
Cochrane, ANTHRO 700  revised 2018 
 

Ideational-Phenomenological Distinction: 
A Practical Example of Grouping v Paradigmatic Classification 

 
 
Dunnell 1971 contrasts two methods of arrangement, grouping and classification. Grouping 
denotes the creation of units in the phenomenological realm, ie, the bringing together of 
things based on the qualities of the things themselves. The figure below (O’Brien et al. 2001) 
illustrates typical specimens from several projectile point units created by grouping. 
 

 
 
Contrastingly, classification is the creation of units in the ideational realm, ie, the definition of 
classes through the necessary and sufficient criteria for class membership. Paradigmatic 
classifications are dimensional in that each class in a paradigm is defined by the intersection 
of mutually exclusive modes (eg, green) within dimensions (eg, colour). The figure below 
(O’Brien et al. 2001) is a paradigmatic classification of projectile points with eight 
dimensions and varying numbers of attributes per dimension. 
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This paradigmatic classification is at the scale of discrete object and the field of lithic point. 
The definition of both of these and of the dimensions (eg, Base shape) and attributes (eg, arc-
shaped, normal curve, etc) used to define classes are arbitrary and must be justified. As the 
criteria for unit formation is often implicit in grouping procedures, these arbitrary aspects of 
arrangement often go unnoticed and unjustified. 
 
There are over 62,000 possible classes defined by the intersection of attributes in this 
paradigmatic classification. In the analysis of lithic points by O’Brien et al. (2001) they found 
that 491 of these classes had empirical specimens. The classes with the most empirical 
members (in the figure below from O’Brien et al. 2001) do not perfectly match the groups in 
the first figure historically used by archaeologists. 
 

 
 
 
 
Dunnell, R. C. (1971). Systematics in Prehistory. New York, The Free Press. 
 
O'Brien, M. J., J. Darwent and R. L. Lyman (2001). "Cladistics is Useful for Reconstructing 
Archaeological Phylogenies:  Palaeoindian Points from the Southeastern United States." 
Journal of Archaeological Science 28: 1115-1136. 


