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Naphtali S. Meshel

Some New Questions in the Fundamental Science of P

to Jacob Milgrom

1 Misreadings1

There are two main reasons to write a new commentary on Leviticus. The first 
is that despite major progress over the course of the last half-century, primarily 
thanks to the works of Rolf Rendtorff, Jacob Milgrom, Menahem Haran and their 
followers, Leviticus is still one of the most misread books in the Hebrew Bible.

The misreading of Leviticus usually involves reading P through the eyes 
of Jewish Hellenistic, early Christian and / or rabbinic authors. Thus, modern 
misreadings often combine two types of interrelated errors. First, error with 
regard to ostensibly minute philological detail—such as the misinterpretation of 
 as “lamb” or as a specifically young member of the flock (rather than a sheep ֶׂשה
or goat of any age), a surprisingly persistent mistranslation—enhanced by (but 
not originating from) the perception of Jesus as agnus dei.2 Another such case is 
the widespread interpretation of זרק דם על המזבח as denoting the dashing of blood 
upon the altar’s vertical walls, following early Jewish sources, rather than its actual 
denotation in P—tossing blood upon its horizontal upper surface—sometimes 
based on the assumption that blood could not possibly be offered alongside the 
deity’s “meals” on his “table.”3

The second form of modern misreading, more fundamental than the first—
and in  a way, more problematic and more difficult to uproot—is apologetics. 
Apologetics permeate Jacob Milgrom’s commentary, which is the most detailed, 
erudite and insightful work on Leviticus available. For example, Milgrom writes: 

 1 I am thankful to the editors for the license to adhere, to a great extent, to the oral style of 
the paper read in Atlanta at SBL 2015. The following speculations are best considered a preface 
to  a more thorough study, in which I intend to offer  a systematic treatment of the material 
presented below. – I wish to thank Baruch J. Schwartz and Hillel Mali for their comments on 
previous versions of this article.
 2 N. S.  Meshel, The “Grammar” of Sacrifice: A Generativist Study of the Ancient Israelite 
Sacrificial System in the Priestly Writings, with: A “Grammar” of Σ (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), 51–2.
 3 As argued in the article “The Form and Function of a Biblical Blood Ritual” (N. S. Meshel, 
“The Form and Function of a Biblical Blood Ritual,” VT 63 [2013] 276–89), reprinted in this 
volume, see pp. 101–14.
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Naphtali S. Meshel   128

All religions urge reverence for life though few adherents live by it. Albert Schweit-
zer, who made this principle the core of his life and work, wrote, “The universal 
effort of Reverence for Life shows the sympathy with animals … to be a duty which 
no thinking man can escape.” But Schweitzer’s influence on humanity is a result of 
his life commitments, not his preachments. In fact, the latter can be conveniently 
subverted by tendentious reasoning … The Bible, to the contrary, takes no chances 
with the variables of human nature and insists on being rudely pragmatic. It allows 
the slaughtering of animals only for human food.4

A similar form of apologetics leads Milgrom to juxtapose rabbinic and Priestly 
theology, on the one hand, with Qumran and “the pagans” or “the polytheistic 
world,” on the other hand. Discussing these various groups’ conception of defile-
ment—the main topic of this paper—Milgrom writes:

In essence, this Priestly theology of sanctuary contamination is structured on the 
lines of pagan analogues. Indeed, all three laws controlling Israel’s system operate 
with equal validity in the polytheistic world, but with one crucial distinction. The 
pagans, who gave highest priority to protecting their sanctuary from impurity, belie-
ved the latter to be personified demonic forces intent on driving out their patron 
god from his sanctuary, and they sought magical apotropaic rituals, mediated by 
the priesthood, to enhance the life force of the deity and shield the sanctuary from 
invasion. In Israel, these universal laws are recast in terms of its monotheism.5

In interpreting Leviticus, it sometimes seems almost as if Milgrom may have 
created—and I write this out of immense personal and professional respect for the 
late Professor Milgrom—something of a Priestly author in his own image: a mon-
otheistic, humanitarian, liberal, pro-vegetarian, ritually conservative intellectual. 
These were all attributes admirably combined in the late Professor Milgrom, but 
tacitly attributing them to P is, I think, misleading.

