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Between the philosophies of representation
and critique in environmental politics, this es-
say argues that the relationship between
French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari’s theory of “machinic ecology” and
the Zapatistas “ecological self-management”
practices in the Lacandon jungle in Chiapas,
Mexico, offers a compelling direction for a
post-neoliberal ecopolitics. While normative
theories of subjectivity, representation, and
identity in environmental philosophy have
been able to secure and expand the conceptual
and legal foundations of environmental and
animal rights, they have also come under in-
creasing philosophical and political criticism
by, what are being called, post-representa-
tional or, “non-centered” environmental phi-
losophies, in particular those of critical theory,
ecophenomenology, and poststructuralism.
Broadly, these critical theories argue that the
expansion of moral and political representa-
tion to the non-human world is not the solution
to environmental devastation, but is rather part
of the problem. It is the theoretical hubris of
supposedly autonomous rational human
agency and juridical representation that has
subordinated the deeper network of non-hu-
man relations to human mismanagement.
Without criticism of this prevalent dualism be-
tween humans and nature, environmental phi-
losophy risks obfuscating the deeper ecologi-
cal structures and relations common to the
flourishing of both.

But as more and more environmental phi-
losophers begin to draw on the works of Martin
Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Jacques Derrida,
and the Frankfurt school for ecopolitical in-
sight, I believe a certain twofold crisis is com-
ing to the fore in this important and growing
discourse. That is, despite the compelling cri-
tique of reason and representation in environ-
mental philosophy these philosophers have
given, they have so far been unable to develop
a political philosophy of emancipation as a

consequence of their, admittedly devastating,
critique of power, subject-object dualism, hi-
erarchy, modernist rationality, and techno-
capitalism. As Kerry Whiteside remarks, such
“critique becomes seriously counterproduc-
tive . . . when a fascination with incommensu-
rable discourses takes the place of any attempt
to grapple empirically with a world undergo-
ing rapid ecological deterioration.”1 Broadly, it
seems that the careful and philosophical analy-
sis of today’s already existing ecopolitical ex-
periments have tended to be marginalized in an
environmental philosophy that favors critique
over construction. Additionally, by undermin-
ing the dualism between nature and culture,
non-centered ecopolitics risks erasing the cru-
cial distinction that makes environmental phi-
losophy specifically “environmental.”

Thus, one of the most important theoretical
problems confronting ecopolitical philosophy
today is not that it lacks the proper conceptual
tools for critiquing the various mechanisms
and dualisms of environmental devastation but
that it has neglected the more constructive task
of developing a theoretical alternative to them.
That is, of developing a positive theory of how
ontologically heterogenous and non-centered
conditions, elements, and agencies function to
form an ecopolitics without universal or
dualistic foundations.

This first philosophical problem parallels a
second problem in the field of politics: the ap-
parent exhaustion of emancipatory politics.
The late twentieth century has signaled a triple
defeat for liberatory politics: the retreat and
economic co-optation of feminist, environ-
mental, racial, and labor struggles of the 1960s
and 70s in the First World; the disintegration of
Soviet-style Socialism in the industrial Second
World; and the decline of colonial liberation
movements in the Third World. Ecopolitics in
particular, as Pierre Lascoumes argues (draw-
ing on Foucault), has been largely co-opted
into a second stage of biopolitical power that
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extends beyond the surveillance and control of
human society and its population to all forms
of life in a “general optimization of the
world.”2 “Eco-power,” as Lascoumes calls it,
has been concentrated into the hands of gov-
ernments and corporate funded NGOs, who
have, as recent scientific studies show, done a
worse job of managing forest commons, hect-
are-for-hectare, than the indigenous popula-
tions who live in them.3 But has the exhaustion
of liberation movements, coupled with the bu-
reaucratization of environmental policy, the
patenting of genetic material, and the corpo-
rate greenwashing of vast sectors of the econ-
omy, truly marked an “end to the great
emancipatory discourses,” and the inevitabil-
ity of green neo-liberalism as the absolute ho-
rizon for all ecopolitical thought? If not, what
can ecopolitics possibly mean for us today be-
yond the admittedly saturated revolutionary
framework of class struggle, party-state,
dictatorship of the proletariat, and so on?
Simply put, what are the prospects for a post-
liberal ecopolitics today?

