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ABSTRACT: My aim in this essay is to honor John Ryder in 
several distinct but related ways. First, I have conceived 
this piece as a way of honoring his deep engagement with 
intellectual history. Second, I want in this essay to honor 
John Ryder’s thoroughgoing commitment to pragmatic 
naturalism and to do so specifically by simply highlighting 
the imperative need for a naturalistic account of one of the 
most pervasive features of social life, the innumerable and 
interwoven conventions of our everyday and professional 
lives. “Conventions are,” as Andrei Marmor notes, “one of 
the most ubiquitous phenomena of our social life. They are 
constitutive of numerous practices we engage in, like the 
speaking of a language or playing a game; numerous con-
ventions constitute and regulate the ways in which people 
engage in certain activities.” Third and finally, I want to 
honor John Ryder by complementing his pragmatic natural-
ism with a more explicit account of human conventions 
than either anything found anywhere in his writings or, for 
that matter, anything quite tailored to the specific tasks to 
which this pragmatic naturalist is committed, including the 
immensely suggestive work of Justus Buchler. Elijah Jordan, 
and his student Max Fisch, and his (i.e., Fisch’s student) 
Darnell Rucker, along with Denton Jacques Synder and 
others (including of course Dewey and Tufts in their Ethics) 
in various traditions of philosophical thought, have made 
institutions a focus of their concern. It seems opportune to 
take this occasion to pick up this task and try to carry it 
forward, especially in light of Buchler’s neglected contribu-
tion to this important query. 
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Introduction  
 
 
My aim in this essay is to honor John Ryder in several 

distinct but related ways. The opportunity to do so is one 

of the most welcome tasks I have ever been invited in 

my professional life to undertake, not least of all be-

cause it provides the occasion to return to his writings 

and, in effect, to join him, once again, in endeavoring to 

think through several issues of mutual concern (cf. Isa-

belle Stengers). Given the contentious manners cele-

brated among professional philosophers, including 

William James in A Pluralistic Universe (Smith 1983, 223), 

but, at bottom, given simply the very nature of thought, 

thinking with another theorist tends to be, in some 

respects, thinking against that person. My hope is that 

my admiration for John Ryder’s achievements is, at least, 

as manifest in even my few critical remarks as in una-

bashed praise. In fact, there is hardly a critical word. 

First, I have conceived this piece as a way of honoring 

his deep engagement with intellectual history, by turning 

to important figures in the philosophical traditions which 

this erudite scholar and I share (above all, listed in the 

order of my engagement with them here, the figures of 

George Santayana, John Dewey, Justus Buchler, Max Fisch, 

and, finally, William James and, once again, Buchler). 

Though only one example among many, I take his erudite 

engagement with Cadwallader Colden to be exemplary 

(yes, Cadwallader Colden!) (Ryder 1996). Given his inter-

est in naturalism, materialism, and other philosophical 

positions, he finds in Colden someone whose writings it 

would be profitable to revisit. “The history of a tradition 

is,” as John E. Smith observed, “an indispensable resource 

for philosophical thinking” (Smith 1992, 86; cf. Randall 

1963). John Ryder dramatically illustrates this point here 

(in his essay on Colden, Johnson, and materialism) as well 

as elsewhere. On this occasion, I want to foreground an 

episode in the history of naturalism as a way of illustrating 

this point in my own way. Please note: John’s engagement 

with Colden is not primarily animated by an antiquarian 

purpose, but rather is directed by a truly philosophical 

impulse. He is interested in understanding the nature of 

matter and turns to the tradition of materialism as “an 

indispensable resource” for doing just that, that is, for 

“philosophical thinking.” 

Second, I want in this essay to honor John Ryder’s 

thoroughgoing commitment to pragmatic naturalism 

and to do so specifically by simply highlighting the im-

perative need for a naturalistic account of one of the 

most pervasive features of social life (Marmor 1996), the 

innumerable and interwoven conventions of our every-

day and professional lives. “Conventions are,” as Andrei 

Marmor notes, “one of the most ubiquitous phenomena 

of our social life. They are constitutive of numerous 
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practices we engage in, like the speaking of a language 

or playing a game; numerous conventions constitute and 

regulate the ways in which people engage in certain 

activities” (Marmor 1996, 350).  

Third, I want to honor John Ryder by complementing his 

pragmatic naturalism with a more explicit account of hu-

man conventions than either anything found anywhere in 

his writings or, for that matter, anything quite tailored to 

the specific tasks to which this pragmatic naturalist is com-

mitted, including the immensely suggestive work of Justus 

Buchler. Elijah Jordan, and his student Max Fisch, and his 

(i.e., Fisch’s student) Darnell Rucker, along with Denton 

Jacques Synder and others (including of course Dewey and 

Tufts in their Ethics) in various traditions of philosophical 

thought, have made institutions a focus of their concern. 

This emphasis deserves to be made even more central to 

the various traditions of American thought, also more cen-

tral to traditions other than, say, American pragmatism, 

idealism, realism, and naturalism. It is no exaggeration to 

say this topic is of abiding concern but also of urgently 

contemporary relevance (our time is rightly identified as 

one in which the dramatic collapse of our defining institu-

tions is one of the hallmarks of this moment). To select but 

one example of how an author of particular relevance to 

the present essay has addressed this topic, Dewey’s Free-

dom and Culture shows a nuanced sensitivity to the ineradi-

cable significance of historically instituted procedures, 

practices, and protocols. A firmer conceptual grasp of the 

nature and importance of institutions, conventions, and 

traditions might assist us in recovering a thicker historical 

sense, including a more urgent contemporary appreciation, 

of the what is required to maintain, restore, and modify 

institutions, conventions, and traditions. Such a grasp also 

might assist us in coming together anew, in the name of an 

inclusive democratic ideal (a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural 

meshwork of vibrant solidarity). 

 

φύσις and νόμος  
 
 
No simple, especially no crude, distinction between φύσις 

and νόμος (nomos; law, convention, custom) can do jus-

tice to the intricate, intimate, deep, and pervasive ways in 

which natural and conventional factors conspire to give 

shape, direction, and solidity of so many (all?) of the rec-

ognizable forms of human conduct (cf. Putnam 1981, 1–6). 

