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Preface by Marc Herbst

 
The entangled and extended autonomous rebel 
community that comprises the zad, located near 
the village of  Notre-Dame-des-Landes in Brittany, 
kicked the French state’s ass. 

They scared off  the cops and their courts 
and ruined some dumb multinational’s plans for 
stupid stuff. There was a time when the heart of  
this book would simply be a discussion of  how the 
state was forced to come to terms with these rads 
so that instead of  an airport, their squatted homes 
and farms were allowed to stay. 

But, as the reader knows, large and actually 
meaningful insurrectionary movements are heter-
ogenous beasts. And our authors, Isa and Jay of  
the Laboratory of  Insurrectionary Imagination 
(LABOFII), would be the first to say that there are 
a million ways to tell its story. So, We Are ‘Nature’ 
Defending Itself is their story, an ecofeminist book 
showing how attention to ritual, art and actually 
existing relations are more than theoretical; the 
combination of  these things is constitutive of  their 
radical success. These things constitute an art that 
aims toward constructing other livable futures. 

Magic happens, bitches. 
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2 The zad; a play on a French government 
acronym, meaning a zone to defend. 
4,000 acres of  wetland 
The dumb idea: building an airport NO ONE 
NEEDS 
Salamanders and tractors 
A good idea: “to defend a territory, you need to 
inhabit it” 
70 squats, over 300 rebel residents 
6 years (pretty much) without the state 
Cows and barricades 
40,000 people occasionally appear to put a halt 
to the dumb plans 
Cheese mongers, a sawmill, radio station, flour 
mill, and more 
Teargas, concussion grenades, rubber bullets, 
and worse 
Tanks and wounds 
Songs and ritual 
The airport will never be built 
A Revenge against the commons and frogs 
 

It is now May 2021, though a manuscript of  this 
book had been delivered to me at the beginning 
of  2016. At that point it was a nearly complete 
blow-by-blow of  the zad’s struggle. The book 
was originally envisioned as a call to arms for 
the English-speaking world, to be published by 
the Journal of  Aesthetics & Protest, which I co-edit. 
Eager to go to press, the book’s deadline somehow 
nevertheless kept on being pushed back . . . 
because the people of  the zad kept winning. It 
became apparent that we wouldn’t be publishing 
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a call to arms for a battle yet to come, but rather 
something else, a reflection on victories.  

Before they moved to the zad and became 
land defenders I had come to know the authors, 
Jay and Isa, as city creatures: high-achieving uni-
versity-trained individuals who’d excelled in the 
critical and radical spaces carved from arts and 
academia. I initially read their critical attention to 
art in the early drafts of  this book as a hold-over 
from their concerns at that time. As an editor with 
a long engagement with activist art and theory, 
I knew them as artivists whose creative activities 
impacted countless movements. As individuals and 
together as The Laboratory of  Insurrectionary 
Imagination (LABOFII), they’d applied their skills 
on a variety of  fronts; in the 1990s Jay had collab-
orated in founding Reclaim the Streets that made 
a wild party of  disruptive protest; which besides 
ACT-UP is, by our estimation, instrumental in 
the revival of  a popular post-cold-war left. While 
British-born Jay came to his activities as an artist, 
French-born Isa arrived in the UK as an academic 
interested in popular education. Together they 
founded the LABOFII, a popular education 
and collaborative arts collective that doesn’t do 
projects, rather, they organize exploratory and 
participatory experiments in rebellion. They bring 
artists and activists together to design disobedi-
ence. They find ways to live on the edge of  art 
institutions and popular movements that catalyze 
the carnivalesque as resistance, for instance at 
G8 and UN Climate Summits, including using 
clowns, boats, ants, gaming, and bikes. 
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4 As is detailed in this book’s pages, it was the 
exhausting episodic and ephemeral nature of  
these kinds of  struggles that drove the authors’ 
desertion of  the city and drew them to the zad, 
where a very different way for art, learning, 
resistance, and doing life in common was possible. 

