
 

Lexicon 

…offering very brief explanations of key terms and 

phrases/themes in my work and/or closely-related work of 

others. Many of these are terms I have specifically 

adopted or adapted or invented. Terms already in wide 

and standard use are not included except when I need to 

be specific about them to explain my own. 

 

 

Animacy 

The aliveness of the natural world in some sense – self-

possessed, responsive, interactive – both in its parts and as a 

whole. (Robin Wall Kimmerer) 

 

Anthropocentrism 

“Human-centeredness”: the doctrine or belief in the centrality or 

exclusive importance of human beings and human interests.  

 

Anthropocentrization (anthropocentrize, -ed, -ing) 

Remaking the built world, our habits and practices, technology, 

media… – basically, everything – in human terms and to serve 

human interests. 



Breaking the Spell of the Actual 

Systematically picturing the world as it currently is against the 

background of alternatives – contrasting it to what it might be. 

“Naming the things that are absent is breaking the spell of things 

as they are.” (Paul Valery) 

 

Celebratory environmentalism 

Engaging the natural world with affirmation, gratitude, and joy, 

while still recognizing the immense ongoing destruction. 

Vividly realized and continuously celebrated immersion is 

essential too. 

 

Cosmic environmentalism 

More-than-Earthly “environments” recognized: interplanetary 

exchanges of energy, material, possibly even seeds of life, and 

the encompassing and still-unfolding universe itself. 

 

Critical thinking 

Argument-analysis becomes more than purely “destructive” 

when it clarifies and frames questions for creative and 

constructive thinking and to refine and hone ideas as they 

emerge. 

 

 

 



De-Anthropocentrization (-trize, -trizing the world) 

Reversing anthropocentrization! Remaking the built world, 

our habits and practices, technology, media… – basically, 

everything – in more-than-human terms and to serve wider 

interests.  

 

Dewey on steroids 

Taking Deweyan maxims and principles dramatically farther 

than Dewey did himself. Radically re-imagining things. 

Courage! 

 

Don’t Resign, Redesign! 

“In the work to which this book looks forward, we will never 

suppose that Philosophy only comes into play when there is 

nothing else to be done. We need Philosophy most, I say, when 

there is everything to be done.” (Chapter 1) 

 

Earthlings 

All beings co-constituting, sustaining, and sustained by/on/in 

this planet. Earthlings are beings of planet Earth, and also 

literally made of earth (soil,”dust”).  

 

Ethics before epistemology  

 “All too often we have little idea what others are actually 

capable of until we have already approached them ethically: that 



is until we have offered them the grace and occasion to enter 

into relationship. Ethics is itself a way of knowing”. (Cheney and 

Weston, “Toward an Ethics-Based Epistemology”) 

 

From Deconstruction to Reconstruction 

“De-construction” aims to expose and undercut many of today’s 

seemingly fixed realities – but why do we have to go all the way 

back to Dewey find a philosopher who will suggest things to be 

tried in the hard-won spaces of freedom that emerge? 

 

The Give Behind the Givens  

Strategically shifting, or even heading off, “the” (official, initial, 

alleged…) seemingly fixed problems usually presented to us. 

They aren’t!  

 

The Hidden Possibilities of Things 

Unrevealed possibilities, especially in responsive or potentially 

responsive others, that likely will remain invisible, easy to deny, 

or shut down entirely, unless deliberately invited forth to 

manifest.  

 

Imagination 

Recognizing that, and exploring how, things could be different. 

Not some kind of fantasizing, but methodical and practical 

thinking… while venturesome at the same time. 



 

Imaginative skepticism 

Doubt that springs from recognizing the abundance of 

alternative possibilities in some explanation or argument, rather 

than mainly from the absence of conclusive proof.  

 

lmpresario with a Scenario 

A teacher who makes themselves a class mobilizer, improviser, 

and energizers, staging dramatic, often unexpected and self-

unfolding learning adventures with students. Neither Ye Olde 

“Sage on the Stage” nor “Guide on the Side”. 

