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Im agining the Im possible

Jam esA .Ham pton ham pton@ city acuk) and A lan G reen

D epartm entof Psychology, C ity University,
N ortham pton Square, London EC1V OHB ,UK

Zachary Estes (zaestes® princeton edu)

D epartm entof Psychology, Princeton U niversity
Princeton, N J08544-1010,USA

Resarrh on conosptual combiation has ollowed two
main paths. One has examined the mmpresmtation of
boial conimctons of conospts, such as A FBH THAT B
ALSO A PET. The Attrbute Theriance model posits that
conpint concspts will mherit attributes  that are necessary
for or slint ) eiher of the parent conospts, and will
not Inherit attributes that are mmpossble for ether of the
parent concepts Hampton, 1987, 1997). The other path
has aonsidered the process of combinihg nonconjmctive
aonospts, such as ZEBRA CLaM . The Algmment model
chins that concsptual combihatin entails an algmment
and comparisn of conosptual swictres W oisiew skd,
1996). The ain of the cunent studies was o bridge these
two paths by testing whether the algnment and
comparson processes odarily ussd 1 nonconjmnctive
combiatin might be the mechanism by which atirbute
Therance ocours T conjmctive com bination asw ell.

W ih most conjmctve combiatms, the necessary and
Inpossblke attributes of cne constduient concspt tend © be
com patlbble wih the necessary and inpossble attributes of
the other conospt, thus producihg a comprhensble
combiatin. Because of this compatoility, unforimately,
such aonjnctions do not provide clear evidence etther for
or aganst the use of algment n attrbute inheriance.
That is,  is unclkar whether the atirbutes are sinply
Theried by the conjmction, or whether the conospts must
firstundergo alignm entand com parison processes.

One way that algnment and comparson cen be
dbserved I attrbute inherence s © presnt conospts
that are compatble I mmporant meEgpects. W here an
attribute is necessary for one concspt 1 a conjnction but
npossbke for the other, i algmment and comparison
ocaur, then the hoompatbilty swuld be detected and
somehow eolved. I alignment does not ocour, then the
hoompatbilty nesd not be deteced. Thus, we asked
participants t© inaghe the mmpossble- that is, ©
anjmnctvely combiie conopts that ae o malty
disjimctive €g.,A COM PUTER W HICH ISALSO A TEACUP).

Study 1
Students were asked t inaghe 9 amjmctons eg. A
FRUIlT WHITH 1 ALSO FURNIIURE) ad to descrioe them 1
words or picres. Analysis of the solutions suggested two
mah findings. Fist, conospts tended © be hgentbted at
the basic Evel €g. BANANA for FRUIT, COUCH for
FURNITIURE). And mor inporently, there was stong

evidence for algmment and comparisn 1 conjmctve
combiation. Specifically, the conospts were algned  eg.,
the skin of the banana was algned wih the coverig of
the couch), amflictng atidoutes were Dentdfied €g.,
bananas 1ot, couches should not), and emegent attributes
were ansmiced  oder o eolhe those anflicts eg.,
genetically modified benanas that do not mf. Thus,
algm ent did indeed agppesr to be the process by which
attrbutesw ere inheried in conosptaonjmcton.

Study 2

Given that superordiate classes mpose fewer constants
on htepreation then do basic vel conospts, one m ght
expect gmser sucess at conpiig aperodiate
ancepts then basic vel aoncspts. On the other hand,
Superordinate aoncepts End not © be alignablke wih one
another. I alignment is necessary Hr conospt conjmction,
then superordinates should higead be difficult to conpin
M atkman and W imiewski, 1997). Study 2 Idependently
maniulbted whether the modifier and heed concspts 1 a
anjnctve combiation were basic €g. BANANA) or
sperordinge  €g. FRUT). Soltons were med by
Idependent judges for ther success 1 tEms of
aonjnctive hterpre@aton. Rated success of solutions did
not differ betwesn ocondibins, suggesting that any
avantege superodiates may have had by way of less
anstaits was offset by their dissdvantage of beng less
algnebke as well Acwoss both experiments, then, there
was evidence that atrbute inhertence i concspt
conjmnction ocours va alignm entand com parison.
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