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Summary of Code of Hammurabi: A Window into Ancient Justice

When we think of the ancient world, images of towering ziggurats, chariots, and epic myths often come to mind.

Yet, behind these grand narratives lies a more grounded, everyday reality: the laws that governed societies, the
rules that regulated trade, family, and punishment. One of the most famous legal codes from antiquity is the Code

of Hammurabi, a stone tablet that has survived millennia of conflict, conquest, and the passage of time. In this
comprehensive article, we'll dive deep into the summary of code of hammurabi, exploring its historical context,
structure, key provisions, and lasting influence on modern legal systems.

1. The Historical Context: Who Was Hammurabi?

Hammurabi reigned as the sixth king of the First Babylonian Dynasty from 1792 BCE to 1750 BCE. Born into a
humble family, he rose through the ranks of the Babylonian court, eventually seizing power after a series of political
upheavals. His reign was marked by military conquests, administrative reforms, and a profound commitment to
establishing a unified legal framework across his expanding empire.

In 1792 BCE, Hammurabi claimed to have received a divine mandate from the god Shamash, the deity of justice
and the sun, to create a set of laws that would bring fairness and order to his realm. This divine endorsement not
only legitimized his authority but also gave his legal code a moral weight that resonated with his subjects.

2.The Creation and Physical Form of the Code

The Code of Hammurabi was originally etched onto a basalt stele—a large, black stone pillar—standing
approximately 2.25 meters tall. The stele was adorned with a relief of Hammurabi receiving the laws from
Shamash, symbolizing the divine origin of his statutes. The inscription, written in Akkadian cuneiform, contains 282
clauses, each addressing a specific aspect of daily life.

While the original stele has been lost, fragments and copies have been discovered across Mesopotamia, allowing
scholars to reconstruct the text accurately. The most complete copy, known as the "Stele of Hammurabi," is housed
in the Louvre Museum in Paris.

3.The Structure of the Code: How Laws Are Organized

Unlike modern legal codes that often group statutes by subject area, the Code of Hammurabi follows a more
narrative, principle-based structure. The laws are arranged in a logical progression, starting with broad principles of
justice and gradually moving to specific regulations. The following sections outline the main thematic blocks:

¢ Prologue and Divine Mandate — Establishes Hammurabi’s divine authority.

« Family Law — Covers marriage, divorce, inheritance, and child custody.

e Property and Contracts — Regulates ownership, leasing, and commercial transactions.
Labor and Slavery — Addresses wages, apprenticeships, and the treatment of slaves.
Criminal Law — Outlines punishments for theft, assault, and treason.

Trade and Commerce — Sets standards for weights, measures, and market conduct.



e Public Administration — Provides rules for judges, officials, and the enforcement of laws.

Each clause is written in a formulaic style, often beginning with “If someone...then...” This structure not only
clarifies the conditions under which a law applies but also emphasizes the reciprocity and proportionality that
underpin Hammurabi’s legal philosophy.

4. Key Provisions in the Summary of Code of Hammurabi

Below, we highlight some of the most significant laws that exemplify the Code’s approach to justice, fairness, and
social order.

4.1.The Principle of Lex Talionis (Retributive Justice)

Perhaps the most famous aspect of the Code is its adherence to the principle of “an eye for an eye.” For instance:
If a man strikes another man’s eye out, his eye must be struck out.

While this principle might seem harsh to modern sensibilities, it was intended to limit vengeance and ensure that
punishment was proportional to the crime.

4.2. Family Law: Marriage, Divorce, and Inheritance
The Code contains detailed regulations concerning marital relationships. For example:
« Marriage contracts must specify dowries and obligations.
e Divorce can be initiated by either spouse, but the divorce decree must be recorded in writing.

« Inheritance rights are clearly defined: sons receive a larger share than daughters, reflecting contemporary
societal norms.

These provisions illustrate Hammurabi's attempt to provide stability within families, a foundational element for

societal cohesion.

4.3. Property Rights and Commercial Transactions

Hammurabi’s laws emphasize the protection of property and the regulation of trade. Key points include:

e Contracts must be witnessed by two officials to be enforceable.
e Disputes over property boundaries are adjudicated by a court of three judges.
¢ Weights and measures used in markets must be certified by the state, ensuring fairness in commerce.

