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A critical review of ontological theories of technical artifacts
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Abstract

The ontological problem of technical artifacts is: what makes an object count as a
technical artifact? Most theories have investigated the ontology of artifacts in terms of
‘function’. A group of these theories has highlighted the physical structure of the artifact
because of its causal role in realizing the function; Others, taking ‘function’ and
‘intention’ the same, have emphasized agents’ intention in the design and use of
artifacts. Some have considered the evolution of artifacts, their history of selection and
reproduction, to be effective in the constitution of their ontology. Due to the
shortcomings of causal, intentional, and evolutionary theories, attempts have been made
to present hybrid theories. This paper, along with an overview and evaluation of the
most important theories of the ontology of technical artifacts, aims to spell out the
problems which any adequate ontology of artifacts needs to answer.
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