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UNIT 1, LESSON 2 

THE ROAD TO RIGHTS 
THROUGH THE RULE  
OF LAW  
 
 
I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 
This lesson will help students understand the concept and definition of the rule of law. It will also help 
them develop an understanding of the importance of the rule of law in securing an individual’s political, 
economic, and personal freedoms. Using excerpts from key documents, students will trace the 
development of the rule of law and the protection of these rights over time. 
 
  
G U I D I N G  Q U E S T I O N S  

 
⋅ What is the rule of law? 
⋅ Why is the rule of law important in guaranteeing an individual’s political, economic, and 

personal rights? 
⋅ What rights fall into the categories of political, economic, and personal rights?  
⋅ Looking at key political documents and law codes, how has the rule of law changed over time? 

 
 
O B J E C T I V E S  
 
STUDENTS WILL :  
 

⋅ Understand the meaning of the rule of law. 
⋅ Trace the development of the rule of law from ancient to modern times. 
⋅ Analyze the differences between political, economic, and personal rights. 
⋅ Analyze excerpts of key documents for the political, economic, and personal rights they 

promote. 
 

 
L E N G T H  O F  L E S S O N  
 

⋅ Day 1—60 minutes 
⋅ Day 2—55–60 minutes 
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C U R R I C U L U M  S T A N D A R D S  
 
TEKS 
⋅ WH.20.B “Identify the impact of political and legal ideas contained in the following documents: 

Hammurabi’s code, the Jewish Ten Commandments, Justinian’s Code of Laws, Magna Carta, 
the English Bill of Rights, the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, and the 
Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.” 

⋅ WH.22.A “Summarize the development of rule of law from ancient to modern times.”  
⋅ WH.22.B “Identify the influence of ideas regarding the right to a ‘trial by jury of your peers’ and 

the concepts of ‘innocent until proven guilty’ and ‘equality before the law’ that originated from 
the Judeo-Christian legal tradition and in Greece and Rome.” 

⋅ WH.29C “Explain the differences between primary and secondary sources and examine those 
sources to analyze frame of reference, historical context, and point of view.”  

⋅ WH.29F “Analyze information by sequencing, categorizing, identifying cause-and-effect 
relationships, comparing, contrasting, finding the main idea, summarizing, making 
generalizations and predictions, drawing inferences and conclusions, and developing 
connections between historical events over time.” 

⋅ WH.29G “Construct a thesis on a social studies issue or event supported 
by evidence.” 

 
AP WORLD HISTORY 
⋅ AP. 1.3.III.D “States developed legal codes, including the Code of Hammurabi, which reflected 

existing hierarchies and facilitated the rule of governments over people.” 
⋅ AP.2.2II.A “In order to organize their subjects, the rulers created administrative institutions in 

many regions.” (Examples include centralized governments, elaborate legal systems, and 
bureaucracies) 

⋅ AP.2.2.III.D “Patriarchy continued to shape gender and family relations in all imperial societies of 
this period.” 

 
 

B A C K G R O U N D  
 
Any form of government provides some relief from anarchy, but the form most dangerous to freedom is 
that of a single ruler who governs with no limitations upon his authority and whose will is unpredictable. 
Yet the earliest governments of which there survive records appear to have been of this sort.  
 
The rule of law offers a means of limiting government. Rulers who observe the principles collected under 
the notion of the “rule of law” submit to limits that, at a minimum, relieve their subjects of the oppression 
that results from arbitrary and momentary directives. To rule by laws means codifying, or writing down, 
regulations (laws) that both individuals and governments are expected to follow. Laws are expected to 
apply generally to everyone and to be more durable than edicts delivered moment by moment or 
commands directed against particular individuals.  
 
Beyond this minimum, the rule of law entails other limits upon arbitrariness in the administration of laws. 
Some of these limitations fall under the idea of “due process” in the administration of laws. Some limits 
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apply to the source of laws: laws must be made and enforced by a proper authority. They must be 
publicized. They must not contradict other laws still in effect. There also must be some regular mode of 
determining whether and how a law applies in any given instance.  
 
Law courts presided over by judges offer a forum for arguing cases and for determining justice. Still other 
safeguards may be added such as rules of evidence, uniformity in allotting punishments for violations or 
settlements between contending parties, the right of the accused to confront their accusers, the right to 
remain free until formally charged with having broken a law, impartiality in judges, truthfulness in 
witnesses, exemption from self-incrimination, and so forth.  
 
Adherence to the rule of law imposes requirements on lawmakers. There must be impartiality and careful 
deliberation in the process of making laws, including means of appeal or means of making adjustments 
unanticipated by the law. Laws may not impose penalties for actions undertaken at a time prior to the 
enactment of the law (that is, ex post facto laws are prohibited). Whether affecting the substance of the 
law or its application through due process, the principles gathered under the rule of law seek to bring 
into harmony political authority and equity.  
 
This lesson exhibits several such codes containing regulations upon governmental officers, statements 
regarding rights, and provisions regarding proper procedures in making and applying laws or in trying 
cases. By noting common features and differences among the codes, students can appreciate 
developments over time in the treatment of political, economic, and personal freedoms and in devising 
protections for liberty. As Lesson 1 in this unit explains, individuals exercise freedom in one form as 
citizens participating in the conduct of government (political rights). They also exercise the freedom to 
work, to enter into contracts, and to possess, use, and inherit property (economic rights). In a third 
domain (personal rights), individuals engage in relations other than those determined by political or 
economic considerations. Personal rights encompass a range of civil liberties such as the right to privacy, 
to assemble and demonstrate, and to express one’s opinions freely. All such restraints upon power have 
resulted from expanding conceptions of what rule of law entails.  
 
