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ABSTRACT

The distinction between a just and an unjust judgment constitutes one of the most fundamental challenges in the
philosophy of law and judicial justice. This study aims to examine the criteria for identifying justice in judicial
decisions and to establish both theoretical and practical benchmarks for distinguishing between just and unjust
rulings. In the background and objective section, the author reviews the perspectives of classical philosophers and
contemporary legal thinkers, addressing the central question of whether justice in judicial decisions is merely a
formal and legal matter or whether it is rooted in broader moral values. This research adopts a descriptive—analytical
methodology and employs an interdisciplinary approach, drawing upon jurisprudential, legal, and philosophical
sources. The data are extracted from classical texts, including the works of Plato and Aristotle, as well as the
theories of Islamic philosophers such as Al-Farabi and Mulla Sadra. These sources are then examined through
conceptual analysis and comparative critique to explore the theoretical foundations of judicial justice. In addition,
selected judicial decisions from various legal systems are analytically revisited to identify practical indicators of
justice or injustice in rulings. The findings indicate that judicial justice cannot be achieved solely through formal
compliance with the law; rather, it requires a profound understanding of the purpose of the law and the spirit of
justice. A just judgment is one that, beyond formal conformity with legal provisions, embodies fairness,
proportionality, and respect for human dignity. Ultimately, the article emphasizes the necessity of revising judicial
processes so that, through the integration of legal and moral dimensions of justice, judgments may be issued that
respond not only to the legal order but also to the moral conscience of society.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The problem of distinguishing a just judgment
from an unjust one is among the oldest and
most consequential questions in legal
philosophy, judicial ethics, and adjudicative
theory, because the authority of every legal
system ultimately depends not only on the
formal validity of its rules but also on the
perceived justice of the judgments issued in its
name. In the Iranian legal system, this
problem acquires additional depth because
adjudication operates at the intersection of
statutory law, jurisprudential reasoning,
moral philosophy, and religious normativity,
so that the question of whether a judgment is
just cannot be reduced to mere conformity
with enacted rules. A formally correct
judgment may still be substantively oppressive
if it disregards fairness, proportionality,
human dignity, or the ethical purpose of law,
whereas a genuinely just judgment is one that
harmonizes legal form with moral substance
and social legitimacy. From this perspective,
justice in adjudication should be understood
as a composite standard that includes fidelity
to the legal order, coherence in reasoning,
rational defensibility, and sensitivity to the
human consequences of legal decision-
making. The present study therefore addresses
the central issue of how a judicial decision may
be evaluated as just or unjust in light of both
legal and extra-legal criteria, and it examines
whether law is merely an instrument toward
justice or whether the validity of judgment can
be exhausted by compliance with law alone.
The analysis proceeds from the premise that
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law, in its highest sense, is not a self-sufficient
mechanism of coercion but a normative order
directed toward fairness, balance, and
protection of rights, and that judicial authority
loses legitimacy when it produces outcomes
that are formally lawful but ethically
indefensible. This approach is consistent with
major strands of Iranian legal thought that
connect adjudication to justice as the ultimate
aim of legal order, while also resonating with
broader jurisprudential debates on legal
interpretation, the moral reading of law, and
the relationship between rule application and
principled judgment (Dworkin, 1986; Fanaei,
2020; Katouzian, 2008; Rasekh, 2019; Rawls,
1971).

At the theoretical level, the study argues that
the distinction between just and unjust
judgment cannot be established through a
single criterion, because judicial justice
emerges from the interaction of several layers
of reasoning: logical validity, interpretive
coherence, ethical orientation, and
institutional responsibility. The article
therefore reconstructs the architecture of legal
and juristic reasoning through several modes
of argument, including rational argument,
linguistic argument, philosophical argument,
conflict-resolving argument, analogy and
similarity reasoning, welfare-based reasoning,
and dialectical argument. Rational argument
is indispensable when explicit texts do not
conclusively resolve a dispute and when the
adjudicator must move from rule formulation
to normative justification; linguistic argument
is essential because law is expressed through



