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Abstract 

Current approaches to market categories are predominantly rooted in a substantialist ontology, 
where categories are perceived as static entities with a consensual symbolic composition among 
producers, consumers, and intermediaries. From this standpoint, categories change from one phase 
to another, followed by stabilization, with market actors periodically reaching a consensus on the 
symbolic constitution of a category. This theoretical essay argues for a paradigm shift toward 
viewing the symbolic constitution of market categories as an ongoing process aligned with the 
ontology of becoming rather than adhering to a substantialist perspective. A theoretical model is 
proposed to support this argument, grounded on three interconnected components: market actors, 
interactional processes, and the radial structure of categories. The model posits that categorization 
is an ongoing process of symbolic constitution facilitated by interactional processes among market 
participants. This process results in a categorical radial structure characterized by a core containing 
relatively consensual meanings and a periphery featuring a greater dispersion of dissenting 
meanings. The continuous interplay between central and peripheral meanings drives the evolution 
of market categories, akin to the internal contradictions observed in Hegelian dialectics. 

Keywords: market category; categorization; becoming. 

 

 

http://www.revistaoes.ufba.br/


Organizações & Sociedade, 2024, 31(109)    2 

 

Introduction 

We categorize people, objects, and phenomena using socially constructed labels to 
comprehend and interpret the world around us (Lamont & Molnár, 2002). These categories not only 
reflect the reality of the objects they represent but also are the foundational elements of these 
objects (Kennedy & Fiss, 2013). Through a process of collective agreement, products, services, 
producers, and audiences are sorted into their respective market categories (Negro, Koçak, & Hsu, 
2010). These categories function as cognitive and normative interfaces facilitating interactions 
between audiences and producers (Durand & Khaire, 2017). Moreover, consumers are grouped into 
social categories based on their consumption patterns (Douglas & Isherwood, 2013). Categories play 
a crucial role in organizing society and are essential for the smooth functioning and routinization of 
market exchanges. The market, in essence, is a socially constructed arena where the buying and 
selling of goods and services occur, populated by actors who occupy various positions of power and 
engage in interactions based on shared understandings (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). 

The study of categories in markets plays a pivotal role in contributing to simplifying complex 
situations (Durand & Paolella, 2013), instill coherence (Lounsbury & Rao, 2004), define expected 
characteristics and behaviors (Negro et al., 2010), shape expectations about the organization 
(Durand & Paolella, 2013), influence audience perceptions (Hsu, 2006), and serve as evaluative tools 
(Arjaliès & Durand, 2019). They provide meaning to entities within the market (Negro et al., 2010), 
form organizational identities (Battilana & Dorado, 2010), and represent specific forms of collective 
identity (Negro et al., 2010). As conceptual lenses, categories enable producers to identify 
competitors, consumers to compare offerings, and evaluators to classify products and organizations 
(Khaire & Wadhwani, 2010). Moreover, categories function as cognitive structures within the 
market, enabling and constraining the actions of the various social actors (Durand & Paolella, 2013).   

Despite the recent surge in research1  on categories, this field of inquiry remains dispersed, 
primarily grounded in cognitive psychology and sociology (Vergne & Wry, 2014). Publications within 
organizational studies often overlook crucial discussions and exhibit clear limitations in both 
ontological and epistemic aspects2. Categories inherited a perspective rooted in cognitive 
psychology and are frequently treated solely as mental representations, with explanations confined 
to cognitive realms and focused strictly on individual cognition (e.g., Johnson & Mervis, 1997; 
Hampton, 1996). Cognitive approaches tend to overlook the contextual properties of the 
categorization process, providing limited explanatory power regarding the procedural mechanisms 
of significance and organization of reality. Conversely, sociological approaches often emphasize the 
impact of context and determinism, highlighting constraints and inflexibility, as exemplified in 
Zuckerman's (1999) article “The Categorical Imperative” (e.g., Durand & Paolella, 2013; Kennedy, 
Lo, & Lounsbury, 2010; Zuckerman, 2017). Rooted in sociology, some organizational theories, such 
as organizational ecology (e.g., Hannan, 2010; Kovács & Hannan, 2015) and neoinstitutionalism (e.g., 
Durand & Thornton, 2018; Kennedy et al., 2010), discuss categories from a substantialist ontology, 
theorizing based on assumptions of homogeneity, stability, and the limiting capacities of categories. 
Based on a substantialist ontology, we point out as an ontoepistemic gap the fact that studies in this 
area tend to privilege established and stable phenomena instead of flux, homogeneity over 
heterogeneity, consensus over contradiction, static instead of continuous change, and the product 
over the activity (Langley & Tsoukas, 2017). As a theoretical gap, there is a lack of explanations 
regarding how and why market categories acquire hierarchically organized meanings, with some 
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meanings being relatively more stable and forming the categorical core, while others, seemingly 
more open to transformation, constitute its periphery. 