The dualism implied in so many questions concerning 

nature versus nurture is indicative of not only an extreme-

ly superficial understanding of the relation between φύσις 

and νόμος, but also a fundamentally distorted conception 

of how nature gives itself to cultivation and the most 

seemingly artificial forms of human conventionality are 

made possible by the functional coordination of natural 

forces. “Every genuine ideal has”, George Santayana 

insists, “a natural basis; anyone may understand and 

safely interpret it who is attentive to the life from which it 

springs” (Santayana 1998, 7), a life itself springing from 

the matrix of nature. In turn, natural processes tend to 

lend themselves to being transfigured into idealized 

forms. As Santayana so eloquently puts it, “everything 

ideal has a natural basis and everything natural an ideal 

development” (ibid., 11). The cultivation of nature is, at 

once, a natural development (the process is manifestly 

rooted in natural processes and mechanisms) and a deci-

sive step in an open-ended series of artful innovations 

(thus, in a sense an impetus toward ever greater “artifici-

ality”). Our incomplete natures call for enculturation, 

while human cultures in their irreducible diversity are so 

many ways in which ingenious animals (purely natural 

actors) have availed themselves of natural resources to 

satisfy the most imperative human needs and, in turn, to 

generate the most extravagant impulses. Culture is a part 

of nature; nature is, in some contexts, an opportunity for 

cultivation. 

After attending to a pivotal point in the critical ex-

change between two philosophical naturalists (Santaya-

na’s “Dewey’s Naturalistic Metaphysics” and Dewey’s 

“‘Half-Hearted Naturalism’”), I will, drawing heavily upon 

Justus Buchler’s writings, sketch a naturalistic account of 

human conventions. Fourth, I want, if only in passing, to 

honor John Ryder’s passionate commitment to demo-

cratic socialism. Fifth, and finally, this essay pays homage 

to his efforts to bring into fruitful union the ordinal 
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ontology of Justus Buchler, on the one hand, and the 

empirical naturalism of Dewey, the historical naturalism 

of John Herman Randall, Jr., and other distinctively 

American versions of nonreductive naturalism, on the 

other hand. 

However odd it might sound, I will conclude by re-

flecting on a topic rarely discussed by philosophers, that 

of tone. In this regard, William James and Justus Buchler 

serve as precedents. Closely allied to this, there is the 

attention which Stanley Cavell has paid to the sound of 

philosophy, the way the words even simply on the page, 

not necessarily those emanating from the audible utter-

ances of an embodied voice, resound in the ears of a 

philosopher’s readers. The mind’s ear very often dis-

cerns subtleties and nuances of intonation no less keenly 

than the mind’s eye detects the hues and textures of 

what that capacity confronts in the shifting fields of the 

visible world. The musical dimension of philosophical 

utterances is one of the guises of their exhibitive charac-

ter (see, e.g., Dewey’s essay on “Philosophy” for the 

Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences where he points to 

the aesthetic aspect of composing and reading philo-

sophical texts), especially when that the qualitative 

immediacy of that exhibitive character is felt by the 

sensitive reader. “Buchler often uses language,” wrote 

Sidney Gelber and Kathleen Wallace, the co-authors of 

“Nature, Power, and Prospect,” “to evoke a rich texture 

of meaning, rather than to offer a single precise defini-

tion for any concept or idea” (Gelber and Wallace 1991, 

61). They go on to note that, with regard to Buchler’s 

style of writing, “clarity or precision of statement is 

embedded, so to speak, in a dramatic structure” (ibid., 

63, note 16). This is also true of John Ryder’s style of 

writing, though his is obviously less sparse, controlled, 

and “formal” than Buchler’s. The differences therein are 

akin to those between Wallace Stevens and Robert 

Frost. The human depth of such an exacting stylist as 

Stevens however ought not to be overlooked, just as the 

extremely sophisticated craftsmanship of such a plain-

spoken stylist as Frost ought not to be discounted. If I am 

taken to be implying that Ryder as a prose stylist plays 

Frost to Buchler’s Stevens (and I am doing just that), that 

ought not to be taken, in the least, as a disparagement. 

 

SANTAYANA AND DEWEY: A PUNCH-AND-JUDY SHOW?  
 

As a distinct genre of philosophical literature, most 

“dialogues” are, C. S. Peirce claims, combinations of a 

catechism and a Punch-and-Judy show. This is all too 

often also true of the actual exchanges between (or 

among) professional philosophers. They tend to be 

caricatures rather than realizations, at least approxima-

tions, of fruitful dialogue. The exchange between George 

Santayana and John Dewey barely escapes being such a 

caricature. It however does escape this fate, because 

there is far more to this exchange than the memorable 

insults these rival naturalists level at each other – in 

Santayana’s judgment, Dewey’s is a “half-winded natu-

ralism,” while Dewey returns the compliment by charac-

terizing Santayana’s naturalism “as broken-backed” 

(with Tilly at another point jumping into the controversy 

and saying of Dewey’s position, “half-hearted natural-

ism” is “too whole-hearted”!). At the conclusion of his 

essay, Santayana asserts, “the remedy for idolatry is not 

iconoclasm, because the senses, too, or the heart of the 

pragmatic intellect [i.e., practical intelligence] can breed 

only symbols” (Santayana 1977, 358). And any act or 

process of hypostatizing symbols, however they are 

bred, is in Santayana’s judgment the essence of idolatry. 

What, then, is the remedy? It is “rather to employ the 

symbols [we use] pragmatically, with detachment and 

humor, trusting to the steady dispensations of the sub-

stance beyond” (ibid.), allegedly beyond our compre-

hension though not our acknowledgment. It appears as 

though Dewey took part of this sentence as an invitation 

to tell a joke, employing his words with humor if not 

detachment. Dewey concludes his own essay by trying to 

explain “the fact that while I find myself in so much 

agreement with him he is in such profound disagree-

ment with me” (Dewey 1977, 366). He does so by re-

calling a joke, though it is clear from this example why 

Dewey made sparring use of humor: finding himself in 
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agreement with someone committed to disagreeing with 

him, Dewey takes the case here “to resemble that of the 

Irishman who said the two men look very much alike, 

especially one of them” (ibid.)! The serious point is that, 

in this exchange, we witness both the frank acknowl-

edgment of irreconcilable differences between two 

thoroughgoing naturalists and what Sigmund Freud calls 

“the narcissism of small differences.” 

