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THE UNIVERSALITY AND EMPLOYMENT
OF CONCEPTS

Bryan Register

Thought is swrrounded by & halo. . . . We are under the illusion
that what is peculiar, profound, essential, in our investigation,.
resides in its trying to grasp the incomparable essence of
language.

— Ludwig Wittgenstein ({1945-49] 1958, para. 97)

1. Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to explore and revise Rand’s theory of
concepts. As I seeit, Rand’s theory is not exactly a theory of concepts at
all. Rather, the theory provides a plausible account of two things: -

1) The objectivity of categorizations of things. Traditional reaists
have held that categorizations of things can be objective because the
members of a category all share some special ontological feature in
common, typically known as a universal. All of the members of a
category are related in some special way to the same universal, and no
non-members are likewise related to that universal. The goal of our
conceptuai apparatus is to divide the world into categories such that we
place into a single category all those thmgs that share relations to a
common universal. .

Rand, however, would call this approach ‘intrinsicist.” Intrinsicism
is the classical account of objectivity wherein objectivity consists in the
subject treating objects as they are in themselves, without mazking any
contribution to their having certain features like category-membershxp,

lvaiue—ladetmess and so forth Thus the mtnnsncxst account of
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categorizations is that category members are intrinsically in categories.

Traditional realism accounts for this intrinsic category membership by
postulating real universals and demanding that our categorizations line up
one-to-one with these ineffable ontological entities. Rand would argue
that traditional realism makes objectivity in conceptual apparatus an
impossible goal. Contrary to the traditional realist, there are no universals,
and, hence, there is never any way to make our categorizations line up
with them. Further, realism, by setting these impossible standards, plays
into the hands of skepticism about objectivity. Nominalist skeptics {those
Rand might call *subjectivists’), arguing that there is no way 10 meet realist
standards of objectivity, will conclude that there are no appropriate
standards of objectivity. ,
Rand is a nominalist about universals, but she retains realism’s stress
on the importance of epistemic norms.and objectivity—a synthesis that
constitutes her ‘Objectivist’ solution to the classical problem. Rand’s
alternative ‘Objectivist’ account views objectivity as a complex causal
interaction between a subject and its nature and needs, and an object’s
nature and capacities.  She holds that category members are not
intrinsically members of the same category put rather that they are
members of the same category in virtue of their relation to a knowing
subject, the cognitive needs of that subject, and their own natures. Her
theory accounts for category-membership in a way that, like traditional
pominalism, does not multiply ontological entities beyond necessity but,
like traditional realism, allows for the objectivity of our categories (and
insists on such objectivity as a normative matter)." :
2) The universality and abstractness of certain mental entities (states,
processes, abilities—somethings) known as concepts. Rand’s theory
accounts for the categories of things in the world by invoking the cognitive
needs of a subject and the subject’s mental acts that divide the world into
categories. But likewise, having created the divisions, the subject is thent
in a position to treat members of different categories differentially and
appropriately. o '
Let me explain this important terminology. When I say that a subject
can deal with things differentially, I mean that she can deal with these
things in a way that respects their difference(s) from other things. When
I say that a subject can deal with things appropriately, 1 mean that she can
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| deal wit_h these things in a way that respects their own common nature
Ifot tryx.ng to read a pair of scissors, for instance, is treating scissors:
du.i'eren.tially from written text, while using the scissors to cut paper is
m scissors appropriately given their nature, which they share with other
pairs of scissors.

Objectivist epistemologist David Kelley (1984) treats universality and
abstractness as essential features of concepts. No Objectivist writer has
to the best ?f my knowledge, treated any other mental entity (or whatever;
f’s _possessmg either of these traits. Objectivist usage, then, seems to
mdlcz_ite, _ that universality and abstractness are partially definitive or
constitutive of concepts and nothing else. These features are important for
our present purposes, because it seems to be the universality and
abstract.ness of some capacity that accounts for our differential and
appropriate handling-abilities. Any ability to deal with an open-ended
category {or at least a category with multiple members) of things
(properties, events, relationships), which are non-essentially different from
one another, will appeal 10 universality and abstractness. Universality is
the mu}tiple applicability of the concept to all of the members of 2
{potentially open-ended) category. Abstractness explains how these
category members can be non-essentially different, that is, different from
one m@m within some range. Any capacity to deal with category-
members in a way that is appropriate to the members of that category will
rest on the members of that category being, in some respect, essentially

the same as (03‘, not essentially different from) one another. Moreover, for
such a capacity to deal with any member of the category, it must ;)e a
capacity to deal with them just insofar as they are me’mbers of the
categor}", 50 the capacity must be universal {or at least muitiple) in scope

Universality and abstractness are features of and only of concepts:
these features allow the subject to deal with things differemtialiy am;
ap_pf*opriately, according to their membership in specific categories. An
a;{‘.tlhty, t_hen, that involves the differential and appropriate handh:ng 03;‘
téu;;lgosq:iln r;st “?: :a;oncept that has some special relation to those things.

ally, say that this is the concept “for” those things.

T will argue that, if Rand’s theory is true, then it may explain the
abstrac.tnfss and universality of our concepts, and the objectivity of the
categories of things which concepts are ‘for.” However, a great deal goes
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nexplained. In this paper, 1 will examine the nature of concepts,I t;hhzli
:elatti’mslﬁps with words, and the inadequacies of Rand’s theory.

is uni abstract in
 something in the mental background that 15 universal and abs

ture. Rand, however, seems t0 focus exclusively on linguistic abilities
nature. ) >

i : ities unexplained
£those!), leaving these other capact :
A Subtly dealing only with the theory side of the

d even unexplainable. . e
:}I:eorylpractice distinction, and, less subtly, con.:ﬁlsmgr cono:pffr ::eir
words, Rand deals with concepts in a way that fails to accoun

i ment with most human activity. . ‘ _
mvo};:dﬂ propose & two-sStep way to fill in the gap. The-ﬁ-rst step v:clilt;:’
to incorporate H. FL. Price’s account of concepts 25 reclogmtlor;?l capchon =
into Objectivist theory. The second will be to reVise Rand’s no

concepts of method. With these additions and alterations, I.{and s theory

w3
should be able to explain all of our differential and appropnate abilities.

2. Price on Concepts !

1 want to start by discussing Price’s theory of c:fmoe:p_tt«i:1 ;n;n ;r::vi: n
the next section, to compare his theory of abs?ractutm wi e the; o
comparison between Price’s and Rand’s theories will bring

jon for our purposes.
i of the process of abstraction
T e 15 ’ ion of a concept is marked by a number

For Price (1969), the possess : :
£ capacities, including mastery of words, capacity 10 rep.h.rase, a fﬁ:t:1 ni
of f:iiliarity ’when given an instance of the concept, the ability t0 pro 1;;: t
af

prropriate mental imagery, and 0 forth (334-55). But he suggests t

one capacity, the recognitional capacity, is central:

the recognition of instances is the primary and ﬁmdan}entalt:z
in which a concept is manifested, and all the other manifestati
it has, or may come to have as it develops towards completeness,

are dependent upon this one. Fundamentally, a .concepts st a
recognitional capacity, whatever else it may be besides. (355)

i t
Price suggests three lines of argument. First, he proposes tha
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recognition must necessarily precede abstraction (35). Especially in

