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Abstract 

The doctrine of natural justice is one of the foundational pillars of administrative and 

constitutional law, representing the moral conscience of the legal system. It embodies 

the principles of fairness, equity, and justice that guide judicial and quasi-judicial 

proceedings. Originating from the ancient common law of England and evolving 

through centuries of jurisprudence, the doctrine serves as a safeguard against arbitrary 

exercise of power by administrative or judicial authorities. In India, natural justice has 

gained constitutional recognition through Articles 14 and 21 of the Constitution, 

ensuring that every individual is treated fairly and without prejudice. This paper 

examines the concept, origin, scope, and application of natural justice, emphasizing 

its principles—audi alteram partem (hear the other side) and nemo judex in causa sua 

(no one shall be a judge in his own cause). It further explores the doctrine’s judicial 

interpretation, relevance in administrative law, exceptions, and its evolving role in the 

age of modern governance and artificial intelligence. 
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Introduction 

The doctrine of natural justice represents the essence of fair play in legal and administrative proceedings. It is neither a codified 

law nor a rigid rule but a dynamic principle developed through centuries of judicial interpretation. Its primary purpose is to 

prevent miscarriage of justice and to secure procedural fairness wherever legal rights of individuals are affected by decisions of 

administrative or judicial authorities. In the Indian legal system, natural justice operates as a check on arbitrary administrative 

action and as a guarantee of fairness embedded in the constitutional framework. The doctrine ensures that every authority 

exercising power affecting rights, interests, or privileges of a person does so with impartiality and due process. 

The roots of natural justice can be traced back to Roman law, Greek philosophy, and English common law. The Roman concept 

of jus naturale emphasized universal principles of justice derived from human reason and morality. Over time, these principles 

evolved into the doctrine of natural justice in English jurisprudence, influencing the administrative and constitutional 

frameworks of many countries, including India. The Supreme Court of India has played a crucial role in defining and expanding 

the scope of this doctrine, making it an inseparable part of the rule of law. 

 

Meaning and Concept of Natural Justice 

The term “natural justice” is not capable of precise definition; it signifies the basic rules of judicial fairness. It is based on the 

idea that decisions affecting rights and liberties should be made fairly and impartially. Natural justice does not emanate from 

statute but is inherent in the concept of justice itself. It represents the unwritten code of ethics that governs judicial, quasi-

judicial, and administrative decision-making. 
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In Ridge v. Baldwin (1964 AC 40) [3], the House of Lords 

reinstated the importance of natural justice by holding that 

even administrative bodies must act fairly when their 

decisions affect individual rights. Similarly, the Indian 

judiciary has repeatedly emphasized that natural justice is 

fundamental to good governance. In A.K. Kraipak v. Union 

of India (AIR 1970 SC 150) [1], the Supreme Court held that 

the dividing line between administrative and quasi-judicial 

functions has become blurred and that even administrative 

actions must conform to the principles of natural justice. 

Natural justice is closely associated with procedural fairness 

and is aimed at ensuring that justice is not only done but also 

seen to be done. It has evolved to include both the substantive 

and procedural dimensions of fairness, ensuring transparency 

and accountability in administrative processes. 

 

Historical Background 

The origins of natural justice can be traced back to the 

philosophy of natural law propounded by ancient thinkers 

such as Aristotle, Cicero, and the Roman jurists. Aristotle’s 

concept of natural law emphasized that justice is rooted in 

nature and reason. In Roman law, jus naturale referred to the 

law common to all human beings, grounded in reason and 

morality rather than in custom or legislation. 

During the medieval period, English common law adopted 

these philosophical ideas and transformed them into 

enforceable legal principles. The Magna Carta (1215) was a 

milestone in the development of these principles, asserting 

that no person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property 

except in accordance with law. Over time, English courts 

crystallized these moral notions into two cardinal rules: nemo 

judex in causa sua and audi alteram partem. These principles 

became the cornerstone of administrative law and were later 

incorporated into the Indian legal system through 

constitutional and judicial recognition. 

 

Principles of Natural Justice 

Natural justice comprises two basic rules and one 

supplementary rule that evolved over time. The two main 

rules are: 

1. Nemo judex in causa sua – No one should be a judge in 

his own cause. 

2. Audi alteram partem – Hear the other side before 

deciding. 

