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F o r a g i n g  a t  t h e  E d g e  o f  C a p i t a l i s m
 

In  my previous  research in  the  Himalayas,  S iber ia ,  and Central  As ia,  I
witnessed how foraging became a  main source of  income for  an increasing
number  of  famil ies .  In  T ibet  and Nepal ,  scores  of  col lectors  rush to  the
mountains  each spr ing to  col lect  yartsagunbu (Ophiocordyceps s inensis)  –  a
caterpi l lar  fungus worth more than gold.  In  S iber ia ,  people  col lect  berr ies
and mushrooms and sel l  them along the roads,  whi le  others  scavenge for
scrap metal  in  abandoned Soviet  factor ies  or  the  tusks  of  the  wool ly
mammoth in  the  thawing permafrost .  In  the  Pamirs ,  after  the  col lapse of  the
Soviet  Union,  people  began col lect ing highland shrubs as  f i rewood.  When
outside provis ioning of  o i l  and coal  stopped,  shrubs  replaced them as
source of  energy.

In  an era  when the dream of  a  middle-class  l i fe  based on a  stable  salar ied
job no longer  seems v iable,  and in  places  where  the welfare  state  is  under
pressure,  has  never  existed or  has  vanished,  foraging plays  a  key  role.  I t
contr ibutes  substant ial ly  to  the  l ivel ihoods of  part icular  social  groups and,
in  some cases,  of  ent ire  regions.  Foraging as  a  basic  economic  act iv i ty  and
mode of  subsistence goes  beyond natural  resources.  Broadly  understood as
pract ices  of  col lect ing,  scavenging and gleaning,  foraging is  a  widespread
phenomenon.  I t  includes  var ious  pract ices  f rom wi ld  foods and dumpster
div ing in  c i t ies  to  aromatic  and medicinal  plants  and scavenging the remains
of  industr ia l  product ion.  I t  s imultaneously  takes  place in  the  margins  and
the (unregulated)  vanguard of  capital ism.  I t  is  a  socio-environmental
entanglement  at  the  intersect ion of  personal  ambit ions,  market  demands
and conservat ion ef forts .  Contemporary  foraging pract ices  at  the  edge of
capital ism invite  us  to  rethink not ions  of  the  environment,  commons,  and
ambit ions  to  forge possible  futures.  

Martin Saxer  i s  a  Heisenberg fe l low at  the  Rachel  Carson Center  for
Environment  and Society  at  Ludwig-Maximil ians-Univers ität  Munich,  where
he is  leading the ERC project  "Foraging at  the  Edge of  Capital ism" (2022-
2026) .  He received his  PhD from Oxford Univers ity  and was a  postdoctoral
fe l low at  the  Asia  Research Inst i tute,  Nat ional  Univers ity  of  S ingapore.  From
2015 to  2020,  he  led the ERC project  “Remoteness  &  Connect iv i ty :  Highland
Asia  in  the  World”.  He is  the  author  of  two monographs:  Manufactur ing
Tibetan Medicine:  The Creat ion of  an Industry  and the Moral  Economy of
Tibetanness  (Routledge 2013)  and Places  in  Knots:  Remoteness  and
Connect iv i ty  in  the  Himalayas  and Beyond (Cornel l  Univers ity  Press  2022)
and directed three feature- length documentary  f i lms.
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