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QuestIoNs of tZNIus
the essence of modesty. 
By: rabbi Daniel Dombroff

the recent wave of terror that has permeated global society has brought 
about steady enhancements in airport security. Among those advances is a 
body scanner that enables the security officer to view passengers through 
their clothing, in an effort to discover whether they are concealing weapons. 
this article will discuss the subject from a halachic perspective. the reader is requested to bear in mind that this 
essay is not intended to be conclusive, but rather to serve as a forum which raises concerns and considerations. 

In beginning, kindly allow me to offer a caveat. I am writing this article based on my understanding of the 
scanning process. It is possibly less invasive than portrayed. regardless, the article will continue with the 
analysis of the subject at hand. 

the first concern is that of the officer viewing the image. though it is safe to assume he is not jewish, non-jews 
are also proscribed from immorality. As such, we are then confronted with the prohibition of lifnei eiver which 
imparts to us a prohibition of facilitating sin by another person; in essence, causing another person to stumble 
through the commission of a sin. this prohibition applies even in regard to gentiles. What must be determined , 
however, are the parameters of the prohibition of immorality as it relates to gentiles. A jew is required to keep a 
distance and avoid all peripheral aspects of morally delinquent conduct.  some authorities bring proof from the 
fact that the gentiles rejected the torah due to the prohibition of immorality, although they were prohibited from 
immorality, regardless, as commanded in the noahide laws. they infer that the added restriction of avoiding 
all related aspects of immorality would not apply to gentiles  since they rejected the torah to avoid this elevated 
level of restriction.  In this approach, lifnei evar would not seem to be a concern.

Another perspective may be the concept of ”Chad ivra d’naharah,” meaning  that the issur is available 
regardless of whether you facilitate it. In all likelihood there would be other women in line anyway. However, 
we are taught כשם שאין פרצופיהם שוות  in other words every individual looks different, and then perhaps this 
would not be a heter. However, if the screening displays only a generic non detailed figure for everyone, than it 
would seem that we can invoke this heter. 

We can also explore the concept of  טריד בעבידתיה  that is the person is so preoccupied with their job that it 
would avoid  immoral distraction, a heter that may apply to a physician. However, in this case where the job 
is less comprehensive, and requires nothing but viewing a scanner, the level of distraction may very well not 
suffice to qualify for this heter. 

there is a teshuva from rav Moshe feinstein1 in regard to a woman swimming in the presence of a male 
lifeguard, where he raises a different concern, namely, that of the risk of the viewer pursuing an aggressive 
relationship with one they viewed. obviously, based on the logistics it’s an extremely unlikely possibility in our 
discussion. 

finally we have to address the modesty issue of the individuals themselves. What in fact is the essence of tznius 
(modesty)? the torah requires a married woman to cover her hair and rav Moshe feinstein points out that it 
is Kal VaChomer that a woman’s body must be covered. the torah stresses the importance and significance 
of kedushah and tznius in numerous places. rashi in Parshas kedoshim explains that the mitzvah of kedoshim 
is to distance oneself from immorality. We wish to identify with our true essence, our neshama, and we cover 
our body so as not to identify or project ourselves physically like an animal. It enables us to live a sublime, 
meaningful life in this world and the next. 
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However, in our case where the individual is fully clad and is not intending to expose themselves, it would 
seem difficult to suggest that there is an element of immodesty and an act of identifying with the lower side of 
Man on the part of the passenger. If however, it evokes a sense of immodesty by the passenger, it may deviate 
from the angle we portrayed and is beyond the scope of this short paper. 

this is by no means intended to condone this practice on the part of tsA, rather simply a means of analyzing 
the topic. 
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