- discussions of Rand, it is typical to use ‘abstraction’ to mean the process
of concept-formation. But by “abstraction,” Price seems to mean the
entertainment of appropriate menta! imagery, that is, imagining a concept-
instance in the absence of a real concept-instance (in ‘abstraction’ from a
real concept-instance).® So Price is not suggesting that- recognition
precedes the formation of concepts. He is suggesting that one conceptual
ability, recognition, precedes another conceptual ability, the enterfainment
of mental imagery. o '

This is surely right, since if we could entertain mental images of
concept-instances without being able to recognize concept-instances, we
would not recognize the mental images as being (imaginary) concept-
instances; thus, we would have no guide in entertaining some particular
mental image rather than another. Exceptions, such as the concepts
dragon® or ghost, are derivative concepts. Qur capacity to mentally
envision dragons and ghosts derives from our prior capacity to mentally
envision instances of whatever concepts these concepts are derived from.
For instance, our capacity to envision a dragon is derived from our
capacity to envision (say) lizards, snakes, wings, fire, flying, and so forth.
But the capacity to mentally envision these things is based on our capacity
to recognize them. - '

Second, Price points out that none of our practical skills could exist
if we did not have the capacity to recognize instances of relevant concepts
{36). One could not, for instance, play a viclin without being able to
recognize one. This argument is intended to establish the priority of
recognitional over perforinative capagcities, but I do not think 1t succeeds.

Playing the violin is one kind of performance, which, as I shall argue, is
concept-based. But some bedily tasks, which do not employ tools, are
also performative capacities, just as is playing the violin, and these do not
require the concept body for their performance. Learning to whistle, say,
is a conceptual skill, but one need not have the concepts mouth, exhale,
and so forth to whistle, Price’s point establishes that very many, but not
all, of our performative capacities must be based on a prior recognitionial
capacity.’ .

Finally and most importantly, Price argues that the recognitional
capacity is prior to the possession of words in the sense of knowing which
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words refer to which things, and, moreover, that one can _have :; parl::utJ:; |
itional capacity without possessing a word which refers 10 he
f°°°8“ft_‘° things (35-37). He points out that most of our recogmtn?
l-ec{)gfnze‘:ls do isot involve using any word that refers to the recognized
z?::ten;eor instance, when we plan to enter a room t,hrough a&oo: t‘;i
ot tally vocalize “door,’ <doorknob,” ‘entrance and the like -
. n:::s;izeythe door. Moreover, before we can perform such m;nfor
‘::calizaxion, we must already have recognized the thing, the wor
i then proceed to vocalize. B
wmc}(;::sider I::specially the case of rec.;og_mzmg words. lwm:;ldl ::
recognize a word as being the word It '15, we ha\:'e a; i
recognitional experience, which does not involve saying o on
“This is the word X.” Such a requirement wc::,xld makv.;: Ws::lrﬂ.le o
impossible in an obvious way. I I say to you, The c_at itsh o e o
ou have to say, “This is the word ‘the,”” to rec'ogﬂ]ze e ; the, o
zvould then have to say, “This is the word ‘this,™ to recogmzed o
word of the sentence by which you recognized the first worc o
igi h. '
ongl;avlvze::?:es,ug:;::snshould clinch the case. The first 18 tha}t :ri-t
verbal children seem toO recognize thingst as what they ;;en ;ner; p:nd
possessing the words for them; we know this because they © R
differentially and appropriately to things. Moreover, fc!r a fl::t- erbal o
ever 1o leam language, she would first have to_ notul:]e e
produced by other persons ated sonfe:lc;;vg?:san‘::fihz sc:m el
ings, and that the same soun typic s : ‘
i:ng of the same kind. Now, thii};ecogt;mt::;zlbzze‘r;zr:;: :;‘e,-sa;::
in,’ words and the things to ,
ﬁilctpt‘:::ltlt; f::s‘::f experience, so some concepts must be posscsseq
e- -
befo: ?wngullzns:&;ssible to take the point too far. Not every c?:ﬂc:g(t) ::
primarily 2 recognitional capacity. How c.i<_)es one recognize nflatio™
mental focus, or something’s peing fictitious? Perhan‘, no a
Nevertheless, Price’s arguments do 'establiskvn theft feoogxlrin"aonf;t :t e
conceptual ability, and that it must prec_e‘de hnguistzf: .abx ties
some of those concepts that are recognitional capacities. v that
So Price has given us two Very good reasons to D&
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recognition is a basic conceptual ability, which is certainly prior to~
language and the entertainment of visual imagery. So far, we can agree.
But what about the process that gjves rise to recognitional capacities?

3. Price and Rand 611 Abstraction

\

Here, Price’s theory is inadequate. Price refers to realism about
universals as ‘The Philosophy of Universals’ and to nominalism as “The
Philosophy of Resemblances.” After discussing the differences between
these two, he concludes that they are simply different and equally
problematic vocabularies for saying the same things (30-32). The problem
with the vocabulary of realism is that it leads us to reify similarities into
universals, which are theoretical, non-physical, non-experienced entities
that cannot be shown to exist. But this reification is not an accidental side-
feature of realism about universals; it is the essence of realist theories. So
Price is understating the significance of his difference with realists. If we

are not to believe in universals, then we have only the ontological
commitments of the nominalist.

For the nominalist, it is similarities between things, rather than
common relations to a universal, that justify our treating them as the same.
If Price rejects universals, then he must provide a theory of how we can
apprehend similarities in things that would justify our treatment of those
things as the same. The Philosophy of Resemblances, or nominalism,
must be that theory. Unfortunately, Price’s version of nominalism leaves
him liable to certain standard criticisms.

Emmet (1954), who directs it specifically at Price’s account, provides
one of these criticisms. The objection amounts to a puzzle about kinds of
similarities. If something is an instance of the concept red, then it must be
similar to other instances of the concept. Specifically, if we tell some
subject that something is red if and only if it is similar to certain paradigm
red objects in the same way that they are similar to one another, we have
failed to take account of the many respects of similarity between the red
objects. For instance, an apple, a tomato, and a globe of Mars are similar

in their shape as well as their color. How can we focus attention on the
specific respect of similarity we want our subject to attend to? Or, to put
it developmentally, how is the attention of the concept-acquiring child
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ilari ¢ * indicates no
focused on the proper respect of similanty (w?zere ?roPe:e 1;11::) .
oc‘rle than ‘socially accepted’ but may, normatm_aly, indica e pr(.mf o«
" The other question is an epistemological version of Russell o
i see Russell [1912] 1988, 95-97 {ch. 9. Russ? -
um"efsals_( oduction of universals as 2 theoretical ontological entltzh ei
s . s,
raising a different puzzle about similarity. If«theresm“_ll :rr::z ::uanversalomer_ b
things are in categories only because they are O aonships "
imilarities it question—ifor instance, ait © e
t!le‘ Slmﬂaﬂ " ect of color between all white patches—are thems : ves i
:lhﬂﬂ]m t“;:gs,p . artiec  So nominalists don’t get away from univers
e same similarities. minal
o i i -26). The
' aﬁerAs. Price rightly points out, this argument f('la::n (clal 96ti, 3133 si;);ﬁlaﬁty
irnilari hite patches is not 1 :
Sbetv\reenmllarlty b‘at;l‘vassesﬂer1 t:;:x;tver bel::ause the one relation has different relata
o ; imi one
ther. So the two st ilarities are themselves only similar to.
s 0I hereer. ‘s no reason at all that there cannot be higher-level relations
another. is that th
jons without invoking universals. o
betw:)e ’ r:l;;hin;gue that the “=" signs in a=b and c=d seem tc;;ncix‘;ztt:
ne _ "
+he same relationship between the ﬂank‘lng names, even ttt’le?nihe oot
of the relationships are different. Likewise, the sxmllanty T
things seems to be the same relationship, similarity, t:s v
b t\ieen two blue things. Nevertheless, though the R
r:laﬁonstﬁps are both identity relationshi_ps, they_ are h‘t;ot tll:e same e
lationship. Nor are they both identity relationships becaus e oty
e ective as-zsociaiions with a universal for identity. They are bo ey
:l?ﬁonslﬁps because it best meets the cognitive nee_:'ds of a‘ ht;r:::tr:céon-
10 treat these two relationships as indistinct at f" certain level . tois ot
Likewise for the various similarity relationships. Furt_het, itis g
lationship (and our cognitive need t0 attend to it) t:mt Jusardless ”
1zeating different red things as the same in respect of color reg
iversal.
that they have no common universal. - ‘ e
e f;c::t Priceegails to take account of an fsp1stem1c vers:onfoi II:::;; as
argument that is especially dangerous to his own account ;)h c; e
- itional éapacities.' This version would not pr?ve . a ohp
i:e:i:ial for similarity, but rather that similarity c: nanSUCh e
concept—one not formed through any process of abstraction.
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argument would go as follows:

