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Abstract

German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies distinguished between two types of human association: Gemeinschaft (translated as “community”) and Gesellschaft (translated as “society” or “association”). In his 1887 work, Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (Community and Society) Tönnies argued that Gemeinschaft is perceived to be a tighter and more cohesive social entity, owing to the presence of a “unity of will.” He added that family and kinship are the perfect expressions of Gemeinschaft, but that other shared characteristics, such as place or belief and customs, could also be manifested in Gemeinschaft. Gesellschaft, on the other hand, is a group in which the individuals who make it up are motivated to take part in the group purely by self-interest. He also maintained that in the real world, no group was either pure Gemeinschaft or pure Gesellschaft, but rather a mixture of the two. However, the paradigm of communal networks and shared social understanding has been applied to multiple cultures in many places throughout history.

In “Sense of community: A definition and theory,” McMillan and Chavis define community as “organisms inhabiting a common environment and interacting with one another.” Though their definition of community as an ‘organism’ is scientifically acceptable, they did not attempt to bring out the dynamics, diversity and complexity of human communities, which the different meanings and varying connotations of the word “community’ would imply. The word ‘community’ is derived from the Latin word, communitas, meaning “community, fellowship;” or from communis with varied meanings such as “common, public, general, and shared by all or many.” We can trace various etymological derivations of these Latin words, like (i) cum + unire (to be united with), (ii) cum + movere (to move with) and (iii) cum + munire (to build up with). My contention is that a proper understanding of the philosophy of organism, as propounded by A.N. Whitehead, can provide us with a better understanding of the diversity, complexity, and richness of human community. In the Whiteheadean terms, community thus is “an exemplification of organic extensive society.”
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1.0. Introduction

1.1. German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies distinguished between two types of human association: Gemeinschaft (translated as “community”) and Gesellschaft (translated as “society” or “association”). In his 1887 work, Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (Community and Society) Tönnies argued that Gemeinschaft is perceived to be a tighter and more cohesive social entity, owing to the presence of a “unity of will.”
 He added that family and kinship are the perfect expressions of Gemeinschaft, but that other shared characteristics, such as place or belief and customs, could also be manifested in Gemeinschaft. Gesellschaft, on the other hand, is a group in which the individuals who make it up are motivated to take part in the group purely by self-interest. He also maintained that in the real world, no group was either pure Gemeinschaft or pure Gesellschaft, but rather a mixture of the two. However, the paradigm of communal networks and shared social understanding has been applied to multiple cultures in many places throughout history.

1.2. In “Sense of community: A definition and theory,” McMillan and Chavis define community as “organisms inhabiting a common environment and interacting with one another.”
 Though their definition of community as an ‘organism’ is scientifically acceptable, they did not attempt to bring out the dynamics, diversity and complexity of human communities, which the different meanings and varying connotations of the word “community’ would imply. The word ‘community’ is derived from the Latin word, communitas, meaning “community, fellowship;” or from communis with varied meanings such as “common, public, general, and shared by all or many.” We can trace various etymological derivations of these Latin words, like (i) cum + unire (to be united with), (ii) cum + movere (to move with) and (iii) cum + munire (to build up with). My contention is that a proper understanding of the philosophy of organism, as propounded by A.N. Whitehead, can provide us with a better understanding of the diversity, complexity, and richness of human community. In the Whiteheadean terms, community thus is “an exemplification of organic extensive society.”
2.0. The Philosophy of Organism
2.1. In the American philosophical tradition, the culmination of Whitehead’s “philosophy of organism” appeared as a development of ontological ideas about processes. In Process and Reality, Whitehead credits William James, John Dewey, and Henri Bergson as the main influences on his metaphysics. From Dewey he borrowed the concept of “organism” where “an organism is primarily an entity constituted by the interaction with its environment”. The metaphysics of organism makes central the interactions or processes between entities where the organism is not predetermined, but is rather determined by the interactions or processes. An organism is thus defined by its relation to the world and by not anything prior to it. 

