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In memory of Beatrice Annie Goranson,  

who would have loved this,  
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who loved seaweed, sunlight, and the wind



The climate crisis is also a crisis of culture, 
and thus of the imagination.

– – amitav ghosh, the great derangement: 
climate change and the unthinkable

To imagine a language is to imagine a form of life.

– – ludwig wittgenstein, 
philosophical investigations
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xi

Languages change over time when people use new words. Fairly 
often these new words are borrowed from other languages, and 
linguists call these loanwords, though the return on the loan 

is never reciprocal, being no more than some kind of social- psychic 
tribute to the ingenuity of the host language’s culture. Probably there 
should be a word too for this mysterious return on the loan.

Science fiction, consisting of stories set in the future, has often led 
its writers onto the perilous ground of making up new words, or even 
new languages. These languages suggest the historical and technologi-
cal changes that have occurred between the present and the time of 
the science fiction story, and more generally they create the feeling of 
estrangement appropriate to science fiction’s transport by mental travel 
to distant times and places. Orwell’s controlocracy in 1984 is famously 
facilitated by Newspeak; Anthony Burgess cleverly portrayed a Russian- 
inflected English dialect in A Clockwork Orange; Russell Hoban con-
veyed an apocalyptic scenario in the postliterate language of Riddley 

Walker; Suzette Haden Elgin invented a postpatriarchal language in her 
Native Tongue series. Many other writers have portrayed dense acceler-
ated futures partly by way of a blizzard of neologisms, as in Greg Bear’s 
Queen of Angels.

Science fiction writers have also often invented new words, in serted 
into our familiar English to indicate a new technology or a new mental 
phenomenon. Two excellent examples are Ursula K. Le Guin’s word 
ansible, a communication device that transmits information instanta-
neously across any distance, and Robert Heinlein’s grok, which is a kind 
of telepathic gestalt understanding of some other person or idea. For a 
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decade or more, the popularity of Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land 
was such that lots of people used the word grok in real life, which is 
quite an accomplishment for any writer. On the other hand, Heinlein 
also coined the word tansstaafl, from the acronym “There ain’t no such 
thing as a free lunch,” and although some libertarians still love to quote 
this untrue truism, it suggests to me that Heinlein’s ability in this realm 
was hit or miss.

The book you are about to read focuses on individual words or 
short phrases, either from other languages or invented, that English, 
and perhaps all languages, could use to better describe our historical 
situation, which we now often call the Anthropocene— another new 
word, and one that is very likely to last, defining our period in both 
human and geological terms, now collapsed to the same thing. One 
scientist, Eugene Stoemer, invented this word, and another, Paul Crut-
zen, popularized it. Now it is an important and permanent part of our 
language and our sense of history. Though this origin story might seem 
surprising, recall that ecology is a word coined by Ernst Haeckel in 1873, 
while the word scientist was coined by William Whewell in 1834. People 
invent new words! It’s obvious when you say it, and yet still a little star-
tling to remember.

Each word or phrase included in this book is more than a word 
or phrase, being also a concept. Of course all words are concepts, but 
familiar words contain their concepts in a familiar way, and so seem 
simpler than new and unfamiliar words. As all the words included here 
are new to English, they bring new concepts with them, so the short 
essays accompanying each word are crucial to the success of the proj-
ect. The essays all move from straightforward definition to discussions 
of the contexts of the concepts evoked, elucidating larger systems of 
thought and culture, and casting light on the “long emergency” of the 
twenty- first century, when anthropogenic climate change will impact 
the biosphere and all its inhabitants.

So many new words gathered together like this, each bringing with 
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it a new concept and system, creates a dizzying effect. This is good and 
right, because we live in a dizzying time. What we do now as a global 
civilization will create one future out of a vast array of possible futures, 
an array which ranges from utmost disaster to lasting peace and pros-
perity. The sheer breadth of this range is all by itself extremely confus-
ing, to the point of inducing a kind of mental and emotional gridlock. 
Anything could happen! So what should we do? Maybe nothing! Maybe 
we can’t do anything!

But we can do things, if we can figure out what they are. Various 
good futures are achievable, even starting from our current moment of 
high danger. So some really comprehensive analysis, destranding, and 
remapping is now part of our necessary work. Inevitably new concepts 
and new words will emerge— lots of them. So this book’s profusion is 
an accurate foretelling of what will come. It’s a kind of science fiction 
story in the form of a lexicon, and it postulates and helps to create a 
future culture more articulate and wiser than we are now. Thus by defi-
nition it is a utopian science fiction story.

