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The prototype view does a very good job of explaining why 
certain members of a category are seen as more typical than 
others. It also explains why people have a hard time in provid-
ing strict definitions of their concepts; strict definitions do not 
exist. Finally, the prototype view can explain why some clas-
sifications are especially easy to make and others are unclear. 
Take tomatoes, which some people classify as a vegetable and 
others classify as a fruit. Tomatoes are often eaten with other 
vegetables instead of with other fruits, and they share some 
similarities with other vegetables. However, to a biologist,
tomatoes are a fruit because they develop from the flower of 
the plant (technically, the pistil). Vegetables, in contrast, are 
any nonreproductive parts of a plant such as the stem and root. 
The prototype view explains the ambiguity of tomatoes: They 
share features with both vegetables (leading to classification as 
a vegetable) and fruits (leading to classification as a fruit).

 For one thing, it fails to cap-
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, which sets constraints or 
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1975; Rosch, Mervis, et al.,
1976) have argued that some constraints around different categories come from 
the environment itself. Having wings and being able to fly, for example, tend to  
co-occur, often in those things we call birds (but also in airplanes, butterflies, and 
insects). Boundaries between categories, then, come not just from us as cognitive pro-
cessors of information but also from our knowledge of the way the world works; cer-
tain patterns of attributes or features occur in the world, and others don’t (Komatsu, 
1992; Neisser, 1987). People’s main job in categorizing, then, is to pick up information 
about the world’s regularities, not to impose arbitrary groupings as the classical view 
might imply. (The idea of “picking up information” about the world might remind the 
alert student of Gibsonian theories of perception discussed in Chapter 3.)

A second problem for the prototype view has to do with typicality ratings. Barsalou 
(1985, 1987) and Roth and Shoben (1983) showed that the typicality of an instance 
depends to some extent on context. So although a robin may be seen as a typical bird 
in the context of birds you see in the neighborhood, it is atypical of birds you see in 
a barnyard. These findings contrast with the idea that a member of a category has a 
certain level of typicality. Instead, typicality apparently varies with the context in which 
the concept is being considered.

Studies by Armstrong, Gleitman, and Gleitman (1983) demonstrated additional prob-
lems with typicality ratings. In these studies, the investigators asked participants to rate 
the typicality of instances of both natural concepts (such as “vehicle” and “fruit”), previ-
ously studied by Rosch and her colleagues, and of well-defined concepts (such as “even 
number,” “female,” and “geometric figure”). Armstrong et al. found that participants
happily rated the typicality of members of well-defined categories, generally agreeing
that 3 is a more typical odd number than 57, for example. The same participants also 

 Photo 8.2: Although very 
different in appearance, this 
harlequin Great Dane and 
Chihuahua both are classified 
as dogs.
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