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The concept of “public interest” is one of the modern concepts in
the political literature of the Constitutional Era in Iran, which the
constitutionalists sought to explain and apply within their own discursive
framework. This concept played a significant role in the development
of modernity, the establishment of the rule of law, and the critique of
individual tyranny. Contrary to static and inherent concepts, its meaning
and value changed depending on social and political conditions and power
relations. This article aims to examine how the concept of public interest
was represented and applied in the newspaper Qanun and the thoughts of
Mirza Malkam Khan, the founder of the newspaper. The main question
of this research is how Malkam Khan proposed and utilized this concept
within the framework of his political thought. The research method is
qualitative, based on critical discourse analysis, and data were collected
through library research. The research findings indicate that, firstly, the
realization of the priority of public interest over individual interest is only
possible through the establishment of political structures based on law.
Secondly, in explaining this concept, Malkam Khan drew upon Islamic
intellectual sources and attempted to create a consistency between civil
law and Islamic Sharia. The final conclusion shows that his main goal in
publishing the newspaper Qanun was to promote the concept of public
interest in the mindset of the constitutionalists and Iranian elites, and to
align the governance system with this concept through the separation
of powers and creating compatibility between Sharia and law. He also
proposed the establishment of a “Supreme Council” so that public interest
could be shaped through dialogue and consensus among the members of
the “Society of Humanity” (Majma’-e Adamiyat).
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Introduction and Problem Statement

Public interest is a fundamental concept in political and social theories. It has been
interpreted and redefined in various forms throughout history. In Iran, it’s been in the
spotlight during the Constitutional era and was put forward as one of the intellectual
foundations of political and social reforms. Mirza Malkam Khan, one of the earliest
constitutionalist thinkers, played a pivotal role in discourse formation about public interest
and, through the Qanun newspaper, transformed this concept into one of the main avenues
of critique of despotism and defending the rule of law.

While many studies have focused on Malkam Khan’s role in the process of constitutionalism,
the analysis of the discourse of the Qanun newspaper and how the concept of public
interest was represented in this newspaper has not been highlighted. This research, utilizing
Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, examines the formation, consolidation,
and functions of this concept in the Qanun newspaper. It demonstrates how Malkam Khan
used this instrument to bring about changes in the political and social order of Iran.

Literature Review

Many studies have addressed Malkam Khan’s role in constitutionalism. Fereydoun
Adamiyat (1972) in The ldea of Progress and the Rule of Law introduced Malkam Khan
as one of the pioneers of political reforms. Moreover, Hamid Algar (1973) examined
the influence of Western ideas on him in a study on Iranian modernism. Furthermore,
the works of Janet Afary (1996) and Homa Nategh (1976 [Persian calendar 2535]) have
examined the role of the Qanun newspaper in promoting constitutionalist ideas.

However, these studies have primarily studied the topic from a historical perspective and
have not paid much attention to the discourse analysis of the texts of the Qanun newspaper
and the manner of conceptualizing public interest. This paper seeks to fill this scientific
gap using the theoretical framework of Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis as well as
Wittgenstein’s theory of language games.

Research Methodology

This research, employing Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, examines
the texts of the “Qanun” newspaper and endeavors to identify the relationship between
language, power, and ideology in the texts. In this regard, the manner of representation
of the concept of public interest and its role in the discourse of political reforms during
the Qajar era were analyzed. Furthermore, the semantic changes of the concept within the
context of discursive competitions and its impact on the argumentative structure of the
“Qanun” newspaper are examined using Wittgenstein’s theory of language games.

Findings

The discourse analysis of the “Qanun” newspaper indicates that Malkam Khan has
formulated the concept of public interest not as a fixed signifier, but as an evolving
discursive construct. He defined the concept of public interest within the framework of
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discursive competition with Qajar despotism and sought to establish it as a central signifier
in the discourse of reforms. Public interest is opposed to the individual will of the rulers
and absolute decision-making within this discourse, and introduced as a necessity for
establishing the elite’s legal institutions and political participation.

One of Malkam Khan’s discursive strategies in the “Qanun” newspaper was integrating
Islamic and liberal ideas to create religious legitimacy for modern government institutions.
By utilizing concepts like justice, consultation (Shura), and law, he attempted to forge a
link between Islamic teachings and liberal principles to facilitate the acceptance of the
discourse of legalism in Iranian society. This mode of formulation has led to law acquiring
additional legitimacy as an instrument for securing public interest and being introduced as
the sole solution to the problems of society as opposed to absolute despotism.

In the discourse of the “Qanun” newspaper, despotism is represented as a fundamental
obstacle to the realization of public interest, in which the Shah and his Court are introduced
as agents of corruption, autocracy, and inefficiency in securing the public good. In contrast,
the model of government based on law is presented as the only path to securing this interest.
Malkam Khan, using critical and ironic language, depicts the Qajar ruling as an individual
decision-making body that prevents the formation of a just order based on citizenship
rights.

Another crucial component in the representation of public interest in the “Qanun”
newspaper is proposing the idea of a “Grand Council” (Shura-ye Kobra), by Malkam
Khan as an alternative to the individual decision-making of the Shah. He endeavored to
demonstrate that a consultative system and the separation of powers is the only solution
for realizing public interest. In this discourse, the Grand Council is considered not merely
a consultative body but a mechanism for transferring power from the individual level to the
collective and elite levels as well.

Discussion and Analysis

The research results indicate that the Qanun newspaper was more than a simple medium;
it was a discursive instrument for redefining public interest and altering governmental
structures. The analysis of the texts of this newspaper shows that Malkam Khan, by
drawing upon modern Western concepts while relying on Islamic teachings, attempted
to bridge tradition and modernity. Furthermore, the findings show that public interest in
Malkam Khan’s discourse is not a fixed and pre-defined concept but is redefined depending
on historical conditions and power interactions. In certain cases, it was used to legitimize
the Constitutional Revolution, while in others, functioned as an instrument to critique the
corrupt bureaucracy.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the Qanun newspaper was a platform for publishing news
and political analyses as well as a discursive instrument for transforming people’s
understanding of public interest and the role of government. In this newspaper, Malkam
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Khan’s discourse has sought to weaken the legitimacy of Qajar’s despotism and pave
the way for the formation of a law-based state. From a discourse analysis perspective,
the concept of public interest in Malkam Khan’s works functions as a floating signifier,
redefined in opposition to traditional and despotic discourses. This research demonstrates
how Mirza Malkam Khan, by utilizing language, ideology, and media, has played a crucial
role in the process of constitutionalism.
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