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ABSTRACT: John Ryder mentioned the “baroque” meta-
phor of billiard balls in his work. In this article I pick up on 
the metaphor and discuss it in relation to the People’s 
Republic of China. I then discuss the relations between 
Ryder’s notion of ordinally located complexes and his 
commitment to Deweyan democracy. Noting that this 
view has difficulties in the present world, particularly in 
relation to China, I suggest a possible way of viewing 
contemporary international relations. The view I suggest 
holds some of the advantages of both Deweyan democra-
cy and a metaphysics of ordinal relations, without going all 
the way (unfortunately). I utilize a set of metaphors deriv-
ing from the coupling and uncoupling of railroad cars to 
accomplish this. 
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Accepting a “billiard Ball” metaphor for identity, extended 

to the identity of nations, means we accept that nations 

are separate atoms that roll around the universe bumping 

into one another. Balls on tables in the billiards metaphor 

behave in ways that conform to the laws of physics – but 

when we extended the metaphor to nations, we under-

stand these entities to roll around the Earth in conformity 

to the laws of political action, as recognized and identified 

by political scientists. Specifically, according to theorists 

like Graham Allison, they are subject to the horror of the 

Thucydides trap: when a rising power approaches the 

strength of a dominant power, there are enormous forces 

pushing them to war. We are a dominant power. China is 

a rising power. There are, indeed, enormous tensions 

building and a very real danger of war in the offing. Can 

we avoid it? Realists say we need to understand our inter-

ests, the opposition of China’s interests, and find ways to 

contain or control the rise of China so that we can contin-

ue the “peace” we have maintained through the order we 

have created and controlled since the end of WWII. We 

must contain China because of the fact that, according to 

Zeneli and Vann (2020), China is intending to be the rule 

maker for a new world order. Realism, liberalism, and 

Conservatism all suggest different approaches to pursuing 

our interests. But John Ryder has written about another 

way, a way he identifies as pragmatic naturalism – an 

approach to understanding international relations based 

on an appreciation of a relational ontology and informed 

by a democratic social commitment derived from a Dew-

eyan understanding of democracy. 

In his discussion of “The Democratic Challenge”1 and 

its bearing on international relations, Ryder argues that 

there have been three assumptions that have been 

taken for granted and, 

used to frame our understanding of how nation 
states interact with one another. (1) The sphere 
of their interaction is a lawless state of nature; 
(2) nations are discrete entities that interact with 
one another harmoniously or chaotically, as the 
case may be, rather like billiard balls bouncing 
off one another, to use a common Baroque met-
aphor; and (3) each discrete entity, each nation 
state, has its character independently of the oth-
ers, or more to the point, has its own set of in-
terests that are determined independently of 
one another (Ryder 2013, 196–197 ). 
 

I should like to examine Ryder’s critique of the billiard 

ball metaphor, and also to show that a variant of it is 

entirely current – no longer “Baroque” – the metaphor 

of “decoupling.” Both decoupling and “billiard balls” are 

metaphors that “frame our understanding” and prevent 

us from appreciating the nature of the crises we face: 

especially the current sense of crisis with the People’s 

Republic of China. Looking first at the billiard balls’ met-

aphor – let’s understand what it leads us to expect if we 

are using it to understand international relations. It 

tempts us to think that, like the balls on a billiard table, 

in spite of racqueting around and bouncing off the cush-

ions and one another, it is the pattern of strikes which 

counts – but all three of the balls in the game of billiards 

can be removed from the table unchanged, after the 

intensity of the game is over. In international relations, 

obviously, nations are not like billiard balls – after they 

have hit, ricocheted, hit again – they cannot be removed 

from the table as the same balls that began the contest. 

                                                 
1 Ryder 2013. This is Chapter 8 of the work. All quotes from John 
Ryder in this paper are taken from this work, and the relevant 
page number is given after each quotation. 
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They have inevitably, irreversibly, changed.  

Currently, while few folks talk about the United 

States or China as billiard balls, many news outlets and 

recent articles2 have discussed the value (or, more often, 

disvalue) of decoupling as an existing description of our 

relationship, or as a strategic proposal to protect us in 

the future. According to Merriam-Webster’s, decoupling 

is among the top 6% of words used in 2021. It first en-

tered the dictionary in 1938. But it was used earlier. As 

billiard balls have their context in a Baroque game, de-

coupling has its context in the coupling and uncoupling 

of railroad cars. The railroad works using a locomotive to 

pull many cars, if and only if they are effectively coupled. 

