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Athenian maritime court in the 4th century B.C.
CHEN Siwei
(School of History and Culture, South China Normal University, Guanzhou 510631, China)

Abstract: Before the maritime court was established, the cases in Athens concerning maritime trade disputes had been
tried by nautodikai. But because of the lack of expertise and short of hands, the process of hearing was dilatory and
inefficient. Then, in the mid-4th century B.C., in order to promote maritime trade and to satisfy Athenians’ needs of
corns and other necessities, maritime court was set up to cognize maritime disputes. In the composition of the
prosecution and defense personnel, the maritime court went beyond the boundaries of states or nations so that
non-citizens enjoyed equal judicial rights. Moreover, because the jury consisted of citizens balloted from those who
were proficient in maritime affairs, the hearing was more professional. As the trial was arranged in winter when going
out to sea was forbidden, and as evidence-obtaining and arbitration were taken as one, the trial of the case was more
reasonable and less time-consuming. And measures including assurance from the citizens, imprisonment and fine of
those who lost the trial yet could not pay, fine, and adoption of malicious lawsuits like delation, guaranteed the
effectiveness of the result of the trial. Hence, the establishment of maritime court promoted Athenian maritime trade,
and laid a solid foundation for the development of later maritime laws.

Key Words: the 4th century B.C.; classical Athens; maritime cases; maritime court
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