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Scott Pratt [SP]: The concept of pragmatic naturalism that 

you have developed brings together the work of the classi-

cal pragmatist philosophers and what you call the Colom-

bia University naturalists including your teacher, Justus 

Buchler, John Hermann Randall, Jr., and F. J. E. Wood-

bridge. Part of your case for the view is its usefulness as a 

view that can move debates beyond those tied to long-

established dualisms and the search for absolute truths. 

Another part of your case is that pragmatic naturalism can 

play a role in addressing experienced problems of the 

present world in areas like international relations, religion, 

and cultural difference. Can you tell us a little about the 

origins of pragmatic naturalism in your thinking? 

 
John Ryder [JR]: First, I should begin by thanking you, 

Scott, for these thought-provoking questions. I shall try 

in my responses to do them justice. 

You ask here about the origins of pragmatic natural-

ism in my thinking, and my response will mix a bit of my 

own philosophical trajectory with conceptual articula-

tion. Perhaps it is a matter of temperament (with a nod 

to William James), but since my student years I have 

been inclined to embrace, or at least entertain, a fairly 

wide range of ideas, often simultaneously. Like many 

people of my generation, coming of age as we did in the 

middle of the Vietnam War and the counterculture, I 

was inclined to radical political ideas and a sensitivity to 

spiritual matters. In relatively equal measure I was inter-

ested in Marxism and Buddhism, combined with a con-

siderable dose of Wittgenstein. The nature of my 

interest in these ideas has changed over the years, but 

what has remained is a desire to understand the world 

and one’s life such that conceptual and experiential 

variety, diversity, and depth can be maintained and 

enabled to cohere. 

When I came to graduate school and became famil-

iar with Buchler and Dewey’s thinking, the conceptual 

pieces began to fall into place. The Columbia naturalist 

tradition that Dewey helped to define and from which 

Buchler emerged never accepted certain ideas that be-

came more common in later versions of naturalism: that 

all presumed reality must be describable in material 

terms, and that genuine knowledge arises only in the 

natural sciences with the help of mathematics. Their 

alternative to these two ideas, namely that nature con-

tains multitudes and that knowledge has many sources 

indicate, in my understanding, the ontological and epis-

temological openness and diversity that Dewey and 

Buchler’s philosophical achievements elaborate. 

Buchler, it should be pointed out, did not describe 

himself as a pragmatist, though he certainly understood 

his conceptual debt to Dewey, Peirce, James, Mead, and 

others. He was more interested in working out the de-

tails of a conception of nature, which is to say of reality 

generally, that does justice to the multiplicity and variety 

that we encounter in it. The ordinal ontology he devel-

ops is the result of this effort. Dewey devoted far more 

attention to the epistemological side of it all than did 

Buchler, and it is here that, as I see it, we find the most 

important features of his pragmatism or instrumental-

ism. Among them are an understanding of ideas as tools, 

of fallibilism, of inquiry as the solution of problems, and 

the interactional character of experience. 

Taken together, Buchler’s ordinality, which I read as 

a more detailed development of Dewey’s relationality, 

and Dewey’s interactional understanding of human 

being and experience, are the conceptions from which 

contemporary pragmatic naturalism emerges. My own 

work is an attempt to further ramify, and apply in the 

respects in which I presume to have some measure of 

competence, those basic insights, 

 
SP: At the center of your view is the ordinal theory of 

relations developed by Buchler and it is in this context 

that dualisms, claims to absolute truth, and the nature of 

difference (among individuals, nations, cultures and so 

on) are framed. One means of understanding the idea of 
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difference is in the context of part/whole relations. In 

the ordinal theory of relations, you have observed, there 

can be no wholes because wholes depend only on inter-

nal relations and so are not dependent on relations with 

others, that is, external relations and so would have “no 

identity” (as you observe in The Things in Heaven and 

Earth, 2013). The term, ‘whole’ can also refer to some-

thing as both complete and related to other wholes 

(Buchler seems to affirm this sort of whole when he 

observes that the “whole is not simpler than a part, nor 

a part simpler than the whole”.)1 I’m interested in how 

pragmatic naturalism, with its emphasis on relationality, 

also accounts for things that are disconnected or at least 

bounded such that they are rightly called wholes.  

