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ABSTRACT

This study was conducted with the aim of examining the structural challenges of penal populism within the criminal justice
system, with a particular emphasis on the adjudication of economic crimes. The research employed a descriptive—analytical
method and relied on library-based data collection through the examination of legal sources, statutes, scholarly articles, and
criminological studies. The findings indicate that the growing social sensitivity toward corruption and economic crimes has, in
some cases, led to the emergence of reactionary approaches in criminal policy and the establishment of special mechanisms
for addressing such offenses. Among the most significant manifestations of this situation are the creation of special courts for
economic crimes and the adoption of exceptional measures aimed at accelerating judicial proceedings. Although the objective
of these mechanisms has been to effectively combat economic corruption and respond to public demands, in certain instances
the use of exceptional procedures, concentration of powers, and restriction of some procedural safeguards have created
challenges for the fundamental principles of fair trial. The results of this study demonstrate that effective confrontation with
economic crimes requires establishing a balance between the efficiency of the criminal justice system and adherence to the
principles of fair proceedings. Accordingly, moving toward a rational and evidence-based criminal policy, strengthening ordinary
and specialized judicial institutions, and simultaneously paying attention to preventive and structural solutions alongside penal
responses may contribute to reducing the negative effects of penal populism in the adjudication of economic crimes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Penal populism has become one of the most

influential challenges facing contemporary
criminal policy, particularly where criminal
justice systems are required to respond to
public anger, media pressure, and politically
charged demands for immediate punishment.
In its broadest sense, penal populism refers to
a mode of criminal policy-making in which
legal responses are shaped less by
criminological evidence, procedural
rationality, and principles of fair trial than by
emotional public demands, symbolic displays
of severity, and the political need to show
decisiveness against crime. This tendency has
become especially visible in relation to crimes
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that attract strong public sensitivity, including
corruption, economic crimes, drug-related
crimes, sexual crimes, and security-related
offenses. In such cases, the criminal justice
system may move from a rational and
evidence-based model toward a reactive model
in which the main objective is not necessarily
long-term  crime  reduction, offender
rehabilitation, or institutional reform, but
rather the rapid production of punitive
responses that appear to satisfy public
expectations. The theoretical foundation of
this study rests on the distinction between
rational criminal policy and populist criminal
policy. Rational criminal policy is grounded in
legality, proportionality, individualization of
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punishment, human dignity, scientific
evidence, and institutional prevention,
whereas penal populism emphasizes severity,
speed, symbolic punishment, and public
reassurance. This contrast is crucial in
understanding why penal populism may
weaken the legitimacy of the judiciary, restrict
judicial discretion, expand criminalization,
and increase reliance on extraordinary
procedures (Gholami, 2014; Lacey, 2008;
Taheri, 2013; White & Haines, 2013).

The present study aimed to examine the
structural challenges of penal populism for the
criminal adjudication system, with special
emphasis on the adjudication of economic
crimes. The research was conducted through a
descriptive—analytical method, relying on
library-based analysis of legal sources,
criminal statutes, scholarly writings, judicial
practices, and criminological studies. The
central assumption of the study was that
economic crimes provide a particularly fertile
ground for the emergence of populist criminal
policy because they are closely associated with
corruption, misuse of public resources, market
disruption, inequality, inflationary pressure,
and public distrust. When public opinion
becomes highly sensitive to economic
corruption, policy-makers and judicial
institutions may be tempted to replace
ordinary  procedural = guarantees  with
exceptional mechanisms that promise speed
and severity. In this context, the establishment
of special courts for economic crimes, the use
of extraordinary judicial authorizations, the
concentration of procedural authority, the
restriction of defense rights, and the
acceleration of hearings may be understood as
institutional =~ manifestations of  penal
populism. Although these mechanisms are
often justified by reference to combating
corruption and restoring public confidence,
they may simultaneously generate serious
risks for fair trial guarantees, judicial
independence, equality before the law, and the

predictability of criminal procedure (Abdollahi
& Tavakoli, 2023; Abdolmaleki, 2023;
Elahimanesh & Taghizadeh, 2018; Samiei &
Moazzami, 2022).

