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INTRODUCTION: WHY THIS ANCIENT TEXT STILL
MATTERS

Imagine  a  world  without  written  laws.  A  place  where  justice
depends entirely on the mood of a king, the whim of a noble, or
the strength of the powerful. For much of early human history,
this was reality. Then, nearly four thousand years ago, one ruler
decided to change everything. Hammurabi, the sixth king of the
First Babylonian Dynasty, carved his laws into a towering stone
pillar. The result was one of the oldest and most complete legal
codes ever  discovered.  This  article  provides a  comprehensive
Code of Hammurabi summary, exploring its origins, its famous
laws, and its lasting impact on modern justice.

WHO WAS HAMMURABI? THE KING BEHIND THE CODE

Hammurabi reigned from approximately 1792 to 1750 BCE. He
inherited  a  relatively  small  kingdom centered  on  the  city  of
Babylon. Through a combination of military strategy, diplomacy,
and  careful  administration,  he  transformed  Babylon  into  the
dominant power in Mesopotamia. The stele containing the code
was erected toward the end of his reign, likely around 1754 BCE.

It was not merely a list of punishments. It was a statement of
authority,  unity,  and  divine  mandate.  Hammurabi  presented
himself as the shepherd of his people, chosen by the gods to
establish justice in the land.

The Discovery of the Stele
The actual  monument was rediscovered in  1901 by a French
archaeological expedition in Susa, modern-day Iran. It had been
taken there as war booty centuries after Hammurabi's death. The
stele stands over seven feet tall and is made of black diorite. At
the top, an engraved relief shows Hammurabi receiving the laws
from Shamash, the Babylonian god of justice. Below the relief,
nearly  three  hundred  laws  are  inscribed  in  Akkadian,  using
cuneiform script. Today, the stele resides in the Louvre Museum
in Paris, where it remains one of the most visited artifacts in the
world.

THE STRUCTURE AND PURPOSE OF THE CODE

A  proper  Code  of  Hammurabi  summary  must  explain  its
structure. The text is not organized by topic in the modern sense.
Instead, it follows a casuistic pattern: "If a man does X, then Y
shall  be  done  to  him."  This  if-then  format  made  the  law
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predictable. Everyone, at least in theory, knew the consequences
of their actions.
The code covers a wide range of subjects, including:

False accusations and perjury
Theft and property damage
Military service and duties
Agricultural practices and irrigation
Commercial transactions and debt
Marriage, divorce, and family relations
Inheritance and adoption
Assault and bodily harm
Medical malpractice and construction errors
Prices, wages, and tariffs
Treatment of slaves

The Prologue and Epilogue
The code begins with a lengthy prologue in which Hammurabi
lists his titles, his achievements, and his divine commission. He
declares that the gods appointed him "to cause justice to prevail
in the land, to destroy the wicked and the evil, to prevent the
strong from oppressing the weak." This language frames the laws
as a gift of order, not mere punishment. The epilogue reinforces
this message. It curses any future ruler who dares to alter or
ignore the laws. Hammurabi wanted his code to last forever.

FAMOUS LAWS FROM THE CODE OF HAMMURABI

When people search for a Code of Hammurabi summary, they
often  want  to  know about  the  most  famous  laws.  The  code
includes the well-known principle of lex talionis, or the law of
retribution. However, its application was not as simple as "an eye
for an eye." The punishment often depended on the social status
of both the victim and the offender.

The Law of Retribution in
Practice
Consider the following examples:

If a man destroys the eye of another free man, his own eye
shall be destroyed.
If a man breaks the bone of another free man, his own
bone shall be broken.
If a man knocks out the tooth of a free man of equal rank,
his own tooth shall be knocked out.
However, if a man destroys the eye of a commoner or a
slave, the punishment is a fine, not bodily retaliation.

This reveals a key feature of the code: justice was stratified. The
value  of  a  person  was  measured  by  their  social  standing.  A
noble's  life  was  worth  more  than  a  commoner's,  and  a
commoner's life was worth more than a slave's. While this seems
deeply unfair by modern standards, it represented an advance.
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Before the code, the powerful could act with complete impunity.
Now, there was at least a written standard, however unequal.

Laws Regarding Family and
Marriage
The  code  contains  many  laws  about  marriage,  adultery,  and
family relationships. A woman's rights were limited, but she was
not without protection. For example:

If a married woman is caught in adultery, both she and her
lover shall be bound and thrown into the river. However,
the husband could choose to pardon his wife.
If a wife is neglected or abused, she could take her dowry
and return to her father's house.
If a wife falls ill and her husband takes a second wife, he
must continue to support the first wife.
A woman could own property, engage in business, and
even initiate divorce under certain circumstances.

These laws show a society attempting to balance male authority
with a degree of  fairness toward women. The family was the
basic unit of Babylonian society, and the code aimed to preserve
its stability.

