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Abstract

Until recently, and for a variety of reasons, most historical Jesus
scholarship has typically seen Jesus as essentially non-political.
Recently, this has begun to change, to a large extent because of the ful-
ler description of the social world of Jesus made possible by the use of
interdisciplinary models and insights. Seen within the context of a social
world described as a peasant, patriarchal and purity society, many of the
Jesus traditions reflect both a sharp critique of society and advocacy of
an alternative social vision. Jesus’ action in the temple (including E P
Sanders view of it) is treated as a case study of the difference made by an
interdisciplinary understanding of the social context of Jesus’ public -
activity.

1. INTRODUCTION

One of the most notable features of contemporary Jesus scholarship is a reopening of
the question of Jesus and politics. Significant voices in North American scholarship, in
what could be an emerging majority position, are affirming that there was a socio-
political dimension to the message and activity of Jesus.

This is a new development, even though the claim that Jesus was political goes
back to the birth of the discipline over two hundred years agd. In a work commonly
seen as the beginning of the quest for the historical Jesus, Hermann Samuel Reimarus
argued that Jesus’ message about the Kingdom of God referred to a this-worldly king-
dom which would involve liberation from Rome, and that Jesus’ death resulted from
his naive expectation that he could stir up a successful revolt (see Reimarus 1970). Yet
most often, scholars in the two centuries since have denied that Jesus was political!.

Why has this changed? The major reason is one of the central characteristics of the
contemporary renaissance: the entry into the discipline of interdisciplinary models and
perspectives. These provide new angles of vision for seeing the social world of Jesus.
Social world is context, and these perspectives give us a fuller picture of the context
within which the Jesus tradition receives its historical meaning. I will describe three of
these perspectives, what they enable us to see about the social world of first-century
Jewish Palestine, and their effects as lenses through which to see the Jesus tradition.
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2. THE IMPORTANCE OF DEFINITION

There is both a narrow and broad definition of politics, and whether one sees Jesus as
political is greatly affected by one’s definition. The narrow definition associates
politics with ‘government’: to be political is to seek to affect governmental policy, or
to gain a position of governmental power, or to attempt to overthrow the government.
The broader definition of politics builds on the semantic associations of its Greek root
polis. TIéhg means “city’, and politics concerns the shape and shaping of the city, and
by extension the shape and shaping of a society’s life.

If politics is used in the narrow sense, then Jesus was basically non-political. A
few scholars since Reimarus have argued that Jesus sought a change in government by
inciting a political rebellion against Rome, but their arguments have not persuaded
many. Moreover, it seems evident that Jesus did not seek a position of governmental
power or to reform governmental policy.

Yet, as I shall argue, Jesus both challenged the existing social order and advocated
an alternative. That challenge involved social criticism, an alternative social vision,
and the embodiment of that vision in the life of a community. This is ‘political’ in the
broad sense of the word. Indeed, in this broader sense, much of the biblical tradition is
political. Ancient Israel’s originating event involved liberation from the lordship of
Pharaoh and creation of the alternative community of Moses.. Much of the legal por-
tion of the Torah concerns the structuring of community life, and not just individual
virtue. The political character of the tradition continues in the second major division of
the Hebrew Bible, the prophets. From King David onward through the time of the
monarchies, a period of about four hundred years, the social prophets of Israel indicted -
the ruling elites (political, economic, and religious) in the name of an alternative social
vision which they affirmed to come from God.

It is in this broader sense of the word ‘politics’ that contemporary scholarship is
increasingly affirming a socio-political dimension to Jesus. Before turning to that, it
will be illuminating briefly to examine some of the reasons why Jesus has commonly
been seen as non-political by both popular Christianity and academic scholarship.

3. THE EXCLUSION OF POLITICS

There are at least four major reasons for the denial of politics to Jesus. The first is
because Jesus scholars have most often used the narrow definition of politics. Both
proponents and critics of seeing Jesus as an advocate of the cause of Jewish liberation
from Rome (what used to be called ‘the Zealot hypothesis’2) have tended to equate
being ‘political’ in first-century Palestine with anti-Roman revolutionary activity.
Denying that Jesus was this, most scholars have concluded that Jesus was therefore
non-political. It is striking how often one runs into this argument in the history of
scholarship (Borg 1984:5-8).

