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TRIAL BY A JURY OF PEERS
Trial by peers, now considered a right in many liberal democracies, is often traced back to the people’s 
courts of classical Athens. In these courts, verdicts and punishments were decided by juries of randomly 
selected citizen men. Each jury consisted of hundreds of men, with the verdict determined by a simple 
majority. From the time of Pericles, jurors received pay to ensure that even the poorest citizens could be 
jurors without suffering disadvantage.

This was a change from the traditional oligarchic structure, in which cases were decided by nobles. Having 
juries reduced the risk of corruption and of nobles evading the law because their friends were judges.

Accompanying the right to trial by jury, Athenian law also allowed any citizen to bring charges against 
anyone. This meant that no matter how powerful a person was, they could still be held to account for their 
actions. This was also an important part of making the system democratic.

Critics in ancient Athens noted that the system could be misused and still contained biases. Some people 
would bring law suits against political rivals to discredit them. Others would bring frivolous law suits and 
then offer to drop the suit if the defendant paid them. Some ancient Athenians considered that the juries 
were swayed by flattery and emotional appeals.

Despite the problems, the Athenians stuck with trial by jury and the concept (with various modifications) 
has subsequently been adopted by many other states.
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