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SELECTIONS FROM THE LAW CODE  
OF HAMMURABI 1750 BC

ENRICHMENT ACTIVITY

HAMMURABI 

Hammurabi (1792–1750 BC) was a king during the first dynasty of Babylon. He developed one of the first 
known legal codes, addressing all aspects of business and economy, as well as civil and criminal laws 
for his people. As seen in the selection below, the laws for punishment called for particularly severe 
retribution for many offenses. The Code of Hammurabi was discovered in remarkably well-preserved 
carvings in 1901 and is now on display in the Louvre Museum in Paris.

Reading focus:
Do you think the laws of the Code of Hammurabi were effective in keeping the peace in Babylon?

The Law Code of Hammurabi 
Laws 1-4, 6, 16 (CA. 1700 B.C.E.)

1. If a man brings an accusation against a man, and charges him with a [capital] crime, but cannot 
prove it, the accuser shall be put to death. 

2. If a man charges a man with sorcery, and cannot prove it, he who is charged with sorcery shall 
go to the river, into the river he shall throw himself and if the river overcome him, his accuser shall 
take to himself his house [estate]. If the river shows that man to be innocent and he come forth 
unharmed, he who charged him with sorcery shall be put to death. He who threw himself into the 
river shall take to himself the house of his accuser. 

3. If a man in a case should bear false witness, or does not establish the truth of the testimony that 
he has given, if it be a capital trial, that man shall be put to death. 

4. If a man gives false testimony for grain or money [as a bribe], he shall himself bear the penalty 
imposed in that case. 

6. If a man steals the property of a god [from a temple] or a palace, that man shall be put to death; 
and he who receives from his hand the stolen property shall also be put to death. 

16. If a man aids a male or female slave of the palace, or a male or female slave of a freeman to 
escape from the city gate, he shall be put to death.

Adapted from R. F. Harper, The Code of Hammurabi King of Babylon, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1904).
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Analysis Questions:

1 Under the Code of Hammurabi,  
what laws were in place to prevent 
theft from temples or palaces? 

2 What did the Code require when 
someone was accused of sorcery?
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Answers: 

1 The person who stole would be put to death, and any  
person who accepted the stolen property would also be  
put to death. 

2 The accused person would jump in the river; if he drowned, 
the accuser would receive the man’s house. If the accused 
person did not drown, he was considered innocent and the 
accuser would be put to death.
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