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ABSTRACT. Most philosophers and educators are not familiar with James’s theory
of universals, especially how it applies to learning concepts. His theory is an integral
aspect of his epistemology, which is useful for understanding how children and
adults learn and remember new concepts. James discusses and refers to his theory of
universals throughout his career, but he never fully develops it. This paper defends
the view that conceptualism is most consistent with his basic empiricism, developed
from his Principles of Psychology and is his true position. Some critics argue that
nominalism ot Platonic realism are closer to his position, but this paper rejects those
views as atypical or unrevised ideas of James’s thought. Bruner’s theory of con-

cepts is also considered.
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Most educators are unfamiliar with William James’s contribution to educa-
tional and learning theory which is developed primarily in the classic Prin-
ciples of Psychology. James’s ideas concerning the existence of universals
originate from his empiricist theory of knowledge and pragmatism first
explained in the Principles. It occupied his attention throughout his life and
has an integral role in his philosophy as a whole. His position on universals,
though not well known, develops logically based on experience, and provides
cogent perspectives for understanding new concepts. I shall show how his
position somewhat changed, and also why it is applicable for classroom
learning. Finally, one can see that James’s conceptualism is the most useful
theoty of universals and enables us to better understand how people learn
new concepts.

As an adamant empiricist, he argued that conceptualism is the most ap-
propriate theory of universals consistent with the psychology in the Principles.
Yet in his later Pragmatism he briefly suggests nominalism, though it is
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at Jeast some universals in common, but scientists disagree whether or not
they truly exist objectively. This is true for perceptual universals such as
colors and sound as well as other universals. The appearance of permanence,
then, seems to imply a realist theory of universals, but in the “Stream of
Thought” chapter in the Principles, James does not argue from this position.

He also opposes nominalism, which denies the existence of universals
and holds that only particulars exist, e.g. this and that red, denoted by
general words. George Berkeley’s faulty position, referred to as “nominalistic
Platonism”, (which sounds like an oxymoron) denied the existence of abstract
ideas that were held by Locke. James never really argues for nominalism,
contrary to the claims of Charles Pierce. James’s focus on the reality of
particulars does nof necessarily imply nominalism. Moreover, he rejects
Mill’s conceptualism which he says is weak nominalism in disguise, and
argues it is fallacious in order to adopt his own theory of conceptualism.
Here he tells us why. “But Mill and the rest believe that a thought must be
what it means, and mean what it is, and that if it be a picture of an entire
individual, it cannot mean any part of him to the exclusion of the rest. I say
nothing here of the preposterously false descriptive psychology involved in
the statement that the only things we can mentally picture are individuals
completely determinate in all regards.”

ok

James holds that the image, per se, is the least important aspect of thought,
unlike Piaget and Sartre’s theory in The Psychology of the Imagination.
These images of individual persons are not always determinate and fixed
in all their aspects — they may be vague and abstract. However, as Bruner
speculates, consider imagining a friend, Mr. Jones: which Jones would we
picture in our minds? The older or younger — and how would he be dressed
or undressed? He might be 25 and in great health or 70 in poor health. His
appearance may have changed significantly over time, so that any of the
images may be correct, and because of memory lapses, they could all be
incorrect. Jones may change all his physical attributes and still be the same
person. If this kind of concrete proper name noun has difficulties, more
abstract examples will be much more challenging for an imagistic theory
of meaning and learning,* but still useful as this paper shows. Based on my
experience, images are extremely important for learning and remembering
in the long-term future. Words and letters can be imagined for spelling,
and we can also conjure images of familiar concrete nouns from one’s past.
Although they may be fuzzy and unclear, it can be an effective method for
remembering new words, For James, the sheer power to think things and
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become problematic when philosophers and others forget that they are merely
words which do not refer to observable particulars. (See also Hobbes’ Levia-
than.)

