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Milk and Meat:
Unlikely Bedfellows

Jacob Milgrom

University of California, Berkeley, California

The prohibition lo"-tabassel gadt behaléb ‘immo, “’you shall
not boil a kid in its mother’s milk,” appears thrice in the
Old Testament (Exodus 23:19; 34:26; Deuteronomy 14:21).
In Exodus it concludes an appendage to the cultic calendar
of sacrificial offerings, but in Deuteronomy it is part of the
dietary prohibitions. The change that has occurred be-
tween the time of Exodus and Deuteronomy bears inves-
tigation, as does the absence of this prohibition from Le-
viticus. But first, what does this prohibition mean? The
rabbis claim that it mandates an absolute ban on mixing
dairy and meat dishes, and they interpret its threefold
occurrence as prohibiting the eating, cooking, or profiting
from such a mixture.! The rabbinic solution seems so re-
moved from the plain meaning of the text that we shall,
for the present, pass it by without further comment.

Scanning the legion of interpretations put forth
through the ages, there are four that merit consideration.
One firmly established view is that this prohibition is di-
rected against Canaanite cultic practice. It was first pro-
posed by Maimonides:

As for the prohibition against eating meat [boiled]
in milk, it is in my opinion not improbable that—in ad-
dition to this being undoubtedly very gross food and
very filling—idolatry had something to do with it. Per-
haps such food was eaten at one of the ceremonies of
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their cult or at one of their festivals. A confirmation of
this may, in my opinion, be found in the fact that the
prohibition against eating ““meat [boiled] in milk,” when
it is mentioned for the first two times, occurs near the
commandment concerning pilgrimage: “Three times in
the year,” and so on (Exodus 23:17; 34:23). It is as if it
said: When you go on pilgrimage and enter “the house
of the Lord your God” (Exodus 23:19; 34:26), do not cook
there in the way they used to do. According to me this
is the most probable (lit., the strongest) view regarding
the reason for this prohibition; but I have not seen this
set down in any of the books of the Sabians (idolaters)
that I have read.?

Maimonides’ opinion that eating a kid boiled in its mother’s
milk was an idolatrous rite has been championed by com-
mentators down to the present day who, however, have
glossed over® Maimonides’ admission that he had no evi-
dence for it.

Nonetheless, a powerful impetus was given the view,
some fifty years ago, with the unearthing of the second
millennium Ugaritic texts at Ras Shamra, a site on the
Mediterranean coast of Syria. In one of its mythological
tablets, the following line appears: tb(hg]d bhib annh bhmat *
which was translated as “Coo[k a ki]d in milk, a lamb (?)
in butter.”> This text, it should be noted, being broken,
requires reconstruction. The reconstruction is, at best, an
educated guess—undoubtedly influenced by our biblical
prohibition. However, this reconstruction was accepted at
once by virtually every interpreter,® and it became a dogma
of scholarship that Maimonides’ intuition concerning the
practice as a pagan rite was correct. A notable early skeptic
was Gordon,” who suggested that “tb[h]” could mean
“slaughter.” Other objections posed by Loewenstamm?®
and reinforced by Haran® have once and for all vitiated the
reconstruction. The objections are as follows:

(1) The broken passage must now be read differently:
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tb.(?)[g]d,® which indicates that the dividing mark between
the two words follows tb, thereby leaving no room for
adding the letter 4. Thus the reconstruction tb[}],” must
be rejected.

(2) Moreover, even were the reconstruction correct, tbh
does not mean ““cook,” but “slaughter.”’1!

(3) The probability is that the term annj, contained in
the next clause, corresponding to Akkadian ananifju, which
means “garden’” or “plant,”!? does not refer to an animal
but to an herb.

(4) It therefore follows that [g]d — presuming the cor-
rectness of the reconstruction —cannot mean “kid” but,
since it must correspond in meaning to the parallel word
annh, also connotes a plant. Hence, tb[h] —keeping in mind
that the reading is speculative — cannot mean “slaughter,”
a term hardly appropriate for a plant.

