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ABSTRACT

Disruption in economic crimes is one of the criminal topics in Iranian criminal law that is subject to ambiguity and
various interpretations. Accordingly, the aim of this article is to examine the question: How can Iran's criminal policy
toward economic disruption be analyzed with an emphasis on the scapegoat theory? This is a descriptive-analytical
article that employs a library-based method to address the aforementioned question. The findings indicate that
Iran’s criminal policy is predominantly a security-oriented penal policy, attempting to portray itself as powerful,
whereas the true strength of the system and penal policy lies in crime prevention. In reality, the state, by sacrificing
a scapegoat, seeks to influence public opinion with the notion that it possesses sufficient authority to confront
offenders. The fact of the matter is that in the context of economic disruption, the multiplicity and proliferation of
criminal labels—driven by pragmatism—undermine economic development, as they cause confusion and fear of
prosecution among investors due to the abundance of legal provisions, leading them to hesitation; whereas
adherence to clear and transparent laws fosters trust and encourages investment. Furthermore, the notion of growth
and development is meaningless without consideration for judicial security. This can only be achieved when
fundamental principles such as the independence of the judiciary, judicial independence, and timely adjudication
are taken into account. However, in many instances, populist approaches and practices based on the scapegoat
theory lead to the neglect of these principles.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Disruption in the economic system is a key

issue in developing societies, leading to
profound damage to both national economies
and social structures. In Iran, the crime of
economic disruption has received significant
attention, especially in light of legal
developments such as the 1989 Law on
Punishment of Disruptors in the Economic
System and its 2005 amendments. This law
categorizes a wide array of economic
offenses—ranging from currency smuggling
and goods hoarding to fraudulent business
schemes—as capable of undermining the
integrity of the national economic system.
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However, the legal interpretation and
application of this law have generated
widespread ambiguity among jurists and
judges, particularly regarding what constitutes
"major disruption," what actions merit capital
punishment, and how legal terms such as
“public disorder” or “corruption on earth”
(efsad fel-arz) should be applied. These
uncertainties are intensified by vague
statutory criteria such as “significant,”
“extensive,” or “widespread,” which allow
room for subjective interpretation, potentially
leading to legal inconsistencies and
miscarriages of justice (Rezaei et al., 2016).
Notably, the framing of these crimes as threats



to national security has created a context in
which severe and populist penal policies are
justified, especially during periods of political
or economic instability. The result is a criminal
justice system that leans heavily on deterrence
and retribution, often neglecting more
nuanced and preventive approaches.

Within this punitive framework, Iran’s
criminal policy has increasingly been
interpreted through the lens of the scapegoat
theory, which helps explain the political and
ideological motivations behind legal responses
to economic offenses. The scapegoat theory, as
articulated by Michel Jean Best and expanded
by scholars such as Azizi and Sadati, posits
that in moments of social crisis, states often
divert public dissatisfaction by symbolically
punishing individuals or groups blamed for
complex structural problems (Azizi & Mir
Khalili, 2020; Michel Best, 1998; Sadati &
Nobahar, 2018). This dynamic becomes
especially visible in the state’s response to
high-profile economic crimes, where harsh
punishments such as public flogging, long-
term imprisonment, or even execution are
imposed to restore public confidence in the
state’s authority. From a criminological
perspective, this strategy often relies on
sensationalist media narratives that demonize
offenders and shift public discourse away from
systemic factors such as regulatory failure,
institutional corruption, or socio-economic
inequality (Michel Best, 1998). Rather than
addressing the root causes of economic
dysfunction, the state targets visible offenders
to create an illusion of control and moral
clarity. These practices, though politically
expedient, risk exacerbating societal divisions
and undermining the legitimacy of the
criminal justice system, particularly when
defendants are portrayed as “enemies of the
people” or “saboteurs” with minimal due
process protections (Azizi & Mir Khalili, 2020).
Iran’s reliance on populist criminal policies—
especially in economic domains—further

illustrates the role of criminal justice as a tool
of ideological governance. Legal scholars such
as Najafi Abran Abadi and Rezaei have noted
that in the absence of coherent economic
planning and judicial consistency,
governments are often tempted to use the
criminal justice system to manage public
opinion, rather than prevent crime or
rehabilitate offenders (Najafi Abrand Abadi,
2009; Rezaei et al., 2016). For instance, laws
passed by the Expediency Council or
Parliament in response to temporary
economic crises often result in legal inflation
and overlapping statutes. This legislative
clutter not only reduces judicial discretion but
also creates confusion among law enforcement
and judicial authorities, who are tasked with
determining the severity and scope of
economic disruption (Dehgan Chachakami,
2011). Consequently, even minor or isolated
offenses may be prosecuted under laws
designed for large-scale conspiracies or hostile
acts against the state, such as those involving
“corruption on earth.” The problem is further
complicated by the lack of clarity in how
“economic systems” are defined in Iranian
law—encompassing areas as diverse as
railways, oil and gas  industries,
telecommunications, and even real estate
markets (Parsa et al., 2020). As a result, state
actors are granted extensive leeway to classify
a wide variety of economic behaviors as threats
to national security, thereby expanding the
reach of punitive justice.

