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After a brief overview of the standard attempts to give the persistence conditions 

of artifacts through time and material changes, I develop and present an account which 

capitalizes on Koons‟s theory that artifacts are in some robust and important way social 

practices in order to explain their persistence through time. After one unsuccessful 

attempt to formulate a view that is not susceptible to Ship of Theseus like problems 

concerning the persistence conditions of artifacts, I present the full view: artifacts become 

artifacts when they are arranged in a particular formal manner by someone who is 

engaging in a creative social practice. The artifact then remains the same artifact so long 

as its form is sufficiently preserved and maintained according to maintaining social 

practices. In this way, the social practice that unifies the artifact is like the life that unifies 

an organism—so long as the social practice and the form persist, the artifact is the same 

artifact. To conclude, I look at several problems my view cannot yet account for, such as 

the persistence conditions of objects that are not manmade artifacts, and the commitment 

to ontic vagueness that my view seems to entail.
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Introduction 

 

 In what follows, I shall give an account of the persistence conditions of artifacts 

through most kinds of change. I take this project to be an attempt to settle a metaphysical 

question, not a semantic question—I do not merely want to know when we call 

something an artifact, or the same artifact, but rather under what conditions something is 

an artifact, and under what conditions that artifact stays the same artifact. My account is 

inspired by Aristotelian ideas concerning form and telos, and is directly dependent on 

Koons‟s proposal that artifacts are social practices. I shall argue that this sort of view has 

many merits, one of the foremost being that it is a substantive account of artifacts as 

actual things in our ontology, which can resist classical problems for the persistence 

conditions of artifacts like the Ship of Theseus.  

 

A Brief Overview of Other Views 

 

Many attempts have been given to explain how artifacts might survive material 

and temporal changes. Many arguments have also been given to explain how the failure 

of those attempts, together with other considerations, requires that one admit that there 

are no actual artifacts. Views in the first category posit the existence of coincidental 

artifacts, or even primitive identities to account for the persistence of certain artifacts. In 
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the second category are views such as mereological nihilism. I will briefly touch on each 

of these. 

That there can be coincidental artifacts—two artifacts which share the same 

matter and extension but have different persistence conditions is likely the most common 

account given
1
. The basic claim is that if something can survive a certain type of change, 

but something else cannot, then the two things must not be identical. Such theorists 

would argue that my ring is actually two artifacts, Ringy and Goldy, because while Ringy 

will not survive being melted, Goldy will. Likewise, the Spork is actually two artifacts, 

Spoony and Forky, because if one were to break the tines off of Forky, he would be 

destroyed, but Spoony would persist unharmed. While the idea that there are coincident 

artifacts certainly is counterintuitive, and more robust theoretical concerns have been 

raised which are out of the bounds of the scope of the present paper, such considerations 

rarely trouble philosophers when the views‟ merits are sufficiently large. However, the 

view I will present in later sections has all of the merits of these types of views—namely 

there are artifacts—without quite as many counterintuitive claims that one must adopt 

regarding the existence of coincident artifacts. 

But just as we would prefer an account which is not very counterintuitive, we 

want a robust account of artifacts and their persistence conditions. As such, we want a 

view where artifacts aren‟t just primitive from the start. Asserting that something is 

primitive (like the identity of artifacts) should be a last resort position. Since I believe 

                                                 
1
 The existence of coincident artifacts is a main feature of Four-Dimensionalist accounts of artifacts as well, 

which I will not address directly here. Most of my concerns with coincident artifacts also apply to four-

dimensionalism as well. 
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that my account offers a robust alternative to any type of primitivism, we do not have to 

retreat yet. 

Finally, we want an account of artifacts that entails that there actually are 

artifacts. As such, views like van Inwagen‟s mereological nihilism—that the only things 

that are cohesive objects are organisms because the activity of the parts of organisms 

composes a life—will not serve our purposes. Moreover, it turns out that on the view I 

develop there does not appear to be much of a principled distinction between an organism 

and an artifact, for artifacts have something that is very much analogous to a life: a social 

practice of creation and maintenance. I shall now move on to lay the groundwork for this 

view. 
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The Groundwork: Social Practices as Quasi-Substances 

 

According to Aristotle, all substances have a specific telos, and one of the many 

things that the telos of a substance does is account for the persistence of the substance‟s 

identity through time. Consequently, if one views social practices as quasi-substances 

(something that has many of the same properties as a substance, but is not actually a 

substance capable of existing on its own), then one can appeal to the telos of the social 

practice to account for the persistence of its identity through time. As most Neo-

Aristotelian views must give up the persistence of identity in non-substances, saving the 

intuition that the identity of an artifact persists through time could outweigh many of the 

costs of viewing artifacts as social practices. 

 

Do Social Practices Have Tele? 

 

 Earlier I said that social practices, as quasi-substances, have many of the same 

properties as substances, but not all. For instance, a social practice borrows its existence 

from those who participate in it rather than existing on its own—if all of the members of 

a club were to cease to exist, the club would cease to exist. As such, why ought we to 

think that the social practice has a telos of its own apart from the tele of those who 

participate in it? First and foremost, the telos of a social practice is different from the 

telos of the participant. For example, the telos of an environmentalist club might be to 
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bring about the conservation of natural resources, but this is not the telos of the humans 

who make up the club. In banding together to form a club with a certain purpose, the 

members create a quasi-substance that has an existence that is dependent on their 

existence, but has telos distinct from their own.  

