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 Building a Better Bridge   

    SANDRA   WAXMAN    

   An essential developmental task facing infants 
and young children from across the world’s 

communities is to identify key individuals (e.g., 
their family pet, a favorite sippy cup), to form 
 concepts  that capture commonalities among the 
individuals they encounter (e.g., dog, cup), and to 
learn  words  to express them (e.g., “Magic,” “dog,” 
“cup”). Th ere is now considerable evidence that 
even before infants take their fi rst steps, their 
conceptual and linguistic systems are power-
fully linked. What this means is that the concepts 
infants form are shaped not only by the objects 
they encounter and events they witness but also 
by the words that accompany them. 

 Most of the developmental evidence docu-
menting this link between naming and con-
cepts derives from investigations focused on 
categories of  objects  (e.g., dog, animal). More 
recently, researchers have considered the role of 
language in young children’s categorization and 
reasoning about  people . This work, which has 
revealed some intriguing parallels that show-
case the power of language—and naming in 
particular—in the early establishment and use 
of social categories and object categories alike, 
provides a strong initial footing as we begin 
to build a bridge that will bring fundamen-
tal issues in object categorization into serious 
contact with issues in social categorization. At 
the same time, however, it is now apparent that 
the current blueprint for this bridge is far too 
narrow. If we are to build a bridge that is suf-
ficiently strong to describe, predict, and explain 
the development of social categories like those 
based on race, ethnicity, or gender; how these 
are shaped by experience; and how they gain 
inductive force, it is essential that we broaden its 
footings to include infants and young children 
raised in a more diverse set of circumstances 
that reflect more fully the range of human social 
experience.  

  WO R D S  A N D  O B J E C T 
CAT E G O R I E S 
 Th e developmental evidence on naming and 
object categorization reveals that from infancy, 
naming has powerful conceptual consequences 
(see Waxman and Gelman, 2009 for a brief 
review). In the eloquent words of Roger Brown 
(1958), words serve as invitations to form catego-
ries. Recent work reveals that even before they 
begin to produce any words on their own, naming 
facilitates the formation of object categories and 
supports the use of these categories in reasoning 
about objects. For example, Waxman and Markow 
(1995) presented infants with several distinctly 
 diff erent  toy objects (e.g., a dog, a duck, a bird), 
all members of the  same  object category (e.g., ani-
mal). Infants’ ability to detect the category-based 
commonality among these individuals was infl u-
enced powerfully by naming. All infants saw the 
very same sets of objects; for all infants, an experi-
menter called attention to each object as she 
off ered it to the infant. For infants in the No Word 
control condition, she said, “See what I have?” But 
for infants in the Word condition, she introduced 
each object in conjunction with the same novel 
word (e.g., “See the  fauna ?”). Infants in the Word 
condition detected the commonality among the 
distinct individuals; those in the No Word condi-
tion did not. Th is facilitative eff ect of words has 
now been documented in infants as young as 3 
and 6 months of age. 

 Moreover, this “invitation” has considerable 
conceptual force, directing infants’ subsequent 
attention to new objects, even if they have yet to 
be named. In addition, providing a category name 
promotes infants’ and young children’s  use  of that 
category as an inductive base. For example, if they 
discover a new property of one individual (e.g., it 
makes a particular noise when it is shaken), they 
are more likely to expect that this property will 
also be true of another member of the category, 
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if that category has been named (Graham, 
Kilbreath, & Welder, 2004).  

  I M P L I CAT I O N S  F O R  S O C I A L 
CAT E G O R I E S 
 Of course, fundamental cognitive processes 
like categorization and inductive inference are 
not engaged uniquely by  objects.  We also make 
strong and abiding inferences about  people . 
From a developmental perspective, the key ques-
tion is how these social categories develop and 
whether they have the inductive strength to 
guide children’s expectations about the behav-
iors and intentions of others. Th is is especially 
compelling because it is clear that the content of 
our social categories, especially those based on 
race and ethnicity, are not innately given but are 
instead social constructions tuned by experience 
and learning. In fact, although the belief that the 
social world is comprised of distinct  kinds of peo-
ple , partitioned on the basis of race and ethnicity, 
enjoys scant scientifi c support, it is held deeply 
and universally and carries serious consequences: 
Racial and ethnic categories function essentially 
as “natural kinds,” and like other natural kinds, 
they support strong inferences about members 
of those categories, including inferences about 
the capacities, intentions, and behaviors of indi-
viduals that we will never encounter in our direct 
experience. 

