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elf-driving cars are a revolutionary technological innovation of the
modern era. However, while they may eventually become the future
of daily travel, they have also become the center of much controversy, as the engineers who are charged with programming these cars are
faced with a profound moral dilemma.
If a self-driving car is on a collision course, it must choose to either
continue forward or turn aside. The car will obviously turn aside when it can
do so safely, but how will the engineers program the car to react in the
following situation: A self-driving car careening towards a crowd of people
can turn aside to avoid them, but by doing so it will run over a single innocent bystander. From the engineering stage the car must be programmed
to choose a certain course of action. Which algorithm should be preferred?
This modern quandary has given new life to the well-known thought
experiment in moral philosophy known as the “Trolley Problem,” which
goes as follows: A man is strolling alongside a railroad, when he suddenly
observes a runaway train careening down the track. Upon closer examination,
he realizes that the engineer has passed out, leaving the train completely
out of control. Even more appalling though is the sight of five workers tied
down to the tracks, directly in front of the speeding locomotive. If the
onlooker does nothing, these five men will surely die. Fortunately, he is
standing next to a lever that can divert the runaway train down a side track
shortly before it will hit the innocent workers. However, there is a catch:
on this alternate route is a single worker, also tied down to the tracks,
*
For more on this topic see our recent “Survey of Recent Halakhic Literature” column
by Rabbi J. David Bleich, “Autonomous Automobiles and the Trolley Problem,”
TRADITION 51:3 (Summer 2019), 68–78. The author thanks Rabbi Jacob. J. Schacter
for his guidance and advice in the preparation of this essay.
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who will die if the train is directed towards him. What, then, is this onlooker to do? Can he sacrifice the one worker to save the five? Perhaps he
is morally required to do so, as this would allow him to save a greater
number of lives. Alternatively, he may be morally prohibited from making
such a choice, for how can a mere mortal “play God” and choose who
shall live and who shall die? Contemporary researchers have found that
the majority of people believe it is at least permitted, if not required, to
pull the lever.1 What is halakha’s view on the trolley problem?
Since Philippa Foot popularized the trolley case in the mid-twentieth
century, “trolleyology” has taken on a life of its own. While the question
of sacrificing the few to save the many was always a compelling ethical
question, it often lacked practical application. In the real world, people
must make split-second decisions. Even if there is a halakhic mandate in
these high-pressure situations, can people reasonably be expected to act
deliberately in what will most likely require instinctive reaction? When
under pressure, many people act instinctively, without using their intellect. In an article for Social and Personality Psychology Compass published
in 2014, researchers wrote that such sacrificial dilemmas as the Trolley
Problem are unrealistic and “unrepresentative of the moral situations people
encounter in the real world” because they require split-second decisions.2
Recently, however, the real-life significance of “trolleyology” has been
magnified with the prospect of self-driving automatic cars. Now, at the
design stage, manufacturers must make a deliberate decision regarding
this very dilemma. Unlike the snap decision required of the bystander in
a real-life Trolley Problem, the team of designers, programmers, ethicists,
and engineers designing self-driving cars have the luxury of deciding what
calculations are optimal in each potential situation long before the car is
manufactured. In this way, the programming team is like the bystander in
the Trolley Problem, as they effectively determine when to “pull the
lever” by coding it into the vehicle’s algorithms.
Thus, the Trolley Problem has become a real-life dilemma. As a
machine, the car will make the same calculated decision every time it is
confronted by this life and death scenario. In the near future, the Trolley
Problem will no longer be a theoretical question in moral philosophy, but
rather a practical quandary. We must therefore revisit the question:
1
Kwame Anthony Appiah, Experiments in Ethics (Harvard University Press, 2008);
see also Judith Jarvis Thomson, “The Trolley Problem,” The Yale Law Journal 94:6
(1985), 1395–1415.
2
C. Bauman, et al., “Revisiting External Validity: Concerns about Trolley Problems and Other Sacrificial Dilemmas in Moral Psychology,” Social and Personality
Psychology Compass 8–9 (2014), 536–554.
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What is the correct course of action when confronted with such a
situation?
The first principle to consider in this discussion is that the prohibition
of murder is explicit in the Torah and considered among the worst offenses
in Judaism. To what extent does the prohibition of murder apply in our
scenario? Under what circumstances, if ever, would a person be permitted to
murder? What if there is another life at stake? What if one’s own life is at
risk? What if the only way to save multiple lives is by sacrificing a single life?
