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ABSTRACT

The interpretation of legal and jurisprudential texts is not confined solely to the explicit denotations of words;
rather, many rulings and legal norms are inferable from indirect meanings, particularly from the argument a
contrario (mafhum-e mokhalef). This article, adopting an analytical-descriptive approach, examines the validity
and interpretive status of indirect meanings in jurisprudential and legal texts and seeks to clarify the scope of their
probative authority and practical application. It begins by explicating the concepts of explicit meaning (mantaq)
and implicit meaning (mafhum), followed by an analysis of the positions of legal theorists regarding the probative
force of the argument a contrario, identifying three principal approaches: absolute validity, absolute invalidity, and
the differentiated (conditional) approach. The findings indicate that the existing dispute is largely minor-premise-
based, concerning the verification of the exclusive causal role of the qualifying condition, rather than the
fundamental legitimacy of the concept itself. Subsequently, the status of the argument a contrario in Iranian positive
law is analyzed with particular emphasis on the cautious interpretive theory of Katouzian, and the three
jurisprudential, historical, and rational criteria for its validity are articulated. The results demonstrate that indirect
meanings—provided that the qualifying condition is established as the exclusive cause of the ruling and that no
conflict exists with the general principles of the legal system—constitute an effective instrument for remedying
legislative gaps, imposing reasonable limitations on legal norms, and achieving judicial justice. Ultimately, it may
be concluded that the differentiated and conditional approach represents the most logical and efficient foundation
for employing indirect meanings in the interpretation of jurisprudential and legal texts.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

The interpretation of legal and jurisprudential texts has long been recognized as a complex epistemic
enterprise that transcends the surface structure of language and extends into the realm of implicit
meanings and rational inferences. Classical and contemporary legal theory increasingly acknowledge
that the normative content of legal texts cannot be confined to their explicit linguistic expressions
(mantiq), but must also incorporate meanings that arise through structured interpretive reasoning,
particularly those derived from indirect meanings and the doctrine of argument a contrario
(mafhum-e mokhalef). Within Islamic jurisprudence and modern statutory law alike, this
interpretive dimension plays a decisive role in ensuring the adaptability, coherence, and practical
functionality of normative systems. The present study situates itself within this longstanding debate
by examining the validity and interpretive status of indirect meanings in legal texts and by clarifying
the epistemic conditions under which such meanings may acquire probative authority. Drawing
upon both classical usul al-figh scholarship and modern legal theory, the article emphasizes that the
central dispute over the legitimacy of indirect meanings is not fundamentally concerned with the
concept itself, but rather with the verification of its operative conditions, particularly the
establishment of the exclusive causal role of qualifying conditions within legal formulations. This
nuanced framing reflects the evolution of jurisprudential thought from rigid formalism toward a
more dynamic understanding of legal reasoning, where linguistic form, rational inference, and
legislative intent interact in a structured interpretive process (Mohammadi Mobarakeh, 2025;
Muzaffar & Hodaee, 1989; Shanyour & Delzandeh-Rouy, 2021).

The article provides a comprehensive analytical survey of the three principal jurisprudential
approaches toward the probative authority of argument a contrario: absolute validation, absolute
rejection, and the differentiated conditional approach. Proponents of absolute validation, most
prominently represented within Shafi‘1 jurisprudence, maintain that every qualifying condition in a
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legal text necessarily implies the negation of the ruling in the absence of that condition. Their
argument is grounded in the principle of the legislator’s wisdom and the presumption of non-
redundancy in normative speech, whereby any restriction introduced by the lawgiver must perform
a meaningful limiting function (Mohammadi Mobarakeh, 2025). In contrast, the Hanafi school and
certain Shi ‘i authorities categorically reject the probative force of indirect meanings, arguing that no
necessary logical entailment exists between the absence of a condition and the absence of the legal
ruling, and that such inferences are inherently speculative and incompatible with the epistemic rigor
required in normative adjudication (Ibn al-Lahham; Khoei; Muhaqqiq Hilli, 1967). Between these two
extremes stands the differentiated approach, which accepts the validity of indirect meanings only
under specific conditions, most notably when the qualifying element is demonstrably the exclusive
cause of the ruling and when no conflicting general principles undermine the inference. This middle
position, articulated with particular sophistication by Muzaffar and later refined by contemporary
theorists, recognizes the interpretive utility of indirect meanings while simultaneously imposing
rigorous constraints to prevent speculative overextension (Muzaffar & Hodaee, 1989; Shanyour &
Delzandeh-Rouy, 2021).