But, arranging the trains, schedules, and stops requires 

that cars be able to be uncoupled from a train, as well as 

be coupled onto the correct locomotive. Decoupling is 

now a term which simply means to separate – but as is 

evident from its history, it refers to cars which, like the 

balls in Billiards, are fundamentally separate entities. 

They can be coupled or decoupled to produce ad-

vantages or reduce disadvantages, but each car is 

thought to remain what it is, regardless of the its place in 

the train, or the particular locomotive to which it is 

coupled. I will argue, with Ryder in his discussion of 

billiards, that nations are not like railroad cars and they 

cannot be ‘coupled’ or ‘decoupled’ without significantly 

changing who and what each nation is3. I agree with 

Ryder that a conception of ordinal relations is a more 

satisfactory and appropriate way of understanding na-

tions as entities, though I will disagree with him a bit in 

terms of what this means for the relations between the 

United States and China. 

We should note that while the conception of ordinal 

relations has many sources, Ryder is particularly drawing 

                                                 
2 See, for example: AsiaSociety.org/policy-institute/to-de-
couple-or-not-to-decouple? Peterson Institute for International 
Economics: piie.com/blogs/china-economic=watch/china-us-
people-excanges-no-decoupling-yet? The Diplomat: https://the-
diplomat.com>2020/09>the-real-strategic-end-game-in-
decoupling-from-china/ 
3 Of course, neither Ryder, Buchler, nor I would accept the claim 
that even railroad cars or billiard balls can be adequately under-
stood as somehow totally independent entities which can be 
“unrelated” to each other. But the metaphor posits such atomic 
entities linked in various, reversable ways. 

on Justus Buchler’s ontology when he develops the no-

tion. Although Ryder’s conception is itself complex and 

significantly ramified (as is the conception on which he 

draws), it is always opposed to the contention that any-

thing at all is an absolute simple, an absolute atom, a 

source of relations but not itself constituted by relations. 

There is much to be said in discussing identity and identi-

ties using this rich conception, but while contested by a 

variety of thinkers in some contexts, almost everyone, I 

think, accepts the notion that nations are complex, partic-

ipate in, constitute, and indeed are constituted by a vast 

variety of relations. The significance of ordinal relations in 

this case is to look carefully at what Ryder develops of 

Buchler’s ideas of ordinality and of weak and strong rele-

vance. Quoting Buchler here: “What does it mean for two 

complexes to be related? It means that each is at least a 

condition of the scope of the other; that is, of the other’s 

comprehensiveness or pervasiveness. Each is a determi-

nant, a determining trait, of the other’s scope” (Buchler 

1990, 104). Any and every complex is an order: a sphere of 

or for relatedness. Complexes locate orders and are locat-

ed in more inclusive orders. The United States of America 

is what it is because of the contour of integrities it exhibits 

– the way it is governed, the people who are citizens, the 

people who are non-citizen residents, the people who 

lived and died here, the people who are trying to come 

here, the geopolitical location on the North American 

Continent, with eastern and western borders formed by 

vast oceans, and with neighboring countries to our north 

and south. These are among the many determining traits 

of the scope of the United States. And the scope of the 

U.S. in an order of geopolitical relations, an order of eco-

nomics, an order of military equipment and postures, an 

order of sport and celebrity culture, and many, many 

other orders as well, is related to the scope of other na-

tion states – including, of course, The People’s Republic of 

China. In some orders the United States. is strongly rele-

vant to China (i.e., is a determinant of its scope in that 

order), and in other orders the reverse is true, and some-

times in the same orders both may be strongly relevant to 

each other.  