Grounded in substantialist premises, cognitive psychology and sociological perspectives tend 
to oversimplify market categories’ ontological and theoretical complexity. The former overlooks the 
role of interactional processes between actors in shaping meanings, favoring a purely cognitive 
understanding. The latter prioritizes consensus, homogeneity, and constancy, neglecting market 
categories’ dynamic, relational, and heterogeneous nature. Given these limitations, we advocate for 
the adoption of an ontology of becoming to comprehend the constitution of market categories. 
Interactional processes laden with meanings occur continually rather than solely during moments 
of emergence or transition (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Arjaliès & Durand, 2019). Social reality is 
characterized by continuous change (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; James, 1920), wherein change is intrinsic 
to things rather than an external force acting upon them (Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas & Van De Ven, 
2013). Therefore, the perceived staticity of categories is an illusion perpetuated by prevailing 
analytical perspectives, concealing the ongoing tensions and interactional processes among social 
actors (Pedeliento, Andreini & Dalli, 2019). As a dialectical reality, the world constantly changes due 
to internal tensions within each element (Hegel, 1992; Singer, 2011). This dialectical mechanism also 
applies to the relative consensus surrounding category meanings, which is tenuously upheld 
primarily by its central members. With a radial structure revealing inherent contradictions, the 
supposed stability of category meanings is buttressed by the core and its most prototypical 
members, while the category’s periphery accommodates more contradictions, both internally 
within the peripheral space and in relation to the core (Lakoff, 1987; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). The 
notion that a market category exists independently or can be unilaterally created by a single actor 
is likewise illusory; it is constructed relationally through an ongoing process of interactions between 
consumers and various classes of producers, including initial producers and intermediaries. 

In this context, we introduce a theoretical model that elucidates the interplay between 
relative stability and categorical instability resulting from the infusion of nuclear and radial meanings 
into market categories through interactional processes among actors occupying similar and 
disparate market positions. For instance, Kjeldgaard, Askegaard, Rasmussen, and Østergaard (2017) 
examined consumers as a collective capable of reshaping the dynamics of the categorical system. 
Hannan (2010) demonstrated how audience members exhibit varying degrees of consensus 
regarding category meanings, while McCracken (2007) emphasized the fluidity of meanings, 
constantly shifting among the world, different actors, and consumer goods. Furthermore, Durand 
and Khaire (2017) argued that category creation occurs not solely through producers or the 
interactions between producers and consumers but also involves intermediaries between these 
players. This suggests that actors in different positions of power can influence the categorization 
process diversely. Studies indicate that certain actors may impose their meanings onto others, 
fostering relative consensus and upholding the relative stability of the categorical core (e.g, Anand 
& Jones, 2008; Vaara & Monin, 2010; McCracken, 2007). However, the role of intermediaries in 
negotiating category meanings has been underexplored (Coslor, Crawford, & Leyshon, 2019; Khaire 
& Wadhwani, 2010). Intermediaries play a pivotal role in uncertain markets, acting as gatekeepers 
and contributing to an artist’s success (Di Gaetano, Mazza, & Mignosa, 2019) or selecting buyers 
(Coslor, Crawford, & Leyshon, 2019). Given this theoretical gap, we propose investigating the 
ongoing negotiation of meanings through interactional processes among market actors in the 
categorization process. 
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Challenging the static, stable, homogenizing, substantialist, and solely cognitive perspective, 
we posit that the categorization process is inherently dynamic and continuously evolving through 
the dialectical interplay of interactional processes among actors, which imbue meanings into the 
core and periphery of categories. This perspective elucidates the dynamics and relative stability 
inherent in categorization. This theoretical essay introduces a novel conceptual framework for 
understanding categorization, contributing to the advancement of the field at a domain level. The 
update of the theoretical corpus of market categories provides avenues for future research from an 
unexplored perspective (MacInnis, 2011). For MacInnis (2011), advancing an idea at the level of field 
domain fosters interdisciplinary collaboration, facilitates knowledge diffusion, and encourages 
sharing among researchers from diverse areas. According to Lakoff (1987, p. 9), “To change the 
concept of category itself is to change our understanding of the world.” 

In the subsequent section of this essay, we delve into how the literature on market 
categories has traditionally developed its theoretical framework from a substantialist perspective. 
In the third section, we introduce an alternative viewpoint and delineate the assumptions 
underpinning the ontology of becoming. Following this, we propose a novel approach to 
understanding market categories through a procedural lens. Subsequently, in the fifth section, we 
elaborate on a theoretical model that elucidates the categorization mechanism from the 
perspective of becoming, aligning with the ontological assumptions outlined in sections 3 and 4. 
Finally, we offer concluding remarks, emphasizing how the ontology of becoming can enhance 
future research in the field and bridge the ontoepistemic gap inherent in the traditional 
substantialist treatment of market categories, which often oversimplifies their complexity and 
explanatory capacity. A comprehension of market categories as constantly evolving entities fosters 
an enhanced understanding of social complexity, organizations, and markets. 