 How do these socially constructed social 
categories develop? Does naming promote the 
establishment of social categories and support 
their use, for better or worse, as an inductive 
base? Certainly, this claim has been with respect 
to adults. As Gordon Allport observed, category 
labels “act as shrieking sirens . . . deafening us to 
all fi ner discriminations that we might otherwise 
perceive” (Allport, 1954, p. 179). Although it is 
unlikely that category labels deafen us entirely 
to distinctions among individuals, the power of 
social category names cannot be denied. 

 But what about young children? We know 
that infants and preschool-aged children  notice  a 
range of physical features that will become corre-
lated with social categories (e.g., skin color, hair 
length, native language, type of dress) and use 
these features to distinguish between individuals. 
Importantly, however, there is little evidence that 
they  use  physical features like these to predict the 
behaviors of others—unless social categories are 
highlighted explicitly (Patterson & Bigler, 2006). 

 Th is raises a chorus of crucial questions. How, 
in the natural course of development, do social 
categories like these become highlighted? How 

do children move beyond noticing that individual 
people vary along certain dimensions (e.g., skin 
color, native language, or accent) and begin to 
establish distinct  kinds of people ? How do these 
social categories gain inductive force?  

  WO R D S  A N D  S O C I A L 
CAT E G O R I E S 
 Together with others in the fi eld, I have recently 
begun to address these questions (Waxman, 
2010). To do so, I have adapted a standard cog-
nitive task—the “category-based induction” 
task—to examine how 3- and 4-year-olds estab-
lish categories of  people  and use these categories 
to support inferences about others. In this task, 
an experiment introduces a child to a picture of 
one individual (e.g., a White woman). Children 
complete this task with a range of diff erent indi-
viduals (e.g., a White woman, a Black man, etc.). 
She then teaches the child a novel property of that 
 individual—one that cannot be observed from 
perceptual inspection (e.g., “See this one? Th is 
one loves to play a game called  zaggit” ).  1   We then 
ask how broadly the child is willing to extend that 
property to other individuals. 

 On the one hand, the results are reassuring: 
Children overwhelmingly used the broad cat-
egory  person  as an inductive base. Th ey judged 
that the novel property could be extended equally 
to other people, regardless of their race or gender. 
(Children did not tend to extend the property to 
nonhuman animals or artifacts.) Th is tells us that 
in the absence of evidence to do otherwise, pre-
schoolers use the broad category  people  to guide 
their expectations about the behaviors and dispo-
sitions of others. 

 But how do children begin to partition this 
broad and inductively rich category into dis-
tinct  kinds of people?  Here, we found a power-
ful role for naming: Providing a novel category 
name for the target individual highlighted that 
individual’s membership within a distinct  kind 
of person  (based on race or gender) and licensed 
the use of that  kind of person  as an inductive base 
when reasoning about the preferences of others. 
More specifi cally, we found that if we introduced 
the target individual (e.g., a White woman) as a 
member of a named social category (e.g., “Th is 

  1   We introduced novel properties because if we had 
introduced familiar properties (e.g., likes to eat  ice 
cream ), children’s performance might very well have 
been infl uenced by their existing expectations and 
observations (e.g., that most people, and even some non-
human animals, like to eat ice cream).  
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 If our goal is to build a bridge that is suffi  -
ciently strong to describe, predict, and explain the 
origins of social categories like race and ethnicity, 
how these are shaped by experience, and how they 
gain inductive force, we must consider the devel-
opmental trajectories of infants and young chil-
dren raised in a more diverse set of circumstances 
that refl ect more fully the range of human social 
experience. Th erefore, in what follows, I outline 
several issues that underscore the importance of 
broadening the empirical base.  

  C H I L D R E N  W H O  A R E 
M E M B E R S  O F  M I N O R I T Y 
G R O U P S  M AY  E S TA B L I S H 
C AT E G O R I E S  BA S E D  O N 
R AC E  O R  E T H N I C I T Y  E A R L I E R 
T H A N  T H O S E  F R O M  T H E 
M A J O R I T Y 
 Th e existing evidence suggests that social catego-
ries based on race and ethnicity may emerge later 
than those based on gender (Rhodes & Gelman, 
2009; Waxman, 2010). However, this develop-
mental pattern may be a consequence of the fact 
that the developmental evidence thus far involves 
predominantly members of the majority culture. 
It is quite plausible that, by dint of their experi-
ence, children from minority groups will estab-
lish racial and ethnic categories earlier than their 
majority-culture counterparts, especially because 
the contrast (both implicit and explicit) between 
their own in-group and the majority is likely more 
tangible, and the consequences of category mem-
bership more apparent.  

