarly, the court is prohibited from delaying the 
execution of a pregnant woman on death row until after 
her pregnancy because this is considered a form of torture 
(Erchin 7a). Therefore, the use of artificial reproductive 
technologies would seemingly be permitted to limit the 
familial suffering.  

A prime example of implementation of the principle of inuy 
hadin pertains to an instance of Tay Sachs disease. Parents 
who have a child affected by the disease undergo 
tremendous emotional hardship. To avoid such 
psychological trauma, modern technology, such as PGD, 
can be used to prevent an affected embryo from 
developing. This method serves to replace the alternative 
approach of aborting the fetus, which is, indeed, 
permissible in this situation, according to the decision of 
Rav Eliezer Waldenberg, and modern Jewish scholar [10]. 
Rabbi Zilberstein, a rabbi and medical ethics expert, 
similarly concludes that “one cannot close the door in the 
face of despondent people who suffer mental anguish in 
fear of giving birth to sick children,” since there are serious 
implications to consider regarding the couple’s well-being 
when the prospect of an unhealthy child is in play. The 
justification of any ruling that would forbid the possibility 
of genetic screening through IVF is, therefore, tenuous at 
best in the instance of genetic disease [11]. This importance 
of mitigating suffering as it pertains to genetic diseases is 
also acknowledged by Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, a 
renowned Orthodox rabbi, in a generally accepted opinion, 
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wherein he permits the use of sex selection to prevent sex-
linked diseases, the operative argument being that mental 
anguish creates a medical need [12]. 

According to halacha, can sex selection be used for reasons 
other than reducing the risk of disease and pain within 
families? 

The loftiest form of chesed is chesed shel emet, providing 
assistance without the expectation of reward. Parents are 
required to provide for their children and give them the 
basic tools for life so that they can function independently. 
The Talmud goes so far as to specify a father’s obligation 
to teach his son to swim (Kiddushin 29a). When parents 
choose desirable traits, such as the level of intelligence or 
physical capabilities, they can help their child function 
better in society.  

However, interfering with intelligence may present a 
halachic concern previously unconsidered, namely, that of 
effectively eliminating the toil of Torah. While some 
authorities question whether there is a risk of losing the 
amal, or struggle, that is meant to be present in Torah 
study, Dr. Shimon Glick [5], an Israeli physician and 
member of Ben Gurion University’s Faculty of Medicine, 
explains that gene selection does not, in fact, challenge this 
concept. He believes that raising a child’s level of 
intelligence and functionality only serves to elevate 
standards beyond those possible without the use of the 
technology. Examining 21st century life in contrast with 
past periods, one observes technology’s incredible impact, 
drastically improving lifestyles and making menial tasks 
infinitely easier. Yet, there are still struggles and challenges 
in the world; the bar is just set higher. 

Assuming IVF entails selecting specific fertilized eggs to 
be implanted and discarding any excess, gender selection 
would be permitted, since the remaining embryos were to 
be destroyed regardless. While IVF presents an issue with 
hashchatat zera, wasting seed, a prohibition to which there is 
hint in the story of Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38), the fact 
that fetuses have no Jewish legal rights during the first 
forty days post fertilization (Yevamot 69b) can be relied 
upon in order to permit the procedure for the purpose 
procreation. Therefore, the halachic issues relevant to IVF 
procedures were overruled by rabbinic authorities due to 
the presence of infertility, as procreation is a positive 
obligation. Because of the specificity of the scenario that 
this ruling addresses, IVF might not be permitted for 
those who are fertile and merely seeking sex selection, 
despite the fact that it ultimately helps to fulfill the 
obligation to procreate. Rabbi Shafran, a modern rabbi, is 
one such authority who rejects the idea of using IVF solely 
for sex selection. He writes, “With regard to life in general 
and reproductive issues in particular, our goal is not simply 
to realize one’s desires, though they might be lofty…” [13] 
Rabbi Zilberstein similarly views sex selection as a 
disruption of the natural relationship between a couple 
and G-d, which is infused with holiness, and explains that, 

“[Normally] God joins with a man and his wife [in creating 
a child], but here it is the doctor’s hand [instead]” [11]. 
Pointing out that IVF is generally permissible, Rabbi 
Zilberstein mentions an opinion that questions the halachic 
status of the father, and, therefore, sees no reason to go 
through the arduous medical and halachic process merely to 
choose a specific gender. Interestingly, while both 
authorities champion the importance of normative marital 
relationships, they agree that this focus on normalcy is not 
considered absolute; halacha is open to new technologies.  

