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Within the Hebrew Bible there are five chapters of Leviticus that deal with purity within Judaism. This essay will be looking at whether the purity laws in these chapters can be considered an early form of written public health laws. This essay will do this by firstly giving definitions of both public health and of purity. Then it will break it down into the individual chapters of Leviticus 11-15, to see whether they can relate to the modern definition of public health laws, even though these laws have been in force since Ancient Israel.

The chapter of Leviticus within the Hebrew Bible can be split into two different strands, the Priestly Strand and the Holiness Code. Leviticus 1-16 belongs to the Priestly Strand and the rest of Leviticus belongs to the Holiness Code. [footnoteRef:1]Therefore, the chapters that this essay will be looking at in Leviticus 11-15 are part of the Priestly Strand and these purity laws are from God but could have been influenced by rabbis. Being a Priestly Source, Leviticus 11-15 could have been from the physical realm instead of the spiritual world. The laws of Judaism including the laws within Leviticus were given to Moses on Mount Sinai from God which Orthodox Jews believe to this day. So therefore saying that the laws could have been influenced by rabbis would be to defy one of the core beliefs of Orthodox Judaism however, as academics do not know for certain where these laws and texts come. [1:  Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (Oxford University Press, 2011) <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195132908.001.0001>.] 


Public health can be defined, according to the World Health Organisation which has been summarised for this essay as, preventing the spread of disease and protecting the people’s health and wellbeing within the community.[footnoteRef:2] This means through various activities to strengthen and regulate the health and wellbeing of the community which these laws are a part of. In the case of this essay, it is the Jewish communities that follow the rules of Leviticus.  Therefore, the two-main objectives of public health laws, is to protect and prevent the health and wellbeing of the community which the laws serve.  [2:  World Health Organization (WHO), ‘World Health Organization (WHO)’, Http://www.euro.who.int/en/home, 2017, p. public health services <http://www.euro.who.int/en/home> [accessed 15 February 2018].] 


The definition of purity within the Hebrew Bible from Bible Gateway is given as unfaithfulness to God’s covenants that he gave to Abraham and Moses and all people throughout the Hebrew Bible and within the Jewish faith.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Walker W, ‘Pure; Purely; Purity Definition and Meaning - Bible Dictionary’ <https://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/pure-purely-purity/> [accessed 15 December 2017].] 


This essay will now turn its focus on the topic of this essay, which is whether the purity laws of Judaism within Leviticus 11-15 can be considered as early form of written public health laws for the Jewish communities within Ancient Israel. The first section of the essay will look at the laws within Leviticus Chapter 11.

Leviticus 11 focuses on the food laws that the Jewish communities still follow today, these laws are known today as kosher. This chapter defines which animals are clean and unclean. An interesting point to note about this chapter is its explanation that a person should not touch the carcass of any animal that is deemed unclean. A key feature of the food laws is that normally animals that feed on anything or eat other animals are considered unclean and therefore should not be eaten. A good of example of this is a pig; even though it has a cloven hoof it will eat anything put in front of it and so in terms of the kosher food laws, the pig or pork is considered unclean. Whereas a cow, which has a cloven hoof and eats it owns cud, is deemed clean in terms of the kosher food laws. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Bible, ‘Holy Bible, New International Version’, Biblica, Inc., 2011 <https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1 Corinthians 12:12-31>.] 


Arguably there is one exception to this rule in relation to the kosher food laws and this relates to seafood. Jews can only eat seafood that has scales and fins. Therefore, this excludes all shellfish as they filter the water in which they inhabit and the water could be contaminated. However, in the time of Ancient Israel, it would have been very hard to store shellfish in a safe manner. If the laws were influenced by the rabbis, this kosher food law could have been a way to stop the people of the community from becoming unwell from shellfish that was not fresh.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Samuel Balentine, Leviticus Interpretation (Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching & Preaching) (Westminster John Knox Press, 2011).] 


The laws in Leviticus 11 have now been outlined and this essay will now look at these laws in terms of public health. This is a complex matter because the meanings can be obscure in places, and it is necessary to draw an interpretation. Academics also cannot be certain of the origin of the texts. Additionally, from a perspective outside the faith these laws can appear confusing, however an understanding of the Jewish faith allows for a clearer interpretation. It is worth bearing in mind that the main aims of public health policies and laws are to prevent the spread of disease and protect the people’s health and wellbeing within the community which the laws serve. 

