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Although it is almost certain that the ancient
Jewish sages adopted much of the eugenic wis-
dom of their Greek and Roman predecessors
and contemporaries, they, nevertheless, did not
copy them blindly, for in several respects the
precepts advocated by the rabbis differed con-
siderably from those practised by the others,
as follows:

1. The Greeks and Romans applied to the
human race the method of the animal breeder;
that is to say, they eliminated any deformed or
weakly newborn infant by killing it. Seneca, for
instance, wrote that it was as reasonable _to
drown feeble newborn babies as to slay diseased
sheep. The ancient Hebrews, on the other hand,
infused a humanitarian spirit into their system,
and by tempering their eugenics with mercy,
and combining judicious selective mating with
intelligent antenatal and postnatal care, they
succeeded in rearing a race, not indeed of super-
men, but one which is probably the most virile
that ever lived, and which has survived at times
when many other and apparently stronger races,
not subjected to anything like the same persecu-
tion and physical as well as mental stress and
torture, have perished. The preservation of
life was a principle which the Jews have always
most jealously guarded. No matter what the
condition of health of the newborn infant, its
life is sacred and must be preserved; infanticide
was, therefore, a capital offense. Tacitus, who,
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as has been said by a recent American writer,
deserves to be bumt in effigy for starting the
vicious and fictitious dogma of Nordic supe-
riority, in his great hatred of the Jews, sneers
at them for not allowing any of their newborn
babies to be put to death! (Necare quemquam
ex agnatis nefas putant. Hist. v. 5.) It is true
that infanticide, as a crime punishable by death,
only applied to full term babies, and, in theory,
the killing of a premature baby before it reached
its 30th day of postnatal life, i. e., before one
could be quite sure of its viability, was punish-
able by a fine only. In practice, however, even
premature babies were adequately protected,
because every baby was considered to have been
born at full term unless convincing evidence to
the contrary was produced (Yebamoth, 37a).
Once a baby has reached its 30th day of life,
even if its prematurity was quite certain, it was
put in the same class as a full term child, and
the one who brought about its death was guilty
of homicide.

Besides infanticide, Plato advocated other
methods of dealing with the unfit: he would
leave the chronic invalid to die, lest he beget
children as weakly as himself. The Jews, on the
other hand, deemed it a sacred duty to cure the
sick and to restore them to a state of health
which would render them useful members of
society. Any weakly children could be treated
by proper postnatal supervision.

As regards foeticide, or induction of abortion,
the responsibility for the act varies with the
degree of the foetal development as well as with
the purpose for which the act is committed.



(a) The degree of foetal development. In
agreement with the Hippocratic view, the
Rabbis were of opinion that before the 40th
day there was no animation in the foetus, which
was therefore considered merely as a “bladder
of water” (Niddah, 30a; K’rithoth, 7b, Rashi).
Induction of abortion, therefore, at this stage
was not a criminal offense. It was, however, a
moral offense, because—though inanimate—the
ovum is a potential life. After the 40th day, al-
though the foetus is already an animate object,
it is not yet a separate life until labor has set in,
but is considered as pars viscerum matris, and
while, therefore, it is a criminal offense to kill
it, it is not a capital offense. (Niddah, 44b;
Baba Kamma, 42b.) If, however, as the result
of such a criminal abortion, the mother dies,
the offender is guilty of homicide. If a mother
is accidentally killed and her foetus is still alive
inside her, then it is no more considered as part
of its mother but as a separate living entity,
and must be delivered by caesarian section.
Neglect to do so might be a capital offense
(Erachin, 7a). If, however, a mother dies of
natural causes, it is useless to deliver her unborn
baby by caesarian section, because, “in such
cases the foetus dies first.”

The principle of the foetus being part of its
mother was applied by the Rabbis to the case of
a pregnant mother condemned to death, when
the execution is not postponed till after the
birth of the child, but the foetus being part of
its mother must share her fate (Ibid). This
was a humanitarian provision to save the woman
unnecessary mental anguish. But although the
foetus is part of its mother, it is nevertheless
necessary to do everything to promote its wel-
fare. Thus, the longing of a pregnant woman
for any kind of food, including that forbidden
by the dietary laws, must be satisfied—even on
such a strict fast-day as the Day of Atonement.
(Yoma, 82a.)