 One might argue that the telos of the club is not in fact distinct from the telos of 

the members, but is rather dependent on the telos of the members in the same way that its 

existence is dependent on the telos of the members. While the environmentalist club‟s 

telos is not identical to the telos of a human, it is a natural outgrowth of one of the aspects 

of a human‟s telos (perhaps one cannot attain eudaimonia without properly caring for the 

environment, and so forming the environmentalist club is an expression of that aspect of 

our telos). If this objection is nothing more than an attempt to qualify what the various 

tele of social practices could be, i.e. they can only have tele which line up in certain ways 

with aspects of the human telos, I will happily grant the objection, but recognize that if 

one proceeds in this way then one will have to argue that social practices which have tele 

that do not line up with our telos in the proper manner (i.e. the Nazi party) must be 

“useful fictions” and give some explanation for why such social practices seem to exist 

but have harmful tele, when they cannot actually exist given their bad ends.  

 

How Does a Social Practice Come to Have a Telos? 

 

 The process by which a social practice gets its particular telos is sometimes 

explicit and sometimes implicit. When a group of people set up an organization, they 
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often will have an expressed purpose for that organization. However, when two people 

enter into a friendship, there is rarely a moment when they explicitly agree that the 

purpose of the friendship is for the betterment of each of their natures rather than for their 

mutual enjoyment. In such cases, there seems to be an unspoken (and possibly 

unacknowledged) purpose that the friendship has, but the purpose of the friendship is 

evident in the intentions had by each of the participants in the friendship. Friendships, 

which are for the purpose of the betterment of the natures of the participants, will be 

characterized by one participant‟s intention to encourage the other to behave properly, or 

the participant‟s intention to provide emotional support for the other. Conversely, 

friendships that are solely for the purpose of mutual enjoyment will be characterized by 

the participant‟s intentions to call each other when bored, etc. Here the social practice‟s 

telos seemed to emerge from the types of intentions that the participants had as they 

engaged in the social practice rather than from an explicit agreement that the participants 

entered in. Thus, a social practice can acquire a certain telos explicitly when the 

participants declare that it has a certain end, or implicitly as a result of the aggregate 

intentions of the participants over a period of time.  
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Artifacts as Social Practices 

 

Since material constitution and other views are unable to account for the 

persistence of artifacts through time, the next two views I shall now develop and present 

are based on a potential benefit of the Koonsian view that artifacts are social practices, 

namely that the telos of a social practice can account for the naive intuition that an 

artifact‟s identity persists through time to develop a different account of the persistence 

conditions.  However, before I can turn to the views themselves, I will give a brief 

account of what it would even mean to claim that artifacts are in some important sense 

social practices. 

I do not mean to suggest that the only thing which makes this a chair and that not 

a chair is a fact about the way we use language. I intend for this to be a robust account of 

the metaphysics of artifacts that will not empty out my ontology. There are three basic 

ways one might interpret the claim that artifacts are social practices.  

First, one could hold the view that strictly speaking there are no artifacts, just 

social practices. Talking about the bike itself is just a useful fiction; there is just a social 

practice of arranging, using, and maintaining matter in a bike-ish way. This is not the 

view I endorse here.   

Secondly, one could interpret this claim to mean that there are in fact artifacts, 

because social practices are artifacts, but artifacts are not at all the way we normally think 

they are. Rather, we have many false beliefs about artifacts: we think they have weights, 
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colors, and dimension, etc. At the end of the metaphysical day, however, the artifacts are 

really just social practices. There is a “bike activity” going on, which amounts to 

arranging, using, and maintaining matter in a way amenable to the bike activity, and we 

mistakenly think that there is an artifact, a bike, which is importantly distinct from the 

bike activity. Again, this is not the view I endorse here. 

Rather, what I mean when I say that artifacts are constituted by social practices is 

that there really are artifacts and material things, but the artifact has a dependency on the 

social practice. So the artifacts are not actually the social practices themselves qua social 

practice, but the artifacts come into existence, and are maintained, in virtue of certain 

social practices. When I speak about the relationship between artifacts and social 

practices, I intend for it to be analogous the relationship between life and an organism. 

The social practices play the role for artifacts that life plays for an organism. Just as 

something becomes an organism in virtue of having life, something becomes an artifact 

in virtue of having an associated social practice. The organism is a living thing, and is 

distinct in some sense from the life of the living thing, but in another sense is not distinct 

from the life of the living thing for if the life were to no longer exist, the organism would 

no longer exist. Likewise for artifacts—artifacts are social practices in that they cannot be 

separated from their associated social practice and continue to exist as the same sort of 

thing. 

