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Thinking Gemara Series: The Conjoined Twins Dilemma

THE CONJOINED TWINS DILEMMA:
Shnayim Mehalchin B’derech, T’nu Lanu Echad Mi’khem and Rodef

In fall 1977, conjoined (often referred to as “Siamese”) twin girls were born to a
Jewish couple in New Jersey. The twins were connected from the shoulder until
the pelvis and shared a six-chambered heart and a liver. A team of twenty leading
doctors and nurses was assembled in Philadelphia at Children’s Hospital to separate
the twins in a difficult surgery that raised serious halachic and ethical issues. The
players in this dramatic episode included a pair of fragile, newborn “Siamese” twins,
a young couple, some of the finest surgeons in the United States, and one of the
world’s greatest halachic authorities, the saintly Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, of blessed
memory (1895-1986). A painful and tragic decision needed to be made since the
twin’s shared heart could fail at any moment; without surgically separating the twins
there was no hope for survival for either one. Was it permitted to separate the two
babies, resulting in the immediate death of one, in order to save the life of the other?
In this class we will debate the moral and ethical issues raised by analyzing three
Talmudic discussions that were reviewed to arrive at the landmark decision: Shnayim
Mehalchin B’derech, T’nu Lanu Echad Mi’khem and Rodef.

KEY
• Is it permitted to kill one person in order to save someone else?
QUESTIONS

• Is there a difference between actively causing a death and passively causing a
death?
• What should be done if one person’s death can save many lives?
• Does the legal status (halachah) change if one person is pursuing another?
• How are the legal principles implemented in a real-life situation?

CLASS
OUTLINE

Section I.

Background to the Case

Section II. How Many People Are Here?
Section III. The Analogy of Two Desert Travelers, Only One Has Water
Section IV. The Dilemma of Handing Over One Person to Save a City
Section V.

Rodef – Killing a Pursuer to Save a Potential Victim

Postscript. The Operation and its Aftermath

Note: This shiur is not intended as a source of practical halachic (legal) rulings.
For matters of halachah, please consult a qualified posek (rabbi).
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Background – The Case

The Agonizing Question: Separate the Conjoined Twins?
On September 15, 1977, a pair of Siamese twins was born to a Jewish family in
Lakewood, New Jersey. These twins, unfortunately, shared some internal organs,
including a unique six-chambered heart. Shortly after their birth the twins were flown
by helicopter to the Children’s Hospital in Philadelphia, where Dr. C. Everett Koop,
who subsequently became the highly regarded Surgeon General of the United States,
was the Chief of Surgery.
It became obvious to the entire team of physicians that the twins would die in a
relatively short time unless they were separated. The only way by which one child
could be viable was if the twins were surgically separated, resulting in the immediate
death of the more dependent baby. Dr. Koop informed the family of the ethical
dilemma they faced: Are they willing to give the medical staff a green light to go
through with surgery on their twins, effectively killing one to save the other?
The deeply religious family, themselves prominent teachers of Torah, referred the
question to Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, of blessed memory, one of the greatest halachic
authorities of his time, living in the Lower East Side of New York City.
Rav Feinstein consulted with the team of medical experts and rabbinic scholars
during ongoing sessions lasting late into the night. After great deliberation, he
approved the surgery on October 6 with the operation scheduled for October 11.
While awaiting the decision, Dr. Koop had to quiet his group of experts, who were
anxious over the lapse of time – the babies’ six-chambered heart was showing signs
of failure due to the load of supplying blood to the two infants.
Dr. Koop calmed his team with the following statement (as quoted by Rabbi M. D.
Tendler, ASSIA, Vol. IV, No 1, February 2001): “The ethics and morals involved in
this decision are too complex for me. I believe they are too complex for you as well.
Therefore I referred it to an old rabbi on the Lower East Side of New York. He is a
great scholar, a saintly individual. He knows how to answer such questions. When he
tells me, I too will know.”
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SECTION II How Many People Are Here?
The first step of the decision-making process was to determine whether the twins
were considered one human being or two.
Source 1. “The Surgery: An Agonizing Choice - Parents, Doctors, Rabbis in
Dilemma,” by Donald C. Drake, The Philadelphia Inquirer (October 16, 1977)

Time and again Rabbi Tendler put the same question to Dr. Koop in different ways,
because the answer would be so important to the rabbinical discussion that would
ensue.
Are the twins one baby or two babies? ...
Each time Rabbi Tendler asked the question in a different way, Dr. Koop would
come back with the same unequivocal reply: With the exception of the chest
connection at which their livers were joined, as well as their hearts, the girls were
separate human beings with their own separate brains and nervous systems.
Source 2. Menachot 37a

Pleimo asked Rebbe [Yehuda the Prince], “If a man
has two heads, on which one should he place his
tefillin (phylacteries)?” Rebbe said to him, “Either
go into exile or you will be excommunicated!”
(Rashi explains that Rebbe assumed the question
was extremely irreverent and mocking.) Just then
a man walked in and said to Rebbe Yehuda the
Prince, “Our baby that was just born has two
heads. How much do I have to give the Kohen
(priest) for pidyon haben (redemption of the first
born – usually five silver pieces for a baby)?” A
certain elderly man came and taught him, “You are
obligated to give him ten silver pieces.”