Perceptions are primordial, then, but pragmatically, concepts guide our
thinking to enable us to understand new learning situations. When concepts
are sufficiently deepened, they introduce and enliven new values and provide
new knowledge. A youth’s deeper appreciation of art, originally rather vague
and general, when combined with positive personal experiences, motivates
him to become a more sensitive and careful artist and student. As Kant said,
concepts without percepts are empty and abstract, and percepts without con-
cepts are shallow or meaningless. James states that both must work together
like scissors and neither can function alone,

Furthermore, this paper contends that while the experience of particulars
varies greatly, the name itself (red triangle) as a bare concept remains the
same. In reality, this self-sameness may really be nothing in cases in which
even the definition will not be in common among all the languages, If we
disagree on the basic definition, then only the word in various languages
remains and that is merely a linguistic universal without si gnificant semantic
denotation. A triangle is defined as a closed plane figure having three sides
and three angles but this, in itself, cannot describe the variations of trian-

gular shapes, and all the shades of red (or redness) must be imagined. An
equilateral triangle is meant to represent all or any triangles as a general
term. Generally, James rejects the classical empiricist positions because of
their emphasis on mental images which he believes are unnecessary for
learning concepts. From this empirical case, we might consider and compare
the wide disagreement regarding the definition of justice or courage.

Although James does not refer to moral universals,® we can infer that
imagistic thoughts of moral concepts may refer to broader and/or deeper
ambiguous meanings than the specific image. Moreover, James believes it
is possible to fix mental pictures that are fuzzy or indeterminate, A simple
thought experiment confirms that. Picture yourself bravely dodging an on-
coming car without thinking of its name, body shape, street, time of day,
and other particulars. This idea represents the subjective universal virtue of
courage without any real ontological status, existing solely as a shared concept.
When a child witnesses a fire fighter going into a building, she will probably
infer or inferpret this act as courageous, possibly because she heard others
say so. Someone else might not interpret this action as courageous, but
rather simply as a man doing his job. Then she will retain that memory as
an instance of courage, and use and include it in the future in her concept of
this virtue. The moral feeling or emotion is physiologically based like all
emotions, he argues, and bodily feelings are totally necessary for them to
exist. Courage is the overcoming of fear (bodily feeling) and the cognitive
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perception when faced with a frightening event or object. In fact, the em-
piricist’s ‘swarm of ideas’ and their common universals can be translated
into cerebral terms. Interestingly, he consistently identifies mental pro-
cesses with physiological events, a sort of precursor to the Identity Theory
and modern physicalism.

Yet according to James, even moral concepts for which we may not have
a particular emotion, originate from a nascent nerve process that might have
a conscious fringe which would include all possible particulars of the class.
His use of ‘might have’ suggests uncertainty or the possibility that the
psychic fringe does not have a universal meaning. However, James does not
realize that this physiological account cannot adequately explain the origin,
meaning, and use of universals, including the moral kind. Indeed it may be
impossible to hold a general mental image of a moral concept that is totally

indeterminate.

HEER

James’s thought develops closer to realism in his final book. Curiously, he
claims that the conceptual map, framed by the mind, has an independent
existence. “The eternal truths it contains would have to be acknowledged
even were the world of sense annihilated.” His radical position he calls
logical realism which is inconsistent with his conceptualism. This is the
view that eternal truths or universals still exist even without human sense
perception of their objects or referents. It is likely that he was influenced by
his friend, Charles Peirce, who first advocated realism in 1868, then developed
it more fully in his Berkeley review, according to Max Fisch.'’ In the 22
years between this review and the publication of the Principles, it seems
probable that James and Peirce discussed the merits of realism, even if
Peirce was almost silent about it until 1890, according to Fisch. In this way,
James would attempt to develop a bridge between their two philosophies.
Logical realism is true for conceptions and universals, but in Some Prob-
lems of Philosophy, he states that nominalism is consistent with pragmatism,
and true only for objects of perception. In his ontological survey of prag-
matism, Richard Prawat argues that “James was a hard-core nominalist,
evidenced by his assertion that ‘all experience is particular.””"! However,

this assertion definitely does not imply or show that he endorses nominalism.