These rules helped create a predictable economic environment, essential for the growth of a complex civilization.

4.4. Labor and Apprenticeships

The Code addresses labor relations in a surprisingly modern manner. For instance:

If a master takes a servant as a slave, he must not abuse or neglect the servant. If the servant’s health deteriorates
due to the master’s neglect, the servant may be freed.

Additionally, laws regarding apprenticeships set wage standards, ensuring that young workers were not exploited.

4.5. Criminal Law: Theft, Assault, and Treason
Criminal statutes in the Code are specific and, in many cases, severe. Examples include:
 Stolen property must be returned to its original owners; if it cannot be returned, the thief must be punished.

¢ Assault against a king’s officer is punished by death.
e Treason, defined as betrayal of the state, results in execution.



These provisions served as deterrents, reinforcing the authority of the state and the sanctity of its officials.

4.6. Public Administration and Judicial Oversight

Hammurabi established a system of judges and officials tasked with interpreting and enforcing the laws. Key
elements include:

« Judges are required to be impartial and are protected from political pressure.
« Officials who fail to enforce the law can be held personally liable.
e Legal decisions must be recorded in writing, ensuring accountability.

These administrative safeguards underscore the importance Hammurabi placed on rule of law over arbitrary rule.

5.The Influence of Hammurabi’'s Code on Later Legal Systems

While the Code of Hammurabi was specific to Babylonian society, its legacy can be traced through centuries of
legal development:

¢« Roman Law — The Romans borrowed the concept of codified laws and the idea of written statutes that could
be publicly displayed.

« Islamic Sharia — Early Islamic jurists referenced Hammurabi’'s emphasis on justice and proportional
punishment.

e Modern Civil Law — Many European legal traditions, especially in civil law countries, echo Hammurabi’s focus
on written codes and systematic organization.

¢ Human Rights — Contemporary discussions on restorative justice and proportionality can trace philosophical
roots back to Hammurabi’s lex talionis.

Thus, the summary of code of hammurabiis not merely a historical curiosity; it is a foundational pillar that has
shaped legal thought across cultures.

6. Critiques and Limitations of the Code

Despite its pioneering nature, the Code was not without shortcomings:

« It reinforced social hierarchies, granting preferential treatment to the wealthy and powerful.
« Women'’s rights were limited; for example, daughters received smaller inheritance shares.
e The harsh punishments, such as amputations and death, reflect a punitive rather than rehabilitative approach.

These critiques highlight the importance of contextualizing ancient laws within their cultural milieu, while also
recognizing the progress made in modern legal systems.

7.The Code in Popular Culture and Modern Scholarship

Beyond academia, the Code of Hammurabi has captured the imagination of artists, filmmakers, and the general
public. From museum exhibits to museum-themed video games, the stele continues to serve as a symbol of ancient
legal authority. Scholars continue to analyze its language, comparing it to other Near Eastern legal texts to better
understand the evolution of law.

8. How to Access the Code Today

For those interested in studying the Code in depth, several resources are available:

¢ Academic Translations — Numerous universities publish annotated translations in both English and other



languages.
* Online Databases — Digital archives provide high-resolution images of the stele and its fragments.
« Virtual Tours — Museums like the Louvre offer virtual exhibitions where visitors can view the stele up close.

These resources make the summary of code of hammurabiaccessible to scholars, students, and curious
readers alike.

9. Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Hammurabi’s Laws

The Code of Hammurabi stands as a testament to humanity’s enduring quest for justice, order, and fairness.
Though rooted in a specific historical and cultural context, its principles—proportionality, codification, and public
accountability—continue to resonate in modern legal thought. By studying the summary of code of hammurabi,
we not only gain insight into ancient Babylonian society but also appreciate the foundational building blocks upon
which contemporary legal systems are constructed.

Whether you're a history enthusiast, a law student, or simply someone intrigued by the origins of justice, the Code
of Hammurabi offers a fascinating glimpse into the complexities of human governance and the timeless nature of
law.
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