Although Whitehead chose to label his system ‘the philosophy of organism’, it has more readily been dubbed ‘process philosophy’, a term which has gained wide currency and now embraces a growing number of philosophers under its tutelage. The very phrase ‘philosophy of organism’ used by Whitehead so often to capture the tenure of his approach, however, remains a challenge to attend to the inter-connectedness and inter-dependence, which deserves to be appreciated as contributing substantially to any organic whole.
2.2. In Chapter II of Process and Reality, providing a summary of the primary notions which constitute the philosophy of organism, Whitehead has singled out four notions for special consideration: “that of ‘actual entity’, that of a ‘prehension’, that of a ‘nexus’, and that of the ontological principle” (PR, 18). We, however, discuss presently only the first three of them, for these notions underscore his endeavour "to base philosophical thought upon the most concrete elements of our experience” (PR, 18).
2.3. The concept of an “actual entity” is at the heart of Whitehead's metaphysical system. The term “actual entity” is Whitehead's equivalent of Aristotle’s ousia.
 He has coined this term because the classical term “substance” (translation of Aristotle's ousia), which has been used in traditional philosophy for the ultimate existent, is greatly unsatisfactory. Etymologically, it fails to bring out that on which both Aristotle and Whitehead insist, in their respective terms, namely the ultimate sense of ‘existence’. For Whitehead, an actual entity is an entity which is “fully existent.”
Whitehead has defined “actual entities” - also termed “actual occasions”- as “the final real things of which the world is made up” (PR, 18). They are, for Whitehead, “drops of experience, complex and interdependent” (PR, 18). Each actual entity is conceived by Whitehead as “an act of experience arising out of data” (PR, 40). The basic model for these entities is a moment of human experience, which has a genuine unity and which exhibits derivation from some past (data) and some self-determination in becoming the definite thing which it finally is. From such an understanding of the actual entity, it follows that the inter-relatedness of the actual entities is essential to their very being.
 The actual entities, through their essential interconnectedness, make up the composite world of rocks, trees and humans. Hence Whitehead describes the universe as “solidarity of many actual entities” (PR, 40).
2.4. The notion of “prehension” comes to the forefront, when the actual entity is analyzed. The word “prehension” is formed by dropping the first syllable from “apprehension,” which has the meaning of ‘thorough understanding’, or ‘grasp’ by the intellect or senses (AI, 234). In Adventures of Ideas, Whitehead offers the following description of prehension: “I use the term ‘prehension’ for the general way in which the occasion of experience can include, as part of its own essence, any other entity, whether another occasion of experience or an entity of another type” (AI, 234).
In order to appreciate how the other actualities can be ‘included in’ the actual entity through prehension, one should analyze the dynamics of prehension. A prehension, for Whitehead, involves three factors: “(a) the subject which is prehending,” namely, the actual entity in which that prehension is a concrete element; (b) “the datum which is prehended;” and taking into account the nature of datum, prehensions may be classified as ‘physical’ (prehensions whose data involve actual entities) or ‘conceptual’ (prehensions whose data involve eternal objects); and (c) “the subjective form,” which is the how a subject prehends that datum;" and, for Whitehead, there are many ‘species of subjective forms, such as emotions, valuations, adversions, aversions, consciousness, etc. (PR, 23-24). These three factors are essential to the consideration of a prehension in its concreteness, since prehension is the whole concrete act of the subject feeling the datum with a subjective form.

3.0. The Theory of Society
3.1. The third notion central to Whitehead's metaphysics is the notion of “nexus” or “society.” A nexus is “a particular fact of togetherness among actual entities” (PR, 20). When actual entities are together in a sequence with some degree of ‘order’, involving genetic relations among themselves, this togetherness is termed a “society.” A society is distinguished by “a defining characteristic or form” which is inherited by each member from all the preceding members of the society.

3.2. These societies of occasions can be divided into two: the linear/“personally ordered” and non-linear societies. An evident example for a non-linear society is a tree considered as a colony of cells. Any ordinary physical object, for Whitehead, is an instance of a society made up of societies within societies. A society, on the other hand, becomes a “personally-ordered society,” when a defining characteristic forms “a single line of inheritance” (PR, 34). The most familiar example of a personally ordered society is a “stream of consciousness” or a person; and the very high-grade ‘personal’ society constituting a human person/self is dependent on a favourable environment of societies of ever-widening generality.
3.3. Underlining the importance of ‘a defining characteristic’, Whitehead speaks about different types of nexus, which are termed “Regions, Societies, Persons, Enduring Objects, Corporal Substances, Living Organisms, Events”, etc (AI, 197-98). The universe is thus conceived in terms of ‘societies of societies’, and of ‘societies of societies of societies’. That is why Whitehead could hold the view that in the philosophy of organism “the notion of ‘organism’ has two meanings, interconnected, but intellectually separable, namely, the microscopic meaning [which is concerned with the formal constitution of an actual occasion] and the macroscopic meaning [which is concerned with the givenness of the actual world]” (PR, 128).
4.0. Community: Societies of Societies