Pragm at ism Tod ay Vol .  12 ,  Issue 2 ,  2021  
BI L L I A RD  BA L L S ,  O R D I N A L  R E L A T I ON S ,  A N D  CH I N A  

Marjorie C. Miller  
 

 

 

The concept of scope, of comprehensiveness or per-

vasiveness, is important here. In the Twenty-First Centu-

ry it is clear that both countries have enormous scope in 

our world. The very idea that one could be “lifted off the 

table” or “decoupled” from the other is both philosophi-

cally and politically absurd. What makes our current 

situation a crisis, however, is the view that as China 

continues to grow in the 21st century, it tends to limit 

the pervasiveness and comprehensiveness of the U.S. 

According to Graham Allison, the Thucydides trap is 

likely to ensnare us in a devastating battle (2019). So, an 

oft-reached set of alternatives says we must either with-

draw into total separation from one another (decouple, 

take our “ball” out of play), or protect ourselves against 

the growth of the other – a growth which can only serve 

to diminish our scope: our comprehensiveness and 

pervasiveness. And the only way to do that is to up our 

defenses, draw our allies into closer ranks, speed our 

development of advanced weaponry, and be sure that 

we control the game on the board. But, of course, if we 

see China as needing to be “contained”, China will see us 

as the enemy and there is naught but horror in that 

scenario. Can an ontology of ordinal relations have any 

bearing on the desperate situations which are develop-

ing internationally?  

Yes, it can. If we recognize that both the United 

States and China are orders of and for relatedness, and 

are located in more comprehensive orders, we realize 

that we are not each simply a nexus of interest that is 

ours, but are rather both located in many orders in 

which our traits are shared. We breathe the same air, 

cope with the same limitations on water, are affected 

(and infected) by the same organisms, pathogens, and 

chemicals. This is hardly a profound or novel observa-

tion, but the recognition of the increasing ramification of 

relations between, among, beneath and above the or-

ders in which we are located is rather different from the 

understanding of the sorts of connections which have 

been drawn on the basis of economic transactions in 

which we engage. They are, in fact, relations from which 

we cannot disengage. Of course, this is in some sense a 

truism – we indeed have areas of common interest. But 

the point is that they are more than simply “areas of 

common interest.” These traits of the more comprehen-

sive orders in which both the United States and China 

are located are strongly relevant to our location in the 

physical, geological, chemical, biological, and social 

worlds – these traits determine our integrities as huge 

communities of persons in an increasingly fragile ecosys-

tem. More than common interests, these common traits 

are comprehensible as existentially shared orders. 

As Ryder argued in The Things in Heaven and Earth, 

“a relational ontology undergirds John Dewey’s thinking” 

(179). Ryder has spent many years arguing that the only 

way we can manage the fragility of the orders we share, 

as well as the tensions produced by challenges nations 

provide to one another by impinging on one another’s 

scope, is through practicing Deweyan democracy. It is 

important to note, however, that Ryder is not arguing 

that therefore all countries or all societies must be de-

mocracies. Rather, he is arguing that WE Pragmatic 

Naturalists should practice the Deweyan democracy we 

believe in, both in our own polis and in the international 

relations in which we intentionally engage. This is a 

significant distinction. For Americans, even or especially 

pragmatic naturalists, the task is not to export democra-

cy, but rather to practice it. The People’s Republic of 

China has argued that it is indeed democratic.4 In many 

ways, in the sense that it understands its system as the 

best way to serve the demos, the people, it is a democ-

racy. But it is not a Deweyan democracy: not simply 

because the leadership of the government is not select-

ed by vote of the people governed, nor simply because 

there is only one party with any power at all. The Dew-

eyan conception is not an ideal nor an aim of the Chi-

nese government, nor has it been an ideal of Chinese 

traditional culture. It is not a Deweyan democracy in that 

the individuality of each Chinese citizen is not under-

stood as to be developed in and through their full partic-

ipation in, articulation of, and determinations concern-

                                                 
4 See https://thediplomat.com/2021/12/why-is-china-insisting-
it-is-a-democracy/ 
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ing the common projects of the community. Of course, 

by this measure the United States is not a Deweyan 

democracy either. Nevertheless, for pragmatic natural-

ists (as indeed for many others) this does represent the 

democratic AIM, the democratic IDEAL, of our country.  