It is in this context that the present essay ar-
gues in favor of a different philosophical and
political trajectory. Philosophically, I argue
that the theoretical practice of “machinic ecol-
ogy” developed by Deleuze and Guattari of-
fers a new theory of ecopolitical conditions, el-
ements, and agencies that is nei ther
representational nor purely critical, but philo-
sophically constructive. And politically, I ar-
gue the Zapatista’s practices of autonomy,
community management, and third person
agency offer an exemplary direction for a post-
neoliberal environmentalism that is based nei-
ther on nation-state, capitalism, individualism,
nor on reactionary demonstrations, but on eco-
logical self-management and federated auton-
omy. Accordingly, this essay will be divided
into two sections. The first outlines and de-
fends Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of a
non-dualistic machinic ecology. The second
then argues for this theory and its main con-
cepts as a coherent alternative to both norma-
tive and purely critical environmentalisms by
showing its conceptual illumination of and by
the post-neoliberal ecopolitical practices of
the Zapatistas in their defense of the Lacandon
Jungle.

Deleuze and Guattari’s Machinic Ecology

The use of Deleuze and Guattari’s philoso-
phy for environmental purposes, while recent,
is no longer original.4 Similarly, other scholars
have already written on the parallel between
Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy and the
politics of Zapatismo.5 But none so far have
brought the two together to examine how the
specifically ecopolitical relationship between
Deleuze and Guattari’s machinic ecology and
the Zapatista’s ecological self-management
practices might pose a new direction for envi-
ronmental politics.

Deleuze and Guattari’s environmentalism,
according to Bernd Herzogenrath, has the aim
of elaborating a “generalized ecology of com-
plex material systems, without falling into the
trap of the Cartesian dualism of ‘nature’ and
‘culture’ that is still operative in much of the
mainstream ecological/ecocritical ap-
proaches.”6 And according to Mark Hasley, the
author of Deleuze and Environmental Dam-
age, one of the strengths of this growing litera-
ture is that it has been able to, for the most part,
avoid some of the typical monolithic ap-
proaches found in contemporary environmen-
tal philosophy (the irresponsible consumer
monolith under liberal ecology, the capitalist
monolith under ecomarxism, the patriarchal
monolith under ecofeminism, the hierarchical
monolith under deep ecology, and the domina-
tion monolith under social ecology). Each of
these approaches, Halsey claims, shares a cer-
tain theoretical drive toward totality, each,
“knows the key variables ‘causing’ social and
environmental ruin but also has implicit within
it the makings of a comprehensive, indeed
transcendental solution.”7 These modernist en-
vironmental projects privilege transcendental
unities (subject, object, Nature) over imma-
nent processes (individuals, multiplicities,
flows of matter-energy). They seek to establish
universal grounds from which to legitimate
programs of ecological recuperation (laws of
Nature, God, social justice, rational steward-
ship), posit teleologies for the permanent reso-
lut ion of environmental confl ic ts
(sustainability, anarchism, ecosocialism), and
end up reestablishing binary oppositions (cul-
ture/nature, men/women, science/opinion,
capi ta l ism/communism, ecological ly
significant/ ecologically insignificant).8
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Despite some of Halsey’s bolder claims, given
his own seemingly totalizing critique against
transcendental monoliths, it remains exciting
to see the literature on Deleuzian environmen-
tal philosophy continue to grow.

There is however, a certain aspect of this ap-
proach that remains radically under-theorized.
That is, while much of the work done on
Deleuze and Guattari’s ecophilosophy has
been able to conceptually undermine various
forms of power even within environmental
philosophy itself, very few have followed up
on what I consider to be the most politically
promising and original ecopolitical contribu-
tion of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy: the
deployment of an ecologic or oiko-logos able
to understand the basic relationships and func-
tions of specific non-representational political
and ecological systems. Not as a meta-dis-
course, but as a creative practice with its own
theoretical vocabulary. That is, while political
practices may be local and particular, they also
mobilize ideas with implications beyond their
own limited scope. I believe the creation of
these conceptual networks and their relay is
the aim of Deleuze and Guattari’s practical
philosophical efforts. “Praxis,” as Deleuze
says, “is a network of relays from one theoreti-
cal point to another, and theory relays one
praxis to another.”9 So how then are we to posi-
tively understand the kind of environmental-
ism befitting such a new post-representational
political sequence?