  VA R I AT I O N S  I N  E X P E R I E N C E 
M AY  M AT T E R  M O R E  I N 
CA RV I N G  O U T  S O C I A L 
CAT E G O R I E S  BA S E D  O N 
R AC E  A N D  E T H N I C I T Y  T H A N 
T H O S E  BA S E D  O N  G E N D E R 
 Across cultures, categories based on race, ethnic-
ity, and gender are tenaciously held and read-
ily imbued with inductive force. But variations 
in experience may matter more for racial and 
ethnic categories than for gender categories. In 
contrast to the convergence in gender categori-
zation across cultures (male vs. female), there is 
considerable variation in the particular racial and 
ethnic categories identifi ed within a culture, and 
variation in the criteria for membership in those 
categories. For example, the “one-drop rule” was 
accepted as the criterion for classifying an indi-
vidual as African American in some—but not 
all—US states; the federal criterion for classifying 

one is a  Wayshan ”),  2   they no longer extended the 
property (e.g., “loves to play a game called  zaggit ”) 
equally across all people. Instead, they were now 
 more likely  to extend it to other individuals from 
the same social category (either race or gender) 
as the target individual. Importantly, although in 
this task  only  the target individual was named, 
although the novel name was applied only to a 
single individual (the target), the infl uence of this 
name extended beyond that individual. It guided 
children’s expectations of other—and unnamed—
individuals presented at test. 

 What this suggests is that naming is instrumen-
tal in the establishment and use of social catego-
ries (e.g., Diesendruck & HaLevi, 2006; Patterson 
& Bigler, 2006; Rhodes & Gelman, 2009). Naming 
supports the belief that social categories are natu-
ral kinds, and that individual members of these 
kinds have commonalities that surpass our direct 
observation.  

  B U I L D I N G  T H E  B R I D G E 
 Th is work, together with other work in this vol-
ume, reveals fundamental parallels underlying 
the establishment of  kinds of objects  and  kinds of 
people . In particular, category naming appears 
to provide key structural support for connect-
ing the rich research traditions in our catego-
rization and reasoning about  objects  and about 
 people . However, the bridge is still shaky, not only 
because construction has only recently begun but, 
more important, because its grounding is precipi-
tously narrow. Aft er all, the social categories that 
we form, and the inductive potential that these 
categories ultimately hold, are highly infl ected by 
our experience with members of our own social 
group and others. Th is includes our direct interac-
tions, observed interactions, and the information 
that we glean from the comments and behaviors 
of others. Because the breadth of social experi-
ences available within diff erent communities var-
ies widely, and because the social categories we 
form are shaped by this kind of experience, it is 
surprising to fi nd that with only a few notewor-
thy exceptions, the bridge that we are currently 
building rests predominantly upon evidence from 
White children raised by White, middle-class 
parents in predominantly White, urban, Western 
communities. 

  2   We introduced novel words (e.g., “Wayshan”) because, 
by defi nition, these have no a priori meaning for the 
child and therefore permit us to examine the eff ects of 
naming, independent of any potential confounds related 
to their familiarity with known social category names.  
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membership in a racial minority? For example, 
do Native American children in the United States 
initially make a binary distinction (native or non-
native), or do they initially carve out more specifi c 
groupings among nonnative individuals? Also at 
issue is whether children, like adults, make fi ner 
partitions within their “own” social category than 
in others. Such distinctions are, of course, shaped 
by experience. For example, in New York City, and 
particularly in the Black community, a distinc-
tion is drawn between Blacks of African versus 
Caribbean descent, but this distinction is barely 
noticed in most White communities. Th is raises 
the question of how factors such as native lan-
guage, dialect, or behavioral practices contribute 
to the establishment of such distinctions.  

  H OW  D O  C H I L D R E N 
I N T E G R AT E  T H E  R A N G E 
O F  C O R R E L AT E D 
C H A R AC T E R I S T I C S  T H AT 
C O N S T I T U T E  S O C I A L 
CAT E G O RY  M E M B E R S H I P ? 
 Researchers have tended to focus on a single 
physical feature (e.g., skin color, native language). 
Infants become sensitive to features like these 
early, and their sensitivity is tuned by their expe-
rience (Kinzler, Shutts, Dejesus, & Spelke, 2009; 
Sangrigoli & de Schonen, 2004). But although 
physical features like these may serve as entry 
points, the racial and ethnic categories that we 
ultimately form tend not to be reduced to such 
features alone. Instead, in the natural course of 
social experience, variations in physical features, 
coupled with variation in native language, dialect 
or speech register, and cultural practices, are all 
part and parcel of the “diversity” experience. How 
do these come together as children carve out dis-
tinct  kinds of people  and their valences?  