The magic of  the zad is its impossible but actual 
victory that here is accounted for. This book 
shows us how this victory stems from attention to 
zones’ birds, frogs and from the day-to-day and 
also ritualistic ways its people and networks col-
lectively organized to live there. These things were 
as much a vital part of  the diversity of  tactics that 
allowed the zone to defend itself  as the dramatic 
and combative forms of  solidarity that had made 
headlines. Just because winners get to write 
authoritative history, we should never assume that 
other ways of  living, being and understanding 
have evaporated below their victory. Insurrec-
tionary imagination springs from somewhere. 
The textures of  the Black, Brown, Indigenous, 
queer and feminist, entangled and anarchist, and 
weird lives we lead constitute a rich set of  values, 
ideals and practices for meaningful and complex 
beautiful forms of  existence. The marginalized 
are so defined because their stories don’t officially 
count, not because they don’t exist. 

In this context, the inspiration provided by the 
Zapatistas’ intergalactic communiques cannot 
go unmentioned. They demonstrated that other 
histories were never annihilated, only hidden from 
the world. But now, more than 25 years after their 
inspiring uprising in Chiapas, we are witnessing a 
subtle generational shift on the wild, more queer, 
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and communitarian side of  the anarchist left. 
Today, the spirituality of  Starhawk, horizontal-
ism, and the carnivalesque urban politics of  Chris 
Carlsson are being supplemented by the more 
heterogenous, socially embedded and also system-
ically political ideas like adrienne maree brown’s 
emergent strategy, Dean Spade’s approach to 
mutual aid and the Care Collective’s focus on the 
communalization of  reproductive labor.  

This generational/perspectival shift in radical 
praxis, knowledge, and community occur as 
capitalism and its world-ordering collaboration 
with the most regressive of  spirits demonstrates its 
knowledge that climate change heralds a possible 
end of  worlds—its worlds. So, beside this apoca-
lyptic vision, the social knowledges and practices 
of  those whose worlds already ended or were never 
properly allowed to begin, emerge as capable of  
reflecting what we have always-already known. 
Like the emergent anarchist cantons of  Rojava, one 
thing that this book demonstrates is how eco-femi-
nism is a consequential politics. The struggle of  the 
zad also recalls the movement against the Dakota 
Access Pipeline (NoDAPL) led by the Standing 
Rock Sioux of  the territories currently known as 
North and South Dakota. But where both struggles 
thrive on complex entanglements and solidarities, 
the zad is an experience of  coming into a territory, 
rather than reconstituting intertribal and intercul-
tural resistance and negotiating sovereignty.  

In a neoliberal world, ‘art’ falsely promises its 
privileged subjects a sense of  moral and political 
autonomy. In contrast, the zad was playing its own 
game and acting so that the French state could not 
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6 but recognize their autonomy. For this reason, I 
initially made editorial suggestions that it was the 
zad’s culture that mattered in a way that needn’t be 
defined by artistic dimensions. Its culture attended 
to questions of  remedying imbalance, of  cultivat-
ing entanglement; mirroring a sensibility informed 
by Donna Haraway and Starhawk. With so much 
goodness at play, why pray to the gods of  art? 

Art historian and biopolitics scholar Josephine 
Berry writes in conversation of  art as “a conspiracy 
of  reason.” To take art seriously is to suggest 
that humans can, via emotion or intellect, move 
toward the right path. That art is a “conspiracy 
of  reason” means that art’s affective powers can 
so overwhelm consciousness that the speculative 
ideas and practices of  art become widespread 
social practices, assumptions, and accepted facts 
of  how life is lived. By calling their work “art,” 
LABOFII insists that their work matters for the 
fate of  this thing we call civilization. As Andreas 
Weber and Sylvia Wynter tell us in different ways, 
societies orient themselves by the stories they 
tell themselves. In that territory for living made 
between their zad victory and a studied attention 
to mundane practices for living is an artistic frame 
through which their art matters for all our sake. 
The authors focus our aesthetic attention on 
how entanglements can facilitate and constitute 
political transformation, and they have done the 
experiments to prove it in Brittany. So, for the 
sake of  art and its conspiracy, this is notable. For 
arts’ sake, I have sought myths to frame the zad’s 
collective transformational artwork: the camel 
passing through the eye of  a needle, Persephone’s 
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annual passage from the underworld to ours, the 
transition of  characters in the Mayan Popul Vuh. 
Instead of  landing on a single individual, who 
could stand as a metaphoric model, I realize that 
what the LABOFII has done here is describe a 
sensibility to recognize and utilize the portal—the 
transformational portal. 

