
 

 

ON RYDER’S NATURALISM1 
Emil Višňovský 
Comenius University  
emil.visnovsky@uniba.sk 
 

ABSTRACT: Naturalism and pragmatism have always been 
natural allies but are by no means identical. John Ryder 
shows in his work how they can productively be put to-
gether and form a philosophical conception that trans-
cends the traditional dualisms of objective/subjective, 
mental/material, etc. He defends and develops pragmatic 
naturalism based on the concept of relationality with its 
broad applications from ontology to religion and to ethics 
and politics. He also provides an unparalleled and robust 
pragmatic naturalist concept of experience. The paper 
presents key features of Ryder’s contribution to this key 
problem. 
 
Keywords: naturalism, pragmatism, nonreductivism, 

pluralism, experience, John Ryder 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Naturalism has been an inherent characteristic of the 

philosophy of pragmatism since its inception. It is a phi-

losophy that has no need of the “naturalistic turn” that 

some other currents (such as analytic philosophy or phe-

nomenology) have recently reached (see Cahill and Ra-

leigh, 2018). Peirce, James and Dewey have long been 

waiting at the crossroads now reached by contemporary 

naturalists.  

American philosophy has a rich naturalist tradition. It 

developed within the context of the deistic and Enlight-

enment traditions epitomized in the works of Cadwal-

lader Colden (1688–1776) and Benjamin Franklin (1706–

1790). The key impulse was the “Darwinian turn” in the 

last third of the 19th century. Its first influential center 

was the so-called Columbia school of naturalism at Co-

lumbia University (or “New York naturalism”). Frederick 

J. E. Woodbridge (1867–1940) was its most active pro-

ponent, and his followers were Irwin Edman (1896–

1954), Herbert Schneider (1892–1984), John Herman 

Randall Jr., (1899–1980) (Anton 1967). John Dewey was, 

                                                 
1 This work was supported by the Slovak Research and Devel-
opment Agency under Contract no APVV-18-0178.  

of course, a leading figure in his own right.2 Naturalism 

would continue to develop at Stony Brook State Univer-

sity of New York, where Randall’s student Justus Buchler 

(1914–1991) established his own original school of natu-

ralism (Cahoone 2016) with a group of followers, alt-

hough their influence has not been felt outside US 

academe for some time. Another school of naturalism, 

the “phenomenological naturalism” of Marvin Farber 

(1901–1980)3 was established at the State University of 

New York at Buffalo.  

In addition to the naturalism of the classical pragma-

tists (Bagger 2018), there were post-analytic philoso-

phers with various affinities to pragmatism and na-

turalism, such as Willard Van Orman Quine (1908–2000), 

his students Wilfrid Sellars (1912–1989) and Donald 

Davidson (1917– 2003), and even Thomas S. Kuhn 

(1922–1996) who carried on the American naturalistic 

legacy in the fields of epistemology, philosophy of lan-

guage, philosophy of mind and philosophy of science 

(Burge 1992; Kitcher 1992). Of these the most radical 

was Quine’s version which, alas, has been rejected by 

pragmatists as being both reductive and scientistic. 

Most recently, new varieties of neopragmatist natural-

ism have appeared, inspired in particular by Wilfrid Sellars’ 

normative turn (O’Shea 2007), such as Richard Rorty’s 

metaphilosophical naturalism (Gronda 2020), John 

McDowell’s liberal naturalism (Dimitrakos 2020), Robert 

Brandom’s normative naturalism (2008), and Huw Price’s 

object/subject naturalism (Knowles 2011). These, howev-

er, differ in many respects from those developed by the 

“new pragmatists” as represented by Cheryl Misak (2007) 

and drawing resolutely on Peirce. The disputes between 

both camps are ongoing (Bacon 2012).  

 

From Naturalism to Pragmatism 
 

To situate John Ryder in this rich context, one must 

return to Justus Buchler at Stony Brook, under whom he 

                                                 
2 His rival and perhaps the most renowned luminary of Ameri-
can naturalism outside the USA was George Santayana (1863–
1952), James’s student at Harvard. 
3 His heir was Paul Kurtz (1925–2012). See Shook and Kurtz 2009. 
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studied.4 In his very first publication, Ryder wrote of 

Buchler’s conception as follows: 

For Buchler, everything is a natural complex, in-
cluding such things as material objects, fictional 
characters, ideas, relations and laws. To say that 
something is a natural complex is to say that it is 
not simple, that it consists of subaltern traits. A 
natural complex is an order of complexes; it lo-
cates (i.e., it is a sphere of relatedness for) its sub-
altern traits. Not only does a complex locate traits, 
but it is itself a trait located. Every complex is an 
order that locates traits and is itself located in an 
order, a context. That every complex is located in 
some order or orders is Buchler’s principle of or-
dinality. When a complex maintains traits in a par-
ticular ordinal location, it is said to prevail, to be 
prevalent, in that order (Hare, Ryder 1980, 121). 
 

