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Document Review of Hammurabi’s Law Code

In this essay, the text under review will be Hammurabi’s Law Code, in particular an extract that contains laws 137 to 152. The aim of this review is to look through the content and reflect on the impact it has had; politically, socially and economically, and also to analyse any biases and inaccuracies (or vice versa) that there may have been and comment accordingly.
Enacted by Hammurabi upon the claim that Marduk, the most divine Babylonian god, told him to write it, the Law Code itself has been dated back to c.1754BC, four years prior to what is believed to be the Babylonian king’s death.
A summary of the whole Law code would be that it is a stele of 282 rules, including laws surrounding economic provisions, family law, criminal law, and civil law, which were mostly relevant to aspects of Babylonian life. The extract in particular, looks at family law, and appears to be of a more gendered focus, which included relationships between husband and wife. The extract also contains the  rules surrounding concubines, or the laws regarding what should be done with wealth in the event of divorce, or what was expected with regards to dowries, the inability to bear or provide a children, specifically a son/heir, and also what were to happen if there cases of rape, adultery, disease and death. Under the laws of Hammurabi, “Babylonian family life and gender roles were clearly delineated” (Dearing, M., 2011).
At the very beginning of the full text, in the prologue of the stele, Hammurabi states that although it is he whom is writing these laws, it was the gods who gave him the right to do so (Jarus, O., 2013), thus giving the laws a lot more authority than may have been achieved from just laws of a king. This is not to say that the king has little authority, but once given support of the deities, then a king’s power is increased significantly.
With regards to its reliability, there is an opportunity for one to look at it from two points of view; one looking at the artefact, the overall stele and then the text itself. With regards to the physical stele, it is difficult to question the reliability of the original, as it is a set of laws literally set in stone. However, when questioning the reliability of the text, one thing that must be taken in to account is that the laws have had been recreated at times, and writings would need to be correctly translated, if there is a chance of misinterpretation then there is also a risk of elements of unreliability. 
One criterium that one must look for when analysing a text is to detect whether there is any bias in the text. Within the extract, of which there is a focus on the laws regarding the family and are very gendered there is immediately a point of bias. Society at this time and for a long time before and after, was heavily patriarchal, therefore the is a possibility of bias towards the male citizens that were involved in cases regarding these laws. Be that as it may, it is important to recognise that these laws were written with the ‘inferior’ people in mind, this including women, children and the poor. An example of the bias against women can be found in law 143 if the Code of, it is clear that women were very much the property of a strong male figure in her life (Husband, father, or head of household) and can be punished for not acting appropriately by being thrown in to water (Code of Hammurabi, Law 143). Furthermore, Fidler has argued that men were also given multiple chances for a man in Babylonian society to have a child in the hope of a son and heir (Fidler, 1913). If the first wife was childless, he may marry a concubine in an attempt to have a child, it seems here that the bias is towards the men who are focussing on securing his bloodline, the concubine will not however, take rank with the original wife (Code of Hammurabi, Law 145). Evidence of the contrasting point is in law 142, where if the women were an honourable citizen and tried to be a good wife, but still were to “hate her husband and say ‘thou shalt not have me’”, it would be noted that it is she has been exemplar and her husband is the one whom is lacking, and she shall be returned to her father as well as her dowry (Code of Hammurabi, Law 142). Despite the laws benefitting the men for the majority of time in a patriarchal society, there were also examples of a silver lining or justice for women at, for example there is a law that states that if a man’s wife is forced upon by another man, he “shall be slain” (Code of Hammurabi, Law 130). This does not however, prove solely to be of the benefit to women, it also has a possible view that it shows that it is wrong to take another man’s property by force. There is further evidence that women may have been considered in the law codes, specifically, in the event of disease or death. Law 148 states that if a married woman is taken ill, then she shall be looked after by her husband, who may also take a new wife, but not “put away” the former wife (Code of Hammurabi, Law 148). Also, as noted by Fidler, in the event of her husband’s death or if he put her away, then she may have free will of whomever she marries after, unless she is with child then there is a judicial process of whether the new potential husband is suitable to be the child’s father (Fidler, F.G., 1913).