In approaching the question of saving one’s own life at the expense
of another, Sanhedrin (74a) establishes an important principle. A man
comes before Rabba with the following case: The ruler of a city commanded him to kill another person or else sacrifice his own life. Can he do
so in order to save himself? Rabba answers that this man must give up his
own life rather than kill his fellow man, as “who are you to say that your
blood is redder; perhaps the blood of that person is redder than yours.”
Aside from the cryptic rationale that Rabba provides, his ruling itself
seems to contradict a different principle. After all, the Talmud (Yoma
85b) interprets the verse “live by them” (Leviticus 18:5) as “live by the
commandments, not die on their account”—meaning that one is allowed
to violate all the commandments of the Torah in order to save one’s own
life. The mitzvot were not given to man for him to die for their sake; they
were given so that he may forge a connection with God through their
performance. If this is the case, the view of Rabba that one must give up
one’s own life rather than transgress the prohibition of murder seems to be
in direct contradiction to this latter principle. However, as is well known,
Sanhedrin enumerates three exceptions to the general principle of saving
one’s life: murder, idolatry, and illicit relations. All three preclude the
possibility of one saving his own life, and require a person to die rather
than violate these prohibitions. But the obvious question is, why are these
three prohibitions different?
The simple approach to understanding the exclusion of murder, idolatry,
and illicit relations from the principle of “live by them” is their apparent
severity, which precludes their violation under any circumstance, even at
the cost of life itself. Both Ramban and Ran take this approach, using the
following logic: Generally, it is preferable to violate a single prohibition
and remain alive, therefore retaining the capacity to perform many additional mitzvot in the future. 3 They base their position on Shabbat (151b)
which directs that in life-or-death circumstances it is preferable to violate
one Sabbath in order observe many future Sabbaths. However, in the case
3

Milhamot Hashem to Sanhedrin 18a and Hiddushei ha-Ran to Sanhedrin 74a
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of these three prohibitions, their immense severity causes such tremendous spiritual damage through their violation that death is preferable to a
life lived with the stain of their transgression. Alternatively, perhaps the
principle of self-preservation, “live by them,” would in fact be enough
justification to save one’s own life at the expense of murdering another.
Here, too, the prohibition would theoretically be set aside for the importance of saving one’s own life. However, the prohibitive factor is not the
technical violation of God’s commandment against murder, rather the
problem is one of logic. A mere mortal cannot choose one life over
another, as who knows which life God values more? As the Talmud states,
“who says your blood is redder; perhaps the blood of that person is redder than yours.” No human can play God; rather than choosing who lives
and who dies, one must remain passive in such a situation.
Yet, there is a weakness in this argument, as it seems that the only
factor that prevents a person from choosing one life over another is the
inability to judge respective value. However, if this truly is the sole issue,
why not simply assess each person’s value and conclude whose blood is,
in fact, “redder.” Maybe we can assess which person has more potential
value, as in which will live longer or who will perform more mitzvot. Or
perhaps we should evaluate those people’s current “spiritual value” and
determine which one of the two is currently more righteous.
There are two possible reasons as to why this approach is untenable.
The first is that human beings lack the ability to objectively assess whose
life is greater in any given comparison. The second is that, by definition,
each human life is of equal value. Both of these approaches require further study.
Practical vs. Fundamental Inability to Assess the Value of Life
The first approach is that while ideally one would be able to measure the
respective values of different individuals, a practical hindrance prevents a
person from determining the worth of one life as compared to another.
There are a few different explanations as to what exactly constitutes the
practical hindrance, each with a different assumption for the quality that
would allow one to conclude that one life is more valuable than another.
The first two options, mentioned by Rabbi Meir Halevi Abulafia (Ramah), 4
assume that this quality depends on human potential and the future fate of
each person. The third option assumes that the value of life is determined
based on current status, not based on his or her future or potential.
4

Yad Ramah to Sanhedrin 74a, s.v. Arayot.
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Ramah first suggests that the value of a person’s life is determined by
the amount of time that he or she has left to live. Accordingly, the person
presumed to have more years left on this earth would be deemed to have
the more valuable life. However, human inability to determine life span
leads to an inability to judge whose blood is “redder,” meaning a person
cannot kill another absent the divine knowledge of who will live longer.
Perhaps an elderly woman will live a few years longer while a young man
may die within the year. We simply can’t know.
