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Introduction

In recent years, the country’s scientific and research landscape has faced a troubling
phenomenon known as fraud in the production of scientific works. This involves producing
and presenting research outputs—such as these, dissertations, and articles—on behalf of
others, for a fee, and without the client’s genuine participation in the process of knowledge
creation. In response, the Law on the Prevention and Combating of Fraud in the Production of
Scientific Works was enacted in 2017 (1396 SH) to purify the research environment.
However, from its inception, this law has raised fundamental questions concerning the
theoretical and legal bases of its criminalization. While this article acknowledges the necessity
of addressing academic dishonesty, it critically examines the foundations of such
criminalization, focusing on its tension with two significant rights: the fundamental right to
employment and society’s collective right to the advancement of knowledge. The primary aim
of this study is to explore and assess the rationale for criminalizing the behavior of individuals
engaged in producing fraudulent scientific works. To that end, the research pursues two key
objectives: first, to analyze the consistency of this criminalization with established principles
of criminal law, particularly the harm principle; and second, to evaluate its implications for
the right to employment of unemployed graduates who rely on such work as a means of
livelihood.

Method

This study adopts an analytical-descriptive methodology with a qualitative approach. Data
collection is based on library research, including the examination and interpretation of legal
texts and documents—particularly the 2017 Law on the Prevention and Combating of Fraud
in the Production of Scientific Works—as well as constitutional provisions (notably Article
28 of the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, concerning the right to freely choose
one’s occupation) and relevant international human rights instruments, such as the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.
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Findings

The findings of this research indicate that the criminalization of fraud in the production of
scientific works faces serious theoretical and practical challenges regarding its legal and
moral foundations:

Incompatibility with the Harm Principle: The harm principle—the core justification for
criminal intervention—permits penal measures only to prevent harm to the essential rights
and interests of others. While scientific fraud can undermine the integrity of the research
environment and erode public trust (forms of indirect and collective harm), these effects alone
are insufficient to justify criminalization under this principle, particularly when both the client
and producer act voluntarily and no private complainant exists. Administrative and
disciplinary sanctions would likely have been sufficient to address this issue, rendering the
use of criminal law unnecessarily severe.

Conflict with the Fundamental Right to Employment: Criminalizing such conduct also
conflicts with the fundamental right to employment. This right, recognized in international
human rights law and in Article 28 of the Iranian Constitution, encompasses not only the
prohibition of forced labor but also the freedom to choose one’s occupation and profession.
Many producers of these works are unemployed or underemployed graduates who, amid
economic hardship, resort to this activity to earn a living. Punishing this behavior effectively
deprives them of a livelihood opportunity—however undesirable—and restricts their
professional freedom. Instead of resorting to criminalization, the state is obligated to create
sustainable employment opportunities that reduce the need for such desperate choices.

Adverse Impact on the Development of Knowledge Frontiers: The law’s exclusive focus on
punishing the producer, while neglecting the client’s culpability—often the more ethically
compromised actor—creates a significant imbalance. This allows unqualified individuals to
obtain academic degrees and managerial positions through fraudulent means, resulting in poor
decision-making and ultimately hindering genuine scientific progress. Thus, paradoxically,
the law’s approach may itself obstruct the development of knowledge frontiers.

Conclusion

Although the Law on the Prevention and Combating of Fraud in the Production of Scientific
Works aims to preserve the integrity of the scientific community, its criminalization
framework lacks a solid foundation. It fails to fully align with the harm principle, undermines
the fundamental right to employment, and may inadvertently impede the advancement of
knowledge. Accordingly, this study recommends revising the law and adopting a more
comprehensive policy framework that emphasizes non-criminal measures. These may include
reforming academic evaluation and selection systems, combating degree-oriented attitudes,
fostering a culture of research integrity, supporting legitimate scholarly activity, and creating
adequate employment opportunities for graduates. If coercive measures remain necessary, the
behavior should be classified not as a criminal offense but as an administrative or disciplinary
violation—with proportionate sanctions applied equally to both the client and the producer.

English Keywords: Fundamental Right to Employment, Counterfeit Scientific Works,
Fundamentals of Criminology, Principle of Injury, Science Development.
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