״מי
ִ ,ַבּי
ִ ְבּ ָעא ִמיּנֵיהּ ְפּ ִלימוֹ ֵמר
ָאשׁים ְבּ ֵאיזֶה
ִ ֶשֵּׁיֵשׁ לוֹ ְשׁנֵי ר
ָאמר
ַ נִיח ְתּ ִפ ִיּלין?״
ַ ֵמ ֶהן ֵמ
ֲלְך
ָ ָלי אוֹ ַק ִבּל ע
ִ  ״אוֹ קוּם גּ,ֵליהּ
ָאתא
ָ ַאדּ ָה ִכי
ְ ַשׁ ְמ ָתּא!״
,ָאמר ֵליּה
ַ ,ַברָא
ְ ַההוּא גּ
ְנוּקא ְדּ ִאית ֵליהּ
ָ ״א ְתי ְִליד ִלי י
ִ
יתב
ַ  ַכּ ָמּה ְבּ ִעינָן ְל ֵמ.ֵישׁי
ֵ ְתּרֵי ר
ָאתא ַההוּא ָס ָבא ָתּנָּא
ָ ְלכ ֵֹהן?״
ֲשׂרָה
ָ יתּן לוֹ ע
ֵ ״חיָּיב ִל
ַ ,ֵליהּ
״.ְס ָל ִעים

Source 3. Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5

Man was created alone (whereas other creatures
were created in groups) to teach that one who
destroys a single Jew is regarded as one who has
destroyed an entire world. Whereas one who saves
a single life is regarded as having saved an entire
world.

ָאדם י ְִח ִידי ְל ַל ֶמּ ְדָך ֶשׁ ָכּל
ָ נִברָא
ְ
ָאל
ֵ ַאחת ִמיּ ְִשׂר
ַ ֶפשׁ
ֶ ַאבּד נ
ֵ ַה ְמ
ֲלה ָע ָליו ַה ָכּתוּב ְכּ ִאלּוּ ִא ֵבּד
ֶ ַמע
ֶפׁש
ֶ עוֹלם ָמ ֵלא ו ְָכל ַה ְמ ַקיֵּים נ
ָ
ֲלה ָע ָליו
ֶ ָאל ַמע
ֵ ַאחת ִמיּ ְִשׂר
ַ
.עוֹלם ָמ ֵלא
ָ ַה ָכּתוּב ְכּ ִאלּו ִקיֵּם
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Source 4. Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, Minchat Shlomo 1:91:24

Regarding the matter of “life,” we have no means
of measuring its worth and importance, not even
from the standpoint of Torah and mitzvot. We
must violate the Sabbath even for an elderly, ill
man – even if he is completely insane and deaf and
cannot perform a single mitzvah, (even if his) life is
a massive load and burden upon his family, which
distracts them from Torah and mitzvot and adds
to their troubles…Even in such a case, the greatest
among Israel are commanded to make efforts and
get involved in his healing and violate the Sabbath
to save him.

״חּיִים״ ֵאין
ַ ִכּי ָה ִענְ יָן ֶשׁל
 ִמ ָדּה ַכּ ָמּה- ָלנוּ שׁוּם ְקנֵה
יֹוקרָם
ְ ִל ְמדּוֹד ֶאת
ֲפילוּ ֹלא
ִ יבוּתם א
ָ ֲשׁ
ִ ַוח
 ֶשׁ ֲהרֵי ְמ ַח ְלּ ִלין,וּמ ְצווֹת
ִ ְבּתוֹרָה
חוֹלה
ֶ ָקן
ֵ ֶאת ַה ַשּׁ ָבּת גַּם ַעל ז
ֻמ ֶכּה ְשׁ ִחין ַאף ַעל ִּפי
,וְשׁוֹטה ָּגָמוּר
ֶ ֶשׁהוּא ֵחרֵשׁ
וְ ֵאינוֹ יָכוֹל ַלעֲשׂוֹת שׁוּם ִמ ְצוָה
וְחיָּיו ֵהם רַק ְל ַמ ָשּׂא ו ְֵס ֶבל
ַ
ָּגָדוֹל ַעל ִמ ְשׁ ַפּ ְחתּוֹ וְגוֹרֵם ָל ֶהם
ְנוֹסף
ַ  ו,וּמ ְצווֹת
ִ ִבּטּוּל תּוֹרָה
ְל ַצ ֲערָם ַהגָּדוֹל ֲהרֵי ֵהם ַאז ְֵלי
ֲפילוּ ָה ִכי ִמ ְצוָה
ִ  א,וּמ ַד ְל ְּד ֵלי
ִ
ָאל ְל ִה ְשׁ ַתּ ֵדּל
ֵ דוֹלי י ְִשׂר
ֵ ִבּ ְג
וּל ַח ֵלּל ָע ָליו
ְ וְלעֲסוֹק ְבּ ַה ָצּ ָלתוֹ
ַ
.ֶאת ַה ַשּׁ ָבּת

