
 
1 

 

 
 

Two Models for Pollution, Part A: From Leviticus to Late Second Temple Literature / 
Naphtali S. Meshel and Hillel Mali 

 

1. Introduction  

The objective of this study is to answer a formal question about the ancient Israelite system of 

ritual pollution (henceforth, “Ȇ”).1 Given the variety of sources of ritual pollution in Ȇ—a 

carcass of a rat, menstruation, and fungous growth on cloth, to name a few—we inquire into the 

logical relation between conditions of pollution deriving from diverse sources. 2 On the one hand, 

conditions contractible from diverse sources might be conceived as different in type, somewhat 

like diverse diseases differ from one another. On the other, they might be viewed as different in 

degree, roughly like heat, which may arise from diverse causes and vary in intensity.3 

This study relies on three major criteria to determine which model is operative in a given text. 

The first is terminological, namely, whether the text employs a language of hierarchy. The 

second is structural, namely, whether “severity” (however defined) is an organizing principle in 

the structure of the text. As we will see, a text that describes all forms of ritual pollution as 

                                                                 

1 The siglum Ȇ serves as a shorthand for the systems of ritual pollution represented textually in ancient Israelite and 

early Jewish literature. As we shall see in due course, aside from practical considerations of using shorthand, there is 

considerable heuristic value in speaking of Ȇ as a coherent overarching system. The question of the correspondence 

between Ȇ and actual practice lies outside the purview of the present study.   
2 The term ܒƗmƝ’ is often rendered “impure,” and in many languages (nontechnical BH included) the concept is 

expressed as a negation of the term for “pure” (e.g., unrein [Ger.]; impure [Fr.], ਕțșĮȡĲȠȢ [Gk.]; aĞuci [Skt.]; lƗ 

ellu [Akk.]). See H. Ringgren, “ܒƗmƝ’,” ThDOT, vol. V. [1986], 332). However, the legal texts of P employ the term 

 Ɨhôr or similar alternatives found in J (Gen 7:2), in D (Deut 23:11), and perhaps even in P inܒ ’ƗmƝ’, rather than lǀܒ

a non-legal context (Gen 7:8; but see Baruch J. Schwartz, “The Flood-Narratives in the Torah and the Question of 

Where History Begins,” in Shai le-Sara Japhet: Studies in the Bible, Its Exegesis and Its Language [ed. M. Bar-

Asher et al.; Jerusalem: Bialik, 2007], 139–54 [Hebrew], attributing those words to J). Whenever possible, we use 

“polluted” (“pollution,” “pollutant,” etc.) to reflect P’s positive formulation, which denotes more than the mere 

absence of purity.  
3 This theoretical dilemma can be formulated in linguistic terms, namely, whether the construct and absolute 

components in BH construct chains like ܒemƝ’ nepeš (Lev 22:4, Hag 2:13) and ܒum’at niddâ (Lev 15:26) relate to one 

another ablatively (“one defiled by a corpse,” “pollution resulting from menstruation”), or whether their relation is 

one of specification (“one with corpse-pollution”; “menstrual pollution”). See Steven E. Fassberg, An Introduction 

to the Syntax of Biblical Hebrew (BEL 36; Jerusalem: Bialik, 2019), 51–52 (§111) (Hebrew). 
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placed on a single scale would appear to follow the second (“temperature”) model, whereas a 

text that lacks hierarchic terminology and organization would appear to imply the adoption of the 

first (“disease”) model. 

The third criterion is legal, and it is based on an investigation of complex and at times abstruse 

legal scenarios, e.g., scenarios in which one physical body is exposed to pollution from two 

distinct sources. For example, we ask whether, within Ȇ, when a person with scale-disease 

(henceforth leper) touches a person with irregular genital flow (henceforth, suppurant), one can 

meaningfully speak of a body that has contracted two pollutions. This question will be termed 

“the problem of compoundment.” At first glance, a positive response to it implies (but does not 

necessitate) the adoption of the disease model, analogous to the fact that one can be afflicted 

simultaneously with two diseases, each entailing its own characteristic symptoms. A negative 

response seems to suggest the adoption of the temperature model—in which the rationale would 

be that a leper, for example, being so much more polluted than a suppurant, could hardly be 

affected by touching one.4  

This study argues that the evidence strongly suggests that the disease model is dominant in the 

