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THE SLOW READ

When I was asked if I could write for 
Resurgence about how things were 
going in the US, about what I myself 

was doing, and about ‘active hope’ – that term that 
the wonderful late Joanna Macy so beautifully used 
– at first I said I’d be honoured to, but then I found 
myself unable to write anything coherent. I’d write 
something, look at the news, the tone would seem off, 
and I would delete everything I’d written.

Sometimes I don’t know what is real and what is an 
Onion article. Things the president or cabinet mem-
bers say about their unconstitutional plans to, for 
example, ignore habeas corpus, the illegal and uncon-
stitutional actions being taken by the Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and other agencies, 
the ignoring of clear judicial orders – these things are 
so alarming, so outside of the norm, that it’s hard to 
know how to respond.

It feels like we are living in an Orwell novel, but 
with a whole new level of technology. Fifteen years 
ago, I talked with a man who had been active in 
the Czech Velvet Revolution and he told me that, 
essentially, we Americans were incredibly naive to be 
enthusiastic about the internet, the capacity of which 
for surveillance and the centralisation of power was 
the stuff dictators dream of. Stay off it, he advised. 
Today, staying off it is almost impossible to imagine, 
especially with new AI technologies being largely 

embraced by both the left and the right, by educa-
tional institutions, cities and workplaces – and all 
with zero safeguards in place.

As the climate and environmental crises reach 
tipping points, we are giving our water to these new 
machines, and we have a government that is not just 
rolling back environmental protections, but also 
trying to ‘memory-hole’ the research and even the 
language around these mega-crises.

To say I’m concerned is an understatement. There 
are some schools of thought that say that ringing 
alarm bells too loudly could lead to apathy, despair 
and inaction. I don’t agree. We need to tell the truth. 
We need to look at the big picture. And we need to act 
now, and with urgency. But it can feel daunting, and I 
find myself wondering what as a private citizen I can 
do, and if what we can do will be effective or enough.

When I feel particularly down, I remind myself of a 
project I did many years ago when I found myself in a 
deep personal crisis. Confronting violence in my past 

Shifting the story
US writer and poet Nadia Colburn says change is 
possible once we understand that the challenges we face 
collectively are not about us, but part of a bigger story 
– a story we can change by working on it together

These things are so alarming, so 
outside of the norm, that it’s hard 
to know how to respond

ARTWORK BY MARIANN JOHANSEN-ELLIS



September/October 2025 Issue 35226 27Resurgence & Ecologist Resurgence & Ecologist

and in the world around me, I felt stuck in patterns 
that I didn’t know how to change, and so I projected 
out, spiralling into stories of misery and failure. I was 
trying many kinds of therapy and therapeutic prac-
tices, but it was hard to see if any of it was helping. I 
was longing for change but had no idea how to make 
it come about.

REAL TRANSFORMATION IS POSSIBLE
Eventually I decided to do my own research. I called 
my project (to myself ) This sucks and I want it to 
change. I wanted to know if positive change was pos-
sible, and I looked for people around me to interview. 
I talked to people who had been in prison, lost chil-
dren, been orphaned as children, addicted, unhoused, 
disabled. Many people, it was true, didn’t change in 

any substantial way. Some came out hardened. Other 
people told me about how they had worked for 
change, but from the way they narrated the story it 
seemed clear to me that they hadn’t ever truly believed 
that real transformation was possible.

But what I found was that, yes, there were people 
who seemed authentically to have healed and grown, 
and those people seemed to have something in 
common: they all had somehow believed that change 
was possible. And they all, it seemed to me, shifted 
the story they told so that it was not just about them, 
but instead was part of a bigger story – sometimes 
spiritual, sometimes social, often both. Their suffering 
was placed in a larger context, and their change, too, 
was part of something bigger.

Hearing about how others overcame their challenges 

inspired me, gave me new energy, and really shifted 
something in me.

