
UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 
Society

Title
Does Function Provide a Core for Artifact Concepts?

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6j76b6z2

Journal
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 11(0)

Authors
Malt, Barbara C.
Johnson, Eric C.

Publication Date
1989
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6j76b6z2
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


D o e s F u n c t i o n P r o v i d e a  C o r e f o r  A r t i f a c t  C o n c e p t s ? 

Barbar a C .  Mal t  an d Eri c C .  Johnso n 

Department of Psychology 

Lehig h Universit y 

Menta l  representation s o f  everyda y categorie s includ e man y feature s tha t  ar e 

neithe r  necessar y no r  sufficien t  fo r  membershi p i n th e category .  Recen t  proposal s 

hav e suggested ,  however ,  tha t  ther e ma y b e "core "  feature s i n th e representatio n 

tha t  ar e critica l  t o categor y membership .  Severa l  researcher s hav e suggeste d tha t 

fo r  artifac t  categorie s (chair ,  pencil ,  toy ,  etc.) ,  functio n serve s a s th e concep t  core . 

We conducte d tw o experiment s testin g whethe r  th e functio n typicall y associate d 

wit h a n artifac t  categor y provide s clea r  boundarie s fo r  categor y membership .  W e 

foun d tha t  som e object s tha t  d o posses s th e functio n typicall y associate d wit h a 

categor y ar e exclude d fro m categor y membership ,  an d w e als o foun d tha t  som e 

object s tha t  d o no t  posses s th e standar d functio n ar e stil l  considere d t o belon g t o 

th e category .  Thes e result s sugges t  tha t  functio n m a y no t  provid e a  cor e fo r 

artifac t  concepts . 

INTRODUCTION 

The traditional view of concepts assumed that concepts could be described in terms of necessary 

and sufficien t  features ,  whil e th e mor e recen t  famil y resemblanc e vie w hold s tha t  the y consis t  o f 

a se t  o f  feature s associate d wit h a  categor y wit h som e probabilit y  (se e Smit h &  Medin ,  1981) . 

Each vie w ha s ha d troubl e accountin g fo r  al l  th e observe d fact s abou t  classification ,  however , 

and thes e problem s hav e le d a  numbe r  o f  researcher s t o propos e a  hybri d vie w o f  concept s (e.g. , 

Armstrong ,  Gleitman ,  &  Gleitman ,  1983 ;  Medi n &  Smith ,  1984 ;  Rey ,  1985) .  Th e hybri d vie w as -

sumes tha t  concept s contai n bot h probabilisticall y associate d features ,  use d primaril y fo r  quic k 

identification ,  an d a  concep t  "core "  tha t  ca n b e calle d o n whe n us e o f  non-definin g feature s i s in -

adequate . 

A hybrid model provides a convenient resolution to some of the problems associated with either 

pur e view .  However ,  i t  als o resurrect s a n issu e droppe d i n th e m o v e fro m th e traditiona l  vie w t o 

th e famil y resemblanc e view .  O n e o f  th e persisten t  problem s fo r  th e traditiona l  vie w wa s th e dif -

ficult y o f  identifyin g feature s tha t  woul d appl y t o al l  an d onl y th e exemplar s o f  a  give n categor y 

(Wittgenstein ,  1953 ;  Rosc h &  Mervis ,  1975) .  Th e hybri d vie w face s th e sam e challeng e th e tradi -

tiona l  vie w di d i n specifyin g exactl y wha t  th e "core "  feature s fo r  variou s concept s migh t  be .  I n 

addressin g thi s issu e fo r  natura l  kin d concept s (e.g. ,  tiger ,  gold ,  water) ,  m a n y psychologist s hav e 

adopte d a  vie w o f  th e cor e derive d fro m Putnam' s (1975 )  analysi s o f  wor d meaning ,  an d the y 

tak e th e cor e t o b e a n underlyin g trai t  suc h a s a  geneti c cod e i n th e cas e o f  specie s concepts ,  an d 

chemica l  compositio n o r  atomi c weigh t  i n th e cas e o f  inorgani c substance s (Putnam ,  1975 ;  se e 

als o Carey ,  1985 ;  KeU ,  1986 ;  Smith ,  i n press ;  amon g others) .  Fo r  artifac t  concept s suc h a s chair , 

pencil ,  o r  toy ,  however ,  th e philosophica l  literatur e i s les s helpfu l  (Putnam ,  1975 ,  refer s onl y t o 

an "artifactua l  nature") ,  an d mos t  psychologist s hav e looke d elsewher e fo r  idea s abou t  th e core . 
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T h e primar y psychologica l  hypothesi s abou t  a  cor e fo r  artifact s i s tha t  i t  i s  th e artifact' s  functio n 