The human associations, like family and community, taken in its macroscopic meaning, are societies of societies, which have the unity of a wider society, in which the social coordination is a dominant factor in the behaviours of the various parts. ‘Community as an organic extensive society’ is an attempt to bring out the unity and diversity, variety and coordination of community by analyzing various etymological derivations of the Latin words, communitas and communis.
4.1. Community = cum + unire (to be united with)
In the common parlance it seems easier to explain what does not constitute the ‘unity’ of a community than what does. First of all, unity of a community is not conceived primarily in terms of ‘spatial and temporal togetherness’. If it were the case, a cattle-shed, for instance, in which the cattle were tied together for days and nights would have been an example of a ‘community’. But, in normal circumstances, nobody would refer to the cattle-shed as an instantiation of community. Moreover, it is not proximity or togetherness, but distance or isolation, which would perhaps heighten the sense of community life. Indeed we really miss our dear ones, when they are away. Secondly, unity of a community is not described in terms of ‘uniformity’, where all members look alike in every sense. Uniformity in terms of dress-code, as in schools and colleges, or working uniform, as with the professionals like doctors and lawyers, does not explain the sense of community. The story of “Procrustes’ bed” in Greek mythology can succinctly illustrate the eccentricity of enforcing uniformity in a community.
 A strict uniformity in community life seems to be quite absurd, for the individuals, who constitute the community, are quite unique, one without a second. Thirdly, a community is not a ‘crowd’, which, in its ordinary sense, means ‘a gathering of individuals of whatever nationality, profession, or sex, and whatever be the chances that have brought them together’. According to Kierkegaard a crowd manifests three distinct characteristics: (i) anonymity as the saving virtue, (ii) numerical superiority as the decisive consideration, and (iii) mass opinion as the criterion of truth.
 On the contrary, an individual is marked by his/her identity, singularity and personal decision; that is, an individual is endowed with a ‘name’, ‘face’ and ‘voice’ respectively. The unity of a community is, therefore, explained in terms of “community of will” (Ferdinand Tönnies), community with “one in heart and mind’ (Acts 4:32), community with “a unity of purpose” (Rick Warren), or “a community of love” (Perfectae Caritatis, Vatican II).
4.1.1. In the philosophy of organism, “any set of actual occasions are united by the mutual immanence of occasions, each in the other” (AI, 197). This mutual immanence of a pair of occasions, however, is, in general, not symmetric relation. For example, an earlier occasion ‘A’ will be immanent in the latter ‘B’ according to the mode of efficient causality, and the latter ‘B’ in the earlier ‘A’ according to the mode of anticipation. But if the nexus is purely spatial, it will include no pair of occasions, which are related in terms of ‘antecedent and consequent’. The mutual immanence of contemporary occasions will be one of ‘indirect type. “If the nexus is purely temporal, it will include no pair of contemporary occasions” (AI, 202).
In our ordinary experience, things are separated by space and time; but they are also together in space and together in time, even if they are not contemporaneous. This is what Whitehead calls “the separative and the prehensive characters of space-time” (SMW, 64). Indeed, he also speaks about a third character of space-time: the modal character. Taking, for instance, volume, which is the most concrete element of space, Whitehead argues that the prehensive unity of volume is not the unity of a mere logical aggregate of parts, but an “ordered aggregate,” in the sense that each part is something from the standpoint of every other part, and also from the same standpoint every other part is something in relation to it (SMW, 64).
4.1.2. Heraclitus’ well-known doctrine that “no one crosses the same river twice” speaks volumes against all claims of ‘uniformity’ for the sake of unity.  To this vision of Heraclitus, Whitehead adds, ‘no subject experiences twice” (PR, 34). Whitehead maintains that “actual entities, which are the final real things of which the world is made up, are “real, individual and particular (PR, 24). What is recognized in his philosophy of organism is not only a plurality of actual entities, but also that they differ among themselves: “there are gradations of importance and diversities of function” (PR, 23). The classical concept of ‘scala naturae’, which literally means ‘ladder or stair-way of nature’, explains a similar hierarchical ranking or gradation of all forms of life. These gradations are thought of as parts of the ‘Great Chain of Being’, as described by St. Thomas Aquinas, which extends from God down to the lowest forms of life.