Students can also deepen their understanding of how—by equipping government with power in some 
respects and limiting its reach in other respects—freedom has been enlarged and secured for more 
people. They should also perceive more clearly how restrictions on the manner in which government 
operates through laws support other limitations having to do with the spheres to which governing should 
be confined, as well as with the distribution of powers among the branches of government. 
 
Students should be encouraged to consider why the earliest codes tend more to place restrictions upon 
the governed than to confer rights. They should also note the scarcity of protections for women (as in the 
Twelve Tables) and for slaves (as in all the ancient codes). They may also want to think about 
explanations for the fact that in earlier eras personal rights receive much greater emphasis than political 
or economic rights (because with the exception of Rome, governments represented in the codes were 
autocratic and unlimited).  
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R E S O U R C E S   
 

⋅ Handout 1, Defining Rights: copies for each student 
⋅ Handout 2, Road to Rights: copies for each group  
⋅ Handout 3, Document Excerpts: copies for each group 
⋅ Three colors of highlighters/markers for each person—pink, yellow, green 
⋅ Links to select images 

⋅ Code of Hammurabi’s Law Code: http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/law-code-
hammurabi-king-babylon 

⋅ Magna Carta: http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured_documents/magna_carta/  
⋅ Continental Congress: http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/jeffdec.html  

⋅ National Archives and Records Administration analysis 
worksheets, http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/  

 
 
N O T E S  T O  T H E  T E A C H E R  
 

⋅ This lesson will take two to three class periods to complete if teaching the rule of law 
thematically.  

⋅ If the course is organized chronologically it is recommended that this lesson be split over two 
historical periods. The natural break between the Ancient and Early Modern periods occurs 
between Justinian’s Law Code and the Magna Carta. 

 
 
P R O C E D U R E   
(times below are suggested) 
 
DAY 1 
 

1. (5 minutes) Warm Up:  Begin the lesson by asking students “Why does a society  
need laws?” 
 

2. (10 minutes) Define the “rule of law” using the information provided in the background, ensuring 
students understand these concepts: 

⋅ How the rule of law developed in contrast to arbitrary and momentary directives 
⋅ How the elements of the rule of law include: 

⋅ Making laws (codification of laws in written codes that follow certain principles 
and which have as their source human nature, God, human nature and God, or 
neither human nature nor God)  

⋅ Ensuring due process in the administration of laws in particular cases 
(independent judiciary, separation of powers, rules of evidence) 

⋅ How the rule of law ensures the ability of individuals to exercise their political, economic, 
and personal rights  
 

http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/law-code-hammurabi-king-babylon
http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/law-code-hammurabi-king-babylon
http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured_documents/magna_carta/
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/jeffdec.html
http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/
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3. (10 minutes) To ensure students understand, ask them to work with a partner to determine how 
they would explain the concept of the “rule of law” to someone who lived in a country where it 
did not exist. Remind them to consider the questions this person might have and to answer them 
in the explanation. Ask several groups to share their response to test understanding. 

 
4. (15 minutes) Continue the direct teach by using the background information provided to explain 

the difference between political, economic, and personal rights. To assess their understanding of 
the differences between these types of rights, pass out the Defining Rights handout to each 
student. Have them work in small groups (2–3 students) to categorize the rights listed as 
political, personal, or economic.  

  
5. (10 minutes) After the groups have completed their analysis, have the students share their 

answers (key below), modifying their lists as necessary. Conclude this part of the lesson by 
asking students which category of rights they think were first protected under the law and the 
reason for their choice. Explain that they will validate their opinion when they look at primary 
documents from various eras of history. 
 

⋅ Political rights: to choose the head of government and other representatives in elections; 
to vote without fear; to participate in free, fair, and regular elections with secret ballots; 
to rely on unbiased counting of the vote; to choose from more than one candidate; to 
join or form a political party; to run for office; to enjoy equal protection of the laws; to 
petition the government; to live under a government in which elected officials determine 
laws and policies; to live under a government that is accountable, open to public 
scrutiny, and free of corruption 

⋅ Economic rights: to acquire, own, use, and inherit property; to exchange goods and 
services in open markets, at home and internationally; to establish or work for a business 
and engage in economic activity free of undue governmental interference and of corrupt 
officials; to have recourse to legal enforcement of contractual obligations; to have 
access to a reliable currency; to choose and change one’s occupation or place of 
employment; to form or join a labor union and engage in collective bargaining; to form, 
join, or invest in a corporate or private professional organization; to enjoy legal 
protection against monopolies and collusion in restraint of free trade and discouraging 
competition 

⋅ Personal rights: to make decisions about one’s private life; privacy; to move and travel 
without restrictions; to enjoy immunity from undue surveillance; to assemble in or 
organize a public demonstration; to form civic groups, interest groups, and other 
associations; to express opinions freely in public and in private, free expression; to have 
access to free and independent media; to exercise religion, worship and think freely in 
public and in private; to receive an education that is free from political indoctrination; to 
marry and establish a family; to experience due process of the law under an 
independent judiciary; to enjoy protection of the rights of all people, including women 
and children under the rule of law 

 
6. (5 minutes) Ask the students to predict how early in world history the idea of the rule of law 

developed. Allow several to share. Explain that in the world’s earliest civilizations, especially in 
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the Fertile Crescent, the idea of the rule of law was beginning. To trace the origin and evolution 
of the rule of law, students will be asked to examine law codes and documents throughout 
history. See the excerpts of the selected documents in the Appendix.  

