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   Definition

   
    The activity, role, value or purpose of a part, activity, or trait of an organism.

   

  

 
 
  
   Characteristics

   
    Terms like “function,” “functions,” and “functional” are used in many different ways. The 2005 edition of the New Oxford American Dictionary gives the following as the first meaning of “function”: “an activity or purpose natural to or intended for a person or thing” with “Vitamin A is required for good eye function” as an example. This definition is suitable as a general characterization of the term “function” and at the same time it contains the seeds of many confusions about the notion of biological function, especially because it talks about “activity or purpose” and”natural to or intended for.”

    The idea that biological function is somehow related to purposes and the idea that there can be natural purposes in addition to intended ones has been a source of inspiration for philosophical discussion. In the 1950s and 1960s, philosophers of science, of a logical positivist...
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