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            “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”

            —Martin Luther King Jr.

            
                

            

            “We are living through a revolt against the future. The future will prevail.”

            —Anand Giridharadas

            
                

            

            “We’re the ancestors of tomorrow, so we behave accordingly.”

            —Madonna Thunder Hawkvi
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            Swimming Upstream

         

         The hilltop overlooking the ocean did not look like the place where “hope and history rhyme,” where an old prophecy would be declared to have come true, where the long arc of history had bent toward justice. On that morning of October 17, 2024, about three dozen of us stood where last year’s green grass, after turning gold at the end of the rainy season, had faded to a dull tan during California’s long dry season. The earth looked parched. To the north of us, the hills sloped steeply downhill into a creek that, as it reached the ocean, turned into an estuary, a tidal zone where fresh and saltwater meet. To the east of us, farmland and pastureland spread for miles. A strong steady wind came from the Pacific, clearing the air and making it hard to hear people speak, but they spoke.

         We stood about sixty miles north of San Francisco on 466 acres of ranchland that had been in the hands of white people since the nineteenth century, newly purchased by the Western Rivers Conservancy and handed back to the Federated Indians of Graton Rancheria to care for in perpetuity, and Graton tribal members were present. This place rising from the south bank of San Antonio Estero was one of many sites of land-back that year—the return of land in North America to its original stewards. Environmental organizations and government departments tasked 2with land management had, in recent years, begun to recognize that Indigenous stewardship and leadership were among the best ways to restore and protect the land. Indigenous groups had long advocated for that protection and the restoration of their rights.

         Also that October of 2024, a few hundred miles north along the California coast, the biggest dam removal in US history had just been completed, the result of decades of campaigning by local tribes and other supporters of a free-flowing river. Four dams had come down on the 263-mile-long Klamath River. The land that emerged from the stagnant waters behind the dams is being restored and replanted with thousands of young trees and literal tons of native-plant seeds by tribal governments that live up and down this great salmon river that had been choked and stifled for more than a century. Chinook salmon, stopped for that dammed century from completing their journeys to their ancient spawning grounds, had surged upstream almost immediately. The day before we gathered on that hilltop, the first salmon in more than a century had swum the Klamath’s sinuous route through northernmost California all the way to Oregon. “It’s amazing,” said Ron Reed, a fisherman from the Karuk tribe. “That’s what we’ve prayed for,” he told a newspaper.

         Near where the Klamath meets the Pacific, another 125 acres purchased by the Save the Redwoods League had been handed back to the Yurok tribe earlier that year. The league had been founded in 1918 by eugenicists who saw preserving nature as aligned with preserving their kind of white elite against immigrants and others, and these and the League’s other recent land-back projects (as well as published apologies) marked profound shifts in its values and worldview, reflecting those in the wider culture. In May 2025, the Western Rivers Conservancy completed the return to the Yurok of an additional 73 square miles of land—47,097 acres—on Blue 3Creek, a major tributary of the Klamath River. Six days before we met at San Antonio Estero, three hundred miles south, the Chumash Heritage National Marine Sanctuary was established, protecting more than a hundred miles of coastline and more than four thousand square miles of the Pacific Ocean off that coast. The Northern Chumash Tribal Council had submitted the proposal to the federal government nine years earlier.

         From Maine to Washington state, land seized generations before is coming back. Not all of it, not enough of it, but every acre signifies a shift. So much has to happen for any one of these returns to happen, so much had to change just to recognize the presence of Native Americans after decades of erasure and institutionalized forgetting, following upon centuries of genocide.* For more than thirty years, I had watched as Native Americans and their supporters had, step by step, shifted what was possible and imaginable to reach this point. It was the end of something, the beginning of something else.

         Other changes are happening. Up and down the Pacific Coast, local groups, including schools, are cleaning up salmon streams and watching the fish return and paying attention to these wild creatures and the systems they’re part of, in ways most non-native inhabitants of the West Coast hadn’t comprehended or cared about before. (The Pacific coast salmon population once numbered in the 4tens of millions, and they were before this decline a major food source for the region’s Indigenous populations, as well as for wildlife.) They are perceiving and valuing the world around them in a new way and acting on that perception and those values. This devotion to salmon was one example of a growing engagement with the natural and cultural histories of place across the continent—to recover what had been forgotten, tend what had been neglected, restore what had been damaged. Of course, not everyone is on board, and conflicts can be intense between the protectors and the forces of exploitation and erasure, but it marks a profound shift, maybe a return to what had been forgotten, maybe the end of an era of institutionalized forgetting. 