 However, there are some important differences between the social practices that 

constitute artifacts and other types of social practices. For example, unlike other types of 
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social practices, the social practices that sustain artifacts as themselves only acquire their 

tele explicitly. When someone first invents an artifact, he designs the artifact with a 

certain purpose in mind and subsequently gives it a certain form that is intended to serve 

the function that will fulfill the purpose the designer had in mind when creating the 

object. Even if there is no one else around to use the artifact (and thus no one to explicitly 

agree that the artifact has that purpose, as in the example of a social organization), the 

intention to create an artifact with a certain purpose will be explicit and can furthermore 

usually be inferred from the form the artifact is given. Moreover, people do not invent 

artifacts to fulfill certain purposes without explicitly intending to use those artifacts to 

fulfill those purposes—it is doubtful that knives would have been invented if no one had 

ever needed to cut. One might object that people will often stumble upon uses for 

inventions, as in the creators of post-it notes, silly-putty, and penicillin, but in such cases 

it seems as if the inventor realized that his invention could have a different purpose and 

then explicitly decided to use it according to this unforeseen purpose. Such cases are like 

clubs who realize that their members would be better off pursuing a different goal and 

subsequently change the purpose of the club (as in a group of social runners who 

explicitly decide to pursue training for a marathon as opposed to merely staying in shape 

or enjoying running in a group environment) It does not matter if the idea for the new 

purpose was “stumbled upon” rather than explicitly set out as the purpose from the 

beginning—what matters is that the new purpose was explicitly adopted by the club 

members or the inventor of the artifact, whichever the case may be. 
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Purposive Functionalism 

 

 Assuming that artifacts can be coherently understood as social practices—and 

further assuming that they do have tele as a result of the relevant social practice which 

obtains these tele from the explicit intentions of their creators, users, and maintainers—

does the emphasis on teleology in this view actually do any work in solving some of the 

traditional problems of the persistence conditions of an artifact‟s identity through time? 

My first attempt to formulate a view, Purposive Functionalism, which focuses on the 

continuity of the purpose the creator and/or user of an artifact intends to create and/or use 

the artifact in accordance with, will be spelled out in an attempt to solve the classic Ship 

of Theseus problem.  

 

Purposive Functionalism and the Ship of Theseus 

 

 When Theseus acquires his original ship, call it the QE1, it has a specific telos. As 

time goes by, he replaces the boards in the ship but he never explicitly intends to change 

the telos of the QE1. However, as he removes each board, he does change the telos of the 

individual boards from “making up the QE1” to “making up the pile of boards which 

used to make up the QE1”. Once the QE1 has had all of its boards replaced, Theseus 

reassembles the old boards into another ship, the QE2. However, because there is no 

point in time when Theseus explicitly intends that the current QE1 no longer be the QE1, 
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the QE1 maintains the same telos throughout the process. Consequently, the telos of the 

QE2 will not be identical to the telos of the QE1 for they are distinct ships with distinct 

teleologies. The QE2 will not be the QE1 on the basis of being constituted by boards 

which were all at one point in time constitutive of the QE1 any more than a high school 

choir is identical to the middle school choir which feeds into it on the basis that all the 

members of the high school choir used to be members of the middle school choir
2
. On 

another version of the ship of Theseus, Theseus starts with two ships, the QE1 and the 

QE2 and gradually switches their boards over time. After a while, the QE1 is composed 

of all of the boards of the QE2. Here, there should be no real worry that the QE1 is 

actually the QE2 and vice versa, for there was never any point in time when the QE1 

ceased to possess its telos and vice versa. 

 However, these responses to ship of Theseus problems face several objections that 

require us to delve deeper into what we mean by “telos”. As the ship of Theseus problem 

is supposed to be troublesome for views that rely on material constitution to account for 

the persistence of an artifact‟s identity through time, it is no surprise that rejecting such a 

view in favor of different persistence conditions seems to solve the ship of Theseus 

problem. But if we change the ship of Theseus problem so that the tele of the ships is 

altered rather than the material constitution, we wind up back in an uncomfortable 

position—wanting to say that the a ship‟s identity has persisted when our theory says it 

does not. 

                                                 
2
 Of course, here I mean to say that the high school choir itself is not identical to the old middle school 

choir, not that the set of the members of the high school choir is not identical to the set of the members of 

the old middle school choir. The sets are identical, but the organizations are not for they are distinct social 

practices with distinct teleologies. 
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Revised Ship of Theseus  

 

Theseus designs the QE1 with the intention that it only be used to sail 

counterclockwise, and designs the QE2 with the intention that it only be used to sail 

clockwise. Anyone who is skilled at sailing will be aware that the ships have these 

purposes merely by looking at the way the rudders are designed.  After a while Theseus 

dies, and leaves the ships to his nephew who has never before sailed a ship. The nephew 

knows that the QE2 is designed to sail clockwise, and the QE1 counterclockwise, but is 

not skilled enough to know which one is which (Theseus did not paint the names of each 

ship on the ships because he could tell the difference merely by looking at the rudders, 

and he did not want enemies to be aware that these were his ships merely by reading the 

names). Consequently, Theseus‟ nephew begins using them improperly. However, as he 

is a powerful person in Athens, no one dares correct him and everyone begins using ships 

with rudders originally designed to sail counterclockwise to sail clockwise and vice 

versa. New sailors are taught that this is the way one sails with such rudders, and 

eventually no one is aware that such ships originally had (still have?) the purpose of 

sailing counter clockwise, but think that they are to be sailed clockwise. Thus, when 

Theseus‟ great-great nephew steps aboard what Theseus called the QE1, he sails it 

clockwise; and vice versa for what Theseus called the QE2. Which ship is really the 

QE1? 

 This example highlights a major problem with my theory, namely, whose 

intentions are the basis for an artifact‟s telos—the designer‟s or the subsequent user‟s? If 
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the designers intentions are all that matter, then the QE1 is still the QE1, for Theseus 

never changed his mind about using the QE1 to sail counterclockwise. If the subsequent 

users intentions are the basis for the continuity of the telos, then the original QE1 is either 

identical to the QE2 (for it is the ship used to sail clockwise) or is not identical to either 

the QE1 or the QE2, for the intentions of the subsequent users are completely distinct 

from Theseus‟ intentions, and so the current ships cannot be identical to the past ships. 

