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ABSTRACT

Public order is a fundamental yet inherently flexible concept in criminal law, the scope of which directly affects both the legitimate
boundaries of state penal intervention and the protection of individual freedoms. The conceptual ambiguity of public order and
the legislature’s use of expressions such as “uproar and commotion,” “unconventional conduct,” and “assault against individuals”
have made it difficult to distinguish merely unconventional behavior or limited nuisance from criminal disruption of public order.
This study aims to identify and classify the forms and instances of disruption of public order in statutory and interpretive legal
texts through a descriptive-analytical method. The findings indicate that Article 618 of the Islamic Penal Code constitutes the
principal statutory basis for the direct criminalization of disruption of public order and that its structure is based on the combination
of specified forms of conduct and the occurrence of a public disruptive consequence. Accordingly, uproar, unconventional
conduct, or assault alone is insufficient to establish the offense; the conduct must actually disrupt public order, comfort, or
tranquility, or prevent people from carrying on their business activities. Moreover, offenses addressed in other statutory
provisions that are related to public order and tranquility contain distinct legal elements and should not automatically be regarded
as instances of Article 618. Analysis of statutory and interpretive materials supports a four-dimensional classification based on
the nature of the conduct, the type of disruptive consequence, the scope and intensity of the disruption, and the mode of
commission. Factors such as the number and range of persons affected, duration of the conduct, degree of interference with
the ordinary functioning of the environment, obstruction of traffic, interruption of economic activities, and creation of public fear
or anxiety may therefore assist in determining whether the criminal threshold has been reached. The study concludes that the
principal deficiency is not the absence of an exhaustive list of disruptive acts, but the lack of sufficiently clear criteria for
distinguishing criminal disruption of public order from undesirable behavior, limited nuisance, and private disputes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Public order constitutes one of the

foundational yet inherently flexible concepts
of modern legal systems, particularly in
criminal law, where its interpretation directly
affects the legitimate boundaries of state
intervention in individual and collective
conduct. Although public order is invoked
across private law, public law, constitutional
law, and criminal law, its significance becomes
especially sensitive in the criminal sphere
because an expansive interpretation may
widen the scope of criminalization and
consequently restrict individual liberties.
Legal scholarship has emphasized that public
order is shaped not only by formal legal rules
but also by social, cultural, political, and value-
based structures that vary across time and
place (Almasi et al., 2016). Accordingly, public
order cannot be reduced to silence,
conformity, or the absence of disagreement;
rather, it concerns the maintenance of those
conditions that permit ordinary social
relations and collective activities to continue
without  substantial  disruption.  This
conceptual flexibility, however, creates an
important tension between the need to
preserve collective peace and the requirement
that criminal prohibitions remain precise and
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foreseeable. Classical criminal-law thought
has long insisted that punishment must be
grounded in clear legal rules rather than moral
disapproval or discretionary judgment
(Beccaria, 2016). In contemporary criminal
policy, the same concern appears in the need
to maintain a balance between security-
oriented governance and the protection of
individual freedoms (Mirzaei & Rezaei, 2020).
The present study therefore addresses the
identification and classification of forms and
instances of disruption of public order in
Iranian statutory and interpretive legal texts,
with particular emphasis on Article 618 of
Book Five of the Islamic Penal Code. Its central
objective is to determine how legally relevant
forms of disruption can be distinguished from
merely unconventional conduct, limited
private disputes, ordinary social nuisance, and
other offenses that may have some
relationship with public peace but possess
independent legal elements. The study
employs a descriptive-analytical method based
on the examination of criminal statutory texts
and interpretive legal literature, while
deliberately excluding procedural issues that
do not directly contribute to the identification
and classification of substantive instances of
public-order disruption.
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The conceptual framework of the study is
based on the proposition that “public order,”
“forms of disruptive conduct,” “concrete
instances of disruption,” and “disruptive
consequences” must be  analytically
distinguished. Public order, in this context,
refers to the legally protected condition in
which collective activities, social interactions,
mobility, economic activity, and the ordinary
functioning of public or collectively used
environments remain substantially
undisturbed. Although public order is closely
associated with public security, public peace,
tranquility, and accepted social norms, these
concepts are not identical. A security-centered
conception tends to emphasize protection
from danger, violence, or serious threats,
whereas disruption of public order may occur
without reaching the threshold of a grave
security threat (Mirzaei & Rezaei, 2020). Public
order must likewise be distinguished from
morality and bonnes moeurs. Comparative
legal analysis has long recognized a close
relationship between public order and
morality while preserving their conceptual
distinctiveness (Hauser & Lemouland, 2016).
Conduct may be morally objectionable or
socially disapproved without producing the
public consequences required for criminal
liability under Article 618, while conduct that
is morally neutral may nevertheless seriously
interfere with traffic, economic activity, public
services, or the normal functioning of a social
environment. This distinction is particularly
important because excessive reliance on moral
or customary judgments may transform
criminal law into an instrument for regulating
any socially disfavored behavior, a tendency
associated with maximalist approaches to
criminalization (Sham'i & Shahbaz, 2015). The
study therefore distinguishes a “form” of
disruption, understood as a general behavioral
category recognized by law, from a “concrete
instance,” understood as a factual
manifestation capable of falling within that