 
JR: If I read the question correctly, you are asking about 

how identity is sustained without losing the relationality 

of entities. If that is indeed the question, then the an-

swer necessarily has recourse to some of the details of 

an ordinal ontology. I would repeat the point I made 

above, which is that my own thinking rests, with very 

little emendation, on the details of Buchler’s ordinality 

and Dewey’s pragmatism. One point of divergence with 

Buchler is that I hold what has been called an emergent 

naturalism that, while accepting the ontological parity of 

whatever complexes and whatever kinds of complexes 

nature presents, the material order does appear to be 

prior in time. I refer to this idea as ordinal materialism, a 

term that I imagine might not have been well received 

by Buchler. With respect to Dewey, one important disa-

greement I have with him is his reliance, I would call it an 

over-reliance, on inquiry as a feature of experience. Not 

all experience is characterized by inquiry, nor in fact 

does knowledge require inquiry as its source. We experi-

ence, or in Buchler’s terms we judge, in more ways than 

inquiry presupposes, and knowledge may arise in any of 

them. Aside from points like this, I am prepared to ac-

cept most of the technical details of Buchler and Dew-

                                                 
1 Buchler, Justus. 1990. Metaphysics of Natural Complexes. 
Second, expanded edition. Eds. Kathleen Wallace, Armen Mar-
soobian, with Robert S. Corrington. SUNY Press, p. 24. 

ey’s work, at least until someone offers preferable alter-

natives. 

The question about relations, wholes, and parts re-

quires us to return to some of the details of Buchler’s 

ordinal ontology. First, I would pose the question a bit 

differently than you have done. Neither Buchler nor I 

would say that there can be no wholes, if by a “whole” we 

mean an entity or complex that has an identity that can be 

specified, indicated, described, or generally discriminated. 

There are in fact countless such wholes or complexes in 

nature. What there cannot be is a “whole of nature,” or 

“nature as a whole.” The reason for this has to do with the 

structural character of any and all complexes. 

Any complex, which is the generic term for any enti-

ty of any kind, is characterized by the complexes which it 

locates, which is to say those complexes that are its 

traits, and those complexes of which it is a trait, or in 

which it is located. And, it should be pointed out, not all 

such relations are relations of parts to wholes. Among 

the constituent traits of the complex which is the grape-

fruit tree in my yard are its branches, leaves and roots. 

These complexes are parts of the tree, but there are 

other complexes that are equally constituents of the tree 

that are not parts, for example the chemical traits of its 

atmosphere and the nutritional features available in the 

soil in which it grows. These traits are equally constitu-

tive of the nature of the tree, though they are not in any 

normal sense parts of the tree. As for the more perva-

sive orders or relations in which the tree figures as a 

constituent trait, there is the fact that it is growing in my 

yard, and provides fruit that I eat, and that it is now an 

example in a philosophical discourse. These ordinal 

locations contribute to the character of the tree as a 

whole, as an identifiable complex. 

There is a more technical way to put all this, and it is in 

fact the way that Buchler defines identity in his Metaphys-

ics of Natural Complexes. Each constituent trait of a com-

plex provides an integrity, which simply means that each 

identifiable trait is distinct and can be discriminated from 

among other traits and complexes. The trunk of my grape-

fruit tree is an example. Every complex has an indefinite 
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number of such traits, some of which are parts and some 

of which are not, and all are constitutive of the complex. 

This is what it means to say that all complexes are rela-

tional. Every complex is constituted, then, by a more or 

less expansive set of integrities, and taken together these 

integrities define the complex’s gross integrity. Due to the 

number and variety of constituent relations and therefore 

of integrities, every complex has a unique set of integri-

ties, and thus a unique gross integrity, or contour. The 

gross integrity or contour of a complex is what defines its 

identity and distinguishes it from all other complexes. 

Thus, an entity of any kind is simultaneously relationally 

constituted and a distinct and discriminable whole. 

This, as I mentioned, is a structural and static ac-

count of identity, and it leaves to be discussed the ques-

tion of identity through time. Buchler describes the 

identity of a complex through time, and again I have no 

reason not to accept his account, as the ongoing relation 

between the contour of a complex and any of its integri-

ties. So, again as Buchler puts it, Heraclitus was wrong to 

say that we cannot step twice into the same river be-

cause he was confusing the contour of the complex 

which is the river with a subset of its individual integri-

ties. The river is not simply its water, or its banks, but a 

contour with shifting relations among its various traits, 

including the water flowing through it, the shape of its 

banks, the chemical constitution of the water, the wild-

life that lives in or near it, and countless other features. 

The ongoing relation between the contour of the river 

and any of its constitutive integrities allows us to under-

stand how the river retains its identity amidst constant 

movement and change. 

These are the technical details that enable a relational 

conception of nature to account for wholes, constitutive 

relations, identity, and identity through time. These are of 

course important because without them a relational 

conception of nature would not cohere, and the rest of 

pragmatic naturalism would be a flimsy edifice at best. 

 

SP: The issue of individual things (whether they are 

people, groups, institutions or ideas) and their bounda-

ries (concrete and otherwise), raises a question about 

how you respond to cultural and ontological differences. 

I’m thinking in particular about how you would concep-

tualize places, especially as they function in understand-

ing indigenous conceptions of themselves and the world. 