Unfortunately, none of these responses seem plausible. The original designer‟s intentions 

cannot be all that matter, for that makes the persistence of an artifact overly strong. For 

instance, if I design something with a particular telos, and never explicitly change my 

mind, then that artifact will persist even after I die
3
. Does this then mean that the artifact 

could be, in some sense, eternal
4
? If the artifact later becomes a proper part of something, 

can it take on a new telos, or will it be stuck with the telos I, the designer, with which I 

left it? It certainly seems as if the artifact should be able to take on a new telos; after all, 

things like electrons do that all the time. What, then, would constitute the artifact‟s 

destruction? The only plausible candidate would be that it could no longer be used for the 

purpose I used it for; but that also does not end up working as a solution, for perhaps I 

designed it to alleviate some complication that resulted from a mutation only I had (and 

only I ever will have). It does not seem as if the artifact should cease to be identical to 

                                                 
3
 Even if my death does not entail a strict end of my existence, it should at least entail that I cannot change 

my mind about the telos I with which imbue an artifact. 
4
 The sense of „eternal‟ I have in mind is one in which an artifact persists throughout all material changes—

even perhaps material destruction—on the grounds that this bit of stuff was imbued with a specific telos by 

a specific person having specific intentions. If the only thing which accounts for the persistence of an 

artifact is the persistence of those specific intentions, and there is no way to destroy those specific 

intentions after the creator has died,  then even the destruction of the material which composes the artifact 

will not actually destroy the artifact. As this is absurd, we should reject this formulation of an account of 

the persistence conditions of artifacts. 
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itself immediately upon my death, but it also does not seem as if the artifact should 

survive indefinitely. 

Likewise, appealing to the intentions of subsequent users seems too weak. If an 

artifact gains a different telos every other day because different people intend to use it 

differently (perhaps everyone in the family has a different need, and the thingamajig from 

the junk drawer is capable of fulfilling all of those needs), we do not intuitively want to 

say that the artifact goes into and out of existence each time someone uses it with 

different intentions.  Rather, we want to say that several people use the same artifact 

differently. It is in bad faith with our original intuition to think that we must all be able to 

explicitly agree on an artifact‟s telos in order for us to recognize that it is the same 

artifact that it was yesterday. One could argue that perhaps the same artifact can have 

several different teleologies at once, each new user imbuing it with an additional telos, 

but that makes the resulting persistence conditions of the artifact too strong. If an artifact 

can hold several different teleologies at once, on what basis does it loose a telos? Does 

someone have to explicitly intend that it not have that telos? How could someone else‟s 

intention that any particular artifact not have a certain purpose carry any weight? 
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Proper Functionalism 

 

Purposive Functionalism seemed promising at the start—perhaps a similar 

account could work. One might save the basic framework of Purposive Functionalism but 

attempt to reply to the problems faced by claiming that the conflation of teleology and 

“purpose” is incorrect. Teleology is something more like “proper function”. Thus, the 

“proper function” of the QE1 is to sail counterclockwise, and all the subsequent 

generations are using it improperly when they sail clockwise. This makes it clear that the 

best candidate for the basis of an artifact‟s telos is the designer, not the subsequent users. 

We should not worry that something that is a screwdriver at T1 will no longer be the 

same artifact at T3 because someone used it to hammer in a nail (thereby breaking the 

continuity of its telos) at T2, for using something improperly once does not thereby make 

such a use proper. However, I have already mentioned some worries one might have in 

identifying the original maker‟s intentions as the basis of proper function. Furthermore, it 

seems that there could be cases where an inventor creates an artifact to have a certain 

proper function, which subsequent generations recognize, but is actually better used by 

later generations to fulfill a different function (perhaps because it has no use in its 

original function). In such cases, intuitions can vary. There are times when we ought to 

say that the subsequent generations are not using the artifact properly (as when an antique 

piece of furniture is used in a museum piece…the proper function of the chair is for 

sitting, but we are using it to teach others about bygone eras), but also times when we are 

not sure if we wish to say that the subsequent generations are not using the artifact 
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improperly, and that it has effectively become a new artifact (though perhaps it is a new 

artifact with the same material as an earlier artifact of the same shape, size, color, etc), or 

if we want to say that while the subsequent generations are not using the artifact 

improperly, for it has a new proper function, it is still the same artifact. An example of 

such a case would be a factory that was used to make something for civilian use before 

WWII but was turned into a munitions factory during WWII.  

The natural response to such objections would  be to remind the objector that 

something does not, in fact, loose its telos (understood as „proper function‟) when it is 

used improperly. After all, the very notion that something can be used “improperly” 

seems to entail that there is in fact a proper way to use that artifact. In the account I have 

described so far, there cannot even be an “improper” use of an artifact, for when one uses 

an artifact in accordance with non-standard intentions, one does not use it improperly, but 

merely in accordance with a different proper function. Insofar as there is no way one 

could use an artifact “improperly,” there is no way one could change the telos by using 

the artifact in a manner not in accordance with the telos. This is clearly a bad result. As 

such, we need to delve further into what constitutes an artifact‟s “proper function”. 