Among other good effects, this book makes us more alert to new 
words already out there, and it puts us on the lookout for more. Re cently 
I noticed a couple of meteorological phrases new to me, which helped 
me while I was compressing and revising my Science in the Capital tril-
ogy, written between 2002 and 2006. I saw in my 2016 revision that I 
had described what we now call an “atmospheric river” a decade before 
the phrase appeared (at least to me), and I happily inserted it into the 
text, as being better than earlier names like “pineapple express.” Simi-
larly, in the second volume I had described what we now call a “polar 
vortex,” but again, either the term had not yet been invented or it had 
not yet shifted from the meteorological community to common usage 
(or to me). Again, I retrojected the phrase into the text.

These kinds of re- visionings are going to keep happening to us 
all, expanding from small meteorological clarifications such as these 
I’ve mentioned to much larger and more important expressions of the 



xiv

FoReWoRD

zeitgeist, including definitions of actions we can take to wrest history 
into a good Anthropocene. As these inventions pop in our heads, this 
delightful lexicon can serve as sourcebook, clarification, diagnostic, and 
stimulus. It’s an already existing example of the way people playing 
with language can help bring things and events into sharper cognitive 
focus. Playful and useful: I trust you will enjoy this book, and I hope 
you will put it to use.
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loanwords to live with
Matthew Schneider- Mayerson and Brent Ryan Bellamy

For the past decade, dark clouds have been massing on the psychic 
horizon. Against the trickle of encouraging news about the growth of 
renewable energy comes a countervailing torrent of numbingly omi-
nous climatic developments. The four elements seem to be assembled 
like the four horsemen. Air: the world chokes. In May 2019, the con-
centration of atmospheric carbon dioxide passed 414 parts per million, 
the highest concentration in millions of years and far beyond what sci-
entists consider safe for humans.1 Fire: life swelters and burns. From 
2010 to 2016, seven successive years registered as having the high-
est average global temperature on record.2 Calamitous wildfires have 
become more common, from Australia to Greenland and everywhere in 
between. Water: the land floods. In July 2017, an ice shelf twice the size 
of Luxembourg broke off the Antarctic ice shelf, floating toward warmer  
waters; a month later, Houston and Mumbai endured devastating 
floods. Earth: the soil bakes. A drought that started in 1998 in the east-
ern Mediterranean is likely the most severe of the past nine hundred 
years, significantly contributing to the mass migration out of Syria.3

Under these stresses, the web of life is coming undone. According 
to many scientists, we have now entered the sixth mass extinction in 
our planet’s history. Some species will adapt; others, tragically, will not. 
Yet readers of this book do not need more statistics about the climate 
catastrophe; those of us paying attention are already familiar with the 
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 projections. Learning the basic facts about our warming world is only the 
beginning of reckoning with what needs to be done to mitigate the worst 
impacts on the planet, nonhuman species, and ourselves. We all strug-
gle to understand how to respond, emotionally and politically, collec-
tively and as individuals, to the advent of the Anthropocene, the current 
geologic epoch in which humanity acts as the dominant world- shaping 
force.4 There is no doubt that the Earth will be profoundly transformed 
in the coming decades. The situation is dire, but instead of catastroph-
ism, this book offers something else: conceptual tools to help us imag-
ine how to adapt and flourish in the face of socioecological adversity.

To forge such tools, we need to take stock of where we are. We need 
to accept that what we might have imagined to be stable, consistent, and 
normative ceaselessly shifts underfoot. As philosopher Allen Thomp-
son argues, what many of us in the late twentieth and early twenty- 
first centuries saw as “normal” will likely be seen, “in the full course of 
human history,” as “an outstanding aberration.”5 As the scale and fall-
out of climate change, ocean acidification, mass extinction, and  other 
processes become increasingly undeniable and unavoidable, we will 
need to change our cognitive maps of the world. What are the psycho-
logical analogs of calving icebergs and drowned coastlines? What new 
cultural constructions will arise along with renewable infrastructures? 
Though we cannot accurately predict the future, it is now reasonable 
to “expect that many, but not all, of the culturally embedded perspec-
tives and habits basic to late twentieth century life will not continue.”6 
Indeed, the question is not whether the world will change, but how. 
Through the medium of language, this book presents possibilities for 
the cultural maps of better futures.