This dynamic has led to significant
consequences in terms of both the rights of the
accused and the overall effectiveness of
criminal policy. On one hand, individuals
accused of economic disruption are often
subject to lengthy pretrial detention, coercive
interrogations, and expedited trials in special
courts with limited transparency. The
emergence of “special courts for economic
disruptors,” authorized by the Supreme
Leader in 2018, reflects a shift toward
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emergency legalism, in which due process is
subordinated to the political imperative of
rapid punishment (Sadeghi et al., 2020). These
courts have been criticized by human rights
advocates for their reliance on vague charges
and harsh penalties, including death sentences
for crimes such as currency speculation or
participation in pyramid schemes. Such
punitive practices mirror the scapegoat
theory’s emphasis on visible sacrifice for the
supposed benefit of the social order (Gholami
et al., 2014). Indeed, many economic offenders
are cast as inherently malevolent actors—
described in political rhetoric as “traitors,”
“parasites,” or “economic terrorists”’—
regardless of the actual scope or intent of their
actions (Rezvani, 2012). These narratives help
legitimate severe punishments, even when the
underlying causes of economic hardship—
such as inflation, unemployment, or
sanctions—lie beyond the individual’s control
(Atashi, 2013).

Meanwhile, the institutionalization of populist
punitive  responses has  fostered a
criminological culture in which deterrence is
valued above all other objectives, including
fairness, rehabilitation, and the social
reintegration of offenders. As scholars such as
Rahimi Nejad and Jewkes argue, this
emphasis on punitive symbolism often comes
at the cost of effective crime prevention and
public trust in legal institutions (Jewkes, 2004;
Rahimi Nejad, 1997). It also results in what
might be termed a dual-track justice system,
wherein privileged actors—especially those
connected to centers of political or economic
power—are less likely to be prosecuted or
punished, while lower-status individuals
become expendable symbols of state
discipline. The frequent use of discriminatory
language in legal proceedings and political
speeches reflects this bifurcation, as does the
systemic resistance to reforms that would
enhance transparency, judicial independence,
or institutional accountability (Moghaddasi,

2011). The scapegoat mechanism thus
functions not only to distract from
governmental failures but also to uphold an
inequitable status quo, wherein law serves
primarily to preserve hierarchical power
relations.

In light of these findings, it becomes clear that
Iran’s criminal policy toward economic
disruption is shaped more by political
necessity and ideological posturing than by
criminological evidence or respect for legal
norms. The scapegoat theory provides a
compelling explanatory framework for
understanding how the state manipulates legal
instruments to deflect blame and project
authority. Whether through the public
execution of “economic saboteurs,” the
demonization of speculative investors, or the
criminalization of dissent under the guise of
economic security, the state repeatedly signals
its capacity to punish, even as it fails to resolve
the structural issues that facilitate economic
crime in the first place (Haddadzadeh et al.,
2020). This paradox reveals the fundamental
contradiction at the heart of Iran’s criminal
justice approach: an obsession with punitive
spectacle combined with an inability to foster
genuine economic and legal reform. Rather
than constructing a justice system grounded in
transparency, proportionality, and fairness,
the current model relies on fear and
retribution, thereby deepening public
cynicism and eroding institutional legitimacy.
Ultimately, the overuse of criminal law as a
political  instrument undermines both
economic development and the rule of law.

In conclusion, the phenomenon of economic
disruption in Iran, and the state’s criminal
policy response to it, illustrates the dangers of
politicizing justice in the service of ideological
narratives. The use of vague legal definitions,
draconian punishments, and populist rhetoric
to prosecute economic offenses serves not to
deter crime effectively but to obscure the
structural deficiencies that make such crimes



possible. The scapegoat theory reveals how
these legal mechanisms operate symbolically
to maintain social cohesion and political
authority, even at the expense of individual
rights and legal coherence. To move toward a
more just and effective criminal policy, it is
imperative to shift away from punitive
populism and toward a preventive, rights-
based framework that recognizes the
complexity of economic crime and prioritizes
transparency, fairness, and institutional
accountability.
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