(5) Finally, there is nothing in the text which states that
the kid (?) was cooked (?) in the milk of its mother, in which
case it has absolutely nothing to do with our biblical pro-
hibition!

In sum, the Ugaritic text in question is a broken one,
its suggested reconstruction is palpably wrong, its clearer
portion has been misconstrued, and a key word of the
biblical prohibition, “mother,” is not there. In recent mem-
ory, nothing matches this example of the hazards in inter-
preting broken texts on the basis of a purported biblical
echo. Thus, the cultic theory cannot be grounded in Ugar-
itic practice and, without any support, biblical or extra-
biblical, it must be abandoned.

The second theory, also a respected one, espouses a
humanitarian interpretation. It originates with Philo of
Alexandria who writes as follows:

He has forbidden any lamb or kid or other like kind
of livestock to be snatched away from its mother before
it is weaned [cf. Exodus 22:29; Leviticus 22:27]. . . . If
indeed anyone thinks [it] good to boil flesh in milk, let



JACOB MILGROM 147

him do so without cruelty and keeping clear of im-
piety. . . . The person who boils the flesh of lambs or
kids or any other young animal in their mother’s milk,
shows himself cruelly brutal in character and gelded of
compassion.

Philo’s focus on cruelty as the basis for the prohibition
is echoed by Clement of Alexandria’® and, independently,
by Ibn Ezra'* and Rashbam (who surely were unaware of
both Philo and Clement).?” Among moderns, this view is
championed by Haran'® and Ginsberg' who, in agreement
with Philo, argue that the kid law is cut of the same cloth
as the prohibition against slaughtering the dam and its
offspring on the same day (Leviticus 22:28), sacrificing the
newborn during the first week of its life (Leviticus 22:27;
Exodus 22:29), or taking the mother bird together with its
young (Deuteronomy 22:6-7).

Haran builds on the arguments of Ginsberg and Dal-
man to support his humanitarian theory. Ginsberg sug-
gests, citing Dalman,® that he-goats, unlike rams, are ex-
pendable since they provide neither wool nor palatable
meat, and therefore it must have been a common practice
to dispose of one’s superfluous male kids during the Suk-
kot festival.? The attribution of this prohibition to Sukkot
would appear to be justified both from its position in the
biblical text when it occurs after injunctions concerning the
other two pilgrimage festivals, Pesach and Shavuot (Exo-
dus 23:18-19; 34:25-26), and from its zoological basis, since
goats give birth to their young in the rainy season which
begins in autumn. “Therefore,” argues Haran, “the Isra-
elite is warned that during the feast of ingathering, the
most exuberant and joyful of the annual pilgrim-feasts,
celebrated with much food and drink and the choicest
delicacies —he must remember not to seethe a kid in its
mother’s milk, . . . a deliberate reminder of humane be-
havior even in the midst of general jollity.”’2

If, however, humanitarianism is the motivation, should
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not our prohibition embrace all animals instead of being
restricted to a kid? Look at the other cited animal prohi-
bitions. It may be true that one may not slaughter the dam
and its young on the same day (Leviticus 22:28), but surely
it was permitted on successive days. The newborn must
be permitted to suckle for seven days (Leviticus 22:27; Ex-
odus 22:29), but on the eighth day it may be brought to
the altar —even though it is still suckling. The mother bird
and her fledglings or eggs may not be taken together (Deu-
teronomy 22:6), but surely they may be taken separately
(Deuteronomy 22:7). By the same token, the mother goat
can in no way be aware that her kid is boiling in her milk.
Incidentally, there is genuine doubt whether this prohi-
bition can be tied to the Sukkot festival. Weaning time for
goats begins in December® — at least two months after Suk-
kot! Thus, it is more likely that this prohibition was in-
tended to be enforced at all the pilgrimage festivals or, for
that matter, whenever a sacrifice was offered at the sanc-
tuary. In any event, the humanitarian theory must give
way to another.