This reflects the initial influence Buchler, his PhD super-

visor, had on Ryder, which may have served as the 

“springboard” of his life-long interest in developing a 

version of naturalism that would unite ontology and 

theology, matter and spirit, nature and God, “Heaven 

and Earth” in a single coherent “broad picture” (inci-

dentally these were the topics of both his dissertation 

defended in 1982 and one of his mature works published 

in 2013). Indeed, he has drawn on his Buchlerian inspira-

tions ever since. In another of Ryder’s early works, in 

which he joins the discussion about the relationships 

between Dewey and Marx (as well as the consequences 

of Rorty’s pragmatism), he points out the similarities 

between Engels’s (and Lenin’s) and Buchler’s (and Ran-

dall’s) concepts of nature, which lie in their theories of 

constitutive relations. Ryder considers “Buchler’s meta-

physical work” to be “the best work to date on these 

questions”, pointing out that “to talk about natural 

phenomena as inherently complex is to erase the dis-

tinction between internal and external relations”; hence 

Buchler “has developed the most detailed ontology of 

complexes and constitutive relations” (Ryder 1988a, 243, 

244, 251). Even though Ryder sides with Dewey in many 

respects, he is not uncritical of him, for instance, point-

ing out that he “nowhere develops anything comparable 

                                                 
4 Along with a group of other contemporary “neoclassical” 
pragmatists such as Armen Marsoobian, Kathleen Wallace, 
James Campbell, Richard Hart and Lawrence E. Cahoone (see 
Marsoobian, Wallace, Corrington 1991).  

to dialectical-materialist conception of contradiction,” 

but then again neither did Randall or Buchler (Ryder 

1988a, 251). At that time, Ryder was a metaphysician 

who seemingly aspired to synthesise nonreductive mate-

rialism with Buchler’s “ordinal naturalism,” and it is from 

this standpoint that he criticized pragmatism, “specula-

tive or traditional”, for being an “inadequate metaphys-

ics” on the grounds that it misunderstood “the lawful-

ness and regularity of the processes which characterize 

reality”. He sought “an objectivism which is naturalistic 

and materialist” (Ryder 1988b, 322). Nevertheless, as 

Ryder explains in some detail in his subsequent work, 

not all kinds of naturalism are identical to all kinds of 

materialism. It is crucial to differentiate between them 

since a naturalist is definitely a materialist, but not a 

reductive (mechanistic, pre-dialectical) type who either 

rejects mental phenomena or cannot explain how they 

are “natural” nor how they relate to physical events and 

structures. Ryder endorses Buchler’s (his teacher) (and 

Randall’s – Buchler’s teacher) view that materialism is 

just a “narrow version of naturalism”; and thus requires 

a “critical naturalism” of a pluralist sort (Ryder 1991).  

Naturalism (of a Buchlerian provenance), rather than 

pragmatism, became Ryder’s first philosophical choice. 

He opted for a presentation of American naturalism as 

“a distinct school of thought, one that, despite its con-

nection with other movements and ideas, has an identi-

fiable history and its own special concerns” (Ryder 1994, 

10). He produced a substantial anthology of resources 

and thereby established himself as the leading scholar in 

the area. Through naturalism he has offered a more 

substantial contribution that aligns him with those who 

advocate a more traditional approach to contemporary 

philosophy that preserves philosophical disciplines like 

metaphysics or ontology and epistemology, in contrast 

to the fashion for “antiphilosophic therapy” obtained by 

“dissolving rather than solving” philosophical problems 

such as logical positivism, the later Wittgenstein and the 

so called “postmodernists”, including Rorty’s neoprag-

matism, and their followers. According to the philosophy 

to which Ryder subscribed: 



Pragm at ism Tod ay Vol .  12 ,  Issue 2 ,  2021  
ON  RY D E R ’S  NA T U RA L I S M  

Emil Višňovský 
 

 

 

Nothing […] is “outside nature”; that is, there is 
no supernatural realm, there are no supernatural 
beings, and nothing is “other than” natural […] 
There may indeed be many objects, ideas, 
events, or processes that in one way or another 
are unusual, irregular, undesirable, or even per-
verse, but all of them are fully natural in the 
sense that they are aspects of some processes; 
they are continuous with other natural objects 
and events […] Human life, including its purpos-
es, goals, meaning, value, and ideals, is wholly 
natural (Ryder 1994, 13). 
 