Another aspect of sex selection which is highly contested 
within the rabbinate concerns the use of sex selection to 
balance gender within a family. Rav Shlomo Zalman 
Auerbach permitted sex selection to prevent disease, but 
not for family balancing [12]. In contrast, the Israeli 
Ministry of Health allowed sex selection even for the 
purpose of family balancing because the Ministry evaluated 
that a having a child of the undesirable gender would 
cause mental anguish for parents and possibly the child as 
well. Yet, the Ministry of Health condemned the use of sex 
selection for personal parental satisfaction other than 
balancing. Therefore, the permissibility of the use of this 
technology must be determined on a case-by-case basis 
[14]. Interestingly, Rav Ovadia Yosef, a recent Sephardi 
Chief Rabbi of Israel, ruled that PGD can be used for sex 
selection for parents of families with six kids of one 
gender, who would not consider having another child 
unless they knew without a doubt that it would be of the 
desired gender [15]. Similarly, Rav Mordechai Eliyahu, Rav 
Ovadia Yosef’s successor as Sephardi Chief Rabbi of 
Israel, permitted PGD with couples of five kids of the 
same sex [16]. Philosopher Heyd interestingly believes that 
although parents should be given autonomy in their 
reproductive process, using artificial reproductive 
technology for the sole purpose of sex selection is morally 
problematic, as it undermines the principle of 
unconditional love [4]. While some permit such selection 
in specific situations, the fact that the inability to have a 
child of a certain sex induces psychological distress is 
indicative of a deeper psychological trauma, but is not 
necessarily a reason to allow PGD. 

Additionally, the process of PGD, and by extension that 
of IVF, comes with its own risks, both medical and 
financial, especially since the long-term effects are still 
unknown. For example, hormonal stimulation used to 
produce eggs may increase the likelihood of developing 
breast and ovarian cancer and may also cause Ovarian 
Hyper-Stimulation Syndrome (OHSS), which creates life-
threatening complications. In addition, a woman 
experiences a higher chance of contracting infection, 
hemorrhage, and psychological trauma when using PGD 
[17]. As a result, the prohibition of chavala (Bava Kama 
90b), or self-endangerment, might prevent one from being 
able to undergo PGD, as it does with elective surgery [18]. 
However, as technology develops, and possibly reduces 
the risks involved, halachic conclusions may be modified. 
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his development. By acknowledging this ethical debate, the 
scientific community is effectively choosing nature over 
nurture as the primary influencer, thereby resolving an 
ancient debate. However, Judaism espouses the belief that 
everyone has behavioral tendencies that cause him to sin, 
yet, G-d grants a person the means to overcome them. A 
person is shaped by, and learns from, his or her 
environment. Therefore, a parent’s job is not necessarily 
accomplished after merely selecting the favorable genes for 
his or her offspring. Rather, parents must play a constant 
role in inspiring their child and helping him or her to grow. 

Health promotion, and, therefore, disease prevention, have 
always been at the forefront of Jewish values. G-d promises 

