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In the modern state most laws enshrine practical social norms in a way that everyone can be aware of. Laws take a legalistic form,
as generalizing rules and abstract categories. But turning to historical and ethnographic examples, we find legalistic rules that do
not bear a neat resemblance to the details and disputes of quotidian life. This raises questions about their purposes and effects.
Some of the earliest laws ever made—in Mesopotamia, Israel, and Rome—consisted of ostensibly practical rules, yet they evi-
dently enshrined grander social visions. In this article I examine the connections between the practical and the symbolic. An anal-
ogy with ritual performance suggests that even partial sets of laws may connect people with visions of justice and order, thereby
garnering loyalty and helping to legitimize the aspirations of the law-makers.
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What is law for? Anthropologists have analyzed the social
role and effects of law inmultiple different ways: according
to Bronislaw Malinowski (1926: 15), the laws of the Tro-
briand Islanders were unwritten rules “conceived and
acted upon as binding obligations”; law has been identified
in the processes and strategies through which people ad-
dress and resolve conflict (Comaroff and Roberts 1981);
law is an instrument of the state and a means of encoding,
legitimating, and enacting power (Starr and Collier 1986);
human rights laws attempt to address fundamental social
issues (Goodale and Merry 2007); Clifford Geertz (1983)
and Lawrence Rosen (1989) describe the role of law in cre-
ating meaning and reflecting culture. How are we to make
sense of these different accounts of law’s role in societies? Is
it a basis for social order, an instrument of power, or an as-
pect of culture? As Peter Just (1992: 376) asks, must we
choose betweenmoving outward into the historical mach-
inations of class and power, or moving inward to those of
meaning and belief? Are the different phenomena related
orwouldwe better regard themas distinct, only apparently
connected because the broad concept of “law” encom-
passes so much in the English-speaking world?1
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In this article, I suggest that thesemultifaceted aspects of
law deserve attention in their own right. Law needs to be
understood as a distinctive social form, a manner of de-
scribing the world and prescribing human conduct,
most evident in the general rules and abstract categories
of legal texts. Understood in this way, the same phenom-
enon can be both practical and symbolic. Explicit laws
can provide rules for social conduct, while they also cre-
ate a sense of community and belonging; they guide in-
terpersonal relations and also give shape to a society by
delineating a social ideal; they can evoke order at the
same time that they provide themachinery for achieving
it. To put it in the most general terms, there are connec-
tions between the practical and the symbolic.

Just (1992) suggests that anthropologists tend to fo-
cus on one aspect of law, considering it as an instrument
of power, government, and social regulation, or else il-
lustrating the ways in which laws createmeaning and re-
flect culture. In this article, I directly address the connec-
tions between the practical and the symbolic. To do so, I
consider a number of examples, both historic and con-
temporary, from Mesopotamia, Israel, ancient Rome,
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medieval Armenia, and traditional Tibet. All involve ex-
plicit laws ostensibly oriented towards practical ends, in-
cluding the regulation of social relations and resolution
of disputes. Closer analysis, however, reveals that these
laws present important social visions. In each case, ap-
parently practical laws turn out to have symbolic effects,
to evoke, even if they do not fully describe, a vision for a
just and ordered world.

This aspect of law, I suggest, can best be understood
by analogy with anthropological studies of ritual, in
which ritual is described as evoking a subjunctive world
(Seligman et al. 2008). Both rituals and legal texts are
built on rules—those according to which the ritual plays
out, or those made explicit in the laws. In both cases, the
rules, despite being formulaic and pragmatic, evoke a
sense of an ideal world. It may be a vision that no one
expects to become a reality, but which they feel it is worth
aspiring to by performing the ritual or writing out and
quoting the laws. In these ways, I argue, ostensibly prac-
tical laws, apparently designed to regulate interpersonal
social relations, may be intended and come to have pow-
erful symbolic effects.
amongst empirical examples. It serves to distinguish law
from negotiated orders, the problem highlighted by Rob-
erts (2005), while also avoiding a close association be-
tween law and the state or centralized government, which
Law-making and legalism

The starting point for my analysis is a distinctive feature
of most laws, that is, their social form. Explicit laws are
legalistic. A number of scholars, considering a range of
anthropological and historical examples, have highlighted
legalism, both as an aspect of explicit laws and as a point of
departure for comparative studies.2 Legalism is “an appeal
to rules that are distinct from practice [and] the explicit
use of generalizing concepts” to describe the world and
to order community and social life (Dresch 2012: 1). As
I have put it elsewhere, legalism is “a way of thinking
and acting,”which “describes and prescribes human con-
duct in terms of rules, categories, and generalizations”
(Pirie 2013: 131; see also 2022). Legalism is typically a fea-
ture of written rules and law codes, although oral rules
might also be explicit and enduring in similar ways.3
2. The principal publications are: Dresch and Skoda 2012,
Pirie and Scheele 2014, Dresch and Scheele 2015, and
Kantor, Lambert, and Skoda 2017.

3. The concept of legalism does not serve to define what law
is—the category of law is too heterogeneous for neat def-
inition; it is what Needham (1975) would describe as a
“polythetic” category. But the concept of legalism draws
our attention to important and distinctive characteristics
The appeal to legalistic rules allows a certain style of
argument and critical reflection. This has been noted in
studies of courtroom argument, not least by Lloyd Fallers
(1969) in his analysis of the processes of Busoga courts.4

Here, as he noted, argument might range between legal-
ism, when litigants used explicit categories to character-
ize activities, thereby narrowing the issues for discussion,
and the contrasting “moral holism,” when they ranged
widely over the issues in dispute, invoking all the moral
uncertainties of ordinary life. A similar distinction was
drawn, albeit not in these terms, by Fredric Cheyette
(1970), in his historical study of medieval France. He
noted a shift in styles of argument during the twelfth
century, from more general appeal to notions of honor
to processes that relied upon legal categories and rules.
Geertz and Rosen, when they describe the language of
the courtroom as expressing culture and creatingmean-
ing, do not distinguish between legalistic and morally
holistic styles of argument.5 This is one reason, I suggest,
that their analyses of law as culture and meaning has
seemed incompatible with its analysis as social regula-
tion and power.