Therefore, philosophers as: 

Naturalists, perhaps not surprisingly, take the view 
that no philosophy worthy of the name is entitled 
to divorce itself from an understanding of any as-
pect of nature, least of all from natural processes 
and predicaments so central to a meaningful and 
valuable human life (Ryder 1994, 25). 
 

The time has now come in Ryder’s philosophic journey 

for a more explicit “reconciling” of naturalism and prag-

matism. He has been here before, having clearly seen 

that both currents share common features (such as 

nonreductive materialism, pluralism, humanism, and the 

like), whilst exhibiting inconsistencies. For him this was 

part of reconciling modernism and postmodernism from 

a broader cultural point of view. Despite their closeness, 

pragmatism and naturalism are by no means identical: 
In a nutshell, for pragmatism experience sub-
sumes nature, and for naturalism nature sub-
sumes experience. These appear to be contradic-
tory philosophical perspectives, so that pragma-
tic naturalism looks like an oxymoron (Ryder 
2003, 62). 
 

Another difference between the two consists in the fact 

that naturalism is realism whereas pragmatism is con-

structivism (Ryder 2003, 62–63). What Ryder does next 

is in fact a Rortyan redescription of the problem reached 

by posing four claims: 

1  Natural phenomena have objectively determi-

nate traits. 

2 The traits of natural phenomena are knowable. 

3 The process of inquiry is necessarily condi-

tioned and perspectival.  

4 Human interaction with the rest of nature, 

cognitive or otherwise, is active and creative 

(Ryder 2003, 64). 

The first two claims are about nature and express natu-

ralism; the second two are about experience and express 

pragmatism. But Ryder sees no problem in all four claims 

being plausible, acceptable and true under such a rede-

scription (Ryder 2003, 69). How is this possible? Accord-

ing to Ryder, the possibility of their being reconciled – 

and hence the possibility of there being a Deweyan type 

of pragmatic naturalism – is enabled by “relationality”, 

that is, by “thinking about things relationally” rather 

than as “unrelated to one another” (Ryder 2003, 73). 

There is no such thing as a completely unrelated or 

isolated entity.5 

A relational conception of nature invites us to 
abandon the Newtonian, atomistic conception of 
things in favor of a model expressed by an eco-
system […] I am suggesting that a philosophical 
naturalism, particularly one that may have a 
pragmatic, constructivist dimension, needs a re-
lational view of nature (Ryder 2003, 75). 
 

It is important to distinguish between the different kinds 

of relations. Even commonsense tells us that basically 

there are two kinds of relations of things: 1. those that 

we, humans, have not created, and that do not therefore 

depend on us, and 2. those that we have created, and 

that do therefore depend on us (to some extent at 

least). The “real reality” is a complex mixture of both and 

the distinction we draw between them, which is as 

relative as the relations themselves. This distinction 

concerns the “dialectic” of relations of a dependence/in-

dependence nature. Pragmatic naturalists do not think 

there are any absolute dependence/independence rela-

tions of any kind. All relations are “relative”, even those 

we have not created and on which we depend (relative-

ly), but which may be dependent on some other nonhu-

man factors, powers and interactions. These are called 

“objective” in the sense that they are “not determined 

by the purposes or interests” (Ryder 2003, 71) of hu-

mans. Thus, Ryder’s distinctions between “the objective 

and the absolute” and “conditionality and objectivity” 

(Ryder 2003, 70) are very fitting. On the other hand, no 

                                                 
5 This is reminiscent of Rorty’s “panrelationalism” as revealed in 
Rorty 1999. 
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human intervention or creative construction can be 

absolutized either, which would mean humans “playing 

God”. Ontologically, in the world there is always some-

thing we depend on as the “objective” (though not 

absolute) as well as something that depends on us as the 

“subjective” (and again not absolute). John Dewey knew 

this very well when he wrote about nature determining 

culture, and culture determining nature (Dewey 2012).  

To put it in other words, Ryder stated that pragmatic 

naturalism  

[…] is a relational philosophy; it is a philosophy for 
which nature is a category sufficient for all things; 
it holds that nature consists of more than material 
objects; it proceeds as if natural science is one of a 
larger number of sources of knowledge; and it is a 
philosophical perspective that expects to be eval-
uated by its usefulness and value in philosophical 
contexts (Ryder 2009, 102). 
 

This philosophy has both virtues and values, as Ryder 

nicely delineates in several points: 1. It avoids the tradi-

tional dualisms in philosophy; 2. It accepts realism and 

objectivism as well as constructivism and perspectival-

ism; 3. It avoids reductionism of all kinds; 4. It suggests 

pluralism of human experience; 5. It avoids pretensions 

of logicism; and 6. It avoids ideology in social and politi-

cal areas (Ryder 2009, 102–112). Therefore, it may be 

considered “a useful, indeed wise, philosophical direc-

tion for now and for the future” (Ryder 2009, 112). 