Your robust cosmopolitanism, which avoids the prob-

lems of the received version (inspired by Kant among 

others), may provide a useful framework for understand-

ing place, but the view turns on the idea of recognizing 

the interests of others. The challenge, I suspect, is that 

interests are themselves relational and so, given quite 

different ontologies, the interests of Lakota communi-

ties, for example, might not be accessible to a non-indi-

genous cosmopolitan. In the face of such radical differ-

ences, I’m reminded of Lakota philosopher, Vine Deloria, 

Jr.’s proposal in Custer Died for your Sins: An Indian 

Manifesto: “What we need is a cultural leave-us-alone 

agreement, in spirit and in fact”.2 What resources does 

pragmatic naturalism give those of us from dominant 

cultures and places to engage with peoples and their 

places who would rather be left alone? 

 
JR: There are several issues at work here: the meaning of 

a social and political theory grounded in common inter-

ests; the rationale and value of such a theory; and the 

potential problem of the existence of conflicting inter-

ests. I cannot take up all these questions here, but it is 

possible to point in some directions that may be relevant 

to the concerns you raise. 

As you indicate, I have been chasing the idea of a so-

cial and political theory based on common interests for 

some years. There is still a good deal of work to do in ar-

ticulating and justifying the theory, and I am working on 

it. But the very basic outlines of the idea are available 

now. The initial conception comes from Dewey’s defini-

tion of democracy in Democracy and Education in which 

he specifies the two basic traits of a successful commu-

nity: the existence of common interests among member 

                                                 
2 Deloria, Vine. 2014. Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Mani-
festo. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, p. 27.  
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of a community, and the active pursuit of common in-

terests with others outside of one’s community. This is 

an immensely rich insight on Dewey’s part, and one that 

has not yet been explored and developed adequately. 

The first point, which is the existence of common in-

terests, engages a number of issues. Most importantly, it 

offers an alternative to social and political theories that 

assume the need for common goals or common concep-

tions of a social “good”. It is also an alternative to theo-

ries of deliberative democracy that are predicated on 

extensive engagement with one another over social and 

political problems with an eye toward achieving com-

mon purpose or values. With respect to the presumed 

need for common goals or conceptions of the good 

among members of a community or broader society, it 

may be that in a small community it is possible to ac-

complish them, but it is increasingly unlikely in larger 

and more complex societies. If we think instead of com-

mon interests rather than common beliefs and concep-

tions, we may find it much easier to locate grounds for 

both communication and collaborative action. My 

neighbor and I may disagree about many features of the 

good life, the good society, and ways to achieve them, 

but by virtue of being members of the same community 

we have some interests in common: good roads, clean 

water, high quality schools, baseball, etc. We are unlikely 

to achieve common notions of the good, or even to 

deliberate on the question, but we are likely to act, and 

often act in concert with common purpose, in pursuit of 

the interests we hold in common. 

The attempt to develop a useful theory along these 

lines confronts the problem, to which your question 

alludes, that in some cases interests conflict. The Found-

ers of the US political system dealt with this problem by 

designing a system of government through which they 

thought the various conflicting interests would be bal-

anced. When one reads their analyses carefully, though, 

for example Madison’s 10th Federalist Paper, it is clear 

that they only recognized some interests as legitimate, 

and it was therefore only those interests that the politi-

cal system was designed to balance. Specifically, they are 

the differing and conflicting interests among owners of 

various forms of property, and Madison is explicit about 

this. The interests of the unpropertied do not even come 

up as legitimate interests to be accommodated. Average 

Americans have been struggling against this inappropri-

ately weighted feature of our political system ever since. 

The example you give of Lakota conceptions and wishes 

may be seen as an instance of this feature of our history, 

society, and polity. 

So, we have not resolved the problem of the exist-

ence of conflicting interests, and a workable theory 

based on common interests would have to do so. One 

clue along these lines arises from the second of Dewey’s 

features of successful communities, which is the pursuit 

of common interests with those beyond one’s communi-

ty. This feature of a defensible society, which I have 

referred to as a democratic responsibility, is possible 

only if we engage the other with respect and with an 

assumption of moral equality. To pursue common inter-

ests with others is not to insist that they adopt ours, or 

that we adopt theirs. Nor does it presume that there are 

no conflicting or antagonistic interests among us. It is, 

rather, to engage with the other such that common 

interests, if they exist, can be identified and acted on. It 

is also to say that if circumstances call for it, explicit 

efforts are made to engender common interests as a 

way of enabling us to live with one another. 

Unfortunately, these ideals in concept and action are 

rarely, if ever, adopted. We can again consider American 

history as an illustration, though there is nothing unique-

ly American about these faults. The tendency has been 

that those with the power to set policy have simply 

assumed the necessity and justifiability of imposing their 

interests, vision, and will on others. This has been the 

history of the US government’s engagement with Native 

peoples, of men’s engagement with women, of the 

various forms of racial dominance that characterize the 

society, and not least of the dominance of the proper-

tied over the unpropertied. A comparable point may be 

made about the state’s engagement with other coun-

tries. None of this is justifiable for a social and political 
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theory that derives from the importance of common 

interests, respect for one another, and the moral equali-

ty among all of us. 

