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AN ENDURING LEGACY OF
JUSTICE: A SUMMARY OF THE
CODE OF HAMMURABI

When we think of the foundations of
modern law, our minds often drift to
ancient documents carved in stone.
Among the most significant of these is
the Code of Hammurabi, a collection
of 282 laws that established a standard
for justice in ancient Mesopotamia over
3,700 years ago. A summary of the
Code of Hammurabi reveals not just a
list of punishments, but a sophisticated
attempt to create order, define social
responsibilities, and regulate nearly
every aspect of daily life. This ancient
legal text, inscribed on a towering black
stone stele, offers a remarkable window
into the values, fears, and social
structure of one of history’s first great
civilizations: Babylon.

Discovered in 1901 in modern-day Iran,
the stele is now housed in the Louvre
Museum in Paris. The Code of
Hammurabi is not the earliest known
law code, but it is the most complete
and best-preserved example from the
ancient world. It is a cornerstone of legal
history, predating the laws of Moses by
several centuries and influencing
concepts of justice that would echo
through Roman law and into our modern
systems. A thoughtful summary of the
Code of Hammurabi must look beyond
the famous "eye for an eye" principle to
understand its deeper purpose: the

unification of a diverse empire under a
single, publicly known standard of
fairness and social control.

The Purpose and
Divine Origin of
the Code

King Hammurabi ruled Babylon from
1792 to 1750 BCE. He was a warrior, a
diplomat, and an ambitious builder who
transformed a small city-state into a
powerful empire. The creation of the
Code was a political and administrative
masterstroke. Before this unified set of
laws, justice was often local, arbitrary,
and controlled by powerful individuals.
Hammurabi’s goal was to standardize
these practices, to protect the weak
from the strong, and to ensure that
everyone—from the highest noble to the
lowest slave—understood their place and
their rights.

The stele itself is a powerful piece of
political propaganda. At the top, a
carved relief shows Hammurabi standing
before Shamash, the Babylonian sun god
and god of justice. Shamash is depicted
handing the King a rod and ring, symbols
of authority and measurement. This
image was crucial. It established that the
laws were not merely the whims of a
human ruler, but a divine mandate. This
divine origin gave the code its ultimate
authority. The prologue to the laws
boasts of Hammurabi’s piety and his
mission to "cause justice to prevail in the
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land, to destroy the wicked and the evil,
to prevent the strong from oppressing
the weak." This sets a noble tone, even if
the laws themselves are often harsh by
modern standards.

KEY THEMES IN THE SUMMARY
OF THE CODE OF HAMMURABI

To provide a useful summary of the
Code of Hammurabi, we must organize
the 282 laws into their core thematic
areas. They are not organized in a
modern, categorical way in the original
text, but scholars generally group them
by subject. The overarching principle is
that of "lex talionis," or the law of
retaliation, often summarized as "an eye
for an eye." However, this principle was
not applied evenly. Social class was a
central determinant of justice.

Social Hierarchy
and Class-Based
Justice

The most important concept to grasp in
any summary of the Code of
Hammurabi is the rigid social structure.
The code divides people into three
distinct classes:

e Awelum: The free, higher class of
citizens - nobles, landowners,
priests, and officials.

e Mushkenum: The commoners, a
class of free people with fewer
privileges, often working as
laborers or in lower-skilled trades.

e Wardum: Slaves. This was not a
permanent or race-based status as
in later slave systems. People
could become slaves through debt,
war, or as punishment.

Punishments varied dramatically
depending on the class of both the
offender and the victim. For example, if
an awelum caused the loss of an eye of
another awelum, his eye would be put
out. However, if an awelum caused the
loss of an eye of a mushkenum, he
would pay a fine in silver. If he caused
the loss of an eye of a slave, he would
pay a fine to the slave's owner, as the
slave was considered property. This
class-based application of justice is a
fundamental reality of the Code.

Family and
Marriage Law

A large portion of the Code deals with
family structure, which was strongly
patriarchal. Marriage was a contract
between the groom and the bride's
father, involving a bride-price and a
dowry. A summary of the Code of
Hammurabi on this topic shows it gave
men significant authority but also
imposed duties on them.

e Adultery: For a woman caught in
adultery, the punishment was
death by drowning. A man could
only be accused of adultery if he
slept with another man's wife.

e Divorce: A man could divorce his
wife for many reasons, but he was
often required to return her dowry
and provide her with maintenance.
A woman could also seek divorce,
but the grounds were far more
limited and the penalties for failing
to prove her case severe (death by
drowning).

e Children: The father had almost
complete authority over his
children. A son who struck his
father could have his hand cut off.
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e Adoption: The Code has several
laws about adoption, regulating
the rights of adopted children and
the responsibilities of adoptive
parents.

Property,
Commerce, and
Contracts

Babylon was a mercantile society, and
the Code places a heavy emphasis on
protecting property rights and ensuring
fair dealing. This section of a summary
of the Code of Hammurabi is
strikingly modern in its concerns.

e Theft: Theft was a serious crime.
A thief caught stealing from a
temple or palace could be put to
death. Receiving stolen goods was
also a capital offense.

e Debt: The Code regulated loans
and interest rates. Debt slavery
was a reality, but it was limited to
a maximum of three years. After
that, the slave was to be freed.