 
DAY 2 
 
1. Divide the class into large groups and give each group a packet of the Document Excerpts. The 

ideal number of students in the group would be nine, so that each student is responsible for the 
analysis of one document. However, smaller sized groups could also be utilized if the readings 
are divided to give each student approximately the same amount of reading. Background 
information about each of the documents is provided below. 
 

⋅ Law Code of Hammurabi—Written by the Babylonian King Hammurabi in approximately 
1772 BCE, these 282 specific laws served to unify his empire of warring and diverse 
people. The laws were carved in stone and placed on display throughout the empire. 

⋅ Ten Commandments and the Old Testament—The Ten Commandments are believed to 
have been given to Moses in approximately 1450 BCE by the Jewish monotheistic god, 
Yahweh, on Mount Sinai as the Hebrews were fleeing slavery in Egypt to return to their 
promised land. These laws and the Old Testament formed the basis of the civil and 
religious laws of Judaism and, later, Christianity. 

⋅ Twelve Tables—The Twelve Tables were written in approximately 451 BCE, during the 
Roman Republic, by officials to ensure that the patricians (noble class) did not interpret 
the law just to benefit themselves. These laws were carved in stone and set in the Forum 
for all to see. 

⋅ Edicts of Ashoka—The Edicts, compiled as a collection of the writings by the King Ashoka 
of the Mauryan Empire in approximately 269 BCE, were carved on pillars and 
dispersed around the empire. These writings proclaimed the social and moral precepts 
of Buddhism to be practiced throughout Ashoka’s kingdom. 

⋅ Justinian’s Law Code—Byzantine Emperor Justinian had ten legal scholars study over 
400 years of Roman law to create a single, uniform code of laws to govern the empire. 
In approximately 533 CE, four works were published, codifying the laws concerning 
marriage, slavery, property, inheritance, women’s rights, crimes, and others. This law 
code lasted for the next 900 years. 

⋅ Magna Carta—This charter, forcibly signed by King John of England in 1215 when he 
was defeated in battle by the feudal barons, boldly stated that no man was above the 
law, even the king. It also stated that the people were to have a say in their government, 
especially where taxes were concerned. 

⋅ English Bill of Rights—In 1688, English monarchs William and Mary agreed to sign a 
guarantee of the rights of Englishmen in return for being allowed to sit on the throne of 
England. The English refer to this as the Glorious Revolution. 

⋅ Declaration of Independence—Signed by the delegates to the 2nd Continental 
Congress on July 4, 1776, this document proclaimed independence of the American 
colonies from the British king and made bold statements about the role of government in 
protecting the unalienable rights of its citizens. 

⋅ Declaration of Rights of Man—This document, signed by the delegates to the National 
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Assembly in August 27, 1789, during the French Revolution, stated that men are born 
and remain free and equal in their rights such as liberty, property, security, and 
resistance to oppression. 

 
2. (20 minutes) Instruct students to read the document assigned to them and analyze it by 

completing the steps outlined below: 
⋅ What is a unique feature of the law code or document? 
⋅ Who are the “people” whose rights are secured in the document/law code? 
⋅ Were there any safeguards put into place to ensure that this law code was followed? If 

so, what were they? 
⋅ Highlight the examples of the different types of rights (political, economic, and personal) 

you find in the document(s) using three different colors: 
⋅ Political Rights—Pink  
⋅ Economic Rights—Green 
⋅ Personal Rights—Yellow  

⋅ For each right that was highlighted, place a (+) sign next to those that are securing a 
right or a (-) sign next to those that place an obligation or restriction on the individual.  

 
3. (20 minutes) Once students have completed their individual analysis, give them a copy of the 

Road to Rights handout.  Have students work within their large group to complete the handout 
by presenting their analysis of each document (in chronological order) as the other group 
members take notes on their handout. They should also use this time to shade the road signs as 
instructed in the activity. 
 

4. (5 minutes) Instruct students to analyze the trends they see in the documents with their group 
members by discussing the following questions:  

⋅ Which color is the most prevalent in each document?   
⋅ What conclusions can you draw from this analysis? For example, is one color more 

prevalent in the earlier law codes than another? Suggested response: The earlier 
documents will have more yellow personal rights, followed by green economic rights, 
and lastly pink political rights. Why do they think that is so? Suggested response: Earlier 
civilizations were not concerned with protecting the political rights of citizens as most 
civilizations were under absolute rule by one.   

⋅ What trends do you see in looking at rights being secured and/or obligated/restricted? 
(Hint: You should look at the +/- signs.) Suggested response: The earlier documents had 
more restrictions than protections of rights. The earlier documents focus on free men to 
the exclusion of women and slaves.  

⋅ How does this change or confirm the original prediction made by the class yesterday as 
to which rights were first protected? 
 

5. (5 minutes) Ask students to place one of each of the groups’ road maps at the front to compare 
the conclusions of each group. Discuss any major differences seen and ask students, based on 
the Road to Rights created in class, where they feel the most important advancements came in 
securing political, economic, and personal rights? Instruct them to defend their answer with 
examples from the documents.  
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6. (5–10 minutes or homework) Conclude the lesson by having each student individually answer 

the following questions:  
⋅ What has the study of historical legal codes taught you about the protection of political, 

economic, and personal rights under the rule of law? Suggested response: Students 
should be able to explain that the rule of law protects individuals against arbitrary 
decisions by the ruler or government. Without this, it is difficult to secure rights and 
freedoms. 

