© 2025 the authors. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Submit Date: 11 June 2025

Revise Date: 01 September 2025
Accept Date: 04 September 2025
Publish Date: 21 September 2025

The Encyclopedia of Comparative Jurisprudence and Law

Examination of Criminal Policy in the Assassination of Domestic Officials

Hadi Nakhjavanniya ', Mohsen Shekarchizadeh *?, Razie Ghasemi Kahrizsangi 3

1. PhD student, Department of Criminal Law and Criminology, Na.C., Islamic Azad University, Najafabad, Iran.
2. Assistant Professor, Law Department, Na.C., Islamic Azad University, Najafabad, Iran.
3. Assistant Professor, Law Department, Ti.C., Islamic Azad University, Tiran, Iran.

* Corresponding Author’'s Email: mohsen.shekarchi@iau.ac.ir

ABSTRACT

In this article, the focus is on examining assassination attempts against domestic officials, analyzing this crime, and
discussing its associated punishment. Security is one of the most fundamental human needs, and therefore
ensuring or preserving it constitutes the primary duty entrusted to governments. Eliminating threats or minimizing
them is considered a prerequisite for the emergence of security, but this alone is not sufficient. This objective factor
becomes effective only when it is also perceived and felt, because the illusion and perception of insecurity create
the most insecure conditions for human beings. Consequently, even in the absence of any actual threat, security
cannot be achieved without a sense of assurance. The assassination attempt on the lives of domestic officials
includes certain preliminary acts and attempts related to crimes against internal security. Whenever an individual,
with motives of opposition to the government or intentions of destabilizing the nation, inflicts harm on the physical
integrity or life of the leader, any of the heads of the three branches of power, the president of the country, the
nation’s political representatives, or religious authorities (maraji‘ al-taglid), while the criminal outcome of the act
was foreseeable but it cannot be conclusively determined that the perpetrator intentionally desired or pursued that
outcome, the act—due to its nature as attempted murder—falls within the scope of terrorist acts.
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The phenomenon of political assassination
directed against domestic officials represents a



particularly complex intersection between
criminal law, political security, and human
rights, situating itself at the heart of both
national legal systems and international
obligations. The article under review embarks
on a detailed exploration of this subject,
presenting assassination attempts not merely
as isolated criminal acts but as political crimes
with wider implications for state stability and
societal trust. It begins from the premise that
security is a fundamental human need,
essential for the preservation of social order,
and its absence undermines the very
legitimacy of government. Eliminating
external threats alone is insufficient; the
perception of safety among citizens plays an
equally decisive role in establishing security.
In this context, assassination attempts on
high-ranking officials—such as the leader of a
nation, the heads of the three branches of
power, or prominent religious authorities—not
only endanger individual lives but also strike
at the symbolic core of state sovereignty and
social cohesion. Historically, assassination has
been employed both by insurgent groups
seeking to destabilize governments and by
authoritarian regimes utilizing political
violence under the guise of counter-terrorism.
This dual usage of political violence
demonstrates the necessity of precise criminal
policy capable of distinguishing legitimate law
enforcement from the abuse of penal power,
with criminal law standing as the primary but
deeply contested instrument of response
(Imani, 2007; Lazerges, 2003; Majidi, 2007).

Central to the study is the legal classification of
assassination attempts under Iranian criminal
law, which differentiates between political
terrorism and ordinary criminal intent. The
concept of suq al-‘asd (assassination attempt)
is legally distinct from completed homicide
insofar as the material element of the crime is
frustrated by external factors beyond the
perpetrator’s control, such as intervention by
third parties or failure of the lethal act. This

distinction underscores the principle that
mere intention or preparation is insufficient to
constitute crime unless accompanied by
tangible acts directed toward the victim’s
death (Sepahvand, 1997; Shambayati, 1997).
Iranian law, much like international
conventions, recognizes assassination of state
officials as a crime against security, elevating
its severity beyond ordinary attempts at
murder. For example, Article 515 of the Islamic
Penal Code prescribes imprisonment from
three to ten years for attempts on the lives of
the supreme leader, heads of the three
branches, or high-ranking clerical authorities,
provided the perpetrator is not simultaneously
convicted of moharebeh (armed rebellion)
(Salari, 2008). This codification reveals the
intertwining of religious-political legitimacy
with criminal policy, where the status of the
victim, rather than the material act alone,
transforms an attempted killing into a crime of
terrorism. At the same time, it illustrates the
hybrid legal identity of assassination attempts:
both incomplete homicides and acts of
political terrorism, subject to layered legal
responses.

