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Hammurabi 
 
Introduction 

(ruled 1792?–1750? B.C.). In a small room in the Louvre 
museum in Paris, France, stands a black diorite stela, or 
column. On it is inscribed in Akkadian, a Semitic language, 
the Code of Hammurabi. This collection of laws has been 
ascribed to the reign of Hammurabi, the sixth and best-known 
king of Babylon’s First Dynasty. 
 
Life 

The dates of Hammurabi’s life and reign are uncertain. 
It is believed that he succeeded his father, Sinmuballit, in 1792 
B.C., when Babylon was but the center of a small city-state 
about 50 miles (80 kilometers) in radius. Knowledge of the 
events of his life is derived from historical and building inscriptions, the prologue to 
his laws, his correspondence, and other materials. The length of his reign is 
established by what are called date formulas—the naming of years for significant 
accomplishments or acts of the king. 
 

The area over which Hammurabi ruled is Iraq today. Formerly it was 
Mesopotamia, the land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. He is credited with 
uniting most of this area under one extensive empire for the first time since Sargon 
of Akkad did so in about 2300 B.C. To do this, Hammurabi waged several military 
campaigns. The purpose of most of his operations was to gain control of the Tigris 
and Euphrates waters, on which agricultural productivity depended. Some 
campaigns were over control of trade routes or access to mines in Iran. 
 

The king began his military campaigns in 1787 by conquering the cities of 
Uruk and Isin to the south. He then turned his attention to the northwest and east. 
The power of Assyria prevented him from achieving any significant results, and for 
20 years no major warlike activity was reported. He used the time to fortify cities 
on his northern borders. 
 

The last 14 years of Hammurabi’s reign were overshadowed by war. In 1763 
he fought against a coalition east of the Tigris that threatened to block access to 
metal-producing areas in Iran. The same year he conquered the city of Larsa, which 
enabled him to take over the older Sumerian cities in the south. He followed this 
victory with the conquest of Mari, 250 miles (400 kilometers) upstream on the 

Figure 1: A scene carved in 
stone shows Hammurabi 
standing before a god. 
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Euphrates. During his last two years the king concentrated on building defense 
fortifications. By this time, he was a sick man, and the government was in the hands 
of his son, Samsuiluna. 
 

Hammurabi effected great changes in all spheres of life, mostly from the 
transformation of a small city-state into a large empire. Most of his rule was given to 
the establishment of law and order, religious buildings, irrigation projects, and 
defense works. He personally oversaw the administration of government. In doing 
so he failed to create a permanent bureaucratic system. This failure was a primary 
reason for the rapid deterioration of his empire after his death. Hammurabi’s 
accomplishments are believed by historians to be exaggerated. This is partly because 
of the fame he gained when his law code was discovered. His lasting achievement 
was to shift the main theater of Mesopotamian history northward, where it 
remained for 1,000 years. 
 
The Laws 

The Code of Hammurabi is the most complete 
remnant of Babylonian law. The background to the code is 
the body of Sumerian law under which city-states had lived 
for centuries. The code itself was advanced far beyond 
ancient tribal customs. The stela on which the code is 
inscribed originally stood in Babylon’s temple of Marduk, the 
national god. It was discovered at the site of ancient Susa in 
1901 by the French archaeologist Jean-Vincent Scheil. He 
presented it to the Louvre. 
 

The code consists of 282 case laws, or judicial 
decisions, collected toward the end of Hammurabi’s reign. 
The decisions deal with such matters as family, marriage, and 
divorce; tariffs; trade and commerce; prices; and criminal and 
civil law. From the code it is evident that there were distinct 
social classes, each of which had its rights and obligations. 
The right of private property was recognized, though most of 
the land was in the hands of the royal house. Ownership of 
land brought with it the duty to provide men for the army 
and public works. 

 
Families were dominated by fathers. Marriages were arranged by parents, and 

control of the children by the father was unlimited until marriage. Adoption was 
common, either to ensure continuance of a family line or to perpetuate a business. 

Figure 2: The Code of 
Hammurabi, the most 
complete collection of 
Babylonian laws, is inscribed 
on a stone slab. The code 
derives from the 18th century 
B.C.. The stone slab is now in the 
Louvre Museum in Paris, 
France. 
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In criminal law the ruling principle for punishment was the ancient lex 

talionis, or law of retaliation. Penalties were calculated according to the nature of 
the offense. Capital punishment was common, and the various means of execution 
were prescribed, depending on the nature of the crime. Neither imprisonment nor 
forced labor is mentioned in the code. Unintended manslaughter was punished by a 
fine. Willful murder was not mentioned. Carelessness and neglect in the 
performance of work was severely punished. In general, the penalties prescribed 
were an improvement over the brutality of previous Assyrian law. 
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