 

Market categories and categorization: the substantialist treatment 

Aristotle’s classical model is widely regarded as pioneering in the field of categorization 
(Negro et al., 2010). It is founded on the principle of grouping objects based on their identical and 
necessary characteristics. For instance, according to this model, a chair is defined by its possession 
of four legs. By this logic, a wheelchair, an office chair, and a beach chair are not considered 
members of the same category, as they do not share the same attributes (in this case, four legs). It 
is noteworthy that in the classical view, human interpretation is deemed irrelevant. Categorization 
is perceived as objective and solely based on objects’ inherent characteristics. Consequently, all 
members are considered equally representative of the set, without any distinction between them 
(Lakoff, 1987). 

Dissatisfied with the constraints of the classical model, Eleanor Rosch, a cognitive 
psychologist, was among the first to approach categorization as a subject worthy of investigation. 
According to Rosch (1975), categorization hinges on specific human abilities such as perception, 
mental imagery, learning, memory, and organizational skills. Building on a series of experiments, 
Rosch and Mervis (1975) introduced the prototypical categorization model, which remains widely 
used and influential today. 

The prototypical cognitive model posits that individuals group members based on their 
similarities rather than identical characteristics. Consequently, wheelchairs, office chairs, and beach 
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chairs are all considered members of the same category. The concept of family resemblance 
suggests that members can belong to the same category even without sharing identical properties 
as long as they possess related and similar characteristics. This model integrates the individual into 
the categorization process and introduces the notion of central elements within the category. These 
central elements, known as prototypes, epitomize the category’s purest and most representative 
forms (Lakoff, 1987; Rosch & Mervis, 1975). 

Prototypical categorization represents just one of several plausible models. Durand and 
Paolella (2013) proposed alternative and more nuanced explanations for the pure similarity among 
members, such as the causal-model and the goal-based approach. While these models do not 
necessarily contradict prototypical categorization, they offer different avenues for research within 
the field. While the perspective of cognitive psychology has been fundamental in understanding 
categorization, its contributions to new ideas in organizational studies have been relatively limited 
in recent years. 

The literature on market categories has emerged as a robust field of study in its own right, 
albeit relatively recent. Some of the most influential research in organizational studies dates back 
to 1999 (e.g., Zuckerman, 1999; Rosa, Porac, Runser-Spanjol, & Saxon, 1999). However, until 2009, 
concepts related to market categories were primarily utilized as constituent elements of other 
theories, with the field's consolidation only occurring in the past fifteen years (Vergne & Wry, 2014). 

Within organizational studies, the sociological perspective, particularly the notion of the 
categorical imperative (Zuckerman, 1999), predominates in the literature. Zuckerman’s (1999) 
seminal work discusses the repercussions organizations face for failing to conform to established 
categories. According to this perspective, categories serve as socially accepted role models, and for 
a product to compete effectively in the market, it must unequivocally belong to a specific market 
category. Audiences typically evaluate the most prototypical and pure members most favorably. 
Table 1 provides a summary of the evolution of the theoretical corpus on market categories. 

 

Table 1 

Ideas that formed the field of market categories 
 

Author Category Primary idea  

Aristotle Classic model  Objects are grouped when possessing identical and necessary 
characteristics. 

Rosch & Mervis 
(1975) 

Prototypical 
categorization 

The elements are grouped by similarity. 

Zuckerman (1999)  Categorical imperative Organizations must conform to the established category. 

Durand and Paolella 
(2013) 

Goal-based approach Categorization is contextual depending on the actors’ goals. 

Durand and Paolella 
(2013) 

Causal-model 

 

Categorization depends on prior knowledge of audiences. 

Source: elaborated by the authors  
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Following Zuckerman's (1999) seminal work, the literature on market categories experienced 
significant growth, albeit less cohesive, yielding various concepts despite sharing common 
ontological and epistemic premises. The publication by Durand and Paolella (2013) stands out as a 
milestone, proposing new categorization models with advanced knowledge in the field. However, 
all the ideas summarized in Table 1 were constructed from substantialist perspectives. Within this 
ontology, categories explored through different theoretical lenses, such as strategy (e.g., Arjaliès & 
Durand, 2019), organizational identity (e.g., Glynn & Navis, 2013), organizational ecology (e.g., 
Kovács & Hannan, 2015), and neo-institutionalism (e.g., Lounsbury & Rao, 2004), have contributed 
to a fragmented research domain (Vergne & Wry, 2014). The latter two perspectives are particularly 
prominent in research on market categories within organizational studies. 

In neoinstitutionalist-based research, market categories are perceived as cognitive 
structures that both enable and constrain organizations’ actions. The categorization process is 
crucial in shaping organizational identities, as membership in specific categories guides audience 
expectations. That said, certain behaviors and characteristics are expected from members of a given 
category. According to this perspective, audiences typically respond more favorably to pure 
category members closely aligned with the prototype. Consequently, organizations often benefit 
from striving for typicity and seeking membership in a smaller number of categories (Durand & 
Paolella, 2013; Negro et al., 2010). 

