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Introductio n 

Research on categories and knowledge structures has stressed 
perceptua l  similarit y a s a  majo r  principl e fo r  categorization , 
challenge d b y theory-base d approaches .  Thi s debat e mainl y 
concern s th e visuall y perceive d worl d fo r  whic h thing s hav e 
names.  Th e les s explore d olfactiv e domai n (Richardso n & 
Zucco ,  1989 )  seem s rathe r  wel l  suite d fo r  th e investigatio n 
of  whethe r  th e dat a obtaine d fro m th e visua l  modalit y ar e 
specifi c  t o tha t  modality . 

Experiments 

4 pilo t  experiment s wer e ru n i n orde r  t o explor e thi s 
questio n :  a  fre e sortin g tas k o f  1 6 odorant s (ever y da y lif e 
aroma) ,  tw o identificatio n tasks ,  an d judgement s o n 
different s dimension s fo r  odor s (intensity ,  pleasantness , 
dangerousness) .  Th e fre e sortin g tas k establishe d tha t  odors , 
as visua l  objects ,  ar e structure d int o categorie s whic h ar e 
stabl e acros s subjects ,  an d wit h typicalit y gradients . 
Thi s las t  resul t  i s  furthe r  confirme d b y dat a fro m th e 
identificatio n task s o f  smell s i n whic h fo r  ex .  "lemon "  i s 
more accuratel y identifie d tha n "orange" ,  thi s ite m bein g a 
prototyp e candidat e fo r  th e "fruity "  an d "sweet "  clas s o f 
smells .  However ,  a  mai n differenc e betwee n odor s an d visua l 
object s relie s i n th e principle s o f  categorizatio n :  i f 
similarit y account s fo r  categor y structure s o f  visua l  objects , 
pleasantnes s an d pragmati c factor s o f  huma n activitie s see m 
more adequat e fo r  odors . 

The experimen t  presente d a t  th e poste r  sessio n a t  th e 
presen t  meetin g (Burne t  e t  al. ,  1997 )  wa s precisel y designe d 
i n orde r  t o evaluat e whethe r  decisio n time s fo r  pleasantnes s 
judgment s wer e rathe r  simila r  t o earl y lo w leve l  (perceptual ) 
judgment s o f  intensit y o r  t o lat e hig h leve l  (semantic )  one s 
suc h a s judgment s o f  "dangerousness" ,  whic h rel y o n th e 
previou s identificatio n o f  th e odo r  source .  Intensit y 
judgment s ar e significantl y faste r  tha n bot h hedonis m an d 
dange r  ones .  Analyse s o f  deviation s fro m th e mean s sho w 
tha t  wherea s intensit y judgment s ar e ver y homogeneous , 
dange r  an d hedonis m distribution s ar e no t  unimodal .  Thes e 
dat a confir m tha t  intensit y judgment s rel y o n fas t  processes , 
wherea s hedonis m a s wel l  a s dange r  judgment s ar e 
heterogeneou s decisio n processe s involving ,  acros s subjects , 
eithe r  fas t  (perceptual? )  decision s o r  lat e (semantic? )  ones . 

C o n c l u s i o n 

Result s fro m th e 4  task s sugges t  tha t  odor s m a y b e 
categorize d an d identifie d i n a  stabl e an d accurat e manner , 
acros s subjects ,  a t  th e cognitiv e level ,  i n a  wa y tha t  fit  a 
prototypica l  vie w o f  cognitiv e categories ,  a s conceive d fo r 
visua l  objects .  However ,  i f  visua l  object s ar e processe d a s 
"standin g ou t  there" ,  odor s ar e mor e closel y structure d a s 
effect s o n th e subjects ,  a s i t  i s  als o reveale d b y a  linguisti c 
analysi s o f  corpor a (Davi d e t  al ,  i n press) . 

At  th e linguisti c level ,  th e hig h variabilit y  i n namin g an d 
th e us e o f  a  numbe r  o f  linguisti c device s t o tal k abou t  odor s 
contras t  wit h th e previou s agreemen t  i n cognitiv e tasks . 
Suc h a  "misfit "  betwee n stabl e cognitiv e categorie s an d 
variabl e namin g fo r  odors ,  a t  leas t  i n Indo-Europea n 
languages ,  call s fo r  reconsiderin g th e semanti c theor y o f 
object-nam e mappin g elaborate d fo r  visua l  objects ,  an d 
therefor e th e to o simpl e dichotom y o f  "perceptual "  v s 
"semantic-verbal "  processing ,  a s developpe d i n vision .  Odor s 
convinc e u s tha t  a  stric t  conceptio n o f  languag e a s a 
nomenclatur e i s  no t  relevan t  fo r  an y typ e o f  cognitiv e 
objects .  Namin g doe s no t  exclusivel y resul t  fro m th e 
associatio n betwee n a  nam e an d a  cognitiv e representatio n o f 
an objec t  i n th e worl d bu t  als o fro m negotiatin g a  "label " 
withi n a  grou p i n orde r  t o construc t  th e reference .  Example s 
of  culture s an d language s tha t  d o hav e odo r  names ,  suc h a s 
africa n language s a s wel l  a s perfumer s an d oenologue s 
terminologie s confir m tha t  lexica l  meanin g i s no t  onl y 
give n b y referrin g bu t  als o b y establishin g a  share d contract . 
I n short ,  th e mappin g hypothesi s ha s t o b e reconsidere d an d 
th e comple x interaction s betwee n symboli c (collective )  an d 
perceptua l  (individual )  constraint s o n th e constructio n o f 
cognitiv e categorie s hav e t o b e explore d further . 
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