⋅ Why is the rule of law important to you as an individual? Note: Students likely will give 
a wide variety of answers representing multiple views.  

 
 
E N R I C H M E N T / E X T E N S I O N  A C T I V I T I E S  
 

⋅ Ask students to complete additional analysis of the codes, specifically discussing the “people” 
protected by each. For instance, was it land-owners, slaves, a majority/minority, gender-specific, 
based on race? 

⋅ As a further extension, have them identify where changes to the definition of “people” began to 
take place and what historical events those changes may be tied to. 

 
 



DEFINING RIGHTS 
Freedom applies within three broad concerns of life. These categories of activity are commonly identified 
with the political, the economic, and the personal. Political freedom encompasses the rights or freedoms 
pertaining to an individual’s participation in the conduct of government. Economic freedom refers to the rights 
of individuals to work, to enter into contracts, and to possess, use, and inherit property. Economic freedom is 
greatest when the economy is influenced more by individuals and the private sector than government control. 
Personal freedom encompasses a range of individual rights, sometimes referred to as “civil liberties.” Rights and 
their corresponding obligations differ as activity shifts from one to another of these domains.  

Read each of the rights listed below, determining if each one is a political, an economic, or a personal right. 
Write the corresponding number for each right in the appropriate bucket below.

1 . Choose the head of 
government and other 
representatives in elections.

2 . Make decisions about private 
life; privacy.

3 . Move and travel  
without restrictions.

4 . Participate in free, fair,  
and regular elections with  
secret ballots.

5 . Acquire, own, and use property 
protected by the  
rule of law.

6 . Exchange goods and  
services in open markets, at  
home and internationally.

7 . Establish a business and 
engage in economic activity free 
of undue governmental interference 
and of corrupt officials.

8 . Vote without fear or  
domination by others.

9 . Enjoy immunity from  
undue surveillance.

10 . Rely on unbiased  
counting of the vote. 

11 . Have access to a  
reliable currency.

12 . Choose from more than  
one candidate.

13 . Join or form a political party.

14 . Assemble in or organize a 
public demonstration.

15 . Form civic groups, interest 
groups, and other associations.

16 . Run for office.

17 . Enjoy equal protection  
of the laws.

18 . Express opinions  
freely in public and in private;  
free expression.

19 . Have access to free and 
independent media. 

20 . Petition the government.

21 . Excercise religion, worship 
and think freely in public and in 
private.

22 . Receive an education that is 
free from political indoctrination.

23 . Choose and  
change one’s occupation or  
place of employment.

24 . Form or join a labor 
union and engage in collective 
bargaining.

25 . Marry and establish a family.

26 . Live under a government in 
which elected officials determine 
laws and policies.

27 . Experience due process  
of the law under an  
independent judiciary.

28 . Form, join, or invest in a  
corporation or private  
professional organization.

29 . Live under a government that 
is accountable, open to public 
scrutiny, and free of corruption.

30 . Enjoy protection of the rights 
of all people, including women 
and children under the rule of law.

31 . Have recourse to legal 
enforcement of contractual 
obligations.

32. Enjoy legal protection against 
monopolies and collusions.

POLITICAL RIGHTS ECONOMIC RIGHTS PERSONAL RIGHTS

HANDOUT 1 
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POLITICAL RIGHTS ECONOMIC RIGHTS PERSONAL RIGHTS

HANDOUT 1 - ANSWER KEY

1, 4, 8, 10, 12, 13, 16, 
17, 20, 26, 27, 29

5, 6, 7, 11, 23, 24, 28, 
31, 32

2, 3, 9, 14, 15, 18, 19, 
21, 22, 25, 30



LAW CODE OF HAMMURABI 
 1772 BCE ››

THE TWELVE TABLES 

451 BCE››

JUSTINIAN’S LAW CODE  
533 CE››

ENGLISH BILL OF RIGHTS
   1688 CE ››

DECLARATION OF THE RIGHTS OF MAN 

AND OF THE CITIZEN  1789 CE››

‹‹ THE TEN COMMANDMENTS   
   AND JEWISH LAW 1450 BCE

‹‹ THE EDICTS OF ASHOKA

    269 BCE

‹‹ THE MAGNA CARTA
   1215 CE

‹‹ DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE
   1776 CE 

THE ROAD TO RIGHTS
Working with your group, use the space on the road signs to take notes about key ideas contained 
in each law code or document. Next, shade the road sign with the color(s) that best represents the 
type of rights in the code or document. For example, if it largely focuses on personal rights, shade 
the sign yellow. However, if the sign focuses equally on political and economic rights, you should 
shade it equal parts pink and green.

HANDOUT 2



 

 

DOCUMENT EXCERPTS 
 
 
First, read the document assigned and analyze it by completing the steps outlined below: 
 

1. What is a unique feature of the law code or document? 
2. Who are the “people” whose rights are secured in the document/law code? 
3. Were there any safeguards put into place to ensure that this law code was followed? If so, 

what were they? 
4. Using three different colors, highlight the examples of the different types of rights (political, 

economic, and personal) you find in the document(s): 
 Political Rights—Pink  
 Economic Rights—Green 
 Personal Rights—Yellow  

5. Place a (+) sign next to the rights that are securing a right or a (-) sign next to those that place an 
obligation or restriction on the individual. 