James read and approved of John Boodin’s interpretation of pragmatism in
Truth and Reality (1911) where nominalism is totally rejected.

We can see that nominalism, in the bald sense of absolute dis-
parateness, would make truth impossible. In such a world there
could be no concepts and no inference, as each particular content
must be taken as unique. Nor is it necessary to go the opposite
extreme, and speak of universals or identities as existing prior to
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.waan_u&.mmmu because this ontological issue is basically unlike James’
major ideas, it is not an idle issue at all and deserves closer understandin .
Ayer Hmmzoow .HEm seeming confusion to simply percepts or rather a set mm.,
sensory @:&Eo@. This set of qualities cannot be everything James refer M
here because it would not explain why he uses such Platonic phrases. S v
commentators will wish to ignore this Platonic (or Kantian?) HEEMUDHQ
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process of perception into a set of defined Emmbm,mEF concepts. Each .
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ceptions, or things intended to be thought about i :
like Plato’s Realm of Ideag. 1 fe! out, stands stiff and immutable,
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This reference to Plato does not necessarily imply that the conception
as a universal is truly eternal, but rather in the sense that the concept white
cannot change into the concept black. Only the objects themselves change
in consciousness as it focuses on a new object. Rather than adopting a
Platonic theory, he argues that concepts and universals are inferior to percepts,
the true primordial ingredients of things. Concepts are as real as percepts,
though they are static and schematic. But pragmatically, it is inconsistent
to hold that eternal truths possess independent objective status because,
arguably, those propositions would also possess an eternal sort of being
and that seems counter-intuitive. “Cats and leopards are felines” is a true
proposition but not ontologically eternal. Yet pragmatism holds that the
meaning of truths is relative to the individual, situation, and practical con-
sequences that follow. This is much closer to James’ thinking than any
Platonic type of truth.

If the truths are eternal, it is in the sense that those concepts are un-
changeable a priori. Yet philosophers must wait on facts, not a priori truths.
However, James never carefully defines this a priori truth or eternal notion
of conception. Richard Gale confirms that he leaves the argument open-
ended and unresolved. “James’s waffling on the realism-nominalism question
is only a special instance of his general waffling about the ontological
status of Platonic abstracta.”'> In an earlier article (1996), Gale refers to
James’s attempt to reconcile his different world-views as Ontological Rela-
tivism which implies that no true final ontology exists; each one is relative
to another but not unified together. This is a misleading term, however,
because James’s change of position does not imply relativism, nor would he

agree that ontologies are equal in truth-value. Gale states, “In fact, James
himself seemed to balk at drawing ontological conclusions from his concept
empiricism in respect to both scientific objects and platonic abstracta. Scat-
tered throughout his writings are remarks that seem to endow them with a
self-subsistent existence... (and on the next page) there are unmistakable
commitments to Platonism.”"®

