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ABSTRACT

Economic crimes, as a serious threat to public order, economic security, and public trust, necessitate an effective
and coherent response from criminal policy. In Iran, despite the increasing prevalence of economic crimes such as
embezzlement, money laundering, tax evasion, and rent-seeking, the existing criminal policy faces significant
substantive challenges. These challenges include contradictions in legal concepts, the absence of a comprehensive
and exclusive definition of economic crime, fragmentation in criminal regulations, and a lack of proportionality
between crimes and punishments. Furthermore, the absence of a clear distinction between economic crimes and
other forms of organized crime, deficiencies in criminalizing emerging economic behaviors, and inconsistencies
between criminal laws and economic institutions have weakened the effectiveness of the penal response. This
article adopts an analytical approach to examine the substantive challenges of Iran's criminal policy toward
economic crimes and ultimately proposes recommendations for conceptual and legislative reform.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

In recent decades, the dramatic

transformation of economic crimes—ranging
from embezzlement and money laundering to
tax evasion and rent-seeking—has triggered a
global rethinking of criminal policy
frameworks. These crimes, by their nature, do
not simply jeopardize individual victims or
entities but erode the foundational principles
of public trust, national security, and financial
order. Within the Iranian context, the surge in
economic crimes has exposed severe structural
and conceptual deficiencies in the criminal
justice system, particularly its substantive
criminal policy. The most prominent among
these challenges is the ambiguity surrounding
the legal definition of economic -crime.
Without a comprehensive and exclusive legal
definition, Iranian criminal law struggles to
consistently categorize, prosecute, and
penalize such offenses. This definitional void
allows for interpretive inconsistencies and
fosters a fragmented regulatory landscape,
resulting in discretionary enforcement and
weakened deterrent capabilities. For instance,
embezzlement in the private sector remains
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insufficiently criminalized despite
international mandates such as Article 22 of
the Merida Convention, which requires
member states to legislate against
embezzlement in both public and private
sectors (Aghababayi, 2007). The prevailing
view that such behavior constitutes mere
breach of trust under Article 674 of the Islamic
Penal Code fails to appreciate the institutional
role and fiduciary duty involved, thus
undermining both the legal and symbolic
response to  white-collar = malfeasance
(Farahmandfar, 2009).

A second area of significant concern lies in the
Iranian legal system's outdated approach to
the digitalization of economic crime. The
emergence of electronic money laundering,
driven by the anonymization of transactions
and cross-border capabilities of cyber
infrastructures, renders traditional criminal
justice tools insufficient. Encryption, digital
signatures, and real-time virtual transactions
have dramatically changed the landscape of
financial crime (Jalali Farahani, 2005).
Nevertheless, Iran’s current cybercrime

Ty G 6 ST 6 reprie)



legislation—most notably the 2009 Cyber
Crimes Law—fails to separately criminalize
electronic money laundering, thereby ignoring
its distinct operational and evidentiary
dynamics. @ The need for  explicit
criminalization is also underscored by the
United Nations Eleventh Crime Congress
report (2005), which urges member states to
address electronic money laundering as a
distinct offense and to prevent the creation of
“safe havens” for digital financial criminals
(Noorzad, 2010). Additionally, the Iranian
criminal code neglects to criminalize
“attempts” at money laundering, despite
mandates in Article 27(2) and Article 23(b)(1-
2) of the Merida Convention requiring states to
penalize preparatory acts related to laundering
(Ghannad, 2008). This legal omission reveals
an incomplete alignment between Iran’s
statutory framework and its international
obligations, severely hampering pre-emptive
enforcement and judicial coherence.

The banking and capital markets sectors, due
to their systemic significance, demand
specialized attention within criminal policy—
but Iranian law remains underdeveloped in
this respect. While banks are central to
financial intermediation, credit allocation, and
macroeconomic stability, crimes specific to
banking—such as fraudulent letters of credit,
misuse of electronic banking tools, and
guarantees fraud—are not comprehensively
criminalized (Saki, 2012). Likewise, stock
market offenses, which directly affect investor
trust and capital flows, are inadequately
addressed. Although some of these crimes—
such as insider trading and manipulation—are
covered in Articles 46—52 of the Securities
Market Act, they remain absent from the
Islamic Penal Code’s taxonomy of economic
crimes (Ghorbani & Bagheri, 2010; Mohaghegh
Damad, 2019). The lack of recognition
undermines the symbolic denunciation of
market misconduct and renders punitive
responses piecemeal. This neglect is

particularly concerning given the prominent
role capital markets play in transitional
economies like Iran, where their integrity is
instrumental in attracting domestic and
international investment. Moreover, the
failure to harmonize banking and securities
regulation with overarching criminal law
exacerbates institutional inefficiency and
leaves significant financial misconduct
inadequately sanctioned.

