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ABSTRACT: This “Note” comments on John Ryder’s view 
that similarities or “family resemblances” exist between 
literary modernism and American pragmatism. Ryder’s 
emphasis on relationality and experience builds on John 
Dewey and Justus Buchler, and grounds his own version of 
pragmatic naturalism. They also provide a basis for the 
similarities he draws. I offer a few select examples of 
modernist literature and painting to buttress and extend, 
through application, Ryder’s views.  
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“[…] the approaches to literature among the 
modernist writers have a fair bit in common 
with pragmatist philosophy […] In the case of 
literary modernism, it turns out that there is 
an affinity between the sense of experience at 
work in modernist literature and my own the-
ory of experience [pragmatic naturalism]” 
(John Ryder 2020, 128, 139)  
 

To read the works of John Ryder is to be cast into the 

myriad subject areas, problems, branches and traditions 

of the world of philosophy, both West and East. Even a 

partial list of his publications, organized by general 

themes, spans the philosophical universe from metaphys-

ics, epistemology and experience to classical and contem-

porary American philosophy, from Soviet studies to social 

and political philosophy, from philosophy of education 

and universities to art and aesthetics, to philosophical 

theology. His articles and books address fundamental 

questions concerning general ontology, systematic meta-

physics, society and culture, social theory, the multiple 

dimensions of experience, naturalism and religion, reflec-

tion on Santa Claus, and much more. His philosophical 

mind runs wide and deep, systematic and experiential, 

theoretical amidst vivid particularity. One day perhaps an 

ambitious scholar will put it all together and write a much-

welcomed book on the philosophy of John Ryder.  

In contrast to the aforesaid, my purpose here is lim-

ited and specific. This “Note” will not delve into Ryder’s 

general aesthetics, though concepts and principles I 

treat surely help provide a foundation for his general 

aesthetic views and values. I will not attempt to articu-

late his overall philosophy of literature or his critical 

tastes as reflected in works of literary art he believes 

carry philosophical significance. My focus is rather nar-

row as indicated in my title. I wish simply to briefly re-

flect on Ryder’s observations concerning the relation 

between literary modernism and philosophical pragma-

tism, or as he might prefer, pragmatic naturalism. He 

claims to find similarities, or at least “family resem-

blance” relations, between these literary and philosophi-

cal approaches. I briefly consider Ryder’s sense of such 

relations while indicating my basic agreement with him. 

His philosophers are widely drawn from the American 

tradition, but he gives particular emphasis to the insights 

of John Dewey and Justus Buchler, two prime figures in 

Ryder’s understanding of pragmatic naturalism. He 

employs to good effect several European writers and 

painters to illustrate the similarities he identifies be-

tween modernity in literature (and the arts generally) 

and American pragmatism. I will in turn offer support for 

his views by offering examples of modernist literary 

figures and one visual artist from the American context 

who I believe further illustrate his leading ideas.  

My primary source is a section from the chapter, 

“The Aesthetic Dimension of Experience” in Ryder’s 

book, Knowledge, Art, and Power: An Outline of a Theory 

of Experience (2020). The section is drawn from a 2015 

article, “Literary Modernism and Philosophical Pragma-

tism: Convergence and Divergence.” I employ this sec-

tion insofar as it’s embedded within a book-length 

enquiry into experience, with experience being a focus 

of my attention here. Though I do not directly cite addi-

tional published work from Ryder, in the background of 

my reading and understanding of his position is his 2013 

book, The Things in Heaven and Earth: An Essay in Prag-

matic Naturalism, especially the chapter, “Art and 

Knowledge.” Additional general background arises from 

his 2015 Pragmatism Today article, “Judgment and Art.” 



Pragm at ism Tod ay Vol .  12 ,  Issue 2 ,  2021  
A N OT E  O N  RY D E R,  L I T E RA R Y  MO D E RN I S M,  A N D  PH I L OS OP H I C A L  P R A G M A T I S M  
Ric ha r d  E .  H ar t   

 
 

 

Undoubtedly, these sources have aided, perhaps uncon-

sciously, in shaping my comments as they are here ex-

pressed. Full citation data for all these sources is to be 

found in my references at the end.  