Ramah’s second option within this category is based on a person’s
potential for future mitzvot. Accordingly, the one who performs the most
mitzvot would have the most value. However, one cannot determine
whether that person or someone else will perform more mitzvot in the
future, as there is no way of knowing what a person’s future fate and decisions will look like. A righteous person may die within hours, or stray off
the righteous path. A wicked person may repent, and live a long, full life
of mitzva observance. Therefore, one may not judge himself to be more
worthy of life than someone else, for maybe that person will perform
more mitzvot, and therefore, maybe his or her blood is “redder.”5
There is a third option, namely, that the assessment of a person’s
worth is based on his present spiritual status. Accordingly, whoever is
currently a greater person has the greater right to live. Although this
approach seems to be the most straightforward, this results from missing
the complexity within the concept of “righteousness.” If righteousness truly
refers to one who fulfills his or her unique potential, a human being could
never know who is or is not a tzaddik, or compare relative levels of righteousness. Each person is born with a unique set of biological, social, and
spiritual qualities. Accompanying this is the unique and singular potential that each person possesses. It is therefore impossible to judge righteousness, as the scale is not objective. One can never kill another to save
his or her own life, as it is impossible to know who between them is the
greater tzaddik.6 Regardless of which of these three scales of righteousness or merit is used, the assumption is that there is, in fact, one person whose
blood is redder, whose claim on life preempts that of another, but in the
5
In both of Rama’s suggestions he appears to rejects the categories of rov (majority) and hazaka (presumption). Although in the majority of cases, the young live longer than the elderly and the righteous perform more mitzvot than the wicked, those
assumptions provide insufficient basis for life-and-death decision-making. For such
matters Rama evidently believes that one needs absolute certainty, which is obviously
impossible.
6
For sources on this perspective of the term “tzaddik,” see Rambam, Hilkhot
Teshuva 5:2, Nidda 30b, and Ramhal, Derekh Hashem I 3:10 and Da’at Tevunot 28.
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absence of human knowledge to make a definitive determination of whose
blood is in fact reddest, this line of triage remains wholly inoperative.
There is a second, fundamentally different approach which ignores
questions of “redness” of blood or comparative value of human life, and
rejects the idea that any single human being possesses more value than
another. God created all people equal, and in His eyes, everyone possesses
the same right to life. A person is not judged based on past or future actions; a human being always retains his or her innate, infinite value. Furthermore, even if it was thought that human value was determined based
on the amount of future time a person possesses, each moment of time is
of infinite value. Therefore, one minute and one year are each valued at
the same nonaggregatable infinity.
Sacrificing the Few to Save the Many
The discussion until now has focused on sacrificing one’s own life rather
than murdering another. Does this principle apply to cases with different
variables? Can a person sacrifice one life to save the lives of a hundred
people or would this still be prohibited? This question can be analyzed
using the same template of answers from the previous section.7 First, for
the sake of contrast, let’s establish the utilitarian perspective.
Jeremy Bentham, founder of modern utilitarianism, advanced the
view that moral decisions should be made based on outcome, meaning
that whichever course of action will produce the most human happiness
and benefit the greatest number of people is the morally correct route to
take. Hence, when it comes to choosing one life or five, the obvious
choice should be to save the five. Whether this means pulling the lever in
the Trolley Problem or programming a self-driving car to always choose
fewer fatalities, priority is given to the decision that saves the most lives.

7
In the Trolley Problem the single worker’s life was previously not in danger.
There is a separate discussion of a case in which everyone will die regardless, but
sacrificing one or a few of the endangered group may be enough to save everyone
else. Without this sacrifice, everyone will die, so the claim of “who says your blood is
redder” may no longer apply. However, even in this case it still constitutes murder,
which may never be allowed, regardless of the situation. This situation also enters the
realm of shortening life, as when sacrificing the lives of one or a few to save everyone
else, their lives will likely be shortened, even if only by mere minutes or hours. Therefore, the claim of “who says your blood is redder” may still apply. While not the topic
of our present discussion, for more on this see Yerushalmi Terumot 8:12; Rambam,
Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 5:5; and J. David Bleich, “Sacrificing the Few to Save the
Many,” TRADITION 43:1 (2010), 78–86.
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Not only would one be permitted to sacrifice the few to save the many,
one would be obligated to do so.8
Halakha, on the other hand, does not take only the after-effects of an
action into account; it also focuses on the action itself. In other words, in
ways similar to Kantian and Deontological ethics,9 Halakha sees certain
actions as objectively wrong in and of themselves, not only because of the
result. This standpoint seems reasonable when considering the possible
outcomes of adopting the strictly utilitarian approach.
