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CATEGORIZATION

Categorization is the process of dividing the world of experience into groups of entities whose
members share one or more characteristics in common. Recognition of similarities across entities
and the subsequent aggregation of similar entities into categories lead the individual to discover
order in a complex environment that would otherwise consist of a multiplicity of unique entities.
Medin (1989) has observed that, in the treatment of patients, the clinical psyhcologist cannot
approach each individual as unique precisely because Itabsolute uniqueness imposes the prohibitive
cost of ignorance" (p. 1469). Experience with patients who present common symptoms permit the
clinician to cumulate and ysntesize information and thereby to expand professional knowledge of
a diagnostic category. By grouping patients based upon observable similarities, the clinician
treating an individual patient can apply knowledge accumulated through previous encounters with
other patients.

Because categories serve to impose order on experiential information, they are frequently referred
to as the building blocks of cognition. By assigning labels to groups of objects with similar
characteristics, individuals create cognitive categories that allow them to organize sensory input,
to store information efficiendy in memory, and to retrieve stored information easily and effectively
upon demand. By grouping entities according to observable similarities, the individual is
encouraged to fonn concepts about the environment that allow the generalization to new
encounters of information garnered through past experiences, just as the clinician generalizes to
the current patient knowledge accrued through encounters with previous patients. Thus
categorization provides an effective mechanism for simplifying the individual's interaction with
the environment As Markman (1989) points out, without the ability to recognize the similarities
that exist between otherwise dissimilar entities, individuals would be incapable ofdealing with the
variety and complexity that characterize the individual's interaction with his/her physical
surroundings.

mE CLASSICAL THEORY OF CATEGORIES

Traditional approaches to the study ofcognitive categories have rejected the notion that categories
might be acquired through a process of generation based upon experience and have focused,
instead, on the acquisition of categories as a process of recognition. This insistence on category
acquisition as the recognition of determinate, or pre-existing, categories proceeded from the
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