This aim and ideal makes both assumptions and de-

mands. It assumes that the “we” of our community are 

capable of learning, growing, and utilizing intelligent 

reflection and planning as we communicate with one 

another and contribute to the formulation and realiza-

tion of our communal projects; and it demands that we 

utilize these abilities in our interactions with one anoth-

er. Further, it demands that we recognize that we are 

“citizens” of many communities: citizens of both city and 

nation; citizens of both faith communities and vocational 

communities; citizens of neighborhoods and volunteer 

organizations. Further still, each of our communities is 

located in more comprehensive communities – commu-

nities in which common interests need to be communal-

ly determined, analyzed, worked through, and pursued. 

Whether or not China and the United States. are political 

democracies, we certainly are located in more compre-

hensive orders and, as human beings, either we citizens 

of both possess the capacities Deweyan democracy 

assumes, or none of us do. Such capacities include the 

ability to learn, to reason, to reflect, to imagine, and to 

plan on the basis of what is discovered and learned. 

Assuming we do share the capacities, we must recognize 

that our shared location in the more comprehensive 

orders of the earth means that the problems we face 

and must solve, as common projects, make similar de-

mands on all of us. The differences emerge in the ways 

in which our countries are, at present, actually struc-

tured. In the United States the nature of our government 

demands that each of us struggle to participate effec-

tively in the communities – from village to town to state 

to national – in which we are located. To make our ideals 

real, we must personally act to learn, to grow, to utilize 

intelligent reflection, and to respect the intelligence and 

reflection and voices of others in the community as we 

order the environments which make us each who we 

are. With respect to international relations, though we 

do not personally negotiate them, we are responsible for 

the decisions made by the leaders of our community 

who do negotiate them as our representatives. We 

pragmatic naturalists recognize these demands even 

though we do not live up to them, and even though so 

many of our fellow citizens ignore them. The citizens of 

the People’s Republic of China do not face the same 

ubiquitous demands. The Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) takes the responsibility of interpreting the peo-

ple’s needs and issues. Leading Party members learn and 

grow and intelligently plan for the resolutions of prob-

lematic situations – ordinary citizens have very, very 

limited roles. With respect to international relations, the 

CCP is responsible for considering, negotiating, and 

solving the concerns that arise. This difference matters. 

Ryder claims that, 

Dewey argues that a healthy community is one 
that fosters a proliferation of interests held in 
common, and that promotes ever-expanding and 
freer communication and interaction among 
groups or communities. A society characterized 
by these two traits is the ideal toward which we 
should strive. It is, Dewey says, the ‘democratic 
ideal’ (191). 
 

And Ryder adds, “The two traits that define the demo-

cratic ideal are also the two principles that we shall 

develop to describe desirable social and international 

relations” (191).  

He carries this forward by making it clear that this 

democratic ideal “requires that nation states pursue, 

and when necessary, construct, common interests, and it 

requires that they coordinate their foreign policies to 

bring those common interests to fruition” (198). It is 

possible to understand such a move by understanding 

the ontology of ordinal relations, rather than being 

limited by the ontology of discrete entities, the image of 

billiard balls as it were. Following John Ryder and Justus 

Buchler, we pragmatic naturalists should have no trouble 

understanding this move. Problems occur, however, in 

the next move – the claim that such an ontology requires 

us to “overcome the assumption of national sovereignty 

that has been with us since the seventeenth century” 
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(198). There is no question that, as Ryder develops it, the 

ideal of working towards, in, and with a democratic 

world – in which communities communicate with many 

other communities and recognize the crucial necessity of 

working with others, in different and greater com-

munities, to intelligently and reflectively determine 

ends-in-view in common and work through the most 

appropriate means to achieve those ends is, indeed, the 

ideal. But the demand to do this does not adequately 

account for the real, existing power relations and differ-

ences in systems and structures that affect the way 

existing nations deal with each other. 

Here is the crux of the problem. Ryder goes to great 

lengths to provide an intelligent and intelligible explana-

tion of the ways in which nation-states are not billiard 

balls. A nation state is not,  

A discrete entity, with its nature and interests in-
ternally determined and that just happens to in-
teract with other nation states in a web of 
political, economic, social, and military relations. 
On the contrary, a nation state is the state that it 
is by virtue of the political, economic, social, mili-
tary, and many other relations in which it partic-
ipates […] taken together its relations are the 
state (244). 
 

