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Abstract

Enjoining good and forbidding evil is one of the fundamental
branches of Islam and a foundational principle of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, explicitly recognized in the Constitution and in
statutory laws such as the Law on the Protection of Commanders of
Good and Forbidders of Evil (2015). Despite this legal
acknowledgment, the implementation of this religious duty in
society faces numerous challenges and ambiguities, primarily
stemming from its potential conflict with fundamental individual
rights such as dignity, life, property, residence, occupation, and
privacy. The purpose of this study is to examine the legal status of
enjoining good and forbidding evil, to analyze its deficiencies, and
to propose solutions for resolving existing legal ambiguities. The
research employs a descriptive—analytical and qualitative approach,
with data collected and analyzed from legal documents including
the Constitution, the Islamic Penal Code, the Law on the Protection
of Commanders of Good and Forbidders of Evil, authoritative
Islamic jurisprudential sources, and relevant scholarly articles. The
findings indicate that despite the legislator’s efforts to protect those
who perform this duty, concepts such as “individual rights” and
“privacy” remain insufficiently defined and can lead to subjective
interpretations and potential misuse in the enforcement of this
religious obligation. Therefore, revising statutory provisions and
clearly delineating exceptions and explicit instances are necessary
to ensure both the correct and effective implementation of enjoining
good and forbidding evil and the protection of individuals’ rights
and human dignity.

Keywords: Enjoining good and forbidding evil, Law on the
Protection of Commanders of Good and Forbidders of Euvil,
privacy, individual rights, human dignity, Constitution of Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The principle of enjoining good and forbidding evil
constitutes one of the foundational pillars of
Islamic jurisprudence and an essential moral and
legal obligation in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Its
constitutional recognition under Article 8 of the
Iranian Constitution establishes it as a mutual duty
between the state and citizens, reflecting both
theological commitment and  sociolegal
responsibility. However, despite this elevated
position, the institutionalization of this principle
within Iran’s legal framework has led to complex
debates regarding the intersection of religious
mandates and modern human rights standards. In
essence, while the doctrine aims to sustain moral
order and collective  responsibility, its
implementation has encountered serious legal and
ethical challenges—particularly when confronted
with individual freedoms, privacy, and the
protection of human dignity. The core of this
dilemma lies in balancing collective moral
enforcement with constitutional rights, where the
state’s efforts to protect those performing this duty
may unintentionally impinge upon citizens’ civil
liberties. As several scholars have noted, the
existing law—especially the 2015 Law on the
Protection of Commanders of Good and
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Forbidders of Evil—though designed to
institutionalize  this duty, often overlooks
conceptual ambiguities and inconsistencies that
undermine both its legitimacy and applicability in
a modern legal context (Kheiri, 2015; Valizadeh &
Dowlat, 2024).

The theoretical and jurisprudential foundations of
enjoining good and forbidding evil are deeply
rooted in Islamic thought, particularly in the
notions of collective responsibility (mas ‘uliyyat
ijtima ‘iyya) and the believers’ mutual guardianship
(wilayat al-mu 'minin). These concepts emphasize
the moral interdependence of individuals within the
Muslim community and assert that neglecting this
duty leads to societal decay. From a theological
standpoint, the Qur’an explicitly commands this
obligation (e.g., Surah Al-Imran 3:110 and Surah
At-Tawbah 9:71), while classical jurists framed it
as a means of preserving divine order and moral
equilibrium. As argued by Motahari, the spiritual
significance of this principle lies in transforming
social passivity into moral agency through active
participation in public morality (Motahari, 1992).
In jurisprudence, the duty assumes three levels—
internal (heartfelt disapproval), verbal (advisory
expression), and practical (physical intervention)—
each subject to conditions such as knowledge,
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probability of influence, and absence of harm.
Nevertheless, as modern jurists highlight, the
transposition of these stages into statutory
frameworks introduces interpretive  tension
between traditional figh and the modern rule of
law. The emergence of maslahah (expediency) as a
regulatory principle further complicates this
relationship by justifying legal constraints under
public interest considerations (Farah Bakhsh,
2013; Motahari, 1996). This jurisprudential
evolution reflects an ongoing attempt to reconcile
divine imperatives with societal governance, where
preserving order and preventing harm justify
selective restriction of the duty’s operational scope.
The legislative evolution of enjoining good and
forbidding evil in Iran demonstrates a dynamic but
fragmented trajectory. Early legislative efforts
appeared in the 1980s, most notably through the
Law on Political and Professional Associations
(1980) and the Statute on Islamic Associations
(1982), which positioned the duty as a moral
foundation for civic participation. The Islamic
Penal Code (1981) initially acknowledged this duty
as a mitigating factor for certain offenses
committed in pursuit of moral correction, yet this
clause was later removed to align with the principle
of legality in criminal law (Ardebili, 2010). The
most comprehensive  statutory  development
occurred with the 2015 enactment of the Law on the
Protection of Commanders of Good and
Forbidders of Evil, which formally established the
legal and institutional framework for supporting
individuals who perform this duty. Despite its
intention to harmonize religious and legal norms,
occupation, and privacy except where permitted by
law, is particularly contentious because it lacks a
clear legal definition of privacy and personal
rights. This ambiguity has generated inconsistent
judicial interpretations and potential misuse in
practice (Safaei, 2017). The legislative intent was
to ensure that moral advocacy would not violate
constitutional safeguards such as dignity and
security, as enshrined in Articles 20, 22, 23, and 25
of the Constitution. Nevertheless, the failure to
codify the limits of permissible intervention has