These ideas are applicable, to return to your ques-

tion, to the engagement with people who wish to retain 

a sense of distinctiveness and difference. You offer the 

example of the Lakota, who may emphasize the distinc-

tiveness of their place and a wish to maintain it and all 

that it implies for their community. Other similar cases 

are also available to us, for example such communities 

as the Amish, who also wish to retain their ways even as 

they engage with those outside their community. To 

pursue common interests with such people and their 

communities is not to impose anything on one another. 

As long as we begin with the presumptions of respect 

and moral equality, it is possible to engage with one 

another in such ways that the interests we have in com-

mon can be advanced without imposition and domina-

tion on anyone’s part, and without requiring agreement 

on social values or the common good or democracy or 

any other such ideals. 

Whatever other reasons any community may have 

for emphasizing the distinctiveness of their place and its 

meaning, members of communities have interests, and 

some of those interests are common to members of 

other communities. The details differ from time to time 

and place to place, but for whatever common interests 

we have in any time and place, it is to the advantage of 

all of us that they be advanced. We all need natural re-

sources, and individual and collective security, and ap-

propriate conditions to raise our children, and opportu-

nities for them to grow and develop, and opportunities 

for us to live our lives in all the richness that can be 

found, regardless of the fact that each of us may define 

those conditions differently. It is interests such as these, 

adjusting for time and place, that I have in common with 

my neighbors, and a Lakota community has in common 

with those around it, regardless of what else we may 

think about the social good, democracy, religion, or 

anything else. Not only is it possible to take account of 

uniqueness of place and its meaning, a social and politi-

cal theory based on common interests, respect, and 

moral equality requires it of us. Though it remains to be 

worked out, my sense is that the resources available to 

us in Dewey and pragmatic naturalism generally can help 

us sort all this out conceptually such that the values can 

be applied fruitfully in practice. 

 
SP: The tensions between indigenous worlds and those 

that are part of dominant cultures (both Western and 

Eastern) lead to a question on the limits of the humanism 

that is central to pragmatic naturalism. As you say, hu-

manism starts by finding in humanity “the natural sources 

of our circumstances, the natural sources of our solutions 

and indeed the natural source of the principles on which 

we act”.3 The result, one might argue, is a view that 

confines pragmatic naturalism’s concern to the problems 

of “men” (to quote Dewey). But what of the problems of 

non-human others? Native peoples in the Northwest of 

the United States have long held that the problems faced 

by species such as salmon are not to be understood as 

human problems but problems for the salmon them-

selves. The human role in responding is not guided by 

human interest, but the interest of individual populations 

of salmon whose origins are in particular rivers. Likewise 

in the Northwest, where I am from, forests are often seen 

as individuals faced with problems that extend well be-

yond human relations and call for responses that at times 

sound like Deloria’s leave-us-alone proposal. I suspect 

that pragmatic naturalism can provide resources for 

engaging these problems as well, but can it do so only at 

the loss of its commitment to humanism and especially 

the “principles on which we act”? 

 
JR: Humanism, as I use the term anyway, means that it is 

the responsibility of people, rather than, say, God or 

fate, to address the problems we encounter. It does not 

mean that only human problems are worth addressing, 

or that only human interests are worth advancing. There 

                                                 
3 Ryder, John. 2013. The Things in Heaven and Earth: An Essay in 
Pragmatic Naturalism, Fordham University Press, p. 288. 
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is nothing in humanism so understood that precludes 

regarding the interests of, for example, other species or 

natural ecosystems warranting the attribution of value, 

and perhaps even in some cases a value greater than this 

or that human interest. There is nothing about the inter-

ests of other species or of ecosystems that would re-

quire us to commit individual or collective suicide, but 

there is also no reason to assume that any individual or 

collective human interests necessarily override the in-

terests of other species and ecosystems. 

While I do not think that the conceptual resources 

available to us provide necessary or automatic answers 

to questions concerning non-human others, the rela-

tionality of our ontology and the nature of experience 

that it suggests do point us in some directions rather 

than others. Our lives are constituted by our relations, if 

only because everything is constituted by its relations, 

and our experience, individual and collective, is an ongo-

ing, constitutive interaction with our environing condi-

tions. Those conditions include other human beings, but 

they also include the vast and varied non-human con-

stituents with which we interact. What characterizes me, 

including whatever interests I may have, may be distin-

guished but not separated from what characterizes the 

many constituents of my environment. My interests are 

constitutively related to the interests of those around 

me. They may be common or they may be conflicting, 

but they are intimately related in that they constitute 

one another with some degree of relevance. This general 

point applies to the salmon and forests as it does to my 

next-door neighbors. 

