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A.rnong our most fundamental capacities are those that
allow us to perceive, categorize and name objects. As adults,
we easily perceive both familiar and novel objects as three-
dimensional entities with structure, we can usually assign
even novel objects to their rough categories (artifact, ani-
mal, plant, etc.) and the names for such objects occupy a
considerable portion of our active vocabulary. Infants also
possess knowledge of objects', they can sort objects into cat-
egories such as animal and vehicle?, and some of the earliest
words in the young child’s vocabulary are names for things.
The latter capacity is species-specific: only young humans
learn names for objects rapidly and easily during the first
few years, and readily generalize these learned names to
other objects that are relevantly similar®,

Despite the ease with which infants and toddlers learn
names for things, the nature of the representations underly-
ing object names is complex and not completely under-
stood. All investigators agree that we generalize object
names to new instances on the basis of some kind of simi-
larity; yet, there is much debate about the nature of this
similarity. What is it that holds things together and affords
a set of objects some coherence under a category name?

A broad division between types of similarity is captured
by Quine’s* distinction between ‘intuitive’ and ‘theoretical’
similarity. The first is a type of similarity that is easily ap-
parent and engages perceptual systems that provide us with
information about shape, size, color, etc. The second is a
type of similarity that engages explanatory and/or theoreti-
cal concepts in evaluating even fundamental perceptual
properties such as size, shape and texture. To illustrate this

distinction, Quine gives the example of the marsupial
mouse: by intuitive standards, this animal would be

grouped with the ordinary mouse because the two look
alike; but by theoretical standards, the marsupial mouse
would be grouped with kangaroos and opposums (and
not the ordinary mouse). The different groupings of the
marsupial mouse depend on evaluating its properties using
different metrics.

Which kind of similarity best captures our represen-
tations of object names? The answer may differ, depending
on both task and maturity. In general, recent investigations
have confirmed that conceptual or explanatory context does
play an important role in people’s categorization of named
objects’. For example, Rips® asked adults to imagine a
round object whose size was just halfway between the largest
example of an American quarter and the smallest example of
a pizza. Then he asked them to judge the likelihood of it
being a quarter or a pizza. People judged it more likely to be
a pizza, presumably because they know that monetary sys-
tems do not permit a range in the sizes of a single value coin;
in contrast, there is no such constraint on the sizes of pizzas.
Among preschool-aged children, Keil” has shown a similar
pattern, that is, strong effects of knowledge of higher-level
categories on inferences about individual exemplars.
Preschool-aged children were shown an ambiguously drawn
object and heard it described either as ‘my hyrax — it is a
kind of animal’ or ‘my hyrax — it is a kind of rock’. In the
first case, the children generalized the term ‘hyrax’ to ob-
jects of the same shape, regardless of their surface texture or
color. In the second case, children generalized the term to
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