I should at least mention other more informal influ-

ences. I have known and worked with John Ryder for 

nearly a half century, and during that span have attend-

ed numerous of his conference paper readings and 

discussions. In all this, I have learned a great deal from 

him in connection with the present topic and much 

more, including the history of pragmatism, pragmatic 

naturalism, and literature and the arts. Over the many 

years we have engaged in private discussions on the 

relations between philosophy and literature, and I have 

long been grateful for his many suggestions as to literary 

works and theories of philosophical significance. All of 

this – reading, listening, and discussion – have shaped 

what I, at least, think I understand about his views.  

Lastly, something of a mild qualification is surely in 

order. While I have long-standing interests in the philos-

ophy of and in literature, and have taught, spoken and 

written steadily on such matters, I am not the expert 

Ryder is on philosophical pragmatism or literary modern-

ism. A fair bit of what I think I know on such subjects has 

derived from Ryder. So, whatever summaries or assess-

ments I here make are offered in a modest spirit and 

with due regard for possible flaws in my understanding.  

I begin with a cursory overview of what I take to be 

the philosophical foundation from which Ryder’s views 

on literary modernity and pragmatism emerge. Ryder’s 

general ontology, which he has expounded in numerous 

places, is that of “ordinal naturalism” or “pragmatic 

naturalism,” and is impacted heavily by the views of 

Dewey, Buchler and John McDermott, among others in 

the American tradition. For my purposes here, “relation-

ality” and “experience” are indispensable notions, inas-

much as the metaphysics of Dewey, Buchler, McDermott 

and Ryder features an infinite number and variety of 

forever variable constitutive relations. This is one way of 

saying that anything (a physical object, a dream, a liter-

ary theory, an emotion, etc.) is what Buchler terms a 

“natural complex” and every complex resides within a 

particular context or environment of relatedness. Any 

complex has an integrity that is constituted by its rela-

tions with other complexes within its environment, 

whether large or small, complicated or simple. Relations 

between things (complexes) are both specific, in a par-

ticular order or setting, and open-ended regarding other 

possible orders and different sets of relations. In other 

words, a different context yields a different set of consti-

tutive relations. Thus, “relations” or “relationality” is the 

first crucial notion in exploring similarities between 

modernity and pragmatism. “Experience” is the second. 

While such notions may seem abstract and difficult to 

grasp, I trust that the examples of literature and painting 

to come will make clear what I am suggesting. 

Dewey argued (and Ryder agrees) that human expe-

rience grows out of the interaction between a person 

and her environment. This presumes that specific rela-

tions, between the individual and a particular setting, 

are what produce experience that can be simple or often 

wide-open with possibilities. Experience always has a 

perspectival, multi-relational nature such that, for in-

stance, an outer world of so-called “objective” things 

and an inner world of “subjective” consciousness are 

always generated or constituted from interaction with 

an environment. They are never pre-given in a presuma-

bly fixed world of outer objects and inner feelings.  

Added to the relational nature of experience must 

be the role of imagination and creativity, particularly so 

in the case of the arts but also in philosophy generally. 

Imagination has the capacity to transcend any and all 

pre-established boundaries of the outer world of mate-

rial things or the inner realm of so-called “mental states” 

or sensory impressions. Creativity employs the stuff of 

reality (objects, feelings, reveries, concepts, etc.) and 

blends them together in completely unique and emer-

gent patterns and configurations to produce, for exam-

ple, a scientific discovery, a painting, a short story, a new 

political theory, basically an infinite variety of possibili-

ties in every arena of thought and practice. My focus 

here on the dual factors of relationality and experience, 
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while far too condensed, provide an explanation for 

Ryder’s rejection of a certain strain of limited, traditional 

realism or naturalism inasmuch as they are incomplete 

and miss the mark in relation to both literature and 

philosophy. In philosophy generally, as with pragmatism 

specifically, Ryder seeks to overcome the traditional, 

modernist realist or naturalist constraints of empiricist 

metaphysical and epistemological theories. In other 

words, nature is never simply the woods or the fishes, 

just as the “real” is not simply material facts of natural 

science. Likewise, with the limitations of traditional 

rationalist theories of reality and knowledge. Such rejec-

tions, which lead him to an emphasis on relations and 

experience, allow us to better comprehend his claim of 

“family resemblances” between literary modernism and 

philosophical pragmatism.  

Ryder cites examples of chiefly European writers and 

artists (Joyce, Proust, Picasso, Gertrude Stein) to persua-

sively illustrate his ideas concerning similarities. With a 

focus on variable relationality and modified experience 

through art, conditioned by expansive imagination, 

unique perspective, and refined skill, I offer below some 

American examples of writers and one painter who each, 

in their own way, I believe confirm through further 

illustration Ryder’s sense of similarities. This is perhaps 

another way of agreeing with Ryder’s position while 

seeking to “ramify” (to use a Buchlerian term) and ex-

tend his notions into additional settings and aesthetics 

environments. My remarks on each artist will be rela-

tively brief.  