Deleuze and Guattari begin their first col-
lective work, Anti-Oedipus, with the rejection
of the dualism between the supposedly auton-
omous spheres of nature and culture. Where
industry extracts its raw materials from nature,
consumes them, and then returns its refuse to
nature, Deleuze and Guattari argue, following
Marx, that this is not the operation of relatively
separate spheres (production, distribution,
consumption), but rather an activity predicated
on the common structural relations of the capi-
talist division of labor and the concept of sup-
posedly “fixed elements” within the overall
process of profit generation. Human beings do
not autonomously extract raw materials from
nature, nor do they autonomously decide to
“save nature” from unsustainable extractions
or toxic waste disposals. While there are, of
course, human agents who speak of the “rights
of nature” and “sustainable extraction,” their

very ability to conceive of environmental pro-
tection in terms of “rights,” “labor,” and
“value” is conditioned by an advanced
technoscientific coordination of research,
organization, and green capitalist industry. For
this reason Deleuze and Guattari can say,

We make no distinction between man and na-
ture: the human essence of nature and the natu-
ral essence of man become one within nature in
the form of production or industry, just as they
do within the life of man as a species. Industry is
then no longer considered from the extrinsic
point of view of utility, but rather from the point
of view of its fundamental identity with nature
as production of man and by man. Not man as
the king of creation, but rather as the being who
is in intimate contact with the profound life of
all forms or all types of being.10

Human activity and “reason” is thus condi-
tioned on an enormous matrix of non-human
activities (economic, biological, and techno-
logical structures, etc.), just as nature is condi-
tioned by an enormous network of human ac-
tivity. To assert an independence of one from
the other is sheer abstraction. Deleuze and
Guattari’s conclusion is thus that there are only
processes of mutual production that are neither
strictly human, nor strictly natural, but both,
that is, artificial. Insofar as artifacts and tech-
nology are a mix between human activity and
natural objects, Deleuze and Guattari claim
that all processes of production (insofar as they
too are always natural/human) are machines.
And “every machine is a machine connected to
another machine,” and the multiplicity of ma-
chines connected up with one another forms
the “Mechanosphere” of the earth (AO 12/6).
As Guattari insists, “We might just as well re-
name environmental ecology machinic ecol-
ogy, because Cosmic and human praxis has
only ever been a question of machines.”11

So far, much of the environmental scholar-
ship on Deleuze and Guattari affirms this con-
clusion of a non-dualistic machinic ecology.12

But, on its own, I believe this conclusion is the-
oretically insufficient. We are still left with the
two philosophical problems we began with:
(1) Given such a non-centered ecological phi-
losophy, how can we account for the capacity
for ecopolitical decision-making and valua-
tion if everything is just a process of machines
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connecting to other machines? (2) If there is no
distinction between humans and nature, why
then should we consider such a philosophy
specifically “environmental”?

In the next section, I argue that while it may
be true that for Deleuze and Guattari ecology is
only machines of machines, there are also dif-
ferent kinds or types of machines with differ-
ent functions that qualify them.13 “Environ-
mental” philosophy, for Deleuze and Guattari,
is thus not only distinct as a methodology (in-
sofar as it is opposed to normative ones) but
also in terms of the types or kinds of compo-
nents in the machinic assemblage under analy-
sis. The key to understanding how this non-
centered machinic ecology provides an alter-
native to both normative and critical ecologies,
while also answering the above questions, is
by looking at how its three main concepts both
illuminate and are illuminated by the parallel
ecopolitical practices of the first “post-
modern”14 or “post-representational”15

revolution: the ecosocial uprising of the
Zapatistas of the Lacandon jungle.

Machinic Ecology and Zapatismo

On January 1, 1994 (the day NAFTA went
into effect), an armed group of indigenous
campesino’s, forced off their land to live in the
Lacandon jungle of Chiapas, Mexico declared
war against the Mexican government. They
took back five towns and over 500 privately
owned ranches in Chiapas. After several failed
peace negotiations with the Mexican govern-
ment and many dead, the Zapatistas began im-
plementing their own autonomous organiza-
tions. Currently, over 2,200 communities
(about 100,000 people) are federated into 32
“autonomous municipalities,” each grouped
into five local self-governments called the
“Juntas de Buen Gobierno” (JBG) or Commit-
tees of Good Government.16 Today, the
Zapatistas remain committed to, among other
things, autonomy, participatory self-govern-
ment, consensus decision-making, respect for
nature and life without the use of pesticides,
dams, or unnecessary logging, and the inclu-
sion of “everybody without distinctions of
party, religion, sex, or color.”17 Their home, the
Lacadon jungle, is located in the eastern corner
of Mexico’s southern-most state, and is the
largest remaining tropical rain forest in North

America. As habitat for 27 mammal species,
424 types of birds (both resident and migra-
tory), 97 reptiles, 32 amphibians, and 30
genera of fish—112 species in the Usumacinta
River, the Lacandon is one of the most bio-
diverse forests in the world and a front-line of
ecological defense.