WHAT IS To Be IMAGINeD?

Over the last two decades, one of the most popular rallying cries from 
radical activists and scholars in the West has been “another world is 
possible.” It has been chanted at thousands of protests, scribbled on 
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countless concrete borders worldwide, and repeated over 800,000 
times on the Internet (according to a recent web search). “Another 
world is possible” is a conscious rejoinder to the assertion that “there 
is no alternative” to the status quo, unjust though it may be. Traced to 
nineteenth- century liberal political theorist Herbert Spencer, “there is 
no alternative” was popularized by British prime minister and grand 
wizard of austerity Margaret Thatcher, who used it so frequently to 
jus tify her callous deregulation and market fundamentalism that it 
acquired its own acronym: TINA. Thatcher was reading from an author-
itarian playbook: fascists and totalitarians understood that by restrict-
ing the imagination and consideration of alternative possibilities— of 
politics, policy, and social life— citizens would resign themselves to the 
order of things, thereby enabling further manipulation by political and 
financial elites. In the face of catastrophic ecological collapse, novel 
versions of “there is no alternative” are intoned today, by conservatives 
recklessly dedicated to fossil- fueled capitalism as well as by comfortable 
liberals who wish to see only gradual, incremental, and nonthreatening 
responses to an increasingly turbulent status quo.

“Another world is possible” is a worthy maxim, but without fur-
ther elaboration it stands like a narrow bridge to a destination shrouded 
in mist. Would you want to journey there? When radical activists and 
scholars describe what lies on the other side, they often write manifes-
toes or lists of principles, yet these dry or polemical formulations rarely 
stir the passions. This is where speculative fiction holds great promise. 
Though the mist always clings to visions of different worlds, the very 
act of imagining the future enables a radical departure from the trajec-
tory of the present.7 As “barely audible messages from a future that may 
never come into being,” speculative visions offer critical perspectives on 
the present and remind us of the infinite possibilities of life on Earth, as 
well as the ways that we might bring some of them into being.8

When a wave of fiction explicitly concerned with climate change 
arrived a decade ago, it held incredible potential as a kind of literary 
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time machine, transporting us to the foreign country of the distant 
future. Unfortunately the genre has not yet realized that promise, as 
many authors have recycled familiar apocalyptic tropes that describe 
diminished, destroyed, and denatured worlds.9 Though packaged as 
cautionary tales that might spark us to take action, social scientists 
report that dystopic visions tend to do the exact opposite.10 In the few 
cases where authors have constructed desirable environmental futures, 
they often portray their inhabitants with familiar subjectivities: people 
of the future, they’re just like us! Consider the characters of Kim Stan-
ley Robinson’s compelling 2017 novel, New York 2140, who are com-
fortably recognizable: social media celebrities, greedy financial traders, 
and treasure- seeking orphans.11 This representational tendency exists 
so that readers have something familiar to hold on to while being trans-
ported to an unfamiliar world, but it can cast a misleading spell. Histo-
rians of social life, emotion, and the everyday report that our ancestors 
were not just like us; there is little reason to believe that our descendants 
will be any less different. Acknowledging the probable alterity of future 
inhabitants of Earth is a first step in meeting the obligation to change 
our culture, our selves. This imperative is one of the goals of this book, 
and the reason its authors draw on speculative fiction, anthropology, 
and the sociology of existing subcultures: these fields help us remem-
ber that other worlds already exist, while history reminds us that change 
is inevitable.

We now know that even our sensual apperception is not “natu-
ral” but rather dependent on fundamental, unconscious, and cultur-
ally specific worldviews, norms, and scripts. However, this knowledge 
alone— like the phrase “another world is possible”— does not help us 
imagine, cognitively or emotionally, better worlds. Especially at this his-
torical moment, imagination is not frivolous but crucial: as cognitive 
psychology’s simulation heuristic argues, people view a possible event 
as plausible to the extent that they can imagine it.12 Small tweaks to the 
status quo— such as replacing fossil fuel consumption with centralized 
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and corporate- controlled solar and wind power— are much easier to 
imagine than wholesale transformations. This perceptual tendency has 
profound consequences. Even the most felicitous future is not worth 
struggling for if it is not considered “realistic,” if it seems like our hopes 
cannot be realized. Because of this poverty of imagination, we are left 
fighting for minor shifts in policy that most scientists see as wholly 
insufficient, or we find ourselves faithfully trudging toward a destina-
tion we cannot even envision. As ecofuturist Alex Steffen notes, “It’s 
literally true that we can’t build what we can’t imagine. . . . The fact 
that we haven’t compellingly imagined a thriving, dynamic, sustainable 
world is a major reason we don’t already live in one.”13

