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1.4 million years old 300,000 years old

This is a collective mind as the artifact that is systematically
shaped beyond its material function was continually remade,
seen, and shared between groups and between generations,
becoming incrementally more precise with minor local
variations. Yet the same basic shape was produced in the
same way without major adjustment for over a million and
a half years across Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and Europe
until the invention of a succession of ever more reﬁned. and
complex tool sets marked the emergence of creativity lt;e'f
and'%heredeﬂgnedhumanﬁ70nin5hw?Znekswm5
“the very birth of humanity out of design.”®
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there is general agreement that the addition of beads as
body ornamentation is the crucial step associated with the
emergence of human inventiveness that was associated
with a massive growth in the use of red pigment.® The
new use of beads as a form of information technology was
itself remarkably stable, with evidence of the same shells
being used across vast territories for tens of thousands of
years with only minor shifts in the manufacture and design
of these “thinking strings.”° It was a default “design
tradition” that likely acted as the most basic element of
more complex design systems.* This new complexity of
symbolic design precedes and becomes entangled with the
new complexity of tools that combined many parts made
of multiple materials able to be assembled in different
ways that is evident around 65,000 years ago in the ever-
changing fossil records and likely to be found ever earlier.

It is this multiplicity and malleability itself that is evidence
of the capacity to invent that makes us human, that invents
the human even. The ability to go beyond what is needed,
to make something different or differently is crucial. The
making of useless things, or things whose use has yet to
be discovered, makes all the difference. Yet for that very
reason, nothing in the fossil record, nor any artefact of
contemporary life today, can simply be divided between
useful and useless, tool and ornament. More often than
not, what is seen as ornament is doing the real work and
what looks like a tool is really for show. And the vibration
between them is the very engine of design. Nothing is
more serious than ornament if we really want to address
the human ability to invent a planetary-sized ecology of
technology as a designed form of organic life.

ARE WE HUMAN?

Notes on an archeology
of design

Beatriz Colomina &
Mark Wigley
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