Market categories facilitate a deeper understanding of the dynamics between organizations 
and their environments, serving as cultural interfaces that bridge the internal and external realms 
(Durand & Thornton, 2018; Negro, Hannan, & Rao, 2010; Zuckerman, 1999). Within this framework, 
categories are considered integral components of broader systems of rules and norms. The category 
concept is adopted to explain how organizations and their environmental constituencies achieve fit. 
However, this perspective tends to overlook dynamic processes, dialectical interaction, negotiation, 
and distribution of meanings inherent in categorization. 

The functionalist perspective, grounded on the assumption of balance and consensus offered 
by categories, permeates investigations on various fronts. It is evident in studies on imitation 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), organizational adaptation to more or less defined categories with both 
positive and negative connotations (Kennedy et al., 2010), innovation, where pressure for 
conformity and categorical purity is observed (Zuckerman, 2017), and research exploring cross-
fertilization between categories and institutional logics (Durand & Thornton, 2018). 

Another significant line of research on market categories finds its origins in the organizations’ 
population ecology theory. This approach focuses on how organizations adapt to their 
environments, employing the population metaphor to elucidate their relationship with the external 
milieu (Hannan & Freeman, 2005). According to this perspective, organizational action is shaped by 
form, derived not only from the organization’s formal structure but also from cognitive constructs 
– or ways of organizing deemed appropriate and correct for relevant sectors of the environment. In 
this context, categories work as guiding principles for organizational strategies (Negro et al., 2010). 

Studies rooted in this perspective aim to explore how categorization intersects with the 
broader processes of selection and evolution within the organizational landscape (Negro et al., 
2010). Scholars in organizational ecology have predominantly taken a functionalist approach, often 
employing quantitative methods to investigate various aspects such as the scope of categories and 
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audience perceptions of ambiguity (Hsu, 2006), the contrast between categories and their impact 
on audience perceptions (Negro et al., 2010), the partial membership of entities in categories 
(Hannan, 2010a), and the structure of the conceptual space defined by categories (Kovács & 
Hannan, 2015). 

Despite their differing theoretical foundations, the literature on market categories, whether 
rooted in organizational ecology or neo-institutionalism, shares common ontological underpinnings. 
However, these shared characteristics often constrain and limit the study of categories. While neo-
institutionalism tends to emphasize rigidity and limitations, organizational ecology often prioritizes 
numerical analysis over exploring interactional processes rich in meaning (Durand & Paolella, 2013; 
Kennedy & Fiss, 2013). Contemporary literature emphasizes the stability of categories and the 
inertia of categorical systems, often overlooking the categorization process as a dynamic and 
dialectical flux (Delmestri & Greenwood, 2016). 

Several efforts have emerged to challenge the notion of market categories as purely 
cognitive, highly restrictive, predominantly static, and homogenizing (e.g., Glynn & Navis, 2013; 
Kennedy & Fiss, 2013). Among the pioneers in problematizing the dominant perspective of the 
categorical imperative in market category literature are Durand and Paolella (2013). The authors 
introduce new categorization approaches, focusing on audience goals and the category’s causal 
power. Subsequently, various studies have highlighted the imperative to shift attention toward 
understanding the dynamics inherent in categorization. Glynn and Navis (2013) suggest that 
categories allow for interpretation, exhibiting more tolerance and less rigidity than theory has 
traditionally assumed. Kennedy and Fiss (2013) advocate for an ontological shift in category studies, 
aiming for a deeper comprehension of category emergence and dissolution. Delmestri and 
Greenwood (2016) delve into the phenomenon of status recategorization, while Durand and Khaire 
(2017) explore the creation and emergence of categories. These scholarly endeavors collectively 
signal a growing inclination among researchers toward a post-substantialist research agenda. 

n this line of reasoning, we identify three onto-epistemic and theoretical gaps that a 
potential departure from substantialism could address. The first gap concerns the atomized 
understanding of the categorization process, which has traditionally been approached solely from 
the perspective of individual cognitive aspects. This narrow focus results from its predominant 
grounding in cognitive psychology, limiting the analysis to the individual level of analysis. The second 
gap refers to the lack of explanations regarding the fluctuating nature of market categories and the 
underlying mechanisms behind their varying degrees of stability. The existing literature often fails 
to elucidate why certain categories exhibit more or less stable meanings over time. The third gap 
relates to the static conceptualization of market categories, which are often portrayed as rigid, 
immutable constructs with minimal variation and essentialist characteristics. 