As a style of thought and argument and a way of de-
scribing and seeking to order the world, legalismhasmul-
tiple uses. It can be deployed as an instrument of power,
given its ability to classify and divide people and things.
It can enshrine governmental decisions and create ex-
plicit regulations, manage resources, and control pop-
ulations as, for example, described by James C. Scott
(1998). At the same time, appeal to laws can be a means
to challenge power holders, particularly in arguments
based on human rights; it provides a language that can
be heard.6 Legalism may also, less obviously, be a means
to evoke a social vision. Through legalism, Paul Dresch
(2012: 11–12, 36–37) suggests, people invoke a vision of
would, in turn, draw our attention away from many his-
toric and other examples.

4. Fallers’s study, like that of Cheyette (1970), was among the
inspirations for the cited work on legalism (Dresch 2012).

5. Cover (1983–1984) analyzes law in similar terms.

6. This includes people whose own ways of conceptualizing
their world barely resonates with the language of “rights”
and legal entitlements. I have discussed these aspects of
legalism elsewhere (Pirie 2013, 2022).
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the world whose reach is indefinitely broad, although its
historical conditions may be obscure to them. The ques-
tion I address in this article is how rules ostensibly de-
signed to regulate interpersonal social relations can also
evoke such visions.

My examples encompass a number of historic laws.
In a world dominated by forms of state laws with Euro-
pean roots, historical legal material provides excellent
examples of “radical alterity,” often unjustly neglected
by anthropologists (Da Col and Graeber 2011: xiv). In-
terpreting such material can prove a challenge but, as
Paul Dresch and Wendy James (2000) point out, this
is not so different from the way in which we have to in-
terpret more traditional anthropological material. We
still need to ask what things mean, what assumptions
lie behind them, “seeking for connections among parts
of the obvious which locally remain unstated” (Dresch
and James 2000: 3, 23). Historically, law-making was
generally the preserve of a literate elite, so the first ques-
tions often concern who made them and why. But, as I
seek to show here, law-making often demanded exten-
sive resources and must have been intended—and as-
sumed—to have wide effects.
7. Extensive debates over the interpretation of these laws
are helpfully summarized by Yoffee (2004: ch. 4) and
Barmash (2020).

8. These are laws 59 and 60, following the numbering used
by Roth 1995.
Hammurabi

The first laws of which evidence survives were made in
Mesopotamia in the third millennium BCE. The oldest
is a short and rather mundane set of rules created by
Ur-Nammu, conqueror and then ruler of the city of Ur
at the end of the third millennium BCE (Roth 1995:
13–22). The laws were inscribed on a tablet, following a
record of Ur-Nammu’s claim to have brought justice to
his people. He had, he announced, “liberated” the sur-
rounding towns, established systems of taxation, and
standardized weights and measures. He had also relieved
poverty and redressed inequalities.

Similar statements had beenmade by earlierMesopo-
tamian rulers (Cooper 1986), but Ur-Nammu followed
his statement with a set of rules. These specified how
wrongdoing should be addressed and they use the sim-
ple casuistic form: “If . . . then . . .”, of most modern leg-
islation. For example, Ur-Nammu declares that, “if a
man (wrongfully) detains another he shall be impris-
oned and he shall weigh and deliver fifteen shekels of sil-
ver” (Roth 1995: 17). His laws were ostensibly intended
to regulate future relations.

The thirty-seven surviving laws are far from com-
prehensive and, certainly by later standards, not very
sophisticated. They direct punishment or compensa-
tion for murder, injury, false imprisonment, and sexual
offenses of different kinds; they specify what should
happen to slaves who have relations with their owners
or otherwise behave badly; and there are rules for di-
vorce and marriage, oaths and accusations, and agricul-
tural disputes. These are the sorts of rules that a judge
could, in principle, apply when making a decision. The
puzzle is that there is no evidence that any judge ever
did. There were courts in Ur and surviving tablets re-
cord their decisions, but they do not refer to the laws
(Roth 1995: 5).

A much more extensive set of around three hundred
laws was created by Hammurabi, ruler of Babylon, in
the 1770s BCE (Roth 1995: 71–142). Like Ur-Nammu,
Hammurabi had established his power and dominion
through warfare, conquering the cities of practically all
his Mesopotamian rivals, and it was in the latter years
of his reign, secure in his position, that the king asked
his scribes to create a code of laws (Yoffee 2004: 104).
The result was an ostensibly practical set of laws, which
apparently reflected the sorts of problems that Mesopo-
tamian citizens took to their judges and mediators—ag-
ricultural disputes, relief from debt, compensation for
injuries, penalties for theft, family relations, the status
of slaves, and legal procedures.7

Like Ur-Nammu’s laws, Hammurabi’s rules were le-
galistic, that is, general statements which classified peo-
ple and things and specified relations between them.
They referred to creditors and debtors, doctors and pa-
tients, thieves and victims, parents and adopted chil-
dren, as well as dividing the population into three dis-
tinct classes: freemen, dependent citizens, and slaves.
They used the same casuistic form as Ur-Nammu’s laws:

If a man cuts down a tree in another man’s date or-
chard, without his permission, he shall pay thirty shek-
els of silver.

If a man has given a field to a gardener to plant as a
date orchard, when the gardener has planted it he shall
cultivate it for four years. In the fifth year, the owner
and gardener shall divide the yield in equal shares
and the owner shall choose his share first.8
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Yet the evidence of the many case records is that the
rules were never explicitly referred to (Yoffee 2004:
107; Richardson 2017: 28). Jean Bottéro (1992), among
others, suggests that the code should be regarded as a
primarily academic exercise, related to Mesopotamian
literature on omens. However, many of the rules are
quite specific, concerning the compensation that a doc-
tor should receive after treating a patient with a bronze
lancet, for example:

If a doctor has used a surgeon’s knife on a man and
saved his life . . . he shall receive ten shekels of silver.

If it was a working man’s son, he shall receive five
shekels of silver.

If it was a slave, the slave’s owner shall give him two
shekels of silver.9

The fact that these laws do not refer to other sorts of
medical intervention suggests that they have been ab-
stracted from actual cases, chosen to illustrate a more
general principle about compensation due for specialist
services.10 The resulting rules were thus closely linked
to judicial practices. The result was a set of laws that
may have been partial and specific but which repre-
sented principles that underlay the orderly conduct of
much social life and the fair resolution of disputes.