While the Zapatista’s initial forced reloca-
tion into the Lacandon by the Mexican govern-
ment in 1994 and their need for basic infra-
s t ructure may have resul ted in the
“exacerbation of already existing deforesta-
tion pressures in the Lacandon jungle,” as Ka-
ren O’Brien writes in her 2000 book, Sacrific-
ing the Forest: Environmental And Social
Struggle In Chiapas,18 the past seven years of
Zapatista community forest management have
been a different story. Despite the fact that the
Mexican government was responsible for the
forced relocation of the Zapatistas, into what
the government decided would also be the
Montes Azules Biosphere Reserve (MABR),
whose 3312 square kilometer zoning strategy
was to maintain ecological integrity by re-
stricting natural areas to exclusively non-con-
sumptive uses, such as tourism and scientific
research, the indigenous populations and the
Zapatistas were blamed for its deforestation.
Mexican governmental organizations, equat-
ing indigenous subsistence forest management
with the commercial logging that devastated
the Lacandon in the 1960’s, used environmen-
tal policy to try and squash the Zapatista rebel-
lion and open the area for hydroelectric dams.
International non-governmental organizations
like Conservation International (CI), in con-
junction with Grupo Pulsar (the world’s ninth
largest biotechnology company), mobilized
the same environmental policy against the
Zapatistas to promote eco-tourism, and
“biological research” stations to copy-write
and privatize traditional knowledges and
medicinal plants. In the words of the
Zapatistas,

We state clearly that at the center of all of this,
concealed behind the masks of the environmen-
tal foundations, lie the economic interests of
large multinationals involved in the exploita-
tion of bio-genetic resources. There is also the
interest of the Mexican government and foreign
governments in the other natural resources,
such as fresh water, oil, uranium, etc. In addi-
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tion, there are the interests of the many entre-
preneurs who view the displaced indigenous
populations as cheap labour for maquiladora
factories. . . . And there is the Mexican govern-
ment’s interest in extending its low intensity
warfare through different means, in order, once
and for all, to get rid of the Zapatista communi-
ties in resistance and rebellion.19

This deployment of top-down science-
based preservation tactics without regard for
the cultural context, or traditional ecological
knowledge of those who occupy the forest, has
been empirically unsuccessful in the case of
the Lacandon.20 Meanwhile, the Lacandon
Maya, indigenous to the forest, have been suc-
cessfully managing an agroecosystem for gen-
erations that both protects biodiversity and
produces for their family’s needs.21 In the case
of the Lacandon, the often overlooked connec-
tion between political conflict and biodiversity
cannot be ignored.

It is at these frontiers of ecological defense
that the Zapatistas have had to invent another
way of doing ecopolitics that I believe offers
an excellent model for a post-neoliberal envi-
ronmentalism based on self-management and
autonomy. Neither reducible to romanticized
traditional indigenous struggles for territory,
nor to liberal democratic environmental par-
ties, rights, or pleas for personal responsibility,
nor to Marxist revolutionary ideologies of a
communist state, the Zapatistas have formed
their own autonomous federation of villages
based on participatory and democratic coun-
cils for ecological self-government. Their re-
jection of state representation, political par-
ties, neoliberal “conservation ethics,” and
personal consumer responsibility narratives
makes them difficult, if not impossible, to un-
derstand in the terms of normative environ-
mental philosophy. Thus, in the subsections
that follow I would also like to argue that
Zapatismo is best understood in terms of the
machinic ecology of Deleuze and Guattari. In
particular, by three concepts that explain its
basic conditions, elements, and agencies: its
abstract machine, its concrete assemblage, and
its personae, as Deleuze and Guattari call
them.22

The Abstract Machine and Zapatismo

Where one might locate the concept of an
ethical “norm,” “law,” or “condition” in envi-
ronmental philosophy that allows disparate
human voices to come to a common prescrip-
tive agreement on a dispute, Deleuze and
Guattari instead propose the alternative con-
cept of an “abstract machine.” A norm does not
describe the world the way it “is,” but how it
“ought” to be. A norm is thus a transcendent el-
ement intended by an autonomous form of
consciousness or sovereign state unhindered
by existential bias. For instance, the prescrip-
tive value of “ecological diversity” is defined
in conceptual or legal terms, prior to or inde-
pendent from any specific thing that might be
described as realizing that value. Something
either realizes biodiversity and is right or it
does not and it is wrong. “A thing is right when
it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and
beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong
when it tends otherwise,” as Aldo Leopold as-
serts in his land ethic.23 Difference is thus only
a difference from the same, e.g., the norm
which represents the independent unity of the
diverse.