         The beginning comes after the end. A chrysalis is the beginning of a butterfly, but in that chrysalis is no elegant transition. The caterpillar falls apart—it turns to goo, and something profoundly different reconstitutes from it, guided by the hitherto dormant imaginal cells. In that slurry, the dissolving caterpillar’s immune system perceives the imaginal cells as alien and attacks them. But they survive, multiply, and set in motion the instructions to become a butterfly. A many-legged crawler becomes a six-legged winged creature, an animal that devours leaves becomes one that sips nectar from flowers. In recent years, as we’ve paid closer attention to the natural world and learned more about it from scientists, this metamorphosis has become a metaphor for the transformation of society, often with the sense that we are at the stage of dissolution, imaginal cells under attack. A butterfly is the end of a caterpillar. The beginning—the next era—comes after the end of the last one, and in between comes a lot of falling apart.

         There is a way to tell the story of who we were and where we were in that fall of 2024 in terms of electoral politics that is, to put it mildly, dismal and discouraging. But deeper currents of change 5are at work. This era is not one in which everything is fine and all ancient wrongs have been righted, but it is one in which important parts of a society, maybe a civilization, have changed profoundly, even while the right is trying to change them back. The most profound change is in worldview, when it comes to how settler-colonialists recognize and understand Indigenous presence and rights, and so many other foundational realities about our world, around gender, around race, around justice and equality, around nature itself and the science that explains it. The practical, tangible changes are consequences of these changed views.

         Our world has changed more than almost anyone imagined, in ways both wonderful and terrible, often in ways no one anticipated, and the sheer profundity of change in the past guarantees that this change will continue, that stability is not an option, but participating in directing change might be, if we recognize it. That October morning in 2024, we stood on a hilltop, and we stood in a present that had once been an unimaginable future in the way it reconnected to a suppressed past. It had been reached step by step, as the poet Antonio Machado put it, on “a road made by walking.”

         There are many fragments to this mosaic of changes I want to chart, and underlying most of them is a shift toward the idea that everything is connected, that the world is a network of interrelated systems, that the isolated individual is at best a fiction, and that the natural and social realms run more on collaboration and cooperation than competition. It’s a shift away from many of the old hierarchies and segregations and the cruelties they normalized. These ideas of interconnection emerge from many sources, from new economic models and new scientific ideas about biology and psychology, from Buddhist and Indigenous worldviews, from shifting values, from hopes and desires to undo the terrible loneliness and tendency toward isolation and the severing of connections and relationships between 6people, peoples, and people and nature, that seem entrenched in current social configurations. I believe we’re also witnessing a shift from capitalism’s tendency to see even the living, even humans, as dead things—as objects and commodities—to Indigenous and animist worldviews that regard being, sentience, and rights as qualities of rivers and mountains, as well as of plants and animals. Of course, the tricky part of that sentence is the “we”: not everyone is on board, and the backlash is ferocious.

         The ranch property where we gathered on that October day is shaped like a puzzle piece. The small town of Dillon Beach and a private development border its south side, and its north side is formed by the San Antonio Estero. If you generalized, you could say that the broad stream set between steep hills runs west to the Pacific, but it wanders between the steep hills in wide unhurried arcs. On the beach, the running water pools, as small estuaries do up and down the coast, forming an environment that is neither saltwater nor fresh. In that mixture lives an endangered fish the size of a child’s finger, the northern tidewater goby, that only thrives in these in-between waters. Upstream from the goby live red-legged frogs, listed as threatened, one step less imperiled than endangered. On the hills where we stood that windy day lives the Myrtle’s silverspot butterfly, which lays its eggs on the western dog violet. The violet’s leaves form the first and only food of the caterpillars that hatch from those eggs; the butterfly drinks the nectar of native plants such as western pennyroyal, yellow sand verbena, seaside daisy, and mule ears. Listed as endangered, this small, speckled, golden-brown butterfly is only known to exist in this location and three others nearby. Somehow, these species had survived a century and a half of cattle ranching in this place.