This, so far, is an ontological point. The question that 

arises from this concerns how we might best understand 

the character of the environing conditions in which our 

own natures and interests are enmeshed. The rocks in my 

garden are constitutively related to me, though I am 

unlikely to think of them as having interests. When we 

turn to organic complexes, though, it seems more plausi-

ble to ascribe interests to them. This is no doubt a com-

plicated matter and should not be treated breezily. The 

point here is simply that the relational constitution of all 

entities (complexes) suggests the possibility of an intima-

cy in our relations with non-human beings that renders 

possible the attribution of interests to them as well as to 

ourselves. What those interests might be, and how we 

might most reasonably determine what they might be, 

are much larger questions. My suspicion is that the way 

we answer those questions most defensibly will in the 

end have a pragmatic dimension. Indeed, whether we 

want to talk in terms of interests on the part of salmon 

and forests may itself be determined pragmatically. We 

will choose the alternatives, in these cases as in others, 

that solve the problems we face most effectively without 

causing greater problems than alternative solutions. This 

makes sense, it seems to me, as long as we keep in mind 

that our own traits and our own interests, and by implica-

tion what in the longer run is good for us, is constitutively 

related to the broader inorganic, organic, and social 

ecosystems of which we ourselves are constituents. 

Moreover, in any particular case the good of constituent 

elements of that ecosystem, such as salmon and forests, 

may override any of our own interests. 

 
SP: I have recently taught what I find to be a particularly 

challenging essay by Leonard Harris, titled “Insurrection-

ist Ethics.”4 The central claim of the paper is that moral 

philosophies are “defective” if they fail to support or 

engage in slave insurrections or if they fail to make 

advocacy of the oppressed a fundamental, “meritorious 

feature of moral agency”. Harris argues that the moral 

theory generated by pragmatism is such a defective 

theory. The problem, Harris argues, is that pragmatism, 

since it lacks principles that demand insurrection in the 

face of oppression, leads to actions and policies that let 

oppressions stand in the hope that things will eventually 

change. And, since pragmatism requires that the solu-

tions it purses are ones that are likely to succeed, even if 

insurrection is a possible response, pragmatism cannot 

                                                 
4 Harris, Leonard. “Insurrectionist Ethics: Advocacy, Moral 
Psychology, and Pragmatism.” In Ethical Issues for a New Mil-
lennium. Ed. By John Howie. Carbondale & Edwardsville: South-
ern Illinois University Press, 2002, pp. 192–210.  
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support it because it is usually a lost cause. Pragmatic 

naturalism has resources that pragmatism alone does 

not bring to problems. How can this view help us re-

spond to present day problems – such as the systemic 

mistreatment of Blacks in the United States or the mis-

treatment of immigrants and refugees around the world 

– that, for Harris at least, call for insurrection? 

 
JR: I begin by making it clear that I have not read Leon-

ard’s essay, and so nothing I say here should be under-

stood as commentary on his position or his argument for 

it. Harris is a first-rate philosopher, and his paper no 

doubt rewards careful reading and consideration. We 

may, though, generalize the issue and approach directly 

the question of social oppression and appropriate re-

sponses to it. 

The point should be made, if it is not clear already, 

that when we talk about pragmatic naturalism’s ap-

proaches to various kinds of problems, we find ourselves 

once again in James’s corridor, with many possible, and 

at times quite different, alternatives available to us. We 

may find in one room a theist and in another an atheist, 

in one room a pacifist and in another a revolutionary, all 

drawing on the same conceptual resources. James 

thought this to be a philosophical strength of pragma-

tism, and I similarly think it to be a strength of pragmatic 

naturalism, for largely the same reasons. These are 

among the most pressing challenges of human life, and a 

conceptual system that hands us ready-made answers to 

them seems to me to be far more dangerous than help-

ful. A system of ready-made answers to questions of 

how to live our lives, for which I use the term “ideology”, 

short circuits one of the most experientially enriching 

features of our lives, which is our ability, more or less 

refined, to engage our problems carefully and to resolve 

them successfully, whether the problems are practical or 

theoretical, quotidian or monumental. 

So, two questions present themselves: what is the 

proper response to conditions of social oppression, and 

what resources if any does pragmatic naturalism offer to 

address the issue properly? It is certainly true that classi-

cal pragmatism was not a revolutionary or insurrection-

ist social theory. This was one of the objections that 

Marxists had to James and Dewey. Dewey did not rule 

out the legitimacy of insurrection, but, as is well known, 

he thought that once we resort to violence, we obviate 

the crucial human capacity of the application of intelli-

gence in the resolution of problems. Though there are 

perfectly sensible and reasonable people who argue that 

in no instances is violence a defensible response to social 

problems, I am inclined to agree with Dewey that the 

default response ought to be something other than 

violence, which means something other than insurrec-

tion, though I see no reason to insist that there can 

never be a circumstance in which the oppression is so 

egregious that no other option is available. We would 

have to acknowledge, though, that once we resort to 

violence, we have created another layer of social prob-

lems that will have to be addressed after the insurrec-

tion. One of the problems with insurrections is that even 

if they succeed, the cure can be as bad as the disease. 