 

Jericho Road 

The generosity of Jesus’s Good Samaritan to the beaten stranger 

on the road to Jericho was morally excellent, but why do we 

tolerate such dangerous roads in the first place? “One day we 

must come to see that the whole Jericho Road must be 

transformed…” (MLK) 

 

Long Levers 

Looking to head off the hardest problems before they get 

intractable … or shows up at all. Small but precise changes may 

sometimes be enough.  

 

 



 

Looking upstream 

Pivoting to address the root causes of an issue or problem. How 

did we get into this mess (whatever it is) in the first place? 

Doing so may not solve “the” official problem, but that is often 

exactly what needs to be rethought. 

 

Mobilizing the Green Imagination.  

Even more vital than mobilizing mass conversion to electric cars 

or raising seaside cities’ dikes (and alarms), etc. etc. is to 

mobilize more inventive and venturesome ecological (re)design. 

What about cities without cars at all? or that float?  

 

More-Than-Human (More-Than-Human World) 

Us humans and “All our relations!” too. We belong to a vibrant, 

animate Earth community far larger than us, not centered or 

modelled on us, but also absolutely and inescapably including us 

and sustaining our very humanity. (David Abram) 

 

Multicentrism (-tric) 

A vision of multiple centers of being and value, each with its 

own dynamics and models, sometimes overlapping, all 

“considerable” (because otherwise how would we know?).  

 

 



 

The Natural History of Values 

Cultural, historical, and biological factors are the most profound 

shapers of values and ethical paradigms. Especially at originary 

stages, legalistic argument or formal system are far less 

important than inventiveness, diversity, experiment. 

 

Naturalism 

The world viewed as a comprehensive, dynamic, evolving, 

material and organic whole. No Dualism: “Mind” is part of the 

One Story too. And who says “matter” is dead? 

 

Non-anthropocentrism 

An ethical or cultural paradigm beyond anthropocentrism. 

When we get there, it will not simply be a negation, or some 

kind of caution, but overflowing in its own, as-yet unanticipated 

ways. 

 

Optimism  

The conviction that things tend to improve, at least overall and 

on average. Thus I can report that I am neither an optimist nor 

pessimist, but a possibilist. 

 

 



 

Originary Ethics 

Ethics at the stage at which values are forming. Often driven by 

crisis. Not a matter of “applying” established value systems, but 

developing new ones. Metaphorical and associative; uncertain 

and experimental; multivocal and contested.  

 

Paradigms 

Thomas Kuhn’s classic term for the tightly-connected sets of 

fundamental concepts, models, and thought patterns through 

which we interpret the world. Because paradigms are so 

fundamental, changing them is a deeply contested, bumpy, 

unpredictable process – Kuhn calls it “revolution”! 

 

Philosophical good humor 

The 18th Century British Empiricist David Hume deepened the 

radical skepticism of the ancients, but unlike them he was 

notably cheerful and engaged both personally and (I argue) 

philosophically. Open-ended imagination was more interesting 

to him than lamenting what we cannot know, or “debunking” 

either believers or non-believers (in whatever).  

 

Possibilism (-bilist, -bilistic, -bilize) 

A sense for an open future with manifold possibilities lying 

within imaginative and pragmatopian reach. Animated by 



inventiveness and creativity; heartened by the sense that it is 

always within our capacity to go farther.  

 

Practice (-tical…) 

Not a matter of merely “applying” some favorite or principles or 

top-down theory, “practice” is also not merely “doing” as 

opposed to “thinking”. For Pragmatists, it is simply thinking 

itself – interactive and multi-lateral, perceptive, patient, 

inventive, critical all at once – thoroughly engaged with the 

world and its actual, concrete challenges and opportunities. 

Dewey just called it intelligence.  

 

Pragmatism (-matist, -matic) 

The philosophical “school” of Dewey and James is not defined 

by doctrine but rather a method – an attitude, really – embracing 

the fundamental openness and incompleteness in things. No 

fixed or formal or final answers, not even standing at the usual 

judgmental distance, but suggesting things to be tried (Dewey) 

and maybe even trying them yourself.  