(Keil ,  1986 ,  1987 ;  Rips ,  1986) .  Intuitively ,  functio n seem s t o b e a  centra l  aspec t  o f  artifac t  con -

cepts ;  th e functio n o f  chairs ,  fo r  instance ,  seem s t o var y les s tha n thei r  appearance .  Empiric;illy , 

functio n appear s t o pla y a n importan t  rol e i n classificatio n decision s abou t  artifacts .  Fo r  instance , 

Rip s (1986 )  foun d tha t  i f  somethin g umbrella-lik e i n appearanc e i s describe d a s havin g bee n 

manufacture d fo r  us e a s a  lampshade ,  subject s ten d t o classif y th e objec t  a s a  lampshade ;  th e 

functio n informatio n appear s t o b e weighte d mor e heavil y tha n th e appearanc e information . 

Nevertheless, there is reason to question whether function is truly a core for artifact concepts in 

th e sens e o f  providin g a  clea r  criterio n fo r  categor y membership .  I n general ,  peopl e d o see m t o 

trea t  natura l  kind s a s i f  the y a t  leas t  believ e i n a  cor e o f  som e sor t  (Bar r  &  Caplan ,  1987 ;  Keil , 

1986 ,  1987 ;  Rips ,  1986) ,  bu t  i t  i s  les s clea r  tha t  the y d o s o fo r  anifacts .  Fo r  instance ,  eve n th e 

most  atypica l  member s o f  natura l  kin d categorie s ar e hel d t o tml y belon g t o thei r  categor y (e.g. , 

a pengui n i s a  full-fledge d bird ,  n o matte r  h o w atypical) ,  whil e atypica l  member s o f  artifac t 

categorie s see m t o onl y "so n o f  belon g t o thei r  categor y (e.g. ,  a  lam p i s a  margina l  piec e o f  fur -

niture) .  Peopl e ar e als o mor e willin g t o accep t  hedge s suc h a s "loosel y speaking "  wit h artifac t 

term s tha n wit h natura l  kinds ,  an d the y ar e mor e willin g t o sa y "yo u ca n cal l  i t  whicheve r  yo u 

want "  whe n confronte d wit h a  difficult-to-classif y artifac t  tha n a  difficult-to-classif y natura l  kin d 

(Malt ,  1985 ,  1988) .  Thes e variou s observation s sugges t  tha t  artifac t  concept s m a y no t  confor m 

wel l  t o th e hybri d vie w tha t  al l  concept s hav e a  cor e providin g clea r  categor y boundaries . 

Furthermore, with respect to function in particular, intuitions suggest that it is possible to invent 

object s tha t  hav e th e functio n o f  a  particula r  artifac t  categor y ye t  migh t  no t  b e considere d a  m e m-

ber  o f  tha t  category .  Fo r  example ,  suppos e tha t  th e functio n o f  a  benc h i s t o provid e economica l 

seatin g fo r  severa l  peopl e outdoors .  I f  someon e satisfie s thi s functio n b y buildin g a  6-foo t  hig h 

platfor m holdin g seat s fo r  severa l  people ,  accesse d b y a  rop e ladder ,  an d shielde d fro m th e su n 

by a n awning ,  i s th e objec t  a  bench ? I t  i s  likel y tha t  m a n y peopl e woul d fee l  i t  i s  not ,  whic h sug -

gest s tha t  appearanc e ca n b e critica l  t o th e classificatio n o f  a n artifact .  Thi s sor t  o f  exampl e ar -

gue s tha t  eve n i f  a  cor e o f  som e sor t  doe s exis t  fo r  artifacts ,  functio n pe r  s e m a y no t  b e th e core . 

