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ABSTRACT

The offense of insulting sacred values is a highly significant issue in Islamic jurisprudence and legal systems. Insults directed at
sacred values may provoke strong emotional reactions among members of society and create conditions conducive to security
threats. The present study aims to propose an appropriate model concerning the foundations for criminalizing insults to sacred
values, reduce the associated challenges, and prevent conduct and serious security risks at both national and international
levels. In terms of its nature and data-collection method, this study employs a descriptive—analytical approach and adopts a
mixed-methods research strategy combining qualitative and quantitative methods. The relevant dimensions, components,
challenges, and outcomes were extracted from the selected sources and subsequently analyzed. The findings indicated that, to
implement the principle of the rule of justice, any factor conflicting with this principle must either be disregarded or appropriately
modified. The logical conclusion regarding the offense of insulting sacred values is that the concept of sacred values
encompasses all matters and persons whose sanctity must be respected under Islamic law, statutory law, and prevailing social
custom. Within the Iranian legal system, the legislature has addressed the legal foundations for punishing insults to sacred
values under Article 513 of the Islamic Penal Code, enacted in 1996. Such conduct has also been criminalized under Article 26
of the Press Law and, more specifically, under Articles 262 and 263 of the Islamic Penal Code. Furthermore, pursuant to
international conventions and treaties, including human rights instruments and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, any
form of religious insult and any unlawful conduct against individuals or groups on the grounds of religion are prohibited.
Nevertheless, from the perspective of human rights law, particularly within common-law jurisdictions such as the United Kingdom
and the United States, legal protection has traditionally been afforded primarily to the sacred tenets of Christianity, while other
divinely revealed religions have not received equivalent legal protection. The results further demonstrated that the broad concept
of sacred values is now implicated through new forms and methods of insult, including insults directed at national flags and
prominent scientific, cultural, and political figures, and is therefore not confined to a single form of conduct.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The protection of sacred values constitutes a

significant concern in Islamic jurisprudence,
criminal law, political philosophy, and
contemporary human rights discourse.
Hostility toward religious, national, and
cultural sanctities may undermine social
cohesion, provoke collective emotional
reactions, intensify intergroup hostility, and
create risks to public order and national
security. In the Iranian legal system, insulting
sacred values has therefore been treated not
merely as an offense against individual dignity
but also as conduct capable of threatening the
moral, religious, and institutional foundations
of society. Nevertheless, the criminalization of
such conduct raises complex conceptual and
normative questions, particularly because the
term “sacred values” has not been
comprehensively defined in statutory law.
Article 513 of the Islamic Penal Code
criminalizes insults to Islamic sacred values,
the great prophets, the Imams, and Fatimah
al-Zahra, yet the provision largely identifies
examples rather than establishing a precise
and exhaustive legal definition. This ambiguity
may produce inconsistent judicial
interpretations and make it difficult to
distinguish unlawful insult from -criticism,
academic inquiry, artistic expression, satire, or
legitimate religious debate. Linguistically,
insult and affront encompass conduct
involving humiliation, degradation, ridicule,
contempt, and the lowering of the dignity or
status of a person, belief, object, or institution
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(Al-Turayhi, 1995; Al-Zamakhshari, 1982; Ibn
Manzur al-Ifriqi, 1995). In legal terminology,
insult includes verbal, written, gestural,
symbolic, or physical conduct that, according
to prevailing social custom, diminishes the
dignity of another person or disrespects a
protected value (Mir Mohammad Sadeghi,
2002; Shambayati, 1997). Accordingly, the
legal assessment of insult is closely connected
to social convention, contextual
circumstances, the status of the target, and the
intention of the offender.