3. Reasoned Decision (Speaking Orders) – Every 

decision must be supported by reasons. 

 

Each of these principles plays a critical role in ensuring 

procedural fairness. 

 

1. Nemo Judex in Causa Sua: Rule Against Bias 

The principle of nemo judex in causa sua prohibits a person 

from judging a matter in which he has any interest, whether 

pecuniary, personal, or otherwise. It ensures impartiality and 

independence of the decision-maker. The maxim is based on 

the notion that “justice should not only be done but should 

manifestly and undoubtedly be seen to be done.” 

In Dimes v. Grand Junction Canal (1852) [4], the House of 

Lords quashed a decision where a judge had a pecuniary 

interest in the company whose case he decided. Similarly, in 

Manak Lal v. Dr. Prem Chand (AIR 1957 SC 425), the 

Supreme Court of India held that bias on the part of an 

adjudicating authority vitiates the decision, irrespective of  

whether actual prejudice has occurred or not. 

Bias may be of various kinds—pecuniary bias, personal bias, 

subject-matter bias, departmental bias, or policy bias. The 

courts have developed tests to determine whether there exists 

a real likelihood of bias or mere suspicion. The principle 

requires that every authority, while deciding a case, must act 

impartially and without any preconceived opinion or interest 

in the outcome. 

 

2. Audi Alteram Partem: The Right to a Fair Hearing 

The second and more expansive rule of natural justice is audi 

alteram partem, which mandates that no person shall be 

condemned unheard. It ensures that an individual affected by 

an administrative or judicial decision is given an opportunity 

to present his case, produce evidence, and rebut the evidence 

against him. The right to a fair hearing includes notice, 

opportunity to represent, cross-examination, and access to 

reasons for the decision. 

In State of Orissa v. Dr. Binapani Dei (AIR 1967 SC 1269) 

[5], the Supreme Court held that even an administrative order 

involving civil consequences must be made consistently with 

the principles of natural justice. Likewise, in A.K. Kraipak v. 

Union of India, the Court observed that the aim of rules of 

natural justice is to secure justice or to prevent miscarriage of 

justice. 

The essential components of a fair hearing include: 

1. Notice: The affected party must be informed of the 

charges, allegations, or grounds against him in sufficient 

detail to enable an effective defense. 

2. Opportunity to be Heard: The party must be given 

adequate time and opportunity to present his case, either 

orally or in writing. 

3. Evidence and Cross-examination: Fair procedure 

requires that evidence relied upon by the authority be 

disclosed to the affected party and that he be allowed to 

challenge or rebut it. 

4. Representation through Counsel: In certain cases, the 

right to legal representation may also be implied where 

complex issues of law or fact arise. 

5. Reasoned Decision: The decision must indicate that the 

authority has applied its mind and not acted arbitrarily. 

 

The courts have repeatedly held that the right to a fair hearing 

is fundamental to the rule of law. In Menaka Gandhi v. Union 

of India (AIR 1978 SC 597), the Supreme Court expanded 

Article 21 to include the right to a fair procedure, observing 

that any law depriving a person of personal liberty must be 

just, fair, and reasonable. 

 

3. Reasoned Decisions: Speaking Orders 

A modern addition to the doctrine of natural justice is the 

requirement that administrative or quasi-judicial authorities 

must give reasons for their decisions. The concept of a 

“speaking order” ensures transparency, accountability, and 

fairness in administrative action. In Siemens Engineering v. 

Union of India (AIR 1976 SC 1785) [8], the Supreme Court 

observed that every order must be a speaking order, reflecting 

that justice has been done and that the decision is based on 

relevant considerations. 

Reasoned decisions allow for judicial review and enhance 

public confidence in the decision-making process. They are 

now regarded as an essential component of the rule of law 

and good governance. 
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Application of Natural Justice in India 

In India, the doctrine of natural justice is deeply intertwined 

with constitutional guarantees. Although the Constitution 

does not expressly use the term “natural justice,” Articles 14, 

19, and 21 collectively embody its spirit. Article 14 ensures 

equality before law, which inherently includes fairness in 

procedure, while Article 21 guarantees that no person shall 

be deprived of life or personal liberty except according to 

procedure established by law. 