Thus the status of function as providing a core for artifact concepts is unclear. We conducted two 

experiment s aime d a t  providin g mor e definitiv e evidenc e abou t  whethe r  functio n trul y provide s 

a cor e fo r  artifac t  categories ;  tha t  is ,  whethe r  i t  provide s clea r  boundarie s fo r  categor y member -

ship .  Th e firs t  experimen t  teste d whethe r  havin g th e functio n typicall y associate d wit h a  par -

ticula r  categor y i s sufficien t  fo r  membershi p i n th e category .  Th e secon d teste d whethe r  havin g 

tha t  functio n i s necessar y fo r  membershi p i n th e category .  I f  th e functio n associate d wit h a 

categor y serve s a s a  core ,  the n i t  shoul d b e bot h necessar y an d sufficien t  fo r  membershi p i n th e 

category . 

EXPERIMENT 1: SUFFICIENCY 

This experiment tested whether having the function normally associated with a particular 

categor y wa s sufficien t  t o caus e a n objec t  t o b e considere d a  m e m b er  o f  th e category .  W e firs t 

collecte d detaile d description s o f  th e function s o f  a  numbe r  o f  c o m m o n artifac t  categories .  The n 

we constructe d description s o f  object s tha t  preserve d th e origina l  functio n bu t  replace d severa l 
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standar d physica l  feature s wit h ne w features .  W e wer e intereste d i n whethe r  o r  no t  thes e nove l 

object s woul d b e considere d member s o f  th e origina l  categor y o n th e basi s o f  thei r  function . 

Method 

Pretests. We used a three-phase procedure to arrive at the function statements for our descrip-

tions .  A  fourt h phas e o f  pretestin g provide d a  chec k o n th e physica l  feature s use d i n th e descrip -

tions . 

Phase 1: Generating Contrast Categories. As a first step in eliciting the functions associated with 

common artifac t  categories ,  w e gav e 2 4 subject s a  se t  o f  2 8 commo n basic-leve l  artifac t  name s 

and aske d the m t o lis t  othe r  categorie s tha t  wer e simila r  to ,  bu t  no t  th e sam e as ,  eac h targe t 

category .  O f  th e 2 8 categories ,  1 7 yielde d a t  leas t  on e respons e produce d b y 1/ 3 o r  mor e o f  th e 

subjects .  (Fo r  example ,  fo r  "boots, "  1 6 subject s liste d "shoes, "  an d fo r  "couch, "  1 6 liste d 

"chair." )  Thes e 1 7 categorie s wer e use d i n th e nex t  phas e o f  th e experiment . 

Phase 2: Eliciting Function Statements. We gave a new group of 20 subjects the 17 categories 

alon g wit h th e contras t  categorie s generate d fo r  eac h on e i n Phas e 1 .  W e aske d subject s t o 

describ e th e functio n o f  eac h targe t  categor y i n enoug h detai l  t o distinguis h i t  fro m th e othe r 

simila r  categories .  W e tabulate d responses ,  an d use d the m t o creat e a  functio n statemen t  fo r  eac h 
targe t  category . 

Phase 3: Verifying Function Statements. To be sure that our derived function statements really 

di d reflec t  th e functio n o f  th e intende d category ,  w e gav e th e statement s t o a  ne w grou p o f  2 4 

subject s an d aske d the m t o lis t  th e categor y o r  categorie s eac h brough t  t o mind .  Th e targe t 

categor y wa s liste d b y a t  leas t  hal f  th e subject s fo r  eac h functio n statement ,  an d i n mos t  case s b y 

two-third s o r  mor e o f  th e subjects .  Subject s thu s di d clearl y perceiv e ou r  functio n statement s a s 

belongin g t o th e targe t  categories . 

