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Who is the 
Mother?

Last time we saw a couple of sources 
that implied that motherhood is 
defined by giving birth and not by 

genetics. This is significant in the case in 
which one woman supplied the egg and 
another woman carried and delivered 
the baby. This could be an egg donor, a 
gestational carrier, or, in the case that we 
discussed, a couple donating a frozen fer-
tilized egg to a different couple.

Some poskim brought as a proof a some-
what fanciful description of the conception 
of Joseph. The Talmud (Berachot 60a) 
relates that Leah became pregnant and 
prayed for her embryo to change into a girl, 
Dinah, in order to allow her sister, Rachel, 
to mother two of the tribes. Another Tal-
mudic source (Niddah 31a) uses Dinah as 
a proof text that if a man gives seed first 
the child conceived will be female. This 
strongly suggests that Dinah did not start 
off life and was changed into a girl through 
her mother’s prayers.

An alternative explanation is that both 
Leah and Rachel were pregnant, Rachel 
with a girl and Leah with a boy. While there 
is absolutely nothing wrong with having a 
daughter, the result would be that Leah 

would have seven sons, and mother seven 
tribes, whereas Rachel would have one at 
the most.

Leah prayed that the male child she was 
carrying would be transferred to Rachel’s 
womb, and the female child that Rachel was 
carrying would be placed in Leah’s womb. 
Dinah was always female; what happened 
was that she switched during pregnancy 
from one mother to another.

While this is an extremely unlikely occur-
rence, that we cannot replicate even with 
the wonders of modern science, it does 
present an interesting precedent. Here is an 
example in the classic rabbinic literature of 
a case in which the genetic mother and the 
birth mother are not the same person.

Joseph must be the son of Rachel, as the 
entire reason for the switch was that Rachel 
should have a son and mother two of the 
tribes. This implies that the birth mother is 
the mother of the child, and not the genetic 
mother.

Therefore, in the case of a woman who 
became pregnant with another woman’s 
fertilized egg, the recipient, who delivered 
the baby would be considered the halachic 
mother.

But there are poskim who disagree with 
the interpretation of these sources and this 
conclusion. More on this next week. 