Imagine a doctor entrusted with five critically ill patients. Each patient
suffers from a serious illness and is in dire need of a life-saving organ transplant. In order to save all five patients, the doctor needs one heart, two
kidneys, a pair of lungs, and a liver. With no prospect of a donor in the
near future, these patients have no chance of survival. Strolling through
his waiting room he spies a healthy gentleman with a fresh set of lungs, a
beating heart, two working kidneys, and an active liver. This doctor could
take this man’s organs and restore health to all five of his patients.10 Theoretically speaking, according to a certain strict reading of the utilitarian
approach, one should sacrifice the individual to save the many.
However, nobody would consider this a plausible course of action.
One’s visceral reaction to such a suggestion should be horror and revulsion. It is impossible to justify the outright murder of an innocent person.
Living in a world where such decisions were made and implemented would
be terrifying, and society would fail to function.11 The Jewish approach is
fundamentally different.
The Jewish Perspective
Two approaches were previously suggested to understand the Torah’s
prohibition of sacrificing someone’s life in order to save one’s own. Can
these same two approaches be applied to a situation in which one could
save many lives by sacrificing one?
8
Jeremy Bentham, Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation
(1789); see also Emmett Barcalow, Moral Philosophy: Theories and Issues (Wadsworth,
2007).
9
Which defines the morality of an act solely based on the nature of the act itself,
not based on its results. Therefore, murder is always immoral, no matter what. The
famous problem with this approach is its lack of nuance and room for exceptions.
10
Kwame Anthony Appiah, Experiments in Ethics, 100.
11
There are several more developed and nuanced utilitarian theories that would
take this argument into account and modify utilitarian principles. Some utilitarians
suggest that the doctor’s actions would not result in the most happiness or good,
since it would result in a society that lives in constant fear of being murdered at doctor’s appointments.
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The first approach views murder as such an egregious action that it is
preferable to give up one’s own life rather than live as a murderer. The
assumption is that the general imperative to violate a mitzva to save one’s
own life does not apply in the case of murder. If that were so, in a situation where one can save many lives by sacrificing one person, one would
still be prohibited to murder. Regardless of how many lives are at stake,
one must sacrifice them all rather than murder a single person.
The second approach views the inability to measure the worth of one
life against another as the impediment to choosing one life over another.
Despite the “live by them” principle generally overriding the force of
prohibitions, murder remains an exception, and one still cannot choose
one life over another, for “who says your life is more valuable than his.”
Within this second approach, there are four posited options as to why it
is impossible to determine relative human worth. Each of these can be
applied to the case of sacrificing one life to save many as well.
The first option is that the determinant factor of “worth” is a person’s
time left in this world. Even in the case of a mass of people, this kind of
worth could not be determined. Perhaps the individual will live for many
more years, while the larger group of people will all die within minutes.
The second option weighs future mitzva performance to determine
the value of life. In this case as well, it is impossible to know the future
mitzvot that both the individual and each member of the group will
accomplish.
The third option is that a person’s value depends only on his or her
current status. But, here too, it is impossible to determine the status of
anyone, whether they stand alone or as part of the larger group. It is possible that one individual outweighs the collective worth of the other people combined.
The last option is that each and every person is of infinite and therefore equal value, and this principle may apply whether it is one person
against another or one against a hundred.
It Is Permitted to Sacrifice the Few to Save the Many
It is also possible that this logic applies only in a case where one person’s
life is at stake. Perhaps, in order to save the lives of many, such as a hundred
people, even the horrific sin of murder would be permitted. This does not
necessarily clash with the passage in Sanhedrin 74a, as that aforementioned case refers specifically to sacrificing one life in exchange for one
other. Within this approach as well, perhaps these options apply only to
the case of trading one soul for another, and in the case of sacrificing one
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for many the conclusion would be different. Perhaps when dealing with
many people as opposed to one, the assumption is that their collective
time in this world will be longer than one person’s. This would be true in
regard to mitzvot as well, as the sum of the mitzvot of a large group will
assumedly be more than those of just one person. Similarly, if the consideration is a person’s current status, it’s possible that one would assume
that a hundred people are more likely to have a higher status in this
regard than a single individual. Even within the idea of comparing infinities, it is a mathematical truth that some infinities are of a greater degree
than others. Perhaps the infinite worth of a hundred people’s lives is
greater than the infinite worth of just one person’s life.
