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Abstract: Historically, the relationship between individuals and communities goes through 

three stages of development. In the form of a typical community of Greek city-state, 

Individuals were completely integrated in the community. Since modern times, community 

faced collapse with the emphasis on individuality. Only in community of free individuals, 

the individual and the community will achieve real unity. In community of free individuals, 

people are no longer enslaved by what they create, but for the first time truly complete 

possession and control of what they create. The personality of people with differences will 

be improved, and the ability of people will be fully developed. Individuals in this community 

get real freedom and real happiness.  

1. Introduction 

Individual freedom and comprehensive development, the ultimate realization of happiness, are 

achieved in the community. In the place of the old bourgeois society, which its classes and class 

antagonisms, we shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the condition for 

the free development of all. Compared with previous thinkers, the relationship between the individual 

and the community has changed. 

Before exploring the relationship between individual and community, we need to put the 

development of individual and community into the historical perspective for understanding the 

development of individual and community, so as to analyze the origin, development and uniqueness 

of individual and community. The theory of social evolution can provide a clear domain for our 

understanding. According to the degree of people's possession of nature, the ability of people to 

control nature and the freedom of people in changing nature and society, the social relations reflected 

in people' s practical activities have been expanded and changed. Productivity advances three social 

forms in turn, that is natural economy, commodity economy and product economy. The society before 

modern society was natural economy and belonged to the initial social form. Modern society itself is 

the second largest social form characterized by commodity economy. Future society is the third social 

form characterized by product economy. 

2. Historical Development of Individual and Community 

The social forms of natural economy include primitive society, slave society and feudal society, 

which are characterized by self-sufficiency. The division of labor in the strict sense has not been 

formed in social production, so the exchange based on division of labor has not developed, and the 

Journal of Sociology and Ethnology (2022) 
Clausius Scientific Press, Canada

DOI: 10.23977/jsoce.2022.040401 
ISSN 2616-2318 Vol. 4 Num. 4

1



direct purpose of production is consumption. In this initial historical process, the primitive society, 

the slave society and the feudal society directly corresponded to the Asian, ancient and feudal modes 

of production, and thus there were three different forms of community, namely, kinship community, 

city-state military community and feudal political community. The differences between the Eastern 

and Western feudal society are also embodied in the two forms of the feudal lord's manor community 

and the feudal patriarchal community. In the west, Greek city states are the most typical [1-9]. In the 

initial social form, the relationship between people was naturally occurring. With the natural 

dependence of people as the characteristic, human nature could only develop in a narrow range and 

isolated point. Individual’s dependence on nature, his means of production and the need for survival 

determined that he could not be separated from these means of production. Human life and practical 

activities were limited by means of production. Individually produced products directly supplied 

personal consumption and life. Individual production depended on the existing natural conditions, 

and no need for people’s creating. The self connotation of human is obtained in the directness of 

freedom. Because individual was in a narrow and isolated point at this stage, human had no 

connection with all kinds of things outside man himself. Self corroboration of human was provided 

by what he naturally obtained, which distinguishing him from other existence. This natural and direct 

confirmation stipulated what man was and what he was not, and together with what he was not, it 

also stipulated man's own self-identity. In this self-identity, we had to endure the limitations of other 

existence on ourselves. The existence of human at this stage is not for himself, but for something 

outside himself. The relationship between man and the community is imposed externally. Individuals 

had no independence and were often swallowed up in the community. The community was a natural 

and direct unity. The individual and the relationship between them lay in the community. Human 

labor was for the community, and the objective of individual activities was in the community. The 

differences within the community were insignificant and not to be concerned. Community showed a 

stability, and its internal development was relatively static. Individual did not get their own 

individuality as its essence was to rely on the community. The essence of the individual was obtained 

from the community. In the community, the relationship between individuals was not the external 

relationship between individuals, but depended on the relationship in the community, all of which 

were the relationship with the community and were under the control of the community. The 

relationship between the individual and the community was a kind of personal attachment master-

slave relationship. Man was given an unchanging special function in the community. Individuals 

played a specific and special function in a stable community. There is no freedom or happiness in the 

bondage of the community.  

With the development of commodity economy, division of labor and exchange was becoming 

more and more mature in the second social form, and the maturity of division of labor and exchange 

also further promoted the development of commodity economy. The scope of human activities was 

beyond the narrow scope of the community which was under natural economic conditions at the 

former one [10]. The dependence between individual and natural conditions had been disintegrated so 

that the individual and land were separated. As the individual workers with no means of production 

and no means of life having nothing, so they only been able to sell their labor for a living. Thus, the 

realization of human nature was reflected in the interpersonal relationship. The development of 

commodity economy also promoted the development of people themselves. This social form was 

characterized by the independence of people based on the dependence of people on things. People’ s 

various needs were stimulated with a universal large-scale material exchange coming into being. 