Hammurabi’s laws appear, then, to represent the be-
ginning of a process whereby scribes abstracted general
laws fromparticular cases.11 Yet this was not a provisional
or preliminary set of laws. Hammurabi commissioned
multiple copies, several of them inscribed onto granite
stones, topped by an image of the king standing before
the god of the sun. He also introduced the code with a
grand claim about the justice he had meted out to his
people:

[W]hen the god Marduk commanded me to provide
just ways for the people of the land and to ensure ap-
propriate behaviour, I established truth and justice as
the declaration of the land, and I enhanced the well-
being of the people.12 (Roth 1995: 80–81)
9. Laws 215–17.

10. Historians have made the same remarks of Anglo-Saxon
laws: Wormald 1999: 10.

11. This largely accords with the interpretation of Barmash
(2020: ch. 4), although she places more emphasis on
scribal practice and expertise.

12. I have reworked the English versions slightly after con-
sulting other translations.
He also promised future justice. A long epilogue states:

These are the judicial decisions that Hammurabi, the
king, has established to bring about truth and a just or-
der in his land . . . So that a man unjustly treated, im-
plicated in a case, may come before my image, as king
of justice, and read what is written on my stele, and
may understand my precious commands; that my stele
may demonstrate his position, that he should realize
his case, that his heart should be lightened. (Roth
1995: 133–34)

Hammurabi went on to demand that all future rulers
should respect his laws and, invoking the gods, called
down a series of dreadful misfortunes on any whomight
not.

This apparently practical set of rules covered many of
the issues that we can assume Babylonian citizens took to
judges and mediators in the normal course of daily life,
then, and was probably based on actual cases.13 But it
was presented as the work of a divinely blessed ruler,
who was promising justice to his people. By writing out
the laws and making them public, Hammurabi was
clearly seeking to demonstrate his benevolence (Yoffee
2004: 102–12; Barmash 2020: ch. 2). The specificity of
the laws apparently gave his promises a sense of reality,
demonstrating the ways in which he had (so he claimed)
already enacted justice.

Why should Hammurabi have endowed this set of
rules with such constitutional significance, presumably
confident that it would impress his people? Seth Rich-
ardson (2012) argues that the goals of Mesopotamian
rulers during this period were more about controlling
people than land. Although a successful warlord might
sack the cities of his rivals and enslave their populations,
there were numerous groups of people, largely nomadic
pastoralists, who evaded the control of the urban admin-
istrators. Like other rulers, Hammurabi still had to per-
suade both conquered and marginal populations to ac-
cept his sovereignty. Promising justice was one way to
do this. Several laws specify that Babylonian citizens will
be protected, for example from chattel slavery (laws 280–
81). Addressed to all Babylonian citizens, both actual
and potential, the laws offered protection more than
punishment (Richardson 2012).

A somewhat preliminary set of rules, ostensibly designed
to regulate interpersonal relations among Babylonian
13. A number of different people and bodies probably de-
cided Babylonian disputes (Yoffee 2004: 109–12).
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citizens, seems to have been designed, that is, to assert the
ruler’s ability to mete out justice and to confirm the
source of his authority in the sanction of the gods. Ham-
murabi must have assumed that his stele would impress
people, making it worth the effort to commission scribes,
stonemasons, and the labor needed to transport the
heavy stones to distant parts of his realm.
15. There have been extensive debates about the signifi-
cance and meaning of the laws and their relationship
with social practices and the broader Near Eastern tra-
dition (Jackson 2006; Wells 2008). To a large extent I
follow the interpretation of Jackson (2006).
The laws of the Israelites

The importance that Hammurabi’s laws came to have
is evidenced by the fact that they were preserved, cop-
ied, and recopied over generations, including by invad-
ing Assyrians and Persians (Barmash 2020: ch. 7). They
also influenced the creation of laws in a very different
context, that of the Israelites who put together the early
books of the Old Testament around a millennium later.
The five books of the Pentateuch combine sections writ-
ten in a variety of styles—narratives, instructions, ex-
hortations, and moral guidance—which evidently have
different origins (Barton 2019: ch. 1). There are several
sets of rules and instructions concerning worship, ritual,
and sacrifice, including extremely detailed instructions
for how the Israelites should construct the ark and its
tabernacle (Exodus 25–31), along with famously elab-
orate dietary rules (Leviticus 11:1–46; Deuteronomy
14:3–21). There are also directions about how the Isra-
elites should practice purity in different aspects of their
lives, including what they should wear, how they should
construct their houses, how they should conduct war-
fare, as well as what they should eat (Douglas 1966).

What one might call social and moral guidance is
scattered throughout, including injunctions to the Isra-
elites to be generous with the poor and to institute peri-
odic debt amnesties (Leviticus 25; Deuteronomy 15).
Themost legalistic set of social rules is found in the book
of Exodus, which recounts Moses’s receipt of the Ten
Commandments and a set of practical rules for his peo-
ple (Exodus 21:1–22:16). These rules, which form about
twenty-one distinct laws, are generally known as the
Mishpatim (Jackson 2006).14 They tell the Israelites
how to make arrangements for their slaves, how to deal
with cases of murder and assault, the injuries caused by
wayward livestock, theft, seduction, and damage to agri-
14. Deuteronomy 12–26 contains a similar set of laws and
seems to be an updated version, maybe written under
Josiah in the second century BCE (Barton 2019: 75).
cultural property. They concern practical social rela-
tions, presented as part of God’s covenant with his cho-
sen people. So who wrote them, who chose the legalistic
form, what were they intended to achieve, and what ef-
fects might they have had?

Biblical scholars consider that the Pentateuch took its
final shape after the fall of the last kings, following the
Assyrian invasion of Israel in 722 BCE and the Babylo-
nian overthrow of Judah in 587–586 BCE.15 But the or-
igins of theMishpatimmust lie in the social norms of the
Israelite tribes who inhabited the region before the turn
of the first millennium BCE. As Bernard Jackson (2006:
ch. 1) argues, we should think of theMishpatim as “wis-
dom laws,” reflecting social traditions and practices.
They make explicit, in lawlike form, the most important
principles of the Israelites’ social organization, and
many of themmust date back to premonarchical times.16

Several concern agriculture, for example: “If aman causes
a field or vineyard to be grazed over, or lets his beast
loose and it feeds on another man’s field, he must make
restitution from the best of his own field, and of his own
vineyard” (Exodus 22:5).17 There are rules concerning
livestock, including those on the “goring ox”:

If an ox gores a man or a woman to death, the ox shall
be stoned and its flesh shall not be eaten; but the owner
of the ox shall be clear. But if the ox has been accus-
tomed to gore in times past, and its owner has been
warned but has not kept it in, but it kills a man or a
woman, the ox shall be stoned, and its owner also shall
be put to death. (Exodus 21:28–29)

The rules of the Mishpatim identify wrongs—forms
of injury or theft—that are particularly grievous, mer-
iting punishment or death. They also identify excep-
tions—involving injuries to servants, for example—to
the general principle of retaliation (Exodus 21:18–27).
16. Wells (2008) has identified a number of correspon-
dences between the Pentateuch’s laws and social prac-
tices in the wider Near East.