In order to form the concept red, you must first detect the
simnilarity relationship between various red things. But since
concepts are recognitional capacities and are necessary for
detecting such repeatable relationships as similarity, then to
detect the similarity relationship between red things you must
first possess the concept similarity. So, at least one concept,
similarity, must be possessed before any concept can be formed.

The ment of Rand’s theory of abstraction is that it dissolves both of these
objections to nominalism.® '

Rand’s solution to the problems for nominalist theories of abstraction
is to analyze similarity into levels of difference. The recognition of two
things as similar relies on experiencing them as less different from each
other than from some contrast object which they are both experienced as
being more different from. This enables both problems to be solved.

The Russell problem can be dealt with as follows. An innate
recognitional capacity for similarities is not necessary to detect similanties
if similarities have been analyzed into levels of difference. The capacity to

experience things as different is, indeed, innate, but it is not conceptual.
The perceptual mode of experience 1s sufficient,” because this mode of
experience distinguishes entities from their backgrounds; thus, entities are
experienced as different from whatever constitutes their backgrounds,

which will at least sometimes be other entities {and not, say,

undifferentiated fields of color like walls or the sky). When our attention

is called to two entities that are not as different from their mutual
background (other entities) as they are from one another {considered as
each other’s background), then they are being experienced as® similar, but
no recogrition of similarity is required.

The presence of the background of other entities also yields up the
respect of similarity necessary for the solution of the Emmet problem.
For two entities to be experienced as similar, they must be experienced as
less different from one another than either of them are from some third
entity. But the specific way that they are both similar to one another and
different from the third entity will then be the respect in which they are
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gimilar. Thus, the contrast object brings the respect of similarity nto
Sahen“i‘: could recast this into Emmet’s wayh:f :hp:il:;agn ztsoljfie:l;gai %;
i ing her t
Subj:ec;: ‘;:0;1;‘“;; :h:otl;;iegts 3112::!2%(3 gimilar 10 O:;t:; 2ﬂad‘gmzwllr1;
con o
Emﬂ"et_’s argux:ﬂ:’ieii{?:m ;lj:: iztsteactl the concept.,si.ﬂlply lg
beﬁ Su.mlan ‘Ee’ zimilarity between the paradigms. However, if we tryare
l;each a o::r’ncept by telling the subject that the insttcmces of ;h; i;z::et;tp; -
1l of the things that ar€ gimilar to certain p@lgfns, an e e
et t objects, then the respect 1t which the_ P o
Gfm_am comrasanoﬂfer and different from the contrast_ objects wil eFor
et On?milari that is important for concept—mstance.hood, o
feSPCCt p red o‘l:jyects will be simiar in many respects, but if we exhibr
mmnw,bf:; as contrast, then we draw ‘attention to the Felevant resp‘;(;t :;
abt't:;ct’hi two red objects are similar, The respect of d{fferen;e wc;) Adbe
e ht out with special salience were We to e)dlibxt: to the su rc;] o
Ikz'.:—:oc::';'gas;t object that differed from the paradigms only in the approp:
e i sk which of the following are
AI.! ‘?MTPIZIT:;? zlnﬁ'erecr); ;'::l,g z: anothet: 2 n.ad .torffato, a greenf
o ma; or,ed book? The two tomatoes are more snmlar in r'espect ;t
e, a;:ﬂ athe red tomato and the red book are more S@M in i;sp -
o, Ttei roblem, then, is how 10 keep the two red things -togeh er ”
bt f eill-:xila:ity while keeping the green things apm.'t from t e::ﬂ "
gl'_ounds : ;iﬁ‘erence, despite the fact that the red tomat? is just as s
grooeds to the,other. However, all of the sinﬁlat?ty and dlﬁ'eT;tlxice
s as1 because similarity is always similarity in some particuiar
et ar;; ea:ed pook is different in respect of shape fmrrf the t;nilc;
o ; can serve as a contrast object along this dimension, W :
mmat:: tafmato is different in respect of color from the refl tg_mz::s?:n
";‘; grred book, and can Serve as & oontras? ol?ject io:i% :-nei cem];etwem
There is no single, absolute tevel of similarty a0 o e -
whole entities; rather, the distinctions be?ween entities” P
1o ultiple respects of similarity an‘d dﬁerence.be gt n ha -
Thus, Rand’s theory of abstraction seerns 10
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meet certain classic objections to nominalism without reifying universals.
But Price’s theory of concepts seems to be adequate in that it persuasively
argues for recognition as the (or at least a) fundamental and pre-linguistic
conceptual capacity. Price thus needs Rand’s theory of abstraction, and

s0 we can see the advantage of a synthesis from his point of view. But has
Rand any need for Price’s theory? I think so.

4. Rand on Concepts

T want to begin by asking Rand, “What is a concept?” Unfortunately,
her answer is not a very good one. Rand (1990) defines concepf as “a
mental integration of two or more units possessing'ﬁae same distinguishing
characteristic(s), with their particular measurements omitted” (13). First,
the definition is not in genus-differentia form (unless we are ‘overly
charitable about what can count as a genus or differentiaj, as Rand
suggests definitions. must be (41). But an important problem with this
definition is that it defines a concept only as the preduct of a certain
process, without specifying anything about the product other than that it
is the product of that process. A concept, by this definition, is just
what(ever) you get when you mentally integrate two or more units
possessing the same distinguishing characteristic(s), with their particular
measurements omitted. But what it is that you get out of this process is
not said. (This would be like defining, say, ‘scholarship’ as ‘what scholars

produce.’)"” n

But my broader critique of Rand’s theory is that she confuses

concepts and words and that this is mistaken. Regarding words and
concepts, Rand says:

In order to be used as a single unit, thie enormous sum integrated
by a concept has to be given the form of 2 single, specific,
perceptual concrete, which will differentiate it from all other

' concretes and from all other concepts. This is the function
performed by language. . . . Every word weuse . . . isa symbol

that denotes a concept, i.e., that stands for an unlimited number
of concretes of a certain kind. (10)