The judicial interpretation of these articles has transformed 

natural justice from a common law concept into a 

constitutional right. In Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India, the 

Supreme Court held that the “procedure established by law” 

must be fair, just, and reasonable, thereby incorporating 

natural justice into Article 21. Similarly, in Swadeshi Cotton 

Mills v. Union of India (AIR 1981 SC 818) [10], it was held 

that even in cases of administrative actions with civil 

consequences, the principles of natural justice must be 

observed unless expressly excluded by statute. 

The doctrine has also been applied in disciplinary 

proceedings, service matters, licensing, blacklisting, taxation, 

and educational institutions. It ensures that authorities 

exercise their power with due process and without bias. 

 

Exceptions to the Doctrine of Natural Justice 

Although natural justice is a fundamental principle, it is not 

an inflexible rule. Certain exceptions exist where the 

principles may be excluded, either expressly by statute or by 

necessary implication. The recognized exceptions include: 

1. Statutory Exclusion: When a statute expressly or by 

necessary implication excludes the application of natural 

justice. 

2. Confidential or National Security Matters: Where 

disclosure of information or hearing may affect public 

interest or national security. 

3. Emergency Situations: In cases requiring immediate 

action, such as preventive detention or suspension of 

licenses, the principles may be curtailed temporarily. 

4. Legislative Actions: Legislative functions, whether 

plenary or subordinate, are not subject to natural justice 

as they are general in nature. 

5. Futility: When adherence to natural justice would serve 

no useful purpose, courts may dispense with it. 

6. Public Interest and Confidentiality: When greater 

public interest demands secrecy or urgency, the rule may 

be relaxed. 

 

However, courts have cautioned that these exceptions should 

be narrowly construed, and exclusion of natural justice must 

not become a tool of administrative convenience or 

arbitrariness. 

 

Judicial Pronouncements on Natural Justice in India 

1. Ridge v. Baldwin (1964 AC 40) [3]: Revived the doctrine 

by holding that administrative decisions affecting rights 

must comply with natural justice. 

2. Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India (AIR 1978 SC 597) 

[2]: Expanded Article 21 to include fairness in procedure. 

3. A.K. Kraipak v. Union of India (AIR 1970 SC 150) [1]: 

Merged administrative and quasi-judicial functions 

under the ambit of natural justice. 

4. State of Orissa v. Dr. Binapani Dei (AIR 1967 SC 

1269) [5]: Held that even administrative decisions must 

be made fairly. 

5. Union of India v. Tulsiram Patel (AIR 1985 SC 1416) 
[6]: Recognized exceptions to natural justice under 

Article 311(2)(b) of the Constitution. 

6. Mohinder Singh Gill v. Chief Election Commissioner 

(AIR 1978 SC 851) [7]: Reaffirmed that fairness is an 

essential element of decision-making. 

7. Canara Bank v. Debasis Das (AIR 2003 SC 2041) [9]: 

Reiterated that the essence of natural justice is fair play 

in action. 

 

These landmark judgments have continuously shaped the 

evolution of the doctrine in India, balancing fairness with 

administrative efficiency. 

 

Natural Justice and Administrative Law 

Natural justice forms the foundation of administrative law, 

ensuring that authorities exercising statutory powers act 

within the bounds of fairness. Administrative law deals with 

the control of power, and the doctrine of natural justice serves 

as its moral compass. The principles act as a safeguard 

against arbitrary and unreasonable decisions by public 

authorities. Judicial review under Articles 32 and 226 of the 

Constitution provides the mechanism through which courts 

ensure compliance with these principles. 

With the increasing delegation of powers to administrative 

bodies, adherence to natural justice has become even more 

crucial. The doctrine provides a counterbalance to the 

expanding powers of bureaucracy, ensuring that justice 

remains accessible and equitable. 

 

Contemporary Relevance and Challenges 

In the modern administrative state, the doctrine of natural 

justice faces new challenges due to technological 

advancements, artificial intelligence, and automation in 

decision-making. Administrative algorithms and AI-based 

governance tools are making decisions that affect citizens’ 

rights, often without transparency or accountability. In this 

context, the principles of natural justice—particularly the 

right to be heard and the right to a reasoned decision—must 

evolve to ensure fairness in digital governance. 

Furthermore, globalization and privatization have blurred the 

boundaries between public and private decision-making. 

Private entities exercising public functions must also adhere 

to the principles of natural justice. The judiciary has 

recognized this in cases involving universities, public 

corporations, and regulatory authorities. 

