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Abstract

The concept of public good and common interest holds a fundamental significance, such
that in defining the characteristics and indicators of the modern state, the extent of its
realization is considered a measure of the efficiency and effectiveness of the political
system. The perspective of political schools of thought and the logic by which
policymakers interpret public goods and interests serve as guiding frameworks for
policymaking. The realization of the public good and common interest in the Middle East
likewise depends on the solidarity of all ethnic and religious groups as well as the
strengthening of the rule of law. The concept of the public interest in Islam overlaps in
certain practical and ethical dimensions with some modern Western approaches. This
overlap can provide grounds for dialogue and theoretical convergence between Islamic and
Western intellectual traditions. This study, employing a qualitative meta-analysis method,
examines the concept of public interest in 32 selected articles out of 37 academic works
published between 2014 and 2025. The aim is to identify the patterns, foundations, and
conceptual challenges of public interest within Islamic discourse and to compare it with
certain Western perspectives. Findings indicate that although the concept of maslaha in the
Islamic tradition is rooted in Sharia, the objectives of the law, it nonetheless exhibits
significant conceptual overlaps with Western understandings of public interest( theories of
Rawls, Habermas, and communitarian thinkers), particularly in areas such as its critique of
individualistic liberalism and its emphasis on community, tradition, and shared values.
Furthermore, the results reveal that a central challenge in both traditions lies in determining
the boundariesof public interest and its relationship to individual freedom and the rule of
law. At the same time, the existing capacities within Islamic thought for reinterpreting the
concept of public interest in light of contemporary social transformations.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

“Public interest” is a fundamental and challenging concept in political science, ethics,
economics, and law, and it holds a central place in Islamic thought and Western political
philosophy. This concept refers to shared benefits and the balance between the individual
and the collective, but due to deep epistemological differences between the Islamic and
Western traditions, divergent and sometimes contradictory interpretations of it have
emerged.

In Islamic political thought, public interest is defined under divine rulings and based
on both reason and revelation. The two main currents of Islamic theology—the Adliyya
and the Ash‘arites—offer different interpretations of the role of reason in identifying
public interest. The Mu ‘tazilites and the Shi‘a (Adliyya) believe in rational good and evil
and view reason as capable of independently determining public benefits. Neo-
Mu ‘tazilite movements in the modern era, by reviving this rationalism, have attempted to
establish a renewed link between religion, reason, and public interest.

In contrast, the Ash‘arites do not accept rational good and evil and understand public
interest solely within the framework of divine command; reason has only an instrumental
role. Despite the reference of some Ash‘arite jurists to masalih mursala, public interest
remains subordinate to the definitive objectives of the Sharia.

The main purpose of this research is the qualitative meta-analysis of studies
published between 2014 and 2025 on public interest in Islamic and Western thought, in
order to identify patterns and classifications. The central question is: “What patterns and
classifications of the concept of public interest have studies of the past decade offered in
Islamic and Western political thought?”” The findings show that despite foundational
differences, a significant portion of the articles reveal potentials for overlap in social
ethics and the role of government.

2. Theoretical Framework
1) Public Interest in Western Political Thought

In Ancient Greece, Aristotle considered public interest as the criterion for
distinguishing a good government. In the Middle Ages, Christianity infused politics with
religion. With Machiavelli, the notion of “state interest” replaced that of “public
interest.”” In the modern era, with the rise of social contract theories and liberalism, the
concept became more focused on individual rights.

2) Public Interest in Islamic Political Thought

In the early period, the Ash‘arites considered public interest subordinate to divine
will, whereas the Mu ‘tazilites and the Imami school assigned a significant role to reason.
During the Constitutional Revolution, public interest emerged as a basis for political
legitimacy. A major transformation occurred in the thought of Imam Khomeini; he
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regarded public interest as the foundation of policymaking and a condition for the
legitimacy of the Islamic government, leading to the establishment of the Expediency
Discernment Council.

3) The Necessity of Determining Components

To avoid generalizations, it is essential to define specific components. These
components enable viewpoints to be compared and ensure that findings are applicable in
policymaking.

3. Methodology
This research employed an interdisciplinary approach and a qualitative meta-analysis
method. Classical and contemporary sources related to “public interest” in both traditions
were collected, viewpoints analyzed, and overlapping points and differences compared.
The research population included articles, books, and theses related to “public
interest,” “common good,” and “public benefits.” The search was conducted in domestic
and international databases over the past decade. After screening, 32 studies that met the
criteria. were selected. The findings were synthesized using analytical and meta-
analytical methods.

4. Discussion

In the intra-religious approach, public interest is linked to values such as justice and
dignity and does not acquire meaning outside the Sharia. In secular Western approaches,
public interest is defined on the basis of rational ethics or utilitarianism. Some articles
show overlap in combating corruption or social welfare, while contradictions appear in
discussions such as otherworldly salvation.

The role of government in determining public interest is central in both traditions, but
the method differs. In Velayat-e Motlageh-ye Faqih, the authority of the Leader and
institutions such as the Expediency Council form the basis of decision-making. In
democratic systems, public interest is determined through participatory processes.
Articles emphasize the risk of misuse of the label “public interest,” which can be reduced
through oversight and transparency.

Epistemologically, public interest in Islam is grounded in scriptural texts and the
objectives of the Sharia, whereas in secular schools it relies on instrumental rationality
and welfare. Implementation challenges include conflict of interest, absence of clear
criteria, instrumental use by governments, cultural resistance, and disagreements on
authority. Suggested solutions include strengthening consultative mechanisms and
precise legal regulations.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions

The review shows that the concept of “public interest” holds different interpretations
across intellectual and legal traditions. Six main components were extracted and
analyzed. The results indicate potential for common ground between rationalist Islamic
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perspectives and Western communitarian or justice-oriented theories. In contrast,
Ash‘arite approaches or extreme individualistic perspectives create a greater likelihood
of conflict.

Many articles consider public interest superior to individual rights in issues such as
national security; for instance, in Shiite jurisprudence, the temporary restriction of
freedoms is justified by prioritizing the more important. Some studies emphasize
balancing the two domains using tools such as the proportionality test. In secular systems
as well, there is a risk of violating fundamental rights.
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