For our purpose, however, there is a very significant 

philosophical issue at stake in the exchange between 

Santayana and Dewey on this occasion. It concerns 

conventions and more broadly institutions. In his reply 

to Santayana’s critique, Dewey makes an extremely 

important point: “‘convention’ is not [itself] convention-

al, or specious” (Dewey 1977, 364). Its reality cannot be 

gainsaid. Moreover, that reality is intrinsically connected 

to its efficacy, also to its rootedness in nature. Conven-

tions are in some deep sense “natural,” though this 

highly ambiguous term can be used so loosely that it 

seems to warrant anything. Here, however, there is a 

point in insisting upon nature making conventionality 

possible. Any convention involves, Dewey suggests, “the 

interaction of natural things when that interaction be-

comes communication” (ibid.). 1 Of course, Dewey readi-

ly admits the obvious: “A ‘sign’ may be conventional, as 

when a sound or a mark on a piece of paper – them-

selves physical existences – symbolize other things” 

(ibid.). But this is hardly the whole story even regarding 

conventional signs. For “being a sign, the sign-function 

[in its manifest efficacy], has its roots in natural exist-

ence” (ibid., 364; emphasis in the original). Please note: 

Dewey is calling attention here to nothing less than the 

ontology of signs (the being of the sign-function as a 

natural process involving emergent – thus, additive – 

functions quite distinct from those of the natural condi-

tions making this emergent function possible). The con-

ventionality, hence the contingency of, say, linguistic 

signs (though English speakers use dog to designate a 

                                                 
1 In turn, such interaction often grounds the possibility of con-
vening, of coming together in novel and potentially transforma-
tive ways. See Beth J. Singer’s “Dewey’s Concept of Community: 
A Critique.” 

certain type of animal, the existence of other languages 

in which quite different sounds are used to designate at 

least roughly the same animal underscores the conven-

tional and contingent nature of human language and 

indeed many other forms of symbolic communication). 

While the conventional points toward a certain latitude 

granted to human agents, this hardly disposes of the 

compulsory. Regarding human judgment, the conven-

tional and the compulsory are intricately woven together 

(Buchler 1979). So, while the conventionality and contin-

gency of some facets of our modes of symbolization 

certainly need to be acknowledged, both their ultimate 

rootedness in nature and their ineluctable cooperation 

with forces other than the merely conventional need no 

less to be given their due. The rootedness of conventions 

in nature must not be overlooked or slighted. This is the 

force of Dewey’s assertion that convention is not itself 

conventional and specious, but rather deep and effica-

cious in a world of natural objects and events. This root-

edness has to be seen alongside its fecundity (“human 

association is,” as Dewey observes, “the fruit of those 

roots”). While Santayana in effect drives a wedge be-

tween the natural and the conventional, Dewey discerns 

a continuity between (to anticipate Buchler’s emphasis) 

human convention and natural compulsion (but also 

other forms of compulsion, e.g., logical compulsion). 

The charge of idolatry is at the center of not only 

Santayana’s critique of Dewey’s naturalism but also 

Dewey’s own critique of Santayana’s naturalism. From 

Santayana’s perspective, the residual transcendentalism 

woven into the very fabric of Dewey’s pragmatic natural-

ism entails hypostatizing symbols: such hypostatizing is, 

for Santayana, an instance of idolatry. “For a naturalist [a 

thoroughgoing and consistent one, at least] nothing can 

be substantial or efficacious in thought except its [physi-

cal or material] organs and instruments, such as brains, 

training, words, and books” (Santayana 1977, 346). 

Dewey is understandably perplexed by Santayana taking 

away with one hand what he has given with the other – 

the demonstrable efficacy of physically embodied and 

contextually embedded signs (including of course words 
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and books). In Dewey’s judgment, Santayana is exces-

sively preoccupied with labels: “he has a number of 

pigeonholes into which every philosophy must go with 

its appropriate, fixed, and absolute tag attached: – his 

own philosophy when it becomes self-conscious as well 

as those of others” (Dewey 1977, 366). “When he [San-

tayana] lets himself go in any body of subject-matter, 

free from the influence of traditional and professional 

labels,” however, Dewey adds, “I not only learn much 

from him, but I flatter myself that I am for the most part 

in agreement with him” (ibid.). 

But when he is held in the grip of these labels, Santa-

yana (Dewey charges) in effect lapses into idolatry. Though 

the charge is implicit, it is hard to miss. This is at any rate 

how I read this sentence in Dewey’s essay: When Santaya-

na “deals with a system of thought and finds it necessary to 

differentiate his own system from it, his naturalism reduces 

itself to a vague gesture of adoring faith in some all-

comprehensive unknowable in contrast to which all human 

life – barring this one [adorational] gesture – is species and 

illusory” (ibid., 366; emphasis added). Does not the expres-

sion “a vague gesture of adoring faith” carry implicitly the 

charge of idolatry? Against his rival in this instance, Dewey 

insists, “we do not merely fall back on an ‘animal faith’ that 

there is some adorable substance behind” human experi-

ence. We do not do so because human experience “may 

afford dependable indications of the nature of things that 

underlie it” (ibid., 361). As he so pointedly asserts in Expe-

rience and Nature, our experience actually affords count-

less instances of such reliable indications. It is not a 

specious foreground, but to some extent a reliable medium 

in and through which the traits of nature are made availa-

ble to human judgment. Experience, “controlled in specifi-

able ways is,” Dewey insists, “the avenue that leads to the 

facts and laws of nature” (Dewey, LW 1, 11). We encounter 

in experience (or, to use Buchler’s neologism proception) a 

world not of our own making (Dewey, MW 10, 18). So, on 

Dewey’s account, “experience “reaches down into nature, 

it has depth. It also has breadth and to an indefinitely 

elastic extent. It stretches. That stretch is inference” (Dew-

ey, LW 1, 13), more fully, experimentally grounded infer-

ences making use of natural and humanly instituted signs 

(Dewey, MW 10, 32–35), a process in which the latitude 

provided by conventions is effectively (or can be effective-

ly) conjoined to the force of compulsion (e.g., the percep-

tual judgment regarding a specific color in a given setting, a 

judgment involving at once physiological compulsion and 

linguistic conventions) (Buchler 1979). Whatever else our 

knowledge is, it is “a cognitive gain,” that is, an augmenta-

tion of our power in such activities as identifying, naming, 

describing, interpreting, explaining, or some other strictly 

cognitive way dealing with the constitutive traits of innu-

merable natural phenomena (or complexes).  