I begin with a quick glance at a much-celebrated 

American poet who has recently come back into my 

purview, Wallace Stevens. While recently reading 

through a collection of historical essays on the art and 

culture of Hartford, Connecticut, I was struck by a char-

acterization of Stevens as a man who lived his life in his 

mind. Even though he enjoyed nature walks in neighbor-

hood parks, often on his way to and from work at the 

Hartford Insurance Company, and found considerable 

pleasure in tending to his robust garden of flowers and 

assorted plants, he was typically seen by others as al-

ways tightly wound up in his thoughts and imaginings, 

and particularly so when creating some of the most 

beloved poetry of the twentieth century. His largely non-

social behavior in the world and utter preoccupation 

with the operations and phenomena of his mind suggest 

that he was a modernist writer who forever explored the 

contours and fullest reaches of his imagination, even 

when writing about ice cream. His modernist poetry 

would seem to contrast rather dramatically with what 

could be loosely termed a pragmatist inclination at this 

day job. He was by all accounts an excellent problem 

solver in the context of surety property insurance, a 

successful man in the world of business who made it to 

the rank of vice-president. Was he a modernist poet 

with, in his case, as little connection to an outside world 

as possible, or an astute, practical day-by-day man of 

business, husband, father, regular vacationer in Key 

West, or it would seem both? It appears he somehow 

managed to live parallel lives, not always comfortably, 

and can be seen as something of a bridge between mod-

ernist aesthetic traits and the pragmatist’s concern with 

solving problems and going with that which works.  

Realism and naturalism in literature (and the arts 

generally) is sometimes thought to be represented in the 

work of writers who accurately reflect in their fictions 

the outside world of nature or the social and historical 

situation of their time. Sherwood Anderson’s best 

known story collection, Winesburg, Ohio, on the surface 

might appear to be something of a literal description of 

the people and doings of a small, Midwestern town at 

the turn of the twentieth century. Even though the 

central character around whom virtually all the action 

revolves, George Willard, is a local newspaper reporter, 

the stories as gathered by Anderson, turn out to be far 

more than a journalist’s description of town residents 

and their actions. In simple stories of everyday life, 

Anderson manages to delve probingly into the inner lives 

of the people – their secrets, emotions, longings, frustra-

tions and despair – while rendering in print what life in a 

small, rural village “actually” looks and feels like. The 

book, in its totality, creates something of a psychologi-
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cal, spiritual and moral profile of possibly any American 

town. As a realist he succeeds in producing a memorable 

portrait of the town and its occupants. As an early mod-

ernist writer of the rural American experience, he imagi-

natively, creatively probes the inner psyches of the 

book’s characters as well as himself, in order to flesh out 

the town’s emotional and moral underbelly, every bit a 

“truth” of the town as are the facts of population, jobs, 

freezing winter nights and the sermons of Reverend 

Hartman.  

Anderson’s multiple accounts of his own subcon-

scious mind revealed “dreams” in which the faces of 

inarticulate townspeople would appear before him, 

pleading with him to tell their stories. A given story 

would sometimes grow in his subconscious and he 

would end up telling it differently in other writings. As 

one trait of modernism that Ryder alludes to, time and 

logical sequence would often become scrambled in 

Anderson’s work. Past, present and future blended 

together and he often could not sort them out. In that 

he had no interest in telling conventional folk tales, he 

placed achieving a quality of emotional truth over factu-

al accuracy. He sought to realize through his fictional 

stories a single moment of aliveness, what Joyce called 

an epiphany, in which inarticulate and closed off charac-

ters reached beyond their confusion and misunderstand-

ing to realize a moment of clarity and unity with others. 

Critic Malcolm Cowley writes that “Anderson had that 

gift for summing up, for pouring a lifetime into a mo-

ment” (Cowley 1960, 8). Given all this, it’s fair to read 

Anderson as a hybrid of sorts, in some measure a realist, 

a naturalist and for sure a modernist.  