A new commentary on Leviticus would be called for were it only for the 
reasons laid out above. However, a new, systematic analysis of Leviticus is neces-
sary for a second reason: to raise a series of questions that have not been asked 
before, at any rate not systematically, prompted by new discoveries in the study of 
ritual and by recent comparative work. These questions are bound to shed light 
on the two most important ritual systems reflected in P—the ancient Israelite 
sacrificial system (which I designate Σ) and the ancient Israelite system of purity 
and contamination (designated Π). It is rarely superfluous to stress—even when 
preaching to the choir—the centrality of Σ and Π in the study of ancient Israel.  
Σ and Π, which are inextricably intertwined, together constitute the most elaborate, 
complex and intricate intellectual construct produced in ancient Israelite and early 

 4 J. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 3; 
New York: Doubleday, 1991), 736.
 5 Ibid., 981–2.

Special PDF of Naphtali S. Meshel

© 2019, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen 
ISBN Print: 9783525534717 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647534718 



Some New Questions in the Fundamental Science of P    129

Jewish literature. From a quantitative point of view alone, these systems constitute 
nearly half of the Pentateuch and half of the Mishna. Further, qualitatively, the 
inner complexity and mechanical intricacy of the sacrificial and purity systems is 
unparalleled by any other system of ancient Jewish thought, such as philosophy, 
mathematics, linguistics, astronomy or extispicy—to mention but  a few other 
branches of knowledge that were highly developed elsewhere in antiquity.

In this paper, I would like to focus on the second of these two systems, the 
purity laws,6 sketching out a series of questions about Π.

2 Miasma

We will begin by following Milgrom’s work on miasma (pl. miasmata, from Greek 
μίασμα, “pollution”),7 a term that has become commonplace in the scholarly liter-
ature on Leviticus. Forgiving the anachronism for a moment, let us imagine our-
selves as fifth-century BCE alchemists attempting to define the precise natural 
properties of a substance named miasma. While Milgrom justifiably strives to 
distinguish between the dangerous pollution affecting the sanctuary and the 
usually innocuous pollution affecting ordinary individuals and vessels, let us 
define miasma in a very broad sense that encompasses both. In this definition, 
miasma includes (1) any invisible substance (termed ֻטְמָאה, e.g., Lev 5:3) arising 
from physical situations such as childbirth and touching a dead rat, that affects 
humans and household vessels, and that is ordinarily removable by means of 
water and the passing of time; as well as (2) any invisible substance (also termed  
 e.g., Lev 16:19) arising either from the Israelites’ transgressions or from ,ֻטְמָאה
many of the physical conditions mentioned in no. (1) above, that accrues in par-
ticular parts of the sanctuary (e.g., the horns of the bronze altar), and that must 
be removed therefrom by means of blood derived from particular sacrificial 
offerings.

Though modern science does not suggest that miasma may exist as an 
as-yet-undiscovered element in the Periodic Table or as an as-yet-unpatented 
chemical compound, this does not exempt us from studying it as one would study 
the physical nature of ether. Even if from the point of view of twenty-first-century 
physics we know that ether does not exist, one may still want to know precisely 
how ether, as perceived by previous physicists, functioned: was it uniform, or was it 
thinner in some places and denser in others? Did it consist of tiny particles, and if 
so—how tiny? Is there only one kind of ether, or are there E1, E2, E3, etc., differing 

 6 For a treatment of Σ see Meshel, “Grammar” of Sacrifice.
 7 On the term and its original usage, see R. Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purification in 
Early Greek Religion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983).
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Naphtali S. Meshel   130

in their chemical, magnetic or gravitational properties?8 The present discussion 
focuses primarily on category (1) above, but the reader should keep in mind that 
many of the questions asked here pertain to the second category as well.

According to the prevalent conception that derives to a great extent from the 
first chapter of Mishna Kelim, the variety of impurities enumerated in Penta-
teuchal law—for example, a dead mouse or a person suffering from bāheret (e.g., 
Lev 13:2), as well as people or vessels that have been in some form of contact with 
such sources of impurity—can be described accurately as located on a spectrum 
ranging from the most severe to the least severe.