 
 
Then analyze the trends in the document with your group members by discussing the  
following questions:  
 

1. Which color is the most prevalent in each document?   
2. What conclusions can one draw from this analysis? For example, is one color more prevalent in 

the earlier law codes than another? Why do you think so?   
3. What trends do you see in looking at rights being secured and/or obligated/restricted? (Hint: 

You should look at the +/- signs.) 
4. How does this change or confirm the original prediction made by the class yesterday as to 

which rights were first protected? 
 

  



   

 

E X C E R P T S  F R O M  “ T H E  L A W  C O D E  O F  
H A M M U R A B I ”  
 
The Law Code of Hammurabi includes approximately 282 edicts issued by Hammurabi, King of 
Babylon, around 2000 B.C. The following excerpts, from the translation by L.V. King, are a sample 
reflecting Hammurabi’s range of laws applicable to crime, family relations, and property. Notice in these 
laws that the individual has rights against other individuals but not against the state.  
 
[The gods] Anu and Bel called by name me, Hammurabi, the exalted prince, who feared God, to bring 
about the rule of righteousness in the land, to destroy the wicked and the evil-doers; so that the strong 
should not harm the weak; so that I should rule over the black-headed people like Shamash, and 
enlighten the land, to further the well-being of mankind.  
 
   3. If any one bring an accusation of any crime before the elders, and does not prove what he has 

charged, he shall, if it be a capital offense [crime punishable by death] charged, be put to death. 
 

8. If any one steal cattle or sheep, or an ass, or a pig or a goat, if it belong to a god or to the court, 
the thief shall pay thirtyfold therefor; if they belonged to a freed man of the king he shall pay 
tenfold; if the thief has nothing with which to pay he shall be put  
to death. 

 
55. If any one open his ditches to water his crop, but is careless, and the water flood the field of his 

neighbor, then he shall pay his neighbor corn for his loss. 
 

138. If a man wishes to separate from his wife who has borne him no children, he shall give her the 
amount of her purchase money and the dowry [property] which she brought from her father's 
house, and let her go. 

 
195. If a son strike his father, his hands shall be hewn [cut] off. 
 

261. If any one hire a herdsman for cattle or sheep, he shall pay him eight gur of corn per annum. 
In future time, through all coming generations, let the king, who may be in the land, observe the 
words of righteousness which I have written on my monument; let him not alter the law of the land 
which I have given, the edicts [commands] which I have enacted; my monument let him not mar 
[destroy]. If such a ruler have wisdom, and be able to keep his land in order, he shall observe the 
words which I have written in this inscription; the rule, statute, and law of the land which I have 
given; the decisions which I have made will this inscription show him; let him rule his subjects 
accordingly, speak justice to them, give right decisions, root out the miscreants and criminals from 
this land, and grant prosperity to his subjects.  

 
  



   

 

T H E  T E N  C O M M A N D M E N T S  A N D  J E W I S H  L A W  
 
Believed to have been transmitted to Moses by God himself, the Ten Commandments as recorded in 
the biblical Book of Exodus (20:1–17) and the Old Testament set forth guidelines regarding religious 
belief and worship, family duties, and the relations between individuals. Within the law are the implied 
rights to conduct one’s life in obedience to them. The commandments and the Old Testament have been 
held to constitute part of a “higher law” to which human law ought to conform. 
 
BOOK OF EXODUS, CHAPTER 20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD VERSION): 
 
1 Then God spoke all these words, saying,2 “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land 
of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.3 “You shall have no other gods before Me. 
4 

You shall not make for yourself an idol [false god], or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on 
the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.  
5 You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the 
iniquity [sin] of the fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me,  
6 but showing loving kindness to thousands, to those who love Me and keep  
My commandments. 
7 You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain [curse], for the LORD will not leave him 
unpunished who takes His name in vain. 
8 Remember the sabbath day [day of rest and worship], to keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor and 
do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any 
work, you or your son or your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your 
sojourner who stays with you. 
11 For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and rested on 
the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and made it holy. 
12 Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the LORD your 
God gives you. 
13 You shall not murder. 
14 You shall not commit adultery. 
15 You shall not steal. 
16 You shall not bear false witness [lie] against your neighbor. 
17 You shall not covet [desire] your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife or his 
male servant or his female servant or his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.” 
 
 
BOOK OF DEUTERONOMY, CHAPTER 19 
 
16 If a malicious witness rises up against a man to accuse him of wrongdoing,17 then both the men who 
have the dispute shall stand before the LORD, before the priests and the judges who will be in office in 
those days.  
18 The judges shall investigate thoroughly, and if the witness is a false witness and he has accused his 
brother falsely, 19 then you shall do to him just as he had intended to do to his brother. Thus you shall 
purge the evil from among you. 
 



   

 

 
BOOK OF LEVITICUS, CHAPTER 19 
 
9 Now when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very corners of your field, nor 
shall you gather the gleanings of your harvest. 10 Nor shall you glean your vineyard, nor shall you 
gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the needy and for the stranger. I am 
the LORD your God. 
13 You shall not oppress your neighbor, nor rob him. The wages of a hired man are not to remain with 
you all night until morning.  
 
  



   

 

E X C E R P T S  F R O M  T H E  “ T W E L V E  T A B L E S ”  
 
The Twelve Tables, circa mid-fifth century B.C., recorded Roman Laws dealing with property and 
personal rights, crimes, slavery, family relations, and procedures for litigation. The selected excerpts 
provide examples from each type of law. The Avalon Project’s translation was used for this material.   
 