Yes, we can agree with him here. But he goes on to de-

rive a consequence from this that does not adequately 

describe China. Ryder says, 

borders are loose, flexible, porous, and shifting 
[…] the porous nature of our borders enables on-
ly limited control over immigration and emigra-
tion; our borders are also porous, perhaps even 
irrelevant, in relation to communication, particu-
larly contemporary forms of electronic commu-
nication (244–245) 
 

Of course, this is partly true – but China is doing every-

thing it can, especially now during the Covid-19 pandem-

ic, to see that its borders are as absolutely impermeable 

as is humanly possible. The Great Firewall, the literal 

wall just built to separate China from Myanmar, the 

increasing militarization of border areas, and the insist-

ence that “not an inch”5 of the Chinese map derived 

                                                 
5 See Postcard Kashmir, September 5, 2020, for statement to 
Indian Defense Minister: “Not an inch of China’s territory can be 
lost […] The Chinese military has the resolve, capability and 

from their current vision of the China of the great Qing, 

will be changed, all are ways in which the Chinese gov-

ernment is insisting on the sanctity of the billiard-ball 

vision of China.  

Ryder wants us to conceive of borders not in the 

fixed and firm sense of the atomic entities which were 

understood to interact in Newtonian images of the 

physical world, but rather in the biological sense of the 

semi-permeable membranes which demarcate elements 

of an ecosystem – cell “membranes which help to enable 

cellular interaction and growth” (245). This is an appro-

priate, intelligent, persuasive request. It leads in the 

direction of identifying the many elements in our shared 

ecosystem which impact both China and the United 

States. It suggests that we work on the areas of such 

shared impact to find ways to together, democratically, 

articulate and act upon solutions to our common prob-

lems in this ecosystem – and there are, of course, many 

such common problems: water, air, heat, climate, terror-

ism, current and future pandemics, even the effects of 

the development of Artificial Intelligence and other 

technological changes. But China wants to address these 

problems mostly on the model of a “billiard-ball” nation 

which develops its own interests and then pursues those 

interests in interacting with others. It has the advantage 

of its own intelligent long-term planning. It knows that 

its plans intersect with others’ plans and interests, but it 

does not see its closed borders, its closed plans, as an 

obstacle to continued interaction – it has planned for 

that interaction. The semi-permeable membrane, the 

relational ontological point of view, requires us to be 

genuinely open to novelty, to shared planning, to shared 

growth, not just win/win growth (a characterization that 

simply confirms the pre-identified interests of each party 

– win/win means we each get what we want) but to 

shared growth, to shared experiment, to shared fallibil-

ity. It is not the case that the United States has been any 

more open in these regards than China has been, or is – 

but it is true that our ideals, the thread of Deweyan 

                                                                       
confidence to safeguard national sovereignty and territorial 
integrity.” 
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democratic commitment that is an element of our politi-

cal discourse, at least recognizes this as a valued con-

sequence of the pragmatic naturalism we are here 

praising. China does not have a similar thread in its 

cultural tapestry or its Party ideology.  

China is not democratic in our sense, nor is it per-

suaded by pragmatic naturalism in our sense. Still, we 

can be moved by – can be persuaded by – this democrat-

ic naturalism which demands not that we make China 

into a democracy, but rather that we behave democrati-

cally in our policy toward and with China. As Ryder says, 

“the responsibility of the democrat is not to spread 

democracy but to behave democratically […] The details 

of a foreign policy flow from this basic principle” (260). 

Certainly, there is much to be said of this ordinal prag-

matic naturalistic approach to foreign problems. Such a 

policy is accords with our ethical standards. It is a policy 

we can respect. Practicing it would indeed bring us the 

self-respect our current and recent policies have painful-

ly denied us. But there is more in heaven and earth than 

has been dreamt of in your philosophy, John Ryder! 