Phase 4: Verifying Physical Features. We also wanted to be sure that the physical features for 

description s o f  th e norma l  object s woul d b e perceive d a s associate d wit h th e appropriat e 

categories .  Fo r  eac h targe t  category ,  w e constructe d a  3 -  o r  4-featur e statemen t  describin g th e ap -

pearanc e o f  a  typica l  categor y member .  W e the n gav e 2 0 subject s th e featur e statement s an d 

aske d the m t o lis t  wha t  objec t  the y though t  th e feature s belonge d to .  Fo r  1 2 statements ,  th e targe t 

categor y wa s th e mos t  frequen t  response ,  bein g liste d b y a t  leas t  1/ 2 o f  th e subject s an d i n mos t 

case s substantiall y  more .  Fo r  thes e 1 2 categories ,  then ,  th e featur e statement s ar e strongl y as -

sociate d wit h th e targe t  categories .  Fo r  th e remainin g 5 ,  th e statement s elicite d th e targe t 

categor y les s tha n hal f  th e time ,  an d thes e categorie s wer e eliminate d fro m th e stimulu s set . 

Sufficiency test. Having arrived at statements of both function and appearance that were reliably 

associate d wit h particula r  artifac t  categories ,  w e the n constructe d tw o kind s o f  artifac t  descrip -

tions :  norma l  an d unusual .  On e descriptio n o f  eac h kin d wa s constructe d fo r  eac h targe t 

category .  Th e norma l  description s consiste d simpl y o f  th e physical !  featur e statemen t  preteste d a s 

describe d above ,  followe d b y th e functio n statemen t  preteste d a s describe d above .  T o construc t 

th e unusua l  descriptions ,  w e too k eac h physica l  featur e mentione d i n th e norma l  statemen t  an d 

replace d i t  wit h a n unusua l  one .  W e wer e carefu l  t o selec t  onl y unusua l  feature s tha t  woul d allo w 
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th e objec t  t o serv e th e state d function .  Th e unusua l  feature s wer e followe d b y th e norma l  func -

tio n statement ,  a s i n th e norma l  descriptions . 

We asked 40 subjects to read these descriptions and respond whether or not they thought each 

ite m describe d wa s a  member  o f  th e specifie d targe t  category .  Subject s mad e thei r  response s o n 

l-to- 7 scale ,  wher e "1 "  wa s labelle d "definitel y i s  not, "  " 7 "  wa s labelle d "definitel y is, "  an d " 4 " 

was labelle d "can' t  decide. "  Eac h subjec t  sa w a  give n targe t  categor y i n onl y on e o f  it s  tw o ver -

sions .  Al l  subject s receive d th e description s mixe d wit h filler  description s tha t  varie d function s 

as wel l  a s physica l  feature s t o varyin g extents .  Subject s wer e aske d t o rea d eac h ite m carefully , 

and the y wer e give n a s muc h tim e a s the y wishe d t o complet e thei r  ratings . 

A sample description for "sweater" in its normal and unusual version is as follows: 

(Normal) "This thing is made of wool, has buttons down the front, and has 

sleeve s endin g i n smal l  openings .  I t  i s  use d t o provid e extr a warmt h fo r  th e arm s 

and th e uppe r  bod y b y bein g wor n ove r  a  shirt .  I s  thi s thin g a  sweater? " 

(Unusual) "This thing is made of rubber, has buckles across the back, and has 

sleeve s endin g i n gloves .  I t  i s  use d t o provid e extr a warmt h fo r  th e arm s an d th e 

uppe r  bod y b y bein g wor n ove r  a  shirt .  I s thi s thin g a  sweater? " 

Results 

Descriptions with normal features were consistently rated as belonging to the target category', 

wit h a  mea n ratin g o f  6.5 8 o n th e 7-poin t  scale .  Description s wit h unusua l  feature s receive d a 

mean ratin g o f  4.35 ,  whic h differe d significantl y fro m th e norma l  featur e mean ,  F  (1,38 )  = 

315.68 ,  p  <  .001 .  Thi s differenc e confirm s tha t  w e wer e successfu l  i n creatin g description s fo r 

th e unusua l  se t  tha t  wer e perceive d a s differen t  fro m norma l  categor y members . 

