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ABSTRACT

Among the most essential human needs throughout life are financial needs. Without considering such needs, life cannot endure.
This has caused human beings throughout history to devote the utmost effort and diligence to economic activities. Islam has
affirmed these activities with great clarity, referring to them as a form of sacred struggle. In Islamic teachings, the ultimate aim
of economic activity is attaining closeness to God and seeking His pleasure. In this regard, the well-being of the family, the
individual, and society is oriented toward social justice and genuine equity. This study, using a descriptive-analytical method and
relying on Islamic jurisprudential sources, seeks to examine the foundations of disrupting the economic system from the
perspective of Islamic jurisprudence. In the Holy Qur'an, the notion of mufsid fi al-arz (one who spreads corruption on earth) is
mentioned repeatedly; however, it has not explicitly been designated as the subject of a specific criminal sanction. In this study,
using a descriptive-analytical approach, we examine efsad fi al-arz as the punishment assigned to the crime of disrupting the
economic system in Islamic jurisprudential sources, given that Iranian law is derived from jurisprudence and its basis and
foundation lie in Islamic teachings, which is reflected in legislation. The aim of this research is to determine whether, according
to jurisprudential texts, there is proportionality between the committed act, the criminal designation assigned to it, and the
punishment prescribed. Criminalizing efsad fi al-arz as an offense independent from moharebeh (armed rebellion) and
prescribing the death penalty for it appears to be somewhat illogical within criminal law, because first, the term efsad fi al-arz
has not been independently discussed in classical jurisprudential texts, and jurists have addressed it under the category of
moharebeh. Moreover, the argument asserting that there must be a necessary correspondence between the establishment of
Shari‘a rulings and their explicit designation in the wording of jurists is not compelling.
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The contemporary debate over efsad fi al-arz
as a criminal punishment within the context of



economic disruption has intensified as
modern societies confront increasingly
complex economic offenses whose
consequences extend far beyond individual
victims and into the very fabric of national
economic order. In Islamic jurisprudence,
economic life is not merely a material activity
but an ethical and spiritual endeavor whose
ultimate aim is the preservation of justice,
fairness, and social balance, and whose
deviation poses grave threats to both worldly
welfare and spiritual integrity—a principle
demonstrated by the repeated Qur’anic
emphasis on the prohibition of consuming
unlawful wealth and destabilizing collective
economic life (Fayd Kashani, 1995; Kulayni,
1987; Tabataba'i, 1993). Economic crimes, as
defined by numerous contemporary theorists,
comprise behaviors that undermine trust in
financial transactions, disturb the normal flow
of commercial activity, or strike at the
structural integrity of production,
distribution, currency and monetary systems
(Bunic, 2010; Jamal al-Dini et al., 2024; Malloy,
1991; Nourzad, 2014; Saki, 2010). Within this
jurisprudential and criminological framework,
the conceptualization of economic offenders as
disruptors of societal equilibrium has
grounded efforts to classify severe economic
misconduct under the rubric of efsad fi al-arz,
an offense whose Qur’anic and juridical
breadth has long positioned it as a grave
transgression involving extensive harm,
danger, or disorder on a wide social scale. The
Qur’an’s repeated use of the root fsd conveys
meanings of destruction, deviation from
justice, and disturbance of public order
(Farahidi, 1988), and the exegetical tradition
stresses the moral and communal severity of
such acts, especially where the accumulation
of illicit wealth, manipulation of economic
norms, or the infliction of large-scale financial
harm threatens the ethical structure of society
(Borhani, 2015; Langseth, 2008; Rahimi et al.,
2023). Thus, the first pillar of this study

situates economic crimes within the broader
theological and legal discourse, demonstrating
that efsad fi al-arz is not merely a linguistic
category but a potential legal foundation for
addressing complex economic misconduct in
Islamic and Iranian law.

At the level of jurisprudential analysis,
however, the concept of efsad fi al-arz reveals
notable doctrinal ambiguities. Classical jurists
did not dedicate independent sections to efsad
fi al-arz, and discussions of corruption on
earth frequently appear subsumed under the
category of moharebeh, especially when the
offense involves armed threat, public
insecurity, or violent dispossession, as
illustrated in the writings of Sheikh
Muhammad Hasan al-Najafi, who equates
“striving upon the earth with corruption” with
the armed aggression characteristic of
moharebeh (Najafi, 1988). Other jurists,
however, expanded the meaning of efsad fi al-
arz to behaviors that—although lacking the
element of weaponry—nevertheless produce
widespread harm or moral collapse, such as
systematic fraud, organized theft, trafficking
in prohibited goods, the establishment of
institutions of vice, or the destruction of
property at scale (Asadi et al., 2022; Mahdavi
Pour, 2013). The interpretive debates extend to
Qur’anic verses such as 5:32 and 5:33, which
some scholars treat as jointly defining the
conditions of corruption on earth, requiring
not only the occurrence of harmful acts but
also the perpetrator’s deliberate striving to
expand such harm, while others view the two
verses as addressing distinct categories of
wrongdoing  (Fazel = Lankarani, 2001;
Habibzadeh, 2000; Na'nakar, 1998). Further
complexity arises from the corpus of
narrations associated with severe disruptive
acts—such as burning homes, habitual
homicide, kidnapping, grave-robbing, or the
sale of free persons—acts that some jurists
categorize as efsad fi al-arz due to their
extensive societal consequences (Amili, 1988;
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Tusi, 1987). Collectively, these doctrinal layers
underscore the challenge of translating the
classical jurisprudential notion of corruption
on earth into a contemporary legal category
capable of addressing economic crimes that
rarely resemble the violent scenarios
envisioned in early legal thought but
nonetheless produce comparable, if not
greater, harm.

