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Resisting Monsanto: Assemblages of monarch butterflies and 
anthropo-electric circuits  

 
Columba Gonzalez-Duarte1 

 

“Wouldn’t it be incredible if she could talk and tell us where she was born, what her flight to Mexico was 

like, whether she flew across the heartland or down the east coast, the threats and ravages that she had 

to endure along her journey, what her winter was like, where she stayed for the winter…  The stories 

this lady would tell!” (Bob Szuszkowski Newfoundland, New Jersey) 

This is an email from Bob, a third generation Polish-American from New Jersey who as a hobby has a 

virtual classroom to learn about monarch butterflies. He is writing in respond to a conversation started 

by Carol Pasternak in D-Plex, the most extended online group to learn about monarch butterflies. Carol 

is a Torontonian woman in her fifties who rears monarchs for therapeutic purposes with her senior-

citizen patients. I met Carol back in 2014 during an interview 

at her house in Toronto. I first contacted her through D-plex 

because she is among the most active Canadian users of the 

list. Carol and Bob’s conversation is about remigrant 

butterflies. Carol wanted to gather stories of people in D-Plex 

that have sighted monarchs in Texas when they are 

completing their migratory season and returning to their 

northern habitat. She attached this picture to her request 

with a note that says: “Sometimes they look pretty worn out 

by the time they get to Dallas!” .¨ (Picture and Text posted on 

D-Plex Mar 13, 2015 at 4:21 PM). 

 

 

In the attached picture we see a monarch in a peculiar state. The bright black and orange of her 

wings are still present, but they seem to have faded away. This butterfly probably traveled up to nine 

months performing a migratory loop from the northern prairies of United States and Canada to the 

central mountains of Mexico, and back to the north to lay eggs in Texas. The intense flyway from North 
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to South and South to North have literarily dissolved the tips of her wings. The pale wings of this 

remigrant butterfly nectaring in Texas, photographed by a Canadian that traveled south just to catch the 

insect in remigration, represent a good example of a non-human actor in movement that is an active 

agent of a transboundary assemblage that congregates monarchs and humans across North America. 

 I use transboundary here in the sense of a butterfly capable of overcoming human-made 

political frontiers, but also, to point out how human and non-human actors are part of what Tim Ingold 

calls a meshwork (Ingold 2011): a multiplicity of beings (what he calls entangled lines of life) that form 

the meshwork of life. This migrant and remigrant butterfly has unleashed conservation initiatives 

without precedents in North America and indeed quite unique in the world of insect conservation. The 

image that Carol captured in Dallas and to which Bob dedicates such a warm homage is a symbolic and 

material reminder of how monarchs and humans have entangled lines of life. I argue that these 

entanglements are more palpable to be studied in particular locations such as the overwinter habitat of 

the monarch, the remigration habitat in Texas, the departure grounds here in Canada, a laboratory 

dedicated to monarchs in United States, or an online forum named D-Plex. In these virtual or physical 

sites, the lines of life of butterflies and humans are entangled. In Deleuzian terms, these lines are 

assembled with other actors such as technology, electricity but also with a particular—grounded— 

habitat.   

This torn remigrant butterfly is popularly known as the Methuselah butterfly due to the 

butterfly’s capacity to expand its life span from 4 weeks to 8 or 9 months. Expanding the life cycle allows 

the butterfly to perform a fall and spring migration. The capacity of this butterfly to survive difficulties 

and to overcome physical barriers such as mountains, lakes, highways, predators, and lack of healthy 

habitat across three countries, prompt human appreciations of this butterfly as a warrior or a heroine: a 

butterfly with super powers. Each year fewer Methuselah butterflies survive this migratory loop. We 

should read the warm post of Bob that wonders about the harsh travel this remigrant butterfly went 

through, in that feverish tone of admiration that D-Plex users have for this specific Methuselah butterfly. 

I see this butterfly as an active amalgamator of human to human relations and human to non-human 

relations, relations that would not be possible without this migratory behavior.  

 By exploring what I see as a key component of this assemblage, an online forum, I aim to show how 

technology and other non-human actors such as the anthropo-electric circuits that connect D-Plex users, 

are key in the formation of an emergent resistance to agri-food business.  