The rating for unusual feature descriptions falls just above the midpoint of the scale. It is there-

for e importan t  t o loo k a t  rating s fo r  individua l  items .  I f  al l  item s ar e rate d o n th e positiv e sid e o f 

th e scale ,  thi s resul t  woul d b e consisten t  wit h th e ide a tha t  havin g a  particula r  functio n i s suffi -

cien t  t o caus e a n ite m t o b e considere d a  member  o f  a  category .  O n th e othe r  hand ,  i f  thi s middle -

of-th e roa d overal l  mea n reflect s a  combinatio n o f  item s include d i n th e categor y an d item s ex -

clude d fro m it ,  th e resul t  woul d argu e agains t  th e sufficienc y o f  function . 

Inspection of individual items showed that ratings conform to the latter possibility. Of the 12 tar-

get  categories ,  7  ha d mea n rating s abov e th e midpoin t  o f  th e scale ,  bu t  5  ha d mea n rating s belo w 

th e midpoint .  O f  th e 7  tha t  di d receiv e positiv e ratings ,  i n retrospec t  i t  seem s tha t  a t  leas t  severa l 

may hav e ha d feature s tha t  wer e no t  perceive d a s ver y differen t  fro m norma l  features .  Sinc e 5  o f 

th e item s clearl y wer e denie d membershi p i n th e targe t  category ,  i t  appear s tha t  functio n alon e 

canno t  hav e bee n determinin g membership ,  an d tha t  subject s mus t  hav e als o bee n influence d b y 

physica l  feature s i n th e descriptions .  Th e finding  tha t  a  substantia l  numbe r  o f  item s wit h stand -

ar d function s wer e exclude d fro m categor y membershi p strongl y suggest s tha t  whil e functio n in -

formatio n ma y b e importan t  i n membershi p judgments ,  i t  alon e i s no t  sufficien t  t o determin e 

categor y membership . 
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EXPERIMENT 2 :  NECESSITY 

I f  functio n provide s a  cor e fo r  artifac t  categories ,  the n havin g a  particula r  functio n shoul d als o b e 

necessar y fo r  membershi p i n a  category .  I n Experimen t  2 ,  w e teste d whethe r  a n objec t  mus t  hav e 

th e functio n usuall y associate d wit h a  categor y i n orde r  fo r  i t  t o b e considere d a  m e m b e r  o f  th e 

category .  T o tes t  th e necessit y o f  a  particula r  function ,  w e generate d description s o f  object s wit h 

th e physica l  appearanc e o f  typica l  member s o f  targe t  categories ,  bu t  wit h function s othe r  tha n 

th e norma l  one .  W e wer e intereste d i n whethe r  o r  no t  thes e item s woul d b e exclude d fro m 

categor y membershi p o n th e basi s o f  thei r  unusua l  functions . 

Method 

Physical features for descriptions in this experiment were identical to those pretested in Experi-

ment  1 .  T o creat e description s o f  object s tha t  retaine d norma l  appearanc e bu t  varie d i n function , 

we use d 4  differen t  variation s o f  function .  Norma l  function s wer e simpl y thos e preteste d i n Ex -

perimen t  1 .  Relate d function s overlappe d wit h th e norma l  functio n somewhat ,  bu t  differe d fro m 

i t  i n som e noticeabl e way .  Bizarr e function s diverge d mor e strongl y fro m th e norma l  function . 

Denia l  function s wer e one s tha t  explicitl y  mentione d tha t  th e objec t  coul d no t  b e use d t o satisf y 

th e standar d functio n o f  th e targe t  category . 

Fifty-six subjects read descriptions containing the normal physical features and either the stand-

ar d functio n fro m Experimen t  1  o r  on e o f  th e thre e type s o f  change d functions .  A s i n Experimen t 

1,  subject s responde d o n a  7-poin t  scal e whethe r  o r  no t  the y though t  th e ite m wa s a  m e m b e r  o f 

th e targe t  category .  The y wer e agai n aske d t o rea d eac h ite m carefull y an d tak e a s m u c h tim e a s 

necessar y t o complet e thei r  ratings .  Eac h subjec t  sa w a  give n targe t  categor y i n onl y on e o f  th e 

fou r  condition s (Normal ,  Related ,  Bizarre ,  o r  Denial) . 

A sample description for "boat" in each of its four versions is as follows: 

(Normal) "This thing is wedge-shaped, with a sail, an anchor, and wooden sides. 

