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Male or 
Female?

Male and female, He created 
them (B'reishit 1:27). From the 
beginning of creation there was 

a distinction between man and woman, 
between male and female. Today we know 
that the difference between male and 
female starts on a genetic level.

All our cells contain a complete 
complement of our genes, and these are 
called zygotic cells. The only two cells that 
are gametes and contain half the genetic 
material are eggs and sperm cells. When 
these two come together and the egg is 
fertilized, the genotype is complete and life 
can begin.

All the eggs contain an X chromosome 
and the sperm contain either an X or a Y 
chromosome. If the egg is fertilized with 
a sperm containing an X chromosome 
the baby will be a girl. If a Y chromosome 
makes it first, then the child will be a boy.

However, in rare cases there is a 
distinction between the genetic reality and 
the physical reality, called the genotype 
versus the phenotype. The child may be 
genotypically male, but present as a female 
and look externally to be a girl.

What is the halachic status of such a 
person? Do we follow their genetics or 
how they look?

In one of the volumes of PUAH’s respon-
sa there is a fascinating question in this 
area that was sent to important poskim. 
In a very unfortunate case, a child was 
born who was genetically a male, with 46 
XY chromosomes like any other man. The 
child had no internal female organs, no 
uterus and no ovaries. The child did have 
male organs inside the body. However, ex-
ternally the child appeared to be a female.

The doctors suggested that after the 
child was a few years old they would 
operate and, using plastic surgery, the 
child would appear to be male and 
could function as a male. They felt that 
there was a good chance that he would 
even be fertile, but this could not be 
determined with any certainty until 
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after the series of operations.

Another option would be to leave the child 
as a female, as it now appeared externally. 
However, there would be close to no 
chance that the child would be able to have 
children and would be inconsistent with 
the internal and hormonal reality. This 
could cause deep psychological suffering 
for this unfortunate child.

This complex situation raises many 
halachic questions.

More on this next week. 
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