         The browning stems of the wild iris that blooms in early spring grew in scattered clusters across the hilltops and slopes. Deer 7browsed the hills that hawks soared over. When I joined the small group taking the sometimes precarious, eroded path down to the estuary and beach, I saw the waterline was crisscrossed with the tracks of raccoons foraging for what washed up at high tide. An osprey flew over us. Stone tools and other traces of longtime Coast Miwok presence had been found on the site by the archeologist who worked for the tribe.

         Graton Rancheria chairman Greg Sarris, a tall man who looked younger than his seventy-two years, in jeans the color of the sky and a suede jacket the color of the grass, spoke to reporters and others gathered. I had known him a long time as a fellow writer, and we chatted a bit together. He saw the day as the fulfillment of the prophecy by the Kashaya Pomo Dreamer Essie Parrish in the 1950s, who urged her listeners to preserve the teachings of the old people, because “one day, the white people would come to us to learn how to take care of the land.” The history that led to this moment twisted and turned like San Antonio Estero. The Federated Indians of Graton Rancheria is a Native nation formed of Coast Miwok and Southern Pomo people, who had traditionally inhabited the lands north of the Golden Gate Bridge now called Marin and Sonoma Counties.

         The Native people of coastal California had been devastated by disease and the Spanish missions that spread up from what’s now the Mexican border to Sonoma from 1769 to 1833. Far more destruction, including massacres, legalized slaughter, and enslavement, came after the United States claimed title to the land after the Mexican–American War of 1846–1848 and the Gold Rush began. When it came to signing treaties and receiving federal recognition as nations entitled to land and other rights, most Native Californians got little or nothing. The Coast Miwok who’d been coercively Christianized at Mission San Rafael became a landless people.

         8In 1922, the Miwok and Pomo peoples were given a fifteen-acre holding—a rancheria was the term used in California for these small collectively owned Native lands—in the hamlet of Graton in Sonoma County. While nineteenth-century genocide had often been bloodily violent, the twentieth-century version was blandly bureaucratic but just as bent on erasure of cultural identity and nation status. The US Congress passed the California Rancheria Act of 1958, declaring that forty-one rancherias—including the one at Graton—were no longer the shared possessions of California tribes, merely private property of individuals, and privatization was often a prelude to losing those lands altogether. Federal policy at that time aimed to assimilate Native people into mainstream society, to be achieved by destroying them as cultures and as communities in relationship to place.

         Greg spoke that day of how one woman and her daughter held onto one acre of Graton Rancheria, and in the watershed year of 1992 reached out to him. With their urging, he helped write legislation that was signed into law by President Clinton in 2000, giving them back federal recognition with the benefits and powers that includes. The resultant group, which calls itself the Federated Indians of Graton Rancheria, now has 1,537 members, all descendants, he said that day, of fourteen women who survived the genocide and maintained what they could of their cultures. Thanks to partnership with the park service at Point Reyes National Seashore and other public land managers, the tribe now has jurisdiction over a hundred thousand acres.

         Packed into that paragraph, the journey from one acre to a hundred thousand, official nonexistence to recognition seems simple and straightforward, but heaven and earth, law and culture, had to be moved, shaken, reimagined, dismantled, and rebuilt in order to arrive at that day. We live in a world utterly unlike the one Greg was 9born into in the 1950s and in which I arrived early in the 1960s, when Native Californians and Native Americans were largely written out of the histories and the Spanish missions were romanticized. Even our personal lives, mine as a woman, his as a gay man and Pomo / Coast Miwok / Filipino descendant, had taken forms unlikely or even impossible when we were growing up near here, he in Santa Rosa, about the same distance northeast of San Antonio Estero as Novato, where I grew up, was southeast of it.

         These were tiny pieces of the big picture of change that means we in the 2020s live in a world that would be unbelievable and maybe inconceivable to people sixty or seventy years earlier. We inhabit and inherit a world that has changed bit by bit, in ways so vast and so varied, in so many spheres of everyday life, that the transformation has hardly been described.

