5
CODE OF HAMMURABI
(EARLY 18TH CENTURY B.C.E.)
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Hammurabi's code is a compendium of earlier laws rather than an i~novatwn
of this Babylonian ruler. Its influence on Hebrew law is also less di~~ct than
was once thought. What remains significant about Hammurabi s code,
however, is what it tells us about the importance of writing and literacy among
the elite of Babylonian society and about their well-developed notions of law
and justice. In this translation, "seignior" is roughly equivalent to what we
might call "lord" or "master."

THE LAWS
If a seignior accused a[nother] seignior and
brought a charge of murder against him, but has
not proved it, his accuser shall be put to death.
If a seignior brought a charge of sorcery
against a [nother] seignior, but has not proved it,
the one against whom the charge of sorcery was
brought, upon going to the river, shall throw
; ~ \t)l';"himself into th_e riv~r, and if the river has then
~'4~_.:l.\loverpowered him, his accuser shall take over his
'(' A(" estate; if the river has shown that seignior to be
~ , )( innocent and he has accordingly come forth
the one who brought the charge of sorcery
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against him shall be put to death, while the one
who threw himself into the river shall take over
the estate of his accuser.
If a seignior came forward with false testimony in a case, and has not proved the word
which he spoke, if that case was a case involving
.life, that seignior shall be put to death.
If he came forward with [false] testimony
concerning grain or money, he shall bear the
penalty of that case.
If a seignior stole the property of church or
state, that seignior shall be put to death; also th_e
one who received the stolen goods from his
hand shall be put to death.
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s eep or
an ass or a pig or a boat, if it belonged t0 h
¥- church _[or] if it b~longed to the state, he s~a~
make th;.~tyfold rest.J.tution; if it belonged to a pri. ; vate citizen, he shall make good tenfold. If the
,,"i/ thief does not have sufficientto make ~tution
lf'\b1- he shall be put to death.
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If a seignior has stolen the young son of
a[nother] seignior, he shall be put to death.
If a seignior has helped either a male slave
of the state or a female slave of the state or a
mal~ slave _o~ a private citizen or a female slave of
a pnvate c1t.J.zen to escape through the city-gate,
he shall be put to death.
If a seignior has harbored in his house
either a fugitive male or female slave belongi~g
to the state or to a private citizen and has not
brought him forth at the summons of the police,
that householder shall be put to death.
If a seignior committed robbery and has
been caught, that seignior shall be put to
death.
If the robber has not been caught, the robbed
seignior shall set forth the particulars regarding
his lost property in the presence of god, and the
~ o r , in whose territory and district
the robbery was committed, shall make good to
\·
him his lost property.
If either a sergeant or a captain has obtained
a soldier by conscription or he accepted and has
sent a hired substitute for a campaign of the king,
that sergeant or captain shall be put to death.
If either a sergeant or a captain has appropriated the household goods of a soldier, has
wronged soldier, has let a soldier for hire, has
abandoned a soldier to a superior in a lawsuit,
has appropriated the grant which the king gave
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to a soldier, that se rgeant or captain shall be put
to death.
If a seignior has bought from th e hand of a
soldier the cattle or sheep which the king gave to
the soldier, he shall forfeit his mon ey.
When a seignior borrowed money from <l...
TI_!.en;hant and pledged to the merchant a field
prepared for grain or sesame, if he said to him,
"Cultivate the field , then harvest [and] take the
grain or sesame that is produced," if the tenant
has produced grain or sesame in the field, the
owner of the field at harvest-time shall himself
take the grain or sesame that was produced in
the field and he shall give to the merchant grain
for his money, which he borrowed from the merchant, together with its interest, and also for the
cost of cultivation.
If he pledged a field planted with [grain] or
a field planted with sesame , the owner of the
field shall himself take the grain or sesame that
was produced in the field and he shall pay back
the money with its interest to the merchant.
If he does not have the money to pay back,
[grain or] sesame at their market value in accordance with the ratio fixed by the king he shall
give to the merchant for his money, which he
borrowed from the merchant, together with its
interest.
If the tenant has not produced grain or sesame
in the field, he may not change his contract.
If a seignior was too lazy to make [the dike of]
his field strong and did not make his dike strong
and a break has opened up in his dike and he has
accordingly let the water ravage the farmland, the
seignior in whose dike the break was opened shall
make good the grain that he let get destroyed.
Ifhe is not able to make good the grain, they
shall sell him and his goods, and the farmers
whose grain the water carried off shall divide
[the proceeds].
If a seignior, upon opening his canal for irrigation, became so lazy that he has let the water
ravage a field adjoining his, he shall measure out
grain on the basis of those adjoining his.

If_~ seignior pointed the finger at a nun or
the ,~ite of a[nother] seignior, but has proved
notlung, they shall drag that seignior into the
presence of the judges and also cm off half his
[hair] .

