Responsa Mishpetei Uziel, Volume 1, Yoreh De’ah, paragraph 28
Autopsies for the Purpose of Learning Medicine
[Bottom paragraph of p.2 continuing to top of p.3]

The law learned from the Talmud is that where financial loss is involved or even when a life may be
saved (safek piku’ah nefesh) there is no prohibition due to disrespect to the body (nivul ha-met)
and the inheritors [closest of kin] are not allowed to prevent [the autopsy]. It therefore becomes
clear that it is not dishonorable to the corpse unless it [the autopsy] is done in order to defile or
for no worthy purpose. When it is done for a necessary purpose of preventing financial loss or
saving a life, there is no disrespect to the body... In our situation of dissecting the corpse in order
to learn medicine for the sake of curing others it is certainly permitted. There is no doubt that it
was necessary for all our ancient Rabbis who were also expert physicians to check cadavers in
order to learn and acquire knowledge and they did not fear whatsoever that [they were
transgressing] the prohibition of defiling the corpse.

[Bottom paragraph p.4]

From all of this we learn that if there is no intentional defilement there is no prohibition [to
perform an autopsy], and even more so when the defilement is done for the living to save lives,
for the lives of the public and the individual take precedence over the honor of the living [the
honor of the kin that may be impaired]. The law permits anatomizing and this is not considered
defilement and it is not a transgression of deriving [improper] benefit from the corpse.

[P. 10, final three paragraphs]

Conclusion: Based on all that has been stated, it appears in my humble opinion to permit
autopsies for the sake of learning of medicine, and there is no desecration [of the body] and no
saving oneself at the expense of his friend and no forbidden benefit [derived from the corpse].
This permission is in effect only when performing the operation for the sake of learning and
without any payment to the relatives or even to the person [prior to his demise]. It is absolutely
forbidden for the relatives to receive any material benefit aside from this knowledge for there is
no greater defilement to the body than wheeling and dealings vis-a-vis the corpse. Even the
person himself is not permitted to sell his body for use after his death for this dissecting would be
a desecration to the corpse and to the living. We do not heed him [in such a case] and needless to
say [we do not heed] his relatives.

In a circumstance where it is permissible to perform an autopsy for educational purposes to save
lives, the dissection has to be done with the requisite honor and not haphazardly or light
heartedly. One also should be careful that upon completion of the medical procedures, the corpse
must be buried with all the due honor and not even the smallest part may be left unburied . . .

All this | wrote to clarify the law but not for practical implications. My prayer is that speedily the
words of our prophet shall be realized: “He will swallow up death for ever and God will wipe away
tears from all faces (Isaiah 25:8), the dead shall come to life and arise (Isaiah 26:19).
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