
188  Cognitive Psychology In and Out of the Laboratory  	

concepts are represented and structured. Each provides a different answer to the ques-
tion “What information do we have when we have a particular concept?” Therefore, 
each proposal will have different implications for the question of how concepts are 
formed, acquired, or learned.

THE CLASSICAL VIEW OF CONCEPTS AND CATEGORIZATION

The classical view of concepts, which dates back to Aristotle, was the dominant view in 
psychology up until the 1970s (Smith & Medin, 1981). This proposal is organized around 
the belief that all examples or instances of a concept share fundamental characteristics, 
or features (Medin, 1989). In particular, the classical view of concepts holds that the 

features represented are individually necessary and collectively sufficient. To say a 
feature is individually necessary is to say that each example must have the feature 
if it is to be regarded as a member of the concept. For example, “has three sides” is 
a necessary feature of the concept triangle; things that do not have three sides are 
automatically disqualified from being triangles. To say that a set of features is col-
lectively sufficient is to say that anything with each feature in the set is automati-
cally an instance of the concept. For example, the set of features “has three sides” 
and “closed geometric figure” is sufficient to specify a triangle; anything that has 
both is a triangle. Table 8.1 presents some other examples of sets of features or 
concepts that are individually necessary and collectively sufficient.

The classical view of concepts has several implications. First, it assumes that con-
cepts mentally represent lists of features. That is, concepts are not representations of 
specific examples but rather abstractions containing information about properties 
and characteristics that all examples must have. Second, it assumes that member-
ship in a category is clear-cut; either something has all the necessary and sufficient 
features (in which case it is a member of the category) or it lacks one or more of 

the features (in which case it is not a member). Third, it implies that all members within a 
category are created equal; that is, there is no such thing as a “better” or “worse” triangle.

Work by Eleanor Rosch and colleagues (Rosch, 1973; Rosch & Mervis, 1975) con-
fronted and severely weakened the attraction of the classical view. Rosch found that 
people judged different members of a category as varying in “goodness.” For instance, 
most people in North America consider a robin or sparrow a very good example of a 
bird but find other examples, such as chickens, penguins, and ostriches, not as good. 
Notice the problem this result presents for the classical view of concepts. The classical 
view holds that membership in a category is all or none; either an instance (such as 
robin or ostrich) belongs to a category or it doesn’t. This view has no way to explain 
people’s intuitions that some birds are “birdier” than others.

People’s judgments of typicality, the “goodness” of the instance in the category, were 
later shown to predict several aspects of their performance on different tasks. We saw 
earlier in the chapter that participants in a sentence verification task were faster to 
respond (true or false) to a sentence such as “A robin is a bird” than to a sentence such 
as “A chicken is a bird” (McCloskey & Glucksberg, 1978; Rosch, 1973; E. E. Smith, 
Shoben, & Rips, 1974). Asked to list instances of a concept, people were more likely to 
list typical than atypical instances (Mervis, Catlin, & Rosch, 1976). In semantic prim-
ing studies, highly typical instances often led to better priming (Rosch & Mervis, 1975; 
Rosch, Simpson, & Miller, 1976).

These results are not easily explained within a classical framework. In addition, other 
studies cast doubt on the idea that people typically store and refer to a list of necessary 

 Table 8.1: Examples of Concepts and 
Their Features

Concept Features

Bachelor Male
Adult
Unmarried
Human

Even number Integer
Divisible by 2

Triangle Planar figure
Closed geometric figure
Three-sided