Opposed to this, the abstract machine is an
event or shared condition for action and evalu-
ation only insofar as it is immanently trans-
formed by the concrete elements that realize
and different ia te i t . There is thus a
“coadaptation” or “reciprocal presupposition”
of the two that allows for their participatory
transformation.24 The event thus changes in
nature each time there are “reconversions
subjectives actuelles” (actually occurring sub-
jective redeployments) of it (DRF 217/236).
Subsequently, according to Deleuze and
Guattari, the abstract machine is absolutely
singular and unable to be deduced from either
history or introspection.

In historical phenomena such as the revolution
of 1789, the Commune, the revolution of 1917,
there is always one part of the event that is irre-
ducible to any social determinism, or to causal
chains. Historians are not very fond of this
point: they restore causality after the fact. Yet
the event itself is a splitting off from, a breaking
with causality; it is a bifurcation, a lawless devi-
ation, an unstable condition that opens up a new
field of the possible. (DRF 215/233)
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The abstract machine is not deducible be-
cause it is the condition for deduction, descrip-
tion, and prescription itself: it is a more pri-
mary evental commitment. This machine is
abstract in the sense that is not a thing among
other things, but also real (vrai-abstrait), inso-
far as it is a condition that allows for the ap-
pearance of “new space-times” and new
subjectivities antagonistic to representation
and power (P 233/172).25 However, while it
may not be a thing, the abstract machine is still
marked by a singular and asignifying proper
name, date, and image, like the names of mili-
tary operations or the names of hurricanes, as
Deleuze and Guattari say (MP 51/28, 322–
323/264). These names do not represent, sym-
bolize, or refer to anything at all. Rather, they
are spoken through. As a self-referencing and
autonomous event independent from political
representation, the abstract machine allows for
the shared expression and conjunction of the
various heterogenous elements that speak and
exist through it (MP 177–178/142).

Zapatismo, as a non-representational politi-
cal event that has brought hundreds of thou-
sands of people together against neoliberalism
and for the democratic defense of the earth,
without folding to state politics, green capital-
ism, or environmental bureaucracy, I believe,
should be considered as an abstract machine.
Like the phenomena of the revolution of 1789,
the Paris Commune, and the revolution of
1917, what is singular about this event is its
irreducibility to social determinism and de-
ductive causal chains: in 1994, in Mexico,
Zapatismo held no resemblance to any recog-
nizable, legal, or legitimate thing within the
present “state of affairs,” i.e., no political rep-
resentation (party), no market representation,
linguistic representation (their languages are
not spoken or recognized by political repre-
sentatives), or representation by the local in-
digenous leaders (Caciques). There was no
causal necessity that Zapatismo should have
existed, no way it could have been deduced
from the domains of “rights” and “commodi-
ties” from which it emerged, and yet they
“burst upon a world that denied their exis-
tence” anyway, as Zapatista scholar John Hol-
loway says.26

From the representational point of view of
Mexican politics, the marginalized and un-
represented Zapatistas of Chiapas have no “le-

gitimate” existence. But what is most interest-
ing about the Zapatista communities is that
they do not legitimate their revolution strictly
by presupposed norms based on identity (pre-
scriptive requests for “rights,” the overthrow of
the state, a new market economy, or a new eth-
nic nationalism), but rather affirm a self-refer-
ence or autonomy. Instead of simply valoriz-
ing their difference and un-representability as
such, as Simon Tormey has argued, the
Zapatistas, I am arguing, have created a new
form of ecopolitical evaluation that better al-
lows them to realize the (self)management of
forest commons.27 Contrary to normative theo-
ries of environmental philosophy based on
prescription, the Zapatistas practice a form of
rotational direct democracy where members
take fourteen day shifts deliberating and
facilitating communal/environmental matters,
where they consider the ecosystem to be
inseparable from who they are as Zapatistas.
As Subcomadante Marcos puts it,

For a long time, this place has existed where
men are Zapatistas, the women are Zapatistas,
the kids are Zapatistas, the chickens are
Zapatistas, the stones are Zapatistas, everything
is Zapatista. And in order to wipe out the
Zapatista Army of National Liberation, they
will have to wipe this piece of territory off the
face of the earth- not just destroy it but erase it
completely, because there is always the danger
of the dead down below.28

If we are to take this passage seriously, what
it means to be Zapatista is also to be the stones,
trees, and animals of the Zapatista autonomous
zones. Participatory (as opposed to representa-
tive democracy) and collective (as opposed to
personal or moral conscience) decision-mak-
ing actually is the whole ecological system
speaking through (as opposed to for) the
proper name of Zapatismo expressively.
“Zapatismo” is thus not a thing, or norm, that
represents or signifies anything, but rather a
singular and constantly renegotiated abstract
machine.

