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ה"ב  

Genetically Engineered Food 

[1] A teshuva from Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach written to the author of Nishmas 

Avraham dealing with various issues related to genetic engineering, including the 

prohibition of kilayim by vegetation and animals, alterations to the signs of Kosher 

animals, and the blessing over vegetables that begin to grow on trees. [1a] As it was 

originally published in Nishmas Avraham in the context of the questions asked. 

[1b] Other rulings of Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach related to the issue of kilayim. 

[2] A scientific and Halachic overview published in the Halachic-medical journal Assia. 

[3] A teshuva by Rabbi Eliyahu Bakshi Doron dealing with various halachic issues that 

can arise with genetically modified food. 

[4] A teshuva by Rabbi Chizkiyahu Yosef Cohen dealing with vegetables that were 

modified with genes from non-Kosher animals. 

[5-7] Teshuvos from various Poskim dealing with halachic issues related to the 

possibility of transgenic poultry. 

[8] A teshuva regarding salmon that was modified with the genes of an eel. 

[9] References that deal with fish that were genetically modified to either add or remove 

their scales. 

[10-15] Teshuvos and articles dealing with the issue of whether the prohibition of kilayim 

applies to genetic engineering of vegetation and animals. 

[16] Halachic Medical Encyclopedia on various Halachic issues related to genetic 

engineering. 

[17a-f] A series of teshuvos by Rabbi Chizkiyahu Yosef Cohen dealing with various 

Halachic angles related to genetic engineering. 

English 
[18] A Survey of Recent Halakhic Literature on Genetic Engineering by Rabbi J. David 

Bleich. 
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[19] “Jewish Perspectives on Genetic Engineering” by Akiva Wolff. 

[20] A link to a shiur in which Rabbi Belsky discusses whether “implants” of genes from 

non-kosher species render kosher food forbidden, as well as a quote of his psak 

regarding genes from Arctic fish being spliced into tomatoes. 
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J. David Bleich

Survey of Recent Halakhic
Periodical Literature

GENETIC ENGINEERING

I. PERMSSIBILITY OF GENETIC MAIPULATION

Genetic engineering has made it possible to manpulate the DNA of
microorganisms, animals and plants in order to satisfY human needs.
Science has developed bacteria that ingest petroleum in order to alevi-

ate the environmentaly devastatig effects of oil spils, bacteria to pro-
duce insulin, sheep whose milk contains a drug used in treatment of
cystic fibrosis and a host of geneticaly modified foods. One thd of the
harvest of corn, soybeans and canola in the United States is genetically
modified to make the crops resistant to insects. At least in the laborato-
ry, it is possible to remove from a salmon DNA that keeps the fish from
freezing and to introduce it into strawberries in order to produce a
freeze-proof strawberry. It is also possible to introduce animal genes
into plants. A small company in Syracuse has contracted with a scientist
at the University of Connecticut to develop a geneticaly engineered cat
that wi not cause alergies, an effort that may prove to be highly prof-

itable, since it would allow countless numbers of people who cannot
now do so to keep cats as pets. Scientists at the University of Florida
have patented a method of implantig a silkworm gene into grapevies
to make the vines resistant to Pierce's disease, a blight currently menac-
ing vineyards in California. The silkworm gene kills the bacterium
responsible for the blight.

There is, of course, reason to be concerned with regard to possible
deleterious effects of geneticaly modified foods upon humans. There is
evidence that corn that has been genetically modified to produce a
toxi that kils a caterpilar caled the European corn borer may also ki
monarch butterfles. Geneticaly modified crops may produce unfamar
proteins that might prove to be alergenic, toxic or carcinogenic. These

concerns are appropriately addressed both by the scientific community
and by government regulatory agencies.
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J David Bleich