222 Ihe JoﬂM of Ayn Rand Studies Vol 1, No. 2 .

Fi te the motivations implicit in the first sentenc?. Rand ,ﬁ; :za;
o vamn ce a concept without having a word for' it. But -t
o cam:t: on having a word for the concept, then u.smg.a f:oncep mmal
wn@tf finguistic activity. Presumably, 1o flon—hngmstm conc:;:l v
00_11_515" muldﬂf; on using words, so Rand is saying that there ar;e TH no
;bﬂﬁyg: conceptual abilities. This point will emerge from a few
o es. which Twill cité for other reasons. ions betwesn
" t to attend more closely t0 the set of re! atlo, e
- wa:, and things. A word ‘denotes a concept, »bgt -
e lwcr)rrleans this to be just the same (because of the ;.e.oﬁng
aPPa“‘:nt y > the instances of the concept. . Howev?r, th_e e e
‘ Stat%dmg _fOf t be the same as the standing-for relatxonshlp.‘ A w]mt
e (';amr(;lationship to the conoep’i with which it is z{sm?ted, o
ot i ental A word bears a standing-for relationship to t t:
e ot noep;c which it denotes, but the instancefs are usually hr_::
e then;.;bl a word cannot have the same relauQ_n 10 some‘:ﬁn g-
o Pre?uhas tg ,something non-mental. So denoting 13 not stan Cfn
o th:i n:;t es not define either ‘denote” of «stand for,” (though :re o
e 0ss about the latter) so all that we know about t eehaw
mak'e i that they are not the same thing: 3 word relates som
rﬁﬁan'mmupSdl . ncept also relates somehow to things, and: ?urthenno:::;
. thmg?’ ﬂ;: v?nmits standing-for relation ‘to things i conditioned b;: e
. WOfdh: i a-g mysterious denoting relation to a concept, an e
o ! whr;im its mysterious relation to things. Blft We can guess at
mﬂ‘fept sd fogr’ seems to be ‘standing i for’; thatl 35, then we Wwis ‘
th(? Sta: n-ltg things, we can avoid the burden of ‘thmkmg of to; hzm y
th'mk ?) 0}:;.wing a \;ford stand in for them in our mind. Instead ! : mﬁ
g 3,all envision alt of the instances of a concept, we can il -
toerbahzeme'm ths; word for the concept and we will have succeeded (somel
N H 12 .
e Ofthle !:: tca::re:e, is to Rand’s notion of unit-econormy. Th.ls
.Theisa\}:rf;fh’ reflecting on for a moment, because of th? f:?ntea‘tt T::;
1:')1:::11: Rand introduces it. She introduces it by way of explammng
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e e e

e 1 hich
Cogritive Role of Concepts.’ She doesn’t discuss any other role wich 51

- . - . X tu
cepts may have. By way of concluding her discussion (befo:: iy
Sgnpolenﬁcs), Rand says: “The primary purpose of concep
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language is to provide man with a system of cognitive classification and

organization . . .” (69). Again, she offers no other purposes. It seems that
for Rand, concepts are exclusively cognitive in nature.

Rand says that “[w]ords transform concepts into (mental) entities

...” (11) and also that “{a] word is merely a visual-auditory symbol used
to represent a concept . . .” (40). A number of questions arise. What

exactly is a mental entity? If a concept is not a mental entity before it is
transformed info such with a word, what is it? How does a word represent
a concept, and what is a concept without being represented? Is denoting
something the same as representing it? How can an auditory or visual
symbol transform anything into a mentat entity?

First, I want to get a grip on what it is for a concept to be a mental
entity. Rand does admit that this is metaphorical:

. .. we can call them “mental entities” only metaphorically or for
convenience. It is 2 “something.” For instance, before you have
a certain concept, that particular something doesn’t exist in your
mind. When you have formed the concept of “concept,” that is
a mental something; it isn’t a nothing. (157)

So mental entities are not to be thought of as entities on the model of
physical substances; they are not independently existent. But Rand does
agree with an interlocutor when he suggests that “a mental entity is a
concrete” (156). Rand does not specify what the meaning of ‘concrete’
is, but when we look at the use of the word by Rand and her interfocutors,
it seems that a concrete is something that can be perceptually or
introspectively experienced and can be a concept-instance. We are
encouraged in this interpretation by another of Rand’s comments: “Take
another, similar case: the concept of ‘emotion.” What are its concretes?
The various emotions which you observe introspectively, which you are
able to conceptualize” (156, emphasis added). Here, Rand seems to regard
an emotion as.being an inner something that is open to inspection (“you
observe introspectively”) and to being a concept-instance.®® It seems that
it is specifically in virtue of these two attributes that an emotion is a
concrete. Likewise, then, a concept, to be a2 mental entity, must be open
to being inspected and being a concept-instance (of the concept corcept).
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something an implicit concept says that it is not a concept but that it wifl
be.
Under what conditions can an implicit concept become a concept?

Rand becornes more specific when she says that “[ajn implicit concept is
the stage of an integration when one is in the process of forming that
integration and until it is completed.” When is the concept implicit and the
process of forming it not yet completed? “At any stage before [the
concept-acquirer] is ready to grasp the word [for the concept]” (162). So
Rand’s theory seems to run-as follows: A subject begins to notice
relations of similarity and difference between things. The awareness of
these similarities is an implicit concept. When the subject begins to
employ a word to refer to these similar things, then she has formed a
concept for them.

In.one sense, then, the choice of the word “implicit,” while confusing,
is very appropriate. Something is implicit if it is not stated, explicit if it is
stated. If there is not yet a word for a concept, it has not and cannot be
stated, so it is implicit. For Rand, who views concepts as a means 1o .
linguistic use, a concept that has no word associated with it (an implicit
concept) is not (yet) a concept at all

Rand makes this spectacularly unclear but seemingly important
statement on the relation between words and concepts: “the word is not
the concept, but the word is the auditory or visual symbol which stands
for a concept. And a concept is a mental entity; it cannot be perceived
perceptually. That’s the role played by words” (163, emphasis added).
The phrase ‘perceived perceptually,” of course, demands interpretation.
Sometimes Rand uses the word ‘perceive’ correctly, to refer to a means
of awareness of the physical world that is pre-conceptual but more

integrated than the sensory; something like the direct Sensory awareness
of physical objects. But sometimes, she uses it incorrectly, to refer to any
kind of consciousness. Presumably, Rand is not potntlessly repeating
herself in this sentence. But she would be repeating herself if she were
using ‘perceived’ correctly, because any perceiving, properly so speaking,
is done perceptually. So let us assume that she is using ‘perceived’

incorrectly on the pattern just noted, but that she is using ‘perceptually’

correctly. In this case, Rand is saying that concepts are not something of
which we can be perceptually conscious.
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are auditory or visual. How an auditory or visual symbol can transform
anything into a mental entity is quite unclear, as auditory and visual
symbols are non-mental. Indeed, this seems quite contradictory.

This is another version of a lesson learned earlier. Recall that Rand
does not specify how it is that words relate to concepts or to things, or
how concepts relate to things. Here, Rand seems to be trying to say that
words relate to concepts by making them into mental entities—something
introspectively observable. But under analysis, her claim makes no sense.
So again, an attempt by Rand to explain how words relate to concepts
collapses into terminal unclarity.