Recently, under the influence of the French school of
structural anthropology, which has proven so helpful in
understanding Leviticus 11, a third theory has been pro-
pounded. Starting with the Durkheimian hypothesis that
a customary or legal prohibition reflects some societal ta-
boo, J. Soler interprets the kid law as meaning: “You shall
not put a mother and her son into the same pot any more
than into the same bed.”> That is to say, it is an injunction
against incest.? This theory is fascinating but it is under-
mined by one glaring fault: the word gadi, “’kid,” is asexual.
Indeed, in biblical Hebrew, animal names that are mas-
culine in form and have no female counterpart denote both
sexes. Thus, in Isaiah’s vision of messianic bliss (Isaiah
11:6), the zd’eb, “wolf”; kebes, “lamb’”’; namer, “leopard”’;
and — to cite our case —gdadi, “kid” are generic names, ap-
plying to both male and female of each species. A more



JACOB MILGROM 149

instructive proof text is the one cited above: “You shall
not slaughter a cow (30r) or ewe (seh) and its young (bond)
on the same day”’ (Leviticus 22:28). Despite the use of the
masculine forms $0r and seh for the parent and bén for the
child, the mother and her offspring of either sex are clearly
intended. To be sure, as indicated above, the economically
unviable male kids were slaughtered for their meat. How-
ever, the prohibition as its stands applies to the female as
well. Had it been restricted to the male it would have been
so worded, e.g., gddi zdkar, “‘a male kid"” (cf. seh zakar, “‘a
male sheep,” Exodus 12:5) or zakar baizzim, ““male of the
goats” (cf. zdkdr babbdgdr, “male of the herd,” Leviticus
22:19). Just as it is forbidden to slaughter the mother on
the same day as her young — of either sex — so it is forbidden
to cook the young — of either sex —in its mother’s milk. The
social anthropologists, I believe, are correct: society’s val-
ues are mirrored in its laws and mores, especially in its
food taboos. However, in this case, they picked the wrong
one.

A fourth, and more fruitful, approach has recently been
broached by O. Keel.?” His iconographic studies in ancient
Near Eastern art have led him to the plethora of seals and
ceramic and rock tomb-paintings which feature the motif
of a mother animal suckling her young. The symbolism
takes on cosmic dimensions as soon as it is realized that
the portrayed animals can stand for divinities. For example,
in Egypt, the human (or animal) nursing at the udders of
the cow-goddess Hathor (or another animal divinity) is the
young Pharaoh himself. The suckling mother, according
to Keel, is thus the symbol of the love and tenderness that
are sustained by the divine order of the universe.? Since
this image, as it appears in the art of Syro-Palestine, is not
attributable to any particular deity, it would have encoun-
tered no difficulty being incorporated into the monotheism
of ancient Israel. There, it would have resulted in a taboo
against cooking a kid in its mother’s milk, a culinary prac-
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tice which in effect would have opposed and vitiated the
life-sustaining and divinely ordained nurture inherent in
all living beings.

Keel, I submit, is on the right track. His explanation,
more so than the humanitarian theory, throws clearer light
on the prohibition to slay the mother and its young si-
multaneously (Leviticus 22:28). Here he is in accord with
Philo, whom he quotes, that “it is the height of savagery
to slay on the same day the generating cause and the living
creature generated.”? Yet when applied to the kid pro-
hibition, Keel’s theory does not fully satisfy. The mother
has been separated from her young. Thus the image of the
suckling mother, which represents the transmission of the
life-sustaining force proceeding from generation to gen-
eration, is not present. More to the point is another of
Philo’s comments: “{It is] grossly improper that the sub-
stance which fed the living animal should be used to season
and flavor the same after its death . . . [and that] the li-
cense of man should rise to such a height as to misuse
what has sustained its life to destroy also the body which
remains in existence.”* This citation is used by C. M.
Carmichael® to propose that the root rationale behind the
kid prohibition is in opposing the commingling of life and
death.?? A substance which sustains the life of a creature
(milk) should not be fused or confused with a process
associated with its death (cooking). This would be but
another instance of the binary opposition characteristic of
biblical ritual and praxis: to separate life from death, holy
from common, pure from impure, Israel from the nations.