Perhaps the claim that what gives something one proper function over another is merely 

the way the original maker intended to use it is too weak—the original maker cannot just 

have saddled the artifact with any old function by fiat, rather there must be something 

about the way the artifact is designed which gives it that particular proper function over 

any other candidate function. The earlier understanding of telos failed to take seriously 

the way in which something‟s telos is related to its form—something has a particular 
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telos in virtue of having a particular form. So the earlier examples which lead to this 

objection are misleading—the proper function of the building which was a factory for 

manufacturing car parts before it became a munitions factory was not first “to protect car 

part assembly line machines and workers from the elements” and later “to protect 

munitions assembly line machines and workers from the elements,” for there was nothing 

in the form of those buildings which made them more properly suited to housing car part 

assembly lines over munitions lines. Rather, the proper function of it was the same as the 

most basic proper function of all buildings: to protect whatever is inside from the 

elements. Moreover, even if there was something the designers of the building intended 

that it be used for which they did tailor the form of the building for (like large doors to let 

out fully assembled cars, or small windows to prohibit enemy spies from seeing how our 

weapons were made), the building would retain that form and that proper function 

regardless of how it was actually being used.  

Likewise, it is the proper function of the QE1 or the QE2 to sail clockwise or 

counterclockwise, respectively, in virtue of the way they were designed. If Theseus had 

not included the design differences that he did, then the ships would have the same proper 

function: to sail. Obviously, Theseus‟ nephew uses the two boats improperly when he 

mixes them up, but the ships‟ metaphysical identities are never in question. The QE1 

remains the QE1 even when everyone calls it the QE2, for it still has the same proper 

function—to sail counterclockwise. As such, my appeal to the continuity of an artifact‟s 

telos to account for its persistence through time does not seem to lead us into the Ship of 

Theseus paradox after all. 
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A New Problem 

 

 At this point, one ought to worry that the persistence condition I have laid out 

might be too weak. For just as the worry was raised that appealing solely to the 

persistence of original maker‟s intentions might be too strong (for the artifact seems to be 

eternal), my view entails that once an artifact can no longer perform its proper function, it 

will cease to be the same artifact. Of course, this does not seem like a bad result when we 

are thinking about total destruction of an artifact, i.e. when plate A is smashed to 

smithereens, the smithereens are no longer properly called plate A, and plate A can 

properly be said to no longer exist. What, however, about partial destruction of an 

artifact? A blunt axe, while blunt, cannot perform its proper function, but I would not 

want to say that my father‟s camping axe is not the same axe that we used when I was six 

merely because he has failed to keep it sharp. Likewise, the Roman Aqueduct as a whole 

could not be used to transport water, but that does not mean that tour guides who charge 

tourists to see the original Roman Aqueduct are running scams (and if they are, it is not in 

virtue of the aqueduct of today not being the same artifact as the aqueduct of Ancient 

Rome).  

However, the tools to solve the problem are already present in my account. 

Remember, artifacts are social practices in the sense that they are used and maintained 

according to a social practice that is, in a very important sense, the “life” of the artifact 

which makes it one thing of a certain kind. Thus, just as human bodies can become less 

good at performing their proper function (almost to the point of being unable to perform 
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their proper function as in a comatose person), artifacts can be unable to perform their 

proper function while still retaining their form and their identity as that particular artifact.  

This is because the social practice of using and maintaining the artifact as that artifact has 

not perished. An artifact may be unused—and even unusable—for a period of time, but 

when someone comes along and intends to use it in accordance with its proper function, 

or perform the required maintenance on it to get it back in working order, the artifact can 

be properly said to persist through the periods of disuse and near ruin. Thus, the axe is the 

same axe because if my father (or anyone else) were to sharpen it, then it would perform 

just as well as it had always preformed. Since it is not part of our social practice of 

sharpening axes to make new axes by sharpening them, the axe is not a new axe. 

Similarly, if someone were to rebuild parts of the Aqueduct with the intent to restore or 

refurbish it, the Aqueduct would be able to transport water once again, and could 

properly be said to be the same aqueduct
5
. Furthermore, something‟s telos is not lost 

when it is unable to perform its proper function; it merely becomes a bad example of the 

type of artifact that it is. Rather, an organism loses its telos when it loses its life and, as 

social practices are the lives of artifacts, the persistence of the social practice of using and 

maintaining the artifact‟s form and consequently its proper function will cause it to 

persist as the same artifact through time.  

                                                 
5
 There may be some point at which the form of the aqueduct has been sufficiently destroyed such that one 

could not reasonably take oneself to be engaging in any repairing or maintaining social practice, but must 

instead engage in a creating social practice with the goal of creating something that is a replica of the 

original Aqueducts. Where exactly this point is will not be clear, and is likely a point at which ontic 

vagueness enters into the picture. More discussion of the role of ontic vagueness in my account appears in 

the “More Problems” section of this paper. 
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One might worry, however, that such a response will mean the shards of glass 

which used to make up Plate A still are, in a very real sense, Plate A, for all one would 

have to do is glue the shards back together with an intention of repairing plate A. 