The findings indicate that one of the most
important structural consequences of penal
populism is the weakening of the legitimacy of
the judicial system. When criminal courts are
expected to respond rapidly to public pressure,
media narratives, and collective anger, the
judiciary may gradually lose its position as an
independent and impartial institution and
become perceived as an instrument for
managing public emotions. This risk is
intensified when similar cases receive different
outcomes, when punishment is intensified
without sufficient regard to the personal and
social circumstances of the accused, or when
procedural shortcuts are introduced in the
name of efficiency. Penal populism also
weakens public trust in specialized criminal
institutions because it creates the impression
that expert-based criminal justice is
insufficient and that only extraordinary
punitive measures can protect society. In this
process, the principle of individualization of
punishment is undermined, especially when
mandatory minimum penalties, severe
sanctions, or accelerated procedures reduce
the judge’s ability to consider the offender’s
background, mental state, social conditions,
motive, and degree of culpability. Such a
punitive orientation may also deepen social
inequalities, because defendants with fewer
economic and legal resources are less able to
benefit from effective defense, while more
powerful defendants may still access
specialized legal support. Accordingly, penal
populism does not merely intensify
punishment; it may also reproduce structural
inequality within criminal proceedings
(Ghadami, 2021; Hezarjaribi, 2011; Mirkamali &
Hajizadeh, 2020; Mollaei Beigi Bani Asadi,
2021).



Another major finding concerns the violation
or weakening of the fundamental rights of
defendants in criminal proceedings. Penal
populism often places the presumption of
innocence under pressure, particularly when
media coverage and public discourse treat
defendants as guilty before the issuance of a
final judgment. Pretrial media judgment can
indirectly influence judicial decision-making,
narrow the space for impartial adjudication,
and shift the symbolic burden from the
prosecution to the accused. The right of access
to counsel is also affected when procedural
restrictions, political pressure, or security-
oriented justifications limit the defendant’s
ability to receive effective legal assistance.
These problems become more serious in
sensitive cases, including economic, security-
related, and publicly controversial crimes. The
study also highlights the problem of
accelerated adjudication. Although reasonable
speed is an essential component of justice,
excessive speed may reduce judicial accuracy,
weaken the examination of evidence, restrict
the preparation of defense, and increase the
risk of wrongful conviction. This problem is
especially acute in economic crime -cases,
which often involve complex financial records,
technical documents, expert reports,
corporate structures, and long chains of
transactions. Therefore, the populist demand
for rapid punishment may conflict directly
with the evidentiary complexity of economic
crime adjudication (Bateni, 2022; Doosti, 2016;
Movahedi, 2016; Parastesh, 2019; Vatani &
Nargesyan, 2018).

The study further shows that special and
exceptional courts constitute one of the most
visible procedural manifestations of penal
populism in the adjudication of economic
crimes. Special courts may be defensible if
they are established on a clear legal basis, have
precisely defined jurisdiction, preserve
defense rights, operate under ordinary
guarantees of impartiality, and function as

specialized  rather  than exceptional
institutions. However, when they are created
in response to public anger or political
pressure, they may shift from specialization to
exceptionalism. In such a situation, the
criminal process risks becoming a form of
“demonstrative  justice,” where trials
communicate the determination of the state to
punish corruption rather than simply
guaranteeing  truth-finding and  fair
adjudication. The wuse of extraordinary
authorizations and concentrated powers may
also reduce transparency, weaken public and
professional oversight, and limit the role of
lawyers, legal scholars, and ordinary
procedural safeguards. At the same time, the
study emphasizes that punitive severity alone
cannot provide a sustainable response to
economic crime. Effective control of
corruption and economic misconduct requires
institutional transparency, administrative
reform, financial supervision, preventive
mechanisms, accountability, and evidence-
based criminal policy. Restorative and
mediatory approaches may also help reduce
the social foundations of penal populism by
increasing victim satisfaction, encouraging
offender accountability, and reducing
excessive reliance on imprisonment and
symbolic punishment (Beigi &
Shirmohammadi, 2019; Ghurchi Beigi, 2019;
Jamshidi Zanganeh, 2022; Mirkiani, 2020;
Moradipasand, 2022; Omidi & Atouf, 2015).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the
central challenge in dealing with economic
crimes is not whether the criminal justice
system should respond firmly to corruption
and economic disorder, but how such a
response can be organized without sacrificing
fair trial, judicial independence, equality
before the law, and the rights of the accused.
Economic crimes undoubtedly harm public
trust, social justice, and institutional integrity;
however, their seriousness cannot justify the
abandonment of fundamental procedural
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guarantees. The findings suggest that a
sustainable and legitimate response to
economic crime requires a balance between
efficiency and justice. Criminal courts must be
capable of addressing economic corruption
with sufficient expertise and reasonable speed,
but this must occur within a lawful,
predictable, transparent, and rights-based
procedural framework. The negative effects of
penal populism can be reduced only by moving
toward rational, evidence-based criminal
policy, strengthening ordinary and specialized
judicial institutions, ensuring effective access
to counsel and appeal, avoiding emotionally
driven legislation, and addressing the
structural causes of economic crime through
prevention, transparency, and institutional
accountability.
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