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Classification and Categorization: Drawing the Line

Elin K. Jacob
School of Information and Library Science
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

It is the intent of this paper to demonstrate that the processes ofclassification and categorization are
actually two separate and distinct processes. The classical theory of categories is described, the
major arguments against it are reviewed, and alternative approaches to the structure ofcategories are
discussed. The apparent failure of the classical theory to account for the instability observed in
category membership is attributed to the underlying asswnption that the tetms "classification" and
"categorization" refer to the same process. The possibility that an interactive functional relationship
exists between classification and categorization is advanced on the basis of the individual's need to
communicate.

INTRODUCTION

Classification systems serve to organize knowledge. Through the ordered arrangement of classes
of similar entities -- classes whose individual memberships are defined by a commonality both of
characteristics and of name -- the process of classification imposes upon knowledge an empirical
structure that explicitly delineates the relationship between these classes (Richmond 1960/1972).
Austin points out that the imposition of such a classificatory superstructure "presupposes that
knowledge possesses known boundaries, that the territory within these boundaries can be divided
into separate autonomous states or main classes, and that every subject owes allegiance to one main
class" (Austin, 1974, p. 372). He underscores the two primary functions of classification:
Definition (through the detennination of classes of entities that share characteristic attributes in
common) and arrangement (through a systematic ordering of classes that expresses conceptual
relationships within the overall structure).

Sharp (1965/1972) argues that an emphasis on the principle of class arrangement distinguishes the
process of bibliographic classification from the process of classification in logic. A hierarchically­
structured bibliographic classification scheme defines and orders recorded knowledge through
imposition of a fixed and superficial classificatory structure consisting of mutually exclusive
superordinate classes and a series ofdivisions or subclasses nested within each superordinate. Thus
a traditional, hierarchically-structured bibliographic classification scheme provides a conceptual
structure or framework that physically represents the intellectual relationships between classes
through the practical arrangement ofdocuments within the library. Access -- the orderly process of
storage and retrieval-- is facilitated through this physical embodiment of the classification scheme:
Each document or entity is assigned a slot within one superordinate class and a unique notational
symbol is provided as a marker identifying its physical location within the library. This symbol also
serves to identify the intellectual content of the document by its relative position within the overall
arrangement of the classificatory structure.

While current classification systems provide an efficient method for storing and retrieving physical
"containers," the imposition of a fixed and arbitrary knowledge structure has been seen as
counterproductive: The rigidity inherent in traditional classification schemes makes little
allowance for the advancement of knowledge within individual disciplines; and recurrence of the
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