category, and from a  “disruptive
consequence,” understood as the public effect
that converts an otherwise unconventional or
objectionable act into conduct potentially
falling within the criminal prohibition. This
distinction is consistent with the broader
requirement that legal interpretation remain
guided by legal principles and avoid expanding
criminal liability beyond the boundaries of the
statutory text (Ali Mirzaei, 2021).

Article 618 provides the central statutory
framework for the classification developed in
this study. Its structure reveals three principal
forms of conduct: uproar and commotion,
unconventional conduct, and assault or
aggression against individuals. These forms
are not independently sufficient for the
completion of the offense; they must cause
disruption of public order, comfort, or
tranquility, or prevent people from carrying on
their business. Uproar and commotion may
include shouting, sustained noise, disorderly
verbal confrontation, or other conduct
creating an externally perceptible state of
confusion, yet loudness alone cannot
determine criminal liability. A brief argument,
a private verbal confrontation, or noise
affecting only a limited individual interest
cannot automatically be equated with criminal
disruption. The broader criminal-law
commitment to avoiding excessive penal
intervention supports a narrower approach in
which the conduct must cross a meaningful
threshold of social impact (Sham'i & Shahbaz,
2015). “Unconventional conduct” presents an
even more difficult interpretive problem
because social conventions are fluid and may
differ among communities and across
historical periods. Legal systems themselves
evolve as social values and accepted patterns
of conduct change (Shahabi, 2018);
consequently, unconventionality cannot mean
every deviation from majority expectations. A
restrictive interpretation requires that the
conduct be evaluated in relation to its actual



disruptive consequence rather than simply its
deviation from social norms. This approach
also better protects citizenship rights and the
permissible sphere of individual freedom
(Khani & Mazhari, 2020). Assault or aggression
against individuals presents a different
problem: it may independently constitute
assault, battery, insult, threat, or another
offense, but it should fall under Article 618
only when its effects extend beyond the
immediate parties and materially disturb the
public environment. The determination of the
criminal charge must therefore remain tied to
the distinct elements of each offense rather
than relying on broad labels such as
“disorderly conduct” or “disturbance”
(Ghaemifard et al., 2025). On this basis, Article
618 is best understood as a result-oriented
offense in which the connection between
conduct and public consequence is essential to
defining the criminalized behavior.

The statutory analysis further demonstrates
that offenses related to public order and
tranquility must be distinguished from the
specific offense created by Article 618. Article
617, for example, criminalizes certain forms of
displaying or using knives or other weapons
for intimidation, threat, nuisance, or related
purposes. Although such conduct may have
obvious implications for public peace, the use
or display of a weapon constitutes a specific
element of that offense, whereas Article 618
does not require any particular instrument.
Article 619 likewise addresses harassment or
aggression against women and children in
public places and thoroughfares and therefore
contains specific requirements regarding the
protected persons and the context of the
conduct. The existence of these separate
statutory provisions confirms that not every
offense affecting public peace should be
reclassified as an instance of Article 618. Legal
interpretation must preserve the separate legal
identity and constituent elements of each
offense (Ali Mirzaei, 2021). Article 620

introduces another dimension by attaching
legal significance to prior conspiracy and
collective commission in relation to specified
offenses, thereby demonstrating that the
manner of commission may influence the legal
assessment of conduct connected with public
order. From this broader statutory
perspective, the Iranian legislative model
appears to be dispersed and hybrid rather than
systematically codified: some conduct is
directly criminalized as disruption of public
order, some conduct is criminalized through
more specific offenses related to public peace,
and in other provisions the disruptive effect on
public order is relevant to the legal
characterization or seriousness of another act.
Such fragmentation becomes especially
significant when criminal policy adopts a strict
or security-oriented orientation, because
broad concepts may then be interpreted more
expansively (Sadati & Nobahar, 2018). The
appropriate response, however, is not to
attempt an exhaustive statutory enumeration
of every imaginable disruptive act, which
would be practically impossible, but to
formulate clearer limiting criteria that guide
the interpretation of open-ended expressions
and identify the threshold at which ordinary

social  disturbance becomes criminally
significant.