One can certainly understand how unsatisfactory it 

could be for someone who, while a victim of oppression, 

is advised to use what may seem like only half measures 

to respond to it, in the hope that they will work in the 

long run. I imagine that this was something like what 

Martin Luther King felt when the Kennedys asked him to 

stand down because it was not the right time for the 

struggle he advocated. Fortunately, he did not comply 

with that request. A philosophical position that tells us 

to let oppression stand because other possible evils are 

worse is likely to be an unacceptable philosophic posi-

tion for one who suffers the oppression. 

The social conception that I have for many years ar-

gued for has turned in part on the idea that the most 

defensible social and political arrangements are those 

that are most conducive to a rich and meaningful life for 

all members of the relevant community, society, or 

country. There is a good deal of detail that has to be 

filled in here, for example stipulating what we mean by 

“a rich and meaningful life”, and making the case for the 

necessary moral equality and mutual respect that the 
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ideal requires, among other relevant issues. Assuming 

that all of that can be satisfactorily articulated, what 

would follow is that any tradition, practice, or policy is 

oppressive and thereby unacceptable in so far as it fails 

to meet the standard of equity of access to the condi-

tions necessary for a rich and meaningful life. Contem-

porary social oppression, in so far as it meets this 

description, is morally unacceptable, which implies that 

we are obliged to reject it. 

I am reluctant to say that such a philosophic position 

implies an obligation on members of a community or 

society to respond to oppressive conditions in this or 

that specific way. There is in our corridor, as there pre-

sumably was in James’s, room for people to respond to 

life in various ways, including, for example, a kind of 

quietism that might preclude social action. But even if an 

obligation to act, through insurrection or in some other 

way, in response to oppressive conditions does not 

follow, a justification, even an encouragement, of such 

action surely does. 

An action in response to oppression, all other things 

being equal, is a virtuous action and to be encouraged. 

The question remains, though, which such actions are 

called for in general and in specific cases. Different people 

have different strengths, and different people invariably 

think differently about how they may best respond to 

oppressive conditions. I may think that my best contribu-

tion can be in education, while someone else may think 

that her most useful actions are in union organizing, or in 

journalism, or scholarly analysis, or community organizing, 

or in a range of other possible activities. Whichever form 

the pursuit of the social conditions appropriate to a rich 

and meaningful life for all takes, there has to be room for 

the diversity of people, our capacities, and our aspirations. 

 
SP: I worry that James’s corridor is exactly the thing that 

should concern us. Along the corridor, it seems, some 

doors open to theism, atheism, pacifism and revolution. 

Other doors might open into thinking framed by hierar-

chical structures that affirm the natural character of 

oppression and still others into thinking that holds that 

the dignity of humanity demands that any solution must 

respect the oppressors as much as the oppressed. Prag-

matism allows us to step out of limiting ideologies to 

choose the “best” resources, but does it give us some-

thing – or rather some values – with which to make the 

choice? You say that you have long argued for the idea 

that “the most defensible social and political arrange-

ments are those that are most conducive to a rich and 

meaningful life.” Is this, then, a principle that applies 

outside any specific view that supports our pragmatic 

selection of resources? Or is the commitment to a rich 

and meaningful life simply another room in the corridor? 

Put another way, is the commitment to foster rich and 

meaningful lives an emergent principle that overrides 

other such principles or is it a principle alongside other 

principles available for selection? 

 

JR: I am not sure how much pressure we can put on the 

“corridors” metaphor, but we can try a bit more. While it 

is reasonable to say that there are many different rooms 

one may enter from the pragmatic naturalist corridor, 

this should not be taken to imply that all possible rooms 

are equally available. An idea or a point of view may be 

attractive to someone, but that does not mean that the 

idea or point of view can reside reasonably within a 

pragmatic naturalist framework. This, I take it, is some-

thing like what Dewey meant when he said that being 

satisfying does not make an idea or an action satisfacto-

ry. To be satisfactory, other criteria must be met, and to 

be a justifiable and defensible idea it must be consistent 

with the general parameters of a pragmatic naturalist 

philosophic perspective. 