 I too have a sort of feverish admiration for this Methuselah butterfly and I treat her capacity to resist 

and overcome such a difficult migratory loop as a trope to explore virtual stories of resistance to 
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agrifood business. These are emergent stories that I argue may have the capacity to stretch and modify 

the current status of the damaging agribusiness industry that affects monarchs and humans alike. 

I think it is not overstating the case to say this butterfly is the most charismatic insect of North 

America. As scholars have pointed out (Gustafsson et al 2015), this butterfly works as an icon and a 

boundary object that fosters networks of diverse actors that share a common interest, a sort of shared 

border, in the butterfly.  Dr. Chip Taylor, D-Plex creator, represents one of those actors and he has 

advocated for an active intervention from regular citizens to save the butterfly migration. Dr. Taylor 

does three main things to keep monarchs on the government, corporate and civil agenda. First, he 

directs Monarch Watch, a research center dedicated to monitor the migration with the help of 

thousands of monarch watchers (many of the them also D-Plex users). Second, he promotes cultivating 

monarchs but also milkweed, the sole host plant of the butterflies, and shipping butterfly eggs and 

milkweed plants all across United States and Canada. Finally, he manages the online platform D-Plex 

that works to keep people interested in monarch butterflies connected and informed.  

I have followed the activity on this forum over three years and I have documented a shift in the 

political tone of the forum, in particular regarding Monsanto’s use of Round Up and its harmful effects 

on milkweed and therefore monarchs. D-Plex, I argue, is a site where humans, monarchs and technology 

co-produce each other, generating a resistance space that is simultaneously virtual, transnational, and 

local. By local I mean rooted in the specific ecology of the list’s users, which is also the specific ecology 

of monarchs during different times of the year. To be clear, there are no D-Plex users in sites that do not 

have monarch presence.  

 

Science, butterfly amateurs, and Monsanto  

Monarch Watch, Chip Taylor’s organization, was created a few years after the Canadian scientist 

Frederic Urquhart mapped the fall migratory route of the monarch from the northern prairies to the 

central mountains of Mexico in 1975. Urquhart’s scientific endeavour is deemed the most important 

entomological discovery of the twentieth century. He achieved this by tagging monarchs’ wings with the 

legend: Send to zoology department University of Toronto. Elsewhere I have critically written about the 

reproduction of this story and the halo of discovery that surrounds it, often leaving Mexican residents of 

the overwinter area erased from the discovery narrative. But here, I want to direct attention to the 

connections between the Canadian scientist research model and Monarch Watch. First, it was the glue 

and paper compound of self-adhesive labels that finally allowed Urquhart to tag monarchs successfully, 

but it was only possible to tag thousands of monarchs with the help of thousands of volunteers that 
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tagged the insect for decades before one tag was finally found in Mexico. Second, Chip Taylor’s 

organization, continues the same pattern of tagging monarch’s wings with volunteer work. However, the 

current tags include more information and these are only recoverable through economic incentives in 

Mexico. Third, the existing monitoring system, as its name Monarch Watch states, allows scientists and 

amateurs such as Bob to know more details about the butterfly’s journey. This is something that 

intrigues amateurs and scientists alike, to the point that robo-monarchs are possibly the next technology 

to track this migration.  

In the last two decades the number of butterfly amateurs tracking the migration and survival 

rate of the monarchs at the overwinter area in Mexico has increased. D-Plex has an important role in 

gathering all of these people interested in monarchs in a virtual community.  During my years of tracking 

D-Plexers’ comments and the replies and counter-replies of hundreds of threads, I have noticed an 

emergent resistance to Monsanto propelled by two elements: on one hand the alliance of conservation 

science and agribusiness, and on the other, what we can perhaps call a palpable, empirical observation 

of the decline of the monarchs, in the sites where D-Plexers live. It all started two years ago, when Chip 

replied to a thread in the list confirming the role that Monsanto has in the decline of milkweed and 

therefore of monarchs.2 As I said before, because Chip is a sort of scientific celebrity for many users of 

this forum, his post prompted many comments and counter comments on the matter. For the first time, 

I observed a political tone in D-plex that continues to the present day.  