Nonetheless, once the potential of sacrificing one life for the sake of
the many is considered, one must determine the boundaries and definition of “many.” Is sacrificing one to save many only allowed if it is a group
of one hundred? What about ninety-nine, or fifty, or twenty-five, or ten,
or two? What is considered enough?
These questions are reminiscent of the famous “heap paradox” in
which grains of sand are individually removed from a large heap of sand.
Removing a single grain of sand does not turn a heap into a non-heap,
and yet if the action is performed repeatedly, eventually the heap will, in
fact, lose its status as a heap. The question is: At what point did it switch
from a heap to a non-heap, if a single grain of sand cannot change its status?
This case deals with a similar question. If one can never sacrifice a life
to save another individual, and yet it may be possible to sacrifice one person in order to save many, where is the boundary line of “many” drawn?
This requires further investigation. Nonetheless, it is possible that one
may never sacrifice the life of a single individual, even to save the lives of
a hundred. Most Jewish thinkers take this approach.
The Trolley Problem: Can You Pull the Lever?
With the above considerations in mind, one can return to the trolley case
with considerably more insight. As previously established, there are two
potential reasons to prohibit sacrificing the life of the single worker in
order to save the five workers. This could be due to the severity of murder
or the inability to play God and determine whose life is more valuable.
Each of these considerations has unique applications to the trolley case.
The Trolley Problem involves a decision of killing one to save five.
While this would generally be considered a case of murder, and therefore prohibited, there are ameliorating factors that must be taken into
consideration.
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Halakha classifies certain actions as “gerama,” or indirect causation.
For example, one who locks a prisoner in a room and does not feed him
does not actively kill him, as he performs no specific action that ends his
life. Rather, he indirectly kills him, as the lack of food that eventually kills
him is a result of the initial action of locking him up.12 In the trolley case,
too, one is not directly killing the individual worker, rather he pulls a lever
that aims the train in his direction. The train performs the actual act of
murder, all he does is redirect it.
It is very possible that this case may not be considered gerama, as the
act of murder is still quite direct.13 Nevertheless, even if it is considered
gerama, one must still determine what effect gerama has on the status of
the prohibition. One who kills through gerama is not subject to the death
penalty, but that does not necessarily imply that the killer has not violated
the prohibition of murder. It is therefore unclear whether murder via
gerama is actually not murder at all, or if it simply a less severe version and
is therefore not subject to the death penalty.
In terms of the trolley case, perhaps gerama eliminates the prohibition of murder altogether and one would therefore be allowed to redirect
the trolley. Interestingly, though, even if the prohibition of murder remains,
Ramban and Ran state that one may not violate the prohibition of murder because of the severity of the sin. It is possible that even if the gerama
doesn’t prevent the violation of the prohibition of murder, per se, it may
at least lessen the severity of the prohibition, turning it into a less severe
category of murder. If so, perhaps this would make it permissible to violate murder through gerama in order to save the lives of the five workers.
Of course, it is also possible that even if such an action was considered less
severe, it may still be forbidden.
Another potential ameliorating factor in the case of the Trolley Problem
would be the ability to classify the single worker as a rodef, one halakhically classified as a “pursuer,” someone who attempts to cause another
harm. The single worker potentially prevents the bystander from saving
12

Rambam, Hilkhot Rotze’ah 2:2.
Gerama might require both a time delay and an external force committing the
act. For example, in the classical case of gerama one opens the gate of an animal pen
and the animals subsequently exit. In such a case, there was both a time delay and the
animals left the pen of their own volition. Perhaps one can suggest the same regarding
the trolley case—there is a time delay and the trolley possesses its own force. However, one may also suggest that the time delay is not significant and that the bystander
takes control of the trolley’s force once he pulls the lever, similar to one who shoots
a gun. One can also suggest that gerama doesn’t require both a time delay and an
external force, but either/or. Or perhaps only a time delay or only an external force is
considered gerama. Regardless, this topic is beyond the scope of this article.
13
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five workers’ lives, and is therefore indirectly causing the other five worker’s
deaths. The Mishna in Sanhedrin 73a famously states that if an assailant
rises up to kill someone, it is permissible to kill the assailant first. The
question, however, is whether the assailant must have explicit intent to
harm the victim in order to be considered a rodef. This is a critical consideration in terms of the Trolley Problem, as the single worker has no intent
to harm the other workers.