This is an odd contradiction because a commitment suggests that it is at
minimum a conclusion. If I am committed to a point of view, then I have
concluded (or assert a conclusion) that this belief is likely true. However,
stating belief in a position, such as realism, does not necessarily imply a
commitment to it. James, and other philosophers, can maintain beliefs
without firm commitments, and James was not committed to platonism. A
philosophical commitment implies a strong actual defense, or at least will-
ingness to defend, usually with logical argument. This is distinguished from
the technical semantic sense of the word. Gale also claims that James was a
“full-fledged mystic” in his last two books, 4 Pluralistic Universe and Some
Problems of Philosophy. This peculiar statement, which I think is unsupported,
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Hp Mmhwﬂmwwmm Mm_m s highly (and excessive) analytical approach to James
; Furthermore, James’s pragmatism avoids ontological relativism because
it m:oEmﬁ to show that truth depends on its real consequences in the world
As J. Rosiek .amE_% states, “By putting an emphasis on the oonm@@zmnoom.
of wEEE belief - a position inspired by the success of the scientific modes
of inquiry — m ames avoided advocating both epistemological and method-
Qom_om_ wm_m:SmE. .?EEEQ beliefs are justifiable, but not all beliefs and
HM :Mmﬁ Mwnwwwﬁwmwwww are equal, because their conceivable consequences
. This paper argues, as mentioned, that conceptualist thinking in and out-
side Eo. oﬁmwaooE has more useful and practical consequences than realism
or nominalism. Rosick’s pragmatic approach complements James’s ontolog
Rather .Emz a language-game as Gale suggests, borrowing firom é&mgmmmwm
M—mﬁmm 1s attempting to reconcile at least two separate ontological views
é:n:. was a daunting challenge that he could not finish before his aamEu
Nor did he distinguish between the different types of universals, and E:W
h—mEMm,m final conclusions about universals can only be inferred E his later
WMM@%WMWW@@ that was his intention in the unrevised Some Problems of
However, tentative conclusions from this final work can be stated. James
Qm.mzw mmm:um that this empiricist view holds and that conceptual wzo.ioa e
is H.Eam:Q, 6 the empirical type. Moreover, he states that a circle is m?ﬁmm
a ono_m.u white always white. This meaning is a hare white in name only, bun\:
the s&.:m wall or white papers. All whites differ slightly, as boEEmwma
mb@ painters know, but the name or mere concept ‘white’ HmEmEm Ea_mm:ﬁ
This has mE. ‘eternal’ character. White, in a sense, is forever, like o:oﬂmm.
but perceptions of the color or shape will always change.'® HEE concept
cwooEmm wom._ after it is framed in the mind. If no one has tonno?mawm
cm.EoEE. object X, then it has no concept or universal. but after it is per-
ceived mm<mn.m_ times, the concept gradually develops Eu the mind, is mﬁoﬁ
a name and is remembered. From that point, this particular color “mrm e or
ﬁE\Eom._ relation exists indefinitely into the future. Thus, there éw: Emm S
_uo. the am.m of circle or white somehow even if Eo_,mu were no mwbnmw\:
beings. It is difficult to argue that circle or white exists without a knower
and James does not sufficiently develop his argument in that direction ,E:.mu
Eu_So“%mEm w&BQ&& world without humanity must remain a Eu\mﬂma.\ and
James’s realism possesses a strong epistemological skepticism. mwﬂwmom
mroz.E (and would) question the knowledge or meaning of this logicall
@omm:&w world. The view also seems counter-intuitive in that humanity éoEw
have &aqo.éwm& and not invented circles and color because they would have
always existed. Oddly, this fuzzy view is a kind of cross between concep-

]
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tualism and realism. Bruner disagrees with James on this ontological issue.'”
He argues as a realist would, that prime numbers, animal %momw?. the s:.mﬁw
range of colors, circles and squares are human inventions, not discoveries
and they (categories) do not exist in the environment, but ._6 a@mm. not refer
specifically to universals, and besides, his claim is weak with missing prem-
ises.

James’s Platonic realism is reaffirmed in “The One and The Many”,
where he compares water to the world of sensible facts, and the air to the
world of abstract ideas. These real worlds interact only at their boundary.

We are like fishes swimming in the sea of sense, bounded
above by the superior element, but unable to breathe it pure or
penetrate it. We get our oxygen from it, however, we wocow it
incessantly, now in this part, now in that, and every time we
touch it, we turn back into the water with our course re-determined
and re-energized. The abstract ideas of which the air consists
are indispensable for life...”

James would not easily emerge from this metaphysical swamp, this mvn.im.

However, we can still hold that conceptualism is consistent with empiricism,

as endorsed in the Principles, and is the best theory in that it mxﬁ_m.::m the

most, assuming ontological truths are not merely relative. With his early
conceptualism, one need not succumb to Platonism in any way, nor are

universals excluded from human mental life as nominalism maintains. Fur-

thermore, universals hold a more important permanent status from his realist
perspective. James knew that learning cannot occur é.HEoE concepts, and
universals are basically magnified concepts that are indispensable to thought.
In this way we can more easily understand and apply the basic elements of
human learning. This is a position I am prepared to defend in another paper.
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