It is true that change, healing, doesn’t always come. 
I’ve known some incredible people who have done 
everything they could to heal from an illness, who 
refused to believe that healing was out of reach, but 
who died anyway. But I know too that community 
is important and that what we are facing are human 
problems that are, in large part, creations of human 
stories, human mindsets.

The power of our own stories, of our own actions, of 
our own capacity for change is radical. And any solu-
tion will need to come from humans – that is us. But 
it won’t come unless we believe that we have at least a 
chance of making that change and take some action.

What are the stories we are telling, for example, 
about wealth?

If we tell a story in which the wealthy are the best, 
and in which wealth is a sign of success and hierarchy, 
then we will get the exact type of people ‘at the top’ 
that we have now. But what if we were to change the 
story to one in which the accumulation of wealth for 
oneself is not a sign of success, but rather a sign of 
greed and insecurity? We can tell a story in which 
success comes from caring for one another and from 
sharing – as is true not only in Indigenous cultures 
around the world, but in most families. Those stories 
will bring about very different systems.

If we tell a story about the human intellect and 
mathematical equations as the keys to our greatest 
insights and happiness, then we get computer systems, 
based on ones and zeros, that can love and care for no 
one. But if we believe in the power of the full human 
experience, mind and body, head and heart, then we 
will create laws to regulate AI, to protect ourselves 
against surveillance, fake news, a crisis in education, 
and dissociative confusion, and so many of the other 
threats of this new technology.

If we have reverence for the human body and for 
the wisdom and abundance and self-regulation of our 
Earth systems, then our cities, waters, skies and lands 
will be very different.

Sometimes I can feel that the narrative only goes 
in one direction. I can see the way power is being 
manipulated and the false positive feedback loops. 
But I want to disrupt that story. Because history, like 

the natural world, is not linear. And there are many 
forces at play.

The cult of the moment – of power that is amassed 
– needs to be aerated. I am trying to puncture that 
power structure. I am calling my representatives and 
the companies that are complying with this admin-
istration, and I am encouraging my friends and the 
people in my writing community, across the country, 
to do the same, to withhold our dollars, and to go 
into the streets.

Together, we are telling different stories, tending to 
the Earth and to one another.

Water can be stronger than stone. The soil that is 
under our feet has the power to regenerate even the 
air. Sharing and caring for one another is radical.

Frances Moore Lappé wrote, “Hope is not what we 
find in evidence; it’s what we become in action.” How 
can we become that hope in action? When we are 
passive, we become like machines, but when we act, 
we remember our life force – that innate power that 
each and every one of us can claim as our birthright.

When I read the news, I am incredulous. I try again 
and again to come back to what I know, to the sense 
inherent in me and to the communities around me 
that also believe in democracy and a livable planet. 
When I do this, I don’t know what the future holds, 
but I do know that, in that moment, I feel more 
human, more alive, and more full, even if just for a 
brief moment or two, of active hope.

Nadia Colburn will be a speaker at the Resurgence Festival 
of Wellbeing on 4 October this year.
Book your place at www.resurgence.org/wellbeing25
Nadia’s second poetry book, I Say the Sky, is published by 
The University Press of Kentucky.
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as you might, in your best moments, greet yourself: 
not fearful, not turning in judgment, not asking permission. 
The gates are wide and many: look, here, this egg on the table
ready for breakfast, this tangerine, the winter sun 
through the closed window: all are before you. 
Taste. Remember. 
 
And if you have no home to remember? 
And no window to close? And if you are afraid 
because the guns are not far, the fists, 
may I extend a warmer welcome: may this page
also be your home, something to wrap around you. 
 
And if there is no comfort, 
let this be understanding. And if the end 
is not what you wish and near, 
let this be the light within you that has nothing to do
with outcomes. You: 
beautiful as any flower, any agate— 
Come: Touch the rough stone.

May I Greet You 

From I Say the Sky: Poems (pp.78–9) © 2023 

The University Press of Kentucky.

Used by permission.

by Nadia Colburn

All artwork by Mariann Johansen-Ellis  
www.mariannjohansen-ellis.com