17. The biblical quotations are lightly amended from the
Revised Standard Version.
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The laws provide that killing through ambush or treach-
ery attracts the death penalty whereas if the killing is in
response to an attack, the perpetrator should be able to
seek a safe haven (21:12–14). Causing injuries that later
heal attracts compensation for loss of time and the costs
of treatment (21:19). Stolen livestock must be compen-
sated for, but if the thief still has the animal, he may re-
turn it with another (21:37, 22:3). Someone who seduces
a virgin must pay the bridewealth and marry her, unless
her father refuses, in which case he just has to pay the
bridewealth (22:16, 17).

The Mishpatim’s rules are legalistic in form, making
clear the consequences of particular actions. But the im-
pression one gets is that basic principles of justice were
well known and the laws primarily identified exceptions
and recurrent problems. Injuries, killing, and theft were
probably dealt with through direct retaliation or equiv-
alent compensation, as reflected in the verses that read
“life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, burn for burn,
wound for wound, and stripe for stripe” (Exodus 21:
23–25).18 But exceptions for self-defense or accidents
had to be spelled out. For example, “He who strikes a
man, so that he dies, shall be put to death. But if he
did not lie in wait for him, but God let him fall into
his hand; then I will appoint for you a place to which
hemay flee” (Exodus 21:12–13). This would also explain
why the laws are far from comprehensive. They only re-
fer to certain types of livestock and agricultural property,
for example, and there are no rules on the exchange of
goods (other than the loss of borrowed property) or for
credit and debt (rather than the status of those in debt
bondage). These issues are, instead, the subject of more
general moral instructions, set out in later sections, for
example: “If you lend money to any of my people with
you who is poor you shall not be to him as a creditor,
and you shall not exact interest from him” (22:25).
There are many general moral exhortations: “You shall
not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt” (22:21).

The laws of the Mishpatim clearly had their roots in
basic principles of social organization that the Israelites
considered important: ideas of equivalence and just com-
pensation. Revenge should be proportionate, uninten-
tional killing should not be punished by death, injuries
should be appropriately compensated for, and women
and children should be protected. These must have been
18. As Jackson (2006: 27–29) points out, these were rules of
limitation, rather than demanding retaliation.
defining principles for the Israelites’ tribes, dating back to
premonarchic times, when disputes would have been
mediated by tribal leaders, councils, and ritual specialists.
But why, when the scribes eventually reduced them to
writing, did they choose the casuistic (“if . . . then . . .”)
form for these rules? Other rules in the Pentateuch take
the form of much more detailed and comprehensive sets
of instructions (in “apodictic” form), for the construction
of the tabernacle andmatters of diet and dress, for exam-
ple: “you shall make the tabernacle with ten curtains of
fine twined linen and blue and purple and scarlet stuff;
with cherubim skillfully worked . . . The length of each
curtain shall be twenty-eight cubits, and the breadth of
each curtain four cubits” (Exodus 26:1–2). Other pas-
sages are framed as general exhortations and statements
of moral principle.

Jackson (2006: 477) suggests that the Mishpatim was
compiled from different sources in a general move to-
wards literacy, as were the narratives, proverbs, edicts,
and apodictic rules that make up the bulk of the Pen-
tateuch. The authors of the Mishpatim must have been
specialist scribes who worked in the urban centers estab-
lished by their kings. These scribes drew on the tradition
of legal writing that went back to Hammurabi (Jackson
2006: 433;Wright 2009; Barton 2019: 76). As Eckart Otto
(1996: 219–21) puts it, the drafting techniques of the Is-
raelite scribes were deeply rooted in the cuneiform legal
tradition. Legal education was part of their curriculum
and Mesopotamian cuneiform texts were well known.
These would have included the ancient Babylonian law
codes, which the Israelite scribes used as models, and
they simply copied the casuistic form to record the social
norms, edicts, and problems of their own tradition.

So what was the purpose of writing out these laws?
Jackson suggests that although the later part of theMish-
patim reflects premonarchic values, the first part reflects
the concerns of an urban population and its kings (2006:
445–46).19 The opening rules on slavery, in reality debt
bondage, must date from a period in which resources
had been centralized and patterns of credit had emerged;
they might reflect royal edicts (2006: 450–56). After the
establishment of urban centers, elders in Jerusalem de-
cided cases “in the gate,” the marketplace just inside a
bers and Deuteronomy God orders that the Israelites
should build cities, where those fleeing from vengeance
could be properly judged (Numbers 35:1–34; Deuteron-
omy 4:41–43).



21. For general background, I have relied upon Cornell
1995 and Lomas 2017.

22. There is considerable debate about political structures
and events during this turbulent period. It is possible that
the Decimvirate, the commission appointed to draft the
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town’s walls (Barton 2019: 84), while later books (Deu-
teronomy17: 8–13; 2 Chronicles 19:5–19) describe a cen-
tral court in Jerusalem, where people could consult both
judges and priests. However, there is no evidence of a
centralized system of justice or that judges applied any
general laws (Jackson 2006: 418, 473). It seems highly un-
likely that the laws of the Mishpatim were ever applied
directly.

The creation and enforcement of the laws is not,
moreover, attributed to any king. Deuteronomy (17:
14–20) directs the people to choose a king, but advises
them to take care that he be not corrupt (Jackson 2006:
405, 415–16).20 Ultimately, principles of justice were pre-
sented as located in traditional wisdom and inGod. Parts
of theMishpatimmay have reflected royal interests, then,
but the ideology was divine. Whatever their origins and
the context in which they were first written, when they
were incorporated with the other texts of the Pentateuch,
the laws were attributed firmly to God. They are pre-
sented as instructions given by God to Moses, aspects
of his covenant with his people.

