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Laws, contracts and institutional memory

Juan Segurola

Core question

What changed when obligations, precedents and institutional decisions could be recorded,
retrieved and compared?

Historical and evolutionary context

Written law is often represented by famous law collections, especially Hammurabi. Yet
Mesopotamian legal culture was much broader. Thousands of cuneiform tablets record loans,
sales, marriages, adoptions, disputes, witnesses and court proceedings. These texts show law
operating not merely as royal proclamation but as an everyday documentary practice.

Contracts did more than preserve promises. They created a durable representation of
relationships among people, property, institutions and time. Scribal education also used
model contracts and legal cases, meaning that legal knowledge could be taught through
formalized textual patterns.

Written law also predates Hammurabi. The surviving laws conventionally associated with Ur-
Nammu, around the late third millennium BCE, are the earliest extant substantial
Mesopotamian law collection. Their existence helps prevent a familiar compression in which
the history of written law appears to begin with the much later Babylonian code of
Hammurabi.

What could communities know before this transition?

Custom, oral testimony, reputation and collective memory can regulate obligations effectively
in small communities. The limitation emerges when relationships extend across time,
generations and larger populations: who owes what, under which conditions, witnessed by
whom, and according to which precedent?

What changed?

Written contracts and legal records created retrievable institutional memory. A dispute
no longer depended entirely on recollection of participants. Witness names, seals, dates and
formulae could stabilize transactions.

Law collections also made norms available for teaching, comparison and political
representation, although they should not be treated as modern statute books applied
mechanically to every case.

Why could this capability emerge?

Writing, seals, metrology and archives had already created administrative infrastructures.
Property transfers, credit and complex households generated repeated situations in which
durable records reduced uncertainty. Scribal schools supplied specialists able to reproduce
recognized legal forms.

What later forms of knowledge did it enable?

Documented obligations supported credit, taxation, inheritance, institutional continuity and
more complex commerce. More generally, they established a principle fundamental to later
bureaucracies: organizations can remember through records rather than through any one
member.

New limits and risks

Documentary systems can formalize inequality. Access to scribes, courts and archives is
uneven, and written records can privilege institutional perspectives over customary or oral
claims.

What changed in the architecture of human knowledge?

Social knowledge became persistent, auditable and partly independent of individual
memory. Institutions acquired a memory that could survive turnover in personnel.
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Loss, exclusion and uncertainty

Surviving legal tablets disproportionately represent those interactions that entered scribal
systems. Informal settlements and unwritten norms are harder to recover. Famous law codes
should not eclipse routine documents, which often reveal more about practice.

Dependency map

¢ DIRECT < PIO-014 Cuneiform accounting, writing and external memory
e INDIRECT — PIO-022 Money, accounting and trust beyond personal relationships
e RETROSPECTIVE — modern bureaucratic and legal archives
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