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Figure 1: The chararcteristic-feature concept of
ISLAND of a 4-year-old

is a basic form of a characteristic-features concept, and since it relies on an
integration of characteristic features into a pattern, we can easily account for
the typicality effects observed for certain concepts.

In the further ontogeny, a child learns to separate some characteristic fea-
tures like relational affordances (e. g. the possibility of taking part in sports)
from typical properties of the object, like hotels, beaches, palm trees and
being surrounded by water. This is represented by the relational affordances
listed on the left hand side, while the objective properties are drawn on the
right hand side (see below). The transformation takes place by enriching the
information with a more detailed hierarchy of interdependent properties, as
well as a specific way of highlighting the relevant characteristic features, in
this case the properties of the object, by inhibiting the relational affordances.
This process continues until we reach a definitional understanding, if the
same associated package of information is organized such that the only char-
acteristic feature that counts is the descriptive information »being a piece of
land completely surrounded by water.« Thus, the transformation process of
concepts related to the same word from characteristic to defining features
can only be adequately described if we account for two factors involved:
the associated information combined with the word, and a handling system
(operating system) which restructures the information by highlighting some
features and inhibiting others, thereby constituting a specific organization of
the relevant information that constitutes a new type of concept.
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Figure 2: The definitional concept of ISLAND after the
reorganization

7. Further challenges for the proposal of concepts
as mental files: Abstract concepts, natural kind

concepts and the flexible use of concepts

Concerning the development of mental files, we have already mentioned that
infants start by representing perceptual information associatively. When they
learn a natural language, they learn to structure this information and to com-
bine it with (at least minimally) complex inferential roles, in relation to other
words and sentences. These inferential roles when combined with a word are
the main characteristic of descriptive information associated with the word.25

If we want to highlight the different roles of perceptual information (PI) and
descriptive information (DI) in a mental file, we can characterize the mental
file as having the same associative informational basis, while the handling
system produces a different template, activated on the basis of the associated
information: one template focuses on the cluster of perceptual information
as the individuating part, while the other focuses on an descriptive element as
the individuating part. Given this perspective, it makes an essential difference
whether the concept is determined by features of the perceptual information
or features of the descriptive information. Furthermore, if we presuppose
that mental files are usually anchored in the world, i. e. they are related to
objects, properties etc., we can also account for natural kind concepts. The
following presentation of the concept ISLAND as a mental file includes all
three components which can be chosen by a handling system to become

25 It is important to remember that the introduction of descriptive information does not simply
correspond to a change of format, as in the stronger reading of Dretske discussed in section 2.












