
World Leaders: Hammurabi

Hammurabi marble relief, located in the chamber of the U.S. House of Representatives in the U.S. Capitol in Washington,

D.C. Photo from Wikimedia 

Synopsis: The Babylonian king Hammurabi ruled nearly 4,000 years ago. He created one of

the first sets of laws. Hammurabi expanded Babylon along the Euphrates River to unite all of

southern Mesopotamia. This area is found today mostly in Iraq in the Middle East. His system

is a collection of 282 laws. It set rules for business and set fines and punishments. 

Hammurabi’s Code was carved onto a giant, 7-foot-tall black stone pillar. The pillar was later

stolen by invaders. It was found in 1901 by a French archaeological team in Iran.

Early Life

Hammurabi was the sixth in a line of Babylonian kings who ruled in central Mesopotamia for

about 300 years. His family was descended from the Amorites, a tribe that moved around a

lot. His name reflects a mix of cultures. Ammu means “family” in Amorite. Rapi means “great”

in Akkadian, the everyday language of Babylon. As ruler, Hammurabi expanded his kingdom

up and down the Euphrates River until he ruled all of Mesopotamia.
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The Babylon of Hammurabi’s time is now underwater. Whatever records he kept are long

dissolved. Clay tablets discovered at other ancient sites, however, reveal glimpses of the

king’s personality and what kind of ruler he was. One letter shows him complaining about

being forced to provide dinner clothing for visitors from a nearby city-state just because he’d

done the same for some others. 

Hammurabi's Code

The black stone pillar containing Hammurabi’s Code was carved from a four-ton (8,000

pound) slab of stone called diorite. Diorite is strong and lasts for a long time. This makes it

incredibly difficult for carving. A two-and-a-half-foot-tall carving of Hammurabi is at the top. It

shows him receiving the law from Shamash, the Babylonian god of justice. The rest of the 7-

foot pillar is covered with the laws. They are written in cuneiform, the written language of

Babylon.

The laws are a collection of 282 rules. They are all written in "if-then" form. For example, if a

man steals an ox, he must pay back 30 times its value. The rules cover many areas of life.

Many show different levels of justice for the three classes of Babylonian society: people who

own property, freedmen (free people who owned no property) and slaves. The cost for a

doctor to cure a severe wound would be 10 silver coins for a property owner, five coins for a

freedman and two coins for a slave. Punishments were also different for different people. A

doctor who killed a rich patient would have his hands cut off. Meanwhile, if the victim was a

slave, the doctor only had to pay money. Hammurabi’s Code shows the idea of “An eye for an

eye." This idea says that if you hurt someone else, you will be hurt the same way.

Rediscovery Of Hammurabi's Code

Jacques de Morgan was a French mining engineer. In 1901, he led an archaeological

expedition to Iran, more than 250 miles from the center of Hammurabi’s kingdom. They found

the pillar there. It was broken into three pieces. It had been brought there after a war victory,

about 3,000 years ago. The pillar was packed up and shipped to a museum in Paris, France.

Within a year, it was translated. Experts found it interesting that the Code was very similar to

the Ten Commandments from the Bible.

Other Mesopotamian laws were discovered later. Some were made hundreds of years

before Hammurabi. Still, Hammurabi was an important early lawmaker. In the words of his

code, he worked "to prevent the strong from oppressing the weak."
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