While we lobby hard for the policy of working with China 

to formulate and articulate and pursue common inter-

ests, in fact both nations are arming themselves to de-

grees never known before. Deep under the sea, on the 

sea, on the land, in the air, in space, and in cyber space 

weapons are being developed and deployed that, if 

used, will mean there is no future in which to develop 

our common interests. The dangers of small states trig-

gering a crisis, or small accidents, or unintended conse-

quences from moves in the field are too real, too 

immediate, and too horrifying to contemplate. We had a 

real chance to work with China, to join a developing 

nation and to share in the great democratic adventure of 

making a genuinely new world together. I believe we 

have blown that chance: events of the 90s and in the 

2000s have bit- by-bit destroyed that possibility. Consid-

eration of theory and the work to turn it into practice is 

extraordinarily important and valuable – but events are 

taking place with astonishing rapidity. William James and 

John Ryder agree that the world is in the making, but 

there is not enough time to remake the world. What do 

we do now?  

Sunzi wrote, over 2,000 years ago: “supreme excel-

lence consists in breaking the enemy’s resistance with-

out fighting.” Chinese thinkers and emperors have read 

Sunzi for over 2,000 years. Current Chinese thinkers and 

especially Chinese leaders are still reading Sunzi. Xi 

Jinping, President of the People’s Republic, General 

Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, and Com-

mander-in-Chief of the People’s Liberation Army does 

not want war. But because of our actions over the last 

70 years, Xi Jinping, other leaders of China, and many of 

China’s citizens do indeed think of the United States of 

America as the enemy.6 President Joe Biden and most of 

the citizens of the United States do not want war, but 

many of us do feel threatened by the dramatic growth of 

the military, the buildup of the tension over Taiwan, the 

pressures exerted by the increasing outreach of the PRC 

through its Belt and Road Initiative, and China’s increas-

ing dominance of international organizations and areas 

that we once dominated. Each country builds its re-

sistance to the perceived threat of the other, neither 

wants war, but it is a looming danger – along with the 

problems involved in the exacerbation of the “threat” 

mode that decreases the opportunity for genuinely, non-

pre-programmed collaboration on the articulation of our 

other common interests: climate, disease, and non-state 

terrorism. When we do come together, we are jockeying 

for position, for relative advantage with respect to our 

“billiard ball” interests. Each country is trying to “break 

the enemy’s resistance without fighting.” We are ignor-

ing the truly democratic thread that has been developing 

in the United States (sub rosa too often!), in the process 

of creating and responding to China as enemy. How can 

we strengthen the pragmatic naturalist democratic 

                                                 
6 Both our popular press and our intellectual and foreign policy 
publications have frequently referred to the necessity of “con-
taining China.” Xi is not making this up! And we not only spend 
enormous amounts on our military, we have surrounded China 
with bases, installed THAAD in the ROK, bombed the Chinese 
Embassy in Belgrade, sent spy planes and spy submarines to 
prominently patrol their borders, and many other specific 
incidents.. 
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thread in the fabric of United States foreign policy while 

dealing with a Chinese foreign policy that lacks that 

thread – that lacks the democratic tradition and prag-

matic naturalist democratic values altogether? 

Just because the situation is so threatening, and be-

cause realism, neoconservatism, and traditional liberal-

ism have the problems that Ryder has so clearly 

enumerated, current literature loves to talk about “de-

coupling” – essentially, isolationism, at least with respect 

to relations between the United States and China. For 

example: 

The casual, increasingly nonchalant and, for 
some at least, apparently satisfying deployment 
of the term “decoupling” to describe the current 
trajectory of the U.S.–China relationship, re-
minds us of the classical wisdom that in foreign 
policy, words are bullets. Indeed, “decoupling” 
has become the “term du jour” of U.S.–China re-
lations, reflecting for some of the unfolding reali-
ty of the relationship. For others, its desired 
destination (Rudd 2019). 
 

But the same isolationists who want us to decouple from 

China tend to push for other methods – realism especial-

ly, to be pursued through the development of alliances 

and support groupings essentially trying to “couple” 

everyone else to either the United States train. or the 

China train. Both China and the United States have, to 

some extent, taken this tack. Perhaps we can find a way 

to rethink coupling and decoupling that takes some of 

the insights of pragmatic naturalism and uses them to 

deal intelligently, creatively, and experimentally with the 

urgent situations that confront us now.  