To offer one example, in one of my first publications 

I made the argument that given the relationality of an 

ordinal metaphysics, and other features of its categorial 

detail, it is impossible for there to be a creator God of 

the sort typically endorsed by monotheists. Even though 

there is nothing about pragmatic naturalism that pre-

cludes a religious and even theological development, 

consistency requires that such development not include 

the God of traditional monotheism. 
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Conceptual consistency is one of the criteria that I 

have argued is necessary to establish the adequacy of an 

idea. The way I am inclined to put the general point 

about valuation is that an idea may be philosophically 

justifiable to the degree that it is coherent, plausible, 

and useful. Conceptual consistency is what we mean 

here by coherence; the plausibility condition is met 

when an idea can reasonably be expected to be applica-

ble to people’s lives as they are lived, rather than to 

some ideal conditions concocted by philosophers; and 

the condition of usefulness is met when an idea resolves 

more problems than its alternatives, and more problems 

than it creates. Ideas and theories that do not meet 

these conditions are not justifiable, and, given the meta-

phor, are not available from our corridor. 

The specific question, even if we grant the justifiability 

of a social and political theory that rests on the basic value 

of conditions and policies conducive to rich and meaning-

ful lives for people, is whether alternative conceptions are 

equally justifiable. So, for example, one may wonder 

whether a conception that rests on class, gender or racial 

oppression may be available from our corridor as well. 

This is a good question, and the answer is “no,” 

which is to say that conceptual systems that rest on or 

assume the legitimacy of oppression are not justifiable. 

The case may be stated through a loosely articulated 

argument. The basic ontology with which we operate is 

relational, which means that everything, including peo-

ple and societies, are constituted by their relations. 

When this assumption is applied to individuals and our 

experience, several points are suggested. The first is that 

the experience of individuals is a relational affair, which 

means in part that the features that define us are them-

selves products of the relations in which we stand to 

other people, as well as to our non-social environments. 

We are what we are, in ways that can be specified, by 

virtue of our relations with one another. This ontological 

point has social implications, which include the fact that 

people are by our natures social entities. Conceptions of 

social life that pit one set of individuals against another, 

on the basis of nationality or race or class or gender or 

anything else, fail to take account of the constitutive 

relations in which we stand to one another. To under-

stand ourselves and our societies, we need to take ac-

count of the full range of constitutive elements of our 

social circumstances. In that account, any one person or 

any group of people may be more or less relevant to us 

and to our lives, but none are more or less constitutive. 

This feature of our individual and social conditions 

suggests a second point, which is that there is a basic 

parity in the character of each person’s experience that 

is analogous to the ontological parity among all things. 

Everything that prevails in some set or sets of relations is 

equally real, and similarly, every individual, in that an 

individual is a center of experience, is equally in posses-

sion of the general traits of experience. At the very 

general level, experience is characterized by the dimen-

sions of knowledge, art, and power. To make the point 

quickly, this means that for each of us our experience 

consists of the capacity to learn and to understand our 

lives, to organize and appreciate the integration of our 

experience, and to affect our lives through our own 

action. We are in possession of these features of experi-

ence equally because they describe what it means to be 

human, beyond the merely biological. 

Ontological equality suggests experiential equality, 

which in turn suggests moral equality. There is nothing in 

our natures as human beings that would justify one 

individual or set of individuals having greater freedom 

than another to exercise the defining traits of experi-

ence, and certainly not at the expense of another. To 

push the point one step further, moral equality implies 

the need for social equality, if only because anything less 

than social equality is an unjustifiable impediment to the 

exercise of our power to engage the world as fully as 

possible. We are all equally human, which means that 

we all are equally entitled, if any one of us is, to the 

exercise of the capacities that make us human. The basic 

principles of pragmatic naturalism, then, imply a libera-

tory social and political environment, so that any social 

and political principles that lead to or assume social 

inequality and oppression are inconsistent, and thereby 
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fail to meet the basic justificatory criteria. To that extent, 

there are no doors from our corridor that lead to them. 

Of course, the fuller details of the liberatory social and 

political theory and practice that would be most con-

sistent with our general conception of nature and expe-

rience are yet to be worked out, though as I read him, 

this is basically what Dewey and others have been point-

ing to, so we are not starting from scratch. 

 
SP: The last issue is closely related to your career-long 

interest in international relations. You’ve made a good 

case for pragmatic naturalism’s usefulness in thinking 

about the ways in which national concerns can be en-

gaged in a pragmatic naturalist foreign policy. How 

would this sort of approach assist us in thinking about – 

and responding to – climate change. Where many prob-

lems are faced by nations locally or regionally, climate 

change seems to start with a problem faced by the 

whole, or at least the relational whole, of the planet but 

can only be addressed in the context of individual na-

tional policies and practices. In a related way, these 

national responses are also constrained and enabled by 

what we often call the globalized economy that is itself 

the product of a long history of colonization and imperi-

alism. Such problems mostly seem out of anyone’s 

reach, but I think that pragmatic naturalism, since it 

escapes some of the limits of the narrow nationalism 

that usually blocks effective action, might have some-

thing to contribute. 