         
            * A week after that gathering at San Antonio Estero, President Joe Biden traveled to Arizona to apologize for the cultural and literal genocide committed by the government boarding schools in which Native children were forced to lose their language and culture, saying they “will always be a significant mark of shame, a blot on American history. For too long, this all happened with virtually no public attention, not written about in our history books, not taught in our schools.” Eight years earlier, on December 5, 2016, at the Standing Rock camp in South Dakota resisting the Dakota Access pipeline, hundreds of veterans of the US military got down on their knees and apologized for the role of the military in murdering and displacing Native Americans. Lakota spiritual leader Leonard Crow Dog accepted the apology.
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            Winged Seeds

         

         Seeds spread by many means. Some, encased in fruit, are eaten by birds and excreted on the wing far from the berry bush; some have their own wings or are shaped like parachutes so they can travel on the wind, as do the seeds of dandelions and maples; some explode from the pod, as do the beanlike seeds of wisteria; some travel by sticking to fur or hair or fabric; some are carried away and stored by squirrels whose forgetfulness begets forests. Some seeds lie dormant for years or decades and only germinate when fire sweeps over the land. Sequoias, those largest beings standing on the earth, only drop their seeds when fire comes and melts the resin in the cones. In destruction is their regeneration.

         Ideas, too, have many ways of traveling, and some ideas that begin in obscurity spread and proliferate and strengthen to become powerful elements of a culture, a society, a civilization. The ideas that have taken root in the last three-quarters of a century have borne fruit—as laws, rights, beliefs, roles, possibilities that did not exist before—and they add up to changes so profound that they amount to the end of a civilization and the beginning of another with different values and beliefs. We often speak as though we are here to toil, endlessly planting and cultivating seeds and seedlings, but we have also feasted on harvests from what was sown and tended by those who came before.

         11You can chop down a tree, but ideas tend to outlive their attacks. You can, for example, take away rights but not belief in those rights; ideas in this sense are trees that will not become seeds again, are the genies in The Arabian Nights who, once released from captivity, will do anything but be bottled up again. Undoubtedly, some American women who lost reproductive rights after the June 24, 2022, decision overturning the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision forty-nine years earlier believe that they and others should not have those rights (though, often, people who don’t believe in the general principle grant themselves an exemption or bury it all in cognitive dissonance or denial). They are significantly outnumbered by people who believe in those rights for all. The memory of rights taken away will not be uprooted easily, and while the US has increasingly allowed states to restrict those rights, other nations, including Mexico, Argentina, Ireland, and Spain (and some US states) have expanded them. In June 2025, the United Kingdom overturned an 1861 law criminalizing abortion, used mostly to punish women who had abortions after twenty-four weeks (and in 2019, decriminalized abortion in Northern Ireland).

         Ideas have power, and while those who support them often dismiss that power, those who fear them recognize they can change the world. Environmentalist Gus Speth writes that visions of a better world “will not compete yet in today’s practical politics” but calls them “the first blueprints of the future, the playing fields of radical hope, the dreams that stuff is made of.” Ideas are seeds in that they are beginnings; if they succeed, they do so as they take on more tangible and concrete forms. They become how the world is, how we do things; they guide our practical actions, whether it’s our relationships to each other or the land. Seeds—or imaginal cells, the instructions for transformation.

         12This is a long essay in the form of a short book about the profound changes of the past several decades, about those who planted and tended the seeds, about how ideas became actualities, how we came to live in a time so different from the past, how this year may look much like last year but 2025 looked nothing at all like 1965 and is wilder in many ways, good and bad, than anyone dreamed of back then. The good parts mostly came about because of campaigns, struggles, visions acted on, and the participants made it up as they went along, incorporating what they learned, redefining as they went, setting new goals when they reached earlier ones or course-correcting when they learned from their mistakes.

         This is a reminder that you do not have to picture the destination to reach it or at least draw closer to it, you just need to choose a direction and keep on walking—though that metaphor makes it sound as though it already exists, if at a distance, rather than that the process itself creates it and covers the distance between the idea and the actuality. You can arrive at a new social reality and its consequences, such as land-back or rights affirmed or legislation passed or equality established or access opened up. All of this can also be undone, and there is an immense backlash against what these decades have brought us, but the fury of that backlash is itself evidence of the significance of what was achieved.

