Hammurabi may have been the first ruler in history
to understand that power need not be based on force.
He recognized that military intelligence, diplomacy, and
strategic planning might accomplish what his small army
could not. For Hammurabi used writing itself as a weapon.
He did not try to confront his mightier neighbors directly.
Rather, through letters and embassies, double-dealing and
cunning, he induced his stronger counterparts to fight each
other. While other Amorite kings exhausted their resources
in costly wars, Hammurabi fanned their mutual hatred and
skillfully portrayed himself as a friend and ally to all sides.
Meanwhile, he quietly strengthened his kingdom, built up
his army, and, when the time was right, fell on his depleted
neighbors. By such policies, he transformed his small state
into what historians call the Old Babylonian Empire.

Under Hammurabi’s rule, Mesopotamia achieved an
unprecedented degree of political integration. Ultimately,
his empire stretched from the Persian Gulf into Assyria. To
help unify these territories, Hammurabi introduced another
innovation, promoting the worship of the little-known
patron god of Babylon, Marduk, and making him the ruler-
god of his entire empire. Although he also paid homage to
the ancient gods of Sumer and Akkad, Hammurabi made it
clear that all his subjects now owed allegiance to Marduk.

The idea that political power derives from divine
approval was nothing new, but Hammurabi’s genius was to
use Marduk’s supremacy over all other gods to legitimate
his own claim to rule in Marduk’s name, because he was
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THE ZIGGURAT OF UR. Built around 2100 B.CEE,, this great temple
is the best-preserved structure of its kind. It is located at Nasiriyah, in
what is now Iraq. Archaeological research (see diagram) reveals that
its central shrine, the most sacred part of the temple, was reached by
climbing four sets of stairs and passing through a massive portal.

king of Marduk’s home city. Hammurabi thus became the
first known ruler to launch wars of aggression justified in
the name of his primary god. This set a precedent for colo-
nial expansion that would become a characteristic feature
of Near Eastern politics, as we will see in Chapter 2, and
that lies behind nearly all imperial ventures down to the
present day.

Yet Hammurabi did not rely solely on religion to bind
his empire together. Building on the precedents of past rul-
ers, he also issued a collection of laws, copies of which were
inscribed on stone and set up in public places throughout his
realm. The example that survives (see page 19) is an eight-
foot-tall stele (STEH-leh) made of gleaming black basalt,
originally erected in a central marketplace. The upper por-
tion shows Hammurabi consulting with the god of justice.
The phallic form on which the laws were inscribed would
have been immediately recognizable as a potent symbol
of Hammurabi’s authority, obvious even to those who
could not read the laws themselves. (It still makes a strong
impression on visitors to the Louvre museum in Paris.)

It is impossible to overemphasize the importance of
Hammurabi’s decision to become a lawgiver. By collecting
and codifying legal precedents, like those of Shulgi,
Hammurabi declared himself to be (as he stated in the code’s
preamble) “the shepherd of the people, the capable king"—
not a lugal ruling through fear and caprice. This set a new
standard of kingship, and expressed a new vision of empire
as a union of peoples subject to the same laws.

Law and Society under Hammurabi

The Code of Hammurabi reveals a great deal about
the structure and values of Babylonian society. Its 282
pronouncements begin with legislation against false
testimony (fraud or lying under oath) and theft; followed by
Jaws regulating business deals; laws regulating the use of
public resources, especially water; laws relating to taverns
and brothels, many of which appear to have been run
by women; laws relating to debt and slavery; many laws
dealing with marriage, inheritance, divorce, and widows’
rights; and finally laws punishing murder, violent assault,
and even medical malpractice. What emerges is a fasci-
nating picture of a complex urban culture that required
more formal legislation than the accumulated customs of
previous generations.