language and legal justice often depends on
the correct understanding of generality,
restriction, context, and implication;
philosophical argument becomes necessary
when the judge must move beyond the literal
surface of norms and identify the underlying
telos of a legal institution; and conflict-
resolving argument is crucial when apparently
valid rules generate contradictory outcomes
and must be reconciled through higher
principles such as equity and consistency. In
addition, the study places these methods
within broader interpretive logics,
distinguishing between formal logic, which
tests the structural validity of inference;
substantive logic, which assesses whether the
content of judgment conforms to justice,
public welfare, and ethical standards;
rhetorical logic, which explains how legal
persuasion is tied to social acceptability and
public conscience; and the “logic of
perplexity,” which resists premature certainty
and requires the interpreter to keep open the
possibility that the first available reading of a
rule may not be the most just one. Through
this layered framework, the article shows that
unjust judgments often arise not from absence
of legal material, but from methodological
reductionism: the exclusive reliance on
literalism, the domination of formal validity
over moral evaluation, or the substitution of
verbal cleverness for principled reasoning. By
contrast, a just judgment is one produced by a
disciplined integration of form and substance,
where  reasoning remains  coherent,
interpretation remains restrained yet
purposive, and the decision is capable of
satisfying both legal rationality and normative
conscience  (Jafari-Tabar, 2021; Jafari
Langroudi, 2012; Katouzian, 2014, 2015;
Moradi, 2017; Frederic Rouviere, 2023; Francois
Rouviere, 2023).

Methodologically, the research was conducted
through a descriptive-analytical design and
relied on an interdisciplinary reading of legal

doctrine, Islamic jurisprudence,
jurisprudential theory, and modern legal
philosophy. Rather than limiting itself to a
narrow doctrinal review of positive law, the
study examined the conceptual foundations of
adjudicative justice by combining sources
from Iranian legal scholarship, Shi‘ usul al-
figh, classical juristic authorities, and
contemporary Western jurisprudence. The
analytical strategy consisted of identifying the
core criteria invoked in discussions of judicial
justice, mapping their theoretical origins, and
then examining how these criteria operate in
relation to the issuance and evaluation of
judicial judgments in the Iranian legal context.
Particular attention was given to the
interaction between reason and revelation,
because one of the article’s key assumptions is
that Iranian adjudication cannot be
understood properly unless one accounts for
the dual authority of rational judgment and
religious normativity. The study therefore
analyzed doctrinal positions that treat reason
as an indispensable instrument of
interpretation and legal coherence, as well as
juristic positions that present reason and
religion as complementary, not antagonistic,
sources of guidance. It also assessed the role of
textual interpretation, legal method, social
welfare, public order, judicial conscience, and
human dignity as operative standards within
adjudication. The method was conceptual and
comparative rather than empirical in the
statistical sense, but it remained closely
connected to legal practice by focusing on the
standards that ought to guide judges in actual
decision-making. This made it possible to
move from abstract theory to practical
implications without collapsing normative
analysis into mere case description. The
research thus developed a structured account
of adjudication in which the legitimacy of
judgment depends simultaneously on legal
basis, evidentiary grounding, interpretive
soundness, substantive justice, and moral
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defensibility, all situated within the
institutional framework of Iranian law and the
jurisprudential tradition that informs it
(Ansari, 1415, 2011; Kulayni, 1407; Mousavi
Bojnourdi, 1419; Mousavi Khomeini, 1408;
Mousavi Khomeini, 1997; Mozaffar, 1991;
Naeini, 1996; Shahid, 1417; Shahid, 1413; Tusi,
1407).

The findings of the study indicate, first, that
the immediate function of judicial judgment is
the settlement of dispute, but its normative
legitimacy depends on a hierarchy of deeper
aims that extend far beyond dispute
termination. At the most basic level, judgment
must end conflict and establish legal certainty
between the parties; at the intermediate level,
it must restore individual justice by preventing
the continuation of wrong and by protecting
the right that has been threatened or denied;
and at the highest level, it must preserve the
structural integrity of the legal system by
strengthening public order, maintaining
institutional trust, and advancing justice as a
social value. On this basis, the research finds
that a judgment cannot be considered just
merely because it reaches procedural closure
or tracks an applicable legal rule. Formal
legality is a necessary condition, but not a
sufficient one. The judgment must also exhibit
proportionality between facts and
consequences, must rest on reliable proof
rather than arbitrary intuition, and must be
explainable in a way that satisfies the internal
conscience of the judge as well as the external
demand for public reason. In this sense, the
article identifies several convergent criteria of
valid and just adjudication: conformity with
law, reliance on admissible evidence, fidelity
to justice as a substantive measure, protection
of public order, and respect for human dignity.
A major conclusion of the analysis is that these
criteria are not alternatives but cumulative
requirements. When any one of them is
radically neglected, the probability of injustice
increases. For example, excessive formalism

