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How can the history of feminist thought inform environ-
mental politics today? In Donna Haraway’s Staying with the
Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, one answer can be
found in her critical engagement with the Anthropocene.
First proposed by scientists in 2000, the Anthropocene
names a new geological epoch in which, as an effect of
industrialization and globalization, humans have become
a force of nature on par with a global ice age or major
extinction event—natural phenomena with effects so dra-
matic as to be identifiable in the fossil record. Of course,
humans have always shaped landscapes, but in the Anthro-
pocene our collective impact is embedded in the Earth’s
history.

Haraway is suspicious. Her quarrel is that, in casting
humans, as a species, as agents of planetary change, the
Anthropocene emboldens—rather than tempers—notions
of human exceptionalism in the world a critique that stems
from her career-long project of thinking critically about the
discourses and metaphors we use to relate to one another.
In response, Staying with the Trouble offers up the Chthu-
lucene—a play on the ancient Greek word chthonic that
refers to the primordial, elemental spirits of the under-
world as they existed before being tamed and assimilated
into human-based cosmologies. The Chthulucene frames
the world as a place where inter-species hierarchies are
not predetermined, but instead remain protean and open
for re-interpretation.

Staying with the Trouble charts what feminist science
studies might look like in the Chthulucene. The book
comprises eight essays that, collectively, articulate a
new methodology Haraway and other multispecies studies
scholars have been developing over the past few years.
“SF,” as the approach is called, stems from a recognition
that science alone rarely captures the richness and
texture of the lived realities of human–animal relations.
In addition to pointing to a swath of SF-isms—science
fiction, speculative feminism, scientific facts—as sources
and theoretical frameworks for multispecies studies, SF
uses the image of the “string figure” as a narrative device
for locating “knots” where human and animal histories
intersect to produce meaningful interactions. The various
chapters visit pigeons outfitted with air pollution monitors
in California, Navajo sheep embroiled in coal mining politics
in the American west, hyperbolic coral reef knitters scat-
tered across the globe, and Haraway’s dog, Cayenne Pepper.

There is an ethical thrust to SF, and these essays
constitute case studies in what Haraway dubs “re-
sponse-ability:” the capacity to respond to encounters with
non-human beings thoughtfully and with an expansive
notion of “kinship,” while remaining sensitive to past
historical iniquities. Her essay, “Awash in Urine,” for
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example, pulls together multiple historical valences of
synthetic estrogen therapies—the history of DES, a
1950s fertility treatment later found to cause severe birth
defects, and its current use as a powerful medicine for her
aging dog; Haraway’s own use of the hormone therapy
Premarin to stave off heart disease, and the abuse of
pregnant horses whose urine was collected to make it—
to make the case that the act of caring for another may well
require an acknowledgement of complicity for past suffer-
ings that made this expression of care possible in the first
place. Haraway: “Having eaten Premarin makes me more
accountable to the well-being of ranchers, northern prairie
ecologies, horses, activists, scientists, and women with
breast cancer than I would otherwise be. Giving my dog
DES makes me accountable to histories and ongoing pos-
sibilities differently from if we never shaped kinships with
the attachment sites of this molecule.”1 The most provoc-
ative essay, “Making Kin: Anthropocene, Captialocene,
Plantationocene, Chthulucene,” implores us to “Make
Kin Not Babies!” Recognizing the deeply fraught racial
and imperial histories of population control, Haraway
insists that to dismiss the idea today is to ignore the other
side of reality: the current environmental crisis is a deeply
serious one. Rather than continue to extend conventional
kin relations into future generations at the risk further
ecological damage through overpopulation, she argues,
the crisis ought to be countered through new lines of kinship
inthepresent.Otherstories inthebookstrikea moreplayful
tenor. “A Curious Practice” pays homage to Vinciane
Despret and the practices she developed as an anthropolo-
gist of science to think beyond a narrow set of expectations
about the social lives of animals whilst observing human
ethologists as they conduct field work. And in “The Camille
Stories,” Haraway tries her hand at science fiction as an-
other device for imagining cross-species efflorescence.

In offering new tools for thinking about the planet and
our place on it, Staying with the Trouble is a welcome
addition to a field largely dominated by scholars who use
the Anthropocene to retell the history of capitalism. In-
deed, the text’s greatest flaw may be that it is too success-
ful in its capaciousness of thought: Haraway’s choice to
draw on her biography can have the effect of foreground-
ing her position as a writer embedded in a community of
similarly forward-thinking scholars, which can detract
from a sense of urgency or real-world political stakes. But
in advancing an approach that is at once hopeful but
grounded, attuned to the realities of history but open to
the possibility of alternative futures—in other words, in
adamantly insisting on “staying with the trouble” of the
present—Haraway provides a ray of light in an otherwise-
gloomy world of Anthropocene scholarship.
1 Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 29.
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