The compilation of the Pentateuch in its final form
was, scholars agree, a priestly project. As Mary Douglas
(1999) puts it, the authors of the Pentateuch—Leviticus
in particular—were trying to rebuild faith and trust
among the Israelites after the disasters of conquest.What-
ever the origins of the various texts, they were brought
together by a small and literate elite, probably under As-
syrian and Babylonian domination in the sixth and fifth
centuries BCE,when the Israelites were in a state of social
disorder (Barton 2019: 33–34, 85). The priestly authors
were trying to resynthesize aspects of their ancient reli-
gion, insisting on the justice of God and the covenants
between him and his people (Douglas 1999: 5, 104–
108). The objectwas to systematize a theory of divine jus-
tice, reaching back beyond the time of the kings to the
original form of the religion that God had given toMoses
(Douglas 1999: 8, 12). In a similar way, they reached back
to the original laws, said to predate the time of the kings,
seeing in the laws of the Mishpatim a reflection of
ancient, ultimately divine, justice.

The scribes who created the Mishpatim reproduced
rules originally formulated to regulate social relations
among the Israelites and provide means to address re-
current sources of tension, then, and to do so they
adopted the form of the Mesopotamian tradition. But
20. Elsewhere the Bible records kings claiming to respect
divine justice and instructing judges to do the same
(2 Chronicles 19:4–7).
they were representing the justice of God. LikeHammu-
rabi, they were trying to unite a dispersed people but,
unlike him, they were primarily concerned to provide
moral guidance to their people. To this end, they placed
authority for the social and moral guidance provided by
the rules firmly in the hands of God.
The Twelve Tables

A sense that laws reflect higher principles of justice is also
evident in the earliest legal project of Rome’s citizens.
Rome in the sixth and fifth century BCE was just begin-
ning to challenge the rulers of surrounding regions and it
was a time of considerable political turmoil within the
city’s government.21 In the late sixth century, the Romans
deposed their king and replaced him with an oligarchic
elite, headed by a number of consuls. But tensions con-
tinued between the citizens at large, the consuls, and their
officials, the magistrates. By the middle of the fifth cen-
tury, the citizens had established their own assembly
and elected tribunes to represent them (Drummond
1989). The tribunesmade a series of demands, concerned
about growing levels of debt andwanting a fair allocation
of the land acquired inmilitary campaigns. They also de-
manded laws. Tradition has it that the consuls suspended
normal political activities and appointed a commission
to travel to Athens to study its laws.22 There is little or
no evidence for this journey, but scholars think that
the Roman scribes were inspired by Hellenic laws, which
they may have seen or known about from a number of
Greek cities. They could also have learned about the wider
Near Eastern tradition from mercantile contacts, such
as Phoenician traders (Cornell 1995: 275; Westbrook
1988). In any event a Roman commission did formulate
a set of laws, adopting the legal form of the Near Eastern
tradition, and these became known as the Twelve Tables.

Roman historians later presented these laws as a
great victory for the plebeian classes, which placed re-
straints on the powers of the magistrates. But the rules
laws, was meant to supplant the consuls, but there was
dissatisfaction surrounding the creation of the final two
laws and in 449 the old power structures were recon-
firmed (Cornell 1995: ch. 11).
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are rather limited and mostly pragmatic.23 Tim Cornell
(1995: 279) describes them as a set of “terse injunctions
and prohibitions,” marked by grammatical ambiguity,
undefined pronouns, changes of subject, and an inabil-
ity to generalize or express abstractions. By modern le-
gal standards, they are rather basic. In substance, they
contain procedural rules for court cases and they deal
with the sorts of subjects that probably gave rise to dis-
putes in the normal course of Roman life: compensa-
tion for injuries, theft and other minor crimes, wills
and inheritance, debt, obligations, and damage to prop-
erty. For example, “If someone makes a will concerning
his goods or guardianship, it is to be a source of rights”
(Table V, 3).24 Several laws concern procedures for deal-
ing with debtors and debt bondage. If a debt is admitted:
“The creditor is to take the debtor to a pre-trial. Unless
he pays (the agreed amount) or someone acts as guaran-
tor, the creditor is to take (the debtor) with him. He
(may) bind him with a rope or shackles, with no more
than fifteen pounds” (Table III, 3). Other laws confirm
the status of the paterfamilias, the head of the house-
hold, while another limits funeral expenses, apparently
to avoid conspicuous consumption. A couple of clauses
concern the organization of boundaries and roads, for
example specifying that a road is to be eight feet wide
and sixteen at the corners (Table VII, 6–7). But most
deal with private relations between citizens.

None of the laws explicitly restricts the magistrates’
powers, although Table IX does provide that decisions
concerning the caput (the life or, possibly, the privileges)
of citizens shall not be passed except by “the greatest as-
sembly.”The exactmeaning of this is not clear—it could
refer to the citizens’ assembly or the smaller comitia cen-
turiata—although it does imply a widening of the num-
bers involved in the administration of justice (Crawford
1996: 696–701). But at most, this is a very preliminary
move to limit the legal and judicial authority of the con-
suls and magistrates.

Scholars have long debated the constitutional and le-
gal status of the Twelve Tables, whether and how they
were applied, and what changes they may have brought
about to the governance of Rome and the lives of its cit-
izens (Drummond 1989; Lintott 1999; Ibbetson 2015:
26–27). My question is why they were drafted in the first
23. What is known of the text, reconstructed from later
sources, is presented in Crawford 1996: 555–721.

24. The translations are lightly amended from Crawford
1996.
place, and why in this form?Why did a group of citizens
demand a series of rules concerning relatively mundane
matters amidst the political turmoil of the mid-fifth cen-
tury?What did they think such a text could achievewithin
the constitutional negotiations between consuls, magis-
trates, and tribunes? Drummond (1989) suggests that
the principal virtue of the Twelve Tables was to make
at least some laws public and fixed. In principle, the laws
should have protected defendants, sanctioned default-
ing witnesses, and restrained the arbitrary and corrupt
administration of justice. Even if it seems unlikely that
they were applied to these ends, the rules did make ex-
plicit provisions for how justice should be enacted. Pos-
sibly more importantly, they were a de facto reflection
of the will of the people (Drummond 1989: 233). The
authority of the tribunes rested on popular support
(1989: 224–25) and their demand for laws reflected
the interests of the citizenry. Accepting the Twelve Ta-
bles demonstrated consular, as well as public, recogni-
tion of the importance of the issues that mattered to
the citizenry at large (1989: 231).

