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Geologists have begun to call our time the Anthropocene, the epoch in
which human disturbance outranks other geological forces. As I write,
the term is still new—and still full of promising contradictions. Thus,
although some interpreters see the name as implying the triumph of
humans, the opposite seems more accurate: without planning or inten-
tion, humans have made a mess of our planet.® Furthermore, despite the
prefix “anthropo-,” that is, human, the mess is not a result of our species
biology. The most convincing Anthropocene time line begins not with
our species but rather with the advent of modern capitalism, which has
directed long-distance destruction of landscapes and ecologies. This time
line, however, makes the “anthropo-” even more of a problem. Imagin-
ing the human since the rise of capitalism entangles us with ideas of
progress and with the spread of techniques of alienation that turn both
humans and other beings into resources. Such techniques have segre-
gated humans and policed identities, obscuring collaborative survival.
The concept of the Anthropocene both evokes this bundle of aspira-
tions, which one might call the modern human conceit, and raises the
hope that we might muddle beyond it. Can we live inside this regime of
the human and still exceed it?

This is the predicament that makes me pause before offering a de-
scription of mushrooms and mushroom pickers. The modern human
conceit won’t let a description be anything more than a decorative
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footnote. This “anthropo-” blocks attention to patchy landscapes, mul-
tiple temporalities, and shifting assemblages of humans and nonhu-
mans: the very stuff of collaborative survival. In order to make mush-
room picking a worthwhile tale, then, I must first chart the work of this
“anthropo-” and explore the terrain it refuses to acknowledge.

Consider, indeed, the question of what’s left. Given the effectiveness
of state and capitalist devastation of natural landscapes, we might ask
why anything outside their plans is alive today. To address this, we will
need to watch unruly edges. What brings Mien and matsutake together
in Oregon? Such seemingly trivial queries might turn everything around
to put unpredictable encounters at the center of things.

We hear about precarity in the news every day. People lose their jobs
or get angry because they never had them. Gorillas and river porpoises
hover at the edge of extinction. Rising seas swamp whole Pacific islands.
But most of the time we imagine such precarity to be an exception to
how the world works. It’s what “drops out” from the system. What if; as
I’'m suggesting, precarity zs the condition of our time—or, to put it an-
other way, what if our time is ripe for sensing precarity? What if precar-
ity, indeterminacy, and what we imagine as trivial are the center of the
systematicity we seek?

Precarity is the condition of being vulnerable to others. Unpredict-
able encounters transform us; we are not in control, even of ourselves.
Unable to rely on a stable structure of community, we are thrown into
shifting assemblages, which remake us as well as our others. We can’t
rely on the status quo; everything is in flux, including our ability to sur-
vive. Thinking through precarity changes social analysis. A precarious
world is a world without teleology. Indeterminacy, the unplanned na-
ture of time, is frightening, but thinking through precarity makes it
evident that indeterminacy also makes life possible.

The only reason all this sounds odd is that most of us were raised on
dreams of modernization and progress. These frames sort out those
parts of the present that might lead to the future. The rest are trivial;
they “drop out” of history. I imagine you talking back: “Progress? That’s
an idea from the nineteenth century.” The term “progress,” referring to
a general state, has become rare; even twentieth-century modernization
has begun to feel archaic. But their categories and assumptions of im-
provement are with us everywhere. We imagine their objects every day:
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democracy, growth, science, hope. Why would we expect economies to
grow and sciences to advance? Even without explicit reference to devel-
opment, our theories of history are embroiled in these categories. So,
too, are our personal dreams. I'll admit it’s hard for me to even say this:
there might not be a collective happy ending. Then why bother getting
up in the morning?

Progress is embedded, too, in widely accepted assumptions about
what it means to be human. Even when disguised through other terms,
such as “agency,
over that humans are different from the rest of the living world because
we look forward—while other species, which live day to day, are thus

»

consciousness,” and “intention,” we learn over and

dependent on us. As long as we imagine that humans are made through
progress, nonhumans are stuck within this imaginative framework too.

Progress is a forward march, drawing other kinds of time into its
rhythms. Without that driving beat, we might notice other temporal
patterns. Each living thing remakes the world through seasonal pulses
of growth, lifetime reproductive patterns, and geographies of expan-
sion. Within a given species, too, there are multiple time-making projects,
as organisms enlist each other and coordinate in making landscapes.
(The regrowth of the cutover Cascades and Hiroshima’s radioecology
each show us multispecies time making.) The curiosity I advocate fol-
lows such multiple temporalities, revitalizing description and imagina-
tion. This is not a simple empiricism, in which the world invents its
own categories. Instead, agnostic about where we are going, we might
look for what has been ignored because it never fit the time line of
progress.
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