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What  d o w e kno w abou t  th e word s w e use ? Th e wor d 
definitio n tas k i s a  productiv e metho d fo r  probin g th e 
structur e o f  semanti c memory .  W e us e i t  t o investigat e wha t 
type s o f  informatio n ar e represente d i n wor d meaning .  Thi s 
topi c ha s recentl y gaine d prominenc e owin g t o on e theor y o f 
category-specifi c  semanti c disorders :  Warringto n an d Shallic e 
(1984 )  argue d tha t  thes e d o no t  aris e becaus e o f  th e 
neurologica l  localizatio n o f  differen t  semanti c categories ,  bu t 
becaus e member s o f  thes e categorie s ar e differentiall y 
represente d i n term s o f  thei r  characteristi c attributes .  Livin g 
thing s depen d primaril y o n perceptua l  information ,  whil e 
nonlivin g thing s depen d primaril y o n functiona l 
information .  Fara h an d McClellan d (1991 )  teste d thi s b y 
examinin g dictionar y definitions .  W e us e a  wor d definido n 
tas k t o examin e directl y h o w w e represen t  wor d meaning . 

Method 

Participants 

11 nativ e Englis h speaker s (ag e rang e 18-37) . 

Materials 

Ten word s from  te n semanti c categorie s coverin g livin g an d 
nonlivin g thing s wer e divide d int o tw o lists .  (Se e Tabl e 1. ) 
O ne participan t  di d bot h lists .  W e als o include d th e 
categorie s o f  bod y part s (whic h th e neuropsychologica l  dat a 
impl y shoul d behav e lik e nonlivin g things) ,  fabrics ,  foods , 
gemstones ,  an d musica l  instrument s (whic h shoul d behav e 
lik e livin g things) . 

Procedure 

Participant s wer e aske d t o defin e eac h wor d a s clearl y a s 
possible .  The y wer e teste d individuall y wit h unlimite d time . 

Scoring 

Thre e judges ,  on e o f  whic h wa s naiv e abou t  th e area , 
checke d th e definitions .  Al l  response s wer e checke d b y a t 
leas t  tw o raters .  Controversia l  item s wer e discusse d unti l 
consensu s wa s reached . 

Results 

Participant s clearl y define d word s usin g othe r  type s o f 
informauo n i n additio n t o perceptua l  (P )  an d functiona l  (F) . 
I n particular ,  taxonomi c (T )  informatio n wa s frequently 

given .  W e use d a  categor y " O "  fo r  informatio n tha t  di d no t 
fal l  int o an y o f  th e othe r  categories .  Tabl e 1  show s th e 
averag e numbe r  o f  instance s o f  thes e pe r  ite m i n eac h 
category ,  an d th e rati o o f  perceptual/functiona l  attributes . 

Table 1: Mean number of mentions of attribute type per 
wor d fo r  eac h semanti c category . 

CATEGORY 
electrical s 
fabric s 
vehicle s 
artifact s 
bod y part s 
instrument s 
gems 
plant s 
anima l 
foo d stuff s 

P 
0.4 3 
0.6 6 
0.7 7 
1.1 3 
I.O l 
1.0 1 
0.8 2 
1.3 4 
1.5 8 
1.5 3 

F 
1.0 6 
0.9 6 
1.0 7 
1.2 4 
0.8 9 
0.4 9 
0.3 5 
0.4 2 
0.2 9 
0.2 3 

T 
1.0 1 
0.8 8 
0.9 3 
0.8 6 
0.7 5 
0.1 1 
0.9 6 
1.0 4 
1.1 8 
1.1 2 

O 
0.4 3 
0.5 1 
0.6 0 
0.1 1 
0.1 5 
0.3 0 
0.6 5 
0.3 3 
0.4 1 
0.5 6 

P/F 
0.4 1 
0.6 9 
0.7 2 
0.9 1 
1.1 3 
2.0 6 
2.3 4 
3.1 9 
5.4 8 
6.6 5 

Participant s usuall y mentione d taxonomi c informatio n first. 
( A curiou s exceptio n t o thi s i s  musica l  instruments. )  A s 
predicted ,  ther e i s a  clea r  divisio n betwee n categorie s rehan t 
on functiona l  informatio n (P/ F <1) ,  comprisin g manmade 
objects ,  an d thos e relian t  o n perceptua l  informatio n (P/F>2) , 
comprisin g livin g thing s an d foods .  O f  mos t  interes t  ar e th e 
intermediat e categories :  bod y parts ,  whic h a s piredicte d 
resembl e artifacts ,  an d bod y parts ,  gems ,  an d instruments , 
whic h ar e clos e t o livin g things .  Clearl y th e categor y o f 
fabric s i s  aberrant .  Ther e wa s n o cortelatio n betwee n 
typicalit y an d th e perceptual-functiona l  featur e ratio . 

The result s provid e furthe r  suppor t  fo r  th e ide a tha t 
representation s o f  livin g an d nonlivin g thing s mak e 
differentia l  us e o f  perceptua l  an d functiona l  information . 
Othe r  categone s an d type s o f  attribut e meri t  furthe r 
invesugation . 
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