Dewey neither removes the ground underneath cul-

ture nor makes the foreground of human experience so 

dominant as to occlude entirely the background of the 

natural world. Rather he accepts signs as they disclose 

themselves in our experience, not shying away from rec-

ognizing an ontology of signs: the sign-function is an 

emergent function in which the dramatic arenas of human 

engagement are increasingly transformed and transfig-

ured, so much so that the hardly articulate vocalizations of 

our remote ancestors have evolved into the intricate and 

reflexive articulations of a Dante or Chaucer, a William 

Shakespeare or a John Milton, a Virginia Woolf or a James 

Joyce, a Toni Morrison or a Salman Rushdie. 

 

Compulsion, Conventionality, and Normativity  
 

It is one thing to argue for acknowledging the reality of 

our conventions. It is however quite another to provide an 

illuminating analysis of what (even given the focused 

attention of very probing theorists (e.g., Anthony Giddens, 

Hilary Putnam, Vincent Descombes) remains a somewhat 

elusive concept. For the purpose of illuminating our un-

derstanding of conventionality, I now turn to the writings 

of Justus Buchler, above all, several central chapters in 

Toward a General Theory of Human Judgment. 

The social world is to a great extent a conventional 

world. This does not make it specious or unreal (think 

here of Buchler’s principle of ontological parity). Though 

conventional, it is shot through with compulsion, not 
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least of all forms of compulsion made possible by the 

operation of conventions. From the critical perspective 

of ordinal pluralism, indeed, no world is more real than 

any other (in particular, the biological world is not more 

real than the social world of human beings). Buchler 

appears to have been inspired by a claim made by John 

Herman Randall, Jr.: 

‘Reality’ means either whatever exists. or else 
that a distinction of relative importance has been 
introduced. In any other than an evaluative 
sense [one deviating from a strict ontological 
sense], to say that only the Good is ‘real,’ only 
Matter is ‘real,’ only Mind is ‘real,’ only Energy is 
‘real,’ is to express a prejudice refuted by a 
child’s first thought or by every smallest grain of 
sand. No, everything encountered in any way is 
somehow real. The significant question is, not 
whether anything is ‘real’ or not, but how and in 
what sense it is real, and how it is related to and 
functions among other reals [or what Buchler 
would come to call ‘natural complexes’ or simply 
‘complexes’] (Randall 1958, 131; quoted by 
Buchler 1967, 162) 
 

Nature is not the really real, over against which culture 

and conventions are comparatively unreal or specious. 

The social world is an historically evolved affair in 

which constitutive conventions are, at bottom, contin-

gent, mutable, and arbitrary, in senses of these trouble-

some words to be clarified eventually. Conventions are 

historically instituted practices, while institutions are 

themselves conventionally sustained arrangements of an 

intergenerational character. Humans are by nature not 

only political but also cultural animals. This implies that we 

are by nature conventional, constitutionally given to 

convening in such ways as to craft convenient means of 

carrying out and continually modifying our characteristic 

activities. These means are in many instances more than 

facilitative; they can be constitutive. Moreover, they 

enable us to imagine and hence pursue ends or objectives 

otherwise unimaginable. That is, they are not merely 

means crafted for the realization of antecedently set 

goals; they can be the indispensable allies of our expan-

sive capacities for projecting novel goals. A strong sense of 

emergence is here linked to a radical sense of novelty. 

Even so, the human animal is at every turn subjected to 

the compulsory operations of countless factors, though its 

ingenious reliance on inherited conventions allows this 

animal to hover to some extent “among what the nature 

of things offers” (Buchler 1979, 58). Through compulsion 

humans conform to what the nature of things imposes, 

while through convention they select from an array of 

possibilities made available by the nature of things (ibid.). 

The complex interplay between these complementary 

dimensions of human utterance becomes incomprehensi-

ble if we are fixated by the dualism of the natural versus 

the conventional or, indeed, any number of other such 

dualisms (especially when they are superimposed on one 

another). This interplay becomes comprehensible when 

we have clarified our understanding of these concepts to 

the point where the dynamic union of natural compulsion 

(among other forms of compulsion) and human conven-

tion is accorded in our theory the place and importance 

that union has in our lives. No one has done more to show 

in detail how this is possible than Buchler. 

 

Buchler on Compulsion, Convention, and Justification  
 

In Toward a General Theory of Human Judgement, the 

chapters on “Compulsion” and “Convention” are arguably 

the heart of the book, if only in the sense that they are 

preceded by two chapters (“Proception” and “Communi-

cation”) and followed by two (“Perspective” and “Valida-

tion”).2 Of the six chapters making up this book, exclusive 

of a very substantial Introduction, they are precisely the 

middle ones. The chapter on communication, the one 

immediately preceding the chapter on compulsion, con-

cludes with the author insisting, in opposition to especially 

some of the most representative figures in modern phi-

losophy: “A world which creates and destroys men [and 

women], and amidst the indifferent circumstances of 

which communication is born and is permitted, can hardly 

be so distant as their epistemologies would believe” 

(Buchler 1979, 57). In these accounts of knowledge, we 

                                                 
2 In “Toward a Deeper Appreciation of Inherited Conventions” 
(2021), I have written fuller explication of Buchler’s views 
regarding compulsion and convention. The scope of this essay 
for Pragmatism Today however does not allow me to go into as 
much detail and depth as I have done in this companion piece. 
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presumably “communicate about our own products and 

about the world only remotely” (ibid., 56). That is, we 

operate at one remove from the world in which we live. 

“Not that anyone who suffers and aspires in this life can 

take such an implication and such a position seriously in 

his waking moments” (ibid., 56–57). We are directly en-

tangled in a world not of our own making and, moreover, 

we are as directly, if not more directly, conversant with 

some of its traits as we are directly conversant with the 

contents of our own minds. No adequate account of 

human knowledge is possible if we fail to do justice to one 

of the most salient features of human utterance: however 

fallibly, perspectivally, and provisionally, we directly com-

municate about the world in which we suffer and aspire. 

