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Ancient Mesopotamia can be described as being home to some of the most famous works from the ancient world, and ‘the most famous work from ancient Mesopotamia dates to the old Babylonian era- the monument known as the Codex of Hammurabi’[footnoteRef:1]. The Codex of Hammurabi, better known as Hammurabi’s Law Code, is partnered with a significant sculpture that tops the monument portraying the ‘God Ṧamaṧ who was the God of Law in Babylonia whose children were called Justice and Right’. This can be seen as significant as elsewhere Hammurabi refers to himself as the darling of Ṧamaṧ.[footnoteRef:2] The monument today can be seen in the Louvre in Paris, France. The black basalt monolithic pillar which makes up Hammurabi’s Law Code measures two and a quarter meters tall and seventy centimetres wide and can be seen to be socially and historically significant to the study of Ancient Mesopotamia[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  Bahrani. Z. ‘Mesopotamia: Ancient Art and Architecture’ (Thames & Hudson Ltd, London 2017) Page 179]  [2:  Cook. A. S ‘The Laws of Moses and The code of Hammurabi’ (Cosimo Classics, New York 2010) Page 6]  [3:  Slanski. E. K. ‘The Law of Hammurabi and Its Audience’ (Yale Journal of Law and Humanities: Vol 24, Article 3) Page 5/6. Available at URL: http://digitalcommons.law.yale.edu/yjlh/vol24/iss1/3 ] 

The Codex of Hammurabi was discovered on an excavation, led by a French expedition team headed ‘by M. de Morgan at the great mound known as the Acropolis of Susa, between December 1901 and January 1902’[footnoteRef:4] although it was not discovered in Babylonia were it was erected but in Susa, the capital city of Elam, a rival power to the east[footnoteRef:5]. It is believed that in the twelfth century, an ‘Elamite raiding party plundered several cities in northern Babylonia, and the Elamite king carried home and erected in his god’s temple Hammurabi’s stele’[footnoteRef:6]. However originally, the stele would have been displayed in Babylon; Hammurabi’s place of birth, where he most likely erected a temple to the god Ṧamaṧ, the god in which Hammurabi’s stele is dedicated to. Although it can’t be stated for absolute certainty where the stele was erected in the temple and who had access to it: from studying ancient Mesopotamia we can suggest looking at the fact that ancient writing systems such as cuneiform began in Mesopotamia in the 4th millennium it can be suggested that the stele was publically displayed in the temple so that every individual could reference the laws in times of need.  [4:  Cook. A. S ‘The Laws of Moses and The code of Hammurabi’ (Cosimo Classics, New York 2010) Page 4]  [5:  Slanski. E. K. ‘The Law of Hammurabi and Its Audience’ (Yale Journal of Law and Humanities: Vol 24, Article 3) Page 6. Available at URL: http://digitalcommons.law.yale.edu/yjlh/vol24/iss1/3]  [6:  Slanski. E. K. ‘The Law of Hammurabi and Its Audience’ (Yale Journal of Law and Humanities: Vol 24, Article 3) Page 6. Available at URL: http://digitalcommons.law.yale.edu/yjlh/vol24/iss1/3] 

Hammurabi’s Law Code is not only significant because it is remarkably well preserved but it also can be dated absolutely to around 2250 B.C.E [footnoteRef:7]. Therefore, this can answer one of the main queries surrounding this document, did Hammurabi himself write these laws. Although this question cannot be answered with absolute certainty, using the dating of Hammurabi’s reign which began in 1792 B.C.E and the dating of the monument which was 2250 B.C.E it can be suggested that although Hammurabi himself did not write this document, it was erected to honour the way in which he ruled the people of Babylonia to be law abiding citizens. Due to increased trade and foreign relations, ‘Babylonians seem to be the first people to develop an extensive legal system’.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Kent. F. C ‘The Recently Discovered Civil Code of Hammurabi’ (The Biblical World, Vol 21 No.3, The University of Chicago Press) Page 176. Available at URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/3141207.pdf ]  [8:  Kent. F. C ‘The Recently Discovered Civil Code of Hammurabi’ (The Biblical World, Vol 21 No.3, The University of Chicago Press) Page 177. Available at URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/3141207.pdf] 