SECTION III The Analogy of Two Travelers with One Water Can
A primary Talmudic source dealing with the issue of sacrificing one life for saving
another is the case of two desert travelers, where only one of them carries a single
can of water – enough for his own survival to reach civilization, but not for both.
Source 5. Talmud Bavli, Bava Metzia 62a

Two people were walking on a journey in a desert,
and in the hand of one of them was a flask of
water. If both of them drink, they will both die,
but if one of them drinks all the water, that person
will reach civilization and live. Ben Petura said,
“It is better that both of them drink and die,
rather than one of them seeing the death of the
other.” Until Rabbi Akiva came and taught from
the verse (Vayikra/Leviticus 25:36), “Your brother
shall live with you” – your life takes precedence
over your fellow’s life.

ְשׁ ַניִם ֶשׁ ָהיוּ ְמ ַה ְלּ ִכין ַבּ ֶּדרְֶך
.וּביַד ֶא ָחד ֵמ ֶהן ִקיתּוֹן ֶשׁל ַמיִם
ְ
 ְו ִאם,ֵיהם ֵמ ִתים
ֶ שׁוֹתין ְשׁנ
ִ ִאם
.יע ְליִשּׁוּב
ַ שׁוֹתה ֶא ָחד ֵמ ֶהן ַמ ִגּ
ֶ
מוּטב ֶשׁיּ ְִשׁתּוּ
ָ :ָדּרַשׁ ֶבּן ְפּטוּרָא
ֵיהם ְויָמוּתוּ ְוַאל י ְִר ֶאה ֶא ָחד
ֶ ְשׁנ
 ַעד.ֲבירוֹ
ֵ יתתוֹ ֶשׁל ח
ָ ֵמ ֶהם ְבּ ִמ
ְחי
ֵ  ״ו:יבא ו ְִל ֵמּד
ָ ֲק
ִ ַבּי ע
ִ ֶשׁ ָבּא ר
קוֹד ִמים
ְ ָאחיָך ִע ָמְּך״ ַחיֶּיָך
ִ
.ֲב ְירָך
ֵ ְל ַחֵּיֵי ח
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Source 6. Drake, op. cit.

Dr. Koop reported that there was no doubt that the only infant who could be
helped by surgery was Baby B, since Baby A was dependent upon Baby B for heart
function, and suffered from poor blood circulation. Moreover, there was no way that
the six-chamber heart could be given to Baby A, nor was it possible to separate two
chambers of the heart and give them to Baby A. The only hope was to save Baby B.
Source 7. Rabbi Avraham Yeshayahu Karelitz, Chazon Ish, Likkutim to Bava Metzia
(Siman 20), 62a

It appears that if a third party has water, and
two thirsty people are before him, the halachah
depends on the same dispute. According to Ben
Petura the water is given to both, and both will
die, for even if he gives the water to one of them,
the receiver will have to share it with the other. But
according to Rabbi Akiva he should give the water
to whomever he chooses. Though the third party
is not under the instruction of “your life takes
precedence,” the person he gives it to will justifiably
save himself, and it is therefore permitted to give
the water to him. Moreover, it seems that the third
party is obligated to give the water to one of them,
because the instruction “your life takes precedence”
implies that one person’s long-term life takes
precedence over both of their short-term lives, so
that even a third party should ensure that one of
them will live a long-term life.