However, the characterization “more severe” and “less severe”—still used by 
even the most insightful studies—inaccurately describes the data. This is because 
there are, in fact, seemingly weak impurities of very long duration, just as  a 
common cold can last for many weeks (Lev  12:4, 5b—the second stage of  a 
parturient’s waiting period before she can come in contact with sancta). On the 
other hand, there are short-term, one-day impurities that require seclusion from 
the camp, just as some severe and highly contagious diseases can be of brief 
duration (Lev 16:26; Num 19:7).

The lack of correlation between the duration of impurity from  a particular 
source and the degree to which it is contagious can be seen in Figure 1. Had there 
been strict positive correlation between the two factors, all dots on the graph 
would have appeared on a single, roughly straight line, such as the black arrow in 
Figure 1.

 8 E. T. Whittaker, A History of the Theories of Aether and Electricity (London et al.: Nelson, 
1951). Regarding ether’s identification as wave / particle, its elasticity, density, magnetic proper-
ties etc. in Einstein’s writings, see L. Kostro, Einstein and the Ether (Montreal: Apeiron, 2000), 
14.

Figure 1: Lack of correlation between contagion and duration in P
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Some New Questions in the Fundamental Science of P    131

Thus, each impurity may be characterized by at least three different variables, 
in such  a way that it can be traced on  a three-dimensional grid indicating its  
(1) duration, (2) tenacity—the complexity of the rites of removal, (3) contagion 
(see Figure 2). In addition to these, there are other variables that may or may not 
be present, such as whether the act is permitted or prohibited (e.g., consumption 
of  a dead cow by  a priest according to Lev  22:8 is prohibited but apparently 
requires only laundering one’s clothes, bathing one’s body and waiting until sunset 
in order to be rid of the pollution).

Once one locates each impurity on this grid, one may begin asking a set of 
questions that have only recently begun to be asked in the literature.

Figure 2: Three-dimensional grid

3 The Cases of Impurity—New Questions

Let us therefore consider  a set of cases where the two reasons for writing  a 
commentary on Leviticus overlap: a degree of apologetics in previous literature 
and the necessity to revisit the fundamentals of the “science of ritual” in the 
context of Leviticus, and particularly with regard to the system of purity and 
impurity, Π. The following set of interrelated questions, as we shall see, is never 
explicitly addressed in the biblical text and is not systematically addressed in 
rabbinic literature, but these questions are addressed occasionally in Qumranic 
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literature9 and, more systematically, in Karaite literature. All questions deal with 
an ostensibly arcane aspect of Π, which, however, has far-reaching ramifications 
for a basic understanding of the Priestly system of purity and impurity, namely 
the problem of compoundment. The term compoundment is used to denote  a 
situation that may arise when a person or an object is simultaneously susceptible 
to impurity from more than one source—specifically, situations in which the 
person or object become defiled in more than one way.

Question 1: Are impurities arising from different sources substantially identical—
varying only in degree (an imperfect modern metaphor would be voltage, which 
can be greater or lesser), or are they substantially different (an imperfect modern 
metaphor would be disease)?

A first caveat: even two ontologically distinct substances may appear identical 
from a functional point of view. For example,10 an earthen vessel is treated in the 
same manner if it is touched by a pathological suppurant (here used as a technical 
term denoting a person with irregular genital discharge, Lev 15:12a), if a dead rat 
falls into it (11:33), or even if a ḥaṭṭāʾt offering is cooked in it (6:21a, though this 
is not, in P’s understanding, a matter of impurity at all).11 In all three cases, it is to 
be broken. However, one must not hasten to conclude that suppurants, dead rats, 
and ḥaṭṭāʾt offerings all spread ontologically identical miasmata.

A second caveat: Even in our pathological metaphor, different diseases may have 
similar symptoms. Likewise, different diseases may require similar treatment, or a 
cluster of treatments may be required, some of which may be shared by different 
diseases. Similarly, two distinct miasmata may require identical purification rites.

