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Abstract

he purpose of this research is to explore the mindset and behaviors
T of attorneys at law regarding their obligation to pay taxes to the
government. As defenders of the law, how do attorneys behave when
Jfaced with tax regulations? How might they utilize legal foundations
and statutory strategies to prevent governmental tax collection? And what are the
consequences of such behaviors? This study employs the Grounded Theory
method to answer the above questions. In this regard, semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 21 attorneys at law in Yazd Province during the year 2023.
Following open coding, 433 concepts were identified. Subsequently, based on the
similarities and differences among these concepts, they were categorized into 84
sub-categories. In the next stage, to outline the research paradigm, 13 main cat-
egories were extracted from the aforementioned categories. The challenge of
governmental tax collection was considered the central phenomenon (main
problem) of the research. The causes of this central phenomenon, such as the
delegitimization of the government, along with the strategies employed by attor-
iicys—such as seeking exemptions—and the resulting consequences, like legal
formalism, revealed that lhstrumentalization of the law against tax collection'is
the core category that connects all obtained concepts and categories. The results
of the research indicate that the government's lack of regulation in the realm of
tax collection coincides with a form of lawlessness on the part of attorneys. On
the one hand, the government lacks rule-based order; and on the other hand, at-
torneys tend to instrumentally use the law to avoid paying taxes. Such a cycle
leads to the reproduction of the tax collection challenge in Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Tax collection has consistently been a fundamental structural and functional challenge
for governments in Iran. Tax, as a mandatory, non-refundable levy based on law, derives
its theoretical legitimacy from the principle of national cooperation and solidarity. How-
ever, the phenomenon of tax evasion—both criminal and non-criminal—particularly
among attorneys at law who are expected to be defenders of the law, presents a complex
and paradoxical issue. This research aims to explore the underlying mindset and be-
havioral strategies of attorneys in Yazd Province when confronting their tax obligations
to the State. The central questions are: What specific behaviors do attorneys, as legal
advocates, manifest on tax laws? How do they potentially utilize legal knowledge and
procedural mechanisms not to uphold, but to circumvent governmental tax collection?
And what are the broader societal and systemic consequences of such actions? Address-
ing these questions is crucial for understanding a critical dimension of state-society
relations and the gap between formal legal norms and the informal practices of a key
professional group.

Research Method

This qualitative study employs the Systematic Grounded Theory method, following
the Strauss and Corbin paradigm. The research population comprised practicing attor-
neys at law in Yazd Province in 2023. Using purposive sampling and continuing until
theoretical saturation was achieved, 21 participants (10 women, 11 men, including
5 legal apprentices) were selected. Data were gathered through in-depth, semi-struc-
tured interviews and analyzed in a rigorous three-stage coding process: open coding
(yielding 433 initial concepts), axial coding (organizing concepts into 84 sub-categories
based on semantic relationships), and selective coding (identifying 13 core categories
and integrating them into a coherent paradigm model that depicts causal conditions,
strategies, and consequences).

Findings

The analysis identifies “The Challenge of Government Tax Collection” as the core
category or central phenomenon. This phenomenon is generated and shaped by three
interrelated sets of conditions:

Causal Conditions (Legitimacy Deprivation of the State): Grounded in their
knowledge of public law, attorneys conceptualize tax as part of a social contract, ex-
pecting tangible public services and enhanced collective welfare in return. When they
perceive the state as breaching this contract (through non-transparent expenditure and
lack of visible services) and acting arbitrarily in tax assessment (employing estimative
methods like “estimated base calculation” and “treating bank turnover as income”), they
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actively strip the state of its legitimacy to collect tax, reframing it as illegitimate “trib-
ute.” This process stems from a “belief in the state’s fiscal contract-breaking” and direct
experience with “arbitrariness in estimated taxes.”