4.1.3. A society, as explained above, is distinguished by "a defining characteristic" or "form" which is inherited by each member from all the preceding members of it. What accounts, therefore, for self-identity of a society or ‘community’ is the identity of “form,” shared by all experiences which constitute the society. For, "in the philosophy of organism it is not ‘substance’ which is permanent, but ‘form’ (PR, 29), or ‘character’.
 This could be compared to an “artist's style” which is a unifying element throughout a life’s work without inhibiting originality.
 For instance, Michelangelo had his own special style in all his art-works, whether they were marble carvings or fresco paintings, an impassioned and highly personal style that resulted in ‘Mannerism’, which distinguished his works from those of other artists. 

4.2. Community = cum + movere (to move/walk with)
In the religious parlance, community – a society of individuals – implies an invitation ‘to walk with the other’ with mutual recognition, respect and love. Indeed, the Bible is replete with events in which Yahweh/God walked with human beings: “They heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden” (Gen 3:8); “The God before whom my ancestors Abraham and Isaac walked” (Gen 48:15); “The Lord went in front of them in a pillar of cloud by day, to lead them along the way, and in a pillar of fire by night, to give them light” (Ex 13: 21). First of all, ‘walking with the other’ presupposes, what St. Thomas would call ‘fiducia’, fidelity or faithfulness, which would help us overcome any possibility of betrayal of faith, trust and love; and the willingness for a metanoia, a genuine conversion, at the instances of human frailty and fall. The salvation history unveils the stories of betrayal of fidelity and love through the fall of Adam and Eve, and the gift of conversion and life through the second Adam, Jesus Christ. Secondly, ‘walking with the other’ is an open invitation which would transcend boundaries of ‘particular’ friendships, based on petty interests and concerns, like parochialism, regionalism, and nationalism. In fact Jesus sets the model to be followed in making friendship: Jesus replied, “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” And pointing to his disciples, he said, “[…] whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Mt 12: 48-50). Indeed, the invitation to walk with is extended to all men and women of ‘good will’ beyond the walls of discrimination and favouritism.
4.2.1. In the philosophy of organism, the very idea of ‘process’ implies inter-dependence and inter-relatedness. Perhaps the greatest discovery of Whitehead is that “process or concrescence of one actual entity involves the other actual entities among its components,” (PR, 10), and in this way he could explain the obvious solidarity of the world. Whitehead goes on to claim that “the philosophy of organism is mainly devoted to the task of making clear the notion of ‘being present in another entity’” (PR, 65). In order to make clear how one actual entity can be ‘present in’ another, we need to understand the dynamics of the doctrine of prehension involved in concrescent integrations, and particularly the theory of objectification and subjective aim.
4.2.2. The term ‘objectification’ refers “to the particular mode in which the potentiality of one actual entity is realized in another actual entity” (PR, 28). An actual entity in the process of concrescence is a ‘subject’, creating itself out of data. When the process of self-creative activity ends, the actual entity perishes. Thus it ceases to be a subject, but it becomes an object for the superseding actualities. In other words, upon perishing the actual entity becomes ‘objectified for’ superseding actualities. Whitehead’s use of the term “subject-superject” (PR, 34) explains the same process of ‘objectification’. Accordingly, an actual entity is at once the ‘subject’ experiencing and the ‘superject’ of its experiences. An actual entity as ‘subject-supereject’ is thus conceived as one ‘epochal whole’ of activity.
4.2.3. The process of objectification also involves elimination: elimination of incompatible elements. As we have seen, the data for an actual entity include various elements mutually incompatible, and as they conflict each other, they lower the intensity of experience in the prehending actual entity. Hence Whitehead also speaks of ‘negative prehension’ as “the definite exclusion of that item from positive contribution to the subject’s own real internal constitution” (PR, 55). The process of internal constitution requires that “in the primary phase of the subjective process there be a conceptual feeling of subjective aim” (PR, 262). The initial stage of the aim is an endowment which the subject inherits from the inevitable ordering of things, conceptually realized in the nature of God; and in that sense, God can be conceived as the ‘provider of the subjective aim’. This does not, however, imply that God is in the past of all actual entities, as if God was once the solely existing actual entity.  For, Whitehead, the initial stage of the aim is rooted in the nature of God, while it’s “completion depends on the self-causation of the subject-superject” (PR, 285).
4.3. Community = cum + munire (to build up with)

