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A Metaphysics of Artifacts: Essence and Mind-Dependence
Dissertation Abstract

My dissertation explores the nature of artifacts — things like chairs, tables, and pinball machines — and
addresses the question of whether there is anything essential to being an artifact and a member of a
particular artifact kind. My dissertation offers new arguments against both the anti-essentialist and current
essentialist proposals. Roughly put, the view is that artifacts are successful products of an intention to
make something with certain features constitutive of an artifact kind. The constitutive features are often
functional features, but may include structural, material, aesthetic, and other features. I further explore the
ways in which artifacts are mind-dependent and I argue that this dependence is disjunctive. Not only do
they depend on the intentions of their makers, but they also can depend on social groups or public norms
and thus artifacts have an importantly social dimension.

In Chapter 1 I adopt the pragmatic constraint as a method for evaluating proposals about the
nature of artifacts. This method involves extracting a list of pre-theoretic features from our practices and
balancing them in a process of reflective equilibrium against our theoretical commitments. I then apply
the pragmatic constraint to various realist proposals about the nature of artifacts and show how they violate
its strictures. The realist proposals atre too revisionary so should be rejected as accounts of artifacts. Chapter
2 explores mind-dependence. I argue that intention-dependence is the default position in our practices,
while offering counterexamples to the intuitive claim that artifacts must be the result of intentional physical
modification. Artifacts can be created through appropriation; I can move a piece of driftwood from the
beach to my kitchen without modifying it and genuinely make a wine rack. I then consider whether swamp
cases, such as an object which materializes in a swamp that is intrinsically identical to a standard chair,
show that artifacts can be mind-independent and offer various error theories about such intuitions.

Chapter 3 argues against function essentialism, the view that to be an artifact, an object must have
some function and that artifact kinds are individuated by a unique, shared function. I consider
counterexamples to both claims, including functionless artworks and non-art artifacts like doodles,
sandcastles, and some toys, as well as showroom models which need not share a function with their kind.
I defend these cases against Randall Dipert’s view that the maker’s purpose is the object’s function and
Simon Evnine’s view that artifacts have two functions which may conflict. I then consider Lynn Baker’s
attempt to restrict function essentialism to technical artifacts and show how this fails to secure essentialism.

In Chapter 4 I present a novel account of artifact essences. Artifacts are the successful result of an
intention to make something of a given artifact kind, where this intention is to bestow various kind-relevant
features on an object. While function is often central, other criterial features may include form, material
constitution, aesthetic qualities or geographic origin. I argue that none of the criterial features is individually
necessary so I advance a cluster account. In addition to their clusters of constitutive features, I argue that
artifacts exhibit a disjunctive kind of mind-dependence: they can either be dependent on a single individual
maker’s intentions or collectively dependent on social groups or public norms.

Chapter 5 considers the question of what makes a kind an ar#/fact kind. We can distinguish between
artifactual and natural kinds by distinguishing between essential and accidental artifact kinds — a chair is
essentially artifactual while uranium-235 is only accidentally artifactual since it can also occur naturally. The
disjunctive mind-dependence of artifacts allows us to distinguish artifacts from institutional and social
kinds because the latter necessarily depend on collective intentions. I also argue that we can distinguish
artifact kinds from each other by appeal to the social norms which constitute the associated social practice.
To illustrate the social practice view, I consider the historical case of chopines, elevated shoes worn by
Venetian sex workers during the Renaissance. Our artifact kinds are the result of contingent socio-
historical developments which can and do change in concert with changes in the associated social practices.

Chapter 6 considers the reference of artifact kind terms. I substitute my account of artifacts into
the causal theory and show reference of artifact and natural kind terms function analogously. Recent
arguments from Diego Marconi, Irene Olivero and Amie Thomasson aim to undercut the causal theory,
but Marconi’s and Olivero’s arguments hinge on an implausible view of essence, while Thomasson’s
argument hinges on a particular solution to the qua-problem which we need not accept.