The Twelve Tables were the project of a group of cit-
izens, then. Their content clearly reflected their most
pressing concerns, primarily relief from debt and fair-
ness in legal processes. The rules might seem, to modern
eyes, little more than a half-hearted attempt to general-
ize and formulate a handful of abstract laws to regulate
interpersonal relations. Nevertheless, by demanding
even this limited set of rules, the citizens were confirm-
ing the authority of their assembly over matters that
concerned them and the right to be protected from the
arbitrary exercise of judicial authority. Justice was now
a matter in which all citizens were supposed to have a
stake.

In this project of law-making, the Roman scribes for-
mulated a number of rules ostensibly designed to regu-
late relations between citizens and they adopted the legal
form of the Mesopotamian tradition. Like the Israelites,
they adapted it to their own purposes, to express the will
of the citizens, organized as an assembly with their own
leaders. It was a symbolic move within their efforts to es-
tablish a new political order, one in which they should
have at least some influence over the decisions of their
rulers.

The examples of Babylon, Israel, and Rome involve
quite limited sets of rules, which stipulated how social
life should be regulated and how everyday disputes
should be dealt with. However, by specifying where such
laws originated and who had authority to implement or
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change them, the texts spoke to wider moral and polit-
ical concerns: they were the work of a warlord claiming
divine authority, symbolizing his status as the guarantor
of justice; they were God’s commands for his chosen
people, which would enable them to act justly andmain-
tain their identity in the face of foreign domination; and
they were the voice of Rome’s citizens, asserting their
right to have a say in their city’s political affairs. By com-
mitting the rules to writing, the authors were making
statements about political and moral order and how it
should be maintained.
Armenia

A similar purpose was made explicit by the Armenian
author of a code written in the twelfth century in the face
of threats to his people’s autonomy.25 The Armenians
adopted Christianity in 301 CE and the priests and bish-
ops continued to minister to their people, founding
churches andmonasteries, despite incursions byGreeks,
Parthians, Romans, Sasanians, and Byzantines. Priests
translated the pronouncements of the major Christian
councils and gradually created an extensive Armenian
canon of ecclesiastical literature. But in 1071 their terri-
tories were overrun by theMuslim Seljuks and, although
the new rulers largely allowed the Armenians to practice
Christianity, the Seljuks did not accept Armenian forms
of justice. Rather, they insisted that disputes should go to
their own courts, where Armenians would be subjected
to Islamic law. So the bishops encouraged their scholars
to create an Armenian law code. Some translated the
Syrio-Roman laws, while others turned to codes of the
Byzantine emperors, along with military regulations made
by the Greeks. It was a vardapet, a priest and teacher,
named Mxit’ar Goš, who put together the most success-
ful and enduring legal text. Beginning his work in 1184,
he created the code that Armenians came to think of as
their law and which they continued to consult into the
sixteenth century.

Mxit’ar Goš based his text on material from the Old
Testament, along with the Armenian canons and a pen-
itential text recently created by one of his compatriots.
The text starts with the roles of judges, secular leaders,
and ecclesiastics, followed by chapters on marriage, di-
vorce, and children. He intersperses these sections with
25. The text has been translated and analyzed by Robert
Thomson (2000). Further background is provided by
Cowe (1997: 297–301).
others on princes and peasants. Many concern church
matters but others deal with secular issues, taking laws
on farming from the Biblical books of Exodus, Leviticus,
and Numbers, and adding provisions that probably re-
flected Armenian customs on farm animals, the wrong-
ful cutting of crops, arson, mills, and livestock sales.
Mxit’ar also noted that he had drawn on oral sources,
particularly in his discussion of divorce, defenses to ho-
micide, and marriage between kin. Elsewhere, he cites
no sources, for example in the rules concerning cases
of “hatred between husband and wife” caused by “de-
monic affliction”: if the husband demands a separation,
he “is not authorized to marry again, but the wife may
take another husband, taking her dowry and a third
from the husband’s, because he dishonoured her mar-
riage” (chapter 9).26

Many of the provisions are quite specific and legalis-
tic, but they include discussion and explanation of the
rule in question, particularly when it is drawn from a
biblical source. Some combine legalistic provisions with
moral exhortation:

If a lord mercilessly orders a peasant to work more
than the norm and thereby danger of death by their
lords befalls those subject to him, let (even) the
greatest lords be liable to blood judgement, and in a
worthy manner, let them demonstrate penitence with
humility and recompense the others for the harms—
the cost of healing and the loss—and pay the fines
(compensation?) for those who are incurable. (chapter
35)

Many sections are based on the laws of the Pentateuch,
for example chapter 64 is based on the rule of Exodus
(21:26) concerning masters who injure their servants,
and the next chapters draw on the Mishpatim’s rules
concerning dangerous animals.

To modern eyes, the majority of the 251 clauses ap-
pear somewhat random. Thomson (2000: 27–28) has
concluded that Mxit’ar simply took extracts from his
different sources, transcribing rules and commentaries
from parts of each in turn, so that the provisions on
many topics are scattered throughout several different
sections.

In his lengthy introduction, Mxit’ar explains that by
having their own law code Armenians should be able to
26. The references and translations are those of Thomson
2000.



27. I have discussed this case, based on ethnographic field-
work in the region, in more detail in earlier articles
(Pirie 2009, 2015).
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avoid the infidels’ courts. Hemakes pejorative references
to Muslim customs and insists that Armenians should
engage with them, if at all, in ways that avoid adopting
their most problematic rules. His book, he declares, will
enable Armenians to recall the right law for any partic-
ular situation. Just as important, “we shall indicate to
foreigners that we live by a lawcode, so that being put
to silence thereby, they may not become reproachful
of us” (Thomson 2000: 73). Mxit’ar clearly hoped that
Muslim officials, used to consulting their own legal texts,
would be impressed by his code and more willing to al-
low Armenians to run their own courts. Mxit’ar also ex-
plained that, as well as laying down penalties to be meted
out by courts, he was offering religious guidance and
discussing appropriate forms of penance. Possibly in-
spired by the Old Testament and Christian canons, he
created rules for conduct with moral and spiritual aims,
as well as laws designed to be applied in practical situa-
tions (Thomson 2000: 103–104). Spiritual concerns, he
emphasized, should always take precedence over written
rules. Mxit’ar did not, that is, present his text as a defin-
itive law code and he described its rules as neither the
redaction of ancient custom nor a comprehensive guide
to practice (Thomson 2000: 32–36).