The division among classes in Babylonian society
was marked. As Hammurabi’s code indicates, an offense
committed angeman carried a far more severe
penalty than the same crime committed against a social
equal, or against 2 dependent or slave; nobles were also
punished more severely than were COmMMmONErs for crimes
they committed against other nobles. Hammurabi’s code
also provides evidence as to the status of women in
Babylonian society, and shows that they enjoyed certain
important protections under the law, including the right
to divorce abusive or indigent husbands. 1f a husband di-

" Vorced a wife “without cause,” he was obliged to provide

financial support for her and their children. However, a
wife who went around the city defaming her spouse was
subject to severe punishment, and she would risk death
(as would her lover) if she were caught in adultery. The
sexual promiscuity of husbands, by contrast, was pro-
tected under the law.

Hammurabi died around 1750 B.CE, but his adminis-
trative efforts created a durable state in Mesopotamia. For
another two centuries, the Old Babylonian Empire played
a significant role in the Near East, until invaders from
the north sacked the capital and occupied it. But even for
another thousand years thereafter, Babylon remained the
Tegion’s most famous city.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF
CIVILIZATION IN EGYPT

At about the same time that Sumerian civilization was
transforming Mesopotamia, another civilization was tak-
ing shape in a very different part of the world and in very

different ways. Unlike the Sumerians, the Egyptians did
not have to wrest survival from a hostile and unpredictable
environment. Instead, their land was renewed every year
by the flooding of the Nile River. The fertile black soil left
behind every summer made theirs the richest agricultural
region in the entire Mediterranean world.

The distinctiveness of Egyptian civilization rests on
this fundamental ecological fact. It also explains why an-
cient Egypt was a narrow, elongated kingdom, running
along the Nile north from the First Cataract toward the
Mediterranean Sea for a distance of more than 600 miles
(1,100 km). Outside this narrow band of territory—which
ranged from a few hundred yards to no more than 14 miles
(23 km)—lay uninhabitable desert. This contrast, between
the fertile Black Land along the Nile and the dessicated Red
Land beyond, deeply influenced the Egyptian worldview,
in which the Nile itself was the center of the cosmos and the
lands beyond were hostile.

Ancient Egyptian civilization enjoyed a remarkable
continuity. Its roots date back to (at least) 5000 B.C.E.
From about 3000 B.c.E., the defining element of this civi-
lization would be the pervasive influence of a powerful,
centralized, bureaucratic state headed by pharaohs who
were regarded as living gods. No other civilization in
world history has ever been governed so steadily, for so
long, as ancient Egypt.

For convenience, historians have traditionally divided
ancient Egyptian history into distinctive “kingdoms”
and “periods.” Following ancient Egyptian chroniclers,
modern historians have also tended to portray these
Old, Middle, and New Kingdoms as characterized by
unity and prosperity, punctuated by chaotic inter-
ludes when central authority broke down: the so-called
Intermediate Periods. Like all attempts at periodization,
however, these divisions do not capture the complexities
of human experience or even the real pace of historical
development.

Predynastic Egypt,
c. 10,000-3100 B.C.E.

The phrase Predynastic Egypt refers to the period before the
emergence of the pharaohs and their royal dynasties—an era
for which archaeological evidence is difficult to find and
interpret. The first-known permanent settlement in Egypt,
situated at the southwestern edge of the Nile Delta (near the
modern town of Merimde Beni Salama) dates to approxi-
mately 4750 B.C.E. It was a farming community that may have
numbered as many as 16,000 residents, and this number
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The Code of Hammurabi

The laws of Hammurabi, published on the authority of this powerful king and set up in central places throughout the Old

Babylonian Empire, were influenced both by the needs of an ur

ban society and by older ideas of justice and punishment

common among Semitic peoples. In its entirety, the code comprises 282 laws, beginning and ending with statements of

Hammurabi’s devotion to the gods, his peace-keeping mission, an

‘are numbered so as to show the order in which t

hen the god Marduk
commanded me to pro-
vide just ways for the
\ people of the land in
iics order to attain appro-
priate behavior, | established truth and
justice as the declaration of the land.
| enhanced the well-being of the people.