ISSN 0259-9422 = HTS 51/4 (1995) 963



Jesus and politics

Even more pervasive as a reason for the exclusion of politics has been the Gestalt
of Jesus as an eschatological figure. The logic is straightforward: because Jesus
expected the last judgment and the ‘end’ of this world soon, or alternatively because he
expected the transformation of this world through a supernatural act of God, he was not
interested in social or political questions. What did they matter? Why be concerned to
change the world if in its present form it was soon to end? From Albert Schweitzer at
the beginning of this century through Rudolf Bultmann and Gunther Bornkamm and (in
some quarters) into the present, this has been a frequent refrain of scholarship3.

A third reason is the individualistic orientation of much of modern Jesus scholar-
ship. It has taken several forms. Within the framework of traditional Christian piety,
Jesus and the New Testament are seen as concerned with the eternal religious questions
of the individual and his or her relationship to God and the neighbor, not with the
specific social and political issues of a particular time and place. This way of seeing
Jesus was especially common in nineteenth century scholarship, though its effects linger
into the present. In this century, existentialist interpretation of Jesus’ eschatology has
most commonly radically internalized and individualized his message. The individu-
alistic reading of the tradition continues in our time in the picture of Jesus as a
Hellenistic-type Cynic sage who spoke of a life-style for individuals, not for a com-
munity.

A fourth reason is the social location of Jesus scholarship. Since its beginnings in
the Enlightenment, most of it has been done by northern Euro-American academics
who have generally been white, male, and middle-class. Moreover, until recently,
most of our academic positions have been in institutions related to the church.

Perhaps more than anything else, that social location affects how and what we see.
It generates the perspectives through which we see the world, including the world
behind the texts, and functions as both lens and blinders. Five factors are especially
important:

* The academy tends to be an individualistic milieu, and accounts in part for the
individualistic orientation just described.

*  The churchly social location of much of scholarship has led to seeing the texts
through Christian (or sometimes ‘anti-Christian’) lenses: the focus is on the rela-
tionship of the texts to Christian teachings (beliefs and ethics) rather than on their
relationship to the social environment out of which they came.

*  Within the framework of the modern separation of religion and politics, scholars
have often concentrated on the ‘religious’ meaning of texts, as if religion were
separable from other matters in the first century.
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* The middle-class status of most academics has not been conducive to seeing a
socio-pblitical dimension in the Jesus traditions, just as the social location of much
of the church during the centuries of Christendom made it unlikely that priests and
preachers would find Jesus’ message to be politically subversive. The social loca-
tion of scholarship means that we often miss things in the text which the experience
of poverty, marginality, patriarchy or oppression might have led us to see.

*  Finally, unless we make special efforts to compensate for it, our seeing of texts is
unconsciously shaped by our experience of the world which we know, namely
post-Enlightenment modern industrial society with its middle class and emphasis
upon individualism4.

4. SEEING FROM NEW PERSPECTIVES

To some degree, the social location of scholarship remains much the same. The major-
ity of us are still middle-class white male northern Euro-Americans in academic institu-
tions. What then accounts for a more political reading of the Jesus traditions? The pri-
mary reason is the emergence of new perspectives from which to see the traditions.
The change is not because we suddenly have new data; rather, for a number of reasons,
familiar data are being seen in new ways.

New voices have entered the discipline, especially feminist and liberationist voices.
The ‘view from below’ provides an angle of vision on the texts quite different from the
view ‘from the middle’ or the ‘view from the top’.

Many of us (probably a majority) now teach in secular or secularized universities
and colleges. The change in institutional setting means that the questions brought to the
texts are no longer shaped primarily by a Christian agenda. The focus has shifted to
the relationship of the texts to their original historical setting, and/or to their relation-
ship to other disciplines within a more pluralistic academy.

The final reason flows out of the previous one: the emergence of mterdlsc1p11nary
and cross-cultural perspectives and models for seeing the traditions about Jesus>. These
new perspectives and models make it possible to some extent to step outside our own
social world by providing vantage points which enable us to enter imaginatively into
the very different social world of first-century Jewish Palestine and to see meanings in
the Jesus tradition we otherwise would not see.