Some users were critical of the role of Monsanto in general, referring to the corporation’s form 

of making money by damaging the environment and how this model is harming monarchs and 

Americans alike. I saw a transformation in the online activity of users who, having for years only started 

conversations on how to rear monarchs at home, became interested in learning how food arrives at 

their houses and how their own family circles are part of the same agribusiness model they critique.  

Other users went beyond this level of critique and pointed towards the controversial alliance of 

conservation science and agribusiness. In other words, what also emerged was an internal and direct 

critique towards monarch conservation experts such as Chip Taylor that do not necessarily see monarch 

conservation in opposition to for-profit corporations such as Monsanto. This is an open critique that I’ve 

not seen elsewhere beyond D-plex conversations. Finally, the posts also reflect a general shift on who is 

to blame for monarch decline, which is a common conversation that boosts nationalist agendas since 

decades ago (for the construction of monarchs as an icon see (Gustafsson  et al 2015). In the past, when 
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I started this PhD research, I hardly heard that the lack of monarchs had anything to do with 

agribusiness patterns. The common narrative, inside and outside D-Plex 7 years ago, was that it was 

illegal logging of the Mexican habitat that caused the decline in the monarch population. This 

appreciation has changed in the forum as well. Here is Debbie Jackson, a long term advocate for 

monarchs who lives in Michigan, posting on D-Plex and referring to a 2016 article that blames Mexicans 

for the decline: “I've seen this incorrect verbiage so frequently that I believe reporters in US are 

uncomfortable putting the emphasis on agriculture and human population growth. It deflects our 

responsibility by assigning blame to the deforestation in Mexico. I wonder if they realize their inherent 

bias?”. 

To reinforce my point, let’s follow the trajectory of Janet, a 77-year-old woman that lives in 

Minneapolis, who rears and releases monarchs with the aim of increasing their numbers in the wild.  

During 2013 Janet’s online activity only related to the sighting of monarchs, eggs and milkweed in her 

yard and neighborhood: “I saw my first monarch this afternoon. It landed briefly on a milkweed but I did 

not find any eggs”. In 2014 her posts were about the lack of monarchs in Minneapolis. She claimed that 

even though milkweed was widely available for the insect to feed and lay eggs on, she wasn’t able to see 

them around: “in Minneapolis I have only seen two monarchs and have not found an egg. Last year at 

this time with milkweed blooming there were several in my yard much of the time.” Many of her posts 

from that and the following summer were about how to take care of her monarchs at home and how 

other D-Plexers experienced bonding with monarchs. For example, she asked about how normal it was 

for other users to see the monarchs they release around their yard for days. She reported on her 

everyday experience of watching their growth at home: stories of caterpillars fighting, or inquiries on 

how to fix a damaged wing of a newly enclosed male. She also shared how hard it was for her to say 

goodbye to her monarchs at the end of the fall. In sum, the posts of Janet, and I use her as a 

representative of other users, were centered on details about bonding with butterflies and on acquiring 

advice on how to cure them, feed them, and provide them habitat.  

In late 2015 the tone of Janet ’s posts changed. I noticed this change the day she uploaded a video on 

the damages of Monsanto to the American prairies and shared an online petition to make politicians 

accountable for their effort in regulating the corporation’s practices. D-Plex somehow offered Janet a 

setting to explore the linkages between White House politics, agribusiness in the Midwest, and the lack 

of monarchs in her yard.  

The posts regarding Monsanto from other users became more pointed when Chip Taylor himself 

announced that D-Plexers could expect an interesting partnership in the upcoming days. A few weeks 
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later, Chip announced in the forum that Monarch Watch would partner with Monsanto to boost 

conservation efforts for the butterfly. Some of the users who by then were already forecasting such an 

alliance, such as Craig the Butterfly Man, were particularly sharp in replying to Chip’s announcement.   

