The Fibreculture Journal

issn: 1449-1443

DIGITAL MEDIA + NETWORKS + TRANSDISCIPLINARY CRITIQUE

FCJ-206 From BraitenbergOs Vehicles to JansenOs Beach
Animals: Towards an Ecological Approach to the Design of
Non-Organic Intelligence

Maaike Bleeker, Utrecht University

Abstract: This article presents a comparison of two proposals for how to conceive of the evolution of non-
organic intelligence. One is Valentino BraitenbergOs 1984 essay OVehicles: Experiments in Synthetic
Psychology®. The other is the Strandbeesten (beach animals) of Dutch engineer-artist Theo Jansen. JansenOs
beach animals are not robots. Yet, as semi-autonomous non-organic agents created by humans, they are
interesting in the context of the development of robots for how they present an ecological approach to the
design of non-organic intelligence. Placing BraitenbergOs and JansenOs approaches side by side illuminates
how JansenOs approach implies a radically different take than BraitenbergOs on non-organic intelligence, on
intelligence as environmental, and on what the relationship between agency and behaviour might

comprise.
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For more than twenty years now, Dutch artist and engineer Theo Jansen has been invested in the
development of new, non-organic species that he refers to as Strandbeesten, which in English translates to
"beach animals". His beach animals are creatures constructed from plastic conduit normally used to house
electric cables, ropes, plastic bottles and pieces of sailcloth. He describes them as 'skeletons that are able
to walk on the wind'. They are called 'animals’, yet they are completely inorganic. They use the wind to
propel themselves and require no other fuel or food. Over time, Jansen has managed to develop creatures
that are increasingly capable of 'surviving' on their own. His ideal plan is to put the beach animals out in
herds on the beaches and have them live their own 'life". [1] The intricate complexity and transparency of
the beach animals, and the precision of their movements in response to wind and sand, are fascinating to
watch. Equally fascinating are the questions they raise about (among others) the materiality of experience,
the relationships and differences between the organic and the non-organic, and the definition of life and of
intelligence from a post-anthropocentric perspective.



