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1 Background & Problem 

Categorising objects implies establishing relations 

between objects. One type of relation that must be 

applied to form a category is similarity. Being the 

relational bottleneck of categorisation, similarity can be 

cognised between different conceptual structures that 

objects are involved in. In the realm of feature-based 

categories similarity relations between object-inherent 

properties are at scrutiny. The complementary concept 

are relation-based categories, describing category 

construction based on similarities between relations 

objects entertain with each other. These relations are 

scrutinised with the term ‘thematic relations’ (TR) 

(Estes et al., 2011).  

Importantly, there does not seem to be consensus on 

what types of TR are theoretically and empirically 

sensible to distinguish. While many researchers make 

theoretical distinctions in different subtypes (e. g. Estes 

et al., 2011) many fail to account for these distinctions 

empirically. 

Studies on tool-use, causal perception and social 

thematic roles suggest that a distinction in causal and 

spatiotemporal TR is psychologically 'real' (Rissman & 

Majid, 2019). A type of causal relations scrutinised by 

these studies are so called ‘agent-patient relations’ 

(APR) (e. g. Jonas kisses Till). A relatively recent study 

reports that participants spontaneously categorise 

different APR involving animate objects based on their 

agent-patient structure, suggesting that participants 

'abstract away' from specific APR between agents and 

patients (e. g. A does something to B) (Rissman & 

Lupyan, 2022). 

 

2 Aims 

The current thesis has two aims. First, to contrast and 

integrate different terms describing subtypes of 

spatiotemporal and causal TR into a joint taxonomy. 

This seems necessary, because there are different terms 

describing conceptually identical subtype of TR and 

identical terms describing conceptually different 

subtypes of TR. 

 
Second, to further scrutinise a subtype of TR, it aims at 

testing if an abstract agent-patient structure can be used 

to categorise APR between inanimate objects. Extending 

the scope of objects to which an abstract agent-patient 

structure can be applied as a categorisation rule, informs 

us about the degree of semantic independence of APR. 

 

3 Method 

For the first aim, studies scrutinizing subtypes of TR will 

be surveyed and a taxonomy of TR will be proposed. To 

achieve latter, a computer-based match-to-sample task 

consisting of a learning and a generalisation phase will be 

conducted. 

 

4 Contribution 

Providing a structured overview of different subtypes of 

TR contributes to overcoming terminological 

inconsistencies across studies using the term TR. Testing 

if categorising APR between inanimate objects involves 

drawing on an abstract agent-patient structure, informs us 

about the scope of this structural peculiarity of APR. 
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