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ABSTRACT

Documents constitute one of the most important forms of evidence in contemporary legal systems and play a central role in
establishing legal relationships, recording obligations, and resolving disputes. The validity and evidentiary value of documents
depend on several factors, including authenticity, attribution, compliance with legal formalities, relevance to the dispute,
integrity of content, and probative strength. This study adopts a descriptive, analytical, and comparative approach to examine
the legal status of documents and the criteria governing their validity and evidentiary effect in the legal systems of Iran and the
United States. In Iranian law, the distinction between official and ordinary documents constitutes the principal framework for
determining their evidentiary consequences. Official documents enjoy special evidentiary privileges because they are prepared
by competent public officials in accordance with legal requirements, whereas the validity of ordinary documents largely depends
on establishing their authenticity and attribution. In American law, documentary evidence is assessed through a more
differentiated structure involving relevance, authentication, admissibility, and probative weight. One of the most significant
doctrines in this system is the Best Evidence Rule, which generally prioritizes the original document or a reliable reproduction
when the contents of a writing, recording, or image are at issue. The comparison demonstrates that Iranian law places greater
emphasis on formal validity and the institutional source of the document, while American law follows a more functional and
sequential approach to documentary evidence. The expansion of electronic records has also challenged the traditional concept
of originality, making criteria such as integrity, verifiability, source identification, and protection against unauthorized alteration
increasingly important. The findings indicate that a clearer distinction between authenticity, admissibility, evidentiary value,
and probative force could contribute to greater coherence in the Iranian legal framework governing documentary evidence.
Keywords: Document, Documentary Evidence, Validity, Evidentiary Value, Official Document, Ordinary Document, Best Evidence Rule,
Iranian Law, American Law.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
The evidentiary status of documents constitutes one of the central issues in civil adjudication because
documentary evidence often performs a dual function: it records legal relationships before a dispute
arises and later serves as a means of proving those relationships before a court. In both Iranian and
American law, the legal significance of a document depends not merely on its existence but on a
combination of factors including authenticity, attribution, formal validity, relevance, admissibility,
integrity, and evidentiary weight. In Iranian law, a document is generally understood as a writing
capable of being relied upon in support of a claim or defense, and its evidentiary force is closely
connected to the distinction between official and ordinary documents (Jafari Langroudi, 2024). This
distinction affects the manner in which authenticity may be challenged, the allocation of the burden
of proof, and the degree of evidentiary protection conferred by law. The concept of evidence itself is
also broader than the mere production of a written instrument, because evidence becomes legally
meaningful only when it contributes to establishing or disproving a legally relevant fact (Katouzian,
2007). In the American legal system, documentary evidence is assessed within a more differentiated
evidentiary framework in which relevance, authentication, proof of contents, and evidentiary weight
are treated as analytically distinct stages. This difference in legal architecture makes a comparative
analysis especially valuable, because the two systems address similar evidentiary concerns through
different doctrinal mechanisms. The present study therefore examines the validity and evidentiary
value of documents in Iran and the United States, with particular attention to authenticity,
attribution, the distinction between originals and copies, the Best Evidence Rule, and the treatment

of electronic documents.

The main objective of this study is to identify the conceptual and functional similarities and
differences between Iranian and American approaches to documentary evidence and to determine
whether certain analytical features of American evidence law can contribute to a more coherent
understanding of documentary validity in Iranian law. The study is based on a descriptive, analytical,
and comparative method and focuses specifically on those aspects of documentary evidence that are
directly relevant to validity and evidentiary force, while excluding unrelated discussions concerning
other forms of proof. In Iranian law, the legal concept of a document is closely connected to the
notions of writing, attribution, and reliance in litigation. A written record does not automatically
acquire evidentiary status merely because it contains information; rather, it must be capable of being
attributed to a particular person or legal source and must be legally usable in proving a disputed
matter (Madani, 2014). This is consistent with the broader evidentiary principle that legal proof
requires a rational and legally recognized connection between the proffered evidence and the fact to
be established (Sadrzadeh Afshar, 2017). At the same time, documentary evidence has traditionally
been valued because it preserves information in a relatively stable form and reduces some of the
uncertainties associated with human recollection and oral testimony. Walton’s analysis of
evidentiary reasoning demonstrates that the reliability of evidence depends not only on the form in
which information is presented but also on the credibility of its source, the circumstances of its
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creation, and the possibility of distortion in its transmission (Walton, 2008). These considerations
are particularly significant in modern disputes involving digital records, where authenticity may
depend less on physical features and more on technical indicators, metadata, continuity of custody,
and integrity of the stored information.