Depending on the level of destruction which Plate A underwent, this is not such a bad 

result. For insofar as it is plausible that the resurrection of a particular body could 

constitute the same organism being brought back to life, I do not find the possibility of a 

resurrected plate problematic. Likewise insofar as it is not plausible that the resurrection 

of a particular body could constitute the same organism, the plate will not be the same 

plate, for effectively there was a “death” which occurred when the plate was smashed 

because it completely lost its form and ability to be maintained by the same social 

practice it had been maintained by before. But if one grants that plate-resurrection is 

possible through repair, it is necessary that the social practice engaged in by the repairer 

be one of repairing a specific plate, not merely of arranging shards of glass in a plate-

wise manner, for only in the first instance could one get the necessary maintenance of the 

original social practice. After all, my gluing back together the two halves of my coffee 

cup to reassemble my coffee cup is essentially a maintaining social practice, whereas my 

gluing many tiny pieces of ceramic together to form a coffee cup (even if those pieces of 

ceramic had previously formed a coffee cup of the same size, shape, color, and whatnot 

of the resulting assembled coffee cup) is not a maintaining social practice, but rather a 

creating social practice. As a result, I am left with the same coffee cup in the first case, 

but a new coffee cup in the second place because the relevant social practices are 

different. Just as we do not think that I might be a resurrected ancient person on the 
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grounds that my body could very well be made of all the same molecules that some 

ancient person‟s body was made of (because my life is distinct from the life of the ancient 

person, even if our matter is not), we ought not worry if there are times when artifacts are 

composed of all the same material as a previous qualitatively identical artifact, but are 

nevertheless different on the basis of the difference in the relevant social practice. Of 

course, if the plate or the coffee cup was broken into hundreds of tiny bits, it would not 

be reasonable to take oneself as engaging in a maintaining social practice when one glues 

all the bits back together, and as such one would have to engage in a creating social 

practice, leading to the creation of a new plate or coffee cup after the glue sets. 

 

Social Practices and the Maintenance of Artifacts 

 

 The discussion in the last section about “relevant” social practices requires more 

clarification. Social practices are to artifacts what life is to organisms, but there are many 

different kinds of social practices, and while there are many different kinds of organisms, 

there seems to be only one “kind of life” which maintains organisms. The relevant social 

practices that make artifacts what they are are mainly the practice of creation and 

maintenance, and I shall spell these out a bit more in the following section. 

When making an artifact, one must intend to create an artifact. This intention is 

necessary, but on its own is not sufficient for the creation of an actual artifact, for 

whatever artifact one ends up creating will depend on the given form of the object. As a 

result, someone cannot make a perpetual motion machine merely by intending to arrange 



 

22 

 

matter in a perpetual motion machine-wise manner, for there is no such form. The 

intention to create an artifact is present, but an artifact is not in fact created. This is not to 

say that there are no artifacts present in the jumble of gears and pulleys that were 

intended to be parts of the perpetual motion machine—these are still artifacts in their own 

right because they have not become part of a greater cohesive artifact. Likewise, one 

might intend to make one type of artifact, but give it the wrong form and inadvertently 

make it a different type of artifact. As such, there could be accidental artifacts—one 

intends to create a shiny, long, pointy thing to hang on the wall and ends up creating a 

sword because the form given to the matter was in fact that of a sword. However, initial 

acts of creation—taking a formless bit of matter and making it into an artifact—are not 

the only sorts of creative acts one might engage in. “Re-creation” of artifacts will also 

regularly occur. For example, when certain parts which are artifacts in and of themselves, 

like an engine, four wheels, and steel bars, are assembled in a certain manner, those 

artifacts are essentially “re-created” as part of a new artifact—a car. 

Once an artifact is created, it must have its form maintained by the social practice 

of maintaining in order to persist. When an artifact breaks, or begins to lose its form, the 

people who interact with that artifact must take themselves to be maintaining or restoring 

the artifact rather than creating a new artifact. If someone is engaging in this type of 

social practice, it should be fairly obvious, as they will take themselves to have “fixed”, 

“restored” or “refurbished” an artifact—not to have made a new one that is just like the 

artifact which previously existed. 
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 However, people sometimes choose to interact with an artifact with the intention 

to not restore it to working order, but still take themselves to “maintain” the artifact in 

some important sense. An example of such would be a pair of a certain baby‟s shoes that 

are coated in, and filled with, bronze as a memento of that baby‟s first steps. After this 

process has occurred, the shoes are no longer really shoes—they do not have the form of 

a shoe since, as they are filled in, you could not put them on feet. However, these are still 

some type of artifact: they are shoe relics. An artifact becomes a relic when it retains 

something very much like its previous form (though unable to perform its proper 

function), and the social practice of maintaining it in a useable manner has ceased. The 

shoes relics are like the bodies without life—shoes only in name. Similarly, a car owned 

by Elvis on display at Graceland which has had all of the necessary fluids drained from it 

is no longer, strictly speaking, the same car, but is rather a relic of that car
6
. But this does 

not mean that we should insist all museums keep their classic cars in working order so 

that we might be able to see the cars driven by famous people, for the car relics are 

temporally linked to the original cars in a manner no other cars or car relics are. Again, 

we can draw the parallel with the dead bodies of organisms: the King Tut mummy is not 

actually King Tut anymore, but rather his material remains. Insofar as we are not 

outraged at the claim that this mummy is, in some sense, King Tut, we should not be 

outraged at the claim that this car is, in some sense, the one Elvis drove. 