(b) The reason for the foeticide. When there
arises the question of killing the foetus to save
the mother’s life, then not only is such an act
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permitted but it becomes obligatory. “In the
case of a woman whose labor is difficult, it is
necessary to cut up the foetus inside her womb
and extract it morcellement, because the life
of the mother takes precedence over that of
the foetus. If, however, the head has already
emerged, it is not permissible to sacrifice its life
in that way, but Nature must be allowed to
take its course.” (Oholoth, vii, 6.)

2. Another point in which ancient Jewish
eugenics differed from that of the Greeks is
that while the former, e.g. the Spartans, adopted
the Lycurgean discipline which avowedly aimed
at perfecting physical vigor at the expense of
other aspects of humanity, the Jews did not fail
to take into account the complexity of man’s
psychological make-up. The result was that
while the Spartans reared a people that were
pre-eminently fitted for war, the Jews aimed
at cultivating a race that were fitted both for
peate and for war.

3. Further, Jewish eugenics, in view of the
Biblical injunction to be fruitful and to multiply,
necessarily looked with disfavor upon any at-
tempt to limit the number of children by any
of the methods generally included under the
term contraception. It is to be noted, however,
that contraception is not only not prohibited
but is in certain cases encouraged. One of these
cases is lactation, because of the probable bad
effect of a supervening pregnancy on the
mother’s milk, and the consequent harm to the
child at the breast. Indeed, according to a
famous Talmudic commentator, it is permissible
for a woman to be sterilized if she is likely to
bear children who are going to be tainted with
physical or mental disease. (Luria, on Yeba-
moth, iv, 44.)

4. Lastly, it is a noteworthy fact that while
Plato would have State regulation of marriage,
and would institute a system of spying upon
young married people, the Talmudic Rabbis,
although they imposed upon the Jewish indi-
vidual as a religious duty whatever they con-
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sidered was for the good of the people as a
whole, nevertheless refrained from enforcing
as a religious injunction the various eugenic
principles which they advocated. This is so for
two reasons:

(a) Because they realized that, although
taken as a whole these principles, when applied
in practice, were sufficiently satisfactory to
justify their being recommended, they were not
sufficiently accurate to be ritually enforced.
Thus, although the saying “like father like
son” was used by the Rabbis (Erubin, 70b) and
was their guiding principle in all matters relat-
ing to match-making, they were well aware that
it was not by any means universally true. Like
Sophocles, the Rabbis were aware of and were
puzzled as to how to explain the fact that
“sometimes a noble offspring does not spring
from well born parents, nor an evil child from
useless parents.” Thus, Terah worshipped idols
but his son Abraham was righteous; Hezekiah
was righteous while both his father Ahaz, and
his son Manasseh were wicked. The prophets
Jeremiah and Ezekiel were also aware that
neither virtue nor vice is necessarily an inherit-
able character, and that, therefore, the son shall
not suffer for his father’s wrong-doing, nor shall
he be rewarded for his father’s good deeds.
“What mean ye,” asks Ezekiel, “that ye -say
the proverb: ‘the fathers have eaten sour grapes
and the children’s teeth are set on edge’? . . .
Ye shall not have occasion any more to use this
proverb . . . and beget a son that is a robber,
the son shall surely die. . . . If he beget a son
that seeth his father’s sins and doeth not such
like . . . he shall not die for the iniquity of
his father. . . . The soul that sinneth it shall die.”
(Ezek. xviii, 5-20.)