Epistemology fails when it does not deal with our entan-

glement in a world in which suffering and aspiration are 

such prominent features. 

“There are,” Buchler suggests, “two principal modes 

in which the proceiver [or individual human being] judg-

es relative to the world and [also to the products of 

communication]” (Buchler 1979, 58). One mode is com-

pulsion, the other is convention. As conceived by Buch-

ler, these factors are not exclusive. They act in concert or 

conjunction, so that in virtually any actual instance of 

human utterance what we observe is, as noted before, 

the interplay of compulsion and conventionality. Take a 

simple example of this complex interplay – a perceptual 

judgment such as “This chair is yellow.”  

Basic judgments or protocol sentences (Buchler 

1939), also what logical positivists referred to as “obser-

vation statements,” are ones in which there is marked 

compulsion. But the element of conventionality cannot 

be removed without the intelligibility of the utterance 

being destroyed. Historically instituted forms of judg-

ment, far beyond innately inherited propensities, are 

manifestly conventional, and they not only bear witness 

to the presence of compulsion but also widen the 

spheres in which diverse forms of compulsory experi-

ence operate (e.g., armed with high-powered telescopes 

and even higher-powered mathematics, we are able to 

frame our judgments about far distant bodies on the 

basis of observational compulsion). Among other factors, 

historically instituted signs make this possible. Conven-

tion can dramatically expand the theatre of compulsion, 

while unforeseen compulsions can intensity the dramas 

played out therein. 

 

Fisch on Institutions  
 

In his Presidential Address to what was then identified as 

the Western Division of the APA (May 1956), Max H. Fisch 

presented a paper entitled “The Critic of Institutions.” For 

the title of this address, he is explicit in acknowledging his 

debt to ANW. In fact, he quotes at length a passage from 

his predecessor’s Science and the Modern World, the one I 

am now going to quote exactly as Fisch did: 

I hold that philosophy is the critic of abstractions. 
Its function is the double one, first of harmoniz-
ing them by assigning to their right relative sta-
tus as abstractions, and secondly of completing 
them by direct comparison with more concrete 
intuitions of the universe, and thereby promot-
ing the formation of more complete schemes of 
thought. […] Philosophy is not one among sci-
ences with its own little scheme of abstractions 
which it works away at perfecting and improving. 
It is the survey of sciences, with the special ob-
jects of their harmony, and of their completion 
(Fisch 1975, 137). 
 

Fisch however takes issue with Whitehead’s definition of 

philosophy. It is in his judgment impossibly burdensome 

and unduly narrow. It is an “impossible burden for the 

reason that we are asked to unify the indefinite plurality 

of the sciences, no one of which is a unified whole in the 

first place, or has any prospect or [even] need of becom-

ing so” (Fisch 1975, 137; emphasis added). At the same 

time, it entails an “undue restriction, all the sciences 

together are only one set of institutions, and philosophy 

has no reason to confine itself to this one set and ignore 

others, or even to give pre-eminence to this set” (ibid.). 

As a result, Fisch proposes “to describe philosophy as the 

critic, not of abstractions, but of institutions in general, 

of which the sciences and their abstractions are a quite 

special kind” (ibid., 137–138; emphasis added). 

This proposed description is not offered as a radical 

innovation. Quite the contrary, he has crafted it to con-
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serve the history of the enterprise and to include all of 

the warring bands of his contemporary colleagues. That 

is, it is meant to be both conservative and inclusive. 

Nodding toward William James, Fisch takes himself to be 

proposing a new name (“the critic of institutions”) for 

old ways of thinking. Despite the upheavals and revolu-

tions, the dismissals and the excommunications, so 

loudly championed by one or another sect of his col-

leagues, Fisch desires to be congenial and conciliatory. 

He remains confident: “in spite of all changes of fashion, 

[philosophy] still survives in our midst” (Fisch 1975, 136). 

After defining or at least describing philosophy in 

this manner, Fisch is obliged to explain what he means 

by institution. He self-consciously clarifies his usage by 

several approximations, beginning with a rough, inaugu-

ral approximation, then moving to a more refined, nu-

anced articulation. For our purpose, Fisch’s understand-

ing of institutions helps us to understand how certain 

conventions underwrite the process of instituting certain 

procedures, policies, or protocols. An institution in his 

sense is both the result of an act or process of instituting 

(though this might be done in an unconscious, uninten-

tional manner, e.g., the manner in which the replication 

of a sound used to warn one’s conspecifics evolves into 

something at least approximate to a word) and a re-

source for countless successive acts or processes of 

instituting (see Colapietro 1990). To relate this to Buch-

ler’s account of convention, this means that the conven-

tion itself is indicative of having come together in a more 

or less determinate fashion or form, but also of render-

ing convenient possibilities for doing so again, not least 

of all in novel and innovative ways. 

As a first, rough approximation, then, Fisch suggests: 

An institution is “any provision or arrangement of means 

or conditions for subsequent activity, in addition to or in 

modification of the means or conditions prior to the 

institution.” He is quick to point out that these prior 

means or conditions might be “present in nature prior to 

all institutions [e.g., the instinctual or innate disposition 

of a species to vocalization in a variety of circumstances] 

or present in nature only as modified by previous institu-

tions [e.g., the institution of a system of visual signs 

correlative to the prior system of aural signs]” (Fisch 

1975, 138). “When instituted signs have been added to 

natural signs, we can speak and write, read and think” 

(ibid., 139). But Fisch offers a “closer approximation,” 

one “involving purpose and choice, will and decision.” 

He does not recoil from the implication of this more 

exact articulation of the meaning of human institutions; 

rather he embraces it. Insofar as our institutions are an 

affair of “purpose and choice, will and decision” – re-

solve and commitment or deep antipathy driving toward 

the annihilation of an inherited institution – this involves 

“the arbitrary.” What Fisch means by this is very close to 

one of the facets of convention highlighted by Buchler, 

since he stresses that the notion of institution is “the 

notion of what would or might have been otherwise if 

the purpose had been different, but of what might also 

have been otherwise to the same purpose” (ibid., 138).  