 

Pragmatopia (-pian) 

Pragmatism with an ambitious, venturesome, more possibilistic 

edge. The term is Rianne Eisler’s; the practice could be 

everyone’s. Unlike sheer utopianism, there is some realism… 

but not too much. Err on the side of overreach (because who 

knows?) 



 

The Problem behind the problem 

Looking before and behind an issue or problem that confronts us 

to determine and address root causes. Doing so may not solve 

“the” official problem, but exactly what is the real problem and 

opportunity may be exactly what needs to be rethought. 

 

Problematic Situation 

Dewey’s phrase. Our actual challenges are typically not puzzles 

with clear limits and nicely-defined professional constituencies, 

but ongoing and complex regions of social or other tension that 

create multiple opportunities for constructive engagement and 

(at least some) progress. 

 

Reconstruction 

Building both a successor world and a successor Philosophy less 

constrained and inward-turned by familiar forms and traditional 

expectations. Re-imagining Philosophy itself as in part the 

project of making conceptual space for pragmatopian 

engagement…and then jumping in. 

 

Reframing 

Approaching issues, questions, and other supposed problems 

without taking for granted the terms or underlying assumptions 



with which they are typically presented, but rather with an eye to 

how they might be helpfully reconstructed.  

 

Re-imagination 

To originate or invent anything (cities, democracy, science, 

soccer, computers…) already has taken acts of imagination, 

sometimes spectacular indeed. None of it is finished and for 

good. Re-imagination prompts us to do it again and again.  

 

Receptivity to Other-Than-Human Minds  

Beyond SETI: consistently making ourselves more receptive to 

both the potentially totally alien as well as to the spectacularly 

different and endlessly mysterious Others all around us already. 

 

Scenarios 

Unfolding classroom activities that enact a specific tension or 

opposition. Sometimes fairly complex, they have an inner 

dialectic (not always so visible) that may tightly structure but 

does not dictate the resolution of the situation’s movement or 

tension.  

 

Self-Validating Invitation 

A form of self-fulfilling prophecy where a practice of openness, 

receptivity, and manifest and active offering of trust draws out 

the hidden possibilities of others.  



 

Self-Validating Reduction 

A form of self-fulfilling prophecy where the “prophecy” tends to 

reduce someone or something in the world — to make that 

person or thing less than they or it are or could be – which in 

turn feeds back to (seem to) justify the original “prophecy” and 

also to deepen and perpetuate it.  

 

Space and Air in the Mind 

This phrase from William James is a touchstone for this book. A 

bit more context for the quote: 

Philosophical study means the habit of always seeing an 

alternative, of not taking the usual for granted, of making 

conventionalities fluid again, of imagining foreign states of 

mind… [I]s there Space and Air in your mind, or must your 

companions gasp for breath whenever they talk with you?  

 

Suggesting things to be tried 

Making practical proposals. Inventive, off the scale, 

professionally or otherwise risky, still audacious and elegant… 

they represent a philosophical intervention in a venturesome and 

resolutely pragmatic key. Thank you, John Dewey! 

 

 

 

 



Teaching as the Art of Staging 

Setting up (staging) classroom scenarios such that the dynamics 

of the scenario itself frame and drive most of the action and 

learning that follow. The goal is to put students into a self-

unfolding and urgently engaging situation, and then trusting it 

and them to carry it forward, with the impresario-teacher 

shaping (a bit) as needed.  

 

Teaching on the high wire 

Visibly stepping out in front as a teacher, like launching 

scenarios out of the blue that can only succeed with full student 

engagement. Acts of trust but also of intrigue. The risk itself can 

make engagement irresistible.    

 

Thinking Through Questions 

We think using questions, for one thing, but is that we also need 

to think about and around questions themselves, and sometimes 

even rethink acts of questioning themselves.  

 

Universal Consideration 

Mustn’t all things must be morally “considerable” from the start 

in a root sense if we are to determine what kinds of value they 

may have? (Tom Birch) 

 

 



 

Vision 

Looking to big-picture better alternatives, often by-passing the 

areas of most intense contention by looking to wider shared 

ideals. Pull rather than push. “I have a Dream” works far better 

than “I have a nightmare.” 

 