The billiard ball metaphor reduced actors to atomic 

entities, existing with no context, subject only to the 

forces of action and reaction as they careen around the 

table. The coupling/decoupling metaphor retains much 

more of the “independent object” metaphysics than we 

would like to see, but at least it does recognize context: 

the car which is coupled to the other cars in a train 

bound from Grand Central Station to Albany is identified 

as a Hudson Line car on the Metro-North Railroad; it has 

its origin and direction and meaning as a car which aids 

travelers moving north and south along the Hudson 

River. But it may be decoupled from the north-bound 

train in Albany, and re-coupled to a train heading to 

Buffalo. Now it is part of the Niagara line, and it aids 

travelers moving east and west. The car has somewhat 

different meaning, somewhat different traits, as it is 

located in the order of longer-distance travelers instead 

of in the order of commuters. We might consider a 

passenger car in a commuter line, decouple it from the 

commuter line and recouple it to freight line – now it is 

an adjunct to a business outing, checking on the connec-

tions available to the freight route. Now we decouple it 

again, and recouple it to a super-posh luxury excursion 

train – now it is the location of the cheap seats. The 

Niagara line may have 100 cars on some days, and only 

20 on others. The cars change and the lines change. The 

idea is that even though rail cars can decouple and re-

couple, they are not unchangeable atoms, like the bil-

liard balls on the table. They are clearly located in more 

comprehensive orders, and locate other orders which 

are subaltern. Further, in the more comprehensive or-

ders in which they are located, they share traits with 

other entities that they may not share traits with, in still 

other orders. 

Let’s take South Korea as an example of a railroad 

car – it can be hooked to the China train, or to the US 

train. Each takes its name from its path of origin and 

end. The China train describes an overall trajectory, but 

not a strictly fixed entity. The same is true of the United 

States train. The South Korean car may sometimes fol-

low the trajectory of the China train, sometimes of the 

United States train, and sometimes it will sit on the 

siding, and sometimes it will couple onto the ASEAN 

train, and sometimes with Japan, and sometimes with 

Australia, and so forth. The idea I am trying clumsily to 

articulate is that the metaphor of coupling and decou-

pling is wonderfully flexible. There are two huge dan-

gers, however. One, that we fail to realize that trains run 

on tracks – it is crucial not to do anything that would 

derail a train on a track. Two, if we do as many pundits 

are urging us to do now, and try to be sure that every car 

available is coupled to the United States train, while 

China is busy trying to couple as many of these countries 
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as possible to its train. Then, with only two trains, (or 

perhaps three if Europe does the same), rather than 

create a vast, ever-enlarging communications system we 

will narrow and constrain and impoverish the systems of 

communication we already have. The branching patterns 

of railroad maps suggest many broad areas of coverage 

and many nodes where communication is possible: 

where decoupling and recoupling, where changes of di-

rection and ramifications of meaning can take place. The 

railroad image, I think, makes clear the immense dangers 

involved in simply separating and strengthening two 

trains. We must, now, pursue a varied map. We must 

refrain from trying to permanently couple any country to 

ours. We must refrain from seeing the Chinese train as 

somehow needing to be derailed. There are nodes, there 

are intersections, places we can make contact. We must 

make them. But it is crucial that we recognize that there 

are many and varied interests determining which cars 

make up a given train at any particular time.  

One danger of the metaphor is that it appears to call 

for a single Logistics Engineer to decide who goes where, 

when. The version I am suggesting does not intend this 

logical implication. In a sense, trains (in this metaphori-

cal construction) come together as physical, chemical, 

biological, social, and geopolitical orders change and 

their traits locate new integrities and shed old ones. Of 

course, this metaphor has problems – but taken loosely, 

it is meant to urge both flexibility and motion, within 

limits. It is meant to suggest that the “lines” of the trains 

are determined by many forces, located in many orders, 

and the make-up of the trains is determined by both the 

pressures each “car” faces and the needs and pressures 

experienced by the many, many trains.  

Right now, we need to be open and flexible in recog-

nizing the opportunities presented by every “hub”, every 

intersection of lines. But, following the democratic ethics 

that Ryder so beautifully developed in his work, we need 

to recognize that we are not the appointed logistics 

manager. We need to be open to the varied pressures 

and the varied needs of the cars, the trains, and the 

passengers. We need to ramify the network, not just a 

particular node, as much as is in our power. We need to 

aim for reach, breadth, and responsiveness in our will-

ingness to decouple, recouple, and engage with one 

another – we must, at all costs, avoid the end of the line. 
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