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The Lawgiver

His son had disappeared without a trace and the 
man thought that he was dead. But eight years 
later, the man heard a rumor that his son was 
not dead. He was a slave for a wealthy landowner.

The father traveled to the area where his boy 
was enslaved. The landowner admitted that he 
had the boy. But he refused to return the boy to 
the father so he could go back home. The father 
was not rich like the landowner. He did not have 
any power. There was only one person who could 
help him: Hammurabi*, the king of Babylon.

 Most ancient kings spent their time fighting 
wars and trying to expand the territory of their 
kingdoms. King Hammurabi did fight wars and 
expanded his kingdom, but he also made time 
for his people. After hearing the father’s sad 
story, Hammurabi ordered the landowner to 
return the boy to his father. Then he went further. 
He ordered the landowner to be arrested and 
tried. It did not matter that the landowner was 
rich. He had broken the law. 

Laws and rules affect everyone. Your school 
probably doesn’t let you chew gum in class. Your 
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parents might make you do your homework before allowing you to 
watch TV. If you play soccer, there are certain things that you can’t 
do during the game, such as touching the ball with your hands. 
These are all examples of rules.

Outside of your school, your home, and your sports, there are 
many other rules. Drivers are not allowed to go over 25 miles per 
hour on some streets. Shoppers cannot take something from a store 
without paying for it. Employers can’t refuse to hire a person because 
of the color of that person’s skin. These rules are called laws.

Although Hammurabi was a king who ruled thousands of years 
ago, even the rich and powerful were expected to obey the law in 
his kingdom. A clay tablet had the message, “I am Hammurabi, the 
king of justice.”1

Hammurabi created a set of laws called the Code of Hammurabi. 
Today, many of them seem odd or unfamiliar. Yet some of the ways 
in which laws are enforced now are connected to Hammurabi.

In the United States, voters elect the men and women who create 
new laws. These laws are written down and they usually apply to 
everyone. It was not always like this. For thousands of years, people 
did not have written laws, because a system of writing had not yet 
been created.

Early people lived together in small groups. They ate whatever 
they could kill or find in their environment. This was called hunting 
and gathering, and it was how they survived. Men usually hunted. 
Women gathered berries, seeds, and wild plants. They made their 
own tools and clothing. This way of life was not easy, and early 
people often went hungry.2 

These early people were called nomads. They could not stay in 
any one place for very long since they always had to hunt for new 
game and find new areas for gathering food that hadn’t already been 
picked over. Until around 9000 BCE, nearly every person on earth 
lived this way. Then it changed.
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Great civilizations were born in humble farms, like those 
pictured in this illustration of Mesopotamia where animals 
provided both food and labor.

No one knows exactly when or why people became farmers. 
Perhaps the nomads noticed that the seeds they had dropped were 
beginning to sprout. Eventually they planted those seeds. They also 
began raising animals instead of just hunting them. That meant they 
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would stay in once place. Their days of hunting and gathering were 
over.

Many of the first farms lay in what is called the Fertile Crescent. 
This crescent-shaped region in the Middle East stretches from 
alongside the Nile River in Egypt to the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers 
in modern-day Iraq. Surrounded by desert, those rivers enriched 
the soil while providing a steady supply of water.

Farms changed the way people lived. After a nomad woman had 
a baby, she avoided raising another child until the first baby could 
walk. Permanent homes made it easier to raise more children. On a 
farm, young children who today would be in kindergarten worked 
alongside their parents in the fields.3

As more people settled in the Fertile Crescent, they established 
villages. As a result, more food had to be produced to take care of 
the growing population. Protecting the new settlements’ farms and 
pastures was a matter of life and death. So villagers built walls and 
formed armies. 

Village life allowed people to do other things besides farming. 
Some of them worked with metal, making tools and weapons. Others 
traded with people outside the village, bringing in different types of 
goods. There were also priests and priestesses, artists and storytellers. 

Around this time, crude writing that used pictures instead of 
words came into being. Today signs with pictures meaning 
“bathroom,” “walk/don’t walk,” and “hospital” are understood by 
people who speak different languages.4

Villages became cities and the very first ones were in Mesopotamia, 
which means “the land between the rivers.” Mesopotamia stretched 
hundreds of miles along the Tigris and the Euphrates Rivers. Located 
in present-day Jordan, Syria, and Iraq, it is bordered by Turkey to 
the northwest, the Persian Gulf to the southeast, and Iran to the 
east. It became known as the “cradle of civilization.”

Starting about 4000 BCE, people known as the Sumerians 
developed cities along the southern edge of Mesopotamia. They built 
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Today the Middle East is often viewed as a region of conflict, 
but over 10,000 years ago it was the site of the Fertile Crescent, 
where the first farms led to flourishing civilizations.
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