The Butterfly Man accused Chip of doing business in the name of protecting the butterfly.  He 

argued that selling milkweed and possibly the milkweed seed patent to Monsanto, was, and could be, 

profitable business for Monarch Watch and that partnering with Monsanto obscured the real problem 

of monarchs and other species: the agribusiness model itself. The discussion got so heated that Chip 

canceled The Butterfly Man’s subscription to the forum.  He, Chip, sent an email to all the remaining 

users of D-plex explaining the reasons for the censure of the Butterfly Man, arguing that the list’s 

purpose was to keep butterfly amateurs informed in a practical and polite fashion. The Butterfly Man 

tried to make his way back to the list (Monarch Watch approves the entrance of new users) under 

another nickname, Mary. However, Mary didn’t last more than a month in D-Plex either, and I cannot 

confirm this, but I suspect that it was easy to recognize Butterfly Man’s critical voice in the user Mary. 

The story of the conflict between Chip and the Butterfly Man is not an isolated case. I use it to show the 

emergence of a political resistance started by people interested in monarch butterfly survival that are 

now asking scientists to rethink the viability and the ethics behind partnering with the same business 

that is partially responsible for the decline of the monarchs.  It is a virtual fight against the corporation, 

but interestingly it is also an emergent opposition towards the alliances of conservation agencies such as 

Monarch Watch with Monsanto.  

Let me shift towards the other key component I see in this resistance, the empirical experience 

of D-Plex users. Last year Christine S started a post with the sentence “Obama is in bed with 

Monsanto/toxic chemical companies. Unless that changes, the chemicals will continue to be conveniently 

ignored. […] She added a long description of the problems of such alliance and how she can attest to the 

results of not banning pesticides in her yard: “I just found a bumblebee in my garage today. It was belly 

up in the floor. It was active a couple of days ago, building a nest. I took it inside and fed it organic honey. 

I don’t know if it did good or not, as I couldn’t tell if it fed. It did pee though. Time will tell, but I suspect 

neonics were the cause of this.  (Christine S, may 20 2015). In a similar fashion to Janet’s, what I see in 

Christine’s post, is a junctural moment in the monarch butterfly assemblage where the on-the-ground 

observations of D-Plexers have a wide forum to be reported, acquiring other meaning. The same occurs 

in the opposite direction. The claims of The Butterfly Man and other active users become more 

convincing because people do not see monarchs in their yards.  This combination of empirical 

observations, which some scientists call anecdotal evidence (a term I dislike because of its dismissive 
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meaning), and the possibility of sharing critical ideas towards agribusiness and conservation widely, 

becomes, in other words, a political tool in the forum. Anonymity, temporal and spatial compression, 

and access to information give D-Plexers a particular— 

virtual—platform to resist agribusiness.   

Simultaneously it is a fight fought on the ground. Many of these users are actively fighting the 

little regulation over the corporation’s practices. Monarch habitat is easy to provide—D-Plexers create 

habitat for monarchs and fight for non-herbicide sprayed spaces starting at home and often wherever 

they can: the school yard, the park, the sidewalks. But it is perhaps the virtual meshwork, the anthropo-

electric circuits connecting these diverse lines of life across the wide territory in which these humans 

and monarchs inhabit, that brings apparently isolated efforts together.  

To add a layer of discussion to the text we received from our panel organizers, I would like to 

close with the following question: is this virtual resistance a new, almost the single current model to 

exercise political pressure on predatory agribusiness?  My sense is that virtual pressure becomes more 

important every day in resisting agribusiness practices that damage the environment. However, people 

that sign petitions and exercise pressure to end or change this practices, usually have quite distant 

realities and inhabit different geographies from palm oil plantations to use a landmark example. They 

lack the empirical learning that D-plex users have. In such a sense, the argument leads us to question 

how the virtual reality is not necessarily dislocated. To finish I want to go back to my opening idea of 

how this Methuselah butterfly, the technology of D-Plex, and humans, are assembled lines of life that 

create a unique space to contest the alliances of science with Monsanto, and those of the North 

American governments with Monsanto. I think that approaching resistance in virtual terms is at stake in 

any discussion on current resistance movements to neoliberal agri-food business and to do so it is 

necessary to explore local and virtual as a single site where resistance is co-produced with other non-

human actors.   
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