I t  i s  mad e t o carr y on e o r  mor e peopl e ove r  a  bod y o f  wate r  fo r  purpose s o f  wor k 

or  recreation .  I s thi s thin g a  boat? " 

(Related) "This thing is wedge-shaped, with a sail, an anchor, and wooden sides. 

I t  i s  mad e a s a  holdin g are a fo r  dangerou s criminal s o r  person s i n exil e b y 

detainin g the m a  certai n distanc e off-shore .  I s thi s thin g a  boat? " 

(Bizarre) "This thing is wedge-shaped, with a sail, an anchor, and wooden sides. 

I t  i s  mad e t o provid e a  temporar y shelte r  an d transportatio n fo r  marin e animal s 

bein g reintroduce d t o thei r  natura l  habitat .  I s thi s thin g a  boat? " 

(Denial) "This thing is wedge-shaped, with a sail, an anchor, and wooden sides. It 

i s  mad e fo r  collectin g sample s o f  marin e flor a an d faun a unde r  steril e conditions , 

and i s totall y mechanize d s o tha t  n o peopl e ar e allowe d onboar d unde r  an y 

circumstances .  I s thi s thin g a  boat? " 
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Result s 

Th e m e a n ratin g fo r  item s wit h nomia l  feature s an d th e standar d functio n wa s 6.5 4 o n th e 7 -

poin t  scale ,  i n lin e wit h rating s fo r  simila r  item s i n Experimen t  1 .  Th e m e a n ratin g fo r  Relate d 

item s wa s 5.17 ;  fo r  Bizarr e items .  4.67 ;  an d fo r  Denia l  items ,  4.14 .  A n A N O V A showe d tha t 

rating s fo r  th e fou r  type s o f  description s differe d significantl y a m o n g themselves ,  F  (3,156 )  = 

79.00,/ ? <  .001 .  Th e overal l  trend ,  wit h Relate d closes t  t o Normal ,  followe d b y Bizarr e an d the n 

Denial ,  confum s tha t  w e wer e successfu l  i n creatin g description s tha t  systematicall y varie d i n 

h o w closel y th e functio n matche d th e functio n typicall y associate d wit h eac h category . 

Most imponantly. these results show that for all three types of function changes, mean ratings of 

categor y membershi p remai n positive ,  indicatin g tha t  item s wit h atypica l  function s m a y stil l  b e 

grante d categor y membership .  Examinatio n o f  individua l  ite m rating s show s tha t  1 1 ou t  o f  1 2 

Relate d item s wer e rate d abov e th e midpoint ,  an d 9  ou t  o f  1 2 Bizarr e item s wer e also .  Perhap s 

most  strikin g i s th e fac t  tha t  7  ou t  o f  1 2 item s wer e abov e th e midpoin t  eve n i n th e Denia l  condi -

tion ,  vs'her e description s explicitl y  state d tha t  th e ite m canno t  serv e th e norma l  function .  Thu s 

subject s considere d th e majorit y o f  th e item s t o b e member s o f  th e targe t  categor y eve n thoug h 

th e item s di d no t  posses s th e norma l  function .  Thes e result s demonstrat e tha t  havin g th e functio n 

normall y associate d wit h a  categor y canno t  b e stricd y necessar y fo r  categor y membership . 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The results of Experiments 1 and 2 together suggest that having a particular function does not 

constitut e eithe r  a  necessary '  o r  a  sufficien t  conditio n fo r  membershi p i n a n artifac t  category . 

The y indicat e tha t  whil e functio n m a y b e a n importan t  facto r  i n determinin g classificatio n fo r  ar -

tifacts ,  i t  m a y no t  provid e a  cor e fo r  artifac t  concept s i n th e sens e intende d i n curren t  hybri d 

view s o f  concepts . 

