Steve Fuller

 'Nature as artefact: Where ontology meets theology and sociology'

At a rhetorical level, the turn to artefacts in science studies has been designed to stress the ‘non-human’ side of science – a stress on the ‘material’ as opposed to the ‘ideal’ side of science as a social practice. However, the very idea of artefact already contains an ideal element, namely, that of design and the implied intelligence behind it. The fact that artefacts may produce effects unintended and/or unanticipated by their designers should not obscure the fact that artefacts are, by definition, designed by intelligent agents. These agents are typically human, but the claim that all of nature is an artefact is ultimately a reference to a conception of the Abrahamic God that became widespread during the 17th century Scientific Revolution (e.g. the world as machine and God as mechanic) and has repeatedly appeared as a driving force in the history of science, as illustrated by such ideas as ‘reverse engineering the divine plan’ and (especially with respect to biotechnology) ‘playing God’. I will attempt to redress this curious blind spot in contemporary science studies – namely, the failure to see that the human (and even the divine) never quite disappears from the ‘non-human’. Here I would wish to redefine the material/ideal culture distinction in terms of unintended/intended action.