The theological and religious question is whether man has the right
to intervene in the natural order by mixig and minglig the genetic
material of diverse species. There is no reflection in Jewish tradition of a
doctrine that establishes a global prohibition forbiddig man to tamper
with known or presumed teloi of creation. There are, however, indeed
individual thnkers who have explaied the rationale underlying particu-
1ar mizvot in a maner echoing such a concept. Biblical commandments
prohibitig interbreedig of species and the miglig of diverse agricul-
tural species certainly lend themselves to such an interpretation.
Although Rashi, in his commentary to Leviticus 19:19, regards those
restrictions as hukkim) i.e., arational statutes not subject to human
inquiry, Ramban, in his commentary on the same verse, takes sharp
issue with Rashi and opines that interbreeding and prohibited minglig
of species are forbidden as constitutig illicit tampering with creation.
Raban states that every creature and every plant is endowed by God
with cosmicaly arranged distictive features and qualties and is designed
to reproduce itself as long as the unverse endures. Interbreeding and
cross-fertilization produce a reconfiguration of those distictive quali-
ties and also compromise reproductive potential. By engaging in such
activities man usurps the divine prerogative in producing a new species
or entity with its own novel set of attributes and, presumably, a species

less than optimaly suited to fulfil the divinely ordaied telos associated

with the original species.
Ibn Ezra has been understood as presentig the matter in a some-

what different light in declaring that the Torah prohibits crossbreeding
of species because the act thwarts propagation of the species and hence
represents an injustice to the anmals who are prevented from fulfiling
the divine purpose of propagating their respective species.l Ibn Ezra has
similarly been understood as explaining the prohibitions against the
mixtue of agricultual species as well as the combination of lien and
wool in the cloth of a garment as violative of the natual order decreed
by the Creator.2 R. Samson Raphael Hirsch had no difficulty in explain-
ing the prohibition regarding sha)atnez (the mixing of linen and wool)
in similar terms. Indeed, R. Hirsch understood all hukkim as being
reflective of the principle that man should not interfere with the order
and harmony-and hence the telos-of creation.3 According to R.
Hirsch, such laws are distingushed from mishpatim) or so-caled ration-
al commandments, only because our duties toward our fellow men are
more intellgible to us by virtue of our recognition of our own needs
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J. David Bleich

Yòreh De'ah 81:7; "Simiarly, even a Jewish nursing woman should not eat
forbidden thngs." Taz, Yòreh De'ah 81:12 and Shakh, Yoreh De)ah 81:25,

explai that Rema is speakg of a woman who is halakcaly permitted to
partake of forbidden foods. They understood Rema as advising that,
despite the permissibility of her conduct in this regard, she should not
nurse an infant because of considerations of timtum ha-lev. R. Meir

Simchah ha-Kohen of Dvinsk, Meshekh Hokhmah, Deuteronomy 6: 10-11,
explains those verses as reflecting the concept that the phenomenon of
timtum ha-lev is present even in situations involving no transgression.

Cf. R. Abraham Rubin, Or Yïsra)el, no. 16 (Tammuz 5759), who cites
Maharal of Prague, Tiferet Yïsra)el, chap. 8, as asserting that timtum ha-lev
is attendant only upon culpable transgression. This writer does not concur
in that understanding of Tiferet YïsraJel. In that discussion, Tiferet Yisra)el
develops the thesis that the dietary code is not predicated upon considera-
tions of health. In that context Maharal comments that, were dietary laws
designed to serve as health regulations, the Torah could not possibly have
permitted forbidden foods in conjunction with war: "If the root of the
prohibition is because of mezeg ra, whither did the prohibition go?"
Tiferet Yisra)els point is only that the prohibition canot be regarded as a
health measure because, were the prohibition to be regarded in that light,
since the nature of the foodstuff does not change, in time of war the prohi-
bition would not have been suspended. Quite to the contrary, Tiferet
Yïsra)el must be understood as stating that otherwise forbidden foodstuffs

may have deleterious effects even when they are permitted, e.g., in time of
war. Cf. the earlier cited comments of Meshekh Hokhmah. See also R.
Pesach Fried, Or Yisrael, no. 18 (Tevet 5760).

Rabbenu Nissim of Gerondi, Derashot ha-Ran, drush 11, s.v. ve-ani
sover, makes the interestig point that a food erroneously declared permis-
sible by the Sanhedrin can cause no harm to a person who follows the
Sanhedrin's rulg. For a discussion of timtum ha-lev with regard to foods

rendered permissible by reason of adulteration, see Pithei Teshuvah, Yoreh

DeJah 116:10; R. Menashe Klein, Mishneh Halakhot, V, no. 104 and VII,
no. 104; and R. YosefYitzchak Lerner, Shemirat ha-Gufve-ha-Nefesh (New
York, 5748), introduction, chap. 13.
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