(b) Another reason for the failure of the
Talmudic Rabbis to enforce their eugenic teach-
ing by religious legislation, is that they realized
that it might be futile to coerce by legislative
means in matters in which sentiment plays a
prominent role. For, although they were at one
with King Solomon that “beauty is not every-
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thing, for grace is deceitful and beauty is vain,
but a2 woman of good character is one to be
praised,” yet they appreciated the fact that
beauty in a woman is a highly commendable
attribute. “Happy is the man,” say the Rabbis
“who has a beautiful wife, the number of his
days is doubled.” (Yebamoth, 63b.) Again, “A
woman with beautiful eyes,” says a Rabbi in
another place, “needs no further recommenda-
tion.” (Taanith, 24a.) In order to endear a
bride to her bridegroom, it was the custom for
the guests at the wedding feast to dance and
sing the praises of the “beautiful and virtuous
bride.” The Rabbis attached eugenic value to
a true love match, for they stated that ‘““he who
marries for money shall have worthless chil-
dren” (Kiddushin, 70a),and Maimonides (12th
century), says that “a psychical harmony be-
tween husband and wife is the foundation of
good progeny.” (Issurei Biah, xxi, 12.) R.
Akiba, that most remarkable Rabbi of the 2nd
century, went as far as tosay that if a man finds
another woman better-looking than his wife, he
should divorce her (Gittin, 90a)—since it is
proof that he does not love her any more.

Mercenary marriages were denounced also
by the Greek philosophers and poets, includ-
ing Euripides and Theognis.

EUGENIC PRINCIPLES OF THE
ANCIENT RABBIS

Having briefly summarized the differential
characters between Greek and ancient Jewish
eugenics, we may proceed to a consideration
of the eugenic principles of the Talmudic Rabbis
in some detail.

The 613 Precepts. There are altogether 613
precepts made up of 248 positive ones, or “Do’s”
and 365 negative ones, or “Don’t’s” which every
Jew is supposed to obey, and of these, that of
reproduction is the most important. Celibacy
was, therefore, prohibited except in the case of
students, for, as the Talmud puts it, “how can
one study with a yoke round his neck?” (Kid-
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dushin, 29b.) It will be remembered that Eurip-
ides in certain of his writings praised celibacy,
whilst in the “Ion” he expresses his hate of the
childless. The marriage age is specifically given
by the Rabbis as 18 in the case of man, although
marriage at a still earlier age, say from the age
of 13 onwards, was encouraged. R. Chisda (3rd
century), said that he was better off than his
friends because he married at the age of 16, and
had he married at 14 he would have been able
to defy Satan (ibid. 29b and 30a). The mar-
riage age was, however, not strictly adhered to,
for the Midrash, which dates between the 6th
and the 9th centuries, distinctly states that
generally 30 to 40 is the age at which men
marry. The marriage age of girls was the ap-
proach of puberty, i.e. 12 years and one day.
The Shulchan Aruch however, which is the
authoritative Jewish religious law-book com-
piled in the 16th century, states that a bachelor
over 20 years old can be compelled by the
ecclesiastical authorities to marry. Greek opin-
ions were against early marriages and Solon
legislated against them. Plato gives the mar-
riage age for a man as 25-30, and 16-20 for a
woman. In this respect the Jews were, from a
strictly eugenic standpoint, wiser than the
Greeks, since not only do early marriages tend
to obviate impure living, with all its dysgenic
consequences, but they also increase the child-
bearing period and opportunities, and there is
some statistical evidence to the effect that the
children of mothers who married young are
stronger than the average. (See Ewart, R.J.
Eugenics Review Oct. 1911, p. 201-232.) To
overcome the economic disadvantage of an early
marriage, the young couple were, for a specified
period, given free board and residence in the
house of the bride’s parents, until, with the aid

of the dowry, the young couple were able to
establish themselves.

Disparity of age. But, whatever the exact
ages at which the couple married, the Rabbis
laid some stress on the importance of there not

€ any marked difference in the ages of the
two parties. “He who gives his young daughter
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in marriage to an old man,” said a Rabbi, “en-
courages her to live an immoral life.” (San-
hedrin, 76a and b.) Another Rabbinical saying
is that “a woman prefers a poor young man to
a rich old man.” The evils of marked age dis-
parity were also stressed by the Greeks.
(Hesiod, Sappho, and Theognis.)