The Concrete Machinic Assemblage and
Community Forest Management

So far we have seen how the abstract ma-
chine of Zapatismo provides an alternative
condition to the norms of state law and moral
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conscience as well as the affirmation of
machinic multiplicities in general. But what is
the theoretical alternative to the concrete ele-
ments that are supposedly intended by con-
sciousness or legislated by state policy? Where
one would typically find the concept of “goal
oriented” actions and elements, whose being is
represented in advance by their biological or
moral purpose, or by human deliberation,
Deleuze and Guattari propose instead the con-
cept of the concrete machinic assemblage.

First, the elements of a machinic assem-
blage cannot be considered as “normative” or
“goal-driven” actions since they are continu-
ally transforming the conditions or goals that
are supposed to normalize and direct their ac-
tions. Such mutual transformations though
should not be mistaken for a kind of pragmatic
“revisionism,” where a hypothesis is “tested,”
found to work or not work, and then rationally
(or otherwise) revised accordingly, in order to
ground a narrative of political “progress.”29

Rather, ecopolitical problems themselves
transform and are transformed simultaneously
by those who effectuate them and who are ef-
fected by them (without knowing ends in ad-
vance). “When people demand to formulate
their problems themselves,” as Deleuze and
Guattari say, “and to determine at least the par-
ticular conditions under which they can re-
ceive a more general solution,” there is a spe-
cifically non-representational form of self-
management and democratic participation
(MP 589/471; DR 205/158).

But the concrete machinic assemblage that
Deleuze and Guattari develop is not simply
synonymous with the kind of procedural prac-
tices found in environmental justice move-
ments either. Where the concept of procedural
justice still relies on the participatory capacity
of all rational human subjects, who would be
effected by the outcome of an ecopolitical dis-
pute to represent the plants, animals, and eco-
systems at stake, Deleuze and Guattari’s con-
cept of the machinic assemblage is a purely
affective or expressive political procedure.30

Affective decision-making is a procedure
whereby the collection of the situation’s ca-
pacities to affect or be affected by the other ele-
ments are determined. Each machine may cer-
tainly have different capacities to be affected,
but there is no single machine or affect that is
independent from or in charge of representing

the others. So while there are certainly those
who speak (human language), speech does not
necessarily mean “speaking for.” As Bruno
Latour argues, certain kinds of speech should
be considered as “speech prostheses,” i.e., not
as representational acts but rather as spoken
extensions of the plants, animals, and ecosys-
tems themselves (like functional and expres-
sive prosthetic appendages).31

But lest we fall back into affirming an undif-
ferentiated multiplicity of such machines all
speaking through each other (and losing the
specificity of the concept), it is important to
note that not all machinic assemblages func-
tion in the same way. One must “count its af-
fects,” (on cherche á faire le compte de ses af-
fects) (MP 314/257). In A Thousand
Plateaus,Deleuze and Guattari give the
example of the “draft horse-omnibus-street”
assemblage as such a specific collection of
non-representational affects.

It is defined by a list of active and passive affects
in the context of the individuated assemblage it
is part of: having eyes blocked by blinders, hav-
ing a bit and a bridle, being proud, having a big
peepee-maker, pulling heavy loads, being
whipped, falling, making a din with its legs, bit-
ing, etc. These affects circulate and are trans-
formed within the assemblage: what a horse
“can do.” (MP 314–315/257)

The procedure of counting the affects of the
situation thus decides what can or will be done
in the assemblage. There are no universal ends
or values that inhere in things themselves, only
their immanent capacities to be assembled and
reassembled in a continually renegotiated and
expressive machinic assemblage or relation.

Insofar as the Zapatistas practice such a
continual and affective renegotiation of their
ecological assemblage, without drawing on
the concepts or practices of state-based or uni-
versal environmental rights, they effect a con-
crete machinic assemblage. That is, the Zapa-
tista communities practice a form of collective
valorization that refers back not to the sover-
eignty of the state, or the intrinsic value of na-
ture, or any other pre-given teleology, but to
the immanent act of determining in each case
what their collective ecological body is capa-
ble of. Assembled in a heterogeneous mix of
NGOs, diverse indigenous traditions, and in-
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ternational influence, the Zapatistas have had
to learn how to manage the environment.