Variability of means to the same end and variability of 

the end itself are both defining features of human institu-

tions. The ends might have been otherwise than they are; 

so, too, the means to those ends might themselves have 

been otherwise. The very notion of institution is, on this 

account, that of “what is subject to critique in light of the 

original purpose if this can be found [or recovered], or in the 

light of any purpose that may have taken its place; and of 

what is alterable by subsequent decisions, but never so 

alterable as to cease to be arbitrary” in the relevant sense. 

What sense is this? By this word, Fisch does not mean 

‘unreasonable’ [or that which is utterly without reason] but 

[as the root of the word suggests] ‘dependent on the will’; 

more exactly,” he means “‘residually arbitrary in the sense 

that, when reason has done what it can, discretion remains 

and commitment is still required” (Fisch 1975, 139, note 1). 

He is confident that allowing for such arbitrariness as a 

feature of our institutions does not impair “the objectivity 

of value.” Properly understood, the “arbitrariness” of our 

institutions and the objectivity of some of our valuations are 

not inherently opposed to each other. Ordinal naturalism 

and objective relativism are far from being contradictory: 

there is indeed an elective affinity between these two 
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positions. Relations are no less real than relata (cf. Ryder 

2005, 2013, 2015). Moreover, the relation of valuing sub-

jects to cherished objects is no more subjective than that of 

perceiving subjects to perceived objects. In particular, that 

anything is dependent to some extent on our wills – our 

resolve and commitment, our abiding faith and invested 

energy – does not make what is so dependent anything 

“specious” or ephemeral or illusory.  

Our institutions are thus arbitrary in the sense that 

they are to some extent dependent on our wills, our 

resolve and morale (Hocking), our commitments and 

“faiths” (those beliefs for which we are willing to make 

immense sacrifices, which we are unwilling to see rout-

ed). They are sets of conventions in Buchler’s sense, 

both facilitating certain modes of activity and making 

possible forms of convening, both familiar forms and 

innovative ones (herein we see the double emphasis on 

conventions as convenient or facilitative and as bound 

up with coming together, i.e., convening). Such conven-

tions hold the promise of inviting or at least allowing us 

to come together anew, in ways in which this time we 

might embody more inclusively and radiantly the ideals 

in whose name we are summoned together.  

When we turn to the realm of morals and politics, 

however, what seems utterly ephemeral and unsubstan-

tial (not least of all moods and tone) occupies not only a 

central place but also a justifiable role (the tone in which 

values are defended is no peripheral or negligible mat-

ter, at least if William James and Justus Buchler are to be 

taken at their word). The political mood in the U.S. and 

indeed elsewhere at this time is one of anger, resent-

ment, frustration, and outrage. It tends to be expressed 

in harsh and shrill tones. Allow me briefly to argue this 

point but only with respect to tone.3 

 
By Their Tone Are All Our Utterances Lost or Saved  
 

On November 7th, 1907, William James presented a paper 

at Radcliff College entitled “The Social Value of the College 

                                                 
3 In an attempt to come to terms with mood and tone, I have 
written “Emersonian Moods, Peircean Sentiments, and Ellingto-
nian Tones” (Colapietro 2019). 

Bred.” It was then published in McClure’s Magazine, a far 

from insignificant fact about this occasional piece. Less 

than fifty years later, Buchler contributed a piece to the 

volume on Bertrand Russell in the Library of Living Philos-

ophers, one focused on “Russell and the Principles of 

Ethics.” James’s text and Buchler’s would seem to have 

very little, indeed, hardly anything in common. This how-

ever turns out to be far from true. Both authors in an 

arresting manner, at a climactic moment in in their appar-

ently disparate endeavors, thematize tone. They make it 

an explicit and truly central theme of their discourse. And 

they do so in ways that both significantly overlap and 

mutually support each other. Especially in my effort to 

honor an intellectual friend, there is possibly no more 

fitting note to end on than the one sounded by James and 

Buchler in their surprising attention to this an admittedly 

vague topic, though arguably a topic as humanly signifi-

cant cannot avoid words which are terribly vague. Since 

James’s essay turns out to be, in his own words, a medita-

tion on tone, but one linked to his “religious” adherence 

to American democracy, it is all the more apt to recall that 

this essay is an attempt to honor the work of John Ryder, 

a passionate champion of democratic socialism. 

“A socialist is,” Terry Eagleton suggests in Ideology, 

“just someone who is unable to get over his or her 

astonishment that most people who have lived and died 

have spent lives of wretched, fruitless, unremitting toil. 

Arrest history at any point whatsoever, and this is what 

we will find” (Eagleton 1991, 82). What we will inevitably 

find, more fully articulated, is this: “The sheer struggle 

for material survival and reproduction, in conditions of 

real or artificially induced scarcity, has tied up such 

enormous resources of human energy that we would 

surely expect to find its traces inscribed in the rest of 

what we do” (ibid., 82–83). To date, material production 

constitutes nothing less than “the major narrative” of 

human history (ibid., 83).  

One can imagine someone with invincible indiffer-

ence or, worse, casual cruelty saying, “It is what it is, 

honeybunch” (as Mary Trump reports members of her 

family, including her Uncle Donald, were wont to say). 



Pragm at ism Tod ay Vol .  12 ,  Issue 2 ,  2021  
CO N V E N T I O N S ,  IN S T I T U T I O N S ,  A N D  C OM M I T M E N T S :  CO M I N G  TO G E T H E R  A N E W  
V inc e n t  C o la p ie t r o   

 
 

 

But viscerally recoiling from the slaughter bench of 

human history, when the slaughter involves nothing 

more (!) than the wretched toil of the overwhelming 

mass of human beings, we spontaneously ask, what, if 

anything, justifies this sacrifice? As Hegel astutely ob-

serves, we cannot help but recoil from looking at “the 

slaughter-bench of human history” but also cannot help 

asking, “What, if anything, has been won by these strug-

gles and strivings, these sacrifices and indeed this 

slaughter.” James exhibited a certain blindness in his 

own generally generous humanity when he took the or-

dinary laborer to be consoled or, at least, sustained by 

the most trivial compensations (“a quid of tobacco, a 

glass of beer, a cup of coffee, a meal, and a bed”), for 

they are not, James surprisingly claims, moved or held 

upright by any “ideal inner spring” (James 1978, 656). 