Both ideas inhering in the kid prohibition — the rever-
ence for life and Israel’s separation from the nations —are
also present in the dietary laws, the former in the blood
prohibition and the latter in the animal prohibitions.* Thus
the kid prohibition was automatically locked into Israel’s
dietary system. Therefore, it should occasion no surprise
that the kid prohibition, which in Exodus is related to the
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cult and sacrifices, is transformed in Deuteronomy into a
dietary law. Deuteronomy, it should be recalled, has trans-
ferred the act of slaughtering an animal for its flesh from
the sanctuary to the home. With the centralization of wor-
ship at the Temple, Deuteronomy had to enact a concom-
itant law permitting common slaughter in order to obviate
the necessity of journeying to the Temple each time a family
desired meat for the table.* The result is that the taboo of
cooking a kid in its mother’s milk, which needed but to
be observed within the sanctuary compound while under
priestly supervision, henceforth had to be heeded by every
Israelite family, without outside supervision, in every
kitchen.

The life versus death theory, I submit, completely and
neatly elucidates the other prohibitions which, heretofore,
have been explained as humane. The common denomi-
nator of all these prohibitions is the fusion and confusion
of life and death simultaneously. Thus, the life-giving pro-
cess of the mother bird hatching or feeding her young
(Deuteronomy 22:6) should not be the occasion of their
joint death. The sacrifice of the newborn may be inevitable,
but not for the first week while it is constantly at its moth-
er's breast (Leviticus 22:27), and never should both the
mother and its young be slain at the same time (Leviticus
22:28). By the same token, the mother’s milk, the life-
sustaining food for her kid, should never become associ-
ated with its death.

Is it then so far-fetched for the rabbis to have deduced
that all meat (not just that of the kid) and all milk (not only
that of the mother) may not be served together? Their
interpretation is clearly an old one. Itis already adumbrated
in the third-century B.C.E. Septuagint which translates the
word gddi in all three occurrences of the prohibition —but
only there —not as “kid"” but as “sheep.” By the first cen-
tury C.E. the tradition is recorded by Philo that the pro-
hibition applies to “the flesh of lambs or kids or any other
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young animal.””* One cannot say that Philo is dependent
upon the Palestinian rabbis for his teaching since he holds,
contrary to their view, that the prohibited milk is only that
of the animal’s mother (a view also held subsequently by
the Karaites).* Alexandria, then, the home of the Septu-
agint and Philo, must have harbored a tradition which had
extended the biblical prohibition to embrace all animals.
It is, therefore, not too difficult to foresee that the next
logical step would have been to forbid the use of any milk
with any meat. For milk, the life-sustaining force of the
animal, should not commingle with meat, the animal that
has met its death.

The binary opposition of life and death is also at the
root of the severe impurities that are the subject of Leviticus
12-15.7 It is therefore fitting and logical that Leviticus 11,
the chapter that ensconces the life-death principle in the
laws dealing with animal impurities, be the prelude to the
same principle in the laws dealing with human impurities.

Is it, therefore, not puzzling that the kid prohibition
which also embodies this principle does not occur in Lev-
iticus 11?7 Only one answer, I submit, is possible. The deu-
teronomic transformation has not yet taken place. Leviticus
still breathes the atmosphere of Exodus. Cooking a kid in
its mother’s milk is still a cultic act, a sacrifice that takes
place in the sanctuary under the control of the priests. It
is still not the concern of the home, a radical change which
only Deuteronomy engineered. Here, once more, is an-
other indication of the preexilic and predeuteronomic or-
igin of the priestly laws in the book of Leviticus.3®

[Completed March 1985]
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