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Stil l  L o o k i n g fo r  Structura l  C o m p l e x i t y 

Effect s i n Lexica l  C o n c e p t s 

Roberto G. de Almeida and Jerry A. Fodor 

Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y an d Cente r  fo r  Cognitiv e Scienc e 

Psycholog y Annex ,  Busc h Campus 
Rutger s Universit y 

New Brunswick ,  N J 0890 3 
{almeida,fodor)@ruccs.rutgers.ed u 

The natur e o f  th e rq)resentatio n o f  concept s i s a  majo r  issu e 

i n th e cognitiv e science s arena .  Most ,  i f  no t  all ,  linguisti c 
analyse s o f  lexica l  concept s poin t  t o a  decompositiona l  view , 
base d o n distributiona l  argument s an d cross-linguisti c data . 
Lexical-conceptua l  representation s ar e thu s sai d t o b e 
comple x structure s compose d o f  semanti c primitive s an d t o 
be specifie d a t  som e cognitivel y abstrac t  (o r  linguisticall y 
"deep" )  leve l  o f  representatio n (see ,  e.g. ,  Jackendoff ,  1990) . 
Althoug h thi s ha s bee n a  pervasiv e assumptio n i n th e histor y 
of  linguistics ,  ther e hav e bee n ver y fe w attempt s t o 
investigat e i t  experimentally ;  an d i n al l  o f  them ,  researcher s 
hav e faile d t o provid e suppor t  fo r  th e decompositiona l 
approac h (se e Kintsch ,  1974 ;  Fodor ,  Fodo r  &  Garrett ,  1975 ; 

Fodo r  e t  al. ,  1980 ;  Gergel y &  Bever ,  1986) . 
I n thi s paper ,  w e presen t  ne w dat a an d arriv e a t  a n ol d 

conclusion :  Lexica l  concept s d o no t  sho w smictura l 
complexit y effects .  Th e serie s o f  experiment s reporte d her e 
sho w tha t  th e representatio n o f  causativ e construction s 
appear s t o b e n o mor e comple x tha n "simple "  tt-ansitive 
constructions .  Th e dat a wer e obtaine d wit h a  ne w on-lin e 
techniqu e -maske d primin g o f  a  wor d prob e ( M P W P ) -
whic h wa s teste d t o registe r  othe r  distinction s betwee n 
structura l  representation s o f  classe s o f  verbs . 

I n th e experiment s tha t  employe d th e M P WP technique , 
subject s wer e presente d wit h a  sentence ,  followe d b y a 
forwar d maske d prim e wor d (th e uninflecte d for m o f  th e 
vert) )  an d a  targe t  wor d (th e nou n object )  o n whic h the y 
performe d a  prob e task .  Primin g effect s wer e take n t o revea l 
th e structtira l  distanc e (relatedness )  betwee n subjec t  an d 
direc t  objec t  i n th e underlyin g representatio n o f  th e 
sentences .  Ther e wer e tw o mai n comparison s betwee n 
classe s o f  verb s (se e Fodo r  e t  al ,  1980) .  I n th e Expec t  vs . 
Persuad e comparison ,  reactio n time s t o nou n probe s wer e 
faste r  i n th e Expec t  clas s tha n i n th e Persuad e clas s 

(r[184]=3.77 ,  p<.001) .  I n th e Causativ e vs .  Transitiv e 
comparison ,  however ,  ther e wa s n o significan t  differenc e 
betwee n RT' s t o probe s i n th e tw o type s o f  construction s 
(r[184]=0.884 ,  p=.376) . 

I n a  separat e se t  o f  experiments ,  usin g tw o variant s o f  th e 

"relatednes s intuitions "  paradig m (Levelt ,  1970) ,  w e obuiine d 
effect s simila r  t o thos e obtaine d b y Fodo r  e t  al .  (1980) , 
suggestin g tha t  ou r  result s ar e consisten t  acros s material s an d 
techniques . 

Althoug h th e result s reporte d her e ar e preliminary ,  the y 
sugges t  th e followin g theses ,  discusse d i n th e conclusio n o f 
th e paper :  Lexica l  concept s ar e no t  structurall y comple x 
menta l  entities ;  an d th e compositionalit y o f  menta l 
representation s doe s no t  impl y th e decompositio n o f  lexica l 
concepts .  Finally ,  th e methodologica l  mora l  draw n i n th e 
pape r  i s  tha t  th e linguist' s  distributiona l  argument s în d 
assumption s o n menta l  representation s ough t  t o b e subjec t  t o 
th e sam e constraint s a s thos e impose d i n othe r  empirica l 
cognitiv e sciences .  A n d unde r  th e psycholinguisti c 
experimenta l  par^hemalia ,  lexica l  concept s d o no t  appc u 
t o decompose . 
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