The food laws described in Leviticus 11 ensure that no one within the Jewish community eats any animal that eats the flesh of other animals. The origin of these laws may relate to how the food was stored in Ancient Israel. In Ancient Israel, they did not have the means to keep foods chilled as is possible today and it was therefore a challenge to store high risk foods safely.  These foods include shellfish which can make a person unwell if it has become contaminated and not stored appropriately. This could be a reason why the Jewish religious laws specify not to eat shellfish. One of the food laws relates to milk. The gives instruction to pasteurise milk in order to make sure there is no disease left within the milk, and this includes tuberculosis. 

An important part of the kosher food law gives direction as to how the animals are killed. The animal’s throat is slit, and the blood must drain completely from the body before consumption can take place. The blood represents the life-force of the animal which cannot be eaten according to Jewish law.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Balentine.] 


If we look at and compare these religious laws with modern public health laws, it can be seen that these laws have both similarities and differences to the public health laws that we have today. The aim of public health law is to protect the community that the law serves. Jewish food laws in part protect the Jewish community from becoming unwell by making shellfish unclean. The community will not eat shellfish thus reducing the chances of them getting food poisoning. The Jewish food laws also provide a preventative function in relation to milk, directing that it is pasteurised, therefore removing diseases from the milk and making it safe for the community to drink without the chance of becoming unwell. The food purity laws therefore are in part a basis of modern public health laws.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Balentine.] 


Having looked at the laws in Leviticus 11 this essay will now move on to look at the purity laws in Leviticus 12. The laws in Leviticus 12 deal with the purity of childbirth. These laws state what a mother should do after giving birth to her child. An interesting point to note about these laws is that there are different laws depending whether the mother gives birth to a girl or a boy. These laws are a shift from in-cleanliness outside the body to the human condition itself. This chapter is linked to the laws within the Leviticus 15 which will be discussed later within this essay. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Bible.] 


These laws deal with the in-cleanliness of childbirth and depending on the gender of the child depends on what set of purity laws the mother follows. Therefore, if the mother gives birth to a son she is ceremonially unclean for seven days and on the eighth day the boy is circumcised, the male sign of the covenant. After this the mother will follow an additional thirty-three days of purification which is forty days in total. After that she must go through a purity ritual before being allowed back into the sacred space again. However, if the mother gives birth to a girl, the purity laws are doubled. So instead of seven days of being ceremonially impure it doubles to fourteen days ceremonially impure. On the fifthteenth day the baby girl is named in the synagogue. After this there is a further sixty-six days period where the mother is ritually impure therefore making the mother impure for eighty days in total. However, to become ritually pure again the ritual is the same whether the mother gives birth to a boy or a girl. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Bible.] 


This essay has outlined the laws that are held within Leviticus 12 and now it will look at the laws within Leviticus 12 in relation to modern public health laws. The main aims of the modern public health laws are to prevent the spread of disease and protect the people’s health and wellbeing within the community.  These laws do not really fulfil the definition of public health that we use today. This is because the rules that all new Jewish mothers follow after childbirth has nothing to with the public health laws. Therefore, these purity laws are not a pre-runner of the modern public health laws. They are simply purity laws for new Jewish mothers to follow.

Leviticus 13 and 14 deals with the same topic, making these purity laws the most important as they have the most scripture dedicated to them than that of any of the purity laws in Leviticus 11 to 15.  These laws deal with skin disease and within the passage skin disease is often referred to as leprosy. Saying this, it could be relating to any disease. Within Leviticus 13 it refers to seven different skin diseases, these diseases today would be classed as symptoms. These seven diseases within Ancient Israel Jewish society would have made the person ritually and socially unclean. The seven diseases are shiny patches, discoloration, burns, sores on the scalp and in the beard, rashes or blisters and bald spots on the head that our discoloured.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Balentine.] 