This commitment takes the form of several
specific forest management affects: to be able
to cultivate the land by the no-till method, to be
able to ban slash and burn practices, to be able
to take a limited amount of trees from the forest
or be penalized by having to plant and care for
two more for every one taken in excess, and to
be able to ban agrochemical use. As a Montes
Azules resident explains, “we have been ac-
cused of destroying the jungle. But we as in-
digenous people are the true guardians of the
environment, we live together with the jungle.
If the jungle dies, we die with it.”32 The
Zapatistas do not speak for the forest, because
they are the forest, or rather, their life is an af-
fect of the forest, “to be Zapatista in the
Lacandon.” Their political practices express
the life of the forest and exist as so many af-
fects within its collection. Even their relations
of production are owned in common and prac-
ticed sustainably. The workers’ cooperatives
(honey, coffee, textiles, etc.) in Zapatista terri-
tory are based on collective or common (not
private, or public) property, worker control,
and self-management. While Zapatismo may
have its flaws, the spirit of these institutions
(the schools, the hospitals, the homes, the
farming, etc.) is, as Guattari would say,

to set up structures and devices that establish a
totally different kind of contact. A kind of self-
management or self-organization of a set of
problems which does not start from a central
point that arranges elements, inserts them into a
control grid, or establishes an agenda, but that,
on the contrary, allows the various singular pro-
cesses to attempt a rhizomatic unfolding. This is
very important, even if it doesn’t work.33

Zapatismo is thus a struggle for the creation of
a maximum of participation, both human and
natural, in achieving an ecological “self-man-
agement conceived outside the criteria of a for-
mal democracy that has proven to be sterile,”
as Guattari puts it (MRB 391).

Machinic Personae and the Third Person

Opposed to conditions based on moral and
legal norms, and opposed to elements based on
goal orientation and intentional conscious-
ness, Deleuze, Guattari, and the Zapatistas

propose the theoretical practice of the abstract
machine of collective/ecological autonomy,
and the concrete machinic assemblage of com-
munity forest management. But what alterna-
tive do they propose to the independent subject
who makes ecopolitical decisions? Where one
would normally locate an autonomous (hu-
man) subject, who is able to independently dis-
cern a universal norm or environmental value
in order to then apply this norm or policy im-
plication to concrete (natural) elements,
Deleuze, Guattari, and the Zapatistas propose
the concept of the “machinic persona” or eco-
logical/collective “third person.” Without af-
firming either a dualism between humans (and
their values) and nature (and its objects) or af-
firming an undifferentiated multiplicity of hu-
man/nature machines, machinic personae are,
according to Deleuze and Guattari, specific
“local operators” who “intervene” in order to
establish an immanent connection between
specific abstract machines and the concrete
political machines that effectuate them (QP
73/75). But herein lies the difficulty: how can
an agent of any kind bring about the condition
for its own existence? The subject must pre-ex-
ist the event in order bring it into being but the
event must also pre-exist the subject as the
condition under which the subject is a subject-
of-the-event. This is the paradox of eco-
political intervention. Deleuze and Guattari’s
solution to this problem, however, is to say that
both interventions occur simultaneously in the
mutual presupposition of the other; problem
and solution are co-given, as are humans and
nature (QP 75/78; 79/82).

So while the first person generally indicates
a self-conscious subject of enunciation who
makes decisions on a “natural” set of objects
independent from it, and the second person
designates the projection of the first, the third
person persona indicates an indefinite group-
subject always in co-given adaptation with the
milieu. In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and
Guattari say,

We believe . . . that the third person indefinite,
HE, THEY, implies no indetermination from
this point of view; it ties the statement to a col-
lective agencement, as its necessary condition,
rather than to a subject of the enunciation.
Blanchot is correct in saying that ONE and
HE—one is dying, he is unhappy—in no way
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take the place of the subject, but instead do
away with any subject in favor of an
agencement of the haecceity type that carries or
brings out the event insofar as it is unformed and
incapable of being effectuated by persons
(“something happens to them that they can only
get a grip on again by letting go of their ability
to say I”). The HE does not represent a subject
but rather makes a diagram of an agencement.
(MP 324/265)

Thus, opposed to the “indetermination” of a
pure potential machinic multiplicity, or the
representational first person of enunciation
(based on contemplation, reflection, and com-
munication), third person personae are “indef-
inite” in the sense that they are not persons in-
dependent from the event, who look on, judge,
and make decisions about how it should pro-
ceed, but they are “determinate” in the sense
that they effectuate or make a diagram of the
event, immanent only to the necessary condi-
tion of the collective assemblage. They are not
subjects of experience, rational reflection, dis-
course, representation, or creativity in-itself,
but are rather subjects expressive of an ecolog-
ical and machinic consistency.