Within the differentiated framework, the article systematically examines the principal categories of
indirect meaning recognized in jurisprudence: conditional implication (mafthum al-shart),
implication of limitation (mafhum al-ghayah), implication of exclusivity (mafhum al-hasr), and the
contested domains of description, number, and designation. Conditional implication is widely
regarded as the strongest form, acquiring probative authority when a genuine causal nexus exists
between the condition and the ruling and when the condition constitutes the sole operative basis of
the norm (Muzaffar & Hodaee, 1989). Limitation and exclusivity similarly generate reliable indirect
meanings when supported by contextual indicators and rational coherence. By contrast, description,
number, and designation generally fail to meet the threshold of exclusive causality and thus do not
warrant probative recognition, as their apparent restrictions often serve descriptive, illustrative, or
conventional functions rather than normative delimitation. This doctrinal architecture reveals that
indirect meaning is not a uniform phenomenon but a graded interpretive tool whose legitimacy
depends upon demonstrable structural features within the legal text and its broader normative
environment (Muzaffar & Hodaee, 1989; Safai & Ghasemzadeh, 2008). The article’s contribution lies
in showing that the true locus of disagreement is therefore methodological rather than conceptual:
jurists largely accept the interpretive mechanism of indirect meaning, yet diverge on the evidentiary
standards required for its activation.

Moving from jurisprudence to statutory interpretation, the article explores the application of indirect
meanings within Iranian positive law, with particular attention to the interpretive theory of
Katouzian. In this context, indirect meaning emerges not as a purely linguistic phenomenon but as
a structured inferential technique that must satisfy three cumulative criteria: jurisprudential
legitimacy, historical coherence, and rational consistency. Katouzian’s model requires judges first to
identify the underlying rationale of the legislator, then to analyze the structural differences between
the explicit and implicit cases, and finally to determine whether the qualifying condition constitutes
the exclusive cause of the rule’s enactment (Katouzian, 2021). This methodological rigor reflects a
broader commitment to maintaining systemic coherence while allowing the legal order to respond
adaptively to new factual circumstances. The article demonstrates that when applied correctly,
indirect meanings function as an essential mechanism for resolving legislative lacunae, preventing
arbitrary extensions of legal norms, and reinforcing the internal logic of the legal system. Conversely,
when employed without sufficient analytical discipline, indirect inference becomes a source of
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interpretive distortion and judicial overreach, underscoring the necessity of the conditional
framework (Katouzian, 2021).

Beyond doctrinal coherence, the article highlights the critical normative functions served by indirect
meanings in both jurisprudence and modern legal systems. These functions include the discovery of
unarticulated rulings, the limitation of normative scope, the facilitation of legal reasoning, and the
reduction of interpretive fragmentation. By enabling jurists and judges to infer rulings from the
structured silence of legal texts, indirect meanings preserve the normative completeness of the
system despite the inherent finitude of legislative expression (Shanyour & Delzandeh-Rouy, 2021). At
the same time, by constraining the extension of norms to cases beyond their intended scope, indirect
meanings prevent unjustified analogical expansion and safeguard the principle of legal certainty.
Comparative legal theory further supports this role, emphasizing that disciplined textual inference
enhances predictability and public trust in legal institutions, particularly when such inference
adheres to transparent rational standards (Posner & Gersen, 2017). Thus, indirect meanings operate
not merely as interpretive conveniences but as foundational instruments of legal rationality and
justice.

In conclusion, the study establishes that indirect meanings occupy a legitimate and indispensable
position within both Islamic jurisprudence and contemporary legal interpretation, provided that
their application remains anchored in demonstrable causality, systemic coherence, and rational
consistency. The differentiated conditional approach emerges as the most intellectually defensible
and practically effective framework for regulating their use, avoiding the excesses of absolute
validation and the rigidity of absolute rejection. When carefully constrained, indirect meanings
contribute to the dynamism, coherence, and justice of the legal order; when misapplied, they
threaten to undermine interpretive stability. Accordingly, future jurisprudential scholarship and
judicial practice should continue refining the methodological safeguards governing indirect
inference so as to preserve the delicate balance between textual fidelity and normative adaptability.
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