Question 2: Even assuming that impurities arising from different human and 
animal bodily sources are substantially identical, differing only in degree, what 
happens if a person contracts one impurity immediately followed by another?

a. What happens when the two are of unequal severity—e.g., if  a woman, 
having touched a dead cat, then gives birth, or (in the reverse order) if a parturient 
touches a dead cat? (One is tempted to assume that the “weaker” impurity has no 
effect, but such an understanding is neither obvious nor inevitable.) 

b. What happens when the two are of equal severity—e.g., a person carries a 
dead cat, then eats a dead cow (both impurities require laundering and waiting 
until evening, and presumably bathing as well, according to Lev 11:28, 40a); or a  
person eats a dead cow, then touches something a zāb (a male suppurant) has sat 

 9 I use the term to include all literature known to us from Qumran, whether composed at 
Qumran or elsewhere.
 10 Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 254–61.
 11 See E. Regev, “Priestly Dynamic Holiness and Deuteronomic Static Holiness,” VT 51 (2001) 
243–61, contra D. P. Wright, “The Spectrum of Priestly Impurity,” in G. Anderson / S. M. Olyan 
(ed.), Priesthood and Cult in Ancient Israel (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991) 150–81.
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Some New Questions in the Fundamental Science of P    133

upon? In such a case, would the ritual need to be changed because two impurities 
have been contracted, or can the same ritual remove the impurity for both actions? 

Question 3: Assuming, however, that impurities map onto a grid, rather than 
merely onto a scale from least to most severe, we need to ask our question 
differently. Since a woman may be both a parturient and also contaminated by 
touching a corpse—would she need to wait 40 days before entering the Sanctuary 
(or 80 days, if the baby is a girl; Lev 12) and also undergo aspersions with מי נדה  
(“water of aspersion” Num 19:13)? Since these are two distinct rituals, rather than 
possibly redundant performances of the same one, the answer, in all likelihood, is 
affirmative. However, we must ask: does the time she is required to wait accumu-
late, or can any given day of impurity count both towards her waiting period as a 
parturient and also towards her waiting period following corpse impurity? More 
generally: if one becomes defiled by one type of impurity, then later by another, 
are the waiting periods counted as overlapping periods of time or successive 
periods of time (Does “time served” count)?

If the answer is successive periods of time, should we assume that these time 
periods accumulate even when  a seemingly brief impurity follows  a longer 
impurity? For example, would a woman who gives birth to a baby girl and then 
touches a dead cat have to wait 81 instead of 80 days before entering the sanctuary?

Question 4: One must grant that normally in P, if  a person touches one dead 
man and then another, one need not count more than seven days (Num 31:19 
suggests one week of impurity for soldiers returning from battle, where presum-
ably one may have come into contact with more than one human corpse over 
several days—though this is not stated explicitly). Thus, one may generalize that 
the duration of impurity following exposure to several sources of “same-type” 
impurity does not compound in P.  But then one must inquire what counts as 
“same-type impurity,” and what counts as “different-type.” 

A clue may be found in Numbers 5:2–3, which reads:

ֶפׁש: א ָלָנֽ ל ָטֵמ֥ ה ָכל־ָצ֖רּוַע ְוָכל־ָז֑ב ְוכֹ֖ ַּמֲחֶנ֔ יַׁשְּלחּ֙ו ִמן־ַהֽ ל ִוֽ ו ֶאת־ְּבֵנ֣י ִיְׂשָרֵא֔ i2 ַצ֚
ם: ן ְּבתֹוָכֽ י ׁשֵֹכ֥ ר ֲאִנ֖ ם ֲאֶׁש֥ ֲחֵניֶה֔ א ְיַטְּמאּ֙ו ֶאת־ַמ֣ ֹ֤ ַּמֲחֶנ֖ה ְּתַׁשְּל֑חּום ְול חּו ֶאל־ִמ֥חּוץ ַלֽ ר ַעד־ְנֵקָב֙ה ְּתַׁשֵּל֔ i3 ִמָּזָכ֤

2 Command the Israelites to put out of the camp everyone who is leprous, or has a 
discharge, and everyone who is unclean through contact with a corpse; 
3 you shall put out both male and female, putting them outside the camp; they must 
not defile their camp, where I dwell among them (NRSV).