Contraception. Though, as I have already
said, contraception was in certain cases permit-
ted, e.g. when a pregnancy would be harmful
to the mother or to her baby at the breast,
deliberate avoidance of pregnancy for other
than eugenic or health reasons was condemned
by the Rabbis as akin to murder in the re-
ligious sense. (Yebamoth, 63b.) The Talmud
(ibid.) narrates that a famous bachelor Rabbi
of the 2nd century, Ben Azai, was declaiming
against such practices, when a heckler called
out, “Why do you not practice what you are
preaching?” To this he replied, “I have dedi-
cated my life to study, and am compelled to let
the world’s population be maintained by
others,” for, as I have said before, celibacy was
condoned in students.

Such was the importance that the Rabbis
attached to children that any marriage in which
there had been no children after 10 years had
to be dissolved. (Yebamoth 64a, Kethuboth,
77a.) Another Rabbi was even more stringent
and set the time limit at 214 years (Yebamoth,
64b). Divorce after 10 years of childlessness
was also advocated by Plato.

The Rabbis even fixed a minimum for the
number of children one should have. According
to one school, two children were the requisite
minimum, and according to another school, the
object of marriage was not fulfilled until there
were at least four children, viz. two of each sex.
(Yebamoth, 62a.) Apparently, those who were
satisfied with two children per family consid-
ered that so long as there was one child to re-
place each of the parents, the population would
not decline. The other school, however, were
more far-sighted, for they probably realized
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that account must be taken of the considerable
number of children that do not survive to be-
come parents. Indeed, if we take present day
figures of survival to marriage age, as well as
of celibacy, it is easy to show that the minimum
number of children per couple, to keep the
population stationary, is four. (Feldman, W. M.,
Ante-Natal and Post-Natal Child Hygiene, Lon-
don, 1927, p. 177.) Tt is, of course, impossible
to estimate what was the requisite number of
living children per family to achieve the same
purpose at that time. In view of the much
higher mortality rate at all ages that must al-
most certainly have prevailed at that time, one
might think that even 4 children per family
would not be enough. On the other hand, it is
most probable that not only was the celibacy
rate considerably less, but that the number of
sterile marriages was also less at that time than
at the present day. It is therefore not unlikely
that 4 children per couple was an adequate
number even then.

Although, as we shall see, the Rabbis were
quite certain about the mode of inheritance of
certain physical and mental characters, they
were not so convinced that moral characters
were also hereditarily transmitted. The follow-
ing anecdote, related in the Talmud (Berach-
oth, 10a), is given to illustrate that in this
respect we are, in the words of Ecclesiastes
(viii, 1), ignorant of “the interpretation of a
thing”:

When King Hezekiah was ill, the prophet
Isaiah came to visit him and reprimanded him
for having abstained from having children.
Hezekiah pleaded that he had reason to believe
that his issue would not be worthy members of
society, but Isaiah retorted that he was not
competent to fathom such mysteries of hered-
ity. Hezekiah begged that he might recover
and be allowed to marry the prophet’s daughter,
so that in virtue of his own, as well as of the
prophet’s privilege, he might have worthy chil-
dren. This request Isaiah refused.
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Hezekiah recovered and became the father
of Manasseh who succeeded him to the throne,
and in fact “did that which was evil in the sight
of the Lord” for he gave himself up to heathen
worship. (2 Kings, xxi.) If we remember that
Hezekiah was the son of Ahaz, who was an
idolater, we shall find a good deal of eugenic
wisdom in this somewhat fantastical passage.
For, in spite of himself being a good man,
Hezekiah feared that his children might inherit
his father’s rather than his own moral char-
acter. He therefore asked Isaiah for his
daughter’s hand in marriage, hoping that by
such a union, his chances of having worthy
children would be considerably increased.

Another interesting anecdote to illustrate the
great importance the Rabbis attached to .chil-
dren — notwithstanding the possible conse-
quences—is the following: When Pharaoh de-
creed that all Jewish new-born males should be
drowned, Amram, the father of Moses, refused
to have any more children, and all the Israelites
followed his example. His daughter, however,
pointed out to him that his behaviour was even
worse than Pharaoh’s decree, for while the latter
applied to the male sex only, his own action
stopped the birth of children of either sex.
(Sotah, 12a.)