 ליקוטים לבבא,חזון איש
 א וְ ִנ ְר ֶאה ְדּ ִאם יֵשׁ,מציעא סב
וּל ָפנָיו ְשׁנֵי ְצ ֵמ ִאים
ְ ְל ֶא ָחד ַמיִם
 ְדּ ְל ֶבּן,ֻג ָתּא
ְ ַמּי ָתּלוּי ִבּ ְפל
ִנ
ֵיהם
ֶ נוֹתן ִל ְשׁנ
ֵ ְפּטוּרָא
ֵיהם ְדּ ָהא ַאף ִאם
ֶ וְ יָמוּתוּ ְשׁנ
י ִֵתּן ְל ֶא ָחד י ְִת ַחיֵּב ַלחֲלוֹק
יבא י ִֵתּן
ָ ֲק
ִ ַבּי ע
ִ וּלר
ְ ,ֲברוֹ
ֵ ִעם ח
 וְַאף ַעל ַּגַב,ְל ֶא ָחד ֶשׁיּ ְִר ֶצה
יכּא ִמשׁוּם ַחיֶּיָך
ָ נּוֹתן ֵל
ֵ ְדּ ְל ַה
 ִמ ָכּל ָמקוֹם ֵכּיוָן ֶשׁזֶּה,קוֹד ִמין
ְ
ַשּׁאי
ַ  ר,ִזְכּה י ִַצּיל ַע ְצמוֹ ְכּ ִדין
ֶ ֶשׁיּ
 וְנִ ְר ֶאה ְדּ ַחיָּיב.יתּן לוֹ
ֵ נּוֹתן ִל
ֵ ַה
יתּן ְל ֶא ָחד ֵכּיוָן ְדּ ִּב ְשׁ ִביל ַחיֶּיָך
ֵ ִל
ָאמרָה תּוֹרָה ְדּ ַחיֵּי
ְ קוֹד ִמין
ְ
עוֹלם ֶשּׁלוֹ ָק ַדם ְל ַחיֵּי ָשׁ ָעה
ָ
נּוֹתן ָצ ִריְך
ֵ  גַּם ַה,ֶשׁל ְשׁ ַניִם
ְל ִה ְשׁ ַתּ ֵדּל ְט ֵפי ְבּ ַה ָצּ ַלת ַחיֵּי
.עוֹלם
ָ

SECTION IV The Dilemma of Handing Over One Person to Save a City
Source 8. Sanhedrin 74a

Said Rabbi Yochanan in the name of Rabbi
Shimon son of Yehotzadak, “They took a headcount and decided in the second floor of the house
of Nitza in Lod, ‘Concerning all sins in the Torah
if they tell you to transgress and you will thereby
not get killed, one should transgress rather than
get killed, except for idolatry, forbidden sexual
relationships, and murder.’”

ַבּי
ִ ָאמר ר
ַ .סנהדרין דף עד
ַבּי ִשׁ ְמעוֹן ֶבּן
ִ יוֹחנָן ִמּׁשוּם ר
ָ
ֲליַּת
ִ ָמרוּ ַבּע
ְ ְהוֹצ ָדק נ ְִמנוּ וְ ג
ָ י
ֲבירוֹת
ֵ  ָכּל ע:ֵבּית נִ ְתּזָה ְבּלוֹד
ָאדם
ָ אוֹמ ִרין ָל
ְ ֶשׁ ַבּתּוֹרָה ִאם
עֲבוֹר ְוַאל ֵתּ ָהרֵג ַיעֲבוֹר ְוַאל
כּוֹכ ִבים
ָ ֲבוֹדת
ַ  חוּץ ֵמע,ֵהרֵג
ָי
.וּשׁ ִפיכוּת ָדּ ִמים
ְ ִוְגלּוּי ֲערָיוֹת
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Source 9. Sanhedrin 74a

A certain person came before Rabba and told him,
“The governor of my village said to me, ‘Kill such
and such a person or else I will kill you.’” Rabba
replied to him, “Let yourself be killed and do not
kill him. Who says that your blood is redder?
Maybe that man’s blood is redder.”

.סנהדרין דף עד
ַבּה
ָ ָאתא ְל ַק ֵמּיהּ ְדּר
ָ ַההוּא ְדּ
ָאמר ִלי ָמ ִרי דּוּרָאי
ַ ָאמר ֵליהּ
ַ ְו
זִיל ַק ְט ֵליהּ ִל ְפ ָל ְניָא ְו ִאי ֹלא
ָאמר ֵליהּ
ַ ַק ְט ִלינָא ָלְך
ֵימר
ַ ִל ְק ְטלוְּך ְוֹלא ִתּ ְקטוֹל ִמי י
סוּּמק ְט ֵפי ִדּ ְיל ָמא
ָ ידְך
ָ ִדּ ְד ָמא ִדּ
סוּּמק ְט ֵפי
ָ ַברָא
ְ ְדּ ָמא ְדּ ַההוּא גּ

Source 10. Talmud Yerushalmi Terumot 8:4 (47a)

We learn (in Tosefta Terumot 7:23):
This is the ruling for groups of people who were
traveling and were accosted by non-Jews, who
said: “Give us one of you and we will kill him; and
if not, we will kill all of you.” Even if all of them
will be put to death, they should not hand over
even one person of Israel. But if they singled out
someone, as in the Sheva son of Bichri episode
(Shmuel/Samuel II, Ch. 20, see below), they
should hand him over and not get killed. Rabbi
Shimon son of Lakish said, “This is providing
he is subject to the death penalty like Sheva son
of Bichri was.” But Rabbi Yochanan said, “This
applies even if he was not deserving of the death
penalty like Sheva son of Bichri was.”

