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Abstract

he aim of the present study is to conduct a criminological
T analysis of state crime through the labeling theory. This the-
ory emphasizes the constructed nature of criminal phenom-
ena and their connection to power structures. It explains how behav-
iors are criminalized based on power, dividing crimes into those
committed by the powerful and those by the powerless. It illustrates
how numerous actions by ordinary citizens are labeled as criminal,
while many harmful acts committed by elites—despite their significant
social damage—are met with leniency and escape criminal labeling.
This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach. Through con-
ceptual expansion of the key notions within labeling criminology, it
seeks to analyze the phenomenon of state crime from a theoretical
standpoint. applying labeling theory to state crimes reveals critical
dimensions of how these crimes occur. Excessive labeling of citizens
leads to the restriction of their rights and freedoms through over-crim-
inalization, violating their access to civil, cultural, economic, and so-
cial rights. Conversely, selective labeling results in the non-criminal-
ization of state crimes, making accountability difficult. Furthermore,
the processes of dehumanization and devaluation—rooted in labeling
perspectives—create fertile ground for victimization caused by state
crimes. State crime can be understood as a product of the labeling/
de-labeling processes driven by power. This dynamic purifies state
delinquency while condemning innocent citizens, replacing a rights-
based minimal criminal justice system with a maximalist, citizen-op-
pressive penal system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Although state crime has received increasing attention in recent Iranian research, its
conceptualization remains challenging due to the dominance of the legal definition of
crime as conduct for which a statutory punishment has been prescribed. Drawing on
criminological literature, however, crime may be understood more broadly as the viola-
tion of fundamental human values. Traditional definitions of crime historically excluded
states from the scope of criminal responsibility, as governments do not ordinarily crim-
inalize their own harmful conduct. Yet contemporary human rights based definitions of
crime allow for the examination of human rights’ violations regardless of the identity
of the perpetrator. Given that governments are among the primary violators of citizens’
rights, this broader perspective enables the conceptualization of state crime. Once the
concept is clarified, identifying the causes of state crime becomes essential for devel-
oping preventive mechanisms. This requires a criminological approach—either through
applying existing criminological theories or constructing new ones. A criminological
perspective on state crime, understood as acts and omissions by state institutions that
violate human rights, seeks first to explain their etiology and subsequently to propose
preventive strategies. To this end, both mainstream and critical criminological theories
may be employed. Nevertheless, since many mainstream theories focus primarily on
individual offending, their concepts must be expanded to render them suitable for ex-
plaining state crime. Only theories containing analytically useful concepts should be
selected. The present study aims to analyze the causes of state crime through the lens of
labeling theory. Emphasizing the socially constructed nature of crime, its relationship
to power structures, and the differentiation between the crimes of the powerful and the
powerless, labeling theory explains how the everyday behaviors of citizens are readily
criminalized, while harmful conduct by political and economic elites often escapes from
criminal labeling. A review of the literature shows that most domestic and international
studies have focused on defining and classifying state crimes, whereas the criminologi-
cal approach adopted here seeks to explain their causes with the aim of enabling preven-
tion. Moreover, the etiology of state crime must be examined in light of temporal and
spatial contexts; otherwise, the occurrence of such crimes within a specific jurisdiction
cannot be understood properly. The significance of this study lies in its application of a
prominent mainstream criminological theory to the explanation of state crime, demon-
strating the explanatory capacity of labeling theory in this domain.

Method

This study employs conceptual expansion of key constructs within labeling criminol-
ogy to develop a criminological analysis of state crime.
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Findings

The findings indicate that applying labeling theory to state crime elucidates several di-
mensions of its occurrence. Excessive labeling leads to the restriction of citizens’ rights
and freedoms through over criminalization and the violation of their civil, cultural, eco-
nomic, and social rights. Selective labeling, in turn, results in the non criminalization of
state crimes, impedes accountability, and—through dehumanization and value denial—
creates conditions conducive to victimization by state actors.

Conclusion

State crime may be understood as the product of labeling and de labeling process-
es rooted in power. This dynamic sanitizes state wrongdoing while condemning the
actions of innocent citizens, replacing rights based, minimal criminal law with max-
imalist, citizen adverse penal policies. Specifically, the application of labeling theo-
ry to state crime demonstrates how governments, through excessive criminalization,
classify a wide range of behaviors as criminal, impose restrictions, deprive citizens of
fundamental rights, and thereby perpetrate state crime. Criminalization should be the
last resort and used only when necessary; otherwise, it becomes an instrument of dom-
ination that threatens and restricts public rights and freedoms. The findings also show
that selective labeling transforms criminal law into a mere tool of citizen control, while
the state—benefiting from power, wealth, and mechanisms of subordination—remains
largely insulated from criminalization despite the significant harms it causes. Finally,
devaluation and dehumanization, central concepts in labeling theory, help to explain
how governments attach negative labels to opponents, consider them deserving of vic-
timization, and thereby facilitate violation of rights. Thus, labeling based mechanisms
are extensively employed both in the commission of state crimes and in their subsequent
justification.
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