These verses leave many questions open, e.g., with regard to their appearance 
outside the rest of the purification laws, and with regard to the possibility that 
they refer to special needs envisaged by the Priestly writer for this point in 
the narrative. However, one thing seems certain—persons having scale-disease, 
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people with a genital flow (כל זב), and corpse-contaminated people seem to con-
stitute three distinct categories—enough to merit different names (though the 
law in P seems to place them all together as a single group outside camp). On 
the other hand, no differentiation is made here between different types of “lep-
rosy-impurities” (e.g., one resulting from bāheret and one resulting from śəʾ ēt; 
Lev 13:2). Furthermore, while the phrasing “any person with a genital flow … 
male and female” (כל זב … מזכר עד נקבה) in vv. 2–3 clearly includes both male and 
female pathological suppurants (i. e., males and females with an irregular genital 
flow), does their designation by a single name imply that male and female patho-
logical suppurants are segregated as one group outside camp? And is a menstruant 
(also termed זבה in P, but unlike pathological suppurants—her flow is not “irreg-
ular”) also included in this group?

Question 5: Finally, a question arises regarding the prohibited impurities in P,  
e.g., the consumption of the flesh of certain animals (Lev 11:4–8, 26–27, 29), and 
specifically regarding impurities prohibited for priests. Lev 21:1 requires priests  
to refrain from contracting corpse-impurity (אמר אל הכהנים בני אהרן ואמרת אלהם 
 .unless the deceased is one of the close relatives listed in vv ,(לנפש לא יטמא בעמיו
2–3. A reasonable reading of this verse in context is that a priest ought to avoid 
contact with corpses lest he defile the sancta, but that contact with corpses in and 
of itself is not the problem—only the impurity that it entails. The logic is stated 
explicitly in verse 6: “for they offer … the food of their God; therefore, they shall be 
holy” (כי את … לחם אלהיהם הם מקריבים והיו קדש). Thus, one may reasonably conclude 
that if the priest needs to become defiled due to the death of a close relative—for 
example, in order to bury his father in the family plot,12 contamination by other 
corpses when he has already contracted impurity from the first corpse poses no 
particular additional problem. In short, if a priest is going to bury his father, he 
might as well, to use a modern analogue, go and recite a psalm at his uncle’s grave 
while he is in the family plot.

Now the analogous question arises regarding the injunction to priests in Levit-
icus 22:8, “That which died or was torn by wild animals he shall not eat, becoming 
unclean by it” (בה לטמאה  יאכל  לא  וטרפה   Recall that in priestly literature .(נבלה 
(contrary to Deut 14:21 and Exod 22:30) non-priests are permitted to eat such 
flesh, though it is defiling, and, in all appearances, the only reason priests are to 
avoid eating such flesh is—as in the case of corpse-defilement—the impurity it 
entails, as the verse just quoted states explicitly, לטמאה בה (“becoming unclean by 
it”). So a priest might reasonably ask himself—if I have just touched a dead man, 
might I not just as well eat a dead cow while I am anyway impure? This reasoning 

 12 Consider P’s narrative realia of family plots reflected in P’s narrative in Genesis 49:31, 
where Jacob relates that he buried his wife in the same plot in which his parents and paternal 
grandparents were buried.
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may appear counterintuitive in light of our knowledge of Deuteronomy 14 and 
Exodus 22 and postbiblical law, but it is formally valid within Priestly literature.

I raise these questions not because I am convinced that the authors of P con-
templated each and every one of these thoughts. In fact, there is good reason 
to assume that several of these scholastic, hairsplitting scenarios were not of 
particular interest to the Priestly authors. However, there are at least three good 
reasons for inquiring about P’s unstated premises with regard to these questions: 

First, it is difficult to imagine that the question of compounded impurities 
never occurred to the legislators—since exposure to several impurities would 
be quite common. For example, a woman may give birth to a boy and a girl on 
the same day (Lev 12:2–4, 5), a menstruant (Lev 15:19–24) may touch a dead rat 
(Lev 11:31), and soldiers in a war against Midian (Num 31:19–20) are likely to 
touch more than one corpse in battle.