.תלמוד ירושלמי תרומות מז
ָאדם ֶשׁ ָהיוּ
ָ ָּתנֵי ִסיעֹות ְבּנֵי
ְמ ַה ְלּ ִכין ַבּ ֶדּרְֶך ָפּ ְגעוּ ָל ֶהן גּוֹיִם
״תּנוּ ָלנוּ ֶא ָחד ִמ ֶכּם
ְ ,ָאמרוּ
ְ ְו
וְ ַנהֲרֹוג אוֹתוֹ וְ ִאם ָלאו ֲהרֵי ָאנוּ
ֲפילּו
ִ ״ א:כּוּלּ ֶכם
ְ הוֹר ִגים ֶאת
ְ
ֶפשׁ
ֶ כּוּּלן ֶנ ֱהר ִָגים ֹלא י ְִמ ְסרוּ נ
ָ
 יִיחֲדּו ָל ֶהן ֶא ָחד.ָאל
ֵ ַאחת ִמיּ ְִשׂר
ַ
 י ְִמ ְסרוּ אוֹתוֹ,ְכּגוֹן ֶשׁ ַבע ֶבּן ִבּ ְכ ִרי
ַּבי ִשׁ ְמעוֹן ֶבּן
ִ ָאמר ר
ַ .ֵה ְרגוּ
ָ וְ ַאל י
יתה
ָ  ״ ְוהוּא ֶשּׁי ְֵהא ַחיָּיב ִמ,ָל ִקישׁ
יוֹחנָן
ָ ַבּי
ִ ״ ְור.ְכּ ֶשׁ ַבע ֶבּן ִבּ ְכ ִרי
 ״ַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶשׁ ֵאינוֹ ַחיָּיב,ָאמר
ַ
״.יתה ְכּ ֶשׁ ַבע ֶבּן ִבּ ְכ ִרי
ָ ִמ

Source 11. Rabbi Yehoshua Leib Diskin, Shut Maharil Diskin, Kuntress Acharon,
no. 146

The rationale behind [the halachah of ] singling
out has not yet been clarified, and it is difficult
to say that [the person singled out] is considered
to be a pursuer [who is viewed as threatening the
others.] But, we can say that it is in their hands to
kill all of them.

,ֲדיִין
ַ ַט ְע ָמא ְּד ִיחֲדוֹ ֹלא ִנ ְת ָבּ ֵאר ע
 ַאְך,רוֹדף
ֵ לוֹמר ֶשׁהוּא ְכּ
ַ וְדוֹחק
ַ
ָדם ַלהֲרוֹג ֶאת
ָ לוֹמר ֶשׁ ְבּי
ַ יֵשׁ
.כּוּלם
ָ
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Source 12. Rambam (Maimonides) Hilchot Yesodei Hatorah (Laws of the
Foundations of the Torah) 5:5

If gentiles tell [a group of ] women: “Give us one
of you to defile. If not, we will defile all of you,”
they should allow themselves all to be defiled
rather than give over a single Jewish soul to [the
gentiles].
Similarly, if gentiles told [a group of Jews]:
“Give us one of you to kill. If not, we will kill all
of you,” they should allow themselves all to be
killed rather than give over a single soul to [the
gentiles].
However, if [the gentiles] single out [a specific
individual] and say: “Give us so-and-so, or we
will kill all of you,” [different rules apply]: If
the person is deserving of death like Sheva
ben Bichri, they may give him over to them.
Initially, however, this instruction is not conveyed
to them. If he is not obligated to die, they should
allow themselves all to be killed rather than give
over a single soul to [the gentiles].