 
LEGAL PROCESS 
 

1. If the plaintiff [person who accuses] summons the defendant [person who is accused] to court the 
defendant shall go. If the defendant does not go the plaintiff shall call a witness thereto. Only 
then the plaintiff shall seize the defendant. 

 
2. If the defendant attempts evasion [to avoid] or takes flight the plaintiff shall lay hand  

on him. 
 
7. The parties shall state their case before the assembly in the meeting place or before the 

magistrate in the market place before noon. Both parties being present shall plead the case 
throughout together. 

 
6. For anyone whomsoever to be put to death without a trial ... is forbidden. 

 
 
PROPERTY RIGHTS 
 

1. Thirty days shall be allowed by law for payment of confessed debt and for settlement of matters 
adjudged in court. 

 
2. After this time the creditor shall have the right of laying hand on the debtor. The creditor shall hale 

the debtor into court. 
 
1. A notably deformed child shall be killed immediately. 
 

2a. To a father ...shall be given over a son the power of life and death. 
 

2b. If a father thrice surrenders a son for sale the son shall be free from the father. 
 

5. If any woman is unwilling to be subjected in this manner to her husband’s marital control she shall 
absent herself for three successive nights in every year and by this means shall interrupt his 
prescriptive right of each year. 

 
12. A slave is ordered in a will to be a free man under this condition: if he has given 10,000 asses 

[coin denomination] to the heir. 
  



   

 

 
CRIMINAL LAW 
 
12. If a thief commits a theft by night, if the owner kills the thief, the thief shall be  

killed lawfully. 
 

 23. Whoever is convicted of speaking false witness shall be flung from the Tarpeian Rock.[death 
penalty] 

 
RELIGIOUS AND PUBLIC LAW 
   1. A dead person shall not be buried or burned in the city. 

 
   1. There shall not be intermarriage between plebeians [common people] and patricians [aristocrats]. 

 
   5. Whatever the people ordain last shall be legally valid. 
 
  



   

 

E X C E R P T S  F R O M  “ T H E  E D I C T S  O F  A S H O K A ”  
 
The excerpts that follow were selected to show the ethical, religious, and political regulations decreed 
by a king ruling in India during the third century B.C. The edicts were written upon several pillars at 
different times. There appear to have been no divisions between rules that applied to the government, 
rules for individual conduct, exhortations regarding religious observances, or toleration of diverse 
religions.  
 
Here (in my domain) no living beings are to be slaughtered or offered in sacrifice.  
 
Inspection tours [must be taken] every five years for the purpose of Dhamma instruction [instruction in the 
Buddha’s teachings] and also to conduct other business.[6] Respect for mother and father is good, 
generosity to friends, acquaintances, relatives, Brahmans and ascetics [people who live a simple life] is 
good, not killing living beings is good, moderation in spending and moderation in saving is good. 
 
All religions should reside everywhere, for all of them desire self-control and purity of heart. 
 
There is no gift like the gift of the Dhamma,[21] (no acquaintance like) acquaintance with Dhamma, (no 
distribution like) distribution of Dhamma, and (no kinship like) kinship through Dhamma. And it consists of 
this: proper behavior towards servants and employees, respect for mother and father, generosity to 
friends, companions, relations, Brahmans and ascetics, and not killing living beings. 
 
While being completely law-abiding, some people are imprisoned, treated harshly and even killed 
without cause so that many people suffer. Therefore your aim should be to act with impartiality. It is 
because of these things—envy, anger, cruelty, hate, indifference, laziness or tiredness—that such a thing 
does not happen. Therefore your aim should be: “May these things not be in me.” And the root of this is 
non-anger and patience. Those who are bored with the administration of justice will not be promoted; 
(those who are not) will move upwards and be promoted. Whoever among you understands this should 
say to his colleagues: “See that you do your duty properly….” 
 
It is my desire that there should be uniformity in law and uniformity in sentencing. I even go this far, to 
grant a three-day stay for those in prison who have been tried and sentenced to death. During this time 
their relatives can make appeals to have the prisoners’ lives spared. If there is none to appeal on their 
behalf, the prisoners can give gifts in order to make merit for the next world, or observe fasts. Indeed, it is 
my wish that in this way, even if a prisoner’s time is limited, he can prepare for the next world, and that 
people’s Dhamma practice, self-control and generosity may grow.  
 
Wherever there are stone pillars or stone slabs, there this Dhamma edict is to be engraved so that it may 
long endure. 
  



   

 

J U S T I N I A N ’ S  L A W  C O D E  ( C O R P U S  J U R I S  
C I V I L I S )  
Initiated in 528 CE during the reign of Emperor Justinian (527–565), this code contained a compilation 
of Roman laws, a growing collection of new laws, and a manual for students (the Institutes).  
 
BOOK ONE, I. JUSTICE AND LAW  
 
JUSTICE is the constant and perpetual wish to render every one his due.  

1. Jurisprudence [theory and philosophy of law] is the knowledge of things divine and human; the 
science of the just and the unjust.  

3. The maxims of law are these: to live honestly, to hurt no one, to give every one  
his due.  

4. The study of law is divided into two branches; that of public and that of private law. Public law 
regards the government of the Roman empire; private law, the interest  
of the individuals.  

 
BOOK ONE, II. NATURAL, COMMON, AND CIVIL LAW. 
 

3. Civil law is thus distinguished from the law of nations. The law which a people makes for its own 
government belongs exclusively to that state and is called the civil law, as being the law of the 
particular state. But the law which natural reason appoints for all mankind obtains equally 
among all nations, because all nations make use of it.  

 
BOOK ONE, III. THE LAW OF PERSONS. 
 