In alignment with Glynn and Navis (2013), we contend that the categorization process is far 
more intricate than commonly depicted in current literature. This complexity arises from the 
underlying conceptualization of reality that informs research in this area, which tends to overlook 
the dynamic nature of categorization processes. To address this, we advocate for an ontology of 
becoming, which prioritizes the recognition of continuous flux and activity. For a comprehensive 
understanding of the categorization process, it is essential to consider not only the individual actor 
and cognition but also the interplay between actors, their practices, and the meanings they 
attribute. Embracing the ontology of becoming allows for a holistic perspective that acknowledges 



Organizações & Sociedade, 2024, 31(109)    8 

 

categorization as an interactional process characterized by constant flux, thereby challenging the 
notion of stability and the fixed formation of categorical substance. 

 

The ontology of becoming 

The core concept of the ontology of becoming revolves around the notion of ongoing change, 
characterized as a “reweaving of actors’ webs of beliefs and habits of action to accommodate new 
experiences,” which emerges from local interactions and circumstances” (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002, p. 
567). This perspective adopts a procedural view of change, considering it as an inherent and 
constant process within human action (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). In this paradigm, there are no pre-
existing, static entities but entities in perpetual construction (James, 1920). The continuous nature 
of this process means that adaptations, variations, improvisations, and day-to-day creativity 
manifest as constant and subtle changes, illustrating the dynamic nature of existence. While this 
process may appear natural and nuanced, it has the potential for profound revelations (Tsoukas & 
Chia, 2002). 

The ontology of becoming draws inspiration from the philosophical ideas of thinkers such as 
Heraclitus and Hegel. Heraclitus famously stated that you cannot step into the same stream twice, 
emphasizing the ever-changing nature of reality. According to this perspective, both the stream and 
the individual are in a perpetual state of flux: 

 

Louder than Anaximander, Heraclitus proclaimed: “I see nothing other than becoming. Be 
not deceived. It is the fault of your myopia, not of the nature of things, if you believe you 
see land somewhere in the ocean of coming-to-be and passing away. You use names for 
things as though they rigidly, persistently endured; yet even the stream into which you 
step a second time is not the one you stepped into before”. (Nietzsche, 1989, p. 19) 

 

Heraclitus’ philosophical tenets serve as the foundational pillars guiding the perspective of 
becoming. Firstly, he espoused the concept of continuous flux, asserting that a universe devoid of 
perpetual change is essentially lifeless; thus, becoming permeates all things at all times. Secondly, 
Heraclitus delved into the harmony of opposites, a concept extensively explored in Hegelian 
dialectics. He famously proclaimed, “Opposites are concordant, and from the discordant comes 
beautiful harmony” (Heraclitus, 2002, frag. VI). This concept suggests that change arises from the 
inherent antagonism in reality; conflicting elements form two sides of the same coin, paradoxically 
existing in contradiction and harmony. In his third idea, Heraclitus employs the metaphor of fire as 
a symbol of his philosophical worldview: “The cosmos, the same for all, no god nor man did create, 
but it ever was and is and will be: ever-living fire, kindling in measures and being quenched in 
measures” (Heraclitus, 2002, frag. XXIX). Here, fire symbolizes the essence of reality, embodying 
perpetual motion and transformation. Despite its appearance of constancy, fire is in a perpetual 
state of becoming – transforming from wax to flame, from flame to smoke, and from smoke to air, 
illustrating the ceaseless flux inherent in existence. 

Drawing heavily from Heraclitus, Hegel expounds upon the concept of transformation rooted 
in contradiction. According to the philosopher, society operates under dialectics, where being and 



Organizações & Sociedade, 2024, 31(109)    9 

 

reality are in a perpetual state of flux and evolution. Like Heraclitus, Hegel perceives everything as 
inherently contradictory yet in constant flux, rejecting a substantialist view of existence in favor of 
a dynamic process. Dialectics serves as Hegel’s framework for comprehending reality, portraying it 
as both contradictory and harmonious, continually evolving through the collision of ideas. In Hegel’s 
view, the abstract categories that structure our thought, in their state of “pure being,” exist as an 
indeterminate void without substance. This pure being lacks definition and comprehension. 
Through a dialectical movement, the concept of “being” (thesis) transitions into its antithesis, 
“nothing.” Consequently, being and nothingness are both opposites and manifestations of the same 
underlying reality. The truth of being and nothingness manifests in becoming – the constant 
transition between the two states. The inherent opposition within our thoughts leads to the 
dissolution of apparent stability, paving the way for the emergence of synthesis – a new state 
reconciling the prior thesis and antithesis while generating its own internal tensions. For Hegel, 
dialectics represent a method of articulating ideas that mirrors the fundamental workings of the 
world itself (Hegel, 1992; Singer, 2011). 