ה:רמב״ם יסודי התורה ה
עוֹב ֵדי כוֹ
ְ ָאמרוּ ָל ֶהם
ְ ָשׁים ֶשׁ
ִנ
וּנְט ֵמּא
ַ ַאחת ִמ ֶכּן
ַ  ְתּנוּ ָלנוּ,ָכ ִבים
ֻלּ ֶכן
ְ ְט ֵמּא ֶאת כּ
ַ  נ, ְו ִאם ַלאו,אוֹתהּ
ָ
 וְ ַאל י ְִמ ְסרוּ ָל ֶהם,ֻלּן
ָ ִטּ ְמּאוּ כ
ַ י.ָאל
ֵ ַאחת ִמיּ ְִשׂר
ַ ֶפשׁ
ֶנּ
 ְּתנּו ָלנּו,ָאמרּו ָל ֶהם ּגֹויִים
ְ ִאם
, ְו ִאם ָלאו,ַה ְרגֶּנּו
ַ ֶא ָחד ִמ ֶּכם ְונ
,ֻּלם
ָ ֵה ְרגּו ּכ
ָ י--ֻּל ֶכם
ְ ַנ ֲהרֹג ֶאת ּכ
ַאחת
ַ ֶפׁש
ֶ וְ ַאל י ְִמ ְסרּו ָל ֶהם נ
.ָאל
ֵ ִמּי ְִׂשר
 ְּתנּו,ָאמרּו
ְ וְ ִאם ִיחֲדּוהּו ָל ֶהם ְו
--ֻּל ֶכם
ְ ָלנּו ְּפלֹונִי אֹו ַנ ֲהרֹג ֶאת ּכ
יתה ְּכ ֶׁש ַבע
ָ ִאם ָהיָה ְמ ֻחּיָב ִמ
 וְ ֵאין, י ְִּתנּו אֹותֹו ָל ֶהם,ֶּבן ִּב ְכ ִרי
 ְל ַכ ְּת ִח ָּלה; ְו ִאם,מֹורין ָל ֶהם ֵּכן
ִ
 ְוַאל,ֻּלם
ָ ֵה ְרגּו ּכ
ָ י--ֵאינֹו ַחּיָב
.ָאל
ֵ ַאחת ִמּי ְִׂשר
ַ ֶפׁש
ֶ י ְִמ ְסרּו ָל ֶהם נ

Source 13. Rema Yoreh Dei’ah 157:1
If idolaters said to Jews, “Give us one of you, and
we will kill him,” they should not hand him over
unless he was singled out and they said, “Give
us so-and-so (and they named an individual)”
(based on the Mishnah in Terumot and the
Rambam in Hilchot Yesodei Hatorah). There are
those who say that even in such a situation they
should not hand him over unless he is deserving
of the death penalty like Sheva ben Bichri.

ָאמרוּ
ְ כּוֹכ ִבים ֶשׁ
ָ עוֹב ֵדי
ְ ַהגָּה
ָאל ְתּנוּ ָלנוּ ֶא ָחד ִמ ֶכּם
ֵ ְלי ְִשׂר
ַה ְרגֶנוּ ֹלא י ְִתּנוּ ָל ֶהם ֶא ָחד ֵמ ֶהם
ַ וְ נ
ָאמרוּ ְתּנוּ
ְ ְֶא ָלּא ִאם ֵכּן ִיחֲדוּהוּ ו
(מ ְשׁנָה ֶּפרֶק ח׳
ִ ָלנוּ ְפּלוֹנִ י
ַמ ַבּ”ם ֶּפרֶק ה׳
ְ ִּד ְּתרוּמוֹת וְ ָהר
ְסוֹדי ַהתּוֹרָה) וְ יֵשׁ אוֹ
ֵ ֵמ ִה ְלכוֹת י
ֲפילוּ ְּב ִכי ַהאי גַוְ נָא ֵאין
ִ ְמ ִרים ַדּא
יתה
ָ ְל ָמ ְסרוֹ ֶא ָּלא ִאם ֵּכן ַחיָּיב ִמ
ַשׁ״י
ִ (ּב״י ְבּ ֵשׁם ר
ֵ ְכּ ֶשׁ ַבע ֶבּן ִבּ ְכ ִרי
)וְ רַ״ן

Source 14. Rabbi J. David Bleich, in “Conjoined Twins,” Bioethical Dilemmas: A
Jewish Perspective, p. 295

In light of the unresolved controversy between early-day authorities with
regard to this matter, a rabbinic decisor would find grave difficulty in
sanctioning an overt act designed to extinguish the life of one of the twins on
the basis of this consideration alone.
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SECTION V Rodef – Killing a Pursuer to Save a Potential Victim
A different Talmudic concept is reported to have formed the basis of Rabbi
Feinstein’s ruling: The principle of killing a Rodef, a deadly pursuer.
Source 15. “The Surgery: An Agonizing Choice - Parents, Doctors, Rabbis in
Dilemma,” by Donald C. Drake, The Philadelphia Inquirer (October 16, 1977)

“Two men jump out of a burning airplane,” Rabbi Tendler said in one discussion,
using an analogy. “The parachute of the first man opens and he falls slowly and
safely to earth.
“The parachute of the second man does not open. As he plunges past his friend, he
manages to grab onto his foot and hold on. But the parachute is too small to support
both of them. Now they are both plunging to their death.
Source 16. Mishnah on Sanhedrin 73a

The following can be saved by taking a life: one
who pursues another to kill him…

.סנהדרין עג
אוֹתן ְבּנ ְַפ ָשׁן
ָ וְ ֵאּלוּ ֵהן ֶשׁ ַמּ ִצּ ִילין
... ֲבירוֹ ְל ָה ְרגוֹ
ֵ ַאחר ח
ַ רוֹדף
ֵ ָה

Source 17. Mishnah Ohalot 7:6

A woman whose life is endangered during
childbirth, we cut the fetus within the womb and
remove it limb by limb, because her life takes
precedence over its life. However, if most of the
baby has come out, we do not touch it, for we
may not push aside one life because of another.