Most commentators believe that one must have intent to be considered a rodef. However, several commentators believe that even without
intent one can qualify for rodef status. For example, Rambam maintains
that a fetus is considered a rodef if it presents harm to the life of the
mother, even though the fetus clearly has no intent to do so.14 Vilna
Goan as well holds that a person can be considered a rodef without intent
to harm. 15 If this is indeed the case, the single worker may be considered
a rodef. However, the extent to which this worker causes the others harm
is so indirect that it may not be enough to classify him as a rodef. It appears that the trolley is the cause of death, not the single worker. Therefore, it is questionable if one can compare him to a harmful fetus, who
presents direct danger to its mother.16
The third ameliorating factor is not the worker’s intent, but that of
the bystander. The bystander has no desire to kill the individual worker;
if there was an alternative way of saving the five workers that did not risk
this individual’s life, he would surely take it. Certainly, if the worker managed to somehow loosen the ropes and escape the oncoming trolley, the
bystander would be relieved and overjoyed. The single worker’s death
represents an unintended result, one which the bystander greatly regrets.
Thomas Aquinas posited the Doctrine of Double Effect. Within this
principle, certain actions with negative consequences are permitted under
a few strict conditions: (1) The act itself must be defined as good; (2) the
person must have pure intentions in performing this action; (3) there
14
Hilkhot Rotze’ah 1:9 and commentaries, ad loc., and on Sanhedrin 72b for a
more developed discussion on this topic. R. Chaim Soloveitchik suggests Rambam
only classifies the fetus, which clearly lacks intent to harm its mother, as a rodef
because it does not yet have the full status of a nefesh, being fully alive. Therefore, one
can sacrifice the fetus to save the mother. However, in the cases of potential “pursuers” who are fully alive, they must possess intent for their harmful actions in order to
be classified as a genuine rodef.
15
Biur ha-Gra, Hoshen Mishpat 425:11.
16
The question of whether or not a rodef requires intent is deeply connected
to the reason of why one is permitted to kill a rodef. See R. J. David Bleich, “Pregnancy Reduction,” TRADITION 29:3 (1995), 55-63, for further discussion of rodef and
whether it requires intent.
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must be no alternative method of achieving the positive effect; and (4)
the good must exceedingly outweigh the bad.
With regard to the trolley case, pulling the lever conforms to each
one of these criteria. By rerouting the trolley, the bystander (1) executes a
life-saving act; (2) his intention is only to save the five workers; (3) he has no
alternative method of saving them; and (4) the lives of the five may be greater
that of the individual. Therefore, under these extenuating circumstances
one may perpetrate certain evils that would otherwise be prohibited.
Similar principles are respected in Halakha as well. End of life care, a
complicated and controversial field of medicine, must deal with the issue
of pain relief. Many people unfortunately suffer from extreme pain towards
the end of their lives. In order to relieve this pain, a doctor might administer morphine; however, morphine can make breathing more difficult and
therefore hasten death. This situation becomes a tradeoff between reducing significant pain and potential threat to life. Both R. Shlomo Zalman
Auerbach and R. Moshe Feinstein permitted doctors to administer controlled amounts of morphine, with the sole intent of pain relief.17
The reason to question this principle is that it is hard to justify murder or harm based on intention. Perhaps one should be responsible for
the consequences of his or her actions regardless of what he or she intended, especially when the “unintended” result is almost certain to
occur.18
For example, there is the corollary scenario to the Trolley problem,
the so-called “dynamite case.” A group of friends are stuck in a cave after
a fat man became lodged in the only exit from the cave. Water has begun
flowing into the cavern, so that in a few minutes everyone will drown.
Luckily, one man has a stick of dynamite and a match. If he blows up the
fat man, everyone in the cave can escape quickly; if not, they will all die.
What should he do?
Perhaps, according to the Doctrine of Double Effect, one would not
be allowed to blow up the fat man, as one’s intention would be to kill him
and it would therefore be immoral.
However, Philippa Foot suggests a simple counter-argument: The
man need not intend to kill the fat man, only to break him into pieces so
that everyone else can escape the cave. If morality depends heavily on intent,
this would provide a justification to blow up the fat man, as it is simply a
way of moving his body. This path of logic seems thoroughly absurd, and
17

Nishmat Avraham 339 and Iggerot Moshe, Hoshen Mishpat 2:73.1.
Thomas Scanlon, Moral Dimensions: Permissibility, Meaning, Blame (Harvard
University Press, 2008), 18.