Despite its rather provisional and unsystematic na-
ture, the code was embraced by Armenians and over
the next century different scholars produced two revi-
sions (Cowe 1997: 299). A minister in the Armenian
kingdom of Cilicia wrote a third in 1265, using the ver-
nacular, and reordered the subject matter, presumably
to bring the laws better into line with local conditions.
Mxit’ar’s text had now become a more practical set of
rules, used by people trying to maintain their autonomy
against the imperial ambitions of powerful neighbors
(Cowe 1997: 300).

Armenian Cilicia eventually fell to theMuslimMam-
luks in 1375, but under the Seljuk onslaught, many Ar-
menians had fled northwards ending up in Galicia and
Volhynia. Here, they clustered in the larger towns where
they established their own quarters, working as artisans
and traders and building their own churches. When the
Polish king Casimir III occupied the region in 1340, he
recognized their economic importance and granted
them the right to maintain their own traditions. He also
declared they could practice their own laws. In towns
such as Lvov, the Armenians set up their own courts,
where elected elders sat with judges to hear legal cases
and, at least nominally, applied the laws of Mxit’ar
Goš. They created a new edition of the code, which they
translated into Latin so that the Polish king could read it
(Cowe 1997: 301). It was clearly important to the Arme-
nians that they maintain their own traditions and their
own laws. Over the following centuries, merchants also
took copies of Mxit’ar’s code to the colonies they estab-
lished in Russia, the Ottoman Empire, Persia, India, and
beyond. The code, maybe no longer of great practical
use, still stood for the fact that, as Armenians, they had
their own laws and customs.

The Armenian laws were always symbolic as much as
practical, then. Originally designed to impress the Sel-
juks and encourage them to respect Armenian practices
of justice, they would have been difficult to use, orga-
nized by source not subject, and the rather tentative in-
troduction byMxit’ar Goš indicates a reluctance to spec-
ify how Armenians should behave. Nevertheless, the
legalistic form must have reinforced the sense that they
were laws for all Armenian people and reflected custom
and practical social issues. The code became a symbol of
national unity for a dispersed people, but more than
that, by preserving, updating, and (nominally) applying
these practical rules, Armenian leaders and communi-
ties in very different contexts asserted that they could
and should control their own practices of justice.
Tibetan pastoralists

My final example is more recent, coming from the cul-
turally Tibetan region known as Golok, now part of
Qinghai province in China.27 Here, a number of Tibetan
tribes, historically engaged in nomadic pastoralism,
formed a confederacy, nominally related through their
leading families. Occasionally they combined to face
an external threat, but they often came into conflict
amongst themselves, as they still do today. Practices of
revenge occasionally escalate into long-running feuds,
although the tribesmen also expect that these can and
should be resolved through well-established processes
of mediation (Ekvall 1964; Pirie 2009).

These practices of mediation were and are essentially
oral. However, at some point in the period before the
Chinese occupation of the 1950s, at least one of the tribes
produced a written code. This has been reproduced in
a modern history of the region and a number of tribal



28. The Golok tribes were unlike many of their neighbors
who might call on high status Buddhist lamas to medi-
ate serious conflict (Pirie 2005).
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leaders confirmed that it reflects older codes destroyed
during the upheavals of the Cultural Revolution (Pirie
2009: 150–51). The content of the written rules reflects
the tribes’ mediation practices, as recounted both by
Ekvall and my own informants. They are detailed and
elaborate. In reality, mediation practices have always re-
volved around displays of oratory. Both the advocates
for the parties and the mediators themselves have to
be able to speak well, citing maxims and proverbs, often
esoteric and obscure, in their attempts to persuade the
mediators to accept the justice of their case. There is
no question of mediators applying any rules to impose
a solution. They have to persuade angry tribesmen to
accept their proposals.

Sowhat were the laws for? As onemediator put it, “we
don’t need to refer to the rules, we know what it is in
them.” As I have described elsewhere (Pirie 2009), it
seems obvious that the laws were more important for
what they symbolized than how they might help a medi-
ator settle an intractable feud. They were referred to as
“the yellow and red law books,” according to the color
of the cloth in which they were wrapped, and they must
primarily have been markers of tribal identity. Each
tribe, one of the mediators explained to me, had its
own rules and the leaders within the Golok confederacy
would discuss them when they gathered annually to de-
bate common issues.

The introduction to the rules also refers to Songtsen
Gampo, the semi-mythical founder of the Buddhist king-
dom. In Tibetan historiography, this king is credited
with introducing both Buddhism and writing to Tibet
and one of his first acts was, it is said, to make a set of
laws. In fact, the content of the Golok code bears no re-
semblance to any historic legal texts from central Tibet,
but this statement indicates that the Golok tribes were
part of the wider Tibetan Buddhist world. They may
have safeguarded their autonomy, but in religious terms
they acknowledged the supremacy of the Dalai Lamas.

The creation and maintenance of these laws was
clearly symbolic more than practical, then. But the ques-
tion is how the rules, which no one can have imagined
they would directly apply, acquired such significance.
As I asked in an earlier article (2009: 158–59), what
could these detailed and specific rules add to more obvi-
ous markers of tribal unity and autonomy, such as com-
munal gatherings, the veneration of territorial deities,
origin stories, and the very fact that the tribesmen did,
and do, combine to wage wars and avenge wrongs?
Whatwas the point of a series of rules, carefully wrapped
in cloth, kept by the leading family, which most people
could not read?

The legalistic form clearly had significance for the
Golok tribespeople and their leaders. The rules asserted
the authority of these families to preside over both war-
fare and justice. The section on warfare emphasizes,
again and again, the duties of loyalty on the part of in-
dividuals called to participate in a campaign, while the
section on mediation spells out the status of the medi-
ators—always members of the leading families—and
the respect theymust be shown.28 By setting out, in some
detail, the processes by which truces could be called and
disputes settled, the authors were making explicit the
nature of the justice that these families were promising
their people. As well as leading their tribes into conflict,
they were promising to resolve the damaging and de-
structive conflicts that arose regularly among their
tribes.