In the Iranian legal system, shaped
substantively by Shi jurisprudence yet
adapted to modern state governance, these
ambiguities manifest sharply in Article 286 of
the Islamic Penal Code (2013), which classifies
large-scale economic misconduct—alongside
violent crimes, public security offenses,
environmental poisoning, and the operation of
networks of vice—as possible instances of
efsad fi al-arz, punishable by death. While
some jurists contend that moharebeh and
efsad fi al-arz constitute a single offense
differentiated only by context, others treat
efsad fi al-arz as an autonomous crime with
distinct legal elements and independent
punishment (Fazel Lankarani, 2001;
Mirmohammad Sadeghi, 2015). The legal
debates are therefore intertwined with the
normative evaluation of economic harms:
whether massive fraud, currency
manipulation, systemic bribery, money
laundering, or market destabilization may be
considered a form of societal warfare or
whether such acts fall within the discretionary
framework of ta’zirat rather than the fixed,
divinely mandated punishments (hudud). The
application of foundational jurisprudential
principles—such as the prohibition of
consuming unlawful wealth, the ban on
cooperation in wrongful acts (Ansari, 2001;
Azarnoush, 2010; Musavi, 2006; Musavi
Bojnourdi, 1901), the rule of no-harm (la darar)
(Eini Najaf Abadi, 1993; Ouda, 2012;
Toutounchian & Khazaei, 2020), and the
imperative of social order (Nourzad, 2014)—
further complicates the legal classification.

These principles justify robust criminalization
of harmful economic acts but do not, by
themselves, specify whether such harm rises to
the threshold of a capital offense. Jurists
historically considered many economic
violations—such as hoarding, fraud, financial
deception, or market manipulation—primarily
as ta‘zirt offenses, even when their social harm
was substantial (Shams al-Din, 1999),
reinforcing the importance of judicial
proportionality and the reserved application of
the death penalty for acts explicitly outlined in
scripture and classical jurisprudence.

The principle of proportionality constitutes
another central axis of this study, serving as a
criterion through which the legitimacy of
imposing the death penalty for economic
offenses may be evaluated. Classical
discussions on the four punishments
associated with moharebeh (execution,
crucifixion, cross-limb amputation, and exile)
reveal deep juristic disagreement over whether
these punishments are discretionary (takhyir)
or sequential (tartib) (Khomeini, 2008; Qiblah'l
Khi'l, 2010). Where jurists such as Imam
Khomeini emphasize contextual selection
based on the specific nature of the offender’s
harm, the application of the same punitive
framework to non-violent economic offenses
appears more tenuous, especially where the
element of armed terror or physical threat is
absent. The broader jurisprudential tradition
generally reserves capital punishment for
offenses involving the direct taking of life or
violent disruption of public safety, making its
extension to economic misconduct doctrinally
controversial. Contemporary proponents of
capital punishment for economic crimes
highlight deterrence, moral desert, and the
preservation of public welfare (Mirmohammad
Sadeghi, 2001), while opponents emphasize
the inviolability of life, the irreversible risk of
wrongful execution, and the disproportionate
collateral suffering imposed upon the family of
the convicted (Abdollahi, 2011). As such, an



evaluative framework grounded in figh reveals
significant tension between scriptural intent,
classical legal precedent, and contemporary
legislative outcomes.

Against this backdrop, the present study offers
a comprehensive jurisprudential and legal
analysis demonstrating that the classification
of severe economic crimes as efsad fi al-arz
remains a doctrinally disputed and
normatively sensitive issue. The evidence from
classical jurisprudence strongly suggests that
efsad fi al-arz was historically invoked in
connection with violent, openly aggressive, or
terror-based actions directly threatening
communal safety, whereas economic
misconduct—though morally condemned and
socially harmful—was generally addressed
through the flexible mechanism of taZir,
permitting  context-sensitive = punishment
without extending to the fixed and severe
penalties reserved for crimes explicitly defined
in scriptural sources. Furthermore, the study
shows that treating moharebeh and efsad fi al-
arz as fully independent offenses risks
generating legal inconsistencies, enabling
courts to impose capital punishment in cases
where classical jurisprudence would not
support such severity. The analysis therefore
underscores the need for a more calibrated
legal framework that reflects both the gravity
of economic crimes and the jurisprudential
boundaries of the hudud system.

The concluding reflection of this extended
abstract emphasizes that while economic
corruption poses genuine and profound
threats to societal welfare, the imposition of
capital punishment for such offenses requires
doctrinal precision, jurisprudential coherence,
and fidelity to the foundational principles of
Islamic criminal law. A careful realignment of
statutory interpretation with classical
jurisprudence and proportionality principles
is essential to ensure both the effectiveness
and the legitimacy of criminal justice
responses to modern economic crimes.
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