Enter the volume you hold in your hands. It does not pretend to 
offer a fully fleshed- out description of an ecotopian future, let alone a 
road map to get there. What it does present is an assortment of con-
ceptual tools and a prismatic window into the ecological multiverse. 
In the tradition of speculative fiction authors such as Octavia E. Butler, 
Ursula K. Le Guin, Marge Piercy, and Kim Stanley Robinson, it presents 
thirty terms and concepts to jump- start the critical process of imagin-
ing and eventually realizing better futures. Unlike most speculative fic-
tion, however, these visions revolve around describing different ways of 
inhabiting this fractured planet to which we are inextricably bound. As 
Jacques Mesrine notes, “There is no other world. There’s just another 
way to live.”14 In that spirit, you might read these entries not only as 
descriptions of unfamiliar ideas but as fun house mirrors in which you 
can glimpse yourself as radically otherwise.

LANGuAGe AND ReALITy

What role could language play in a Great Transition? As ecotheologian 
Thomas Berry asserts, “Our challenge is to create a new language, a new 
sense of what it is to be human. . . . This brings about a completely new 
sense of reality and of value.”15 There is little question that language 
reflects the material and conceptual worlds that we inhabit— consider, 



6

INTRoDuCTIoN

for example, the copious critters and place- names that are slowly being 
edged out of dictionaries and common usage in favor of recent coinages 
such as browsability and post- truth. Classical thinkers from Aristotle to 
Giambattista Vico have suggested that this is a two- way street: language 
might also have a powerful influence on perception and thought. In the 
early twentieth century, anthropologists began to focus their attention 
on this hypothesis, now known as linguistic relativity. One of its leading 
theorists, Benjamin Lee Whorf, summarizes this notion in a tellingly 
ecoimperialist metaphor:

We dissect nature along lines laid down by our native 
languages. . . . The world is presented in a kaleidoscopic flux 
of impressions which has to be organized by our minds— 
and this means largely by the linguistic system in our minds. 
We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe 
significance as we do, largely because we are parties to an 
agreement to organize it in this way— an agreement that 
holds throughout our speech community and is codified in 
the patterns of our language.16

The “thick” version of this idea, commonly referred to as the Sapir– 
Whorf hypothesis, is linguistic determinism: the claim that language 
not only influences but determines and therefore constrains percep-
tion and thought. Though repudiated by contemporary social scien-
tists, linguistic determinism has been part of the motivation for the 
intentional construction of over nine hundred artificial languages, from 
Lingua Ignota (conceived by twelfth- century German mystic Hildegard 
von Bingen) to Loglan (developed in the 1950s to transform its speak-
ers into logical thinkers) to Láadan (a feminist language created in the 
1980s).17 The 2016 film Arrival stretches the Sapir– Whorf hypothesis 
to the point of caricature: learning an alien language with no linear con-
cept of time somehow enables its speakers to see the future.
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Is there an ideal ecological language that would instantaneously 
usher in a true culture of sustainability? Unfortunately, no. The labor 
of constructing a better future will take many forms, though the power 
of language and concepts should not be understated. Linguistic relativ-
ity has often focused on the influence of grammatical structures, yet 
“words wield tremendous influence over human thought and action” 
too, notes linguistic anthropologist Sean O’Neill.18 Who hasn’t had a 
memorable moment of recognition at learning a new term that encap-
sulates and thereby crystallizes an existing idea or feeling? The power of 
novel terms to establish practices as normative might be demonstrated 
by the recent neologisms selfie and binge- watch: what had been embar-
rassing can become, once named, communicable and commonplace.