Laws on Property and
Commerce
Babylon  was  a  trading  city.  The  code  includes  detailed
regulations  for  merchants,  agents,  and  debtors.  For  instance:

If a merchant entrusts goods to an agent and the agent
loses them, the agent must repay double the value.
If a builder constructs a house that collapses and kills the
owner, the builder shall be put to death.
If a farmer fails to maintain his irrigation canals and floods
a neighbor's field, he must compensate the neighbor for
the lost crops.
If a tavern-keeper allows troublemakers to gather on her
premises, she could be put to death.

These laws encouraged responsibility and accountability.  They
made  business  predictable,  which  in  turn  fostered  economic
growth.  The  code  treated  negligence  and  fraud  as  serious
offenses.

Laws Regarding Slaves
Slavery was a normal part of ancient Mesopotamian society. The
code  includes  rules  about  the  treatment  of  slaves,  the
punishment of runaway slaves, and the penalties for harboring
fugitives. A slave who struck a free man could have his ear cut
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off. If a surgeon operated on a slave and caused death, he had to
replace  the  slave.  While  these  laws  appear  brutal,  they  also
offered  limited  protections.  A  slave  could  marry  a  free  person,
and the children of such a union would be free. A slave could also
buy his or her freedom through savings.

SOCIAL CLASSES AND THE CODE

Any accurate Code of Hammurabi summary must highlight the
three-tier social structure evident in the laws. The code divided
Babylonian society into three classes:

The awilum (free, upper-class men and women, including1.
nobles, priests, and wealthy landowners)
The mushkenum (free commoners, including artisans,2.
farmers, and merchants)
The wardum (slaves, who were considered property rather3.
than persons with full rights)

The  laws  treated  each  class  differently.  The  same  crime  could
result in execution for an awilum, a fine for a mushkenum, and a
simple beating for a wardum. This hierarchical approach reflected
the values of the time. Order meant knowing one's place, and
justice meant appropriate treatment based on that place.

THE CODE'S INFLUENCE ON LATER LEGAL SYSTEMS

The  Code  of  Hammurabi  summary  would  be  incomplete
without discussing its legacy. The code did not invent law. Other
Mesopotamian codes, such as the Code of Ur-Nammu, predate it.
However, Hammurabi's code is the most complete and influential

of these early texts. It established principles that echoed through
later  legal  traditions,  including  Hittite,  Assyrian,  Hebrew,  and
even Greek and Roman law.

Parallels with Biblical Law
Scholars  have  long  noted  similarities  between  the  Code  of
Hammurabi  and the legal  sections of  the Hebrew Bible.  Both
contain laws about an eye for an eye, false witness, theft, and
sexual offenses. Both treat the value of a life differently based on
social status. While the Bible presents its laws as directly given
by  God,  the  format  and  content  clearly  belong  to  a  shared
ancient  Near  Eastern legal  tradition.  The Code of  Hammurabi
predates the biblical texts by several centuries, suggesting a line
of influence.

The Principle of Written
Law
Perhaps the most important legacy of the code is the idea that
law  should  be  written  and  publicly  displayed.  The  stele  was
placed in the temple of Esagil in Babylon, where anyone could
see it. While literacy was rare, the principle was revolutionary.
The law was not  secret  knowledge held  by the king and his
priests. It was a public document. This concept of a transparent,
accessible  legal  standard  became  a  cornerstone  of  Western
jurisprudence. It influenced the Roman Twelve Tables, the English
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Magna  Carta,  and  eventually  modern  constitutions  and  legal
codes.

CRITICISMS AND MODERN PERSPECTIVES

Reading the Code of Hammurabi summary  from a modern
perspective, it is easy to focus on the harsh punishments and
rigid  class  distinctions.  The  death  penalty  was  common.
Mutilation was routine. Collective punishment sometimes applied,
where an entire family could suffer for one person's crime. These
features  shock  the  modern  conscience.  However,  historians
caution  against  judging  ancient  texts  by  contemporary  moral
standards. The code represented an attempt to limit arbitrary
power and establish consistent rules. In a world without police,
forensic science, or prisons, harsh physical penalties served as
both punishment and deterrence.
Moreover,  the  code  was  not  applied  inflexibly.  Judges  had
discretion. Defendants could present evidence. Witnesses were
required. False accusers faced severe penalties. In many ways,
the code established the foundations of due process.

CONCLUSION: THE LASTING SIGNIFICANCE OF
HAMMURABI'S CODE

The Code of Hammurabi remains a landmark in the history of law.
This Code of Hammurabi summary has shown that it was far
more  than  a  simple  list  of  punishments.  It  was  a  political
manifesto, a religious document, and a practical legal manual all
in one. It declared that justice was a divine mandate and that the
king was its earthly guarantor. It established the principle that
law should be written, public, and consistent. It addressed nearly
every aspect of daily life, from marriage and family to commerce
and construction.
Although  its  specific  provisions  are  obsolete,  its  core  ideas
survive.  The  rule  of  law,  the  importance  of  evidence,  the
accountability of professionals, and the protection of the weak
from the powerful all find early expression in Hammurabi's code.
When we walk into a courthouse today, we are walking in the
shadow of an ancient Babylonian king who believed that justice
should be carved in stone so that everyone could see it. That is a
legacy worth remembering.