,ילד
ֵ ָה ִא ָּׁשה ֶׁש ִהיא ַמ ְק ָׁשה ֵל
יה
ָ ָלד ְּב ֵמ ֶע
ָ ְמ ַח ְּת ִכין ֶאת ַהּו
,יאין אֹותֹו ֵא ָב ִרים ֵא ָב ִרים
ִ ּומֹוצ
ִ
ָצא
ָ  י.קֹוד ִמין ְל ַחּיָיו
ְ ֶיה
ָ ִמ ְּפנֵי ֶׁש ַחּי
ּדֹוחין
ִ  ֶׁש ֵאין,נֹוג ִעין ּבֹו
ְ  ֵאין,רֻּבֹו
.ֶפׁש
ֶ ֶפׁש ִמ ְּפנֵי נ
ֶנ

Source 18. Sanhedrin 72b

Rav Huna said, “When the pursuer is a child,
the potential victim can be saved by taking the
child’s life.” Rav Huna takes the position that a
pursuer requires no forewarning, whether child
or adult. Rav Chisda raised an objection based on
the Mishnah in Ohalot: “If most of the baby has
come out we do not touch it, for we may not push
aside one life because of another.” The Gemara
answers: That case does not prove that the
Law of the Pursuer does not apply to children,
because it is fundamentally different. There, they
are pursuing her from Heaven.

:סנהדרין עב
יתּן
ָ ִרוֹדף נ
ֵ ָאמר רַב הוּנָא ָק ָטן ָה
ַ
רוֹדף ֵאינוֹ
ֵ ְל ַה ִצּילוֹ ְבּנ ְַפשׁוֹ ָק ָס ַבר
ָצ ִריְך ַה ְתרָָאה ֹלא ְשׁנָא ָּגָדוֹל ְוֹלא
יביהּ רַב ִח ְס ָדּא
ֵ ית
ִ ְשׁנָא ָק ָטן ֵא
נוֹג ִעין
ְ ָצא רֹאשׁוֹ ֵאין
ָ ְלרַב הוּנָא י
ֶפשׁ ִמ ְפּנֵי
ֶ דּוֹחין נ
ִ בּוֹ ְל ִפי ֶשׁ ֵאין
רוֹדף הוּא ַשׁאנִי
ֵ ַאּמאי
ַ ְֶפשׁ ו
ֶנ
.ָד ֵפי ָלהּ
ְ ָה ָתם ְדּ ִמ ְשּׁ ַמיָּא ָקא ר
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Source 19. Talmud Yerushalmi, Shabbat 14:4

Rav Chisda asked, “Can you save an adult by
killing a child?” Rabbi Yirmiya answered, “Is
this not addressed in the following Mishnah? ‘If
most of the baby came out we cannot touch it
because we may not push aside one life because of
another.’” Rabbi Yosse son of Rabbi Bon, quoting
Rav Chisda said, “That case (the emerging baby)
is different because we do not know who is
pursuing whom.”

רַב ִח ְס ָדּא ָבּ ֵעי ַמהּו ְל ַה ִצּיל נ ְַפשׁוֹ
ֲתיב
ִ  ה.ֶשׁל ָּגָדוֹל ְבּנ ְַפשׁוֹ ֶשׁל ָק ָטן
ָצא
ָ ר׳ י ְִר ְמיָה ו ְָלא ַמ ְת ִני׳ ִהיא י
דּוֹחין
ִ נוֹג ִעין בּוֹ ֶשׁ ֵאין
ְ רוּבּוֹ ֵאין
יוֹסה ֵבּי ר׳
ֶ  ר׳.ֶפשׁ
ֶ ֶפשׁ ִמ ְפּנֵי נ
ֶנ
בּוֹן ְבּ ֵשׁם רַב ִח ְס ָדּא ָׁש ְניָיא ִהיא
יוֹד ַע ִמי הוֹרֵג ֶאת
ֵ ַאתּ
ְ ַתּ ָּמן ֶשׁ ֵאין
.ִמי

Source 20. Rabbi J. David Bleich, in “Conjoined Twins,” Bioethical Dilemmas: A
Jewish Perspective, p. 306.

