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Infertility is a major motif in Tanach and is important 
to the Biblical narrative. Many women in Tanach have 
experienced issues with fertility, and their stories of 
struggle are meant to help us see G-d’s involvement in 
our lives. Fertility is heavily emphasized to the point 
that it is even a commandment to have children, and 
the Talmud (Taanit 2a) states that G-d has the “Key of 
Reproduction.” The advancement of modern medi-
cine and medical technology can scientifically explain 
some of the different reasons of infertility during Bib-
lical times, and can help us further connect to the 
blessing of reproduction.  

Gender determination begins at fertilization when 
gametes combine to form a zygote. Fertilization of an 
X chromosome bearing egg by a Y chromosome bear-
ing sperm yields an XY zygote, destined to develop 
into a male. Whereas, fertilization of an X chromo-
some bearing egg by an X chromosome bearing 
sperm yields a zygote with two X chromosomes, des-
tined to develop into a female. Thus, females are des-
ignated XX, while males are XY. This definition 
seems simple. However, when there are abnormalities 
resulting in a deletion or in a duplication of a sex 
chromosome, gender determination becomes less 
clearly defined and further examination is needed to 
properly identify the sex of the individual. A person 
with a Y chromosome is always a male, regardless of 
the number of X chromosomes, and a person without 
a Y chromosome is designated as a female even if she 
has only one X chromosome. The chromosomal sex 
of a person is determined at fertilization, but the phe-
notypic sex of a person is influenced by many factors, 
such as embryonic interactions and the maternal envi-
ronment. Due to these external factors an individual’s 
phenotypic sex may differ from their chromosomal 
sex. External sex differentiation is not determined un-
til the eighth to ninth week of development, and until 
then the embryo has both undifferentiated gonads 
and the forerunners of both the male and female re-
productive tracts. If a Y chromosome is present then 
its SRY gene is activated, and the gonads develop into 
testes and the internal male tract forms. Without a Y 
chromosome, the undifferentiated gonads develop in-
to ovaries and the internal female reproductive tract 
forms. Hormones are involved to form the external 
phenotypic sex differentiation. In males, testosterone 

is converted to dihydrotestosterone (DHT), which in-
duces the formation of the external male organs, and 
if DHT is not present, then the external female organs 
form [2]. When there are complications during embry-
onic development, the genotype affects the phenotype 
resulting in issues of maturation, such as secondary 
sex characteristics, external genitalia, and internal sex 
organs all which can cause difficulties with fertility.  

Testicular Feminization Syndrome (now termed 
“Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome”) is an X-linked 
recessive hereditary disorder, which may be transmit-
ted from a mother to her sons. It affects the genes 
and gonads of males, resulting in genetic XY males 
with normal chromosomes, but who externally are 
phenotypically female. These individuals have what 
appears to be normal external female genitalia, but al-
so have fully developed internalized male testes. Lack-
ing ovaries and a uterus, they do not have menstrual 
bleeding and are infertile. Apparently, their body cells 
do not respond to testosterone. At puberty, the adren-
al glands produce testosterone and estrogen; their 
body cells, however, do respond to estrogen, which 
stimulates breast development. Such  people mature 
into extremely attractive females who are sexually ori-
entated towards males.  Ketubot 10b records an ac-
count that perhaps connotes this genetic disorder. A 
married man approached Rabbi Gamliel, and claimed 
that after intercourse his wife did not experience vir-
ginal bleeding. The wife replied that she is from the 
Dorkati family, and explained how other women in 
her family neither experienced virginal bleeding nor 
menstrual bleeding. Rabbi Gamliel then praised the 
man for being married into the Dorkati family. Com-
mentaries elaborated on the Dorkati name, explaining 
that it meant “cut off from future generations” be-
cause these “women” could not bear children [4]. The 
women from the Dorkati family are thought to suffer 
from Testicular Feminization Syndrome, because in 
this disorder the females are infertile and do not ex-
hibit menstrual bleeding, yet do exhibit secondary sex 
characteristics such as breast development.   

Another example of infertility is seen with Sarah. The 
verse states “And Sarah was barren [akarah]; she had 
no child [valad]” (Genesis 11:30). The verse seems re-
petitive because it is obvious that a barren woman 
cannot bear a child. Commentaries suggest that the 
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Hebrew word valad does not mean child, but interpret 
the phrase to mean that Sarah lacked something, caus-
ing her to be infertile. The literal definition of akarah 
means “not attached” so maybe there is a connection 
between the words valad and akarah. In a later verse it 
states, “Now Abraham and Sarah were old, coming 
on in years; Sarah had ceased to have the way of the 
women” (Genesis 18:11) indicating that Sarah no 
longer experienced menstrual bleeding, but had a 
functioning uterus in the past. The Talmud (Yevamot 
64b) explained that Sarah was an eilonit, a woman lack-
ing secondary sex characteristics. A modern medical 
interpretation would suggest that Sarah suffered from 
Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome (PCOS), a pathology in 
which the ovaries fail to release an egg due to an ex-
cess of male hormones, thus reducing fertility. The 
Ralbag commented that Sarah was overweight, which 
is one of the causes of PCOS. For this reason Sarah 
encouraged Avraham to marry Hagar and have her 
child. This caused Sarah to be depressed and to lose 
weight, thereby restoring her fertility. The connection 
between PCOS and the previous pasuk (Genesis 
11:30) suggest that the word valad could mean that Sa-
rah lacked a “dominant follicle,” and akarah could re-
fer to the follicle not being attached to the uterine 
wall, causing infertility [8]. 

Previously, it was mentioned that Sarah was an eilonit 
and suffered from PCOS. The mention of an eilonit in 
Mishna in Niddah 47b gives rise to another cause of infertility. 

Maimonides explained that an eilonit is a woman who 
lacks secondary sex characteristics and has difficulty 
during intercourse. The modern understanding is that 
this woman has Turner’s Syndrome. These women are 
lacking one X chromosome, so they are designated 
XO instead of XX. Signs of this syndrome are delayed 
or absent sexual development, a webbed neck, and in-
fertility due to failure in the development of function-
al ovaries. Maimonides’ understanding of an eilonit’s 
difficulty during intercourse could parallel women 
with Turner’s Syndrome, because they are less sexually 
active and less likely to form relationships with a part-
ner [10].  

The fertility struggles that women in Tanach faced are 
there to teach us important lessons, and to help us 
empathize with their yearning to have children. The 
application of modern science to Biblical times en-
hances our comprehension of the infertility issues in 
certain women. The development of technology and 
fertility treatments are major advancements and indi-
cate that the ability to have children is truly a blessing.  
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