The interpretive analysis permits the
extraction of a multi-dimensional

classification of public-order disruption. The
first dimension concerns the nature of the
conduct. Disruption may be classified as
auditory or disorder-producing,
encompassing  uproar, shouting, and
commotion; behavioral or movement-based,
encompassing unconventional actions that
materially disturb the normal functioning of
an environment; assaultive, where aggression
against individuals acquires a broader public
effect; or instrumentally aggravated, where
weapons or other dangerous means increase
the disruptive potential of the conduct even
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though separate offenses may also become
applicable. The second dimension concerns
the nature of the consequence. Conduct may
principally disturb public order in the sense of
orderly social functioning, interfere with
public comfort and tranquility, interrupt the
ordinary functioning of a social environment,
or obstruct economic and business activities.
The third dimension concerns the scope and
intensity of the disruption. At the lowest level
are private disagreements and limited
nuisances that do not cross the criminal
threshold; above them are localized public
disruptions affecting a defined group or
environment; more serious cases involve
broader interference with collective mobility,
commerce, services, or peace; and the most
serious situations may acquire characteristics
that bring them within separate and more
severe criminal categories. This graduated
approach corresponds with the broader penal
principle that the severity and nature of state
intervention should remain proportionate to
the seriousness of the protected interest and
the harm caused (Safari, 2015). The fourth
dimension concerns the mode of commission:
individual or collective, spontaneous or
coordinated, weapon-free or involving
dangerous instruments, and independent or
accompanying another offense. Across all four
dimensions, several interpretive indicators
emerge as especially relevant: the number and
range of persons affected, the duration of the
conduct, the degree to which ordinary
functioning is interrupted, interference with
traffic or access, closure or interruption of
business activities, the creation of fear or
collective anxiety, the time and social context
of the event, and the demonstrable causal
relationship between the accused’s conduct
and the public consequence. These indicators
should operate as flexible evidentiary and
interpretive guides rather than rigid statutory
prerequisites. They also reinforce the
protection of defendants against arbitrary

expansion of criminal charges, an objective
consistent with broader guarantees of rights
within criminal proceedings (Khaleghi, 2020).
The study concludes that Iranian criminal law
provides a recognizable but insufficiently
systematized framework for identifying forms
and instances of disruption of public order.
Article 618 should not be treated as a general
residual offense applicable to every socially
undesirable, unconventional, noisy,
aggressive, or disorderly act. Its defining
feature is the combination of a legally
recognizable form of conduct with an actual
public consequence. The decisive boundary
therefore lies between behavior that is merely
unusual, offensive, disturbing, or privately
harmful and conduct whose effects extend into
the public sphere and materially interfere with
order, comfort, tranquility, economic activity,
or the ordinary functioning of collective life.
Publicness should be assessed primarily
through the scope of the effect rather than the
formal character of the place in which the act
occurs. Likewise, offenses concerning
weapons, harassment in public places,
collective offending, assault, destruction, or
related misconduct should retain their
independent legal identities unless the
elements of Article 618 are separately
established. On the basis of the statutory and
interpretive materials, the proposed four-
dimensional classification—nature of conduct,
type of consequence, scope and intensity, and
mode of commission—offers a coherent
framework for organizing the otherwise
dispersed manifestations of public-order
disruption. The central legislative challenge is
therefore not the absence of an exhaustive
catalogue of prohibited conduct, but the
absence of sufficiently clear -criteria for
determining when disorder reaches the
threshold of criminal intervention. Greater
emphasis on actual public effect, causal
attribution, intensity, duration, breadth of
impact, and interference with ordinary



collective functions would improve legal
certainty while preserving the flexibility
necessary to address evolving forms of
disruptive behavior. Such an approach can
contribute to a more predictable and
restrained application of criminal law, reduce
the risk of treating every unconventional or
unpleasant social act as a crime, preserve the
distinction between public-order offenses and
adjacent criminal categories, and establish a
more defensible balance between the
protection of social order and the preservation
of individual liberty.
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