Second, comparative evidence demonstrates that scenarios involving com-
poundment are discussed in certain texts historically unrelated to P. Specifically, 
medieval legal Sanskrit texts—commentaries on the Laws of Manu—offer  a 
nuanced discussion of the problem of compoundment, opening a window to the 
potential theoretical possibilities that one might expect to find in a ritual system 
where several sources of miasma operate side by side. These texts may serve as 
checks and balances to our intuitions as to what might be “reasonable” or “entirely 
unlikely” within P.13

Finally, many of the scenarios raised above are explicitly addressed in post-
biblical texts responding directly to Leviticus, including the Temple Scroll and 
4Q274 (4QTohorot A)—the latter making initial steps towards systematization of 
the problem of compoundment.14 Of particular interest are Samaritan texts and 

 13 Manusmṛti (“Laws of Manu”) 5.79 (trans. P. Olivelle, The Law Code of Manu: A New 
Translation [Oxford: University Press 2004], 90); Dharmasūtra of Gautama 14.1 (P.  Olivelle 
[ed.], Dharmasūtras: The Law Codes of Āpastamba, Gautama, Baudhāyana, and Vasiṣṭha 
[Oxford: University Press, 1999], 101); and in particular the medieval commentaries printed in 
J. H. Dave, Manu-Smṛti: With Nine Commentaries by Medhātithi, Sarvajñanārāyaṇa, Kullūka, 
Rāghavānanda, Nandana, Rāmacandra, Maṇirāma, Govindarāja and Bhāruci, Volume III 
(Adhyāyas 5–6) (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1978).
 14 See, for example, J. M. Baumgarten, “The Laws about Fluxes in 4QTohoraa (4Q274),” in 
D. Dimant / L. Schiffman (ed.), Time to Prepare the Way in the Wilderness: Papers on the Qumran 
Scrolls by Fellows of the Institute for Advanced Studies of the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 
1989–1990 (Leiden: Brill, 1995) 1–8; J. Milgrom, “4QTohoraa: An Unpublished Qumran Text on 
Purities,” in D. Dimant / L. H. Schiffman (ed.), Time to Prepare the Way in the Wilderness: Papers 
on Qumran Scrolls (Leiden: Brill, 1995) 59–68; T. Kazen, “4Q274 Fragment 1 Revisited—or Who 
Touched Whom? Further Evidence for Ideas of Graded Impurity and Graded Purifications,” 
Dead Sea Discoveries 17 (2010) 53–87; H. Birenboim, “Expelling the Unclean from the Cities 
of Israel and the Uncleanness of Lepers and Men with a Discharge according to 4Q274 1 i,”  
Dead Sea Discoveries 19 (2012) 28–54; Y.  Furstenberg, Purity and Community in Antiquity: 
Traditions of the Law from Second Temple Judaism to the Mishnah (Jerusalem: Magnes, 2016 
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Karaite texts that explicitly address the topic of comopundment,15 and especially 
the 10th century Kitāb al-Anwār wal-Marāqib by Qirqīsānī, which dedicates an 
entire chapter (10.48) to a systematic exposition of the problem of “one who has 
already become defiled with severe or light impurity—whether or not it is possible 
for that person to become defiled with another impurity.”16 A careful examination 
of these texts may teach us something substantive about P’s perception—or possi-
bly a spectrum of conflicting perceptions—of the forces of impurity. Additionally, 
despite Milgrom’s claim that rabbinic literature is resoundingly silent on the 
matter of compoundment,17 a careful analysis of early and medieval rabbinic texts 
reveals that the rabbis often tacitly assumed that compoundment takes place in 
many cases. 

4 Conclusion

This final statement brings us back to our opening point: the need for  a new 
commentary on Leviticus, which takes into account new questions regarding the 
“science of ritual” underlying to the Priestly writings. In Milgrom’s preliminary 
publication of the Qumranic scroll 4Q274, he noted that not  a single one of 
the cases of compoundment discussed in this Qumranic scroll is addressed in 
rabbinic literature. Contrasting this scroll’s interest in the compoundment of 
ritual impurity with rabbinic literature’ silence in this regard, Milgrom reached a 
clear verdict about ancient Jewish literature:

Clearly, at work here is a conception of impurity that is vital and active. Moreover, 
since Qumran espouses a cosmogonic doctrine akin to dualism—ascribing impurity 
to the forces of Belial—its concept of impurity is more than dynamic; it is demonic. 
Perhaps it was mainly this reason that accounts for the absence in rabbinic writings 
of any consideration of the case of impure persons touching each other. For the 
rabbis, impurity was solely an inert and powerless state. Qumran’s concept, on the 
other hand, held impurity to be autonomous and dangerous, a concept that for the 
rabbis bordered on heresy.18