Priestly texts in the Pentateuch (“P”).5 These texts do not develop a hierarchy of pollution but, at 

best, merely suggest a rudimentary distinction between minor and major pollutions.6 It is only 

                                                                 
4 Admittedly, temperature is an imperfect analogy, since placing a mildly hot object (e.g., at 600c) in a kiln heated to 

8000c would slightly cool the kiln; moreover, whereas degrees of temperature are on a continuum, degrees of 

pollution are discrete. Note, too, that with regard to diseases the model, a disease entailing pollution, is not to be 

confused with the modelled—pollution itself; the contagion in question here is not that of the disease, but that of the 

pollution it entails. In fact, most forms of ܈Ɨraҷat are apparently non-contagious, though the pollution they entail is 

highly contagious (Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16 [AB 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991], 818). 
5 There is a relatively wide consensus among Biblical scholars concerning the existence of a body of “Priestly” 

literature. Specific aspects of this corpus are debated, including its scope and date, the question of whether it is an 

independent source or a redactional layer, and the degree to which it is distinct from the corpus known as H. See 

most recently the bibliography in Liane Feldman, The Story of Sacrifice: Ritual and Narrative in the Priestly Source 

(FAT 141; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 4–5, and n. 13. 
6 Biblical texts lack terminology for such a rudimentary distinction, even if it does exist. Contrast the rabbinic pair 

 umҴat ҷereb denoting seven-day pollution vs. pollution-until-evening (e.g., m. ҴOhal. 1:1); as well asܒ .umҴat šibҷâ vsܒ

Qumranic terms, ܒmҴy hymym (“those who are impure-of-days,” 4Q514 1 II, 5, spelled defectively in l. 8; possibly 

4Q274, 3 II, 2 ܒmҴy hy[my]m) vis-à-vis ܒmҴt ҷrb (“evening-pollution,” 4Q277 1 II, 2). 
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later texts—Qumranic, Rabbanite and Karaite—that attempted to impose the second 

(temperature) model upon Ȇ. The first model, however, was never fully eradicated, and in fact, 

we claim that Ȇ, as a whole, is characterized by a vacillation between the two competing models 

of ritual pollution, in such a manner that major controversies can be understood on the 

background of this fundamental dilemma.7  

We refer to the theory proposed here as the Two Model Theory. Recognizing the tension 

between the two models is crucial for an understanding of Ȇ, as it reveals a degree of uncertainty 

with regard to the most basic “rules of the game,” and with regard to the nature of pollution 

itself. 

 

1.a. Suspending Intuitions  

 

Before discussing the details of pollution in Ȇ, let us consider a text that directly addresses the 

“problem of compoundment,” drawn from a corpus culturally distant from Ȇ—a collection of 

medieval Sanskrit commentaries on the Laws of Manu. This comparative perspective serves to 

present some of the theoretical solutions that may arise within an elaborate textual tradition on 

ritual pollution, and it urges one to suspend one’s initial intuitions as to how similar problems 

ought to play out in Ȇ.   

Following a series of laws that state that a ten-day period of ritual impurity (aĞauca) is imposed 

upon a person in whose family a death or a birth occurred, Manusm܀ti 5.79 reads:8 

If during one ten-day period of impurity again a death or a birth occurs, a Brahmin 
remains impure only until the end of the initial ten-day period.  

                                                                 
7 The Two Model dilemma has ramifications for another well-known dilemma, recurring in ancient and modern 

scholarship, between unified and piecemeal interpretations of the rationales for pollution (relation to death, 

Eros/Thanatos, “matter out of place,” etc.; see T.M. Lemos, “Where There is Dirt, is There System? Revisiting 

Biblical Purity Constructions,” JSOT 37 (2013): 265–94. However, there is no logical entailment between the two 

dilemmas. We share Lemos’s intuition that the study of Ȇ should not be subordinated to theological concerns; but as 

will become apparent, we differ from Lemos in the degree of systematicity we attribute to Ȇ.  
8 See Patrick Olivelle, The Law Code of Manu (Oxford: University Press, 2004), 90; cf. Dharmasǌtra of Gautama 

14.1 (Patrick Olivelle, Dharmasǌtras: The Law Codes of Ɩpastamba, Gautama, BaudhƗyana, and Vasiܒ܈ha [Oxford: 

University Press, 1999], 101). 