I want to illustrate this claim by describing the perspectives generated by three
social models. Each highlights a major characteristic of Jesus’ social world and thereby
provides a context within which to place many of the most central themes of his més—
sage and activity. Together, they enable us to see that Jesus was a socio-political critic
as well as an advocate of an alternative social vision — in short, that he was ‘political’
in the broad sense of the word.
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5. PEASANT SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN FIRST-CENTURY PALESTINE
The first perspective providing a new way of seeing both the social world of first-
century Palestine and the meaning of words and actions in that context is the awareness
that it was a peasant society. To say that it was a peasant society does not mean simply
that there were a lot of peasants (though that is true). Rather, it is shorthand for a par-
ticular type of society, namely ‘pre-industrial agrarian society’, one of five types of
society identified by Gerhard Lenski (1966)5.

According to Lenski, peasant societies are different not only from modern indus-
trial societies but also from three other pre-modern types of society: hunting and
gathering, simple horticultural, and advanced horticultural societies. The difference
between peasant societies and horticultural societies is in part technological. The dig-
ging stick and hoe were replaced by the plow, increasing both the scale and efficiency
of agriculture.

Even more so, the difference between peasant societies and earlier horticultural
societies is socio-economic organization: the emergence of centralized forms of go-
vernment. Cities (and not simply towns) began to develop, made possible by greater
agricultural production, to be followed by city-states, nations, and eventually empires.

These more centralized forms of social organization were dominated by ruling
elites who generally lived in cities or towns. The politically and economically
dominant urban elites no longer worked the land, even though (as we shall see) they
controlled much of the land. Thus in these societies, there were essentially two soc;ial
classes: urban elites, and rural peasants. Between these two classes there was a huge
gulf. Indeed, ‘marked social inequality’ was the single most striking trait of pre-
industrial agrarian societies (Lenski 1966:210).

This inequality was above all one of wealth. Where did the urban elites get their
wealth? They did not manufacture anything or produce anything. In these societies,
there was no significant generation of wealth through industry; manufacturing was
small-scale and done by hand. Rather, in such societies the primary source of wealth
was agriculture: land and the people who worked the land.

Thus, in a sentence, the elites got their wealth from the peasants. They did so
through a ‘tributary mode of production’ by means of which they extracted wealth from
peasants in two ways’. The first was land rental. Through the process of land con-
solidation, the elites over time owned more and more of the land. Peasants who were
small landholders easily acquired debt and often lost their land to the elites to whom
they were indebted. Ownership of agricultural land generated income from land rent
(paid in cash or kind) and the subsistence employment of agricultural workers8.
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The second source of income was taxation, which was primarily on agricultural
production. Through these two means, wealth flowed from the countryside to the city,
from rural peasants to urban elites. Estimates vary and differ to some degree from
society to society, but generally about two-thirds of the wealth generated by agriculture
ended up in the hands of the urban elites?. The remaining one-third was left for the
other ninety per cent of the population, the rural peasants who were, of course, the pri-
mary producers of wealth!0.

To fill out the model, Lenski subdivides the primary twofold class division into
nine more specific classes. The upper five comprised the urban elites. The first two of
these were the ruler himself, plus the governing class (high officials and traditional
aristocracies). Together, they were one to-two per cent of the population and generally
received one half of the wealth generated by agricultural production. Third, retainers
were essentially a service class to the elites, in effect, their employees. The retainer
class included soldiers, bureaucrats, scribes, tax collectors, et cetera. Fourth and fifth
were a merchant class and (in many societies) a priestly class. These three groups typi-
cally comprised about eight per cent of the population, and received about one-sixth of
the society’s income. The four lower classes (ninety per cent of the population) were
peasants proper (agriculturalists), artisans, unclean and degraded classes (despised or
downgraded occupations), and expendables (outlaws, beggars, etc.)

The above is not intended as a description of first-century Jewish Palestine in par-
ticular. Rather, in broad strokes, it describes most pre-modern agrarian societies with
centralized forms of government. Indeed, this type of society characterized ancient
-Israel throughout much of her history, beginning with the emergence of the monarchy
around 1000 BCE. Seeing this has great illuminating power. I can recall how it trans-
formed my understanding of the classical prophets of ancient Israel. When I was in
seminary and graduate school some twenty-five years ago, I was struck by the pro-
phets’ passion for social justice and their warnings of impending historical destruction
because of injustice. Then and through the first half of my teaching career, I also took
it for granted (as most scholars did, I think) that their indictments and warings were
directed at Israel ‘as a whole’: Israel had become unjust and corrupt.