18
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one would likely conclude that intention is not as significant when the
consequences of one’s actions are so clear.19
Nevertheless, even if one maintains that one may not blow up the fat
man, as the dynamite will most definitely result in his death, one may still
form a clear distinction between this scenario and the trolley case. Namely,
in this case the fat man must die in order for everyone else to be saved. In
the case of the trolley, the bystander does not intend for the man to even
be hit by the train, let alone die. If the single worker managed to extricate
himself, everyone would be satisfied.20
The last option for minimizing the severity of the action is to consider
the possible ways that halakha defines any given act. When isolating the
act itself, is it defined as an act of murder or an act of saving? If an outsider, unaware of the single person tied to the divergent track, saw the
trolley situation play out, he would praise the man for pulling the lever.
Although objectively there is someone being killed as well, when viewing
the action alone it is a clear act of saving, unfortunately with harmful
repercussions.
Hazon Ish uses this reasoning when discussing a nearly identical case.
An arrow is shot towards a crowd of people that will kill many of them. A
bystander is capable of knocking the arrow astray, but it would then hit
a single person standing to the side. In what is essentially Hazon Ish’s
iteration of the Trolley Problem, he maintains that the bystander may
swat the arrow aside, because doing so would be defined as an act of saving, not of murder.21
Glaringly different is the dynamite case in which the act itself is
blowing up an innocent fat man. The intentions may be altruistic, but
19

Philippa Foot, “The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect,”
Oxford Review 5 (1967), 5-15. In this case, of course, Foot comes to a contrary stand
vis-à-vis the halakhic principle of pesik resha, whereby we judge the permissibility of an
action based upon its unintended but inevitable consequences.
20
One could ask, regarding the fat man as well, if he wiggled out of the cave
opening, wouldn’t everyone inside be satisfied? I would suggest that in the Trolley
Problem, even after one’s action of pulling the lever, there is still a chance that the
single worker can escape. Therefore, the desire or hope that the single worker survive
is somewhat validated. In the fat man case, however, one can argue that he is too close
to the dynamite, and has absolutely no chance at escaping. This assumes, however,
that the single worker is far enough from the trolley that there is some time left for
him to potentially escape after one turns the trolley towards him, as opposed to the
dynamite case where one would assume that there is no significant time period between the explosion of the dynamite and its impact on the fat man.
21
Hazon Ish Hoshen Mishpat, Sanhedrin 25 and in his Hiddushim to Yoreh De’ah
69. See also Tzitz Eliezer 15:80, Hashukei Hemed to Sanhedrin 72b, and Sefer Shiurim
le-Rofeh III:161.

92

Shmuel Reichman
the act itself is indisputably evil. Isolating the action clarifies that it is an
act of murder, as one is killing an innocent man, regardless of the
consequences.
Hazon Ish, however, then questions his initially posited view due to
the fact that although the bystander’s act may have been one of rescue
from the perspective of the five workers, from the single worker’s perspective it is a straightforward act of murder. The bystander has taken a
runaway train and diverted it to another track so that it hurtles directly
towards the single worker and ends his life. Therefore, he remains conflicted about the case, questioning whether this act can objectively be
defined as an act of saving.22
The second approach to understanding the absolute prohibition of
murdering one in order to save another focuses not on the severity of the
sin but the inability of a person to play God, to deem one person more
valuable than another. When applying this line of thinking to the Trolley
Problem, there are several factors to consider.
The Trolley Problem is a question of sacrificing one life in order to
save five, whereas the original case in Sanhedrin concerned a one-for-one
swap. In the case of sacrificing one person to save another, the Talmud
rules that one cannot know whose life is more valuable and therefore who
should be saved. However, in the case of the Trolley Problem, the ability
to save five lives may trump the need to kill one. This could be because
many lives are presumably better than one. However, as suggested above,
there are many reasons to reject such a position. Namely, we can never
know whose life is more valuable or that all lives are of equal value, no
matter the number. Therefore one can never play God.
If the single worker can be considered the cause of the others’ deaths,
albeit indirectly, it may be possible to sacrifice his life as he would be defined as a rodef (assuming a rodef does not require intent). However, as
stated above, beyond the fact that most commentaries require intent to
classify someone as rodef, it is also a far stretch to claim that the single
worker is the source of danger, as the fast approaching trolley seems a
more likely culprit.