The contemporary relevance of the doctrine lies in its 

adaptability. It continues to guide judicial reasoning in 

emerging areas such as cyber law, environmental 

governance, and digital privacy. As justice becomes 

increasingly procedural and technology-driven, the doctrine 

remains an enduring reminder that fairness must be the 

foundation of every decision. 

 

Critical Analysis 

The doctrine of natural justice has served as an indispensable 

element in maintaining the rule of law. It ensures 

transparency, accountability, and fairness in decision-

making. However, its application is not free from criticism. 

The absence of a fixed standard often leads to judicial 

subjectivity and uncertainty. Moreover, in some cases, rigid 

adherence to the principles may hinder administrative 

efficiency and delay justice. 

Nevertheless, the Indian judiciary has successfully balanced 
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these competing interests by evolving a flexible approach. 

Rather than viewing natural justice as a set of rigid rules, 

courts have treated it as a living principle adaptable to 

context. The doctrine’s transformation from a common law 

concept to a constitutional guarantee signifies its enduring 

relevance in safeguarding justice and democracy. 

 

Conclusion 

The doctrine of natural justice stands as a timeless principle 

of fairness, ensuring that justice is not only done but is 

manifestly seen to be done. It represents the moral and ethical 

foundation upon which the edifice of law rests. Through 

centuries of evolution, it has grown from a philosophical idea 

to a constitutional safeguard, influencing every sphere of 

governance and adjudication. In India, the doctrine is deeply 

entrenched in Articles 14 and 21, symbolizing the judiciary’s 

commitment to fairness, equality, and due process. 

As the world moves toward automation and digital 

governance, natural justice must adapt to new realities 

without losing its essence. It must continue to protect 

individuals against arbitrary action, ensuring that 

administrative and judicial decisions reflect the principles of 

transparency, impartiality, and reasoned fairness. The 

doctrine’s vitality lies in its flexibility—its ability to evolve 

with time while upholding the eternal values of justice and 

humanity. 

 

References 

1. A.K. Kraipak v Union of India, AIR 1970 SC 150.  

2. Maneka Gandhi v Union of India, AIR 1978 SC 597.  

3. Ridge v Baldwin, (1964) AC 40.  

4. Dimes v Grand Junction Canal, (1852) 3 HL Cas 759.  

5. State of Orissa v Dr Binapani Dei, AIR 1967 SC 1269.  

6. Union of India v Tulsiram Patel, AIR 1985 SC 1416.  

7. Mohinder Singh Gill v Chief Election Commissioner, 

AIR 1978 SC 851.  

8. Siemens Engineering v Union of India, AIR 1976 SC 

1785.  

9. Canara Bank v Debasis Das, AIR 2003 SC 2041.  

10. Swadeshi Cotton Mills v Union of India, AIR 1981 SC 

818.  

11. Jain MP. Administrative law of India. 8th ed. Gurgaon: 

LexisNexis; 2022.  

12. Takwani CK. Lectures on administrative law. Lucknow: 

Eastern Book Company; 2021.  

13. Massey IP. Administrative law. Lucknow: Eastern Book 

Company; 2020.  

14. Baxi U. The crisis of the Indian legal system. New Delhi: 

Vikas Publishing; 1982.  

15. Wade HWR, Forsyth CF. Administrative law. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press; 2021.  

16. De Smith S. Judicial review of administrative action. 

London: Sweet & Maxwell; 2020.  

17. Jain SN, Jain SN. Principles of administrative law. 

Gurgaon: LexisNexis; 2019.  

18. Sathe SP. Administrative law. Gurgaon: LexisNexis; 

2007.  

19. Basu DD. Administrative law. Gurgaon: LexisNexis; 

2018.  

20. Dicey AV. Introduction to the study of the law of the 

constitution. London: Macmillan; 1885. 

 

How to Cite This Article 

Dubey SK, Singh RN. Doctrine of Natural Justice: Evolution, 

Principles, and Application in Indian Legal System. Int J 

Judicial Law. 2025;4(6):24–7. 

  

Creative Commons (CC) License 

This is an open access journal, and articles are distributed 

under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-

NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-

SA 4.0) License, which allows others to remix, tweak, and 

build upon the work non-commercially, as long as 

appropriate credit is given and the new creations are licensed 

under the identical terms. 

 