1. Freedom, from which men are said to be free, is the natural power of doing what we each 
please, unless prevented by force or by law.  

2. Slavery is an institution of the law of nations, by which one man is made the property of another, 
contrary to natural right.  

4. Slaves either are born or become so. They are born so when their mother is a slave; they 
become so either by the law of nations [captivity], or by the civil law, as when a free person, 
above the age of twenty, suffers himself to be sold, that he may share the price given for him.  

 
BOOK TWO: X. THE MAKING OF WILLS. 
 

6. …Women, persons under the age of puberty, slaves, madmen, dumb persons, deaf persons, 
prodigals [people who carelessly spend their money] restrained from having their property in 
their power, and persons declared by law to be worthless and incompetent to witness, cannot 
be witnesses.  

9. But no person under power of the testator [person who leaves a will] can be a witness.  
12. It is immaterial [does not matter] whether a testament be written upon a tablet, upon paper, 

parchment, or any other substance.  
  
 
 



   

 

BOOK FIVE: OBLIGATIONS ARISING FROM DELICTA. 
 

1. Theft is the fraudulent dealing with a thing itself, with its use, or its possession; an act which is 
prohibited by natural law.  

5. The penalty for manifest theft is quadruple the value of the thing stolen, whether the thief be a 
slave or a freeman; that for theft not manifest is double. 

12. Those who are in the power of a parent or master, if they steal anything belonging to the person 
in whose power they are, commit a theft.  

 
BOOK FIVE: THE LEX AQUILIA. 
 

2. To kill wrongfully is to kill without any right: consequently, a person who kills a thief is not liable 
to this action, that is, if he could not otherwise avoid the danger with which he was threatened.  

3. Nor is a person made liable by this law who has killed by accident, provided there is no fault 
on his part, for this law punishes fault as well as willful wrong-doing.  

  



   

 

E X C E R P T S  F R O M  “ T H E  M A G N A  C A R T A ”  
 
In 1215, after lengthy controversies with his barons, King John consented, after being defeated in battle, 
to recognize and record in writing certain rights possessed by his English subjects. The following 
excerpts include laws drawn from the several categories of freedoms guaranteed by the King. The text 
has been supplied from a translation from the Latin provided online by the Constitution Society.   
 
17. Common pleas [civil litigation between subject and subject] shall not follow our court, but shall be 

held in some fixed place. 
 
20. A freeman shall not be amerced [liable to legal punishment] for a slight offense, except in 

accordance with the degree of the offense; and for a grave offense he shall be amerced in 
accordance with the gravity of the offense, yet saving always his “contentment” [freehold in land as 
well as credit]; and a merchant in the same way, saving his “merchandise”; and a villain [a servant 
attached to a landholding] shall be amerced in the same way, saving his “wainage” wagon(s) if 
they have fallen into our mercy: and none of the aforesaid amercements shall be imposed except 
by the oath of honest men of the neighborhood. 

 
21. Earls and barons shall not be amerced except through their peers, and only in accordance with the 

degree of the offense. 
 
27. If any freeman shall die intestate [without a will], his chattels [property] shall be distributed by the 

hands of his nearest kinsfolk and friends, under supervision of the Church, saving to every one the 
debts which the deceased owed to him. 

 
30. No sheriff or bailiff of ours, or other person, shall take the horses or carts of any freeman for 

transport duty, against the will of the said freeman. 
 
38. No bailiff for the future shall, upon his own unsupported complaint, put anyone to his “law”, without 

credible witnesses brought for this purposes. 
 
39. No freemen shall be taken or imprisoned or disseised [dispossessed].  
 
40. To no one will we sell, to no one will we refuse or delay, right or justice. 
 
63. Wherefore we will and firmly order that the English Church be free, and that the men in our kingdom 

have and hold all the aforesaid liberties, rights, and concessions, well and peaceably, freely and 
quietly, fully and wholly, for themselves and their heirs. 

 
  



   

 

 
E X C E R P T S  F R O M  T H E  “ E N G L I S H  B I L L  O F  
R I G H T S ”  
 
Disagreements between the English Parliament and King James II eventually resulted in James’s flight to 
France. In 1689 Parliament negotiated a Bill of Rights with William of Orange and his wife Mary prior 
to their accession to the now vacant throne. The following excerpts present the entire list of political and 
personal rights which, in the original document, were appended to a series of charges against James II.  
 
And whereas the said late king James the Second having abdicated the government, and the throne 
being thereby vacant ... the said lords spiritual and temporal, and commons ... do in the first place (as 
their ancestors in like case have usually done) for the vindicating and asserting their ancient rights and 
liberties, declare; 
 
1. That the pretended power of suspending of laws, or the execution of laws, by regal authority, without 

consent of parliament, is illegal. 
 
2. That the pretended power of dispensing with laws, or the execution of laws, by regal authority, as it 

hath been assumed and exercised of late, is illegal. 
 
3. That the commission for erecting the late court of commissioners for ecclesiastical [related to the 

church] causes, and all other commissions and courts of like nature are illegal and pernicious. 
 
4. That levying money [taxing] for or to the use of the crown, by pretence of prerogative [right or 

privilege exclusive to an individual], without grant of parliament, for longer time, or in other manner 
than the same is or shall be granted, is illegal. 

 
5. That it is the right of the subjects to petition the King, and all commitments [sic] and prosecutions for 

such petitioning are illegal. 
 
6. That the raising or keeping a standing army within the kingdom in time of peace, unless it be with 

consent of parliament, is against law. 
 