We are left wondering where concepts fit in. We have a process,

called concept-formation, during which we have an implicit concept. But
since ‘implicit’ performs a kind of negation in this context, we have no
concept at all. At the end of the process, we have a word which refers to
things. Why is a concept necessary at all? Why not deal simply with
words? Indeed, Rand seems to drop concepts out of the picture when she
says that “as far as the process of concept-formation is concemned, the
word is the result of the process™ (164). One might have expected that the
process of concept-formation would result in a concept, but Rand says
that 2 word is the result of the process. Rand also agrees when one of her
interlocutors suggests that “until the word was interposed, there would not
in the strict sense be a concept” (165). Unfortunately, she does not say
where—between what things—the word is interposed.

However, these comments suggest a possibility. While Rand is quite
unclear about the relation between words and concepts, I want to propose
that, however vaguely she puts it, the clearest and most consistent
relationship into which Rand puts words and concepts is the relation of
identity.

Consider this claim: “Learning to speak is a process of aﬁtomatizing
the use (i.e, the meaning and the application) of concepts” (65).
Unfortunately, this sentence is 2 little difficult to interpret. Had Rand said
that learning to speak is the process of automatizing the use of concepts,

we would know that automatizing the use of concepts is the same as

learning to speak. But she said that learning to speak is a process of
automatizing the use of concepts. This leaves open the possibility that
there are other such processes of automatizing the use of concepts.
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without having a word associated with it, and a concept gives us nothing
other than the ability to use the word which is associated with it. Rand is
pretty clearly running together concepts and words.

I want to consider four more passages that suggest the same
interpretation.

1}... aconcept is only a mental unit, a symbol, for a number of
concretes of a certain kind. (175, emphasis added)

But it is obvious that words are symbols and that concepts, were they not

words, would not be. So Rand seems to be referring to words with the
word ‘concept.’

2) A word which is not a proper name does refer directly to an
mdefinite number of concrete objects. A concept, in the form of
a word, refers to them directly, not indirectly. (175)

Unfortunately, Rand does not make clear to what relationship she is

referring with “in the form of” But, in much Objectivist discourse, the

form of a thing is the thing, processed by the subject so that it can become
an object fo that subject. ** IfRand is employing the same usage here, then
the word’s being the form of a concept is the word’s being identical with
the concept and being the way the concept appears to introspection. This

would contradict Rand’s claims above that the word is not the concept, as
well as her view of a word as a visual or auditory symbol, but it does make
more sense in light of her view that a concept as such does not exist
without being made into a mental entity by a word.

3) Ofall the “anti-concepts” polluting our cultural atmosphere,

“extremism” is the most ambitious, . . . To begin with,

“extremism” is a term which, standing by itself, has no meaning.
(Rand 1967, 177)

At one moment, “extremism” is an anti-concept, but at the next, it is a
(meaningless) ferm.. While hardly conclusive (since it is an anti-concept,
not a concept), this equivocation again suggests that Rand identifies
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is that he applies it to the right units . . . and, moreover, has the
ability to do this as a causal consequence of his having
recognized that just these units possess the essential

characteristic(s) mentioned in the definition fof the word]. (33-

Matson’s revised theory, however, fails to account for inner, mental
dialogue because it does away with the inner and mental as such, Since
Matson does not seem to believe in inner dialogue, this is fine; he prefers
words to concepts specifically because they are not mental. To fully
respond, I would have to go well beyond the bounds of this paper, so I
will just lamely assert that I have inner dialogue and that Matson does, too.
But, assuming that we have inner dialogue, a Matson-like critique is
still applicable. We can still do away with concepts and retain only words.
We must simply retain not only the words we say, but also the words we
think. Since Rand seems to identify words and concepts, and certainly
doesn’t think that a concept can be placed into discourse (inner or outer)
without being associated with a word, it doesn’t seem that concepts are
necessary to account for either inner or outer dizlogue. Moreover, it
doesn’t seem that concepts help account for them. However, a Matson-
version of Rand’s theory of abstraction, wherein abstraction concludes in
a word rather than a concept, would still account for bath kinds of
dialogue.

This critique appears to make sense because Rand does not, in fact,
appeal to concepts to explain anything but the use of words."” Rand says,
of course, that it’s our rational, conceptual faculty that explains virtually
all of our activity. But she never offers the explanation. Indeed, because
of her identification of concepts with words, concepts cannot account for
a wide variety of conceptual functions—in fact, for every conceptual
function other than the use of language. I want to discuss three such
functions.

1) Perceptual judgments. Kelley (1986), following Rand, defines a
perceptual judgment as “the conceptual identification of what is
perceived” (208). 'If concepts are words, then a perceptual judgment must
take the form of 2 sentence. But Kelley plans to consider mainly
“judgments of'a sort that are rarely made explicit, such judgments as that
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:deslé;g..-‘ .. These identifications are normally automatic for an
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obviouis matters™ (209). Rand (1975) is aware of such phenomena:

.. . you cannot perceive a table as an infant perceived it—as a
mysterious object with four legs. You perceive it as a table; i.e.,
as a man-made piece of furniture, serving a certain purpose
belonging to a human habitation, etc.; you cannot separate these
attributes from your sight of the table, you experience it as a
single, indivisible percept—yet all you see is a four-legged object;
the rest is an automatized integration of conceptual knowledge
which, at one time, you had to learn bit by bit. (192)

Rand is speaking of perceptual judgments, but she doesn’t have the right
to do so. If concepts are words—mental entities, as distinct from mental
abilities—then the actual perceptual judgment, which is wordless, could
not be conceptual. But of course it is conceptual.

2} Ready-to-hand. Martin Heidegger explores this phenomenaon at
some depth in Being and Time!* Something is ready-to-hand if we
experience it (or, as Heidegger puts it, if it “reveals itsel””) as a ‘handy,” or
useful, part of a larger context of handy things directed toward an end.
For instance, 1 have a pad of sticky notes sitting to the right of my
computer. As I pause in the writing to look up an important passage I’ve
just recalled, I often reach for the sticky notes to mark the place. 1, thus,
experience the sticky notes as ready-to-hand. As I turn back to the
compirter, | experience it as ready-to-hand; in fact, I experience it as ready-
to-hand as long as I am using it.

The ready-to-hand experience is similar to'a perceptual judgment in
that it is a conceptual identification of a perceived particular. It is also
similar in that it is non-verbal. But it is different in that it happens in the
context of action toward a goal and in the context of an array of related
things that may become ready-to-hand. Thus, we are continually making
perceptual judgments about everything in our surroundings, while we
experience only some of these things as ready-to-hand. For instance, the
cat on the floor to my left is not ready-to-hand but is identified in a
perceptual judgment, while the glasses on my face are ready-to-hand (-to-
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eye) in addition to being identified in a perceptual judgment. This last
example brings out the aggressively non-linguistic, background nature of
both perceptual judgments and the experience of ready-to-hand.