Contextual Conditions (Legitimization of Disobedience in a State of Legal Pow-
erlessness): Faced with complex, opaque, and perceived unfair tax laws and proce-
dures, attorneys experience a profound sense of “legal powerlessness.” Coupled with
a “feeling of being victimized” by specific obligations like the mandatory 5% advance
tax stamp, this context fosters a worldview where disobedience to an “illegitimate” law
is not only justified but also can become a source of pride and a marker of “cleverness”.
This legitimization is further reinforced within a professional culture that sometimes
valorizes “winning at any cost” and demonstrates a “reversal of values” regarding tax
compliance.

Intervening Conditions (The Pressure of Moral Erosion): This pressure manifests
acutely among apprentices, shocked by systemic arbitrariness and exploitation by se-
nior lawyers, and chronically among experienced attorneys facing persistent “labeling”
by tax and judicial authorities as presumptive tax evaders. To cope, attorneys deploy
“Techniques of Neutralization”—such as “denial of injury” (claiming no harm is
done) and “denial of the victim” (arguing the State, as a contract-breaker, is not a true
victim)—effectively reconceptualizing tax evasion as “tribute evasion” to alleviate psy-
chological and ethical dissonance.

In response to this core phenomenon, attorneys adopt deliberate action strategies
comprehensively captured by the overarching concept of “Instrumentalization of the
Law”. These strategies include:

Demanding Distinction for the Law-Abiders: Leveraging their symbolic status as
allies of the judiciary and guardians of law, attorneys seek preferential treatment and
exemptions, a stance evolving dialectically from initial “anti-discrimination sentiment”
to pragmatic “realism” and finally active “distinction-seeking.”

Evasion of Assessment (Income Concealment): This involves a suite of practical
tactics: tax avoidance (choosing low-risk case types), avoidance and fear of accurate
registration (omitting real fees in electronic contracts), concealment of income (using
family bank accounts, receiving payment in goods), and obstruction of investigation
(using legal loopholes like a specific note in Article 100 of the Direct Tax Law to halt
proceedings).

Seeking Reductions Through Protracted Appeals: Exploiting their expertise in le-
gal procedure, attorneys initiate protracted and sometimes frivolous appeals across the
multi-staged tax litigation process. This strategic “wear and tear” aims not at restorative
justice but at delaying payment (benefiting from inflation) or pressuring authorities into
granting unwarranted discounts.

The application of these strategies leads to significant multi-level consequences:

Anti-Government Convergence: A shared counter-culture and collective identity
emerge among non-compliant attorneys, united against what they perceive as a pred-
atory, unaccountable State. This solidarity facilitates the informal sharing of evasion
tactics.

Advancing Financial Competition Through Legal Formalism: Compliance is re-
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duced to a ritualistic “legal formalism” or “hypocrisy,” where forms are duly filled but
devoid of truthful content. This allows attorneys to retain more capital for financial
competition with peers and other lucrative professions.

Proliferation of Distrust: The circle of distrust expands beyond the attorney-State
to erode the attorney-client relationship (e.g., through non-transparent contracts). This
vicious cycle fundamentally undermines the social trust and solidarity essential for a
functional and equitable tax system.

Conclusions

The issue of tax evasion by attorneys cannot be dismissed as mere individual or pro-
fessional misconduct. It constitutes a complex, context-driven response to systemic
unfairness in taxation and broader governance failures. At its heart lies a “vicious
cycle of legitimacy”: The State, through fiscal contract-breaking and arbitrariness,
erodes attorneys’ trust. Attorneys, in turn, respond by legitimizing disobedience (from
a position of perceived powerlessness) and instrumentalizing the law to restore a per-
sonal sense of balance and “personalized justice.” This dynamic presents a vivid mi-
crocosm of the State-society conflict in political economy of Iran, where the State’s
autocracy and societal self-interest recursively reinforce each other, corroding the rule
of law and depleting social capital. The findings resonate with macro-level theories like
the “State-nation conflict” in Iran. Breaking this cycle requires a fundamental shift in
governance paradigms, not an escalation of legal instrumentalization. The path forward
hinges on genuine state transparency and accountability in fiscal expenditure, sub-
stantive reform of discriminatory and estimative tax structures, and the empower-
ment of civil institutions like bar associations to effectively act as overseers, reformers,
and advocates for public interest and fiscal justice.
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