Hegel and Heraclitus stand as pillars of process philosophy, a paradigm rooted in the 
ontology of becoming that has gained considerable traction in organizational studies. Their 
philosophies offer fresh perspectives on process, dialectics, and change. Through their insights, we 
develop a new lens to perceive change as an ongoing phenomenon, fostering an understanding of 
the fluidity and intricacies of reality. This view of change acknowledges everyday contingencies, 
disruptions, exceptions, opportunities, and unforeseen events, enriching our comprehension of 
dynamic processes (Orlikowski, 1995; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). The procedural outlook inherited from 
Heraclitus and Hegel liberates us from a substantialist worldview fixated on seeking the essence of 
things in their isolated states. Simultaneously, recognizing dialectical reality accommodates the 
contradictions and heterogeneity inherent in the world, offering a more nuanced understanding of 
its complexity (Langley & Tsoukas, 2017). 

Understanding stability or continuous transformation requires different levels of analysis. 
For instance, while we might observe an acrobat maintaining balance, a closer examination reveals 
constant adjustments in posture. Change, therefore, is not a discrete event but an ongoing process 
of adaptation (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). This process-oriented approach challenges atomized thinking 
and prevalent substantialist perspectives that prioritize essence over activity, individuality over 
interaction, and stability over flux (Nayak, 2008; Nayak & Chia, 2011; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). A 
substantialist ontology assumes an atomized, indivisible actor. According to this view, what is 
indivisible remains unchanged and is externally influenced, relating to others and the environment 
only superficially (Cobb, 2007). In contrast, relational ontology, inherent to the ontology of 
becoming, places processes, relationships, and interactions at the forefront. It sees the world as a 
dynamic process, with transformation being a fundamental attribute of reality. Procedural ontology 
elucidates how becoming (entirety) constitutes being (a part), emphasizing the interplay between 
the two (James, 1920; Nayak & Chia, 2011). 

The literature’s current understanding of market categories is confined by a substantialist 
conception of reality. However, the category both exists and evolves and to grasp its complexity, we 
must delve into its categorization process. Scholars have argued that categories are not as stable 
and inert as commonly portrayed; overlooking their dynamism, development, and evolution limits 
the depth of studies in the field (Delmestri & Greenwood, 2016; Durand & Paolella, 2013). This 
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contention opens the door to the ontology of becoming, which challenges static representations 
constrained by language. Masked by inert concepts, the dynamism of everyday life is perpetually 
present in action (Nayak & Chia, 2011; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2005). 

 

Assumptions of market category becoming 

Every phenomenon, object, or individual embodies a unique and often contradictory 
essence. Yet, when we classify and categorize them for the sake of comprehension, they appear to 
assume a facade of homogeneity, stability, and consensus. However, it is important to recognize 
that these qualities are only conferred upon their abstract representations. In our attempts to 
theorize about phenomena, whether in academic discourse or everyday quest to understand the 
material world, we inevitably reduce nuanced and tangible events to static explanations. 
Notwithstanding, change and contradiction are inherent in every category, abstraction, or idea. 
These are the intrinsic elements of linguistic representation within a category that, by their very 
nature, fail to capture the nuanced complexities of concrete experiences (Nayak & Chia, 2011; 
Singer, 2011; Tsoukas & Chia, 2021).  

The organizational patterns governing categories arise from a fundamental understanding 
of change as an inherent element of reality. Constructed by social actors, categories are perpetually 
subject to unforeseen interpretations, modifications, and transformations. The illusory stability of 
human action renders consensus and dissensus regarding their meanings in a constant state of 
negotiation and flux. Consequently, we must continually attend to categories’ relative and 
superficially consensual stability as they teeter on the brink of evolving into something altogether 
different (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). 

The dynamics and stability of a category can be elucidated through its radial structure. At its 
core lies a realm of more significant agreement, while the periphery embodies substantial 
contradictions. The precarious maintenance of relative consensus on category meanings is chiefly 
upheld by the most prototypical instances – the prime representatives within the nucleus. In 
contrast, the periphery, composed of marginal and non-prototypical members deviating from the 
purest representatives, constitutes the most unstable segment with significant potential for change. 
Marginal situations inherently invite greater improvisation, eliciting natural confusion regarding the 
appropriate course of action or resolution (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). 

Categories do not represent static systems with rigid boundaries; they are dynamic and 
adaptable, accommodating multiple and partial memberships. Category boundaries differentiate 
one category from another by delineating the limits of what falls within and outside a particular 
category (Vergne & Wry, 2014). These boundaries are contingent upon the cognitive categorization 
model, which organizes elements into a set based on similar attributes (as in prototypical 
categorization) or the achievement of objectives (as in the goal-based approach), among other 
criteria. The delineation of boundaries between categories is not always straightforward; they can 
vary in clarity, and there may be differing levels of consensus regarding their limits (Vergne & Wry, 
2014; Wittgenstein, 2014). From this perspective, membership in a category is not binary (belonging 
or not belonging) but instead exists along a spectrum, with gradations and the potential for multiple 
affiliations. This concept allows for recognizing the heterogeneous nature of reality (Hannan, 2010). 
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Market categories, viewed through the ontological lens of becoming, as shown in Table 2, 
are characterized by their relational nature, dynamism, diffuse boundaries, and the presence of 
members with partial and overlapping memberships. They exhibit a radial structure and harbor 
meanings that may not necessarily achieve consensus among all actors, often embodying inherent 
contradictions. Relational, these categories cannot be comprehended in isolation; rather, their 
significance arises from their placement within a broader framework of shared cultural 
understandings. Dynamically, they are in a perpetual state of flux, shaped by the prevailing cognitive 
models within a given society. Their stability is inherently relative, tenuously upheld by the core, 
while the periphery accommodates even greater contradictions. These categories undergo a 
transformation not only during moments of emergence and dissolution but also through daily 
negotiations and situational contexts. They exist in a state of constant flux, experiencing fluctuations 
of varying magnitudes, and remain perpetually engaged in an ongoing process of categorization. 