The principle of proportionality in criminal
sentencing—fundamental to both Islamic and
Western traditions—has not been effectively
implemented in Iran’s penal policy concerning
economic crimes. According to thinkers like
Beccaria, proportionality involves matching
punishments to the moral and social gravity of
crimes to uphold legitimacy and deterrence
(Beccaria, 2021). Yet in the Iranian context,
sentencing often lacks coherence. For
example, crimes such as tax evasion—which
significantly erode public revenue and
exacerbate socio-economic inequalities—carry
lighter penalties than offenses with lesser
macroeconomic implications like individual
fraud or bribery (Ellis, 2005; Garland, 1990).
The disparities are further evident in cases
where corporate executives exploit
institutional loopholes, committing massive
public harms with impunity. Additionally,
certain crimes with substantial societal
consequences—such as illegal appropriation of
public funds—are treated leniently, while less
impactful offenses receive comparatively
harsher sanctions. This incoherence not only
undermines justice but also fails to
communicate societal condemnation of deeply
corrosive economic behavior (Al Benson &
Simpson, 2012; Ashworth, 2003).

Another dimension of weakness is the
ineffective design and execution of penal
sanctions. Many economic crimes in Iran are
penalized through administrative fines or
asset seizures that lack certainty, severity, and
celerity—the classic pillars of deterrence



theory (Noorba, 2020; Pradel, 2009). Some
provisions, such as those in the Law on the
Aggravation of Penalties for Bribery and
Embezzlement, allow for reduced sentences or
conditional suspensions upon voluntary
confession or restitution, even before formal
prosecution. While such incentives may serve
utilitarian goals, they compromise the
credibility of justice by signaling leniency for
high-profile economic criminals capable of
manipulating legal loopholes. Furthermore,
the failure to restrict the eligibility of economic
offenders from benefiting from probation,
parole, and sentence suspension mechanisms
weakens the system’s ability to foster public
denunciation and ensure meaningful
accountability. = Moreover, fixed-penalty
schemes based solely on the value of the
damage—common in customs and tax
offenses—ignore the offender’s culpability,
recidivism risk, or social standing, thereby
thwarting  individualized  justice = and
rehabilitation goals (Altman, 2021; Button et
al., 2022).

Finally, the rehabilitative and preventive
functions of criminal policy are almost entirely
absent in the Iranian approach to economic
crime. Not only are economic offenders rarely
subjected to structured correctional programs
that aim for behavioral reform or social
reintegration, but they also often emerge from
incarceration with greater criminal know-how
and social capital. Overcrowded prisons,
inadequate classification mechanisms, and
lack of vocational training programs transform
prisons into breeding grounds for recidivism
rather than spaces of reflection and
transformation (Azimi & Gholami, 2017;
Lazarev, 2013). Compounding the problem is
the marginal role assigned to non-custodial
measures such as community service,
behavioral correctional training, or financial
ethics education, especially in cases involving
corporate or white-collar offenders. Moreover,
the weak conceptual integration of Islamic

principles—such as repentance (tawbah) and
restitution—as rehabilitative tools in modern
jurisprudence means that the system fails to
harmonize its punitive and spiritual
foundations. These gaps demonstrate the
urgent need for a multi-dimensional criminal
policy, one that goes beyond retribution and
deterrence to incorporate correction, social
reintegration, and preventive strategies for
economic crimes.

In conclusion, the substantive flaws in Iran’s
criminal policy toward economic crimes stem
from both legislative and philosophical
deficiencies. The legal system lacks a
comprehensive and coherent definition of
economic crimes, leading to fragmented
enforcement, inconsistent judicial practices,
and selective punishment. Outdated criminal
codes fail to address the digital and cross-
border nature of modern financial offenses,
while sentencing frameworks often neglect
proportionality, deterrence, and
rehabilitation. Furthermore, current policies
fail to empower courts with flexible,
individualized responses or to implement non-
penal measures aimed at prevention and
reintegration. To address these challenges,
Iran must reform its criminal policy based on
international norms, empirical criminological
insights, and a renewed commitment to social
justice and economic integrity.
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