* k *

1.1f .a man accuses another man and

" charges him with homicide but cannot

" bring proof against him, his accuser
shall be killed.

2.1f a man charges another man with
practicing witchcraft but cannot bring
proof against him, he who is charged
with witchcraft shall go to the divine
River Ordeal, he shall indeed submit to
the divine River Ordeal; if the divine
River Ordeal should overwhelm him,
his accuser shall take full legal posses-
sion of his estate; if the divine River
Ordeal should clear that man and
should he survive, he who made the
charge of witchcraft against him shall
be killed; he who submitted to the di-
vine River Ordeal shall take full legal
possession of his accuser’s estate.

If a man comes forward to give false
testimony in a case but cannot bring
evidence for his accusation, if that case
involves a capital offense, that man
shall be killed.

* k %
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6. If a man steals valuables belonging to

the god or to the palace, that man shall
be killed, and also he who received the
stolen goods from him shall be killed.

7. If a man should purchase silver, gold, a

slave, a slave woman, an ox, a sheep, a
donkey, or anything else whatsoever,

from a son of aman or from a slave of a

man without witnesses or a contract—
or if he accepfs‘the goods for safe-
keeping—that ran is a thief, he shall
be killed.

8. If a man steals an ox, a sheep, a donkey,

a pig, or a boat—if it belongs either
to the god or to the palace, he shall
give thirtyfold; if it belongs to a com-
moner, he shall replace it tenfold; if
the thief does not have anything to
give, he shall be killed.

* % %

15. If a man should enable a palace slave,

a palace slave woman, a commoner’s
slave, or a commoner’s slave woman
to leave through the main city-gate,
he shall be killed.

* k %

53.1f a man neglects to reinforce the

embankment of the irrigation canal
of his field and then a breach opens
and allows the water to carry away
the common irrigated area, the man
in whose embankment the breach
opened shall replace the grain whose
loss he caused.

* k %

d his sense of his duties as king. The following excerpts
hese provisions appear on the stele that publicizes them.

104. If a merchant gives a trading agent

grain, wool, oil, or any other com-
modity for local transactions, the
trading agent shall collect a sealed
receipt for each payment in silver
that he gives to the merchant.

* % %

128. If a man marries a wife but does not

draw up a formal contract for her,
she is not a wife.

129. If a man’s wife should be seized lying

with another male, they shall bind
them and throw them into the water;
if the wife’s master allows his wife to
live, then the king shall allow his sub-
ject (i.e,, the other male) to live.

* % %

142. If a woman repudiates her husband,

and declares, “You will not have
marital relations with me”—her
circumstances shall be investigated
by the authorities of her city quar-
ter, and if she is circumspect and
without fault, but her husband is
wayward and disparages her greatly,
that woman will not be subject to
any penalty; she shall take her
dowry and she shall depart for her
father’s house.

Source: Martha T. Roth, ed., Law Collections from
Ancient Mesopotamia and Asia Minor (Atlanta,
GA: 1995), pp. 76135 (excerpted).

THE CODE OF HAMMURABI. The laws of

Hammurabi survive on an eight-foot column made

of basalt. The top quarter of the column depicts the
Babylonian king (standing, at left) being vested with

authority by Shamash, the god of justice. Directly

below, one can make out the cuneiform inscriptions

that are the law code’s text. = How would the
physical format of these laws send a powerful
message about Hammurabi’s kingship?

Questions for Analysis

1.Based on these excerpts, what conclu-
sions can you draw about the values of
Old Babylonian society? For example,

what types of crimes are punishable by
death, and why?

2.In what ways does the Code of Ham-
murabi exhibit the influences of the
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urban civilization for which these laws

were issued? What are some charac-
teristics and consequences of urban-
ization? What, for example, do we
learn about economic developments?




