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ABSTRACT

Humans, as social groups, are always interacting with each other to meet their needs. Today, this
interaction has encountered with many challenges, with one being the extreme preference of
individual and personal interests and ignoring collective ones. In Iranian society, this problem has a
long history, but now it has become acute. The main purpose of this research is to investigate the
causes of preference of individual over collective interests in everyday life of citizens in Tehran. The
survey sample size was estimated to be 385 people through Cochran's formula, and the required data
was collected through multi-stage cluster sampling method from regions 1, 7, 11, 14 and 20 of Tehran
in the winter of 2019. The explanation was also based on the concepts taken from culture-base
theories of Parsons (affective neutrality), Merton (reference group and innovation) and Homans
(stimulus proposition) and their synthesis. For this purpose, bivariate and multivariate tests were
used. The findings showed that even in the traumatic situation of Covid-19, when according to
Durkheim's theories, people should always prioritize collective interests over individual ones; a
considerable number of respondents (94%) prioritized individual interests. They prefer collective
interests, with market place shrewdness attitude and culture playing a major role. Specifically, it
became clear that the higher the emotional neutrality, higher the tendency to reference groups,
tendency to innovation, and tendency to stimulus, the preference of individual interests over
collective interests.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the important problems that weaken morality in society is the preference of
personal interests over collective ones, which is called "shrewdness/smartness” in
everyday terms. This problem is more evident in Iranian history, especially from the
Qajar period onward. Foreign travelers, including Olivier, Gubineau and Sven
Hedin, have mentioned some types in their travelogues. According to the evidence
from the media and observations, this spirit of self-interest continues even now,
especially in the city of Tehran, more strongly than in the past. The problem is that
in the daily life of Tehranians, how much is the preference of personal interests over
collective interests? And what other causes or reasons does this preference have
other than economic reasons?

PURPOSE

The main purpose of this research is to investigate the non-economic causes of
preferring individual interests over collective ones in everyday life of citizens in
Tehran.

METHODOLOGY

The method in this research is quantitative and survey. The population is citizens
aged 15-65 were living in twenty-two regions of Tehran. The sample size was
estimated to be 385 people through Cochran's formula, and the required data was
collected by multi-stage cluster sampling from regions 1, 7, 11, 14 and 20 of Tehran
in the winter of 2019.

FINDINGS

The findings are in line with some other researches. Here, about 50% of the
respondents preferred their individual and personal interests to the extent of "a lot’,
over the collective interests. In Mohammadi-Shakiba's research, 58.1% of the
respondents prioritized their personal interests (Mohammadi-Shakiba, 2000) and in
Javadi-Yeganeh and Hashemi's research, the amount of non-cooperative behavior
of people (i.e., preferring personal interests) was about 60%. Baqa'i also came to the
conclusion that citizens sacrifice their personal interests for the interests of the
urban area more than the interests of the neighborhood and family areas (Baga'i-
Sarabi, 2015, 208) and one of the reasons for this is the "lack of identification” of
citizens (ibid, 210). His definition of lack of identification is very close to the
definition of the stimulus and innovation of our research - and therefore to our
findings that are also confirmed by Bidel and Mahmoodzadeh's outcomes. There,
this hypothesis was confirmed that: “Social belonging was less among people who
had more individualism, and as individualism increases, social belonging decreases"
(Bidel and Mahmoodzadeh, 2011, 54). Theirs individualism with preferring our
individual interests; and theirs social belonging with the preference of collective



interests in our research, although they do not match, but they have common
themes and therefore have significant overlaps.

CONCLUSION

The findings showed that even in the traumatic situation of Covid-19, which
according to Durkheim's theories and approaches, “our” circle should expand" and
actors should prioritize collective interests over individual ones. Contrary to
expectation, a significant number of respondents (94 percent), in "moderate” and
"high" levels, could prefer individual and personal interests over collective ones.
Specifically, it became clear that the higher the affective neutrality, tendency to
reference groups, higher the tendency to innovation and tendency to stimulus, the
preference of individual and personal interests over collective interests. In fact, the
attitude and culture of shrewdness are further strengthened.

NOVELTY

This research puts an emphasis more on psychological and cultural mechanisms
(unconscious) than rational and formal (logical) (conscious) ones in regulating and
directing actions. This article can be applied as followed:

Scientific application

For empirical research about the spirit (culture) of shrewdness and the situations in
which actors prefer individual and personal interests, and for research about examples
and issues arising from this preference, for example in elections, inflation problem,
achieving success, accumulation effect, collective action, trauma, social movements,
and for research based on rational choice theory, Durkheim's moral theory, utilitarian
theories as well as for theorizing about the preference of personal interests, this article
can be applied to collective interests in the Iranian culture and society.

Social applications

Iranian society is prone to accidents. Every year, a serious problem occurs at the
national or local level in the form of floods, earthquakes, fires, infectious diseases
and epidemics, traumatic and shocking events (social and political movements,
protests, death/martyrdom of an important political figure, elections, inflation,
sporting events, death of celebrities, etc.). In all these cases, when a strong or weak
trauma is created in the society or in a part of it, it does not lead to the convergence
and solidarity and the impossibility of the individual in the group or less. It is as if
the depressed attitude has strengthened and made people indifferent to emotional
shocks. But society needs empathy, cooperation and unity. Therefore, there is a
need for moral education in important institutions. The findings and results of this
research, more than anywhere else, can be used for educating children, students,
adults and families.
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Originality and value of research

In terms of value, this research focuses on biological-psychological reasons and
causes (derived from sociological theories) of preferring individual interests over
collective interests, and in other words, focuses more on unconscious and
psychological causes than rational and formal (logical) ones. A socio-biological
(Turner, 2013:125-131) interpretation has been made taking into account theories
of Parsons, Merton and Homans.
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