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ABSTRACT: This essay compares John Ryder’s pragmatic 
naturalism with four main types of naturalism and their 
metaphysics: descriptive (Santayana and Dewey), process 
(Whitehead, Hartshorne, and Neville), honorific (Schelling 
and Emerson), and ecstatic (Jung, Tillich, and Corrington). 
Ryder’s paleo-pragmatism is contrasted with the construc-
tivism of neo-pragmatism and its abjection of relata and 
Peircean secondness (brute external causality). Ryder’s 
metaphysical pluralism, his rooting of ontology in human 
experience, and his spirit of democracy are highlighted. 
Throughout, a transformed and expanded notion of psy-
choanalysis is shown to be a proper organon for meta-
physics. 
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I met John Ryder around 1980. He was working on his 

Doctorate in Philosophy at SUNY Stony Brook, while I 

was working on mine in Philosophical Theology at Drew 

University. We subsequently got our PhD’s in 1982. I 

became friends with several of his cohorts, primarily 

around the teaching and thought of Justus Buchler. then 

on the faculty at Stony Brook. I first encountered the 

thought of Buchler in a seminar on metaphysics at Tem-

ple University, taught by his student Doug Greenlee. At 

the time I couldn’t make heads nor tales of his meta-

physics, however, a seed was planted. Later, Buchler’s 

Metaphysics of Natural Complexes became one of two 

books that helped shape my philosophy, the other being 

Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit.  

I decided to take the train out to Stony Brook to hear 

Buchler lecture and there met John through our mutual 

friend Jim Campbell, whom I had met in our senior semi-

nar at Temple University. What struck me about John 

was his brilliance and his passion for classical American 

Philosophy. He was and is an engaging personality, al-

ways with an inviting smile. His interest in Russian 

thought, as well as that of Eastern Europe, prepared him 

for his subsequent career. He has developed a robust 

political philosophy that challenges some of the reigning 

assumptions of the conservative movement, which has 

tragically come to haunt American life.  

I wrote a book review on John’s The Things in Heav-

en and Earth: An Essay in Pragmatic Naturalism, in the 

American Journal of Theology and Philosophy in the 

September 2014 issue, and I want to continue my en-

gagement with his congenial perspective and frame an 

expanded view of naturalism to compare with his prag-

matic naturalism. The issues around the much-discussed 

perspective of naturalism partly involve the scope, tenor, 

and basic assumptions presented in the respective views 

as to the nature of naturalism.  

Can one develop a theory of nature and assign traits 

to ‘it ‘as if it is an order? Can nature be a super-order of 

all orders? Can nature be a genus with specific differ-

ences? Does the word “nature” have a referent? The 

ordinal perspective answers “no” to each of these ques-

tions. Nature, and we must cross out the word, cannot 

be an order or even the ‘sum’ of ‘all’ orders, nor can ‘it’ 

have specific differences. What would they be different 

from? One can use Buchler’s terms here and say that 

nature is both providingness and the provided, natura 

naturans and natura naturata. In my language, this is a 

fissuring between nature’s potencies, operating through 

archetypes, and the innumerable orders of the World. 

Rejecting theism, I maintain that nature perennially 

creates itself from itself alone, with fragile teloi in the 

human selving process, but no telos in ‘itself.’ Thus, 

there is no Heilsgeschichte (sacred history) or Seinsges-

chichte (history of being).  

I choose to delineate four types of naturalism and 

then find a place for John’s pragmatic naturalism. For 

some, naturalism assumes that matter and energy are 

the beginning and end points of how we must view 

nature – a forced reductionism. The scope of this version 

of naturalism only extends to these two metaphysical 

traits, while the tenor is that of scientific encompass-
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ment. I call this perspective descriptive naturalism, for its 

bare-bones approach to the innumerable complexes of 

nature. It is based on a one-sided view of science and a 

failure to recognize regnant traits that are not mat-

ter/energy. Santayana and Dewey unfolded a much 

richer account of the nature of naturalism and the na-

ture of nature, but still within the descriptive vein. San-

tayana contrasts the dimension of matter (richly 

conceived) with spirit, which emerges out of the materi-

al conditions of psyche and is finite and fleeting. Dewey 

doesn’t reduce nature to a mater/energy foundation, 

but has a proto-ordinal perspective, which is similar to 

that of William James, that recognizes that the stuff of 

nature can have many traits and lacks a single trait for 

everything. 

A second form of naturalism is that of process natu-

ralism, which posits pluralistic becomings that correlate 

to a di-polar deity, at once a vacuum cleaner (conse-

quent nature) and a persuader (primordial nature). 