                                                 
6
 Of course, if the car was to be restored to working order, it might be resurrected as the same car, and no 

longer merely be a relic of that car. Insofar as resurrection of artifacts is possible (see earlier discussion on 

this topic in regards to the resurrection of Plate A), we could resurrect the car as a car, but while the car is 

not maintained in working order, it will be a car only in name—it is more properly called a car relic. 
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The Basic Problem Revisited 

 

 One of the central questions the Ship of Theseus paradox raises is “how much 

change can an artifact undergo and still be the same artifact”? Material Constitution 

claims that artifacts survive all changes but those of material constitution. It would seem 

natural for my view to claim that an artifact survives all changes but those of proper 

function. However, what would count as a change of proper function? We have seen that 

destruction of an artifact can occur when the artifact‟s form is sufficiently destroyed and 

no one engages in a maintaining social practice, but could one make small changes to the 

design of an artifact that would be enough to give the artifact a new proper function? 

Consider, for example, Clarissa the Bike. Clarissa‟s proper function when I bought her 

was to transport a bipedal being with sufficient coordination. However, I have added a 

rack to Clarissa to carry my books. Is Clarissa‟s proper function now to transport a 

bipedal being with sufficient coordination and whatever can be attached to the rack? Is 

Clarissa no longer the same bike that she was before the rack was put on? Intuitions 

should be conflicted—she is the same, but she is also different, for a very important 

change has occurred. This can be explained in the following manner: Clarissa is the same 

bike because she still has the same basic proper function, and I never engaged in a re-

creating social practice when I installed the rack (perhaps I engaged in an “improving” 

social practice). But Clarissa seems different because Clarissa has had a hidden potential 

in her form actualized—she was designed in such a manner as to allow for a rack to be 

installed. But what if she had not been designed in a way which would allow a rack to be 
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installed, and I had instead McGyvered a system to transport my books
7
? She would still 

be the same artifact—for again there was neither the destruction of her form nor any 

engaging in recreating social practices. Instead, the additional jury-rigged rack system is 

not a proper part of her, for as stipulated in the most recent example there is nothing in 

her form itself that is conducive to supporting a rack. Rather, the rack is a separate 

artifact that happens to be spatially located near Clarissa. The rack she was designed to 

carry, however, does not seem to be a separate artifact, for it seems to be genuinely and 

importantly related to her somehow.  

More Problems 

 

 In this paper I take myself to have put forth the beginnings of an account of the 

persistence conditions of artifacts that can escape ship of Theseus type problems. 

However, this account is not without its own problems.  

The first worry one might have with regards to this view is that it seems 

committed to ontic vagueness. It may be vague when an artifact persists or does not 

persist because it may be vague whether or not the relevant social practice is present and 

the form of the object has been sufficiently maintained. Moreover, this seems to be 

genuine vagueness, rather than merely an epistemic issue, because it is not clear what 

types of facts could settle the matter without drawing arbitrary borderlines. This is 

                                                 
7
 The only type of bike I can imagine which would fit this bill would be some type of oddly 

disproportionate bicycle where there is very little extra frame because the wheels are practically touching, 

and where the wheels are so small that you are essentially sitting over both of them at once. In such a case 

it would be really difficult to attach anything extra to the frame in a “natural” manner. 



 

26 

 

particularly troublesome because some find the very possibility of ontic vagueness 

grounds for denying the plausibility that any artifacts actually exist. However, I do not 

think that the sort of vagueness in the world that is entailed in my account should be 

particularly troublesome, for it is similar to the sorts of vagueness entailed by accounts 

which deny the existence of artifacts but affirm the existence of organisms because 

organisms have life and artifacts do not. But such views ought to recognize that there are 

vague instances of life—when exactly does the body cease to be a living body? When 

exactly does the body begin to be a living body? Since artifacts, in my view, are what 

they are in virtue of their form and the social practice upon which they depend as an 

organism depends on life, vague instances of the presence of the relevant form and social 

practice should be no more troublesome than vague instances of a life in an organism. 

Secondly, it seems at first glance that nothing in my view rules out the possibility 

of troublesome examples of coincident objects, such as a living snake that is tied between 

two trees to form a hammock. The snake can persist when the hammock is destroyed by 

being removed from its place between the two trees, and the hammock can persist if the 

snake dies as a result of the injuries it sustains from being tied between the two trees. 

However, despite the modal differences, the snake is the hammock, the hammock is the 

snake, and you have two things in one space. One might explain away the worries about 

coincident objects by pointing out that the relevant modal differences can be accounted 

for by appealing to the differences between the social practice of the hammock, and the 

persistence conditions of the snake, but I do not think that we need to make this step, for 

we might be able to explain away things which appear to be coincident objects on the 
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basis of the forms of the artifacts/organisms involved. For example, the snake-hammock 

is not a hammock at all; rather it is a snake being misused as a hammock. Just as a 

screwdriver does not actually become a hammer (or even a coincident object which is 

both a hammer and a screwdriver) if I use the blunt end to drive in a nail, the living snake 

does not become a hammock when I tie it between two trees. Likewise, a hammock made 

from a dead snake is not a snake at all, but rather merely a hammock made from 

unconventional materials. I think that we will be able to give similar responses for most 

examples of coincident artifacts. In cases where there is no clear primary form which is 

being misused as if it were a different form, like the infamous spork, there are no 

coincident artifacts, but rather one single artifact in its own right: the form of the spork is 

distinct from the form of the spoon or the form of the fork—it is not quite as good of a 

fork as a fork, nor quite as good of a spoon as a spoon, but it is very good at performing 

both functions at once, which is reflected in its form. 