         This is not a book claiming that the work is finished or that we have arrived in an ideal anything or that all of us are on board. It’s an exploration of transformation on an epic scale and in almost every avenue of life and thought. Like everything I write, it’s not meant to be comprehensive—rather, think of it as a map on which you can fill in missing details and trace your own routes against mine or clarify your vision by disagreeing with mine. It’s a book that reaches across many disciplines and topics, in none of which I am officially expert though I’ve spent many decades paying close 13attention to many of them. (I’d be aghast at my own audacity if I didn’t think that someone needed to try to connect these dots across space, time, and topics, and that it’s better to do it imperfectly than not to do it at all.) It’s inevitably shaped by my vantage point, as a white woman on the left coast of North America, a witness to six decades of transformation, a writer with an enthusiasm for tracing patterns, a climate activist, a former Indigenous rights activist, a lover of street protests, a feminist, the granddaughter of refugees fleeing genocide in Eastern Europe on one side, the great-granddaughter of Irish Catholics fleeing British colonialism on the other.

         There’s a famous passage in the prison journals of the Italian Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci. He wrote, around 1930, “La crisi consiste appunto nel fatto che il vecchio muore e il nuovo non può nascere: in questo interregno si verificano i fenomeni morbosi piú svariati.” A more popular variant runs, “Il vecchio mondo sta morendo. Quello nuovo tarda a comparire. E in questo chiaroscuro nascono i mostri.” My Italian friend Fiamma Montezemolo translated the latter version of this famous statement for me as, “The old world is dying. The new one is slow in appearing. In this light and shadow, monsters arise.”

         Gramsci wrote this almost a century ago, in Fascist Italy, about other deaths, other births, other monsters (or, in his original, morbid symptoms) than ours, but it still stands as a beautiful summary of what it’s like to be in a world in crisis facing an uncertain future. He could not possibly mean by it what I mean by it, because many worlds have died and been born since he wrote it. And while many think of the world dying as something looming only in the future, Indigenous people of the Americas and others who’ve survived genocide and colonialism know that they live after the deaths of worlds.*

         14British environmental writer Robert Macfarlane wrote to me, “Yes, the monsters are abroad, but as we know monster comes from monstrare, meaning to demonstrate and to warn. Monsters—the bad kind—show us the way forwards, as well as pushing us back.” That the old world is dying is widely acknowledged and addressed. The old ways of doing things no longer fit who we have become: the systems fail, break, decay, fall into corruption; anachronistic school curriculums and journalistic and political norms, social roles and customs, rules, laws, and institutions don’t offer us equipment to face the realities of our time, whether they feel like cages or outgrown garments or broken tools. Poverty and displacement, degradation and alienation are byproducts of voracious, ruthless systems committed to inequality and indifferent to human rights and the rights of nature, which is to say that they are violence by other means, and sometimes they are the violence itself.

         Climate catastrophes, from melting glaciers and permafrost to catastrophic wildfires and floods, the abundance of garbage and abandoned goods, of toxic and nuclear waste and oil spills and mine tailings: they’re evidence that a fossil-fuel economy and one based on disposability, overconsumption, and alienation ends up as destruction and waste. So many old orders are falling apart, so many systems no longer work, so many assumptions no longer fit. Cruelty, greed, and division are not new, but when the old order that institutionalized them is threatened, its beneficiaries come out fighting to hold onto advantages that used to go unquestioned.

         Uncertainty is full of possibilities and not only positive ones. However flawed or ugly an existing system, it’s reasonable to 15wonder whether what succeeds it will be better or worse or terrifying, especially if that system serves you. In many cases, monsters arise out of the attachment to the dying order, monsters willing to use monstrous violence to prevent the new world from being born. You can imagine them as akin to the caterpillar’s immune system attacking the imaginal cells that guide its transition into a butterfly, for Gramsci’s famous sentence describes a sociopolitical condition much like what takes place in the chrysalis. Monsters take the forms of authoritarians, corporations bent on quarterly profits at the expense of the long-term fate of the earth; of racism, misogyny, and other inculcated hates that serve to divide, silence, and marginalize; of Silicon Valley’s “move fast and break things” ethos that has broken much and threatens to break far more.

         Silicon Valley’s oligarchs are committed to harnessing their new technologies to that old and dying world of inequality and hierarchy, of extreme wealth and poverty, extreme power and powerlessness, of isolation and alienation, of extractivism and commodification even of children’s imaginations and all our dreams.
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