While this Whitheadian perspective has been embraced 

by many theologians, it remains in the genre of science 

fiction. A major problem is that, like the descriptive 

form, it wants to reduce nature to a small group of traits, 

e.g., feeling, experience, becoming, and a gentle deity 

that rejects omnipotence for a persuasive lure that slow-

ly pulls actual occasions forward into eternal memory 

(objective, not subjective, immortality) of the results of 

superjection, which happens when an actual occasion 

has fully concresced and ceases to be a drop of experi-

ence. Further, process naturalism posits a universal form 

of internal relation in which each occasion is connected 

to every other through positive and negative prehen-

sions (a feeling of feeling), each ‘real’ and pregnant with 

data. Nature is posited as being an organic super-order 

of all orders and subjective immortality for members of 

the human process is removed. When you are dead only 

god will know it, never you.  

A third form of naturalism is what I call honorific 

naturalism, that selects a key trait manifest in one order 

of nature, and then lifts it up to an honorific status and 

stretches it to cover all orders. A great example is the 

early Emerson (before 1844) who argued in his Nature of 

1836 that nature is best seen as Spirit, (note the capitali-

zation) manifest through a numinous semiotics. Emerson 

has a different notion of Spirit from Santayana’s. For 

Emerson, Sprit is not a mere product of the simian psy-

che, but the heartbeat of nature. Spirit turns all ‘materi-

al’ things into ciphers of itself. Thus, everything other to 

Spirit is less real. This form of naturalism honors one 

regnant trait over all others and argues that not-Spirit 

requires the enveloping of Spirit to idealize all its orders 

– endless idealizing. Honorific naturalism can’t function 

without a scheme of ontological priority, which argues 

that there are degrees of being or of “reality” (a useless 

word in philosophy). 

The fourth form of naturalism, ecstatic naturalism, af-

firms the opposite view; namely, that all orders in nature 

natured are equally real and that nature naturing is also 

equally real, but in different respects – the principle (and 

spiritual practice) of ontological parity. Ecstatic naturalism 

puts stress on natura naturans, which can go by other 

names: unruly ground, unconscious of nature, ground/a-

byss, Great Mother, firstness of firstness, and others. The 

unconscious of nature, which is deeper than the personal, 

cultural, and collective dimensions, is a fissuring and fus-

ing hotbed of potencies and archetypes that spawn, de-

stroy, and shape sequent orders. Archetypes are not 

Platonic forms, but gestalts of power that occur in nature, 

and that dimension of it called “psyche” – not in Santaya-

na’s sense, but in Jung’s. Further stress is placed on the 

aesthetic dimension as the source for values, as recog-

nized by Peirce, and differently by Dewey.  

Ecstatic naturalism takes the notion of “ecstasy” 

from Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit, where ecstasy means the 

standing-outside-of-itself that makes, in my sense, the 

ejections and emanations of natura naturans possible. 

Naturalism is ecstatic when it rides on the self-othering 

of the unconscious of nature. In the dimension of World, 

ecstasy is found in sacred folds as they evoke transfer-

ences and numinosity. Note that ecstasy is not just sim-

ple joy, but also involves the overwhelming sublime as it 

breaks through the boundaries of the beautiful.  
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Ecstatic naturalism shares some traits with the de-

scriptive, process, and honorific forms of naturalism. 

First, it asserts that nature is all there is, and a so-called 

supernatural dimension consists of traits embedded in 

the one nature that there is. But this is meant to reject a 

reductive materialism that puts the supernatural into 

the category of myth (with descriptive naturalism’s 

superficial understanding of mythos). While descriptive 

naturalism ignores the numinous and the emotional 

transferences that animate it, it is committed to a rough-

ly capacious view of ‘all’ of nature. It correlates dimen-

sions that need to be better coordinated and enhances 

the scope and power of the sciences, no matter how 

truncated its view of science. Occam’s razor must be 

used with precision and care, not as a blunt tool for 

violent incisions or unnecessary amputations. 

Ecstatic naturalism shares process naturalism’s rejec-

tion of creatio ex nihilo because there is no prior deity 

that could have caused the causeless and perennially 

self-renewing nature. God, goddesses, and gods are all 

projections of the archetypes embedded in the human 

psyche – sacred folds that are set alight by unconscious 

transferences. Further, the ecstatic variety affirms that 

the endless pulsations of nature naturing are different in 

kind from the process view of creativity as a ground of 

grounds. Natura naturans is the self-removing ground of 

the ejections of archetypes and the innumerable emana-

tions that constitute World (Weltheit or Welt). The nu-

minosity of sacred folds is part of nature, not a channel 

to an alleged supernatural world, even though it is usual-

ly experienced as such. 