Another criterium needed in order to successfully analyse the text is to understand its historical context. The 18th century BC, in the middle of which the law codes were written, saw the start of Hammurabi’s reign c.1792BC, and the following few decades were quite peaceful for Babylon, which underwent public works, including the heightening of the city walls, and expanding the temples (Arnold, B.T., 2005). Then c. 1763BC, Hammurabi gathered forces and began to claim land, specifically the lower Mesopotamian plains, and turning against Larsa, who had supported him (Van De Mieroop, M., 2005). The king then had his sights set on the North, and in a few years, was able to unite the whole of Mesopotamia under his rule (Van De Mieroop, M., 2005). The law code was then written c.1754BC, and therefore this suggests that the law code was written as an attempt to maintain all under his rule by his set of laws, as ordered by the gods. The stele was, upon discovery, believed to be the first of its nature (a law code) and was also found to have been used long past Hammurabi’s death c.1750BC, as the Kassite Dynasty was found to use that aspect of Babylonian culture, and their control over the city started roughly 150 years after Hammurabi’s death and lasted over 400 years (Mark, J.J., 2011).
Furthermore, to review its reliability, one needs to infer as to whether the text can provide a political, social and economic history, starting here with a political viewpoint. Judging by the events that occurred as a result of Hammurabi’s reign, there is evidence of a political history being constructed. This is due to the idea that by writing of the law code, Hammurabi was able to unite those he had just conquered in Mesopotamia by giving everyone one set of rules to follow, making everyone feel more equal to an extent. With regards to the extract in particular, however, there is very little political history that can be uncovered from it, as the laws focus more on family and relationships and there is no outstanding representation of such a history, other than it may be argued that some of these laws enabled the continuation of Babylonian culture (Code of Hammurabi, 145).
Secondly, the question of whether the text provides an economical history. Again, there is no major evidence that this source can provide an history of this sort, however the laws in the extract regarding dowries and marriage settlements would have been affected by the economy of the time and therefore, would provide an economic history if aided by a text that focusses more on the economy of Hammurabi’s Babylon.
Thirdly, the social history caused by this text appears is the most prominent of the three histories. The full text gives a social history as the fact that it is a set of laws provided for everyone in Mesopotamia ruled by Hammurabi, which had a significant impact on society and every day life to these people. Also, the extract in particular had a substantial impact on society, especially surrounding the household, marriage, wives and concubines. People were affected because the laws clarified what would happen in a lot potentially common situation and other rare situations, like divorce, death of a spouse, but also making the citizens under Hammurabi’s reign. Law codes were written to keep peace in society and to make sure life was ‘safer’ and in the case of Hammurabi’s Law Code it is argued that they were written with one aim being to give some protection towards the weak and poor (i.e. Women, children and slaves, against injustice at the hands of the rich and powerful (Vincent, G.E., 1904)), therefore supporting the idea of a social history being made as a result of this text.
Finally, there are also texts that correspond with information given in this extract, these included contractual tablets, a lot of which were relatable to the given extract as they were wedding or divorce agreements, as well as other agreements with regards to monetary exchanges. Another significant text that was written around a similar time was the stele of Dadusha, which although bears similarities to the law code with regards to the language and materials used to write it, however, the style in which the Stele of Dadusha was written suits more a story, or recollection of history rather than a law code (Van De Meiroop, M., 2007). There is also evidence of a law code that was in fact older than Hammurabi’s in the form of the Laws of Eshnunna, it was written during the reign of Dadusha (c.1800-1779) and actually contains laws that are seen in Hammurabi’s Law Code (Yaron, 1988), which suggests that Hammurabi’s ideas may not have been original, but he had the sense to accept laws with previous moral merit for his own people.
For one to conclude this review, it is necessary to look back upon the information provided. Firstly, the Code of Hammurabi as a whole with regards to reliability cannot be questioned entirely due to the format and style, and was designed to be understood at its simplest form for everyone in the 18th Century BC, therefore is more reliable as its content was aimed at various aspects of Babylonian life. It also displays very little bias as a result and can depict a political, social and economic history as it spans over all three elements to Babylonian society. The extract in particular, however, maintains the element of reliability, but also now has aspects of bias, due to the fact that it is a section that focusses on family law and looks at marriage, divorce, children and the household. As a result of this, the extract provides a strong social history more than one of political or economic value and in conclusion, remains a reliable source but the aim of this section of laws in the extract must be taken in to consideration.
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