  H OW  D O  W E  D E C I D E  W H I C H 
CAT E G O RY  S E RV E S  A S  T H E 
A P P R O P R I AT E  I N D U C T I V E 
BA S E ? 
 If any individual is a member of many social cate-
gories (e.g., woman, African American, physician, 
grandmother), then how do we determine the 
range of extension for a given property applied to 
a given individual? Th e answer will likely depend 
upon the property in question, the social category 
in question, and the child’s experiences with a 
range of social groups. 

 In closing, the object categories and social cat-
egories that children carve out, and the inductive 
power with which they are imbued, are shaped 

an individual as a Menominee Indian is currently 
25% Menominee blood ancestry. 

 From a developmental perspective, gender-
based distinctions may emerge early for several dif-
ferent  kinds  of reasons. First, consider experience. 
With rare exception, infants and young children 
observe and interact with both males and females 
on a daily basis. But their exposure to members 
of distinct racial and ethnic groups varies widely. 
Some children grow up with little or no fi rsthand 
exposure to members of racial or ethnic groups 
other than their own. Others are raised in more 
diverse communities; in some diverse communi-
ties, individuals from diff erent racial groups par-
ticipate jointly in the social milieu, but in others, 
children are exposed to individuals from diff erent 
racial groups within the context of sharply segre-
gated communities. Th is variation in experience 
is likely to have signifi cant impact on the social 
categories children carve out and the valence that 
these will hold. 

 Second, at least some of the consequences 
of gender category assignment are quite explicit 
(e.g., gender-specifi c initiations in traditional cul-
tures; gender-specifi c restrooms, toys, clothing, 
and behavioral norms in the Western industrial-
ized world). Th ird, there are cognitive factors that 
favor the acquisition of binary distinctions (like 
gender) over graded distinctions (like race and 
ethnicity) within categories. Finally, we name the 
gender-based categories ubiquitously in the input 
to young children, mentioning gender categories 
like “boy” and “girl” more explicitly—and less self-
consciously—than racial- or ethnic-based distinc-
tions. For example, teachers typically address their 
classrooms using gender names (“Boys and girls, 
I want you line up quietly for gym”). In contrast, 
there is a clear prohibition against invoking racial 
or ethnic names in such circumstances (“Whites, 
Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians, please settle down”). 
Th e same is true in addressing adults (e.g., “Men 
and women of the Class of 2013”).  

  W H AT  I S  T H E  S C O P E  O F 
C H I L D R E N ’ S  I N I T I A L  R AC I A L 
A N D  E T H N I C  CAT E G O R I E S , 
A N D  H OW  A R E  T H E S E  S H A P E D 
B Y  E X P E R I E N C E ? 
 Do children initially make a binary partition, 
distinguishing their own “in-group” from all oth-
ers? For example, do White children use “non-
White” as an inductive base, grouping together 
individuals that are Black, Hispanic, Asian, or 
Native American, or do they carve out more spe-
cifi c categories? How is this process mediated by 
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not only by the diversity of objects and people 
that they observe but by how these are marked in 
their language. Th is fi nding, coupled with other 
work reported in this volume, begins to connect 
decades of work in cognitive and social develop-
ment. But the bridge that we are now building is 
precarious: It rests on far too narrow an empiri-
cal base. To advance our theories of development 
and to promote positive social and educational 
outcomes for children growing up in the diverse 
kinds of social environments that constitute the 
human experience, we must now revise the blue-
print to rest upon a broader set of footings.  

     R E F E R E N C E S 
 Allport, G. (1954).  Th e nature of prejudice .  Reading, 

MA :  Addison-Wesley . 
 Brown, R. (1958).  Words and things .  Glenview, IL : 

 Free Press . 
 Diesendruck, G., & HaLevi, H. (2006).  Th e role of lan-

guage, appearance, and culture in children’s social 
category-based induction .  Child Development ,  77 , 
 539–553 . 

 Graham, S. A., Kilbreath, C. S., & Welder, A. N. (2004). 
 Th irteen-month-olds rely on shared labels and 
shape similarity for inductive inferences .  Child 
Development ,  75 ,  409–427 . 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRSTPROOFS, Wed Dec 26 2012, NEWGEN

53_Banaji_Ch5.8.indd   29653_Banaji_Ch5.8.indd   296 12/27/2012   7:29:44 PM12/27/2012   7:29:44 PM



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.10000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.10000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