Although individual A needed the commodity of individual B, he did not use violence to occupy the 

commodity, and vice versa [11,12]. On the contrary, they recognized each other as the owner who 

penetrated their will into the commodity. The expansion of division of labor also provided the 

possibility for frequent exchange. Capitalist production stimulated not only people' s various needs 
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but also the development of human ability. As for the individual, the development of ability was not 

comprehensive. Because of the division of labor becoming a necessity, individual development was 

only one-sided in the case of division of labor. One-sided development of the individual constituted 

the universality of capitalist mode of production. People' s dependence on objects replaced the 

dependence of previous social forms. The personal independence of individuals was achieved under 

the premise of dependence on objects. In this stage, the relationship between the individual and the 

community was realized through the intermediary on account of the individual and the community 

being interconnected externally [13-17]. Therefore, individuals were integrated into the community in 

the form which different from their true state after being mediated. Individuals became an external 

existence separated from their own essence. The reality of individual in the community was 

completely external and alienated from itself. People ’s understanding of themselves was an 

externalized objectized self, which was actually an object of external objectification. Thus, the 

relationship between individuals was a separate, indirect, external one. The self-interested and 

unrelated individuals constituted a society on the interconnectedness and dependence of meeting 

needs. In this case, the community did not have the meaning of that organic integration, but merely 

played a collective significance. Individuals obtained only formal freedom in this society which was 

outside they themselves, so that there was no happiness in this community. 

3. The Realization of Happiness in the Community 

The full development of commodity economy will usher in the stage of product economy. The 

relationship between people will be further expanded and the ability of people will be further 

developed. Product economy is the sublation of commodity economy, but before entering a higher 

level of product economy, the stage of commodity economy is insurmountable. In the third social 

form characterized by product economy, people no longer only care about their own aspects in the 

process of social production. In the social production, people begin to pay attention to the theory of 

life of human beings themselves. In this social form, human labor will become a free and conscious 

general labor, so that people get rid of the dependence on things [18]. There will be no longer 

oppression and exploitation in the relationship between people as people reflecting the true existence 

of themselves in social interaction. Individuals may achieve free association in production. At the 

same time, individual activities are not for external needs, but the needs of the people themselves. 

Society will become an association of free people. People are no longer enslaved by what they create, 

but for the first time truly and completely possess and control what they create. In the association of 

free people, the personality of people with differences will be improved, and the ability of people will 

be fully developed. Individuals in the free association truly become happy people. Man becomes the 

real master of himself and everything. Individuals will confirm the true self in his objectification of 

knowledge. Identification between individuals can be mutual realized. The organic unity of individual 

and community is established by mutual recognition in the association of human freedom. Individual 

is no longer a separate external object, but as a kind of existence interacting with the community. The 

relationship between individuals is inherent which is united within the community. The community 

is no longer composed of mutually exclusive individuals, but of individuals united by man's common 

type specific property. Man's common type specific property are established between the mutual 

recognition of individuals, and the essence of individuals is also established in mutual recognition. 

Thus, human get real freedom and happiness at this stage, as everyone's freedom and happiness will 

be recognized by others [19-22]. In the unity of difference, the characteristics of the community are 

shown through each individual. Therefore, the community constructed by individuals in the internal 

relationship not only completely retains the differences between individuals, but also retains the man's 

common type specific property recognized by all individuals. The realization of community is open 
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with the basis of its role is to give full play to individual differences. 

The three-stage evolution theory of social form embodies the connotation of Hegel's abstract 

dialectics [23]. The social form of natural economy, the social form of commodity economy and the 

social form of product economy are a positive, negative and combined process, and a process of 

affirmation, negation and new affirmation. In Hegel's view, dialectics is the evolution of conceptual 

logic, and here is the development logic of social history. Although the evolution of social form is an 

objective process that is not transferred by human will, human practical activities play a key role in 

it. Therefore, the evolution of social form is a process of interaction between subject and object. The 

individual and community have reached the specific historical unity in the process of historical 

evolution. Social form is a social organism that evolves on the basis of people's material production 

mode. The result of people's practical activities leads to the evolution of social form, which is 

accompanied by social relations and people's own development history. The different development 

forms of social organisms are embodied in specific social forms. When we interpret historical 

development from the perspective of human beings, we will find that history is created and selected 

by human beings. The evolution process of history cannot exclude human beings. Human beings 

create society and society also creates human beings. The development of man and history is the unity 

of regularity and purpose. The development of human itself is reflected in the development of society. 

We can see that the starting points of the three social forms are abstract people, alienated people [24-

26] and fully free people. Although this understanding of the individual seems to subvert the 

individualism of ancient Greece. But in fact, this interpretation coincides with Aristotle's logic and 

gives priority to human beings at the ontological level. The development of social history is based on 

people's practical activities for social history is constructed by real people's activities. Similarly, the 

acquisition of personal meaning is inseparable from the relationship between people in the community. 