 
JR: I think you are right to raise these two issues – inter-

national relations and climate change – in the same 

breath because they are comparable challenges. Both 

involve the policies and actions of nations, in one case 

because it is entirely about the behavior of nations in 

relation to one another, and in the other because in the 

end, effective policy and action require the commitment 

of nations and governments. Both, however, also invite 

to an extraordinary degree dissimulation and disingenu-

ousness on the part of nations and governments, includ-

ing the self-appointed and self-aggrandizing leaders of 

the democratic world, to such a degree in fact that one 

despairs of the possibility of theoretical insight making 

any practical difference. But we keep trying. 

The fundamental point here, as in all the other is-

sues, is that all things (complexes) have the traits they 

have, which is to say they are what they are, by virtue of 

the relations that constitute them. This is as true of 

nations, and of global problems, as of anything else. 

Unfortunately, with respect to the prevailing conception 

of nations we remain stuck in the seventeenth century. 

We do not use the same language as Hobbes, but we act 

on the same assumptions: nations are wholly independ-

ent (sovereign) entities that engage one another in a 

state of nature that, with the exception of some tenu-

ously sustained agreements, is a lawless condition; in the 

engagement with one another, nations compete, or 

cooperate when it seems advantageous, each to ad-

vance its own, self-determined interests. 

If we look at this issue through the lens of the basic 

ontological propositions of pragmatic naturalism, this en-

tire picture is wrong, or at least so distorted as to be coun-

terproductive. Nations are not wholly independent enti-

ties that define their own interests. They are, rather, 

complex entities that possess the traits they do, including 

their interests, by virtue of their relations with their envi-

roning conditions. Among those environing conditions, 

and therefore among the relations that constitute the 

traits of any nation, are other nations. Nations do not exist 

in a state of nature, but in a mutually conditioning set of 

relations, in an ecosystem, or more precisely a set of eco-

systems, and none may be extricated from that complex 

environment. Sovereign nations are sovereign up to a 

point, just as individuals are independent of one another 

up to a point. The “point” in both cases is defined by the 

sets of interests, common and conflicting, that arise in the 

relationally constituted environment in which they prevail. 

The ways in which nations behave toward one anoth-

er will greatly improve if nations and governments can 

come to recognize this feature of their international con-

text. Achieving that recognition is something governments 
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and leaders could do; it is a matter of understanding and 

of choice. My neighbors and I do not regard the neighbor-

hood in which we live as a state of nature in which we are 

in competition with one another. Regardless of our indi-

vidual politics, and of whether we agree on anything in 

particular, we understand that the neighborhood is a 

highly complex entity with relations to the city, to law, to 

transportation, to finance, to cultural formations, to fami-

lies and children and school, and to a host of other factors 

that together enable the neighborhood to be a neighbor-

hood. It was not always here. It emerged, in part by de-

sign, and has developed over time with some degree of 

understanding on the part of its residents of the complex 

social networks in which it prevails. 

The same is true of nations in relation to one anoth-

er, except that national leaders do not realize it. They 

continue to pretend that they lead wholly independent 

entities that maneuver as best they can to best the 

others, even those they regard as friends and allies. It is 

small wonder that much of the detail of the engagement 

of nations with one another is characterized by killing 

people and destroying things. In the neighborhood, it is 

possible to collaborate within the complex social and 

political context in which we exist to get the roads 

paved, the schools operating, the garbage collected, and 

make food available, among a range of other achieve-

ments. In the international context, we cannot even 

figure out how to stop killing one another. 

Enter such big problems as climate change, which af-

fects all of us, though some more urgently than others, 

regardless of national identity. Nonetheless, it is a na- 

tional and an international problem, and without some 

greater degree of understanding and commitment by 

national governments the challenge will not be met. The 

problem is not that there are not individual national 

leaders who grasp the situation and want to address it. I 

am sure that there are at least some such leaders. Their 

efforts are hampered, however, by the failure to under-

stand that each of our nations is constituted by its rela-

tions with the others. One of the implications of that 

ontological feature of our situation is that at least many 

of our interests arise in common and require us to work 

together in their resolution. Such collaborative work, 

however, is very difficult to undertake in a broader 

environment in which we see the other as a potentially 

hostile actor with whom we engage in a veritable state 

of nature. As long as we think about national relations 

that way, it is immensely difficult to maintain the trust 

and the habits that enable collaboration. 

Had we understood the intimacy of the relations that 

already prevail among nations, and of the mutual consti-

tution of our common and even diverging interests, it 

would be far easier now to address problems like climate 

change. Without understanding our condition, and with-

out the habits attendant to that understanding, it is and 

will remain immensely difficult to address the problem 

of climate change effectively, not to mention the many 

other problems we face collectively. And we do not have 

to agree with one another about much in order to do 

that. My neighbor and I can disagree about many things, 

even important things, but still live with one another in 

ways that are conducive to our shared advantage. Na-

tions can do the same, but not if they refuse to under-

stand the realities of their circumstances. 