Honorific naturalism elevates Spirit to an ultimate 

status, whereas ecstatic naturalism pluralizes Spirit into 

finite spirits that emerge in the between spaces of the 

selving (individuation) process and transfigured orders 

into a unique kind of translucency. The Transcendental-

ists made a quantum leap in philosophy of religion. They 

rejected the alleged divinity of their founder, pushed the 

Christian notions of God into what I call a deep panthe-

ism, and transferred liturgy into a poetic celebration of 

sacred folds throughout nature. Using Freud’s discovery 

of the transference (Übertragung) they activated the 

unconscious of the self and of nature so that a depth-

connection would burst-forth. The concept of the trans-

ference was originally applied to the analyst/analysand 

relationship, but ecstatic naturalism, taking cues from 

Heinz Kohut’s notion of “self-object,” pushes further to 

see transference powers between the self and many 

orders of the World. 

The transference is unconscious. It is a directed field 

of special intensity that forms a tight, if precarious, bond 

between the self and its chosen object, whatever it 

might be. My relationship with an ancient oak tree can 

be as much of a transference connection as one directed 

to another self. I sometimes wonder if the object ignites 

the transference and, once received, compels the object 

to unfold a countertransference. What would such an 

extra-human countertransference look like? Here we 

vacillate between a category and a poetic metaphor. 

Further, ecstatic naturalism uses a combination of an 

expanded and transformed psychoanalysis, and an ordinal 

phenomenology that goes beyond a transcendental ego 

and its intentional acts. Husserl’s well-chosen method of 

bracketing (epoché), which liberates all ‘objects’ of inten-

tion to be subjects of phenomenological seeing, is 

changed into a phenomenological commitment to onto-

logical parity. Every complex approached by ordinal phe-

nomenology is taken to be fully real, but always in 

different respects. A thought of lasagna is no less real than 

a sinking aircraft carrier, but in vastly different respects. A 

logical conundrum is no less real than murky waters. 

What happens to psychoanalysis? Robert Neville and 

I have had a long-running discussion about my efforts to 

reconstruct psychoanalysis into a method for doing 

metaphysics. He argues that I remain ensconced in an-

thropocentrism and anthropomorphism, whereas I argue 

that one must begin metaphysical query and construc-

tion from a potent starting point and expand and recon-

struct from there. For my ecstatic naturalism, psycho-

analysis is not only a theory of desires, repression, 

sublimation, dreams, complexes, archetypes and projec-

tion, but is also a framework deeply attuned to the 
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rhythms of the deepest layers or dimensions of the 

unconscious of the psyche as it emerges from the unruly 

ground of nature naturing. No other starting point can 

dig as far down as a reconstructed psychoanalysis as it 

probes into the pulsations natura naturans as the un-

grounded source for the psychic transformations, or 

repetitions, within natura naturata. Jung created the 

term “transcendental psychoid” as the source for both 

the human psyche and the unruly ground of nature.  

What are the specifics of my reconstruction of psy-

choanalysis? They are: 1) a combination of Freud’s drive 

theory and later object relations theory, which empha-

sizes both subjective gestalts and object fields as they 

impinge and shape the former, 2) a more capacious 

understanding of the selving process (human individua-

tion, 3) an analysis of the correlation of the determina-

tions in nature with those that always impinge on the 

human process, 4) a stress on genius and creativity as 

they make a partial escape from determination possible, 

5) tying the human will to Schopenhauer’s understand-

ing of the Will (der Wille) as the churning non-telic 

ground/abyss of the World, 6) a broad social (communal) 

psychology, and 7) the semiotic dimension of all explora-

tions of the psyche.  

Now we transition from ecstatic naturalism to Ry-

der’s complex understanding of pragmatic naturalism. 

We both come from the lineage of classical pragmatism, 

not neo-pragmatism with its overstated constructivism. 

We appreciate the potency of the ordinal perspective 

that opens out the way of orders. Together we believe in 

the failures of postmodernism and its obsession with 

language as the sole means of semiosis (Glottocentrism). 

We have similar beliefs as to the best form of self-

governance, partly based on Dewey’s framework. Fur-

ther, we both affirm the ubiquity of nature that has no 

‘outside.’ Finally, our focus on deep reconstruction in 

philosophy aligns us with social movements that seek 

emancipation.  