Many environmental thinkers agree that language should be one 
site of analysis and intervention as we confront the Anthropocene. 
Scholars of environmental studies and the environmental humani-
ties have published thoughtful critiques of familiar but problematic 
terminology (such as “nature,” “culture,” and “the environment”) and 
highlighted newly resonant terms (including “denial,” “extinction,” 
and “apocalypse”).19 British author Robert Macfarlane has published a 
loving lexicon of reenchantment via local place- names and called for 
a “desecration phrasebook” of our near future, full of neologisms for 
trash vortices, geoengineering drizzles, and oil- soaked tidemarks.20 
Artists such as the Bureau of Linguistical Reality21 have crowd- sourced 
the coinage of Anthropocene terminology, leading to suggestive terms 
such as ennuipocalypse (a slow- motion collapse) and shadow time (a feel-
ing of living simultaneously in two different temporal scales). We are 
fellow travelers with these thinkers and artists, but this book offers a 
slightly different perspective. Our authors present their loanwords as 
conceptual tools for reckoning with the  environmental, political, social, 
and philosophical challenges of the Anthropocene, today and in the 
decades to come. This lexicon does not stop at critique of what exists 
today; it argues for what could or even should be. To think of language 
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in this way is to implicate the daily choices we make as individuals and 
communities— to utter one word instead of all others is to shape the 
direction of our living language, consciously or not. Insofar as every 
choice shapes the cognitive frames we inhabit, our future is established 
not only through dramatic historical events but also through gradual 
accretion: moment by moment, act by act, word by word. In this spirit, 
this lexicon does not merely describe unfolding disasters but offers 
buoyant linguistic and conceptual tools for the collective construction of 
a future that is more just, equitable, pleasurable, and truly sustainable 
for Homo sapiens and the millions of species with whom we gratefully 
share this planet.

CoNCePTS IN MIGRATIoN

These suggested additions to the current global lingua franca known as 
Standard American English do not come to us from the ether. They hail 
from speculative fiction, subcultures of resistance, and other languages 
and cultures. This last category is particularly important. While resur-
recting what has been forgotten and constructing new things ex nihilo 
will be necessary, we must seek appropriate responses to our collective 
challenges with the full tapestry of human experience in mind. What-
ever may come, humility is a surefire virtue in the Anthropocene, and 
welcoming new and old friends with different experiences and forms 
of knowledge will be especially important in this era of change, tur-
bulence, and migration. We acknowledge that such borrowing, how-
ever conscientious, carries the risk of cultural appropriation, especially 
because English speakers have been and continue to be responsible 
for staggering material and cultural theft from Indigenous peoples 
and people of color. With this history firmly in mind, we believe it is 
crucial to learn from and think with other cultures and subcultures in 
these perilous years, and that this can be achieved without the symbolic 
violence of romanticizing the outlooks or reducing the complexity of 
previously unfamiliar worlds and worldviews. As environmental critic 
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Ursula Heise has noted, “The environmentalist ambition is to think 
globally, but doing so in terms of a single language,” or a single culture, 
“is inconceivable.”22

In this sense, the loanword is a fruitfully relational linguistic cat-
egory. Loanwords are terms that are adopted into one language from 
another without translation.23 Their irregular spelling and pronuncia-
tion thus advertises their difference, demonstrating that language, like 
culture, is always heterogeneous and historied. Contemporary English 
is unimaginable without loanwords, from government (French) to choco-

late (Nahuatl) to ecstasy (Greek). Indeed, English is a particularly eclectic 
language; according to the World Loanword Database,24 42 percent of 
English words are loanwords, compared to only 2 percent for Manda-
rin Chinese. While loanwords are not truly loaned in the sense that 
they are incorporated into one language without the prospect of being 
returned later, they certainly constitute a gift. Indeed, linguists some-
times refer to their language of origin as the “donor language.” While 
a gift can be seen as a form of theft (i.e., uncompensated incorpora-
tion), it might also be viewed in the context of the gift exchanges that 
occur in many cultures. Anthropologists attest that gift giving is not a 
simple or isolated act but rather serves to weave communities together 
into dense networks of mutual indebtedness, exchange, and interde-
pendence. Accepting these loanwords, then, makes English speakers 
obligated to return the favor with gratitude, respect, and equal moral  
consideration.