Hammurabi himself can be stated to have been a great ruler of Babylonia, ‘when he came into power in 1792 BCE, the land of Babylonia had seen two centuries of war and turmoil’[footnoteRef:9]. However ‘it was Hammurabi often referred to in texts as ‘the man of Babylon’ who unified the region after a string of brief but successful military campaigns’[footnoteRef:10]. Hammurabi himself can be described as a just and law worthy ruler of Babylonia, It can be suggested that ‘the stele was publicised to its audience standards of justice while simultaneously preserving an enduring record of Hammurabi’s commitment to just ways of the land’[footnoteRef:11]. [9:  Bahrani. Z. ‘Mesopotamia: Ancient Art and Architecture’ (Thames & Hudson Ltd, London 2017) Page 177]  [10:  Bahrani. Z. ‘Mesopotamia: Ancient Art and Architecture’ (Thames & Hudson Ltd, London 2017) Page 177]  [11:  Slanski. E. K. ‘The Law of Hammurabi and Its Audience’ (Yale Journal of Law and Humanities: Vol 24, Article 3) Page 1. Available at URL: http://digitalcommons.law.yale.edu/yjlh/vol24/iss1/3] 

Hammurabi’s Law Code in translation is made up of three hundred case studies which show ‘extensive examples of legal decisions’[footnoteRef:12] or legal guidelines on what to do if certain situations arise, rather than what we today would consider laws or a list of rules. Moreover, looking at the specific extract of Hammurabi’s Law Code (laws 137- 152) we can clearly state that these sections of law surround topics such as household practice, marriage contracts, divorce, women and children. Further examination of these laws show women to be of less sociological importance than men, as ‘In Old Babylonian times a male line of decent was a principal ingredient in society, to have a son and heir was of great importance’[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Bahrani. Z. ‘Mesopotamia: Ancient Art and Architecture’ (Thames & Hudson Ltd, London 2017) Page 177]  [13:  Postgate. J. N. ‘Early Mesopotamia: Society and Economy at the Dawn of History’ (Routledge, London 1992) Page 92 ] 

In ancient Mesopotamian society women were seen in many aspects as property to be bought or sold rather than equal to men of the same social class. For instance, looking at laws 146 and 147, if a man take a wife and she give a maid servant to her husband, and that maid servant not borne children, her mistress may sell her for money.[footnoteRef:14] Moreover, it can be suggested that women in Ancient Mesopotamia were treated more equally than in many recent societies, however it can be stated that in many of these cases women did not receive full equality under Hammurabi’s Law Code. [footnoteRef:15] For example, ‘if a man take a wife and she do not present him with children and he set his face to take a concubine, that man may take a concubine and take her into his house. That concubine shall not rank with his wife.’  [footnoteRef:16]. This suggests that although women are seen as a lesser social class to men in society, when a man takes a woman to be his wife, only in certain circumstances would any other women outrank her in her own household.  [14:  Laws 146 and 147 		]  [15:  Postgate. J. N. ‘Early Mesopotamia: Society and Economy at the Dawn of History’ (Routledge, London 1992) Page 105]  [16:  Laws 145] 

In ancient Mesopotamia it can be suggested women were treated more equally, as they did have certain rights that women in many other societies did not. According to Hammurabi’s Law Code, ‘marriages were monogamous with three simple expectations, if the wife became ill with disease, if the women could not bear children or the wife tried to obtain a divorce through public scandal’[footnoteRef:17]. In many of Hammurabi’s laws, men who take women to be their wives must look after them even after divorce, if that women had given him children.   [17:  Tetlow. M. E. ‘Women, Crime and Punishment in Ancient Law and Society: Volume 1, The Ancient Near East’ (Bloomsbury Publishing, New York 2004) Page 56] 