Heidegger ([1926] 1996) suggests that the ready-to-hand experience
is an “association which makes use of things” as distinct from a neutral
and uninterested association such as my perceptual judgment that the
thing to my left is a cat. He continues to say that this experience “is not
blind, it has its own way of seeing which guides our operations and gives
them their specific thingly quality” (69). This means that something is -
what it is, in terms of its place in a teleological context, in virtue of our
assignment of function to the thing (while, of course, not just any
assignment can be given to just any thing; physical nature imposes strict
limits).** Heidegger is saying that the ready-to-hand experience is
cognitive (“not blind”). He refers to this cognitive mode as
‘circumspection.’ :

Heidegger does not talk about concepts, but once we acknowledge
that ready-to-hand must be cognitive, we can see that it must be grounded
i concepts (whatever Heidegger may think). Since (1) my experience of
and subsequent treatment of the ready-to-hand thing is appropriate to an
instanice of the concept of which the thing is an instance, and (2) I typically
have the ready-to-hand experience repeatedly with regard to an open-
ended number of instances of the concept, and (3) the ready-to-hand
experience disregards non-essential differences between instances of the
concept, the ready-to-hand experience is a mode of awareness that treats
an .open-ended number of things the same so long as they are within a
range along a respect of similarity and difference. These are all attributes
possessed uniquely by the conceptual mode of awareness. However,
Rand’s theory cannot recognize that the ready-to-hand experience is
conceptual, because for Rand, concepts are words and ready-to-hand is
ron-linguistic.

3) Know-how. Knowing how, as distinct from knowing that, is a
notion developed by Gilbert Ryle. Ryle {[1949] 1984) critiques the idea
that we always begin with an articulate theory and then act according to
it. Surely heis right. Inever learned, for instance, some theory of typing
(as far as the activity of typing is concerned, it’s irrelevant whether there
is or ever was such a theory), and yet I am doing it right now. Like the
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how 1o do things is especially damaging to Rand’s theory, because she
opposes any radical distinction between theory and practice, suggesting
that cognition has a practical purpose. But if Rand’s theory cannot

account for knowing how to perform actions, then practice as such has
been left out.

6. Price, Method, and the Use of Concepts

Now we are in 2 position to see why I suggested that Rand’s theory
is in need of Price’s as much as Price’s is in need of Rand’s. Rand has
semi-identified concepts with words, and so cannot account for even a
phenomenon such as pérceptual judgment, much less ready-to-hand or
know-how. '

However, were we to borrow from Price to supplement Rand’s
theory, the synthesis would be able to account for some of these
phenomena. If a concept is primarily a recognitional capacity, then
perceptual judgments, which are recognitions of things as concept-

Instances, are capacities intrinsic in concepts; a concept is just the ability
to perform perceptual judgments (among other abilities, of course).
Moreover, ready-to-hand is accounted for insofar as it is a recognition of
things as handy concept-instances and also recognizes the context of the
handy entity in virtue of which it is handy. '

However, performative abilities, which are differential and
appropriate, go unexplained. Know-how and a certain feature of the
ready-to-hand experience are both performative, not recognitional, in
orientation. So treating concepts as a means of recognition is insufficient
to explain these capacities. However, using Price gives us two things: (1)

a hint about perceptual judgments, and (2) the notion that concepts should
be treated as (recognitional) abilities, which then forms the paradigm for
treating concepts as abilities of various kinds.

Rand (1990) has a valuable suggestion that she did not fully exploit

but which should fili this explanatory gap. This is her category of
conoepts of method. Rand says:

A special sub-category of concepts pertaining to the products of
consciousness, is reserved for concepts of method. Concepts of
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method designate systematic courses of action devised by men
for the purpose of achieving certain goals. The course of action
may be purely psychological (such as a method of using oqe"s
consciousness) or it may involve a combination of psychological
and physical actions (such as a method of drilling for oil),
according to the goal to be achieved. (35-36)

Unfortunately, Rand does not sufficiently distinguish concepts of method
from other kinds of concepts; she treats them as being simply another
genus, rather like furniture and pet are different genera, albeit lower ones
in the conceptual hierarchy. This is true because the relation between
concepts of method and instances of the appropriate method is the same
{“designation’) as that between concepts which are not of method and
their concept-instances. '

Nevertheless, the suggestion is a fruitfil one, if we reconceive the
relation between concepts of method and instances of the appropriate
method. The basic relation between ordinary concepts (like pet and
furniture) and their instances is the capagity to recognize.

The basic relation between concepts of method and their instances is

. the capacity to perform, according to the appropriate method. Typically,
possessing a concept of method will also be a capacity to recognize
others’ performances, which are in accordance with the method. Also
typically, co'ncepts of both kinds will be associated with 2 word, and the
concept will be a capacity to refer to its instances by means of that word;
but contrary to Rand, this linguistic capacity is not basic to the possession
of the concept.

This notion of concepts of method is especially valuable when it
comes to language. Rand argues:

Gramsmar is a science dealing with the formulation of the proper
methods of verbal expression and conununication, ie., the
methods of organizing words {concepts) into sentences.
Grammar pertains to the actions of consciousness, and involves
a number of special concepts—such as conjunctions, which are
concepts denoting relations among thought (*and,” “but,” “or,”
etc). ... The purpose of conjunctions is verbal economy: they
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serve to imtegrate and/or condense the content of certain -
thoughts. (37)

1 don’t think that Rand is quite right to suggest that conjunctions denote
relations among thoughts. Rather, let me propose that the concept
conjunction is the capacity to conjoin thoughts. When those thoughts are
being expressed linguistically, the concept conjunction is the capacity to
conjoin the linguistic expressions of thoughts, typically by uttering such
words as ‘and’ and ‘but’ Likewise, the concept disjunction is the
capacity to disjoin thoughts (and to utter ‘or’ by way of expressing the
disjunction of thoughts that have been linguistically expressed). These
concepts do not denote anything at all. Moreover, nothing is denoted by
words like “and’ and ‘or’; rather, by uttering these words we perform the
acts of linguistically expressing conjunction or disjunction. (Of course,
the words ‘conjunction’ and ‘disjunction’ will refer to all the acts of
conjoining and disjoining, respectively.) Possessing the concept is the
capacity to perform the appropriate act of creating a certain kind of logical
relation; and typically to utter the words by means of which the act is
linguistically expressed. Typically, these concepts of method will also
allow us to recognize the performances of other people who follow the
same method—to understand what it means for another person to conjoin
or digjoin thoughts. :

The linguistic expression of these concepts of logical method will
sometimes involve the utterance of multiple words. For instance, the act
of disjoining propositions is often performed not with the single word ‘o’
but rather with the two words “either” and ‘or,” located at the correct.
places in the sentence. :

Consider also those concepts of logical method that are not elements
of grammar, such as the laws of logical inference. Rand proposes that
logic is “the fundamental concept of method, the one on which all the
others depend” (36). It is possible that this is an exaggeration of the
genetic importance of logic; while logic is a central concept of method for
the abstract reasoning that Rand.is seeking to explain and justify, there
may be many concepts of method that precede it and, thus, cannot rely on
it, because there are many methods that one can perform before.one is
capable of abstract reasoning. But on the present understanding of
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concepts of method, logic is the capacity to perform correct Jogical
inferences; typically, logic will also be the ability to recognize correct
logical inferences and logical errors.

