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Background and History of Arbitration 

Introduction 

Arbitration is a form of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) in which parties agree to submit 
their disputes to a neutral third party (the arbitrator) instead of pursuing litigation in courts. 
The arbitrator’s decision, known as an award, is typically binding and enforceable. 
Arbitration has evolved over centuries into a widely recognized and institutionalized 
mechanism for resolving commercial, labor, and international disputes. 

 

Early Origins 

The roots of arbitration can be traced back to ancient civilizations. In ancient Greece and 
Rome, arbitration was commonly used to resolve private disputes, particularly in trade and 
maritime matters. Merchants preferred arbitration because it was faster, more flexible, and 
less formal than court proceedings. 

Similarly, in medieval Europe, arbitration was widely practiced among merchants and 
guilds. The system known as the “Law Merchant” (lex mercatoria) relied heavily on 
arbitration to settle disputes across borders, laying the groundwork for modern 
international commercial arbitration. 

 

Development in Common Law Systems 

In England, arbitration began to take a more formal shape during the 17th and 18th 
centuries. Initially, courts were reluctant to enforce arbitration agreements, viewing them 
as attempts to oust judicial authority. However, attitudes gradually shifted. 

A major milestone was the passage of the Arbitration Act 1698, which allowed arbitration 
agreements to be enforced by courts. This marked the beginning of arbitration’s integration 
into formal legal systems. 

In the United States, arbitration gained prominence in the 19th and early 20th centuries, 
especially in labor disputes. The enactment of the Federal Arbitration Act was a turning 
point, establishing a strong federal policy favoring arbitration and ensuring the 
enforceability of arbitration agreements. 

 

Growth of Institutional Arbitration 
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The 20th century saw the rise of arbitration institutions that provided structured rules and 
administrative support. One of the most influential organizations is the International 
Chamber of Commerce (ICC), which established its Court of Arbitration in 1923. 

Other major institutions include: 

• American Arbitration Association (AAA) 

• London Court of International Arbitration (LCIA) 

• Singapore International Arbitration Centre (SIAC) 

These institutions helped standardize procedures and increased trust in arbitration as a 
reliable dispute resolution mechanism. 

 

International Recognition and Legal Frameworks 

A critical development in the history of arbitration was the adoption of the New York 
Convention (Convention on the Recognition and Enforcement of Foreign Arbitral Awards). 
This treaty requires courts in signatory countries to recognize and enforce arbitration 
agreements and awards made in other jurisdictions. 

Another important framework is the United Nations Commission on International Trade 
Law (UNCITRAL), which introduced the UNCITRAL Model Law on International Commercial 
Arbitration in 1985. This model law has been adopted by many countries to harmonize 
arbitration laws globally. 

 

Modern Arbitration 

Today, arbitration is widely used in both domestic and international contexts. It is 
especially prevalent in: 

• International commercial contracts 

• Construction and infrastructure disputes 

• Investment disputes between states and foreign investors 

• Labor and employment matters 
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Modern arbitration emphasizes party autonomy, confidentiality, and procedural flexibility. It 
is often preferred over litigation due to its efficiency, neutrality, and enforceability across 
borders. 

 

Conclusion 

From its origins in ancient trade practices to its current role in global commerce, arbitration 
has evolved into a cornerstone of dispute resolution. Supported by international treaties, 
national laws, and established institutions, arbitration continues to adapt to the needs of 
an increasingly interconnected world. 
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