 

Table 2 

Assumptions of market category becoming 
 

Dimensions Attributes 

Ontological characteristic 

Dynamic 

Border 

Belonging 

Category structure 

Meaning 

Relational 

In flux 

Diffuse 

It can be multiple and partial 

Radial 

Presence of contradiction 

Source: research data. 

 

In a substantialist ontology, market categories are often treated as stable entities, yet they 
possess limited explanatory power once established practices and actors are identified (Durand & 
Thornton, 2019). However, adopting a perspective that views market categories as continually 
evolving allows for a deeper understanding of the processes of variation and transformation, even 
beyond periods of emergence and instability. We conceptualize a market category as a socially and 
relationally constructed label characterized by a relative level of cognitive agreement among various 
actors who recognize and distinguish it. Such categories possess symbolic attributes, are rife with 
contradictions, exhibit fuzzy boundaries, adopt a radial structure, and are in constant flux. They 
serve as normative and cognitive interfaces between different parties, facilitating market exchanges 
(Lamont & Molnár, 2002; Durand & Khaire, 2017; Durand & Thornton, 2018). 
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The dialectical process of categorization from the perspective of 
becoming 

Market category transformations unfold in an ongoing process of categorization. 
Understanding this process is a prior and inherently fundamental endeavor, preceding any potential 
consequences that may arise from a market category: 

 

Understanding how categories emerge and change is important because the 
emergence process underlies and is causally prior to this disciplining function of 
categories. That is, we need categories to tell us what exists and what to pay 
attention to before we can use them to determine the desirability of things that fit 
them, or fail to. (Kennedy & Fiss, 2013, p. 1142) 

 

We argue that the categorization process encompasses two dimensions: cognitive and 
sociopolitical. The cognitive dimension unfolds within individuals’ minds as they engage as social 
actors within their sociocultural environments. Within this dimension, different processes were 
identified, such as prototypical categorization (Rosch & Mervis, 1975), and the categorization 
through the causal-model and the goal-based approach (Durand & Paolella, 2013). In contrast, the 
sociopolitical dimension involves grouping members based on the practices associated with them 
(Delmestri & Greenwood, 2016). 

 

Table 3 

Categorization process 
 

Dimension Process Locus 

Cognitive Individual Actor 

Socio-political Relational Relationship between types of actors 

Source: research data. 

 

The cognitive dimension does not exist independently of the context; rather, its research 
focuses on individual and non-relational levels, as shown in Table 3. It is important to note that these 
two dimensions are not mutually exclusive and do not represent a hierarchy of events; instead, they 
co-occur, and their theoretical separation provides valuable insights. As depicted in Figure 1, the 
sociopolitical dimension encompasses contextual issues, interactional processes, and power 
relations between actors. The proposed categorization model describes an ongoing process that 
unfolds in a relational and dialectical manner, in addition to the cognitive dimension. It focuses on 
the dynamic relationship between market actors who are continually constructing and 
reconstructing meanings in a continuous process. 
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In the proposed model, the market serves as the locus, the arena where the exchange of 
products and services takes place, facilitated by market categories. The concept of an arena refers 
to a collection of actors directing their actions toward one another (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011), 
including producers, consumers, and intermediaries. From this standpoint, market participants 
occupy distinct positions, forming reproducible role structures. In essence, actors within a market 
are organized into participant groups recognized by their positions (Fligstein & Calder, 2015, p. 2). 
Membership in a specific market is not determined by objective criteria but by subjective 
positioning. Therefore, the boundaries of this arena and its categories are not fixed but contingent 
upon circumstances. Over time, a shared understanding is developed among participating actors, 
who hold varying degrees of power (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). 