There are also concepts of linguistic method that are not concepts of
fogical method. For instance, the act of making an assertion is a matter of
comrectly arranging all of the words in a sentence and correctly punctuating
or intoning the sentence. The concept assertion, then, is the capacity to
correctly arrange and intone or punctuate sentences, even though there is
no single word in the sentence indicating that it is an assertion. People can
perform asserting without using the word ‘assertion,” so even concepts of
linguistic method will often not be associated with 2 word in the mind of
the concept-holder. Perhaps the present theory of concepts of method as
performative capacities can be linked to the theory of speech acts through
the concept of linguistic method, the capacity to perform kinds of speech
acts. _

The immediate question for this notion of concepts of method is:
How are they acquired? We do not acquire the ability to perform
according to a method by observing many instances of someone else’s
performances according to a method; we have to do it ourselves. Rand
(2000) addresses these issues in her lectures on fiction-writing. This is
most appropriate, because, in these lectures, Rand is trying to teach how
to perform the activity of writing. She continues the typing example 1
mentioned earlier by saying: “First you leamn to move your fingers and
strike the keys—slowly and with conscious effort. Learning to type
consists of automatizing this skill. . . . The same is true of . . . any physical
skill. First it is learned consciously—and you are in command of the skill
when it becomes automatic, so that conscious attention is no longer
required” (51). Note that knowing how to type is something that becomes
automatized through practice. :

However, in discussing concepts that are not concepts of method,
Rand says: “In order to perform its unit-reducing function, the symbol
has to become automatized in a man’s consciousness, i.e., the enormous
sum of its referents must be instantly (implicitly) available to his conscious
rminid whenever he uses that concept” (Rand. 1990, 64). Now, it’snot at
all clear what it means for the concept to-become automatized, though
Rand (2000) provides some hints in her fiction-writing lectures:
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With the exception of proper mames, every word is an
abstraction. One way to have words come to you easily—words
which express the exact shade of meaning you want—is to know
clearly the concretes that belong under your abstractions. (1 2)

This is not immediately helpful, but note that the issue of words coming
to you easily is the issue of automatization: “Before you sit down to write,
your language has to be so automatic that you are not conscious of
groping for words or forming them into 2 sentence” (1). Now, if
automatization is what you have done to your concepts (words) when
they come easily, and your words come easily just in case you know
clearly which concretes belong under which abstractions—which things
are the referents of which words—then automatization of concepts not of
method, consists in clarity about the referents of the concepts (words).
How is this achieved? “Fill your subconscious with as many concretes as
possible under every abstraction you deal with—then forget about them.
Your subconscious does not forget” (54). Having done this, you will
“master the relationship of abstractions to concretes [and] you will know
how to translate an abstract theme into action, and how to attach an
abstract meaning to an action idea” (55). The trick to automatization of the
use of words is tying as many concretes as possible to the word; having
as many referents of the word as possible subconsciously in mind.

Now we can return to the question of the acquisition of concepts of
method. Where concepts not of method become automatized (can be
easily called upon) by having many referents connected to them in the
subconscious, concepts of method can be aitomatized by practice. -But
the two processes seem to share a common structure: attending to
referents of a concept (word) helps automatize that concept {word), while
performing according to a concept of method helps automatize that
concept and one’s ability to perform according to it. In both cases,
automatization builds on past experience.

7. Conclusion

The ‘theory here proposed involves taking Rand’s theory of
abstraction and enriching it with Price’s notion of concepts a"s abilities.
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Price’s specific notion of concepts as recognitional capacities, as well as
4 revised version of Rand’s notion of concepts of method, completes the
theory. '

The motivation has been explanatory. There are, 1 have argued, 2
number of concept-based abilities—perceptual judgment, ready-to-hand,
and know-how-—which do not involve words and, thus, are not accounted
for by Rand’s theory. :

I want to discuss the motivational issue for a moment. Rand argues
that the recognitional acts of an infant, who has formed the capagcity 10
differentially and appropriately respond to an open-ended number of non-
essentially different entities, are not based on concepts. Rather, they are
based on a pre-conceptual phase referred to as an ‘implicit concept,”
where “implicit” is a kind of temporally indexical negation, like ‘potential.”
The adjustment I wish to make to Rand’s theory amounts to refusing to
treat “implicit” as a negation of any kind. = Whereas Rand regards a
wordless concept as not really a concept, 1 regard it simply as 2 wordless
concept. Rand is wrong because a theory of objectivity has a wider
explanatory burden than the one she recognizes. Rand is concerned
exclusively with the objectivity of abstract theorizing and loses, for the
time being, her insistence on unifying theory and practice. But day-to-day
events such as perceptual judgment, ready-to-hand, and know-how are
rational, concept-based activities even though they are not acts of
reasoning. A theory of objectivity cannot come 10 grips only with the
objectivity of word-use; it must also understand the objectivity of
performance. The present theory is intended to move us toward such an
understanding. e ' '

This can be phrased in another way. There are 2 number of human
activities that can be arranged on a continuum. Rand wishes to abstract
the use of language from other activities, despite the necessity for an
abstract and universal capacity to undertie. several of the excluded
activities. But language is only one of the abilities that requires an abstract
and urgversal capacity. All of these capacities are potentially rational and
objective, even though only language-use can underlie explicit reasoning.
Thus, the difference between language-use and, say, hammer-use is less

" essential than Rand thinks, so we ought to integrate where she
differentiates. Reasoning is but one of many rational activities, to be
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treated, at a certain level of abstraction, as indistinct from the others.
These rational activities are to be integrated around the fact that they are
all based on concepts, and nothing else is.

Earlier, I critiqued Rand’s definition of concepts, so 1 should now
provide my own. Tentatively, I propose that ‘concept’ be defined as “an
ability to recognize, perform, refer to, and/or infer about any member of
an open-ended group of things (entities, properties, relations, events or
actions), which are regarded as sharing some essential, differentiating
trait(s).” Like Rand’s defnition, this does not take a genus-differentia
form (unless we are rather generous about what a differentia can consist
of), and I’'m not certain that it is the best definition, but it does capture the
essence of the theory here proposed.
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Notes

1. Tobe sure, Rand says that she is rejecting nominalism. However, considered
as an ontological hypothesis, nominalism is just a negative existential claim about real
universals. So Rand is clearly a nominalist, ontologically speaking. Den Uyl and Rasmussen
(1984b) argue that Rand is a moderate realist: “A concept signifies individuals that are
something or ofher. Sheer extension does not suffice. There must be an intelligible feature in
virtue of which classifications are made” (15). While this is frue, it does not commit ot to
the real abstract existence of the “intelligible feature.” Such features are siuply consistent with
nominatism. Rand’s theory, as I understand it and wiil treat it here, is an attempt to answer the
question of just how there can be such a feature without that feature being abstract.

"~ 3. Of course, this is hopelessly optimistic. Many difficulties, including most
especially the explanation of the intentionality of concepts (and words, bebiefs, actions, and
so forth) will remain. 1hope to address these in the sequel, building on the present work.

3, 1 zm not fully comfortable with the term “concepl-instance,” because it suggests
that the concept-instance has a relation (of instantiation) with a Ferm or essence. Price does
not believe in non-mental vniversals, and neither do, so1 will go ahead and follow Price’s
terminotogy. But, for the record, by an “instance of a concept’ 1 mean one of the things that the
concept is the capacity to recognize, perform, envision, infer about, refer 1o, or whatever else
a concept allows us to do with things. ‘ '

4. To avoid a host of use-mention and refated confussions, I will refer to words in
the usual way (by placing them within single quotation tmarks) aid 1o concepts by italicizing
the word with which they are associated.

5. One might alsc imagine biain-damaged patients who havé an umusval
combination of abilities and disabilities; a trained viclinist with this kind of injury might be
able to play the violin but would not be able to identify a vioklin. She would play out of habit,
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as it were. Whether such patients exist or not is an empirical question, but their existence
would cast further doubt on Price’s argument. ) .

