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The Code of Hammurabi

In 1901, French archaeologists were working at a site in Iran when they found a large black stone.  The stone was about eight feet high and two feet thick.  It was covered in cuneiform, the wedge-shaped writing of ancient Mesopotamia.  When the writing was translated, it turned out to be the oldest preserved code of laws.

The laws had been gathered by a king named Hammurabi, who ruled Babylon from 1792 to 1750 BCE.  There were 281 laws in all.  They covered all aspects of daily life, including legal procedures, family matters, marriage, ownership of land, wages, business contracts, and irrigation. 

Below are some of the laws from Hammurabi’s Code.  For each of the following laws, you need to (1) put the law into your own words, (2) write why you think the law was needed, and (3) state your opinion of the law.


If a son strikes his father, the son’s hand shall be cut off.

1. (In your own words . . .) 

2. (Why was this law needed?)

3. (Your opinion . . .) 

If a man take a wife, and she be seized by [or comes down with] disease, if he then desire to take a second wife he shall not put away his wife, who has been attacked by disease, but he shall keep her in the house which he has built and support her so long as she lives.

If a physician operates on a freeman for a severe wound and causes the man’s death, his fingers shall be cut off.

If someone is caught in the act of robbery, then he shall be put to death.

If a builder build a house for someone, and does not construct it properly, and the house which he built fall in and kill its owner, then that builder shall be put to death.