7. That the subjects which are protestants, may have arms for their defense suitable to their conditions, 

and as allowed by law. 
 
8. That election of members of parliament ought to be free. 
 
9. That the freedom of speech, and debates or proceedings in parliament, ought not to be impeached 

or questioned in any court or place out of parliament. 
 

10. That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed; nor cruel and unusual 
punishments inflicted. 

 
11. That jurors ought to be duly impaneled [enrolled] and returned, and jurors which pass upon men in 



   

 

trials for high treason ought to be freeholders. 
 
12. That all grants and promises of fines and forfeitures of particular persons before conviction, are illegal 

and void. 
 
13. And that for redress [the setting right] of all grievances, and for the amending, strengthening, and 

preserving of the laws, parliaments ought to be held frequently. 
 
  



   

 

E X C E R P T S  F R O M  T H E  “ D E C L A R A T I O N  O F  
I N D E P E N D E N C E ”  
 
Excerpted here from the Declaration of Independence are the famous opening paragraphs containing 
the “self-evident” assertions regarding human nature, the ultimate source of law, the rights of individuals, 
the nature of government, the limits of governmental authority, the principle of consent, the right of 
revolution, sovereignty of the people, and the existence of a “God” who gives law and creates human 
beings.  
 
When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political 
bands which have connected them with another and to assume among the powers of the earth, the 
separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent 
respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel [drive] them 
to the separation. 
 
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable [impossible to take away] Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and 
the pursuit of Happiness. — That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving 
their just powers from the consent of the governed, — That whenever any Form of Government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 
Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them 
shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence [cautiousness], indeed, will dictate 
that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and 
accordingly all experience hath shewn that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are 
sufferable than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a 
long train of abuses and usurpations [seizures], pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to 
reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and 
to provide new Guards for their future security. — Such has been the patient sufferance of these 
Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of 
Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and 
usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To 
prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world. 
  



   

 

D E C L A R A T I O N  O F  T H E  R I G H T S  O F  M A N  A N D  
O F  T H E  C I T I Z E N  
 
Issued by the revolutionary National Assembly of France on August 26, 1789, the Declaration is 
asserted to be “based…upon simple and incontestable principles.” The National Assembly also states it 
“proclaims, in the presence and under the auspices of the Supreme Being, the…rights of man and of the 
citizen.” The enumerated freedoms set limitations upon acts of any government. All the itemized rights 
are listed below; from the translation provided by the Avalon Society.  
 
ARTICLES: 
 

1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be founded only upon 
the general good. 

2. The aim of all political association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible [unable to 
be taken away by prescription or lapse of time] rights of man. These rights are liberty, property, 
security, and resistance to oppression. 

3. The principle of all sovereignty [supreme power] resides essentially in the nation. No body nor 
individual may exercise any authority which does not proceed directly from the nation. 

4. Liberty consists in the freedom to do everything which injures no one else; hence the exercise of 
the natural rights of each man has no limits except those which assure to the other members of 
the society the enjoyment of the same rights. These limits can only be determined by law. 

5. Law can only prohibit such actions as are hurtful to society. Nothing may be prevented which is 
not forbidden by law, and no one may be forced to do anything not provided for by law. 

6. Law is the expression of the general will. Every citizen has a right to participate personally, or 
through his representative, in its foundation. It must be the same for all, whether it protects or 
punishes. All citizens, being equal in the eyes of the law, are equally eligible to all dignities and 
to all public positions and occupations, according to their abilities, and without distinction except 
that of their virtues and talents. 

7. No person shall be accused, arrested, or imprisoned except in the cases and according to the 
forms prescribed by law. Any one soliciting, transmitting, executing, or causing to be executed, 
any arbitrary order, shall be punished. But any citizen summoned or arrested in virtue of the law 
shall submit without delay, as resistance constitutes an offense. 

8. The law shall provide for such punishments only as are strictly and obviously necessary, and no 
one shall suffer punishment except it be legally inflicted in virtue of a law passed and 
promulgated before the commission of the offense. 

9. As all persons are held innocent until they shall have been declared guilty, if arrest shall be 
deemed indispensable, all harshness not essential to the securing of the prisoner’s person shall 
be severely repressed by law. 

10. No one shall be disquieted [worried or anxious] on account of his opinions, including his 
religious views, provided their manifestation does not disturb the public order established by 
law. 

11. The free communication of ideas and opinions is one of the most precious of the rights of man. 
Every citizen may, accordingly, speak, write, and print with freedom, but shall be responsible for 
such abuses of this freedom as shall be defined by law. 

12. The security of the rights of man and of the citizen requires public military forces. These forces 



   

 

are, therefore, established for the good of all and not for the personal advantage of those to 
whom they shall be intrusted. 

13. A common contribution is essential for the maintenance of the public forces and for the cost of 
administration. This should be equitably distributed among all the citizens in proportion to their 
means. 

14. All the citizens have a right to decide, either personally or by their representatives, as to the 
necessity of the public contribution; to grant this freely; to know to what uses it is put; and to fix 
the proportion, the mode of assessment and of collection and the duration of the taxes. 

15. Society has the right to require of every public agent an account of his administration. 
16. A society in which the observance of the law is not assured, nor the separation of powers 

defined, has no constitution at all. 
17. Since property is an inviolable [never to be broken] and sacred right, no one shall be deprived 

thereof except where public necessity, legally determined, shall clearly demand it, and then only 
on condition that the owner shall have been previously and equitably indemnified. 
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