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Purpose: Justice, regarded as a central pillar in the sustainability
and stability of societies and governments, has always been a
subject of profound importance. This study, based on historical and
textual analysis, explores the role of the concept of 'Dad' during the
Sasanian era in Iran. It focuses on how dynastic structures and
moral virtues, shaped by Zoroastrian religious teachings,
contributed to the understanding and continuation of justice (Dad) in
this period.

Method and Research: While the connection between justice and
the class-based Sasanian society is well known, this research
examines the dynamic and sometimes contradictory relationship
between ethical ideals and practical governance. This approach
provides a more profound insight into how order and legitimacy
were not only upheld but actively strengthened across various levels
of Sasanian society.

Findings and Conclusions: The term Dad, frequently found in
Pahlavi and Avestan texts, is rooted in Zoroastrian moral principles.
It refers to the just distribution of duties, power, and resources, and
serves to justify the legitimacy of the Sasanian monarchy. Findings
show that justice, while grounded in religious ethics, was
operationalized through dynastic and class systems that defined
responsibilities and maintained fairness in distributing authority and
wealth. This interplay played a key role in maintaining social
cohesion and political stability, strengthening Sasanian rule.
Disregarding this balance, the study argues, could have led to
structural decline and even collapse.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In Sasanian political thought, justice—most often rendered as dad—was not merely an ethical
virtue but a foundational principle for social order and state legitimacy. Profoundly shaped by
Zoroastrian teachings, this justice framework emphasized balance, proportionality, and the
rightful distribution of responsibility and power. However, this study argues that justice in the
Sasanian context extended beyond the realm of religious or philosophical discourse. It became
a practical instrument through which dynastic power, social hierarchy, and spiritual authority
were stabilized. The research questions whether justice functioned solely as a moral-religious
ideal or as a legitimizing force within a rigid class-based political system.

Methodology

The research employs a historical-analytical method, relying on a close reading of primary
Sasanian-era texts such as the Avesta, Pahlavi scriptures (notably Dénkard and Bundahisn),
and advisory literature (Andarz-namag). It also integrates findings from Sasanian
archaeological and epigraphic evidence—particularly royal rock reliefs and inscriptions—and
compares these with previous scholarly interpretations from authors such as Christensen,
Boyce, Pourshariati, and Fouchécour. The aim is to trace the evolution and function of justice
through its various representations in religion, politics, and society.

Discussion

Justice (dad) in the Sasanian context was a multidimensional concept. Philosophically, it was
derived from the Zoroastrian ideal of ‘asha’, which represents cosmic order and truth. Socially,
it justified the maintenance of a stratified society, in which kingship was divinely sanctioned
and reinforced by the cooperation of noble families. The "just king™ was not only a political
leader but also the earthly executor of divine order.

Dynastic structures ensured that power and resources were passed within loyal noble
families who, in return, upheld the state's ideological and social order. Visual narratives in
rock reliefs consistently depicted kings receiving legitimacy from Ahura Mazda or being
accompanied by aristocratic supporters, underlining this co-dependent relationship. Justice
was thus not a universal, egalitarian principle, but rather a method to preserve hierarchical
balance and suppress unrest.

Moreover, religious texts offered both a spiritual rationale and practical ethics for justice.
Concepts such as rasti (truth), xSathra (dominion), and measured generosity shaped ideals of
fair governance. However, dissent against the ruler—even in the name of justice—was often
equated with cosmic disorder (druj) and heresy. This duality is evident in texts like Arda
Wiraz-namag, where social rebellion is condemned as spiritually corrupt.

Importantly, justice also served as a tool for kings to manage conflicts with or among noble
families. Historical episodes, such as the negotiations of Bahram Gor with the nobility or the
policies of Yazdegerd | and Khosrow Parviz, show how aligning with or alienating powerful
lineages had direct implications for political stability and the perception of justice.

Zoroastrian ethics further reinforced justice through its emphasis on moral behaviour,
especially honesty, moderation, and wise counsel. These values were promoted through
education and literature as a means of achieving both spiritual salvation and social harmony.
Virtues such as vahman (sound mind), armaiti (piety), and meher (covenant-keeping) linked
personal ethics with civic responsibility, thereby internalizing justice as both an individual
and political obligation.
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Conclusion
Justice in the Sasanian Empire was a complex, integrative principle that intertwined religion,
politics, and social order. It was both a theological ideal derived from Zoroastrian cosmology
and a pragmatic framework for state governance and dynastic continuity. Dynastic families
played a critical role in sustaining this justice system by serving as intermediaries between the
king and the people and by enforcing a localized version of fairness within their domains.
Rather than being an abstract or universal notion, justice in this context served to
legitimize hierarchy and maintain equilibrium in a deeply stratified society. Yet it also
provided moral standards by which rulers could be judged, criticized, or even replaced. This
balancing act between moral virtue and political expediency was central to the Sasanian
understanding of justice, and its legacy remains a compelling subject for the study of ancient
political ethics.
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