Because this book is written in English, it is focused on the value 
that these loanwords might bring to English speakers. Given English’s 
global popularity— in 2017 it was estimated that there are 1.12 billion 
English speakers worldwide— and the disproportionate and continu-
ing responsibility of many English speakers for global environmental 
injustices, we see this as an important intervention. However, English 
is not the language of the majority of the (human) world. Mandarin is 
spoken by 1.1 billion people, Hindustani by 697 million, Spanish by 
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512 million, and Arabic by 422 million. Mandarin and Arabic are the 
native tongues of far more people worldwide than English— 909 mil-
lion and 442 million, respectively, to 378 million.25 None of the edi-
tors, authors, or artists involved in assembling this ecotopian lexicon 
believe that En glish, with or without these loanwords, ought to replace 
any of the seven thousand languages that are spoken today. Indeed, lin-
guistic imperialism is often a means of cultural expansionism, which 
rein forces the notion that dominant cultures are more advanced and 
desirable.26 Rather than propose a linguistic monocrop, we hope that 
these loanwords might highlight the world’s linguistic and cultural 
diversity, expand the collective imagination of environmental possibili-
ties, and even inspire similar projects.

Words can only take us so far, of course. It is of little surprise that 
when it comes to the imagination, we almost always rely on visual meta-
phors. Sight enjoys a remarkable dominance over the other senses— 
how often do people long to taste, touch, or hear the future? To add an 
additional imaginative (and mnemonically sticky) layer to this project, 
we challenged fourteen artists to respond to selected entries with origi-
nal artwork, along with a short statement reflecting on their process and 
product. These artists hail from eleven countries and draw on a wide 
range of visual styles and artistic traditions, from Buddhist sculpture 
to sgraffito black- and- white etchings to Día de los Muertos prints. The 
result is a transmedia conversation between the originary author, cul-
ture, or subculture; a critical thinker; and an artist. These images can be 
found in the color plate in the center of the book; they are also available 
online for purchase as T- shirts, tote bags, handkerchiefs, and stickers 
(www.ecotopianlexicon.com). All proceeds from these items and this 
book will go toward a fund to support creative political and cultural inter-
ventions focused on addressing climate injustice— the disproportionate  
vulnerability and suffering from the consequences of climate change by 
those who are least responsible.
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LoANWoRDS To LIve WITH: AN eCoToPIAN LexICoN

We asked each of our contributors to compose an entry describing a 
word or phrase that would aid us in our collective task of living well in 
the Anthropocene. We requested terms whose adoption might accom-
plish much- needed psychological, social, cultural, and political work, 
and we encouraged contributors to exercise the creativity that this 
moment demands. Each entry would need to accomplish three basic 
tasks: introduce the term in its original context; identify its ecological, 
ecopsychological, ecosocial, or ecopolitical potential; and describe how 
it might be applied in common usage in English.

These minimal instructions produced a grounded yet vertigi-
nous collection of essays. We present these focused meditations 
alphabetically— the traditional organization of a book of keywords. But 
unlike those works, which generally offer a familiar list, our table of 
contents will be, for most readers, dizzying and even intimidating. That 
is very much the point: to think we already know the range of social, cul-
tural, phenomenological, psychological, political, and economic options 
for responding to the existential challenge that we face is to foreclose 
the possibility of something radically different, something better. (For 
readers that prefer some guidance, we offer Another Path, which you 
can take by turning to the loanword listed at the end of each entry.) We 
hope you take the strangeness of these terms as an invitation to join us 
on a critical and imaginative journey. We also hope that you will share 
with others the sense of wonder and possibility that this book intends to 
animate. Give An Ecotopian Lexicon as a holiday gift. Bring it to parties. 
Leave it in a coffee shop, waiting room, or library for a stranger to find.

To make the most of this historical moment requires that all con-
cerned, creative, and thoughtful people— including you, dear reader— 
play a role. Culture is ultimately a fragile tapestry that we weave 
together. As the dominant culture is worn thin by the lashing cata-
clysms of the Anthropocene, why not choose to weave differently? In 
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Jorge Luis Borges’s short story “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” artifacts 
from an invented world, Tlön, begin to appear. This fictional universe, it 
turns out, was not the fabrication of a lone genius but a diverse range of 
actors, including “astronomers, biologists, engineers, metaphysicians, 
poets, chemists, algebraists, moralists, painters, geometers”— just the 
sort of motley coalition that we need today.27 From a solitary mention in 
a single dictionary to a few coins, the imaginative vision of a radically 
different world slowly supersedes reality. People simply prefer to live 
in Tlön, and so they do, transforming their ideology, language, poetry, 
and even history. Borges’s story illustrates the extent to which we might 
exert collective control over the perceptual, cultural, social, and political 
worlds that we choose to inhabit. Consider each of these loanwords, 
then, as a Tlönian seed buried in the backyard of your mind, waiting to 
be watered. Let’s see what grows.
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