‘if a man set his face to put away a woman has borne him children, or a wife who has presented him with children, he shall return to that woman her dowry and shall give to her the income of field, garden and goods and she shall bring up her children; from the time that her children are grown up, from whatever is given to her children they shall give to her a portion corresponding to that of a son, the man of her choice may marry her’[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Law 137		] 

This law suggests that although the husband no longer wants the woman to be his wife he has the responsibility to provide for her and her children, he must also return to her, her dowry which she came to his house with. Furthermore, another law that suggests that even if a husband does no longer want his wife, he must still take care of her ‘if a man take a wife and she becomes afflicted with disease and if he set his face to take another he may. His wife, he shall not put away she shall remain in the house and he shall maintain her as long as she lives.’ [footnoteRef:19] [19:  Law 148] 

Women in Ancient Mesopotamia can be stated to have many roles within society, the primary role of a women was to bear children for her husband, if she could not give her husband children she may provide a slave woman to her husband.’[footnoteRef:20] Another primary role that was given to women within society was to take care of her children, be respectful to her husband and to see to the upkeep of her household, and if a women was to disregard these laws ‘if she have not been a careful mistress, have gadded about, have neglected her house, and have belittled her husband, they shall throw that women into the water’.[footnoteRef:21] This suggests that although women in Mesopotamia do play an important role in contributing to society, women are also disposable and replaceable.  [20:  Tetlow. M. E. ‘Women, Crime and Punishment in Ancient Law and Society: Volume 1, The Ancient Near East’ (Bloomsbury Publishing, New York 2004) Page 56]  [21:  Law 143] 

Within Hammurabi’s Law Code women do in certain aspects have rights and responsibilities that are their own, however within laws 141 and 142 regarding divorce, a man must only say ‘I have put her away’[footnoteRef:22] and he may divorce his wife. However, if a woman says ‘thou shall not have me’[footnoteRef:23] an investigation will begin, only then ‘if her husband has been belittling her she will receive her dowry and shall go to her father’s house’[footnoteRef:24]. When looking at life for women in Mesopotamia with regard to Hammurabi’s Law Code as a whole we can confirm that although woman receive more equality than many other societies in modern day. However, looking at this extract from Hammurabi’s Law Code, significant evidence can be seen to suggest that women were socially less important than men and furthermore are replaceable and disposable, if and when the men or husband see fit.  [22:  Law 141]  [23:  Law 142]  [24:  Law 142] 

In modern day antiquity Hammurabi’s Law Code, is suggested to be one of the most famous objects from ancient Mesopotamia although it is not the oldest law code. The Code of Ur-Nammu was the first complete law code in the world, Ur-Nammu was the first king of the third dynasty of Ur in Sumer. The code is made up of 40 paragraphs that state ‘a crime and the relevant punishment that would be administered by the state through the will of the gods.’[footnoteRef:25] This can suggest that although the laws within Hammurabi’s Law Code are original in writing, that the inspiration for his law code could have been taken from previous work in Ancient Mesopotamia.  [25:  Mark. J. J ‘Ur-Nammu’, Ancient History Encyclopaedia, June 2014 (available at www.ancient.eu/Ur-Nammu/) [accessed on 14/11/17] ] 

In conclusion, this extract of Hammurabi’s Law code can tell us many things about life as a whole in ancient Mesopotamia, it can provide insight into the life of women and the social structure of society. Women as a whole social class were treated poorly compared to those of men, however within the civilisations surrounding Mesopotamia at this time the women were cared for and provided for by their husbands. Looking at the document as a whole it can provide relevant insight into political and economic history of Ancient Mesopotamia, nonetheless looking at this specific extract gives us a mostly social view of the ancient world. It however can be used as a reliable historical source when constructing a history of Ancient Mesopotamia. 
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