I see seven affirmations in John’s pragmatic natural-

ism that guide and shape his views as to the nature of 

nature. Some have been adumbrated above, but more 

precision is called for. My list is as follows: 1) a con-

sistent effort to overcome popular dualisms in philoso-

phy, e.g., those of body/mind, nature/non-nature, 

sacred/profane, neurology/experience, aesthetic/non-

aesthetic and self/world, 2) a war against reductionism 

in naturalism, i.e., privileging matter and energy over 

other traits and orders, 3) metaphysical pluralism with a 

suspicion of the dangerous effects of monism, 4) a firm 

rejection of Rorty’s neo-pragmatism in favor of paleo-

pragmatism (the classical tradition), 5) a thoroughgoing 

relational ontology that also honors the relata, 6) never 

pushing Humpy-Dumpty off the wall which leaves us 

with non-collectable fragments, and 7) an acceptance of 

the foundation of ontology in human experience, not of 

sense-data but of independent objects.  

Pragmatic naturalism shares traits with other forms 

of naturalism. With descriptive naturalism it seeks a 

unity (within a deeper pluralism) of science and human 

experience as assimilated and manipulated within the 

context of community. However, this perspective wants 

to make sure that scientific inquiry is correlated with 

query (inventive wonder), the latter downplayed by 

descriptive naturalism, which tends toward a privileging 

of one method (empirical science). 

Ryder’s pragmatic naturalism affirms some of process 

naturalism’s commitments, e.g., relationality and becom-

ing. Yet, the ordinal perspective firmly rejects the process 

view of internal relations; namely, the view that each 

relatum is internally connected to all relata. The relation is 

held to be internal because it isn’t an external causal 

sequence, but a co-penetration of prehensions. Pragmatic 

naturalism acknowledges that there are breaks in nature 

than cannot be overcome by a verbal insistence on con-

junction. For example, how do you connect the movement 

of a grain of sand at the bottom of the North Atlantic with 

current Chinese politics? Only a verbal sleight of hand can 

affirm such an absurd correlation. 

Pragmatic naturalism has little in common with hon-

orific naturalism, because of its serious commitment to 

ontology parity, again, the view that all items in nature 

are equally real, but always in different respects. Indeed, 
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Ryder’s perspective has scant use for a pumped-up 

notion of Spirit. While he might affirm something like the 

spirit of a community, or the spirit of democracy, he 

never makes the honorific move to see Spirit as circulat-

ing in all orders. I think he might say that the honorific 

assertion of a Spirit, even Martin Luther’s Pauline spirit-

interpreter, smacks of supernaturalism. 

Now is the tricky part; namely, the comparison of 

pragmatic naturalism with ecstatic naturalism. Both 

affirm pluralism and ordinality. Both have no truck with 

theism, or even panentheism (the view that deity is both 

in and beyond nature). Both naturalisms believe that 

religion is in essence a human projection of imagos, not 

a connection with an extra-natural God. For both, aes-

thetics has an important place in culminating experience 

into, in my words, a celebration of living gestalts. And 

both perspectives embed the human process ‘within’ the 

one nature that there is.  

But these two perspectives part company in several 

ways. Ecstatic naturalism derives its categories, analo-

gies, similes, and metaphors from riding on the pulsa-

tions and emanations of natura naturans, the uncon-

scious of nature. It gyrates on a Windhorse of shifting 

currents, some beneficial and others not. It affirms that 

religion, Santayana’s poetic, can integrate its demons by 

evolving into art and the primal aesthetic sphere of 

nature – genius over sainthood. In addition, the ecstatic 

perspective sees unconscious energies behind both the 

human process and the transit from nature naturing to 

nature natured. Its lineage is rooted in Plato, Plotinus, 

Emerson, Schopenhauer and of course, paleo-pragma-

tism. One could also say that ecstatic naturalism is a 

contemporary manifestation of Neo-Platonism. 

So, in the end I am honored to share in the celebra-

tion of John’s many achievements in a dynamic and 

international career; from publishing, to teaching, to 

administration. His perspective is global, anti-provincial, 

welcoming, but with a healthy critical common sense. 

Many philosophers and political activists look forward to 

the next iteration of John’s journey. I have learned much 

from him and our discussions were a guidepost for the 

life of philosophy. John’s life and work have advanced 

philosophy and made it more judicious, capacious, and 

engaged. In the best tradition of John Dewey, he is a 

public philosopher, working from within the academy 

and extended his vision into the strong currents of our 

political life.  


