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GST 58 - Collections

Formal Description

A collection is a group of entities considered together because they share one or more common
characteristics, relationships or circumstances. The entities within a collection need not interact
causally or form an organised whole. Collections provide a means of grouping entities for
description, classification or analysis but do not, in themselves, constitute systems.

Plain English Explanation

We often group things together because they have something in common. A collection may consist of
all the books in a library, the people waiting at a bus stop, the cars parked in a car park or the stars
visible in the night sky. These are all examples of collections.

The entities within a collection may share many characteristics. They may occupy the same location,
belong to the same category or simply be considered together for a particular purpose. However,
sharing a characteristic does not necessarily mean that the entities interact or form an organised
whole.

For example, a collection of red cars consists of vehicles that share the property of being red. They do
not become a system simply because they are considered together. Likewise, the people waiting at a
bus stop form a collection because they share a common circumstance, even though they may not
interact with one another.

Collections are useful because they simplify the description and study of the world. Scientists
classify living organisms into collections based on shared characteristics. Engineers may group
components according to their function or material. Governments collect information about groups
of people to understand populations and plan services.

Some collections do become systems. If the people waiting at the bus stop begin working together to
solve a problem, organised interactions may develop. Likewise, components stored in a warehouse
may later be assembled into a functioning machine. The difference lies not in the collection itself but
in the emergence of organised causal interactions between its members.

Understanding collections helps us distinguish between simply grouping entities together and
recognising genuine systems. In a subsequent module we shall examine configurations, where the
arrangement of entities becomes important even though they may still not form a system.
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COLLECTIONS AND SYSTEMS

Grouping entities does not make a system. A system requires organised causal interaction.
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A collection is a group of entities sharing a A system is a structured whole in which the
common characteristic but with no organised components interact causally in an organised way.
interaction.

Example: Traffic flow on a road
Example: Books on a shelf
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* The books share similarities and are grouped » The vehicles interact with one another in an organised way
together, but there is no organised interaction (e.g., via distance, speed, braking, signals), creating
between them. traffic flow as a property of the whole.
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A collection is defined by grouping based on shared properties.
A system is defined by organised causal interaction that produces effects.

KEY POINT

Examples

A museum may contain a collection of ancient coins. The coins are grouped because of their
historical interest, but they do not interact with one another or form a causal organisation.

A wildlife survey may record all the oak trees within a woodland. This collection is useful for
ecological analysis, even though the trees are not regarded simply as a single system because they
are listed together.

Provenance and Links

The idea of grouping entities into collections has long been central to mathematics, logic and
classification. Set theory provides a formal mathematical treatment of collections, while taxonomy,
library science and data science all depend upon grouping entities according to shared
characteristics. General Systems Theory distinguishes collections from systems by recognising that
grouping alone does not imply organised causal interaction.
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Practical Exercise

Look around your home, workplace or local environment and identify five different collections.
For each collection, explain why the entities have been grouped together and identify the
characteristic, relationship or circumstance they share.

Then consider whether each collection also forms a system. If you believe it does, describe the
organised causal interactions that justify this conclusion. If not, explain why it remains simply a
collection.
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