
Control of the Laws in the Ancient Democracy
of Athens: Cultural Histories of a Democratic
Institution

The ancient democracy of Athens, which flourished from the 6th to 4th
centuries BC, was a remarkable experiment in self-governance. One of the
most important aspects of this democracy was the control of the laws,
which was vested in the people themselves. This article will explore the
various ways in which the Athenian people controlled their laws, from the
creation and amendment of laws to their enforcement and interpretation.
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The Creation of Laws

In Athens, laws were created through a process known as nomothesia.
This process began with the drafting of a proposed law by a citizen. The
proposed law was then submitted to the Assembly, where it was debated
and voted on. If the law was passed by a majority vote, it was then
inscribed on stone tablets and posted in public places.

The Assembly was the primary legislative body in Athens, and it had the
power to create and amend laws on a wide range of topics, including
criminal law, civil law, and religious law. The Assembly also had the power
to grant citizenship, declare war, and make peace.

The Amendment of Laws

Laws could be amended through a process known as epitheseis. This
process began with the filing of a complaint against a law by a citizen. The
complaint was then heard by a panel of judges, who decided whether the
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law was unconstitutional or otherwise invalid. If the judges found the law to
be invalid, they could strike it down or amend it.

The epitheseis process was a way for the Athenian people to ensure that
their laws were fair and just. It allowed citizens to challenge laws that they
believed were harmful or oppressive.

The Enforcement of Laws

The enforcement of laws in Athens was the responsibility of the
magistrates. The magistrates were elected officials who served for one-
year terms. They had the power to arrest and prosecute criminals, and to
enforce the laws in other ways.

The magistrates were responsible for upholding the law and order in
Athens. They played a vital role in ensuring that the laws were enforced
fairly and impartially.

The Interpretation of Laws

The interpretation of laws in Athens was the responsibility of the courts.
The courts were composed of panels of judges who were chosen by lot
from the citizen body. The judges heard cases and decided whether the
defendants were guilty or not guilty of the charges against them.

The courts played a vital role in the Athenian democracy. They ensured that
the laws were interpreted fairly and impartially, and that the rights of
citizens were protected.

The control of the laws in the ancient democracy of Athens was a complex
and multifaceted process. It involved the creation, amendment,



enforcement, and interpretation of laws by the people themselves. This
system of lawmaking was a key feature of the Athenian democracy, and it
helped to ensure that the laws were fair and just.

The Athenian democracy was a remarkable experiment in self-governance.
It was a system of government that allowed the people to control their own
laws and to participate in the running of their own affairs. The Athenian
democracy was a model for other democratic governments around the
world, and it continues to inspire people today.
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