As an event that rejects the dualism between
political struggle and ecological affect and af-
firms the collective third person of ecopolitical
self-management, the Zapatistas effect
machinic personae. Consider the figure of
what the Zapatistas call the compa (short for
compañera/os: partner, comrade). “Unlike any
European vernacular/colonial language,
Tojolabal (the native language of many
Zapatistas) features an intersubjective correla-
tion between first and third persons, that is, a
code devoid of direct and indirect object, in-
stead structured in the correlation between
subjects.”34 One of the implications of this, as
Walter D. Mignolo observes, is that the
Zapatistas do not engage in acts of “represen-
tation,” but engage instead in “intersubjective
enactements.”35 When compa say “I,” “You,”
or “They,” these are not features of an ego or
consciousness, but features of an evental con-
sistency that expresses their entire affective or
ecological situation. First and second persons
still function, but only as derivative features of
a more primary third person that effectuates an
event. Conflicts and agreements still take place
between specific “I’s” and “You’s” but only as

conflicts and agreements of the event they ef-
fectuate: not outside it, or upon it, but within
and through it. “Because,” as Subcomandante
Marcos says, “here in the EZLN the mistakes
are conjugated in the first person singular and
the achievements in the third person plu-
ral.”36A

dditionally, consider the compas’ use of
black masks and bandanas to create a particu-
lar but “indefinite” group-subject. While
Marcos has given several different reasons for
these masks over the years, from making sure
no one tries to become the leader,37 to portray-
ing Mexico’s covering up of its real Mexico,38

the collective practice of masking has pro-
duced a very specific kind of subjectivity, im-
manent not to consciousness or experience but
to the event or abstract machine of Zapatismo
itself that includes the the chickens, the stones,
and everything in their affective territory. The
practice of collective masking in Zapatsimo is
hostile to both vanguardism and individuals
who make free decisions about the situation,
and instead creates a third person or compa
who speaks as a Zapatista through the masked
anonymous (a-nomos) ecology of Zapatismo.
Rather than affirm a pure alterity or potential
for “transformation as such,” found in “the
face” of a “Thou”39 against a representational
“I/You” opposition, the Zapatistas propose in-
stead an indefinite but determinate third per-
son of the event. By covering their faces as a
political action, the Zapatistas are able to cre-
ate a unique political anonymity (open to any-
one/anything, and yet unambiguously against
neoliberalism) that rejects both liberal and
critical models of subjectivity, in favor of a
subject of the evental ecology itself.

Conclusion

Beyond representation and critique, I have
shown how the theoretical and practical in-
sights of Deleuze, Guattari, and the Zapatistas
offer a compelling post-neoliberal ecopolitical
vision based on machinic ecology and ecologi-
cal self-management. While much of environ-
mental scholarship on Deleuze and Guattari
has aimed at affirming a machinic ecology of
multiplicities, each connecting to the other in a
cosmic web of non-dualistic interconnection
(the “Earth” or “Mechanosphere”), I have pro-
posed instead that their most significant con-
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tribution to ecopolitics is rather their machinic
eco-logic composed of three different types of
machines: the abstract machine, the concrete
machinic assemblage, and the machinic per-
sona. These three structural elements work
through a process of expression and affection
demonstrated in the three practices of
Zapatista forest management: autonomy, com-
munity management, and third person agency.

Based on their shared rejection of state poli-
tics, capitalist economics, and normative sub-
jectivity, Deleuze, Guattari, and the Zapatistas
not only critique these institutions of represen-
tational politics but have also worked hard to
develop an alternative theory and practice in-
stead based on ecopolitical autonomy, self-
management, and group subjectivity “aimed at
spreading forms of self-government or self-

management—that are possible [in Chiapas],
in a way—to other places,” as Marcos says.40

Since “eco-power” has replaced much of the
grass roots environmentalism of the 60s and
70s, the Zapatistas have had to invent a new
kind of ecological politics. By directly taking
control over their local forests and resources
and defending them democratically, they are
proposing a new ecopolitical strategy irreduc-
ible to the present neo-liberal conjuncture. But
while a more rigorous cartography of
Zapatismo cannot be elaborated in the space of
this essay, I hope that I have been able to show,
at least in an introductory way, the importance
of undertaking such an analysis of some of the
new political experimentations that are posing
alternatives to the ecological devastation we
face today.
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