The rules of these codes, in such ways, linked the very
real concerns of the tribesmen with the authority
claimed by their hereditary leaders. The rules promised
that loyalty would be rewarded both in war and in peace.
Conclusions

The authors of the laws described here all drew inspira-
tion from earlier traditions but their subjects were con-
temporary social concerns: debt, injuries, theft, family
matters, agricultural practices, commercial exchanges,
and legal procedures. Their rules could, in principle,
have been enforced to regulate interpersonal relations
and many may have served to guide aspects of daily life.
Yet the laws were all symbolically important in ways that
went far beyond what the rules could have achieved in
practical terms. Pragmatic and often preliminary, they
did not map out an ideal order in any detail. Yet they
seem to have been invested with considerable symbolic
significance—they promised justice for all, God’s favor,
citizens’ rights, and autonomy in the face of more pow-
erful political forces. The question I have addressed here
is howmundane rules about debt, theft, and legal proce-
dures can promise so much.

Their legalism distinguishes these laws from the sorts
of courtroom argument described by Rosen and Cover
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(and, implicitly, Geertz). Even if such processes are gov-
erned by procedural rules and framed by substantive
laws, courtroom argument is liable to range widely over
the particulars and context of the issues. Evoking com-
munal cultural ideas, it may be characterized by “moral
holism” as much as by “legalism” (Fallers 1969). The
specificity of legalistic rules, by contrast, makes social
dynamics, ideas, and issues more concrete. As Dresch
(2012: 15) puts it, such laws stand apart from the flux
of events and personalities; they suggest an order of af-
fairs that outlasts the moment. Yet in the examples con-
sidered here, what is more important than the detail of
the rules, I have suggested, is the fact that they indicated
how and by whom life could and should be ordered.
They illustrated how justice ought to be meted out. In
the case of Hammurabi they explicitly affirmed the au-
thority of the king; in the case of the Pentateuch, it
was God (viaMoses) who had given the laws for his cho-
sen people; the Roman laws were made at the request of
the citizens, giving them a voice independent of the con-
suls; the laws ofMxit’ar Goš represented the fact that the
Armenian people had their own religious tradition and
followed a Christian order; while the Golok laws repre-
sented the authority of the tribes’ chief families to lead
their people at times of both war and peace. All specified
not just how daily life should be regulated but who had
the authority to mete out justice. In these ways, they
lent legitimacy to the political configurations they re-
flected, to the authority of the ruler, the priests, the cit-
izens’ assembly, and the tribal leaders. At least, that is
what the law-makers must have hoped.

At the same time, by speaking to ordinary life, reflect-
ing contemporary social concerns, the laws promised
practical justice; they evoked the sort of society that peo-
ple must have felt they could live in, in which justice
might be hoped for by all.29 They connected ordinary
people to the vision of a broader moral and political or-
der, seeking loyalty by promising justice. Some of the
laws made their visions for power and political order ex-
plicit: Hammurabi introduced his code by making clear
the extent of his royal duties and power. In other cases,
where authority was dispersed, as it was among the Isra-
elite tribes and the Armenian diaspora, the laws also
symbolized the very existence of a community, setting
29. “All” here, of course, means those to whom the laws were
addressed, generally citizens with status rather than
slaves, women, and children, although many of the laws
did give at least some rights to these classes.
out the principles that united them as a people. Laws
can suggest a sense of what “we” do, a sense of common
ideals, a vision for justice (Pirie and Scheele 2014). And,
as I have argued here, whether that vision was explicit or
implicit, the lawsmade it real by creating the impression
that there were means to bring it about. Even a set of
pragmatic legalistic rules could, in such ways, exemplify
an ideal social order and suggest there were ways to
achieve it.

Rule and ritual
The laws I have described here could be said to do the
same work as ritual performances. Jonathan Z. Smith
(1982) describes how, prior to embarking on an expedi-
tion, circumpolar hunters would enact a ritual hunt, in
which the bear eventually submitted willingly to its fate.
As Adam Seligman et al. (2008: 26–27) point out, the
performance of this ritual was expressive more than in-
strumental. It created an imagined world, a “subjunc-
tive” state of affairs, as they put it. And, as they go on
to explain, this world is necessarily in tension with lived
reality: none of the participants can have imagined that
performing the ritual would actually cause the bear to be
caught. The ritual must have had meaning and impor-
tance precisely in the gap between what it represented
and the world that everyone knew they lived in.

Laws, I would suggest, may do the same thing, repre-
senting a subjunctive world in the specificity of their
rules. Performing a ritual involves following a script
and when that script is not written, as in the case of
the bear hunt, the performance itself enacts the script;
when the participants act out the ritual, they represent
the subjunctive world. In the case of laws, performance
is not needed—the act of writing and publishing the text
is, itself, the expressive act. In both cases, whether en-
acted or written, the rules create a sense of fixity, the
sense of something both more objective and more per-
manent than the reality of everyday life.

As Seligman et al. (2008: ch. 1) emphasize, that sub-
junctive world is itself imperfect and in tension with
the world of lived experience. Rituals present patterns,
built out of the particulars of human experience, but it
is never-endingwork, a recurrent, always imperfect, proj-
ect of dealing with human behavior (2008: 42). In the
same way, a legal text may be partial, even preliminary,
yet still represent an ordered world. As with ritual, legal
rules convey a sense of precision, of something pat-
terned, something that ismore than a hope or aspiration.
A rule that can, at least in theory, be followed connects
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the reality of daily life to the subjunctive world it invokes.
Hammurabi’s citizens were supposed to read his laws; by
following their rules, the Israelites could practice purity;
the Armenians could observe canonical traditions; and
the Romans could quote standards that judges were sup-
posed to respect. All these rules, and their legalism, cre-
ated a sense of moral certainty, even if the world they
evoked was only partially represented, and obviously
in tension with the reality of their social existence.

Made explicit, they also connected Babylonian and
Roman citizens, the dispersed nations of Israelites and
Armenians, and Tibetan tribesmen, offering a common
vision of justice and the means to achieve it. Laws sug-
gest transcendent values, then, but they also promise
links between the real and the ideal for a community of
people, the sense of a path that would bring them closer
to, if never right up to, the ideal. This is why laws can be
invested with meaning, why they can be the repository of
aspirations, even if they are, in form, designed to regulate
practical interpersonal relations, sometimes barely ab-
stracted from actual cases.

Laws are socially significant and put to use inmultiple
ways, then: they provide practical guidance for interper-
sonal relations, they may be useful as instruments of
rule, to manage and order a society, but—often at the
same time—they may have symbolic significance. As
described here, they can indicate who has the authority
tomete out justice as well as invoking a vision of an ideal
social order. Their very specificity connects the concerns
of daily life with the sense of an achievable ideal.
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