.i f a seignior a~guired a wife, but did not draw
up the contracts for her, thal woman is .no wife.
. If tl?e wife of a seignior has been caught
wlule lymg with another man , they shall bind
them and throw them into the water. If the
husband of the woman wishes to spare his "~fe,
then the king in turn may spare his subject.
~ If a seig1?i01: bound the [betrothed] wife of
a~nother] se1g111or, who had had no intercourse
~
with a male and was still liYing in her father's
~< ✓ house , and he has lain in her bosom and they
~ have caught him, that seignior shall be put to
death, while that woman shall go free.
If a seignior's wife was accused by her husband, but she was not caught while lying with
another man, she shall make affirmation by god
and return t.o her house.
If the finger was pointed at the wife of a
seignior because of another man, but she has
...._\ not been caught while lying with the other man,
~he shall throw herself into the 1iYer for the sake
~
....
of her husband.
-- If a seignior was taken captive. but there
was sufficient to live on in his house, his wife
[shall not leave her house, but she shall take
care of her person by not] entering [the house
of another] .
If that woman did not take care of her person. but has entered the house of another, they
shail proYe it against that woman and throw her
into the water.
If the seignior was taken captiYe and there
was not sufficient to live on in his house, his wife
mav e nter the house of another, with th::tt
WOI~1 an incurring no blame at all.
If, when a seignior w:.1s taken captiYe and
~
there was not. sutlicient to liYe on in his house,
his wife has then entered the house of another
befo re his [re turn) :.1 nd has borne children.
[and) later h e r husband h as returned and h:.1s
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reached his city, Lhat woman shall return to her
first husband , while the children shall go with
their father.
If, when a seignior deserted his city and then
ran away, his wife has entered the house of another after his [departure], if that seignior has
returned and \,~shes to take back his wife,!!_1e ~e
o[J)w fngitive shall not rewrn ta her husband
bec;mse he seamed bis city aod Gm away
- If a seignior wishes to divorce his wife who
did not bear him children, he shall give her
money to the full amount of her marriage-price
and he shall also make good to her the dowry
which she brought from her father's house and
then he may divorce her.
If there was no marriage-price, he shall give
her one mina of silver as the divorce-settlement.
If he is a peasant, he shall give her one-third
mina of silver.
If a seignior's wife, who was living in the
house of the seignior, has made up her mind to
.-::=:=:
le~in order that she may engage in business,
tl~egiecring her house [and] humiliating her
husband, they shall prove it against her; and if
l~r husband has tl1en decided on he1: divorce, he
may divorce her, with notl1ing to be given her as
her divorce-settlement upon her departure. If her
husband has not decided on her divorce, her husband may marry another woman, wit.h the former
woman living in tl1e house of her husband like a
maidservant.
...:....-If a woman so hated her husband that she
has declared, "'You may not have me," her record
shall be investigated at her city council, and if
she was careful and was not at fault. even though
her husband has been-going out ; nd disparag~ng_ her greatly, that woman, w i t ~
am blame at all, may take her ctowry and go off
to her father's hau~--____ _ __:..-- If she was not careful, but was a gadabout, thus

neglecting her house [and] humil~ting her husband, they shall throw that woman into ·the water.
If 3 seignior's wife has brouuht
::i.bout th e
0
death of her husband .because of another 01an,
they shall impale that \rnman on stakes.

6. The Book of th e Dead

If a seignior has had intercour se with his
daughter , they shall make that seignior leave
the city.
If a seignior chose a bride for his son and his
son had intercour se with her, but later he himself has lain in her bosom and they have caught
him , they shall bind that seignior and throw him
into the water.
If a seignior chose a bride for his son and his
son did not have intercour se with her, but he
himself has lain in her bosom, he shall pay to her
one-half mina of silver and he shall also make
good to her whatever she brought from her
father's house in order that the man of her
choice may marry her.
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If a seignior has lain in the bosom of his

mother after [ the death of] his father, they shall
burn both of them.
If a son has struck his father, they shall cut
off his hand.
If a seignior has destroyed the eye of a member of the aristocracy, they shall destroy his eye.
If he has broken a[nother] seignior's bone,
they shall break his bone.
I'
If he has destroyed the eye of a common er
or broken the bone of a commone r, he shall pay
one mina of silver.
If he has destroyed the eye of a seignior' s
slave or broken the bone of a seignior's slave , he
shall pay one-half his value.

QUESTIONS
I.

Many ancient law codes were transmitte d orally, through memoriza tion.
What are some advantage s of a written legal code? Can you think of some
disadvant ages?

2.

The areas of society that are regulated often indicate somethin g about
what is importan t to those who make the laws. What seem to be the main
concerns of this law code?

3.

Does the code make distinctio ns among people? Are some more importan t
than others? How are people of different status dealt with under the law?

4.

The penalties for breaking the law in Babylon were often very harsh. Why
do you think the code was so severe?

