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Title: Explain the Athenian Law on inheritance and its effect on elite families.    
 
The aim of this brief essay will be to explain the Athenian law on inheritance and the said 
laws effect on elite families within Athenian society.  
 
‘In the ancient Greek world the estate (klēros) of a deceased man was shared equally among 
his surviving sons’. ‘The older son might have had first choice, for instance, over ostensibly 
equal parcels of land, but that was the limit to their advantage’1. Further evidence, 
however, taken from a dialogue of Plato’s suggests something different to that of the 
opening statement. Two men, the Athenian and Cleinias, are discussing the inheritance law 
as it was in Athens, ‘Anyone who settles his property by writing a will, should first, if he has 
had children, write down the name of that son who in his opinion deserves to be heir’. It 
goes on to state, in case the deceased in question had a second son, ‘his father is to 
distribute his property among them -excluding the estate- in whatever proportion he 
pleases.’2 It is to be noted that, the opening statement observes Ancient Greek society as a 
whole, yet, we know, in fact, that the differing tribes of ancient Greece would have acted in 
accordance to their own individual laws and customs. ‘Sparta was in many respects the very 
antithesis of Athens, in political structure and constitution, society, economy and culture’3. 
We also have evidence to show that the issue of inheritance, as is the case today can 
become an unpleasant business. In the case against Aphobus brought to the courts by 
Demosthenes we have an example in what can go wrong if the trustees of the will do not 
comply ‘with the terms of the will, - and instead of investing the residue of the estate in the 
interest of the heir, they appropriated it to their own use, and squandered it’4. We can see 
from the evidence of this case that it was hard fought and that Demosthenes did in fact 
prevail and win his case that he brought before the courts but, ‘What amount he actually 
recovered is not known’5. It should be noted, however, that one would have had to have 
been skilled in rhetoric and well versed, in this case, in Attic Law if one was to stand any 
chance in being successful in the Athenian Courts. Marriage, was also a key issue in terms of 
inheritance, ‘Marriage in Greece was a process of transfer…for the procreation of children’6 
this of course ‘affected inheritance of property and membership of the community’7. 
 
Though this brief essay has only touched the surface of inheritance law in ancient Athens we 
can see from the evidence provided, both ancient and modern, that there were certain 
factors that affected inheritance greatly, two such factors being, education and marriage. 

 
1 ed. Gagarin, Oxford Reference online, 2010 
2 Saunders, 1982, p.465 
3 Dillon and Garland, 1994, p.288 
4 Murray, 1958, p.3 
5 Murray, 1958, p.5 
6 ed. Roberts, 2007, online  
7 ed. Roberts, 2007, online 



The inheritance laws of Athens would have had an impact of Athenian society, especially for 
the elite. Inheritance helped define and maintain the class divide of; Citizens, Metics, and 
Slaves. 
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