Then, some ten to fifteen years ago as models of peasant societies began to have an
effect on biblical scholarship, the awareness that ancient Israel was a two-class society
divided between oppressive urban elites and exploited rural peasants generated a very
different perception of the prophetic message. Their indictments were directed not at
Israel, but at the elites in particular. It was the elites (and not the population as a
whole) who were responsible for the injustice and oppression which the prophets
attacked.
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The basic form of this type of society continued into the time of Jesusll. In
Galilee, the elites were large landholders, the Herodian court, and retainers attached to
both groups. In Judea, the elites were concentrated in Jerusalem: the high priestly fa-
milies and the traditional aristocracy, and, of course, their retainers. As in peasant so-
cieties generally, wealth flowed to these elites through ownership of land and taxation.

Though some peasants still owned small pieces of land, much of it was owned by
absentee landlords living in cities and towns who typically collected from one-fourth to
one-third of agricultural production as ‘rent!2’, Taxes on the agricultural production of
peasants were paid to both civil and religious authorities. Though we do not have
precise information about tax rates under Herod the Great, estimates place it between
ten and twenty per cent!3, a range which his sons presumably continued. When Judea
came under direct Roman rule in 6 CE, the Roman crop tax was apparently twelve and
one-half per cent (Sanders 1992:167).

There was also taxation by religious authorities, namely the tithes of the Torah,
which amounted to taxes on agricultural produce. As understood in the first century,
these included each year a first tithe and a second tithe, and, apparently, a third tithe
every third year!4. Though estimates can only be approximate, the combination of
taxes and tithes probably amounted to thirty to thirty-five per cent of agricultural pro-
duction!5, Added to the one-fourth to one-third paid in land rent by peasants not
owning their own land, the portion of agricultural income flowing from peasants to the
urban elites may have been as high as sixty percent to two-thirds16, Like other peasant
societies, first-century Palestine was thus marked by pervasive economic exploitation
and oppression!7, .

The recognition that the social world of Jesus was a peasant society with a two
class system and tributary mode of production provides a social context which illumi-
nates many of the traditions about Jesus. Because it is not possible within the limits of
this essay to provide a detailed exegesis or even a comprehensive listing of all relevant
passages, I will cite only a few exampies in order to illustrate the difference this fresh
perspective on the social world of Jesus makes.

It casts Jesus’ sayings about the poor and the rich, poverty and wealth, in a dif-
ferent light. ‘The poor’ (to whom the ‘good news’ comes, and who are pronounced
‘blessed’) are the economically oppressed class of a peasant society, just as the rich
(against whom woes are spoken) are the wealthy urban elites. Poverty and wealth
cease to be abstractions or metaphors. They also cease to be primarily qualities of indi-
viduals. Wealth was not the result of being an ambitious hard-working individual striv-
ing to advance in the world, but the product of being part of an oppressive social class
which extracted its wealth from peasants; and poverty was not the result of failing to
make use of one’s opportunities.
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Consideration of a particular saying illustrates the difference in meaning generated
by setting it in the social world of a peasant society: No one can serve two masters; for
a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise
the other. You cannot serve God and wealth (Mt 6:24 = Lk 16:13). If we hear this
saying within the context of our social location — namely, the kind of social world
most of us in the niodern industrialized world know, in which there is a large middle
class and considerable possibility of upward mobility — then we are likely to hear it as
addressed to individuals faced with the choice of whether to serve God or wealth.
Should I pursue affluence in my life, or the service of God? But such a choice did not
exist for peasants living in the highly stratified social world of first century Palestine.
The statement is not advice directed to the undecided and deciding individual, but an
indictment of a social class, the elites (you cannot be wealthy and serve God), even as
it also hints at a way of life in which wealth is irrelevant. If we hear it only within our
social world, we miss its social meaning in Jesus’ social world.