Moreover, merely ornamental artifacts are troublesome in my view because they 

do not seem to have any specific form or proper function that they serve. The baubles on 

my Christmas tree are aesthetically pleasing
8
, but so is a finely crafted sword hanging 

unused on the wall of a Barons Estate. However, the ornamental function of the sword is 

certainly not its proper function, and it seems to be able to play that role merely as a 

result of its accidental properties. One wonders then, if there are any properties that are 

essential to the form of an ornamental object that could suffice to make the object an 

                                                 
8
 At least the baubles are intended to be aesthetically pleasing—those people who have an aversion to hot 

pink, magenta, and lime green spheres covered in glitter may think that the decorations fail to be good 

ornamental objects because they fail to fulfill their proper function. 
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artifact with a proper function? Given the range of aesthetics, it does not seem like there 

could be—unless we are willing to claim that some ornamental artifacts are objectively 

bad, or worse, fail to be ornamental artifacts, because they lack the essential properties 

which would constitute the form of an ornamental artifact. If we cannot give an account 

of the proper function of ornamental objects that would not make artfully designed 

swords coincident objects, we may have to resort to the position that merely ornamental 

objects are not artifacts. Rather, those things, which we wish to call ornamental objects, 

are actually just bits of matter that happen to have incidental properties which some find 

aesthetically pleasing. However, these “ornamental objects” could not survive material 

changes as the same thing. 

This brings us to a closely related concern: my account entails that artifacts persist 

through time and material changes, but it says nothing about other objects like mountains 

and rivers, which also seem to persist. It is not clear that we can resort to claims about 

social practices to solve this problem, for while something in the shape of a bicycle might 

not properly be a bicycle if there is no one who designed it, and no one to use and 

maintain it, a mountain or a river does not seem dependent on social practices in the same 

way. Nevertheless, we want it to be true that Mt. Everest and the Nile are, in some 

important sense, the same mountain and river that have been around for ages, despite the 

multitude of changes they have undergone. 

The final and vastly different concern is that my view might entail that there are 

artifacts that can never become relics of themselves—unless they are completely 
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destroyed, they will continue to exist as that artifact. The example I have in mind is a 

book, for it is not clear what one could do short of destroying the book to the point that it 

is completely unreadable because the very content of the book has been destroyed—not 

merely because it has been closed and encased in glass like those in museums—which 

would cause the book to no longer be the same thing. However, this is actually a nifty 

result of my view, for books are paradigmatically artifacts that depend on social 

practices, so much so that they cannot be separated from their social practice even to 

become relics of themselves. Even if it were to degrade to such a point that it could not 

be read (perhaps because the ink faded, or the swamp discolored the page) it would not 

be a book relic, because it does not seem to be enough like a book anymore. Books are 

essentially attempts to communicate something, and that is a social practice if anything 

is. Even if a culture that had no concept of a book were to encounter the book, it would 

still be a book because books do not need to be read in order to be books. They are, in a 

sense, one-sided social practices that maintain themselves
9
.  

                                                 
9
 By a “one sided social practice” I mean to capitalize on the independent nature of a book—one does not 

need to intend that one‟s diary ever be read in order to succeed in writing a diary. Similarly, there seems to 

be nothing short of destroying the diary to the point that it is unreadable (and cannot be restored to a 

readable state) which would constitute the destruction of the diary—there does not seem to be a middle 

state where the diary is not completely destroyed, but is a diary relic. Books seem to go straight from “book 

hood” to “bound collection of blank paper” hood, where the bound collection of paper cannot even be 

called a book in the way that a car relic can be called a car. The essential form of a book includes its 

communicative nature, not in the mere formal arrangement of matter in a book-wise manner, and in this 

sense, it is a very different type of artifact, and is paradigmatically a social practice. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I have set out an account of the persistence conditions of objects 

through time and most kinds of change. I have proposed that things compose an artifact 

when they are intentionally arranged and maintained according to creating and 

maintaining social practices in some specific formal order in virtue of which they are able 

to serve a proper function. The artifact persists so long as its form is kept sufficiently 

intact and there is an ongoing social practice of maintenance as that artifact. The artifact 

ceases to exist as the same artifact if it loses its form to such a degree that one cannot 

reasonably engage in a social practice of maintenance to repair the artifact, but rather will 

have to create a new (albeit very similar, and perhaps even materially identical) artifact. 

Due to the nature of artifacts put forth on this account, classic worries regarding the 

persistence of artifacts through temporal, material, or other sorts of change, do not arise. 

Thus, we avoid the Ship of Theseus problem, for there is no point at which the 

maintainers of the ship take themselves to be remaking, rather than repairing, the ship as 

they remove successive boards. Furthermore, assembling all the original boards does not 

constitute reassembling the ship because the boards were not sufficiently maintained in 

their formal order as a ship while they were a pile of boards on the beach. Finally, 

switching boards between two ships will not cause Ship A to become Ship B because the 

formal order of each ship is maintained throughout the process of changing planks. But 

while we may be able to get a coherent account of the persistence conditions for artifacts 
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by proceeding in this manner, we are still unable to account for the persistence conditions 

of other, not man-made, objects like mountains. Our ontology is still lacking. 
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