In Iranian law, the classification of documents into official and ordinary documents remains the
principal doctrinal framework for determining their evidentiary status. An official document derives
its privileged legal position from the involvement of a competent official authority and compliance
with legally prescribed formalities, while an ordinary document is generally created without such
official intervention. This distinction has important procedural consequences. Official documents
benefit from stronger legal presumptions and cannot generally be challenged through simple denial
or doubt in the same manner as ordinary documents; instead, challenges are typically directed
toward forgery, lack of legal validity, or defects affecting the official character of the instrument
(Shams, 2024). By contrast, an ordinary document may require proof of attribution where its
signature, handwriting, seal, or other identifying features are disputed. Nevertheless, the ordinary
character of a document does not mean that it lacks evidentiary value. Once attribution and
authenticity are established, an ordinary document may exert substantial evidentiary force in
litigation (Sadrzadeh Afshar, 2017). This distinction indicates that Iranian law does not treat official
and ordinary documents as valid and invalid categories, but rather as documents subject to different
evidentiary regimes. Moreover, authenticity must be distinguished from the substantive validity of
the legal act recorded in the document. A document may be genuine and properly attributed while
the underlying transaction is void, unenforceable, or otherwise ineffective for substantive legal
reasons. Similarly, the official nature of a document does not eliminate the judicial duty to determine
the scope of the statements recorded in it, the relationship of those statements to the dispute, and
the possibility of conflict with other evidence. The evidentiary strength of a document therefore
results from the interaction between its legal form, authenticity, relevance, and substantive probative
value.

American law approaches documentary evidence through a more explicitly segmented evidentiary
process. A document must first be relevant to a fact that is material to the case, and it must then
satisfy applicable requirements concerning authentication and the proof of its contents.
Authentication requires sufficient evidence to support a finding that the document is what its
proponent claims it to be, and this requirement can be satisfied through multiple forms of
circumstantial or direct evidence, including testimony, distinctive characteristics, signatures,
patterns of communication, or technical information. Wigmore’s classic analysis of evidence
emphasizes that authentication operates as an evidentiary safeguard against error, substitution, and
falsification by requiring an adequate connection between the offered item and its alleged source
(Wigmore, 1983). This process differs from the Iranian emphasis on the official—ordinary dichotomy,
because American law generally places greater weight on functional proof of authenticity than on a
comprehensive formal classification of documents. A second important feature is the distinction
between admissibility and evidentiary weight. A document may satisfy the threshold requirements
for admission and still be assigned limited persuasive value when considered together with the rest
of the evidence. Such a distinction is less explicitly systematized in Iranian doctrine, although similar
reasoning exists in practice through judicial assessment of the evidentiary force of documents.
Comparative procedural analysis also shows that common-law evidentiary systems historically
developed more detailed rules of admissibility partly because of the institutional role of the jury,
while Iranian civil procedure is predominantly judge-centered (Shams, 2005). This institutional
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difference helps explain why American evidence law separates admissibility, authentication, and
weight more formally, whereas Iranian law often combines statutory evidentiary rules with judicial
evaluation in a less compartmentalized structure.

The Best Evidence Rule is one of the clearest points of comparison between the two systems. Despite
its title, the rule does not generally require a party to produce the strongest possible evidence of every
disputed fact; rather, it primarily governs situations in which a party seeks to prove the contents of
a writing, recording, or image. Its historical purpose is to reduce the risk of inaccuracies that may
arise when the contents of a document are proved through memory, oral description, or an unreliable
reproduction rather than through the document itself (Wigmore, 1983). At the same time, modern
American law does not treat the physical original as indispensable in every case. Reliable duplicates
may often be accepted in place of the original unless a genuine issue concerning authenticity exists
or the circumstances make reliance on the duplicate unfair. Secondary evidence may also become
admissible when the original has been lost or destroyed without bad faith, cannot reasonably be
obtained, or is under the control of another party who fails to produce it. This functional approach
demonstrates that the purpose of requiring an original is not formalistic attachment to a particular
physical object, but preservation of accuracy, reliability, and the opportunity for meaningful
verification. Iranian law contains rules that perform partly comparable functions, particularly when
the original document is required for examination of handwriting, signature, alteration, or other
indicia of authenticity (Shams, 2024). However, the relevant rules are dispersed across different
areas of civil and procedural law and are not organized under a single doctrinal principle equivalent
to the Best Evidence Rule. The growth of electronic evidence further weakens the usefulness of a
purely physical conception of originality. Where a digital file can be reproduced without loss of
informational content, the more appropriate criteria are integrity, verifiability, source identification,
and the absence of unauthorized alteration rather than physical uniqueness. This comparative
insight suggests that a functional concept of originality may be more suitable for contemporary
evidentiary practice than a strictly material one.

The comparative analysis ultimately demonstrates that Iranian and American law pursue several
common evidentiary goals while structuring the law of documentary proof differently. Both systems
seek to prevent reliance on forged, altered, misattributed, or unreliable documents, and both
recognize that a document must have a meaningful connection to the disputed fact before it can
contribute to judicial proof. Iranian law places greater emphasis on the formal distinction between
official and ordinary documents and grants official documents a comparatively strong
predetermined legal status, whereas American law more clearly separates relevance, authentication,
proof of contents, admissibility, and ultimate evidentiary weight. The comparison also reveals that
the Best Evidence Rule is most useful not as a rigid demand for the physical original, but as a
doctrinal mechanism for reducing the risk of distortion when the content of a document is itself in
dispute. For Iranian law, the principal implication is that the concepts of authenticity, admissibility,
evidentiary force, and originality should be more clearly distinguished, especially in disputes
involving electronic records and digital reproductions. A modern evidentiary framework should
assess documentary proof through a multilayered process that considers authenticity, attribution,
integrity, legal compliance, relevance, and probative value separately while preserving the special
legal functions of official documents where justified. Such an approach would retain the strengths of
the existing Iranian system while improving doctrinal clarity, predictability, and adaptability to

technological change.
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