There are many other sayings which are illuminated by the peasant society model.
About the scribes, who were retainers -of the elites, Jesus said: Beware of the scribes,
who like to walk around in long robes, and to be greeted with respect in the market-
places, and to have the best seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets!
They devour widows’ houses and for the sake of appearance say long prayers. They
will receive the greater condemnation!8, The reference to those who ‘devour widows’
houses’ apparently refers to a legal proceeding, undertaken by scribes as retainers of
the elites, whereby homes were expropriated because of debt.

Jesus’ threats against Jerusalem (which are quite well grounded in the tradition) are
cast in a new light. It is not Jerusalem as the center or symbol of Judaism which is
indicted, but Jerusalem as the home of the ruling elites.

The perspective provided by peasant society awareness also enables us to see more
clearly where the responsibility for Jesus’ death belongs. Given the popular Christian
understanding of ‘the Jews’ as having rejected Jesus, this is a perception of great
importance for Jewish-Christian relations. The most likely scenario of Jesus’ arrest,
condemnation and execution is that it involved cooperation between the Roman
governor and the inner circle of the Jerusalem elite, namely the high priest and what
has been called his ‘privy councill®’. In the eyes of the elites, Jesus was a popular
leader operating outside of established authority who had attracted a following. Such
persons aroused suspicion (and often worse) among those concerned with maintaining
the present order. The elites were not onl); accountable to Rome but also had their own
self-interested reasons for preserving the existing order of a peasant society which
benefitted them so greatly. Thus it was not ‘the Jews’ or ‘the Jewish people’ who
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rejected Jesus. Rather, it was a narrow circle of the Jewish ruling elite who, rather
than representing ‘the Jews’, are more accurately seen as oppressors of the vast major-
ity of the Jewish population of Palestine at the time of Jesus.

To conclude this section, the perspective provided by understanding the dynamics
of a peasant society suggests that, whatever else needs to be said about Jesus, he was a
social prophet20, Indeed, when we realize that the social. dynamics which operated in
the time of the classical prophets of ancient Israel also operated in the time of Jesus, it
is clear that he, like them, indicted the elites and championed the cause of an exploited
peasantry2!. I do not think that he sought to lead a peasant revolt, or that his following
can be described simply as a peasant movement. Nevertheless, and minimally, it is
clear that he engaged in radical social criticism of the elites of his day. And, given
what else can be known about him, social critique was accompanied by an alternative

social vision.

6. PATRIARCHAL SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN PALESTINE

A second perspective for seeing the politics of Jesus is provided by awareness of the
social dynamics of patriarchal societies, brought into biblical scholarship mostly by
feminist scholars. Two terms, androcentrism and patriarchy, require definition.
Androcentrism refers to a way of seeing, namely seeing from a male point of view.
Patriarchy refers to a way of structuring society with two characteristics: it is hierar-
chical, and male-dominated (Schiissler Fiorenza 1983:29).

Jesus and the early Christian movement lived in a tradition and social world that
generally was both. Written texts (including the sacred traditions of Judaism) were
almost always produced by males and reflected a male way of seeing the world. A
classic example is the book of Proverbs. Though there are many sayings about difficult
or fretful wives, there are no sayings about difficult husbands. And though there is an
adoring portrait of the ideal wife, there is no portrait of the ideal husband. The
explanation is obvious: the book of Proverbs was written by men for other men. So
also with the tradition as a whole: male images of deity are dominant, laws are written
from a male point of view, and males are assigned all of the official religious positions.

Patriarchy was as omnipresent as androcentrism?2, Hierarchies with males at the
top were the normative forms of social organization (political, religious and familial),
both within Palestine and throughout the Roman empire. To put that only slightly dif-
ferently, the peasant society with its urban ruling elites was also a patriarchal society.
The ruler was typically male. Below him were high government and/or priestly offi-
cials (male) and the male heads of the traditional aristocratic families. Together, they
ruled over all other men, as well as all women and children.
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The patriarchal structure of the society was mirrored in the family. The patriarchal
family was a microcosm of society as a whole. People lived in extended patriarchal
families, in which the head male was the authority figure. All others were ultimately
subject to him. Females were always embedded in some male: father, brother, hus-
band, son. Moreover, it is important to underline how central the family was in that
world compared to the modern world. It was the primary unit of economic production
and security, as well as the primary center of identity and loyalty.