Ryder identifies William Faulkner as a modernist 

writer who at times used multiple narratives, often am-

biguous and inconsistent, as well as multi-perspectival 

approaches to persons and events, to show that ex-

perience and time can never be captured in a single 

formula. Ryder writes that the modernist art of people 

like Faulkner “[…] famously set about to fracture the 

presentation of reality and experience, […] on the as-

sumption that reality and experience are too rich and 

complex to capture in a single narrative or from a single 

perspective, in which process we see the general break-

down of linear perspective” (Ryder 2020, 135). And 

further, “[…] the relationality of pragmatism is of a piece 

with the multiple perspectives of modernist art and of 

the multiple narratives of modernist literature” (ibid., 

137). It’s worth noting that Faulkner and Sherwood 

Anderson, following their initial meeting in 1925, were 

for some time nearly inseparable companions. Legend 

has it that Anderson was the one who convinced Faulk-

ner to give up poetry and write novels. Cowley helpfully 

reminds us that Anderson was regarded as a “[…] writ-

er’s writer, the only story teller of his generation who 

left his mark on the generation that followed. Heming-

way, Faulkner, Wolfe, Steinbeck, Caldwell, Saroyan, 

Henry Miller […] each of these owes an unmistakable 

debt to Anderson” (Cowley 1960, 1).  

Of this group of writers, I am partial to Steinbeck. It 

comes to mind that much of what has been said here 

about Anderson, literary modernity and pragmatism 

could well apply to stories such as Of Mice and Men, The 

Grapes of Wrath, Cannery Row, The Winter of Our Dis-

content among others. A significant dimension of Stein-

beck’s genius was his nearly unparalleled ability to 

beautifully, movingly render a “natural” setting – a river-

bank, a town, a sardine factory – while transforming it 

into an imaginative and spiritual space, a cauldron of 

moral turmoil, a moment of extreme pathos and love of 

community, a movement for realization of human possi-

bility. A case could be made that Steinbeck was, in par-

ticular respects, a realist, modernist and pragmatist of 

social and individual action – all of them and none of 

them exclusively.  

One last example, this from the visual arts, will assist 

in the understanding of modernity (in the arts) and 

further instantiate Ryder’s views on relations between 

ideas and practices of modernity and pragmatic natural-

ism, particularly as contrasted with traditions of realism 

and nature in American painting. We know the Hudson 

River School painters produced aesthetically pleasing 

images of unspoiled nature scenes along the valleys, hills 
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and banks of the historic Hudson. Their pictorial rendi-

tions of what they observed, nearly photographic in 

nature, were measured by both technical skill and faith-

ful, realistic reproduction on canvas of stirringly beauti-

ful nature outside the observer. One aspect in 

portraiture seems to share similar goals.  

Even a brief consideration of American painter and 

illustrator, Edward Hopper, who is sometimes thought to 

be a realist, reveals, in addition, a modernist strain in 

which our fundamental themes of expansive relationality 

and experience apply along with creative imagination, 

multi-perspectival approaches and powerful inner strug-

gles of the psyche. I offer his painting, Hotel Lobby, as a 

typical example. First some general comments about 

Hopper’s aesthetics followed by remarks on Hotel Lobby.  

Harriet G. Warkel, curator of American painting and 

sculpture at the Indianapolis Museum of Art (which has 

Hotel Lobby in its collection) characterizes Hopper’s art as,  

[…] highly provocative […] often disturbing. His 
contemplative figures appear to be alienated 
from society and to occupy a world devoid of in-
teraction and communication. They never smile 
or frown, and their attitudes and expressions 
suggest unapproachableness. These introspec-
tive figures convey inner turmoil that can pro-
voke questions about relationships, the roles 
people play in society and the meaning of life 
(Warkel 2008, 11).  
 

She further describes how Hopper, while painting seem-

ingly “realistic” images of gas stations, diners, lighthous-

es, or his wife in a variety of settings, always wanted to 

“do himself.” Given his self-involvement, she observes 

that some art historians,  

[…] categorized Hopper as a modernist, focusing 
on the abstract qualities of his compositions, such 
as his emphasis on geometry, his tendency to 
pose figures for compositional rather than realistic 
purposes, and his oddly rectangular areas of light, 
some of which appear in places where no light 
source can be identified. Throughout all the de-
bate about meaning and category, Hopper’s com-
positions seem to hold profound secrets waiting 
to be revealed, secrets that entice us, even dare 
us, to decipher them” (Warkel 2008, 19).  
 