may protect textual order while violating
fairness; excessive moralism may pursue
desirable ends while undermining
predictability and institutional coherence; and
unchecked judicial subjectivism may appeal to
conscience while dissolving the discipline of
legal reasoning. Just judgment therefore arises
not from the supremacy of one criterion over
all others, but from their principled
coordination  within a rational and
normatively structured adjudicative process
(Katouzian, 2008; Keyvanfar, 2020; Radbruch,
2000; Rasekh, 2019; Rawls, 1971; Shahidi,
2005).

A second major finding concerns
interpretation and the place of reason in a
religiously grounded legal order. The study
shows that, in the Iranian context, the judge
stands at the intersection of three obligations:
fidelity to shari‘a-based normative
commitments, obedience to enacted law as a
guarantor of order and predictability, and
responsibility to realize justice in the
substantive sense of fairness and human
dignity. This tripartite structure means that
adjudication cannot be reduced either to
positivist rule-following or to unconstrained
moral discretion. The article argues that the
Qur’anic and jurisprudential emphasis on
justice and equity indicates that the ultimate
measure of judgment is not the mere formal
attribution of a ruling to religious or legal
authority, but the extent to which the ruling
actually realizes justice. At the same time,
because every legal order requires stability and
coherence, the pursuit of justice must remain
institutionally disciplined and interpretively
justified. The study therefore rejects both
extremes: a rigid positivism that separates law
from morality and a boundless ethical
subjectivism that dissolves law into personal
preference. Instead, it defends a balanced
model in which reason functions as the
mediating instrument through which religious
texts, legal norms, and social realities are



interpreted in a coherent and justice-oriented
manner. In this framework, reason is not the
rival of religion but its indispensable
companion in adjudication; it secures
intelligibility, coherence, and responsiveness
to changing circumstances, while religion
anchors  judgment in  transcendent
normativity and protects it from reduction to
utilitarian expediency. The article thus
concludes that the most reliable criterion for
distinguishing just from unjust judgment in
Iran is neither naked legality nor free-floating
morality, but an integrated adjudicative
method in which evidence, statute,
jurisprudential  interpretation, rational
coherence, equity, and human dignity are all
brought into ordered relation. Only such an
approach can prevent the transformation of
law into either a rigid apparatus of formal
control or an unstable field of discretionary
moral assertion (Dworkin, 1986; Fanaei, 2020;
Hart, 1961; Jafari-Tabar, 2021; Jafari
Langroudi, 2012; Katouzian, 2015; Kelsen, 1967;
Nasiran, 2011).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that a
just judgment is the product of a complex
normative synthesis rather than a single
formal test. Judicial justice requires legal
validity, but it also requires interpretive
responsibility, proportionality, fairness, and
respect for the dignity of the human person.
An unjust judgment is not simply an illegal
judgment; it may also be a formally valid
judgment that fails in substance because it
abandons the moral purpose of law, ignores
the balance between competing rights and
interests, or treats legal form as an end in
itself. The extended analysis shows that the
legitimacy of adjudication depends on the
capacity of the judge to hold together law,
reason, and justice without collapsing any one
of them into the others. A viable judicial order
must therefore educate judges not merely in
legal rules, but in legal reasoning, ethical
evaluation, and disciplined interpretation, so

that the process of judgment remains
responsive to both institutional order and
substantive justice. In this understanding, the
distinction between just and unjust judgment
becomes the decisive measure of whether a
legal system merely resolves disputes or truly
fulfills its civilizational function of protecting
rights, sustaining trust, and giving normative
expression to justice in public life.
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