Together, androcentrism and patriarchy pervasively affected how women were seen
and their roles in society. Texts, laws, and customs reflected how women looked
through the eyes of men, including both male perceptions as well as projections. Male
concerns about honor and shame, as well as anxiety about the legitimacy of heirs,
shaped codes governing female sexual behavior23, Women were radically separated
from men in most arenas of life24. Respectable women were veiled in public, as they
still are today in traditional parts of the Middle East. Access to religious institutions
and traditions was limited. In the temple, they were restricted to the court of the
women, which was further from the center — the holy of holies — than the court of
the men. They were not to be taught the Torah, allegedly because they were not very
bright and might be a source of temptation to a male teacher, but perhaps because the
ability to interpret Torah was a form of power25,

Setting the traditions about Jesus in the context of a social world structured by
patriarchy sheds light on a number of texts. All of the stories of Jesus’ relationshjps to
women involve ignoring or subverting the structures of patriarchy. The role of women
in the early years of the Christian movement (and most likely already in his lifetime) is
extraordinary in a patriarchal world. Behind it or undergirding it is a very different
vision of social relationships.

Among the texts illuminated by this perspective are the familiar even if also diffi-
cult sayings about family. They are generally negative; Jesus was no champion of fam-
ily values. People are invited to leave their families, indeed to hate father and mother.
Christians (scho[ars as well as ordinary folk) have often been perplexed by the negative
attitude toward family and have sought ways of reconciling family life with taking
Jesus seriously, most commonly by suggesting that Jesus basically meant that God must
come first, and family second. But such an approach abstracts the family sayings from
their social context. Originally, they were directed not at ‘the family’ in general, but at
the patriarchal family in particular. The invitation was to break with the patriarchal
family — an oppressive hierarchical structure mirroring the society as a whole.
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Patriarchy as social context illuminates two other sayings related to family. To the
woman who declared the mother of Jesus to be ‘blessed’ because of the remarkable
character of her son, Jesus said, ‘Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God
and obey it’ (Lk 11:27-28). Without the social context of a patriarchal society, Jesus’
response sounds a bit opportunistic and perhaps even insensitive, as if he is simply
using the woman’s adoring exclamation as an occasion for telling the crowd what is
really important. Within the context of a patriarchal society, however, it is a denial
that identity for a woman comes from her embeddedness in a male. Rather, there is a
source of identity outside of the structures of patriarchy, which thereby also subverts
those structures. ’

Patriarchy as social context also provides a persuasive framework for understand-
ing Matthew 23:9: ‘And call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father —
the one in heaven’ (see Schiissler Fiorenza 1983:149-151). Abstracted from its con-
text, it seems to have to do with ‘titles’ and correct speech. In the context of a society
structured around the patriarchal family, however, its meaning is clear, and basically
identical to the anti-family sayings: a subversion of patriarchy. Indeed, it is a fascina-
ting use of a male image of God as a way of subverting a male-dominated social order:
just as the lordship of God means one is to have no other lotds, so the fatherhood of
God means one is to have no other fathers.

7. PURITY SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN FIRST-CENTURY PALESTINE

A third perspective is provided by studies of purity societies. This is the vantage point
which my own work on the politics of Jesus has emphasized: the realization that first-
century Jewish Palestine was a purity society enables us to see the socio-political sig-
nificance of sayings and actions connected to purity issues. Because I have exposited
this at length elsewhere, here I will highlight what is most central in summary fashion
and then make some fresh connections26,

Of first importance is the awareness of what a purity society is27. Found in many
times and places, such societies are explicitly organized around the polarities of pure
and impure, clean and unclean. Pure and impure apply to persons, behaviors, places,
things, times, and social groups. Applying to persons and social groups, pure and
impure may be the product of birth (as in hereditary caste systems), behavior (actions
which render one impure), social position (often including occupation), or physical
condition (whole versus not whole). The contrasts of pure and impure establish a spec-
trum ranging from most pure through degrees of purity to marginalized to the radically
impure (who often are ‘untouchables’ or ‘outcasts’). The social boundaries generated
by the polarities and gradatioris of pure and impure are typically sharp and strong.
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In purity societies, purity and purity laws have a significance much different from
what they mean in the modern Western world. For us, purity is an individual quality,
whether of a product (as when something is advertised as