4. The true unity of individual and community 

In civil society, the community is composed of atomic individuals [27]. Among them, individuals 

exist in isolation, and the connection between anyone is external. However, in civil society, the social 

mode of production is the prerequisite for personal development. The human potential of the future 

society is bred in the existing society. In the existing relations of production, workers develop 

separately from themselves and other workers. In this development, it contains the potential of an 

individual's comprehensive and universal future. Human nature is embodied in social relations. 

History and society are created in the realistic activities of interrelated individuals. We can say that 

the theory of social development is a philosophy of internal relationship, which is similar to Aristotle's 

concept of universalism. The concept of relationship here has the same practical significance as the 

individual and society. The concept of reality comes from the relationship. The idea of the stage of 

social development is the internal relationship between the existing society and the future society, 

and the potential development of various relations within the existing society. In the pre-modern 

society, the absolute authority of national politics makes the citizens' life disappear in the national 

life. Modern society has realized the separation of political life and civil society, which makes people 

obtain certain freedom, but it has brought the duality of people's life. Where the political state is really 

formed, people live a dual life, the life of heaven and the life of the earth, not only in thought, 

consciousness, but also in reality and life. The dependence on things realized by civil society makes 

commodity fetishism replace the worship of God, and people repeatedly turn back to the dual life of 

political life and civil society. Hegel saw the split crisis of individual and community caused by the 

emphasis on subjectivity since modern times. The separation of modern state from morality is moral 

for morality is non-state while the state is non-moral.  

In other words, the internal life and external life, private life and public life are no longer 

4



coordinated, which makes the whole spiritless, or as Feuerbach once said, inhuman. Therefore, like 

Hegel, the positive tendency of criticizing existing things is to rebuild a spiritual, that is, personal 

unity in the whole of real life [28]. Therefore, they try to return to an ancient Greek collectivism and 

community ethics [29-31] to achieve the goal of harmonious coexistence between the subject and the 

community, that is, to realize freedom in the unity of the special interest system and the general 

interest system. However, their methods are different. Hegel tries to establish an absolute ethical 

entity on the basis of harmonizing the respective characteristics of the subject and the community, 

while Feuerbach believes that Hegel inevitably falls into an abstract understanding when he attributes 

the real state and civil society to the deduction of spirit. And we try to find it in real economic relations. 

In this regard, Levin once believed that, Hegel abandoned the theory of social contract and the theory 

of natural rights. Hegel and ancient Greek thinkers sought a political theory that supported 

collectivism and community. Hegel found this foundation in morality and entity, and we found this 

foundation in economic life, that is, to make the interdependence in economic life an entity. This 

political theory is a synthesis of ethics and economics [32].  

After encountering the problem of material interests in reality, the study of Hegel's philosophy of 

right should focus more on his civil society theory. Seeing the separation of political society and civil 

society is Hegel's profound place, Hegel regards the surface as the essence of things. That is to say, 

Hegel's solution is only superficial, which reverses the relationship between the state and civil society. 

Just like the form of the state, the relationship between law can not be understood from themselves 

or from the so-called general development of human spirit. On the contrary, they are rooted in the 

relationship of material life. The sum of this relationship of material life is summarized by Hegel as 

"civil society" according to the precedents of the British and French in the 18th century, and the 

anatomy of civil society should be found in political economics. Starting from the real social relations, 

we can reveal the realistic basis of ethics with understanding the abstraction of Hegel's ethics. In all 

historical stages in the past, the form of communication restricted by productivity and productivity is 

civil society. Civil society includes all material exchanges between individuals at a certain stage of 

productivity development. This name always marks the social organization developed from 

production and exchange, which constitutes the foundation of the state and the superstructure of any 

other concept in all times. All these relationships should return to the real society. From this, we can 

find that the ethical community is based on public economy and joint labor. The foothold of old 

materialism is civil society, while the foothold of new materialism is human society or human of 

society. In this society, through free and conscious activities, that is, labor, people get rid of their 

dependence on things obtaining their own independence and realizing real happiness.  

Is there a contradiction between the consideration of individual rights and interests and the 

formulation of social goals? What is the relationship between the comprehensive and free 

development of society and individuals in the future? The tradition of liberalism has always put 

individuals above society and believes that society is more a restriction on people [33,34]. The social 

development theory opposes the separation and opposition between society and individual with 

applying Hegel's Speculative Dialectics to the analysis of social reality, which coincides with 

Aristotle's logic. We can understand that it gives the real individual an ontological priority.  

Tracing back to Aristotle, every individual is an individual of a certain kind, so the individual has 

man's common type specific property, which can make the individual's potential play out in reality 

and become what he is. We can regard the union of human activities in each specific reality as the 

entity of the community, so that the contradiction between the free and all-round development of 

individuals and the realization of the community can be solved. Individuals in the community can 

recognize the goals of the community, achieving the goals of the community in the union with others, 

and achieving each other's personal goals. The goal of the community is also based on the free and 

all-round development of everyone. The goals of the community and the individual are unified with 
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each other. So far, people's real happiness will be realized.  
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