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Spontaneous Generation And Kindred Notions In Antiquity

Dr. Eugene S. McCartney, Northwestern University

The doctrine of spontaneous generation, or, as it was named by [Thomas] Huxley, abiogenesis,
originated in remote antiquity, flourished throughout ancient times and the Middle Ages, and
lasted until modern times. As late as 1870 it still possessed sufficient vitality to interest the British
Association for the Advancement of Science. ... Since insects are so small, it is not surprising
that the sex history of some of them totally eluded the observation of the ancients. ...

Aristotle, History of Animals, Book V, Part 1

But whenever creatures are spontaneously generated, either in other animals, in the soil, or on
plants, or in the parts of these, and when such are generated male and female, then from the
copulation of such spontaneously generated males and females there is generated a something—a
something never identical in shape with the parents, but a something imperfect. For instance, the
issue of copulation in lice is nits; ...”
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Rabbi Yitzchak Herzog, Judaism: Law & Ethics, p. 152
The attitude of the orthodox Jew towards the scientific matter embedded in this colossal mass of
Jewish religious learning may be best summed up in the words of R. Abraham Maimuni, ...
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It is of importance to bear this in mind when we enter upon the study of science in the Talmud.

Y3V 11350 ,27Y 17D 91 1903, MAIVNN PYN ,DININ INN ,[906-1006] PN XI29W 29
INIY NDDYD DXI2TY,DININI PN KD DINONY 007 1917 NN DX [: PNIND DININI]
NN 2T NON PRI ,DYINN 0N

R. S.R. Hirsch, Trusting the Torah Sages, 1876
In my opinion, the first principle that every student of Chazal’s statements must keep before his eyes is
the following: Chazal were the sages of G-d’s law... They did not especially master the natural sciences,
geometry, astronomy, or medicine - except insofar as they needed them for knowing, observing, and

. .fulfilling the Torah. We do not find that this knowledge was transmitted to them from Sinai
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So we see that all poskim are, understandably, reticent to overturn the law (din) of the
Gemara, even if the reasoning has changed. And just like the zakanot that are based on
reasons that have fallen away, there is a great tension between the need to maintain the
structure of Judaism and the need to apply modern reason and reasoning.

I have searched far and wide to try to find an all encompassing philosophy on how to
approach these dinim and fakanot and have found none. As we have seen, there are many
approaches (and in fact there are even more not brought here). I suggest then that it this
very tension that is the all encompassing philosophy of how to approach these dinin and
takanot, the reasoning and reasons of which have passed.

We are living in a great and wonderous time, the information era, where discoveries and
inventions, science and technology, make breakthroughs literally everyday. We scoff at
the ignorance of previous generations. But in our hubris we have forgotten that not all is
well with the world just because we can explan it scientifically. We have forgotten that
science and technology are only #o/s to help us fix the wotld, ltaken olam bemalchut shadia.
But to #7uly fix the world we need to build society through law and custom (bukim
umishpatin, hanahgot vetakanot). And for this we need the power of fakana.

Alas, we are stuck; we cannot /lefaken because we have not the power of Zakana. That
power rests only in the Sanhedrin — and only by coming together as a people that can
agree on the election of that great body of spiritual leaders who have the power of fakana
can we really tix the world.

So how are we to deal with all these Zakanot the reasons of which have passed? How are
we to deal with the dinzm the reasoning of which has changed? In tension, in struggling,
in wanting to be rid of them but knowing that we can’t be rid of them. And it is precisely
this tension which should serve to make us yearn for that day when the Sanhedrin will sit
in its place and all will come to hear from it the word of the living God.
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