[in Hebrew],166–70; and M. Shpiegelman, Removal of Impure People from the Encampments of 
the Tabernacle (M. A. Thesis, Department of Talmud, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat Gan, 2016 [in 
Hebrew]).
 15 See I. R. M. M. Bóid, Principles of Samaritan Halachah (Studies in Judaism in Late Antiq-
uity 38; Leiden: Brill, 1989), 287; A. ben Elijah Nikomodeo, Sefer ha-mitsṿot ha-gadol: Gan ʿ eden 
(Eupatoriya, 1866 [in Hebrew]), 111a col. a infra.
 16 L. Nemoy (ed.), Yaʿqūb ibn Isḥāq Qirqisānī, Kitāb al-Anwār wal-marāqib: Code of Karaite 
Law (New York: Alexander Kohut Memorial Foundation, 1939–43), 1058.
 17 See Milgrom, “4QTohoraa” 59, 65–66.
 18 Ibid., 66.
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Milgrom’s observation is correct—rabbinic sources are surprisingly silent about 
the compoundment of impurity. I hope to treat the problem of this case of rab-
binic reticence in detail in the future; but at present, I wish only to draw attention 
to two correctives to Milgrom’s argument. First, rabbinic literature is not as silent 
as Milgrom suggests. A thorough study will need to take into consideration scores 
of rabbinic texts that discuss situations in which several different impurities are 
simultaneously present. The majority of these texts (but not all of them) could 
actually be used to bolster Milgrom’s argument, since even these cases, widely 
varying rabbinic sources—early and late, Babylonian and Palestinian—are often 
concerned not with compoundment itself but with another aspect of the situation 
at hand.19 

Second, and more important, the evidence suggests that rabbinic literature is 
silent about compoundment not, as Milgrom assumed, because of a worldview 
in which impurities have no real existence and therefore do not compound but 
rather because it is taken for granted that a single person can be defiled with two 
different impurities at the same time.20

In other words, if we were to follow Milgrom’s logic ad absurdum, equating 
pro-compoundment with “paganism” and anti-compoundment with “anti-pa-
ganism” (umbrella terms that need to be avoided or carefully defined), it would 
turn out that many rabbinic texts are “pagan,” whereas Qirqīsānī and the “Laws 
of Manu” are “anti-pagan.” In order to avoid such faulty generalizations, it will be 
necessary to offer a commentary that reconsiders some of the fundamentals of the 
“science of ritual” in the Pentateuch, and is at the same time attuned to Second 
Temple literature, to rabbinic and non-rabbinic medieval commentaries, and to 
comparative data from more distant contexts, following a path that Milgrom has 
so brilliantly illuminated for us.

 19 See for example m. Nid. 10, 4 (corpse impurity + leprosy); m. Neg. 6:5 and 10:6 (concen-
tric and adjacent leprous affections, respectively); t. Šabb. 1, 7 (male and female pathological 
suppurants, noted already by Baumgarten, “Laws about Fluxes”); b. Nid. 29b (a parturient who is 
also a pathological suppuration); b. Nid. 68b (male pathological suppuration + ejaculation) and 
69a; b. Ker. 7b–8a (five births and five cases of pathological suppuration, cf. several passages in 
m. Ker., such as 1:6,7, 2:3, 6:5; and several parallel passages in Chapters 3–4 in Sifra Tazriaʿ); b. 
Ḥul. 126a (a dead dog in whose bowels is flesh of a human corpse that has not yet decomposed); 
b. Naz. 64a (śereṣ and cadaver, śereṣ and semen); b. Menaḥ. 24a,b on becoming “saturated” with 
impurity); and Sifra Tazriaʿ 12:9 (noted, together with b. Pes. 67a in Baumgarten, ibid., 4–5; 
J. Baumgarten et al., Qumran Cave 4. XXV: Halakhic Texts [DJD 35; Oxford: Clarendon, 1999], 
101–2).
 20 See, for example, Sifre Zuta to Numbers, Ḥuqqat, on Ch. 19 v. 19: והזה הטהור על הטמא: כל 
 נידה—מזין עליה b. Zeb. 93a even more laconically states .הטמאין מקבלין הזייה כגון זבין וזבות נדות ויולדות
(“One asperses upon a menstruant”).
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