4

resulted in tension between legal enforcement and
individual autonomy. In effect, the statute oscillates
between empowerment and restraint, recognizing
the right of citizens to act upon moral imperatives
while simultaneously restricting the means through
which they may do so. Scholars such as Ansari (B.
Ansari, 2012; M. Ansari, 2012) and Ahmadi
(Ahmadi, 2008) have argued that the current legal
framework inadequately  protects  personal
integrity, as the boundaries between public
morality and private life remain blurred. Moreover,
in contrast with the classical figh approach that
grants broad communal authority, the modern
Iranian legal order has progressively centralized
this function within state institutions, thereby
reducing its participatory dimension and
transforming a collective ethical duty into an
administrative responsibility.

The main challenges and ambiguities surrounding
the implementation of enjoining good and
forbidding evil in Iranian law can be categorized
into conceptual, procedural, and normative
dimensions. Conceptually, the absence of precise
definitions for ma ‘ruf (good) and munkar (evil)
within statutory texts has resulted in subjective
interpretation  and  selective  enforcement
(Rajabzadeh, 1992; Tabatabaei Mo'tameni,
1991). While classical jurisprudence identifies
these terms primarily through divine law,
contemporary society demands legal clarity
compatible with pluralistic social realities.
Procedurally, the decentralization of enforcement
responsibilities and the lack of a coherent
institutional mechanism have hindered uniform
application. The Headquarters for the Promotion
of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, established in
2003, was intended to coordinate state and civic
efforts but has faced persistent criticism for
inefficiency and limited authority (Valizadeh &
Dowlat, 2024). Normatively, there exists a
fundamental tension between the communal
enforcement of moral duties and the protection of
human rights. As Attarzadeh and Jahangirpour
(Attarzadeh & Jahangirpouri, 2018)
demonstrated, when the enforcement of moral
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norms conflicts with citizens’ right to privacy,
precedence should be given to privacy and dignity
unless overriding public interests such as
preservation of religion or public order justify
otherwise. This conflict highlights the need for a
jurisprudence of proportionality that mediates
between divine command and constitutional
justice. Furthermore, the absence of clear criteria
for determining when interference is “legally
justified” allows personal or ideological bias to
influence the exercise of this duty, thus
undermining public trust in both the law and
religious institutions.

Another challenge concerns the doctrinal
transformation of enjoining good and forbidding
evil from a purely religious precept into a subject
of criminalization (tajrim). The process of
criminalization, defined as the legislative act of
attaching penal consequences to specific conduct
(Derakhshan, 2007), has in Iran extended moral
obligations into the domain of penal law. While this
alignment was intended to deter social corruption,
it risks conflating moral failure with legal guilt.
Scholars such as Mahmoudi (Mahmoudi, 2006)
and Aghababaei (Aghababaei, 2005) note that
excessive criminalization without precise standards
may erode the moral legitimacy of law itself. The
Iranian legislator, influenced by both Islamic
jurisprudence and Western notions of the rule of
law, has attempted to define the scope of
permissible intervention through the concept of
maslahah (public interest), yet this doctrine
remains fluid and context-dependent (Eftekhari,
2005; Farah Bakhsh, 2013). Consequently, the
ambiguity of legal language—particularly in
expressions such as “except where the law
permits”—has produced interpretive discretion that
could lead to abuse. These inconsistencies suggest
that while the legislative framework aspires to
safeguard both moral order and personal liberty, it
lacks an operational mechanism for balancing
them. Thus, reforming the legal vocabulary to
include precise and context-sensitive definitions of
privacy, dignity, and lawful intervention becomes

essential for harmonizing religious imperatives
with constitutional governance.

Analytically, a coherent solution to these conflicts
requires integrating three levels of reform:
jurisprudential, legislative, and institutional. At the
jurisprudential level, there must be renewed
engagement with the doctrine of wilayat al-fagih
and its implications for limiting individual agency
in moral enforcement. Imam Khomeini’s theory of
wilayah mutlagah al-fagih justifies restricting
private initiatives in favor of centralized
governance where public interest or avoidance of
harm demands it (Khomeini, 2022). This
theoretical justification provides a legitimate
framework for delegating practical enforcement to
state organs while preserving the spiritual duty at
an individual level. Legislatively, the development
of secondary laws should focus on specifying the
procedural safeguards necessary to protect
individual rights. Drawing from comparative
Islamic human rights frameworks, this can include
codified definitions of privacy that reflect both
religious morality and international human rights
principles (Abbasi, 2020; Bashiriyeh, 2015).
Institutionally, empowering oversight bodies such
as the Judiciary and the Islamic Human Rights
Commission to review alleged violations of
personal rights committed under the pretext of
moral enforcement would enhance accountability.
Additionally, the implementation of educational
and cultural programs emphasizing ethical
persuasion over coercion aligns with the original
intent of amr Dbi al-ma‘ruf—that moral
transformation must proceed through guidance, not
compulsion (Izadehi, 2011; Mesbah Yazdi, 2001).
This interpretive shift from punitive to preventive
approaches can reconcile religious ethics with
democratic governance.
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