Finally, a community, as a society of individuals, is both a call and a challenge: a call “to be perfect as the heavenly father is perfect” (Mt. 4:48), and a challenge to grow into the perfection of God. The growth into the perfection of God is not a static reality to be possessed, but an on-going process which involves continuous striving, facilitated by a life in prayer and a sharing of the spirit (Acts 2:42). Such growth into the perfection of God manifests itself in one’s own life, by excelling one another in showing respect (Rom 12:10), and by carrying each other’s burdens (Gal 6:2), and thus building up a true family. Indeed, a community life is thus envisaged to be a ‘win-win’ situation over and above the ‘loss-loss’, ‘win-loss’ or ‘loss-win’ situations, where one can say: “I am ok, you are ok, and therefore, we are ok.”  It is my conviction that in order to arrive at the philosophical generalization of all what is meant by community = cum+munire (to build up with), we require what Whitehead’s calls “a redundancy of terms” (AI, 236), like ‘creativity, concrescence, creative advance, etc.

4.3.1. ‘Creativity’ is one of the three notions in the Category of the Ultimate. The term ‘creativity’ for Whitehead expresses “the notion that each event is a process issuing in novelty” (AI, 236). Creativity, which is “the principle of novelty” (PR, 26), introduces novelty into the content of the many, which are the universe disjunctively. Creativity is not conceived as an ‘entity’ (like actual occasions or eternal objects), but the general metaphysical character which underlies all occasions.
  Creativity, while not itself actual, is instantiated in the individual actualities; and for Whitehead, “God is the aboriginal instance of this creativity” (PR, 344). Creativity, variously described as ‘neutral stuff’ (PR, 37), ‘infinite substance’ (Spinoza), ‘real potentiality’ (AI, 179), can be analogously termed as ‘the spirit of God’, which every individual occasion/member is invited to instantiate in the individual creatures, and thus partake in the primordial instantiation of creativity, i.e. God.
4.3.2. The term ‘concrescence’ implies the “production of novel togetherness”: […] the many become one, and are increased by one” (PR, 26). In the process of concrescence, entities which are disjunctively many pass on to conjunctive unity. Thus there are process of ‘integration’ and reintegration’ (PR, 289). This process of integration and reintegration of diverse feelings proceeds until the concrete unity of feeling is obtained. This final unity is what Whitehead calls “satisfaction” (PR, 244); and satisfaction, for Whitehead, is the culmination of the concrescence into a completely determinate matter of fact. However, the foundation of all understanding is that “no static maintenance of perfection is possible. Advance and decay are the only choices offered to humanity.”
4.3.3. The ‘creative advance’ is “the application of the ultimate principle of creativity to each novel situation which it originates” (PR, 26). The idea of creative advance involves three functors: “(a) genuine novelty appears in the world, (b) past events do not vanish completely, and (c) there is an upward trend in terms of ‘intensity’ or ‘value’ of experience.”
 This process of ‘creative advance’ can be compared with the natural course/flow of a river, which is very narrow and shallow at its source, but becomes wider and deeper as it runs down to the ocean. Similarly, there is an ever-growing multiplicity of attained actualities in the creative advance of the universe; this is the cumulative character of actuality. Thus the universe is conceived as the ‘solidarity’ of all actualities: “each is all in all” (PR, 348).
4.3.4. The creative advance as a process of building up can be conceived differently in terms of (a) temporality and (b) in terms of God’s experiences as the foundations of progress. In the Whiteheadean view, the actualities of the universe are processes of experience, and the whole universe is conceived as the advancing assemblage of these processes. As the Platonic dictum suggests, the very meaning of existence is “to be a factor in agency,” or “to make a difference” in the creative advance of the world. To make a difference would imply making oneself available as a factor (‘object’) in the becoming of the concrescing subject. The fact of making available constitutes the essence of ‘objective immortality’ (PR, viii), which also explains ‘how the past lives in the present’. Is it not a consoling thought that the community as a society of individuals can contribute to the ever growing human and divine treasury of values in a special way!
5.0. Conclusion
5.1. So far I have been trying to explain the dynamics of community – its unity and diversity, its simplicity and complexity, its limitations and richness, interpreting the notions and theories of Whitehead’s “philosophy of organism”, as propounded in his major works, Process and Reality and Adventures of Ideas. Indeed, it is but a humble beginning of an adventure, an endeavour to express/articulate an understanding of the lived-experience of a community, as it has been conceived and lived by millions of people down through the history. At this juncture, we should bear in mind that it is not always easy and simple to translate complex community acts and particular experiences into systematic philosophical categories and discourses. However difficult the task may be, it should not deter us from philosophizing in the context of the lived experience of any given community.
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