Purpose and Conceptual Framework:
The present study examines the approaches to
and challenges of criminalizing insults to
sacred values in the Iranian legal system and
seeks to clarify the jurisprudential, legal,
philosophical, and social foundations of this
criminalization. The concept of sacredness
originates from notions of purity, sanctity,
transcendence, and immunity from
profanation. In Islamic thought, sacred values
may include persons, places, texts, symbols,
doctrines, rituals, and institutions whose
respect is regarded as obligatory and whose
violation is religiously prohibited (Al-Shartuni,
1889; Ibn Manzur al-Ifriqi, 1995). Although the
precise expression “sacred values” is not
systematically employed in the Qur'an and
classical jurisprudential sources, related
concepts such as the sanctities of God, divine
symbols, and protected religious boundaries
provide a normative basis for recognizing
certain beliefs and objects as deserving
heightened respect (Mousavi Bojnourdi, 1998;



Tabatabaei, 1996). From a legal perspective,
Islamic sacred values may be understood as
persons, objects, doctrines, or institutions that
constitute fundamental or necessary elements
of religion and whose intentional degradation
is perceived by ordinary members of society as
an affront to religion (Goldouzian, 2007). The
study further distinguishes between the
broader category of socially respected values
and the narrower category of religious sacred
values. National territory, flags, historical
events, political institutions, and prominent
personalities may be regarded as socially or
nationally sacred, whereas religious sacred
values are specifically rooted in theological
belief and religious obligation. This conceptual
distinction is essential because an excessively
broad interpretation of sacredness may
expand criminal liability beyond predictable
boundaries, while an excessively narrow
interpretation may fail to protect legitimate
religious interests and social peace (Gorji,
2015; Hosseini Dashti, 2000).

Method: This study adopts a descriptive—
analytical design and employs a mixed
qualitative and quantitative research strategy
to identify and analyze the principal
dimensions, components, foundations,
challenges, and consequences associated with
the criminalization of insults to sacred values.
The qualitative component is based on the
systematic examination of Islamic
jurisprudential sources, legal dictionaries,
criminal-law  scholarship, constitutional
principles, statutory provisions, and relevant
international human rights instruments.
Particular attention is given to Article 513 of
the Islamic Penal Code, the provisions
governing insult, defamation, false accusation,
religiously prohibited speech, and offenses
against public dignity, as well as the legal
treatment of insults directed at religious
authorities, public officials, national leaders,
foreign heads of state, women, children, and
other protected persons. The analysis also

considers the distinction between insult in its
general sense, which includes a broad range of
offenses against honor and reputation, and
insult in its specific sense, which refers to
offenses expressly designated as insult under
criminal statutes (Jafari Langroudi, 1999;
Validi, 1993). The jurisprudential analysis
examines related concepts such as gadhf,
sabb, defamation, satire, humiliation, and
harmful verbal conduct, through which
Islamic jurisprudence historically addressed
conduct now categorized as insult (Ansari,
1994; Khomeini, 2004; Marashi Najafi, 2000).
The study also evaluates criminalization
through the principles of harm, public interest,
and legal moralism. These principles provide
the theoretical framework for determining
whether restrictions on expression are
justified, proportionate, socially necessary,
and compatible with the protection of human
dignity, religious freedom, public security, and
the rule of law (Mahmoudi Janki, 2003; Mill,
1984; Rostami, 2014).

Findings: The findings indicate that the
criminalization of insults to sacred values can
be justified primarily through the harm
principle, the principle of public interest, and,
within carefully defined limits, legal moralism.
Under the harm principle, individual freedom
may be restricted where expression creates a
real or sufficiently serious risk of harm to
others or to society. Insults directed at deeply
held religious beliefs may cause more than
subjective offense; in highly sensitive social
contexts, they may provoke retaliatory
violence, intensify sectarian  hostility,
undermine peaceful coexistence, and threaten
public order. Accordingly, the concept of
legally cognizable harm may include serious
psychological, social, and collective injury in
addition to direct physical or material damage
(Mill, 1984; Rostami, 2014). The public-interest
principle likewise permits limited restrictions
on expression where such measures protect
social cohesion, human dignity, religious
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tolerance, and national security. Preventing
religious hatred and preserving peaceful
relations among believers and nonbelievers
may therefore constitute legitimate public
interests, provided that criminal intervention
is necessary, proportionate, and not used to
suppress lawful dissent (Moeini Alamdari,
1999; Tavakoli et al., 2015). Legal moralism
offers an  additional, though more
controversial, basis for intervention because
criminal law often reflects and protects a
society’s fundamental moral values. However,
the findings show that moral disapproval
alone should not automatically justify
punishment. Excessive reliance on criminal
law to enforce morality risks expanding state
power, weakening individual autonomy,
intruding into private belief, and transforming
moral duties into coercive legal obligations
(Mahmoudi Janki, 2003; Nobahar, 2008).
Consequently, criminalization should be
reserved for conduct that combines
intentional degradation with a serious risk of
harm, public disorder, discrimination,
hostility, or violence.