One might object to the conclusion of these experiments by arguing that function was defined 

to o narrowl y fo r  eac h category .  Thus ,  perhap s th e reaso n som e Related ,  Bizarre ,  o r  Denia l  item s 

i n Experimen t  2  wer e include d i n th e targe t  categor y i s tha t  thos e function s wer e actuall y withi n 

th e norma l  scop e o f  th e categor y function .  Thi s lin e o f  argumen t  doe s not ,  however ,  salvag e th e 

function-as-cor e position ,  fo r  i t  make s i t  mor e difficul t  t o se e h o w a  functio n coul d provid e th e 

basi s fo r  classificatio n decisions .  I f  th e functio n o f  "boat, "  fo r  instance ,  i s take n t o b e generall y 

t o carr y o r  suspen d an y sor t  o f  object s abov e water ,  the n th e functio n i s als o compatibl e wit h a 

number  o f  othe r  categories ,  suc h a s rafts ,  lif e preservers ,  an d cruis e ships .  Thi s proble m i s likel y 

t o aris e fo r  mos t  o r  al l  categories .  Fo r  instance ,  expandin g a  functio n fo r  "couch "  fro m th e 

specifi c  "mad e t o sea t  3- 4 peopl e comfortably ,  o r  fo r  relaxin g i n a  full y  pron e position "  (use d i n 

our  experiments) ,  t o a  mor e genera l  "fo r  peopl e t o si t  on, "  result s i n a  functio n compatibl e wit h 

chairs ,  stools ,  etc .  Thu s i t  appear s tha t  t o entertai n th e possibilit y  tha t  function s ca n serv e a s a 

concep t  core ,  functio n mus t  b e take n t o b e quit e specifi c  an d restricted . 

A related concern about the general viability of functions as concept cores is whether they could 

serv e a s core s fo r  superordinat e leve l  categories .  Ou r  experimenta l  stimul i  wer e restricte d t o 

basi c leve l  categorie s suc h a s "couch, "  "boat, "  an d "tractor "  fo r  whic h i t  wa s no t  difficul t  t o ob -

tai n detaile d functio n statements .  However ,  fo r  superordinate s suc h a s "furniture, "  "toy, "  o r 
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"vehicle, "  i t  i s  les s clea r  wha t  functio n coul d b e give n tha t  woul d encompas s mos t  commo n ex -

emplar s whil e excludin g member s o f  othe r  categories .  A  broa d functio n fo r  "vehicle "  suc h a s 

"made t o ge t  peopl e fro m on e plac e t o anothe r  withou t  muc h effor t  o n thei r  part "  migh t  appl y t o 

most  vehicles ,  bu t  i t  woul d als o appl y t o escalators ,  movin g sidewalks ,  an d tim e war p machine s 

tha t  mos t  likel y woul d no t  b e calle d vehicles .  Mor e restricte d version s o f  th e function ,  wit h ap -

peal s t o th e us e o f  engine s o r  wheels ,  woul d exclud e variou s exemplar s suc h a s horse-draw n bug -

gie s o r  sleigh s (wit h th e precis e subse t  exclude d dependin g o n th e formulatio n o f  th e function) . 

Furthermore ,  i t  i s  no t  clea r  tha t  suc h restricte d version s ar e reall y pur e functio n statements ,  sinc e 

the y gai n thei r  specificit y b y addin g informatio n abou t  appearance .  Thu s findin g a  functio n tha t 

coul d conceivabl y serv e a s a  tru e cor e appear s t o b e eve n mor e difficul t  fo r  superordinate s tha n 

fo r  basi c leve l  categories . 

In sum, while appeals to function may appear to solve the dilemma of what could serve as a core 

fo r  artifac t  concepts ,  close r  examinatio n suggest s tha t  functio n alon e ma y no t  provid e th e answe r 

t o membershi p i n artifac t  categories .  Althoug h ou r  experiment s d o no t  directl y addres s wha t  th e 

basi s fo r  classificatio n migh t  be ,  the y d o sugges t  tha t  wid e variation s i n bot h physica l  ap -

pearanc e an d functio n ca n b e acceptabl e fo r  artifac t  categories .  Membershi p migh t  b e deter -

mine d b y th e sor t  o f  famil y resemblanc e relationshi p describe d b y Rosc h an d Mervi s (1975) ;  b y 

more comple x relationship s suc h a s thos e describe d b y Lakof f  (1987) ;  o r  b y a  cor e compose d o f 

still-to-b e discovere d sort s o f  information . 
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