 

 

Figure 1. Ongoing categorization process 

Source: research data 

 

In accordance with the ontology of becoming, the categorization process embodies the 
whole within its parts. Hence, the ongoing interactional processes among actors occupying various 
positions (including those within the same market position) present contradictions and internal 
dialectical movements related to the entirety. Market participants are engaged in constant 
negotiation, leading to the creation, recreation, and co-creation of meanings (O’Brien, 2006). 
Negotiation stands out as a primary interactional process shaping the negotiated order within the 
arena, albeit not the sole one. Persuasion, manipulation, education, threat, and coercion are among 
the strategies actors employ to achieve their objectives (Strauss, 2011). These processes often 
culminate in agreements/understandings that are subsequently renegotiated (Strauss, 2017). 
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Categorization permeates every relationship. Within this process, contradiction and relative 
consensus coexist, akin to Heraclitus and Hegel’s proposed harmony of opposites. Consequently, 
following the radial structure of market categories (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002), meanings with the 
highest consensus among actors and prototypical members are situated at the core. Conversely, the 
most contentious processes harbor contradictory meanings, thus relegating them to the periphery 
of the market category. 

The proposed model unveils a process capable of elucidating the radial dynamics of market 
categories, encompassing their purported stability and instability. It hinges on the intricate 
interactional processes among producers, consumers, and intermediaries within the marketplace. 
These meanings are forged through a vast network of shared and often contradictory societal 
experiences and understandings (Lakoff, 1987; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002), continually constructed 
through actor interactions. Thus, the existence of a market category is contingent upon the 
symbiotic relationship among producers, consumers, and intermediaries, who imbue it with 
symbolic significance and are themselves influenced by its sway. This attribution of meaning to the 
category is far from unanimous, rife with tensions and contradictions perpetually negotiated, 
forming the dialectical bedrock that reinforces the radial dynamics of the category. The outcomes 
of these negotiations delineate the meanings and members that assume centrality or peripherality 
within the market category, thereby elucidating its dynamic nature. 

The categorization model’s focus on the actors – producers, consumers, and intermediaries 
– redirects our attention toward a more agency-oriented perspective, simultaneously considering 
micro and macro processes. Categorization emerges not as a mechanical, automated procedure but 
as a nuanced sociopolitical endeavor, entailing the perpetual negotiation of meanings within 
interactional realms. Actors play a pivotal role in co-creating market categories; as Glynn and Navis 
(2013) posited, categories are symbolically constituted through their practices and relationships. It 
is a collective endeavor of social construction accentuating the fluidity of the category and the active 
involvement of audiences in its evolution and development. 

Comprehending the construction and accommodation of category meanings is crucial for 
elucidating our social organization, markets, organizations, identities, and actions (Glynn & Navis, 
2013).  

 

Conclusions 

In this theoretical article, we argue that the dynamics of market categories, including their 
relative stability and instability, can be elucidated by an ongoing categorization process. In this 
process, producers, intermediaries, and consumers interact symbolically to constitute the category, 
resulting in a radial categorical structure. This structure exhibits a higher concentration of relatively 
consensual meanings in its core and a greater dispersion of dissenting meanings in its periphery. 

The relationship among market actors occupying both similar and diverse positions explains 
the sociopolitical dimension of categorization, which unfolds in a continuous flux of co-construction 
and transformation. This proposal is rooted in an ontology of becoming and addresses a theoretical 
gap in the literature on market categories: the understanding of categorization beyond an 
individual, exclusively cognitive, and mechanical approach. It explores how and why market 
categories acquire relatively more or less stable meanings. This perspective offers a novel lens for 
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examining the domain of market categories, as outlined by MacInnis (2011), representing a revision 
process that reevaluates established concepts and processes from a fresh standpoint.  

The proposed theoretical model also tackles another gap: the static and homogenizing 
treatment often given to market categories. Through ongoing categorization, market categories are 
seen as in constant flux, socially and relationally constructed by market actors – i.e., producers, 
consumers, and intermediaries. This framework, echoing MacInnis’s (2011) notion of an alternative 
frame of reference, presents a new vision for the theoretical corpus, fostering opportunities for 
further research. In this dialectical process, the market category is both stable and evolving, with its 
essence lying in the ongoing categorization process. This understanding enhances comprehension 
of the complexity and fluidity of society, organizations, and markets. Emphasizing interactional 
processes among various types of actors, the ongoing categorization process encourages 
interdisciplinary studies, spanning sociology, organizational studies, marketing, and consumption. 
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Notes 

1. For instance, a rapid search on the Web of Science database reveals that, within the field of 
management, 6,309 articles were published between 1975 and 2019, utilizing the keyword 
“categor*” as a primary topic. Among these, 5,735 (90%) were published after 1999, with 4,552 
(72%) emerging after 2009. 

2. Theories pertain to concrete phenomena, whereas ontology addresses the conceptual 
understanding of elements and the fundamental principles governing social structure. Ontologies 
do not serve as explanatory frameworks themselves; rather, they delineate the elemental 
makeup of reality and furnish foundational principles for theories (Schatzki, 2002). Ontology and 
epistemology represent philosophical assumptions. The former concerns reality, while the latter 
pertains to knowledge and the interaction between the researcher and the subject of study 
(Mertens, 2014). 
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