Linguistics 5430

Homework Assignment #2

A Contested Category

Due: 2/8/07

In Lakoff’s Women, Fire and Dangerous Things, we see discussion of radial categories: these are categories with internal structure. This means that such categories contain a prototypical member, and several peripheral members. For example, the prototypical member of the category mother is someone who gives birth to a child, contributes half of the child’s genetic material, nurtures the child and is married to the father of the child. There are also ‘less central’ members of this category; these members lack one or more of the properties that define the central, or prototypical, member. 

For example, a birth mother does not nurture the child but gives birth to the child, a stepmother does not give birth to the child or (in some cases) nurture the child, but is married to the father of the child. The central member is defined by a cluster model: a group of converging properties.

For this assignment, you are to find your own radial category. Describe the central member in terms of a cluster model, and describe peripheral members as members that lack one or more components of the cluster model. 

Some past topics that class members have undertaken: the category furniture (the television and the bed are peripheral members), the category science (linguistics and psychology are peripheral members), the category art (photography, installations, computer art and nonrepresentational art are peripheral members). 

