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features when judging category membership. McCloskey and Glucksberg (1978) gave 
participants a list of items and asked them to judge whether the items belonged to 
certain categories (e.g., “Does ‘chair’ belong to the category ‘furniture’?”). The clas-
sical view would predict very strong agreement across people, but McCloskey and 
Glucksberg’s participants in fact disagreed considerably on atypical instances (e.g., 
“Do ‘bookends’ belong to the category ‘furniture’?”). In fact, participants were often 
inconsistent in their own responses in different sessions. This result argued especially 
strongly against the classical assumption that categories have clearly defined boundar-
ies. Finally, even when given specific instructions to do so, most people cannot gener-
ate lists of features that are individually necessary and collectively sufficient to specify 
membership in a category (Ashcraft, 1978; Rosch & Mervis, 1975).

THE PROTOTYPE VIEW OF CONCEPTS AND CATEGORIZATION

A second theoretical view of the nature of concepts, known as the prototype view, was 
proposed during the 1970s. The prototype view of concepts denies the existence of  
necessary-and-sufficient feature lists (except for a limited number of concepts such 
as mathematical ones), instead regarding concepts as a different sort of abstraction 
(Medin & Smith, 1984). Like perceptual researchers (see Chapter 3), conceptual 
researchers believe in the existence of mental prototypes, idealized representations of 
some class of objects or events. Specifically, researchers studying the prototype view of 
concepts hold that prototypes of con-
cepts include features or aspects that 
are characteristic—that is, typical—of 
members of the category rather than 
necessary and sufficient. No individ-
ual feature or aspect (except very triv-
ial ones such as “is an object”) needs 
to be present in the instance for it to 
count as a member of the category, 
but the more characteristic features 
or aspects an instance has, the more 
likely it is to be regarded as a member 
of the category.

The prototype view of concepts and 
categories often refers to the family 
resemblance structure of concepts 
(Wittgenstein, 1953), a structure in 
which each member has a number of 
features, sharing different features 
with different members. Few, if any, 
features are shared by every single 
member of the category; however, 
the more features a member pos-
sesses, the more typical it is. Figure 
8.6 provides an example of family 
resemblance. Note that the Smith 
brothers (modeled after the men on 
Smith Bros. cough drop boxes) have 
several shared features: light hair, 
bushy mustaches, large ears, and 

 Figure 8.6: An example of family resemblance.
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