What Were the Types of Courts in Classical Athens?

The court system of classical Athens meant that there were several different courts, and each court or board of magistrates dealt with a specific crime or issue.
Much of our knowledge of the Athenian legal system comes from Aristotle’s writing on the Athenian Constitution, as well as several other legal sources that deal with specific cases, such as some of the speeches of Demosthenes. However, any sources can come with inherent bias, depending on the authors political views, and ancient sources are often incomplete, or have been mistranslated. 
In Classical Athens, there were two types of cases, a Public Action, in which a free man raised a case on behalf of the state, and a Private Action, in which the person affected, or a member of their family, raised a case against the person accused of committing the crime[footnoteRef:1]. The Athenian Legal system involved boards of magistrates and juries of Legislatures[footnoteRef:2]. No one accused of any crime could be sentenced without a jury vote, which could overrule the decisions of the court[footnoteRef:3]. There were specific boards of magistrates and courts for different crimes, in particular those involving murder, for which there were even more specific courts. The Archon dealt with cases involving family and inheritance rights, and the Stratègoi, or board of Generals, took care of cases involving the Navy and Military Service[footnoteRef:4]. In addition, the ‘Eleven’ were in charge of any cases that involved theft, or similar crimes, as well as taking care of those imprisoned[footnoteRef:5]. They were also involved in those facing a death sentence for crimes such as theft. The Thesmotai took care of other cases, and there were several other lesser boards which took care of the rest[footnoteRef:6]. Furthermore, there where the three separate courts which covered homicide law and cases. Each of these courts covered a different aspect of homicide law[footnoteRef:7]. The Palladium court covered accidental homicide, while the Delphinium court covered cases in which the murder was or could be considered justified[footnoteRef:8] . The final homicide court was the Council of Areophagus, which covered not only intentional murder, but also took care of administrative and other important state affairs[footnoteRef:9]. It was considered to be an important part of “Guarding the Laws”[footnoteRef:10] of Athens.  [1:  Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidnow (2014), Law and Procedure, Athenian]  [2:  Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidnow (2014), Law and Procedure, Athenian]  [3:  Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidnow (2014), Law and Procedure, Athenian]  [4:  Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidnow (2014), Law and Procedure, Athenian]  [5:  J. Thorley, (1996:34)]  [6:  Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidnow (2014), Law and Procedure, Athenian]  [7: Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidnow (2014), Law and Procedure, Athenian]  [8:  M. Gagarin, 2003]  [9:  Aristot. Const. Ath. 3.6 ]  [10:  Aristot. Const. Ath. 3.6] 


Therefore, the courts of Athens where highly specific, with each one specialised to deal with a particular issue as efficiently and accurately as possible. This allowed for an effective and authentic legal system, through the use of different courts for different types of legal cases. 
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