Discussion and Challenges: Despite the
existence of legitimate grounds for
criminalization, several major challenges
remain. The first is the danger of protecting
only the religion or belief of the majority.
Historically, some legal systems have
criminalized blasphemy primarily to protect
the dominant religion, while affording little or
no protection to minority faiths. A similar
difficulty may arise where statutory provisions
protect the sacred values of the official religion
but fail to provide equivalent protection
against serious insults targeting recognized
religious minorities. Such unequal protection
may conflict with principles of justice,
equality, religious freedom, and
nondiscrimination (Aghababaei, 2011). The
second challenge concerns freedom of
expression. Criminalization may create a
chilling effect on scholarship, journalism,

artistic ~ creativity,  political criticism,
theological debate, and the comparative study
of religions. Freedom of expression, however,
is not absolute, particularly where speech
directly incites hatred, discrimination, or
violence or deliberately degrades protected
groups. The central legal task is therefore to
distinguish criticism from insult. Criticism
addresses doctrines, practices, institutions, or
historical claims through argument and
evidence, whereas insult principally seeks
humiliation, contempt, ridicule, or emotional
injury. The third challenge is the dynamic and
culturally contingent nature of sacredness.
Beliefs and symbols regarded as sacred may
vary across societies, historical periods,
religious denominations, and social groups. If
the category is left undefined, criminal law
may become unpredictable and vulnerable to
expansive interpretation. The fourth challenge
is the growing use of digital media,
transnational communication, visual satire,
artificial intelligence, and online platforms,
through which offensive material may rapidly
cross national borders and generate
consequences far beyond the place of
publication. These developments require
greater precision in defining the prohibited
conduct, the required intent, the seriousness
of the harm, and the jurisdictional basis for
prosecution (Pradel, 2004; Tavakoli et al.,
2015). Therefore, effective regulation should
combine narrow criminal provisions with
education, interfaith dialogue, media literacy,
restorative responses, civil remedies, and
nonpenal mechanisms capable of preventing
hostility without unnecessarily restricting
public debate.

Conclusion: The study concludes that the
protection of sacred values can constitute a
legitimate objective of criminal law when
insulting conduct intentionally degrades
fundamental religious values and creates a
serious risk to human dignity, social peace,
public security, or peaceful -coexistence.



Nevertheless, the legitimacy of criminalization
depends on legal certainty, proportionality,
equality, and a clear distinction between insult
and criticism. The concept of sacred values
should be defined in a precise and limited
manner and should not be extended to every
political, cultural, ideological, or socially
respected value. Criminal liability should
require a demonstrable material act,
intentional or knowing conduct, and a
sufficiently serious degree of harm or danger.
Judicial authorities should assess the words,
symbols, context, medium, audience, social
circumstances, and specific intent of the
accused rather than relying solely on the
subjective reaction of offended individuals.
The law should also provide equal protection
to the sacred values of legally recognized
religious communities and avoid privileging
majority beliefs in a manner inconsistent with
justice and nondiscrimination. Criminal
punishment should remain a measure of last
resort and should be supplemented by
educational, cultural, civil, and restorative
mechanisms. Such an approach can protect
religious dignity and public order while
preserving legitimate criticism, academic
freedom, artistic expression, and the open
exchange of ideas required in a pluralistic legal
order.
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