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Abstract

The proliferation of digital objects—such as social profiles, cryptocurrencies, and
avatars—challenges traditional ontological frameworks premised on physical
substance. Existing approaches often commit a form of ontological reductionism,
reducing these objects to either their physical substrate (hardware) or an abstract
concept (information). Consequently, they fail to provide a robust foundation for
analyzing the concrete legal and ethical implications of these entities. To address this

deficit, the present study adopts a post-phenomenological methodology to develop a
relational and multistable ontology for understanding the mode of being of digital
objects.The findings reveal that the being of a digital object is not intrinsic or static.
Instead, it is dynamically constituted through three primary relations, contingent
upon the context of human-technology interaction: an embodiment relation (as an
extension of the self), a hermeneutic relation (as an interpretable text), and an alterity
relation (as a quasi-other). The primary contribution of this research is a framework
that transcends the simplistic real/virtual dichotomy. It provides a more precise
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philosophical foundation for addressing emerging issues such as virtual identity,
digital ownership, and the moral agency of artificial intelligence, ultimately shifting
the inquiry from what a digital object is to how it is experienced.

Keywords: Ontology, Digital Objects, Post-phenomenology, Technological
Mediation, Virtual Reality

Problem Statement

The contemporary lifeworld is increasingly saturated with digital objects that
fundamentally shape our social, economic, and personal realities. From social media
profiles that mediate our relationships to cryptocurrencies that hold significant
financial value, these entities possess a tangible impact despite their intangible
nature. This situation creates a profound philosophical problem: traditional Western
ontology, from Aristotle's substance-based metaphysics to Descartes's mind-matter
dualism (res cogitans and res extensa), is predicated on principles of physicality,
discreteness, and stable location in time and space. Digital objects defy these
categories; they are placeless, often immaterial, and their existence is contingent
upon a fluctuating infrastructure of hardware, software, and networks.
Consequently, attempting to understand them through conventional lenses leads to
an "ontological reductionism," where a digital object is inadequately reduced to
either its physical substrate (the silicon chips and code) or to a mere abstract concept
(pure information). Both approaches fail to capture its functional and experiential
reality. This inadequacy leaves us without a coherent philosophical vocabulary to
address critical questions concerning ownership, identity, and ethics in the digital
realm. The central problem this research addresses, therefore, is the lack of a suitable
ontological framework that can account for the relational and dynamic mode of being
of digital objects, moving beyond the limitations of classical philosophy.

Method

This study employs a qualitative philosophical approach grounded in conceptual
analysis, adopting the framework of post-phenomenology as its core methodology.
Drawing principally on the work of Don Ihde, this method shifts the analytical focus
away from abstract, a priori speculation and toward a pragmatic examination of the
concrete, lived experience of technology. Rather than viewing technology as a
neutral tool or a separate object of study, post-phenomenology investigates how
technologies actively mediate the relationship between humans and their world,
thereby co-shaping perception, action, and reality itself.

The analytical instruments for this inquiry are Ihde’s three key structures of human-
technology-world relations: Embodiment Relations: Where technology integrates
into the user's sensory-motor system and becomes a transparent extension of the self,
through which the world is experienced (e.g., eyeglasses or a blind person's cane).
Hermeneutic Relations: Where technology functions as a text that represents the
world and requires an act of interpretation or "reading" by the user (e.g., a map or a
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thermometer). Alterity Relations: Where technology is experienced as a quasi-other,
a distinct entity with which the human engages in a form of interaction (e.g., an ATM
or an Al assistant). This study systematically applies these three relational concepts
to paradigmatic examples of digital objects (social media profiles, video game
avatars, and cryptocurrency) to deconstruct and describe their unique modes of
existence.

Findings and Results

The application of the post-phenomenological framework reveals that the "being" of
a digital object is not a monolithic or static property. Instead, its ontology is
relational, multiple, and dynamically constituted in the act of interaction. The
analysis produced three primary findings:

Ontology is Relational, Not Intrinsic: The existence of a digital object is not
contained within the object itself but emerges from the specific relationship it
mediates between a human user and the world. For example, a video game avatar
possesses its "being-as-extension" only when a player is actively controlling it.
Digital Objects Manifest in Multiple Modes of Being: The study found that different
digital objects tend to manifest predominantly through one of the three core relations,
which define their experiential reality: Embodied Being: A video game avatar, when
controlled seamlessly, becomes an embodiment of the player's agency and presence
within the virtual world. The player acts through the avatar. Hermeneutic Being: A
social media profile does not embody a person but functions as a text collection of
data, images, and connections—that must be interpreted to understand the person's
identity and social standing. Similarly, the value of a Bitcoin is not inherent but is a
hermeneutic reality constituted by collective interpretation of market data. Alterity
Being: Engaging with an Al-powered entity like Apple's Siri or a non-player
character (NPC) in a game involves treating the digital object as an interactive
"other," a conversational partner with its own (programmed) agency. The Principle
of Multi-stability: A crucial finding is that a single digital object can shift between
these ontological modes depending on the context of interaction. A video game
avatar is embodied during immersive gameplay, becomes a hermeneutic object on a
character customization screen (where it is "read" and modified), and could be
perceived as an alterity if it were an Al-controlled companion.

In conclusion, this relational and multi-stable ontology allows us to move beyond
the simplistic real/virtual dichotomy. As argued by thinkers like David Chalmers,
events and objects within virtual worlds are not "less real"; they are simply real in a
different, technologically mediated way. By shifting the philosophical question from
"What is a digital object?" to "How is its being experienced?", this research provides
a far more nuanced and descriptively powerful framework for understanding—and
navigating—our increasingly digital existence.
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