The other factors listed previously are not as relevant to this second
approach because they serve only to downplay the severity of the act and
prohibition of murder. According to this approach the real concern is that
of playing God and choosing who shall live. So the concepts of gerama,
22

See J. David Bleich, “Sacrificing the Few to Save the Many,” where he posits that
deflecting the arrow would be considered a direct act of murder. See also R. Benjamin
Rabinowitz-Te’omim, No’am 7 (5724), 357.
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level of intent, and defining the act as an act of saving are not completely
relevant.
Self-Driving Cars
How does the aforementioned trolley analysis apply to self-driving cars?
Although the situation is similar—choosing to save many lives in exchange for one, the decision in question may be completely different.
Unlike the Trolley Problem where the moral dilemma takes place in real
time, the self-driving cars are programmed long before the moral dilemma presents itself. If engineers program a car to be cognizant of approaching obstacles, presumably they will also program the car to turn
away from those obstacles. Therefore, even if there will be a person at risk
if the car turns away, the default is to turn away, and the decision would
be whether or not to turn back towards the mass of people and kill many
rather than one. In other words, even though it physically looks like the
car is heading towards the crowd of people, there are really “invisible
tracks” leading it away from them, because the car is programmed to veer
away from the crowd. In this case, it would actually not only be permissible but completely preferable to save the mass of people while sacrificing
the individual, as the default is to save the many rather than the few, and
one would need to turn the car back towards the crowd to save the
individual.
The one challenge to this reasoning is whether avoiding obstacles can
be considered a car’s default programming, or if continuing straight is
always the default mode of a vehicle. This is especially problematic due to
the fact that this is a programmed car, one that would presumably continue straight with no other instruction. Normally, when there is a crowd
ahead of the car’s path, it will be programed to turn away from the crowd,
towards a safe part of the road where there will be no casualties. However, when there is a crowd ahead, and another person in the path to the
side, the car now faces the following issue: If the car continues straight,
which is the status quo, it will kill many people in the crowd. If it changes
course, and turns to the side, it will kill the individual. These two options
occur at once. The status quo is heading straight ahead, while the cameras
and receptors pick up two external stimuli at the same time: don’t kill the
crowd ahead and don’t turn to the side which would result in killing the
single person.23 Therefore, if this was the case, the question would need
23

It is possible to reject this approach by claiming that the car is not programmed
to move forward by default, but rather, to get from point A to point B using the
most effective route possible. However, even in this case, the only two options the
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to be examined as the Trolley Problem was, with the same considerations
of a default murder of five versus the decision to kill one. If the programmer is passive, and allows everything to continue, many people from the
crowd will die. If the programmer decides to actively turn the car, he will
choose to sacrifice the one to save the many. The crux of the issue is
determining the status quo of a car’s path.24
An important concluding question for future research is whether a
halakhically-minded consumer would be permitted to buy a self-driving
car if it was programmed in a way that countered halakhic rulings. If we
conclude that it is prohibited to program the car to sacrifice the few, but
nevertheless, it was programmed as such, would it be permitted to buy
and drive this car, knowing full well the consequences should this specific
scenario arise? Another important question is whether self-driving cars
can provide an option of turning off or switching the function in their
cars, to allow each owner of the car to decide whether their car will sacrifice the few to save the many. In the coming years, as this technology
develops, we will see how both the engineers and the halakhic authorities
choose to deal with these issues.

car has are to remain in its current forward motion, in which it will crash into the
larger crowd, or to actively swerve to the side, choosing to crash into the individual
pedestrian. One option is passive, the other active.
24
Another important case of study is where, instead of an ultimatum between
sacrificing the lives of many bystanders or the life of a single bystander, the ultimatum
is between sacrificing many bystanders or the life of the actual driver. For example,
say the car is speeding down a cliff edge and a family walks into the path of the car.
The car has two options: crash into the family or veer off the cliff edge, sacrificing the
driver to save the family. While the halakhic discussion of this case is beyond the scope
of this article, the practical complication is that if companies would program the car
to drive off the cliff edge, who would buy their cars? Would anyone want to drive a
car that would commit “suicide” to save bystanders? Likely not. This case is different
than the question of committing suicide to save someone else, as the driver isn’t giving up his life, the programmers of the car are sacrificing the driver’s life to save the
lives of the many. However, the driver’s decision to buy and subsequently drive this
car, knowing full well that in this given case the car would sacrifice its driver instead of
driving into a crowd, might be defined as an act of suicide in order to save the lives of
others. This topic requires further discussion.
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