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Abstract

The rule of law is not merely a set of written rules, but an “institu-
tionalized honesty” in the mutual interaction between the govern-
ment and citizens, serving as the backbone of the legitimacy of
state institutions and social stability. This study employs a mixed-
methods approach to elucidate the multidimensional effects of
“Culture of Lawlessness” and “Perception of Corruption” on the
enforcement of laws within Iran’s judicial system. In the qualita-
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tive phase, four principal vicious cycles were identified through
in-depth interviews with thirty senior managers and experts and
thematic analysis. In the quantitative phase, data were collected
through questionnaires administered to 108 senior managers and
experts from institutions affiliated with the Judiciary across seven
provinces, in order to empirically test the model derived from the
qualitative findings. Analysis of the data using structural equation
modeling demonstrated that a “culture of lawlessness” has a sta-
tistically significant negative effect on the enforcement of regula-
tions, thereby providing empirical support for procedural justice
theory. It also demonstrated that “perception of corruption” has
a statistically significant negative effect on both civil justice and
criminal justice, corroborating “governance quality” theory. The
principal innovation of this study lies in identifying the moderat-
ing role of “quality of life”; improvements in quality of life sig-
nificantly attenuate the negative effect of perception of corrup-
tion on civil justice. These findings underscore the necessity of
integrating structural reforms with cultural and social policies and
provide an evidence-based framework for rebuilding public trust
and strengthening the rule of law.

Keywords: Judicial System of Iran, Law Enforcement, Lawless-
ness Culture, Perception of Corruption, Rule of Law, Structural
Equation Modeling, Thematic Analysis
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Introduction

The rule of law is not merely a set of written rules, but an
“institutionalized honesty” in the mutual interaction between the
government and citizens, serving as the backbone of the legiti-
macy of state institutions and social stability. In the Iranian judi-
cial system, despite having multiple legal structures, there are fun-
damental and multi-faceted challenges to achieving these goals.
By utilizing the fundamental conceptual distinction between the
“rule of law” (where the sovereign power is also subject to the
law) and “rule by law” (where the law is merely a tool to control
citizens), this research demonstrates that the judicial system prac-
tically operates more within the latter framework. At the structur-
al level, lack of transparency, weakening of professional indepen-
dence of institutions like the Bar Association, and the existence of
broad and ambiguous judicial powers create opportunity spaces
for arbitrary interpretations. At the cultural level, the institution-
alization of a “law-evading culture” and the spread of “percep-
tion of corruption” challenge the legitimacy of the entire system,
driving citizens toward informal solutions and relationship-based
networks. The main question is: through what mechanisms do
these phenomena weaken law enforcement, and what legal and
structural reforms are necessary to counter them?

Discussions and Results

This research is grounded in Tyler’s procedural justice the-
ory, Putnam’s social capital theory, and Bicchieri’s social norms
theory. It also utilizes two key concepts from the philosophy of
law: First, the “possibility of compliance” condition in Lon Full-
et’s theory of legality; ambiguous laws and non-public procedures
violate this condition, leading to “arbitrary discretion” by judges.
Second, Kelsen’s “hierarchy of norms” theory, which shows how
non-public internal regulations neutralize fundamental constitu-
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tional principles, structurally weakening the rule of law. A sys-
tematic literature review in Iran also indicates that law evasion is
rooted in individualism, anomie, and weak social control, while
the perception of corruption undermines the backbone of insti-
tutional trust. Studies suggest that purely punitive policies have
failed to target the cultural and structural roots of corruption.
This research employs an explanatory sequential mixed-methods
design. In the qualitative phase, using thematic analysis and in-
depth semi-structured interviews with 30 senior managers and ex-
perts, four main vicious cycles were identified. The analysis pro-
cess followed Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework, and coding
reliability was confirmed with an inter-coder agreement of over
0.85. In the quantitative phase, the conceptual model derived
from qualitative findings was tested using data collected via ques-
tionnaires from 108 senior managers and experts of institutions
subordinate to the Judiciary in seven provinces. Data analysis was
conducted using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Mod-
eling (PLS-SEM) in SmartPLS version 4. Validity and reliability
indices (composite reliability, convergent and discriminant valid-
ity) and model fit indices (SRMR=0.06, NFI=0.75) confirmed a
desirable status.

Qualitative findings revealed four intertwined vicious cy-
cles: 1) Erosion of institutional legitimacy and legal acceptance, 2)
Weakening of social cooperation and social capital, 3) Consolida-
tion of arbitrary discretion and structural inequality, and 4) A vi-
cious reproduction cycle between culture and structure. These cy-
cles operate through three main channels: reduced detection and
accountability due to lack of transparency, the transformation of
judicial fairness into a discriminatory privilege stemming from le-
gal ambiguities, and the erosion of public trust and normalization
of corruption. Quantitative findings also showed that law-evading



o 51 (o815 2,908, 13050 [ o6 a3 3l 5130 g (55,5 (1998 K8 i

culture has a significant negative impact on law enforcement (3
= -0.38, p < 0.01), empirically confirming the qualitative theme
of legitimacy erosion. Furthermore, the perception of corruption
has a significant negative impact on both civil justice (3 = -0.35,
p < 0.01) and criminal justice (3 = -0.32, p < 0.01), proving the
mechanisms that weaken the judicial system. The main innova-
tion of this research is identifying the moderating role of “quality
of life”; specifically, an improvement in quality of life significantly
reduces the negative effect of corruption perception on civil jus-
tice (B = 0.22, p < 0.05), aligning with social capital theory foun-
dations.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that the weakening of law
enforcement in Iran has evolved beyond a mere executive defi-
ciency into an existential crisis in the relationship between citizens
and the state. To break this vicious cycle, a comprehensive seven-
pronged policy package is proposed: 1) Increasing transparency
and public reporting of institutional performance, 2) Drafting a
comprehensive and unified anti-corruption law to eliminate frag-
mented regulations, 3) Criminalizing private sector bribery and
establishing a whistleblower protection system, 4) Restoring pro-
tessional independence to legal institutions and improving the
quality of lawyers’ training, 5) Limiting judges’ arbitrary discre-
tion by reducing legal ambiguities, 6) Utilizing the capacity of civil
society and international institutions in judicial oversight, and 7)
Ensuring equal access to justice for vulnerable groups. The ulti-
mate goal of these reforms is to recreate “human dignity”” under
the law and revive the social contract. When an ordinary citizen
believes they are equal before the law with a powerful individual
and can trust the system’s impartiality, the social contract is re-
vived, transforming the law from a written text into a living, dy-
namic norm in people’s daily lives.
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