This endeavour to spread a layer of proto-
plasm of the greatest thickness over the earth—
to borrow a metaphor from Bateson—was the
exact opposite of the Platonic idea, for Plato
limits the population of the State to 8,000, and
to attain this end the number of marriages is
restricted.

The Influence of Heredity. Although delib-
erate birth control was in most cases looked
upon with disfavour, every care was taken to
prevent the birth of undesirables by a process
of selective mating. The following Talmudic
passage, though of a highly metaphysical char-
acter, is of very great eugenic interest, because
it tells us which characters the ancient Hebrews

MEDICAL LEAVES



considered to be hereditary and which they be-
lieved to he determined by environment:

“The angel of pregnancy takes the ovum.
immediately after fertilization, and asks the
Almighty what shall be its fate, whether it
shall develop into a strong person or into a
weakling. a clever person or a fool, a rich person
or a pauper, but no question is asked whether
it will be a respectable, God-fearing person or
not, because with regard to the other characters
which are hereditary. the gates of destiny are
closed at the moment of conception, while the
moral conduct of man is subsequently deter-
mined by his environment.” In other words,
“everything depends on God except the fear of
God.” It will also be seen that the Rabbis
favoured the view held by one school of modern
eugenists that the pauper is born. not made.

Although, according to the fatalistic ideas of
certain Talmudic philosophers, marriages are
made in heaven, and “forty days before a child
is conceived its mate is decided upon” (Sotah.
2a), yet in choosing a wife, savs the Talmud
(Yebamoth, 64b), regard should be paid to her
family history. lest she be the carrier of some
transmissible taint like epilepsy. since such ill-

nesses may occur in the offspring. The same-

applies to the skin disease called tsaraath. The
nature of this disease is not known with any
certainty, but we know that some skin diseases,
like psoriasis, epidermolysis bullosa, &c., are
hereditary. It is to be noted, however, that
these matrimonial restrictions apply only if
there were more than one such case in the
family. Other physical characteristics which the
Rabbis considered hereditary are stature and

complexion. Thus the following warning is
given:

“Two very tall persons or two very short
persons should not marry lest their children be
gants or dwarfs. The children of light-skinned
Parents may be albinoes, and those of dark-
skinned parents may be as black as pitch.”
(Bechoroth, 45b.) This interesting passage
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contains certain observations which are only
partly in agreement with modern genetic knowl-
edge. While it is true thar the correlation co-
eificient for height between parent and child is
fairly high rtabout 0.5). nevertheless the
tendency for children of very tall or very short
parents is not toward gigantism or dwarfism
respectively. but on the contrary the tendency
is torevert to the mean height of the population,
in accordance with Galton's law of filial regres-
sion. It is only in cases of actual dwarfism,
whether of the achondroplastic or of the nanistic
type, that the condition is hereditary. Achon-
droplasia is definitely transmissible from gen-
eration (o gencration. but although nanism
tends to be familial, the children of nanistic
dwarfs are not necessarily dwarfs. The con-
dition is, according to Cockayne, probably due
to two independent genes. (See Feldman, W.M.
Foetus Diseases, Malformations and Monstrosi-
ties, Brit. Encyclop. Med. Pract., vol. v. 1937.)
Regarding complexion. only the children of
true albinoes will be albinoes. and only those of
true negroes will be really black, but the children
of two blondes will not be albinoes, nor will
those of two brunettes be black.

“I'wo imbeciles should not marry.” (Yeba-
moth 112b.) In view of what we know of certain
types of mental deficiency that are transmitted
in a mendelian recessive manner, the rule is a
sound one. It is remarkable, however. that the
Rabbis expressly state that two deaf-mutes may
marry. (ibid.) It is true that there is a very small
group of cases of deafmutism in which the condi-
tion is a congenital mendelian recessive charac-
ter, and would therefore necessarily show itself
in the children of two such affected parents. In
the large majority of cases, however. the condi-
tion is acquired as the result of some naso-aural
trouble and is not transmissible. Hence, what-
ever one may think of the advisability of such
unions on general grounds, they are, on the
whole, not unsound from the eugenic stand-
point. Indeed, the Rabbis specifically state
that acquired characters are not inherited; for,
say they,
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