Hopper scholar, Rolf G. Renner, adds to Warkel’s analysis 

in his piece, “Transformations of the Real: Hopper as 

Modernist,” in which he points out that a “[…] character-

istic Hopper composition is not first and foremost an 

image of visible fact but rather a gestalt created out of 

breakdown and fracture in the process of perception and 

indeed the capacity to perceive” and “has its centre of 

gravity in what is not actually visible in the paintings. 

Hopper’s art enacts ways of seeing and understanding 

that anchor superficial situations in profound depths” 

(Renner 1997, 85). In effect, a tension between realistic 

representation and Hopper’s transformative perfor-

mance on canvas can be traced to the very smallest of 

details, as he re-makes immediately perceived reality 

into aesthetic ideas and concepts that precede the per-

ceptual act. To pick up on Ryder’s point about modernity 

and pragmatism, Hopper achieves, according to Renner, 

a “[…] psychological and epistemological rupture be-

tween experience and idea, collective myth and social 

fact. The perceptions adumbrated in his paintings are 

modified by our own perceiving eyes” (ibid., 91). In Ren-

ner’s account Hopper was simply not interested in mi-

metic representation as such. “Rather, image and imagi-

nation, and representation and aesthetic construction, 

were interdependent in his work.” The reality of Hop-

per’s art, thus, emerges from “the ludic interplay be-

tween images of the real and the viewer’s gaze decoding 

the real” (ibid., 93).  

All this can be experienced in Hotel Lobby. The set-

ting is a typical hotel lobby, circa 1943. There are four 

persons, two a well-dressed older couple, a shadowy, 

mysterious hotel clerk behind the lobby desk, and an 

alluring young blond woman sitting across the lobby 

with bare outstretched legs while intently reading a 

book. None of them seem to pay the least attention to 

the others. They appear completely within their own 

worlds. Simple enough it would seem, but not so simple 

upon a moment’s examination. Warkel considers Hotel 

Lobby “[…] one of Hopper’s most dramatic and intriguing 

paintings.” It addresses “[…] themes of waiting, transi-

ence, age and voyeurism in its arrangement of [the] four 

figures […] The composition is painstakingly designed 

with carefully selected characters organized to convey 
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an intensely personal expression of the artist’s internal 

conflicts and view of the world” (Warkel 2008, 11). Ren-

ner points out an odd tension that arises from the at-

tractive blond-haired woman whose body is presented in 

sensual terms “[…] yet she is concentrating on her read-

ing […] the old-aged couple in the background, ready to 

go out, look as dead as tailor’s dummies by comparison” 

(Renner 1997, 71). But are they really that oblivious, and 

is it possible the young, male clerk, whose partial head is 

the only thing we see of him, is perhaps surveying the 

situation while pondering human nature?  

Reflecting on my own experience of Hotel Lobby, it 

strikes me that keys to the work are, as Ryder highlights, 

the varied relations that exist between persons, objects, 

strong colors and visual spaces as they are constituted 

and perceived. Undeniable is the role of creative imagi-

nation, the exploration of multiple perspectives on sen-

sory perceptions and impulses, the vitality of the 

conscious and subconscious mind and the manner in 

which the interaction between the picture’s subjects and 

their environment, and the viewer’s interaction with the 

painting (their environment) engenders a mysterious, 

vexing, provocative yet unresolved experience. Beyond 

technical proficiency, all this I believe to be integral to 

Hopper’s brilliance as a visual artist.  

In my view the above examples reflect essential traits 

of modernism, philosophical pragmatism, and their simi-

larities, that Ryder has treated philosophically in writings I 

have here made use of. Throughout I have found myself in 

basic agreement with his analysis of similarities or “family 

resemblances.” Of particular importance for me is the 

extent to which Ryder’s work has prompted extended 

reflection on his themes or, if you will, new perspectives, a 

realization of new relations between what I think I know 

of pragmatism in philosophy and modernity in the arts. 

Such is the proper role of a true philosopher.  

I have intended by using the examples of writers Ste-

vens, Anderson, and Steinbeck and painter Hopper to 

amplify and extend Ryder’s views through applications to 

new artistic examples. I take one of the key pragmatic 

tests of any idea, contention or theory is whether it re-

lates effectively and revealingly to examples and aids in 

the understanding of them. I believe that scholars of 

American pragmatism, as well as theorists and critics of 

modernity in literature and the arts, would do well to pay 

careful attention to Ryder’s work on this and related 

topics. His persistent efforts over decades at bridging 

gaps, of reconciling seeming opposites, of developing new 

ways of experiencing literature, should be thoughtfully 

studied and ramified in numerous additional settings.  
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