6. The clearest presentation of Rand’s theory, especially regarding its solution to
fhese two objections, is Kelley 1984. Twant to briefly mention 2 methodo;oglcal issue. As
we will see, Rand regards con asbeingtheraultofacertainpmcessMMgnsw@
perception.  Thus, by definition, there are no concepts that ae qot formed based on tins
process, and, thus, nio concepts that are innate, I think that defining innate concepts away 152

bad arpument for empiricism, though I tentatively accept the conclusion for alternate reasons.
The goat of philosophical empiricism, it seems o me, ought to be to a_llow one’s philosophical
theory of concepts to be consistent with a wide ammay of psychological results. A theory of
concepts that has no philosophical commitment to innate concepts need not be rejected if
psychologists discover that there are RO such concepts. A thaory_ott concepts thztt has a
philosophical commitment to the non-existence of innate concepts similarly crosses into the
psychologist’s domain. ] defend here empiricism of a sort that makes Do eqmmxtment_s a_bout
innate concepts. To be sure, any theory of concepts must make some empirical predictions.
But in Yieu of any good philosophical reason to accept or deny innate concepts, I suggest that
philosophers ought to do neither.

7. On perception as the discrimination of entities from their background, see
Kelley 1986, especially ch. 5. _

8. Unfortunately, I cannot corme up with an alternative to the phrase ‘experence
as,” as in “Things aré experienced as different” The phrase “experience as’ suggesis 8
predicative or recognitional experience, which is specifically what the argument ag‘amst
Russell is saying we do not have to have with regard to difference. In this case, ordipary
fangnage will simply be misleading.

9. Ordiarily (and, I think, correctly), we would say “Rand defines *concept. ** But
Rand {1950) claims that we define concepts rather than words (40), and [ will not argue the
point now. )

10. Another problem is that Rand does not tell us what it is to mentally integrate
units that are non-mental. Typically, to integrate physical things is to bring them into somle
physical relationship with one another such that they become a larger or combined thing.
Gluing two things together is integrating them, and putting a puzzle together integrates its
pieces. But if the integration is mental, then the integration must be something on a totally
different order from these examples. Frankly, Rand’s definition just makes no sense as a
defnition and is seless beyond helping us focus on Rand’s confusions. -

11, Unfortunately, Rand (1990) is very definite about this definitional practice.
In the appendices to her epistemological work, she answers an interlocutor’s question by
saying: “The definition on page 10 [the one currently under discussion] refers to what a
coneept fis—it refers to the product of the process” (167).

12. The “somehow’ issue is the issue of the intentionality of concepts {and words).

13. 1t has been suggested to me that, by “concrete,” Rand is merely trying to
distinguish between the members of a categery and the concept for the category, so

. concreteness is related to abstractpess. But T think thet this is mistaken because, had Rand
merely wished to contrast the abstract concept emotion with the concrete emotions, then she
need not have said that the emotions are introspectively observable, because being concrete
as opposed fo abstract consists exclusively in being (at least potentially) 2 congept-instamce
for some abstract concept. .

. 14. Sciabarra (1995, 168-74 and esp. 210-15) suggests a paralle] between Rend’s

“implicit concepts’ and Hayek’s and Polanyi’s ‘tacit knowledge.” Mo such paraliel exists,

though Sciabarra’s larger point about Rand’s interest in articulating the tacit dimension of

‘hunan furictioning may hold. To say that a concept is implicit s to say that it is not a concept,
while 0 say of knowledge that it is tacit is to specify what kind of knowledge it is. Since Rand
views humzan knowledge as conceptual in nature, and concepts as necessarily explicit, she

Register — The Universality and Employment of Concepts 243

would reject the notion that there can be unstated knowledge.

To put it another way, Scisharra seems to think that, because Rand says she wants
to have theory-practice integration that she actually does some of the work necessary to
achieve it. I disagree; it seems to me that the tenor of Rapd’s epistemology is focused
exclusively on abstract theorizing and essentially ignores practice (except as a side-effect of
theory). In this regard, note Johnsor’s critique of Rend’s ethics a5 intellectuatist (Johnson
1999).

Now, Rand appeals to unstated knowledge rather often. Nevertheless, she does
not appeal to knowledge that employs implicit concepts—there can be no such knowledge.
Moreover, it is hardly my contention that Rand is always consistent, so even if Rand does
appea! to knowledge based on implicit concepts, the problem would not necessarily be with
my interpretation, but might be with Rand. Thanks to an anonymous reader for calling this
problem to my attention.

15. See especially the discussion of perceptual form in Kelley 1986. But the usage
is much older in the Objectivist tradition. See, for instance, Rand 1990, 279-81. Also,
Branden’s definition of emotion in Branden 1962 is of interest, especially when synthesized
with some comments in Branden 1966. (Branden 1962 and Branden 1966 were published in
newsletters that Branden and Rand co-published; Rand sanctioned everything in them, so we
know that Rand agreed with Branden’s definition.) Branden (1962) defines an emotion as the
“psychosomatic form™ (3) of a certain kind of judgment, while, later, he supgests that “fajn
emotion as such cannot be repressed; if it is not felz, it is not an emotion” (1966, 120). When
combined, these two statements say that an emotion is the psychosomatic form of a judgment,
but also that without the experience (the psychosomatic form) the emotion does not exist. This
suggests that the experience and the emotion are identical, even though the experience is the
form of the emotion.

We would expect that one thing’s having another thing as & form would indjcate that
there is a relationship between them and that they are different things. But Objectivist usage
consistently indicates that the relationship of being *in the form of’ indicates a slightly odd
version of the identity relation. If one thing has something else as its form, that something else
is, in fact, it.

16. This does leave us with a question about different languages; if there is a
certain concept associated with a word in one language, can a speaker of a different language
Have the same concept? I doubt Rand would have any difficulty here. We do speak of words
in two languages as being “the same word.” Likewise, they can be associated with the same
comcept. So, to be precise, we can say that, for Rand, the possession of a certain concept is
nothing but the ability to refer, with some word in some language, to the instances of that
concept.

17. However, the process of concept-formation does account for things” being in
categories. But the categories are just categeries of referents of words, on the critique.

18. Ewven unorthodox Rand followers are liable to be disturbed by the very
mention of Martin Heidegger, ravch Jess an attempt to draw positively from his philosophy in
an attempt to improve on Rand’s theory. Actually, I believe that Rand and the early Heidegger
may have a great deal in common. Consider, as an example, Rand’s description of Howard
Roark’s walk back to the campus at the beginning of The Pountainhead: “He looked at the
granite. To be cut, he thought, and made into walls. He looked at a tres. To be split and made
into rafters, He Jooked at a streak of rust on the stone and thought of iron ore under the ground.
To be melted and to emerge as girders against the sky” (Rand 1968, 16). It is instructive to
place this beside a characteristic claim of Heidegger's: “The forest is a forest of timber, the
yrountain a quarry of Tock, the river is water power, the wind is wind ‘in the sails” ”
(Heidegger [1926] 1996, 70 [standard pagination]). This isn’t essential, and it doesn’t prove
anything, but it is suggestive. ‘
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19. This is more than passably reminiscent of Rand’s claim that things are
objectively, not intrinsically, of value.

20. Thanks to Chris Sciabarra for calling this passage to my atfention. (f can’t help
but notice, by the way, that Rand refers to the hypothetical typist with ‘she ” Either ‘she’ Is
gender-neutral, or ‘typist” is feminine in gender—which it isn’t)
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