But is this true? My grandparents, immigrants from 

southern Italy, were unquestionably animated by what 

Erik Erikson identified as generativity, not any trivial 

compensation. I am certain those of countless other 

children and grandchildren of immigrants were animated 

by such a commitment as well. 

In any event, James argues in “The Social Value of 

College-Bred” for a college education in which “the mas-

terpieces in almost any field of human endeavor” are 

central (James 1987, 107). He identifies this with the 

“humanities.” “The sifting of human creations! – nothing 

less than this is what we ought to mean by the humani-

ties” (ibid., 107–108). Such sifting enables us to “learn 

what types of activity have stood the test of time”; 

moreover, to appreciate “standards of the excellent and 

[simply the] durable” (ibid., 108). He links this explicitly 

to institutions: “All of our arts and sciences and institu-

tions are so many quests for perfection on the part of 

men” and women (emphasis added). “Our critical sensi-

bilities grow,” as a result of such engagement, “more 

acute and less fanatical” (ibid.). We to learn to “sympa-

thize with men’s mistakes even in the act of penetrating 

them [in that of coming to see them unequivocally as 

mistakes]” (ibid.). Such an education extends far beyond 

the appraisal of technical achievements; ideally, it ex-

tends to an assessment of human character. Such an 

education in the humanities ought to light up in us “a 

lasting relish for the better kind of man, a loss of appe-

tite for mediocrities, and a disgust for cheapjacks”; it 

ought to equip us with the capacity “to smell […] the 

difference of quality in men [and women] and their 

proposals when we enter the world of affairs about us” 

(ibid.). In sum, such an education “should enable us to 

know a good man when we see him” (ibid.). Given that 

James is making this pitch at Vassar, we today are likely 

to cringe, at least a bit. There is reason to do so. But 

there is also truth, even wisdom, in what he proposes, 

however chauvinistically expressed. 

At the time of this talk, James was passionately caught 

up in the anti-imperialist movement and had been for 

more than a decade (cf. Susan Harris). In his judgment, 

imperialism and other notable features about our political 

ethos (e.g., corruption, lynching [Perry 1935, 317], the 

undue influence of Andrew Carnegie, Cornelius Vander-

bilt, John D. Rockefeller, J. P. Morgan, et al.) threatened 

the very reality of democracy. James is emphatic about 

this: “Democracy is on trial, and no one knows how it will 

stand the ordeal” (James 1987, 109). He does not dismiss 

the commonplace criticism of American democracy – the 

preferences of this country “are inveterately for the infe-

rior” (ibid.); the critics insist, “So it was in the beginning 

[…] and so it will be world without end” (ibid.). “Vulgarity 

enthroned and institutionalized [even if it disguises itself 

as anti-institutionalism], elbowing everything superior 

from the highway,” the critics shout, “is our irremediable 

destiny” (ibid.). James is disposed to grant much of the 

criticism but to resist the conclusion (in his day, as in ours, 

vulgarity has been, please note the word, enthroned). He 

is not at all an optimist, however much of a meliorist he is: 

“Nothing future is quite secure”: nation-states with deep-

er traditions and stronger institutions than ours have 

imploded. One must confront, squarely and unblinkingly, 

the possibility that “democracy as a whole may undergo 

self-poisoning” (ibid.). For us, however, “democracy is a 

kind of religion, and we are bound not to admit its fail-

ure.” By this, James means not that we are to close our 
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eyes to the failures of our ethos and polity – far from it; 

but he does mean that we are committed to fighting to 

ensure the success of our democratic ideals. “The cease-

less whisper of the more permanent ideals [those of 

equality and fraternity or solidarity, not just that of free-

dom in abstraction from our democratic ideals] […] must 

warp the world in their direction” (James 1987, 110). 

We are committed to making this come true: our 

democratic faith is predicated on Jamesian courage: 

faith in the fact can, in some circumstances, create the 

fact and we take our social and political situation to be 

one such circumstance. Our faith in democracy is such 

that we will not “sit down fatalistically before the croak-

er’s picture” (ibid., 109). Rather we have an invincible 

faith in “the contrary vision of a democracy stumbling 

through every error till its institutions glow with justice 

and its customs shine with beauty” (ibid.).4 The “living 

drama works itself out between us” (ibid., 110); and 

there are those of us who simply refuse to allow our 

institutions and traditions to rot to the point that de-

mocracy has failed, simplicter. “Real culture lives,” James 

stresses, “by sympathies and admirations”; it does not 

live for long, at least, by smug dismissals and mocking 

denunciations (ibid., 111). The tone of ridicule is one 

sound, that of reverence another. And the only culture 

worth defending is one in which the tone of affirmation 

and even reverence is audible. 

“‘Tone,’ to be sure, is,” James is quick to admit, “a 

terribly vague word, but there is no other, and this 

whole meditation [on education and democracy] is over 

questions of tone” (James 1987, 111). He is convinced: 

“By their tone all things human [including our democrat-

                                                 
4 James was acutely aware that human institutions betray their 
overarching purposes: “when a living want of mankind has got 
itself officially protected and organized in an institution, one of 
the things which the institution most surely tends to do is stand 
in the way of the natural gratification of the want itself. We see 
this in laws and courts of justice; we see it in ecclesiasticisms; 
we see it in the academies of the fine arts, in the medical and 
other professions, and we even see it in the universities them-
selves” (“Human “Immortality”). This is not a warrant for des-
pair; it is rather a goad to institute procedures of reform in 
every one of our institutions. These of course will eventually, 
perhaps quickly, be seized by the “schemers” (Perry 1935, 289). 
The ground however simply cannot be ceded to their villainy.  

ic institutions and traditions] are lost or saved.” The 

survival, not just the flourishing, of democracy depends 

upon catching “the higher, healthier tone” (ibid.).5 

When we turn from this talk to Justus Buchler’s “Rus-

sell and the Principles of Ethics,” his contribution to The 

Philosophy of Bertrand Russell (Library of Living Philoso-

phers), we encounter something remarkable. Buchler is no 

less emphatic than James in making tone central to his 

understanding of the moral life. “Every moral choice,” 

Buchler suggests, “is inescapably the expression of a guid-

ing moral tone. This guiding moral tone is the fundamental 

directed sensibility of an individual with respect to moral 

situations” (Buchler 1989, 530). I find this emphasis in 

Buchler’s account of ethics, a branch of philosophy to 

which he contributed much less than, say, ontology or the 

metaphysics of utterance, remarkable. “The guiding tone 

and the guiding principles embedded in an individual’s 

conduct are,” Buchler insists, “closely related” (ibid., 531). 