The rules relating to people with these conditions are protecting and preventing the Jewish community from becoming unwell and catching these diseases. According to the World Health Organisation the aims of public health is to prevent the spread of disease and protect the people’s health and wellbeing within the community which the laws serve. Within Leviticus 13 and 14 are purity laws that fit the definition of modern public health laws. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  (WHO).] 


Leviticus 13 and 14 are made up of three different speeches. These speeches are instructions from God given to Moses and Aaron. The speeches talk about the different types of skin diseases and the purification ritual to make the person who suffers from the skin diseases ritually pure once again. The three speeches follow a similar format whereby God speaks to Moses or Aaron and gives them instructions relating to skin diseases followed by how the unclean person can make themselves ritually clean once more. The first speech deals with the seven-skin diseases mentioned within Leviticus 13 and 14. The second speech deals with purification rituals while recovering from a skin disease. The third and final speech deals with additional purification rituals for an unclean house that has mould and mildew in the home.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Balentine.] 


This essay will now give examples of the laws in Leviticus 13 and 14 how they meet the modern public health laws. A key part of the purity laws is that the person who has one of these diseases must announce it to the community and live outside of the community whilst they suffer from the disease. This prevents the community from catching the disease. Another reason why a person announces that they are ritually unclean when suffering from a skin disease is because if a ritually pure person encounters a person who is ritually impure they would also become ritually impure themselves. Within Ancient Israel, the sick would have to move from their homes and live in homes for the sick within the community. This would have been to protect the community from catching or getting the disease and making sure that no one else in the community became ritually impure. [footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Balentine.] 


To sum up, the purity laws of Leviticus 13 and 14 in relation to public health laws, remembering the aims of public health is to prevent the spread of disease and protect the people’s health and wellbeing within the community which the laws serve. The laws in Leviticus 13 and 14 are by their nature an early form of public health laws. 

The final set of purity laws this essay will be looking at are in Leviticus 15. These purity laws deal with the ritual purity of genital discharges. These laws are linked to Leviticus 12 which deals with the ritual impurity of childbirth. Genital discharges cover both men’s and women’s discharges and they include sexual relations between a husband and wife. Leviticus 15 also deals with both abnormal and normal genital discharges from both men and women. One of the main commandments for Jewish married couples is `be fruitful and multiply`(Gen 1:28)[footnoteRef:14].When the man ejects semen into the woman during intercourse, the man and woman become one through the act of sex; meaning, the act of sex makes both the man and woman unclean. This is a minor purity law within the Jewish purity laws. For a person to be ritually pure they need to bathe in water and wait till the evening then the person will be pure.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Bible.]  [15:  Balentine.] 


In relation to male genital discharges, there are abnormal discharges that do not relate to semen, making normal genital discharges relating to seamen. Abnormal genital discharges can be caused by sexually transmitted disease and other medical conditions including haemorrhoids and diverticulitis. This is a useful purity law because the male with abnormal discharges is considered ritually unclean but also makes any one who comes into contact with the infected male also becomes ritually unclean. This will reduce the spread of the sexually transmitted disease as no one would touch the infected male because they would become ritually impure themselves. [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Bible.] 


In terms of women’s genital discharges it also has abnormal and normal genital discharges. For women, the normal discharges relate to when they are menstruating and abnormal discharges is relate to anything that is not associated with normal menstruation. Both genital discharges for women cause ritual impurity. When a woman is menstruating, she is deemed ritually unclean for the period of the menstruation, which is normally seven days. The woman must sleep separately from her husband otherwise she would also make her husband unclean for a period of seven days. [footnoteRef:17] [17:  Bible.] 


The purity laws in Leviticus 15 in part is meeting the definition of public health. The section within Leviticus that meets the definition is relating to the abnormal genital discharges for males. This is because if the man has a sexually transmitted disease it is a good idea if he avoids contact with the opposite sex. 

In conclusion, the laws in Leviticus 11 to 15, in part, can be seen as an early form of public health laws. Only two chapters within Leviticus 11 to 15 can completely be seen as an early form of public health laws and these chapters are 13 and 14. Chapter 12 does not relate to modern public health laws at all. Whereas chapters 11 and 15 have certain sections of passages that relate to modern public health laws but other passages do not relate to modern public health laws. To conclude, the purity laws of Leviticus 11 to 15 in part are an early form of public health laws. 
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