* Trade and Commerce: Laws
covered the responsibilities of
merchants, agents, and
innkeepers. A dishonest merchant
could be punished severely.

e Contracts: Written contracts were
considered essential. If a
transaction was made without a
contract or a witness, it was often
not enforceable.

Wages, Fees,

and Professional
Standards

Reflecting the detail-oriented nature of
the code, it set fixed prices and fees for
a wide variety of services. A summary
of the Code of Hammurabi often
includes these fascinating specifics.

e Medical Malpractice: A doctor
who performed a successful
operation on an awelum was paid
a high fee. But if the operation
resulted in the patient's death or
the loss of an eye, the doctor could
have his hands cut off.

e Construction: A builder who
constructed a house that collapsed
and killed the owner would be put
to death. If the collapse killed the
owner's son, the builder's son
would be put to death.

e Agriculture: Farmers who failed
to maintain their irrigation canals
or who caused another farmer's
field to flood faced severe
penalties, often paying back the
lost grain.

* Fixed Prices: The Code set
standard wages for laborers like
harvesters, ox drivers, and potters.
It also set the fees for barbers,
tailors, and boatmen.

_ex Talionis: The
_aw of
Retaliation

No summary of the Code of
Hammurabi would be complete without
a deep dive into lex talionis. This is the




most famous aspect of the Code. The
concept is simple: the punishment
should fit the crime in a direct, physical
way. "If a man has destroyed the eye of
a free man, his own eye shall be
destroyed." "If he has broken the bone of
a free man, his own bone shall be
broken."

However, it is critical to remember the
social class context. This principle of
exact retaliation was primarily applied
between people of the same rank. A
noble who harmed a commoner was not
subject to the same physical retaliation;
he simply paid a fine. The law of
retaliation is often misunderstood as a
justification for cruelty, but in its
historical context, it was a limitation. It
prevented the powerful from exacting
random, disproportionate vengeance. It
set a clear, predetermined limit: "Only
an eye for an eye, not a life for an eye."
It was a form of proportional justice, a
radical idea for its time.

THE LEGACY AND SIGNIFICANCE
OF THE CODE

The influence of the Code of
Hammurabi cannot be overstated.
While it was not a "constitution" in the
modern sense, it established several
foundational ideas for future legal
systems.

A Foundation for
Modern
Jurisprudence

The idea that a ruler has a responsibility
to establish a clear, written standard of
justice that applies to all citizens—even
if unequally—was revolutionary. The

concept of "presumption of innocence" is
hinted at in the Code. Accusers were
required to bring evidence and
witnesses. False accusers were punished
with the penalty that would have been
inflicted on the accused. This is a clear
step towards the modern idea that one is
innocent until proven guilty. The Code
also influenced later legal texts,
including Hittite and Assyrian laws,
Greek law, and ultimately, Roman law,
which is the direct ancestor of most
Western legal systems.

An Enduring
Symbol of Justice

Today, the stele of Hammurabi stands as
a powerful symbol. The image of the
lawgiver receiving laws from a divine
source is a motif that would be repeated
throughout history, including in the
imagery of Moses receiving the Ten
Commandments. The phrase "an eye for
an eye" remains a common part of our
moral lexicon, a shorthand for a harsh,
retributive form of justice. However,
modern scholars see the Code as a
complex document that combined sharp
punishments with a clear effort to
establish order and protect the
vulnerable, particularly widows, orphans,
and the poor.

CRITICISM AND ETHICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

From a contemporary ethical standpoint,
a summary of the Code of
Hammurabi must acknowledge its
severe shortcomings. The penalties are
brutal. Mutilation and death were
common punishments. The class system
is deeply unjust by modern standards,
with the lives and bodies of commoners
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and slaves valued far less than those of
nobles. The patriarchal structure of the
family laws is oppressive to women and
children. The legal principle of "vicarious
liability"—punishing the builder’s son for
a building collapse—is completely
antithetical to modern concepts of
individual responsibility.

It is crucial to study the Code not as a
model for today’s justice, but as a
milestone on the long, imperfect journey
of human legal and ethical development.
It shows us how far we have come in
concepts of universal human rights,
equality before the law, and proportional
sentencing. It also serves as a warning
against the dangers of codifying
inequality and harsh punishment.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS

BLUEPRINT

In summary, the Code of Hammurabi
is far more than a relic of ancient
history. It is a foundational document of
civilization. A thoughtful summary of
the Code of Hammurabi reveals a
king's ambitious attempt to forge a
unified, stable, and just society out of a
diverse and often turbulent empire. It
established principles of written law,
proportional justice (within a flawed
class structure), professional
accountability, and the importance of
contracts. While its methods are harsh
and its values reflect a deeply stratified
world, its ambition and influence are
undeniable. It stands as humanity's first
great attempt to carve law into stone,
making justice public, known



