Women in the time of Hammurabi



	The Code of Hammurabi is a comprehensive text outlining the laws of Babylonian society during the reign of Hammurabi in 1792-1750 BC. This law code was found on a stele in Susa in 1902.[footnoteRef:1] While the code contains a multitude of laws designed to keep physicians in check, it also maintains order for individual relationships in society and within a household. Amongst this code is a list of laws concerning a woman’s role in her home and a man’s rights over her. Ultimately, they explain that a wife’s role is to be dutiful and childbearing for her husband, or it is his legal right to do away with her. It is implied that a woman’s life is broken down into parts: her life before her husband, her life with her husband, and, at times, her life after her husband. In this paper I am going to analyse the significance of this text and how it can provide for us a solid social explanation for life in this time, and how a woman could influence daily life in society.  [1:  Renger 2006] 

	The emergence of feminist archaeologists has been incredibly instrumental in the study of the lives of women in various societies around the world. In the case of Babylon and Mesopotamia, there have been great finds such as motifs on seals demonstrating different aspects of daily life.[footnoteRef:2] By analysing these seals, we can discover that women were the vast majority of workers in the field of large production of textiles, a field which would have grown rapidly and potentially placed a strain on the limited work force. It is unknown whether women worked on this craft within the home.[footnoteRef:3] However, it could be concluded that this was part of the maid-service a wife provided if she had belittled her husband as outlined in law 141 of the Code of Hammurabi: “She shall remain as servant in her husband’s house” (King 2008). A woman’s work both within and outside of her household may have helped to shape the social and economic development in her culture. Without the work of women, the textile industry would have been a great deal smaller and less established and other social connections and daily routines would have been much more skewed in regards to the responsibilities and relationships of the occupants of a society.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Pollock 1999: 96-97]  [3:  Pollock 1999: 104]  [4:  Matthews 2003: 25] 

	The work of archaeologists has also been to conclude whether the majority of a woman’s time would be within the walls of her home. Not only this, but it would seem that her place within the home would remain contingent on how doting she was toward her husband, and how generous he was toward her in return. Many merchant’s wives would act as the face and council for his “business,” demonstrating a kind of power equality in certain aspects of the marriage. Due to a woman’s work both with her husband and on her own in textile production, she would be allowed her own income and financial autonomy.[footnoteRef:5] Amongst the most autonomous with their prospects were the naditu priests, who were primarily royal or upper class. Hammurabi’s own sister was a naditu priest.[footnoteRef:6] The naditu were given substantial dowries with which they were allowed to handle as they deemed fit. Many would become land owners or invest in businesses in the city. They did not marry or engage in any sexual activity throughout their lives, and thus were able to be the sole decision maker and distributer of their wealth. As the naditu approached old age toward the end of their life, they would either return their wealth and property to their father’s home, or to an adopted daughter of sorts who would then act as a successor to her naditu priesthood.[footnoteRef:7] Their activity within society and their ability to engage with businesses would have greatly aided the economic and social growth of her society. By the very nature of women investing in small or large businesses, they would have been seen as a significant and independent figure capable of thought free from the intrusion or influence of men. Through this exposure, it is not impossible to think that this could have helped to inspire faith in the free-thinking abilities of other women in society who were not necessarily privileged enough to be born into a royal or upper class family.  [5:  Leick 2001: 202]  [6:  Tetlow 2005: 80]  [7:  Leick 2001: 178-179] 

	By being able to correlate the discussion of women in the Code of Hammurabi to the economic importance of production and investing, we must then be able to correlate the mere lasting nature of the code to the social importance of the content itself. The creation, organization, and survival of this stele is not a lucky happenstance. The fact that this stele was able to physically survive for some 3,767 years is miraculous. However what could be even more impressive is that this governing text was still used as legislative enforcement more than 100 years after Hammurabi’s death.[footnoteRef:8] This means that it was not Hammurabi himself that would necessarily oversee his code being followed, but that it was the people who continued to see credence in the laws long after his death. Whether this was the direct belief of the people of Mesopotamia, or a legacy of the belief of the rulers thereafter can only be speculated. The historical reliability of this code is, in my opinion, significant. There is further archaeological evidence such as merchants’ tablets, seals, and economic records that correlate with the permissible activities and behaviours as stated in the code. This leads to the belief that these laws were in fact abided by.  [8:  Bottéro 1992: 160] 

	In contrast, the very acceptance of the stele being called a “code” can be contested. Bottéro (1992) offers an interesting perspective on what we can learn from the shortcomings of the text. If the Code of Hammurabi was used absolutely as a law code for Mesopotamia during his rule, who was directly enforcing these laws? Why then does the law code not cover every aspect of life and possible repercussions of a broken law? We may be able to give the benefit of the doubt and say that this is simply because society was not yet evolved enough to represent each aspect of a complex dynamic of citizens in a lawful way.[footnoteRef:9] Certain aspects could also be seen as a less wordy method of including each variation of citizen, such as the way we say “mankind” as an all conclusive reference to men, women, and children of either sex. We can then draw the conclusion that this may have been seen also as a moral guideline, with included punishments, more so than the sole official law system. The introduction of the code could potentially serve as evidence that this may be the case. In Hammurabi’s own words, “…to bring about the rule of righteousness in the land, to destroy the wicked… so that the strong should not harm the weak…” (King 2008). It would seem as though he was more trying to create a moral society than a hugely lawful society, at least in this aspect.  [9:  Bottéro 1992: 161-162] 

	Even more significant as a reliable historical source is the perspective that this is merely a collection of rules commonly known to be true, and was more of a documentation rather than a strict law code.[footnoteRef:10] Various statements in the code can be used to support this claim. Lesser offenses such as accidentally overflowing a fellow man’s crops with water and being expected to pay him the debt for the losses. Further to this, if a man owes a debt but is unable to pay due to a low harvest because of weather or drought, his debt is cleared and he need not pay rent for that year.[footnoteRef:11] This appears to confirm the idea that a man who is not wicked will not be punished for a situation that is out of his control. This would have encouraged citizens to be honest, honourable, and moral, rather than people who are only afraid of the law. [10:  Liverani 2014: 247]  [11:  King 2008] 

	It can be said that the Code of Hammurabi merely stood as a set of laws used to boastfully rule over the people of Mesopotamia in the 18th century BC. However, this would be a vast understatement and insulting to the nature of the conclusions we can draw from these texts. By studying the role of women in this time period, we are able to reconstruct a view of this ancient world in a wide array of social, economic, and ethic perspectives. By creating a moral society invented to award honestly and vilify evil, Hammurabi was able to create for himself a legacy literally written in stone that would continue to aid its citizens for years after his death. We can learn that while women had a long way to go in terms of independence, they were not without their freedoms and free thinking that surely would have shaped the society they lived in. 
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