Russell was “quite at a loss to understand why any one 

should be surprised at my expressing vehement ethical 

judgments” (Russell 1989, 722). More generally, he ap-

pears to be quite at a loss to comprehend what Buchler 

proposes in his contribution to this volume, including his 

critic’s effort to thematize tone. Russell simply passes over 

this theme in silence. On the one hand, Russell’s ethics is, 

from Buchler’s perspective, too abstract, focused on prin-

ciples in abstraction from the tone in which they are de-

fended. On the other, it is too subjectivist, not paying 

sufficient heed to the actual conditions in which moral 

sensibility is forged and reformed. While Russell contends 

(at least on Buchler’s account) that “impulses and desires 

emanate from a principle prior to them in some sense” 

(Buchler 1989, 523), this critic himself is disposed to “sub-

stitute compulsion and imagination” for “impulse and 

desire” (ibid.). We cannot go into the details of this disa-

                                                 
5 In James’ judgment, “the strongest force in politics is human 
scheming, and the schemers will capture every machinery that 
you can set up against them” (Perry, II, 289). Consequently, the 
cultivation of moral character, not the perfection of institutional 
machinery, in the end secures the possibility of a democratic 
ethos (an ethos inclusive of, but not reducible to, polity). Insofar 
as the appeal to what Lincoln called “our higher angels” is 
ineffective, democracy in the vital sense is absent. 
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greement. The important point for our immediate purpose 

is that imagination, properly understood, is a “spring” of 

conduct. “The movement of imagination [here]. […] en-

compasses the tentative, groping, indecisive aspect of 

activity and purpose; the course of random experiment; 

the almost subconscious search for possibilities” (ibid.). As 

far as ethics goes, however, this movement is yoked to a 

wide array of human compulsions. By our constitution and 

circumstances, we are compelled, for instance, to eat and 

work and commingle with our conspecifics and other 

animals. What Russell cannot provide, Buchler alleges, is a 

convincing account of “individual approval” in the moral 

sphere. A naturalistic account in which the complex inter-

play of compulsion and imagination operates to generate, 

sustain, and prompt the alterations of an individual moral 

sensibility can, however, provide just this. But it leads to an 

understanding of such a sensibility in which the theme of 

tone is unquestionably salient: to repeat, the “guiding tone 

is the fundamental directed sensibility of an individual with 

respect to moral situations” (Buchler 1989, 530). By their 

tone are all things human lost or saved; but, then, by their 

tone so too is our sensibility disclosed, it being a fruit of the 

interplay between compulsion and imagination. As much 

as it would be instructive to delve more deeply into this 

topic, I must break off this discussion here. 

 

Conclusion  
 

John Ryder and I (and also of course countless others) owe 

more than we can measure to James, Dewey, Santayana, 

Woodbridge, Sellars, Cohen, Randall, Buchler, and other 

naturalists, pragmatists, and representatives of other 

traditions, including idealism (Royce, Hocking, and Blan-

shard) and personalism (Howison, Bowne, and Bertocci). 

As great as our natural debt is (see the opening of Buch-

ler’s Nature and Judgment), our historical debt is equally 

incalculable. By John Ryder’s probing engagement with 

diverse intellectual traditions, he has lived a life of query, 

one in which reason in Buchler’ sense is unquestionably 

manifest. His speculative audacity has been matched by 

his moral passion for a more just arrangement for ordi-

nary human beings in the only context that ultimately 

matters, the everyday contexts of their workaday lives, 

including of course the working hours of daily life. In writ-

ing this essay, I have tried to honor his audacity, passion, 

and commitments. I hope in this endeavor I have hit upon 

the right tone. The sound of his own words and of course 

their substance have aided me immensely in thinking 

through a host of issues. Thinking with him in his efforts to 

think through these issues has been immensely pleasura-

ble and profitable. But, then, thinking alongside of him, 

then veering off into directions he has not – at least not 

yet – explored in much detail has, in a different way, been 

heartening and rewarding. If on this occasion I have opted 

to think alongside him, veering off into a discussion of 

topics germane to his inquiries but rarely at the center of 

his concern, I hope that my adherence to the principle of 

complementarity will itself be greeted as a compliment. 

The prospects for convening anew as citizens of both 

a particular place (see, e.g., Ryder 2004) and a global 

community (see, e.g., Ryder 2007) have been greatly 

enhanced by the various facets of John Ryder’s intellec-

tual life, above all, by his historically rich and contempo-

raneously focused writings. His resolute commitment to 

the transformation of a plutocratic culture into a truly 

democratic ethos is everywhere audible in his impressive 

oeuvre. It is articulated in an unfailingly humane, nu-

anced, historically acute, and naturalistically frank tone. 

Just listen. Read with your mind’s ear open. John Ryder’s 

writings invite us to come together anew in the name of 

all that is – ought to be – inviolable. The things we en-

counter in our experience are sufficient unto the day and 

the day after tomorrow – and the day after that. They 

are, as William Stafford (manifestly a “child” of Frost) 

stresses in “Allegiances,” the common things (the com-

monplace bonds), securing for sentient beings a shared 

perspective, a minimal community of truly indefinite 

inclusiveness6 and thus political salience (cf. Singer): 

                                                 
6 “The course of history is nothing but,” James suggests, “the story 
of man’s struggles from generation to generation to find [or insti-
tute] the more and more inclusive order. Invent some manner of 
realizing your own ideals and which will also satisfy the alien de-
mands – that and that only is the path of peace!” (James 1978, 623). 
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Suppose an insane wind holds all the hills 
while strange beliefs whine at the traveler's ears,  
we ordinary beings can cling to the earth and love 
where we are, sturdy for common things (Staf-
ford 1998, 128).7 
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