However, the aggression of the mother vis-à-vis her unborn fetus is not
qualitatively identical to that of the fetus against the mother. Homicide is a
capital offense whereas feticide is not; hence, the threat against the mother is
qualitatively more serious than the threat to the fetus. Accordingly, since the
fetus is engaged in a qualitatively greater act of aggression, there is an objective
reason to eliminate the fetus that renders nugatory (irrelevant or insignificant)
the consideration “How do you know that the blood of one is redder than the
life of the other?”
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Source 21. Rabbi J. David Bleich, in “Conjoined Twins,” Bioethical Dilemmas: A
Jewish Perspective, p. 305.

Iggrot Moshe’s thesis is readily applicable to the case of dicephalus (twoheaded) twins. At the time that Rabbi Feinstein’s ruling was issued, medical
experience indicated that, if not separated, conjoined twins sharing a single
heart could survive for a maximum of nine months. Moreover, in the particular
case addressed by Rabbi Feinstein, the twins were experiencing heart failure
and, had they not been separated, they both would have expired in a relatively
short period of time. In the case of dicephalus twins, there is medical evidence
indicating that, generally speaking, it is the left twin that has a chance for
survival; the indications are that the right twin will not survive even if assigned
a full complement of organs. In the case under discussion, it is clear that only
one twin had a chance for survival. For unexplained reasons, the right twin
usually has complex cardiovascular anomalies that are not amenable to surgical
correction. In the conjoined state, the twins are certainly mutual aggressors.
The right twin unintentionally threatens the normal longevity anticipation
of the left twin. The right twin, however, because of its congenital anomalies,
cannot survive for a period of more than twelve months. Such an individual, it
may well be argued, must be regarded as a treifah (a person whose physical state
is such that he cannot survive for twelve months). As is the case with regard to
feticide, murder of a treifah is not a capital offense. Accordingly, although both
are pursuers, the right twin is engaged in an act of pursuit that is qualitatively
of greater magnitude than the pursuit in which the left twin is engaged. Hence,
according to Iggrot Moshe’s analysis, the right twin may, and indeed must, be
eliminated in order to preserve the life of the left twin.

POSTSCRIPT The Operation and its Aftermath
Baby B was separated from Baby A on October 11 causing the tragic, immediate
death of Baby A. Sadly, the surviving twin died forty-seven days later, unrelated to
the surgery, due to a Hepatitis-infected blood transfusion.
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ADDITIONAL
RESOURCES:
AUDIO

“Medical Halacha (Law) – The Twins Decision,” by Rabbi Akiva Tatz, M.D., at:
http://www.simpletoremember.com/media/a/the-twins-decision/
“Split Decision: Separating Conjoined Twins in Halacha,” by Rabbi Daniel Z. Feldman,
online at: http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/723474/Rabbi%20Daniel%20
Z.%20Feldman/Split%20Decision:%20Separating%20Conjoined%20Twins%20in%20
Halacha – includes a lecture on the medical background by pediatric surgeon Dr.
Gerard Weinberg, on the legal and secular ethical issues by Mr. David Wassermen,
and on the halachic issues by Rabbi Daniel Feldman

BOOKS AND “Conjoined Twins,” in Bioethical Dilemmas: A Jewish Perspective, by Rabbi J. David
ARTICLES
Bleich, pp. 283-328 (Ktav, 1998).
Conjoined Twins, Rabbi J. David Bleich, Tradition Magazine, Fall 1996.
“So One May Live” – Siamese Twins, Unpublished Responsum by Rav Moshe
Feinstein zt”l, translated and annotated by Rabbi Moshe Dovid Tendler, appearing in
Care of the Critically Ill, Vol. 1, by Moshe Tendler, available online at: http://www.jlaw.
com/Articles/ravmoshe.html
“The Status of Two-Headed Babies and/or Conjoined Twins,” by Rabbi Yitzchak
Breitowitz, available online at: http://judaiclaw.org/Questions_Answers_014.html
“The Laws of Rodef : The Matter of Conjoined Twins,” by Rabbi Yehoshua Pfeffer,
appears online at: http://www.dinonline.org/2012/07/08/parshas-pinchas-the-lawsof-rodef-the-matter-of-conjoined-twins/
Siamese Twins: Rav Feinstein’s Ruling and The Subsequent Controversy, by
Mordechai Halperin, M.D., Director, Dr. Falk Schlesinger Institute for Medical-Halachic
Research, appears in ASSIA - Vol IV, No 1 February 2001, and available online at:
http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/kitveyet/assia_english/halperin2-1.htm
See the Maharsha, Chidushei Aggadot Bava Metzia 62a, when the container of water
belongs to both travelers, then the ruling of Ben Petura is followed to share the
water.