Magic happens. Change happens. Between 
the many moving parts, LABOFII suggests one 
of  many artistic sensibilities for finding a way to 
the other side, helping us navigate massive civi-
lizational challenges and our being trapped in a 
history written by butchers. But the witches they 
failed to kill have already faced the ends of  their 
worlds and lived to tell it. And, as Octavia Butler 
tells us, god is Change. 

The cosmopolitical, the radical and the 
radically queer is entangled throughout the rich 
sociality of  all life and its relations. To properly 
rebalance those entanglements toward something 
transformative and sustaining is an art and a work 
for our day. Recognizing that LABOFII has shown 
us this is possible, The Journal of  Aesthetics & Protest 
has maintained a deep interest in copublishing 
this book over the years. In that effort I’d like to 
thank Sam Gould for his early publishing collab-
oration, Stevphen Shukaitis for his speculative 
writing related to the project, Amber Hickey for 
her strategizing, Jonas Staal for supporting some 
of  the project research and Steve Lyon for his late 
help. Finally, thanks to Max Haiven for his fully 
collaborative editorial efforts and Jay and Isa for 
so much.
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8

The lighthouse built where they wanted to construct the 
control tower. Jay Jordan, 2018
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Tempests 
 
 
Let’s develop our power to tell yet another 
narrative, another story, if  we manage, we will 
delay the end of  the world.1 

Ailton Krenak, journalist, philosopher,  
and Indigenous movement leader,  

of  the Krenak people  
 

These are messages written during converging 
global storms, and as one should do during a 
shipwreck, we begin by giving you our coordi-
nates: 47.3527° N, 1.7300° W. 

But if  you would rather find us without these 
noxious eye-in-the-sky measurements of  empire, 
then just follow the water. Go up the rivers Vilaine 
or Loire and you find 9 tributaries. Trace any 
one of  them to its source and you will arrive on 
a thin backbone of  clay that rises between these 
watersheds and in the midst of  a labyrinth of  
hedgerows you will arrive at the place from which 
we write, the place that has transformed us, the 
place that has become us: The zad—the zone to 
defend.  

Walk through the marsh, beware of  the orchids, 
past the Bollywood dome, take the path up the Rouge 
et Noir collective gardens with its greenhouses and 
earthen cabins, pass the stone farmhouse of  les 



Is
ab

el
le

 F
re

m
ea

ux
 a

nd
 J

ay
 J

or
da

n 
 

 
 

W
e 

A
re

 ‘N
at

ur
e’

 D
ef

en
di

ng
 I

ts
el

f

10 Fosses Noires. You might smell fresh bread from 
the bakery. Keep going down the road that still 
bears the black traces of  where there were once 
burning barricades all the way to the crossroads. 
In the distance you will see a strange lighthouse 
peeking out of  the hedgerows. Head toward 
it. Now turn right at the communal library and 
welcome center. You’ve arrived: Welcome to La 
Rolandière, our living collective. In the garden you 
will find half  a dozen cabins and caravans. Ours 
is the one with a big tin roof  which the wind is 
clattering acorns across. The wet west wind you 
feel rises from the sea that caresses the land 50km 
away. The huge grey salty skin of  the Atlantic has 
worn down ancient mountains for eons, sculpting 
this granite peninsula known as Brittany.  

When, five years ago, we moved to these 4,000 
acres of  threatened wetlands on this far western 
edge of  Europe, we were seriously lost. The 
coordinates by which we had navigated our lives 
seemed no longer relevant. The two of  us had 
spent a quarter of  a century living in London, we 
were artists, academics, and organizers. Together 
we established The Laboratory of  Insurrectionary 
Imagination in 2004 as a collective to co-design 
and carry out forms of  resistance that tried to 
be as joyful as they were effective. Our lives were 
dedicated to multiplying edges of  all sorts. The 
points where a forest meets meadowland, or the 
sea slaps against the shore are the most dynamic 
parts of  an ecosystem. It’s in those slithers of  
space that a multitude of  different species coexist, 
and the engine of  evolution moves fastest. Our 
favorite edges were between art and activism, 