that “the diseases that I brought on Egypt I will not bring 
unto you for I am the Lord your healer,” elucidating the 
important role preventative medicine occupies within the 
community (Exodus 15:22). The power to save another’s 
life is taken seriously, evidenced by the fact that the positive 
commandment of pikuach nefesh, the preservation of human 
life, is one that can override almost any other mitzvah, 
commandment, in the Torah. However, while one is meant 
to be active and use his abilities to help others and prevent 
disease, he must recognize that he is not G-d. For it is 
written, “Fortunate is the man who is ever 
fearful” (Proverbs 28:14). Whether or not parents’ duties 
towards their children include interfering with their 
genomes, one must be wary of his true intentions as he goes 
through this process and be sure that he is not trying to 
“play G-d.” In Genesis, Eve is rebuked for viewing herself 
as god-like after giving birth. She names her first son Cain 
because she had “acquired a man with G-d” (Genesis 4:1). 
By claiming this, she equates herself with G-d in the process 
of procreation. Eve wanted to actualize her ability to create, 
but gave herself too much credit. She only repairs her sin 
when she is faced with the same situation in the naming of 
her third son, Seth, where she proclaims, “G-d has provided 
me another child in place of Abel” (Genesis 4:25). With the 
naming of her third son, Eve demonstrates her acceptance 
of G-d’s omnipotence and her minimal involvement in this 
process. Using advanced technologies to influence genetic 
material, Jews must be careful to avoid Eve’s mistake and 
not equate human intelligence and capabilities with the 
abilities of G-d. Jews are challenged with this task of taking 
one step back and practicing self-restraint, recognizing that, 
ultimately, everything originates from G-d.  
 

 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank my parents for infusing me with a love 
of and dedication to Torah. I also want to express 
tremendous gratitude to Dr. Babich for encouraging me to 
get involved with this publication and helping me research 
the topic and to Rabbi David Katz for providing me with 
additional source material. 



DERECH HATEVA 15 

[3]   Savulescu, J. (2001). Procreative Beneficence: Why 
We Should Select the Best Children. Bioethics     
15:413-426. 

[4]   Heyd, D. (2003). Male or Female, He Will Create 
Them. Ethical Perspectives 10:204-205. 

[5]   Glick, S. (2011). Some Jewish Thoughts on Genetic 
Enhancement. J Med Ethics. 37:415-419. 

[6]   S. Rothman and D. Rothman. (2003). The Pursuit of 
Perfection. Pantheon Books, New York. 

[7]   Baylis, F. and Robert J.S. (2004). The Inevitability of 
Genetic Enhancement Technologies. Bioethics.      
18:1-26. 

[8]   Soloveitchik, J.B. (1996). The Lonely Man of Faith. 
Jason Aronson, Northvale, New Jersey. 

[9]   Bleich, J.D. (1981). Judaism and Healing: Halakhic 
Perspectives. KTAV, New York. 

[10] Rav Eliezer Waldenberg. Tzitz Eliezer, 13:102. 

[11] Zilberstein, Y. (1992). Selecting Fetus for 
Implantation. Assia, 13:54-58. 

[12] Rav Avraham. Nishmat Avraham, 4:180. 

[13] Shafran, Y.B. (1991).  Responsum to Richard Grazi. 
Jerusalem: Department of Halakha and Medicine of 
the Jerusalem Religious Council. 

[14] Wolowelsky, J.B. and Grazi, R.V. (2007). Sex 
Selection and Halachic Ethics: A Contemporary 
Discussion. Tradition, 40:217-224. 

[15] Rav Ovadia Yosef (2005), oral communication to 
Richard V. Grazi, November 27, 2005. 

[16] Erereich, M and Carmel, Y. Be-Mar’eh HaBazak,   
5:104, 206. 

[17] Loike, J.D. and Tendler, M. (2009). Behavioral 
Genetics: The Quest for an Ethical Genome. Assia, 
7:14-23. 

[18] Flug, J. (2004). A Boy or A Girl? The Ethics of 
Preconception Gender Selection. Journal of Halacha 
and Contemporary Society, 48:5-27. 

[19] Kaplan, F. (2007). Sex Selection and Halachic Ethics: 
A Contemporary Discussion. Tradition, 40:76-78. 

[20] Zimmerman, D. Sex Selection and Halachic Ethics: A 
Contemporary Discussion. Tradition, 40:69-71. 

[21] Robinson, N. (2010). Is it Ethically Acceptable, 
Legally Permissible and Halachic to use 
Preimplantation Genetic Diagnosis (PGD) to Select 
Desirable Characteristics? Assia, 7:4-12. 

[22] Bowring, F. (2004). Therapeutic and Reproductive 
Cloning: A Critique. Social Science and Medicine, 
58:401-409 