The article proceeds to analyze the doctrinal
underpinnings of criminal policy, emphasizing
that the definition of such policies requires a
balance between social defense and individual
rights. Scholars argue that criminal policy
encompasses not only punitive measures but
also preventive strategies aimed at addressing
the social conditions that foster criminal acts.
Within this framework, the state is tasked with
both deterrence and the preservation of due
process. In the Iranian context, this duality
manifests through laws that attempt to classify
assassination attempts according to intent:
whether directed by political ideology, group
motivations, or private disputes. If the motive
is political, the act is classified as a crime
against national security; if personal, it is
treated as an ordinary criminal offense. This
bifurcation raises complex evidentiary
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questions regarding the determination of
intent and the extent of judicial discretion.
Additionally, the article situates Iranian law
within broader international frameworks,
such as the 1973 Convention on the Prevention
and Punishment of Crimes Against
Internationally Protected Persons and the
1979 Hostage-Taking Convention, which
collectively reflect a global consensus on the
necessity of protecting officials as symbols of
state sovereignty (Mir Mohammad Sadeghi,
2008, 2013; Nokandehei, 2004). Yet, this
integration of international norms with
domestic law is not seamless; tensions remain
regarding the limits of state power and the
potential for political misuse of anti-terror
laws.

A particularly nuanced portion of the article
concerns the psychological element of the
crime—the mens rea or criminal intent
required to establish assassination attempts.
The analysis differentiates between general
intent, which refers to the conscious will to
engage in a criminal act, and special intent,
which refers to the deliberate aim of causing
death or instilling terror among the public. The
law requires courts to establish both elements
in cases of attempted assassination, thereby
complicating  judicial assessment. For
instance, if a person attacks an official without
knowledge of their identity, the specific intent
required for assassination under Article 515
may be absent, resulting in lesser charges
(Goldouzian, 2001; Mir Mohammad Sadeghi,
2013). Similarly, the classification of the act as
moharebeh  hinges on  whether the
perpetrator’s actions were intended to spread
fear among the public or destabilize
governmental  authority,  distinguishing
politically motivated violence from personal
vendettas (Salari, 2008; Sepahvand, 1997). This
requirement highlights the symbolic role of
state officials in the legal framework, as their
political and religious status elevates attacks
upon them into threats to collective security.

Furthermore, the insistence on proving intent
underscores a broader principle of modern
criminal law: the necessity of aligning
punishment with culpability, ensuring that
individuals are judged not solely on outcomes
but on their moral blameworthiness.

The article also explores structural aspects of
legal enforcement, particularly the jurisdiction
of courts in adjudicating assassination
attempts. Under Iranian law, crimes against
security, including assassination attempts on
officials, fall within the jurisdiction of
Revolutionary Courts, which have historically
been associated with exceptional powers and
expedited procedures (Akhundi, 1989). This
allocation of jurisdiction underscores the
perception of such acts as extraordinary
threats to the state, demanding specialized
legal forums. At the same time, it raises
concerns about due process and the balance
between national security and individual
rights, echoing global debates about the reach
of anti-terrorism legislation (Saffar, 1998;
Sanei, 1975). Moreover, the article underscores
the importance of situational factors, such as
the location of the crime. For example, attacks
on foreign officials within Iranian territory fall
under specific provisions, extending the
principle of protection beyond domestic actors
to internationally protected persons. This
territorial dimension reflects the intersection
of domestic criminal law with international
obligations, reinforcing the dual sovereignty
model of legal protection. The interplay
between domestic jurisdiction, international
law, and political legitimacy underscores the
central tension in crafting criminal policy:
balancing sovereignty with global norms while
safeguarding citizens’ trust in legal processes.
In its final sections, the article highlights the
preventive dimensions of criminal policy,
emphasizing that mere punishment is
insufficient to combat assassination attempts
effectively. Preventive measures must include
the identification of political grievances, the



protection of public officials through enhanced
security mechanisms, and the development of
policies that address the root causes of
political violence. Furthermore, the article
situates the Iranian legal framework within the
broader scholarly discourse on terrorism,
drawing upon theories of social control,
criminal law philosophy, and international
relations. Scholars such as Garland and
Braithwaite have argued that criminal justice
systems must shift from purely retributive
models to more responsive and restorative
frameworks, integrating security with social
justice. In the context of assassination
attempts, this means that while punitive
measures such as imprisonment or capital
punishment may serve as deterrents, they
must be accompanied by structural reforms
that enhance legitimacy and public trust in
government institutions (Mir Mohammad
Sadeghi, 2013; Salari, 2008). By grounding its
analysis in both legal doctrine and political
theory, the article underscores the
multidimensional nature of assassination
attempts: they are not merely acts of
individual deviance but manifestations of
deeper societal tensions that require
comprehensive policy responses.

Ultimately, the study concludes that
assassination attempts on domestic officials
represent one of the most significant
challenges to national security, blending
elements of terrorism, political crime, and
incomplete homicide. The Iranian legal
system, through provisions such as Article 515,
seeks to classify and punish these acts with a
dual emphasis on deterrence and protection of
political authority. Yet, the necessity of
balancing punitive severity with adherence to
international norms and individual rights
remains a persistent challenge. The article
highlights that the symbolic importance of
political and religious leaders in Iran elevates
the crime of assassination attempt to a unique
category, merging legal doctrine with political

theology. At the same time, the classification of
these acts as terrorism underscores the global
dimension of the problem, linking domestic
law with international obligations. While the
legal framework provides a foundation for
deterrence, the broader challenge lies in
ensuring that criminal policy remains both
effective in safeguarding national security and
consistent with principles of justice and
human rights.
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