 

Mature Pragmatic Naturalism 
 

In his recent books, John Ryder offers what I would call his 

“mature” conception of pragmatic naturalism which he 

applies to all the philosophical issues with which he de-

cides to engage (Ryder 2013; Ryder 2020). Pragmatic 

naturalism provides him with a metaphilosophical para-

digm that calls for a new philosophy, or at least a “re-

newed” one (and here he is in line with all those pragma-

tists who advocate the “new” as opposed to the “old”, 

including Rorty) that could become a pragmatist alterna-

tive to both the traditional analytic and continental 

schools, and yet be a sort of rapprochement of the three 

major approaches as advocated recently by e.g., Richard 

Bernstein, Joseph Margolis and Larry Hickman. It is a 

pluralistic philosophical Weltanschauung which, among 

other things, openly declares that “philosophy is not 

mathematics” and should not even be modelled on math-

ematics as its paradigm (Ryder 2013, 8, 43, 50–51, 291).  

Philosophy is a human enterprise that should not 

play God from high above in the heavens in order to rule 

those miserable creatures down here on earth, since 

philosophy is just one of the tools, they have developed 

to enrich their transitory life and existence, even while 

looking to the heavens for such reasons as moral hope, 

aesthetic inspiration or political authority. But philoso-

phers should not escape earth for the sake of the heav-

ens, nor the Platonist cave for the sake of the realm of 

ideas. Philosophy is vital here on earth so the human 

world does not turn into hell, even if it cannot be made 

into heaven. This is the humanistic mission of Ryder’s 

pragmatic naturalism. 

Pragmatism may convey the idea that it is a philoso-

phy that is in line with the Nietzschean vein of “human-

all-too-human” perspectivalism, or that it is purely an-

thropocentric, owing primarily to the Jamesian/Rortyan 

interpretations of human experience and knowledge; in 

other words, pragmatism appears to be a “philosophy of 

human subjectivity”. It is an impression that evidently 

needs correcting, and that is what Ryder is doing (Ryder 

2013, 46–49). Rather than abandoning the concepts of 

subjectivity and objectivity, or emphasizing one at the 

expense of the other, they should be reconstructed in a 

pragmatic naturalist, relational way – neither is to be 

eliminated since neither is absolute. Experience is not 

only humanly subjective, but includes natural objectivity 

as well; nor is nature merely naturally objective, but 

includes human subjectivity as well. The “dialectics” of 

the complex relations (transactions) between experience 

and nature include the dialectics between subjectivity 

and objectivity. 

The key idea that Ryder develops and defends is re-

lationality. It seemed very “natural” to the human mind 

to assume that all “things in the heaven and earth,” no 

matter whether given or created, live or inanimate, 
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nonhuman or human – including human beings – are 

“discrete individuals independent of all the others”, that 

they are self-independent, autonomous or even isolated 

atoms “like balls on a billiard table”. A mainstream intel-

lectual tradition has been established that regards sub-

stances as ontologically primary and relations as 

secondary. There must be something that existed first 

(Peirce's Firstness) in order for it to interact with another 

thing (Peirce’s Secondness), as the traditional ontological 

understanding would have us think, at least since the 

times of Plato and Aristotle. However, no such thing can 

have existed without it having a relation to some other 

thing because, as with any given thing, relations (Peirce’s 

Thirdness) exist inherently as well. No such thing can 

have been constituted without it having a relation to 

some other thing. Thus, relations are ontologically con-

stitutive, and pragmatic naturalism provides “a relation-

al, ordinal ontology” (Ryder 2013, 54). 

Based on this ontology, Ryder further develops his 

“relationalism” in his understanding of both the world 

and human being. Nature as a whole, a person or a 

society, or any kind of entity, is simply relational through 

and through, despite the fact that the standard or tradi-

tional ontology is non-relational. For Ryder, this is not 

the “only one and necessary truth”. Instead it is a rea-

sonable “attempt” and a “more modest claim”. Thus, as 

a pragmatic naturalist he does not claim that all being is 

necessarily relational; he just claims that it is “at least 

possible” to understand it as relational and that whether 

this understanding “works” better or is more “useful” 

than the traditional one can only be decided by a “prag-

matic test” (Ryder 2013, 43). 

Such an understanding may be applied not just to the 

world as “given” and “found”, but also to the world as 

“made” and “created” (or constructed). The ontology of 

“objective reality” is “naturally” supplemented by the 

ontology of “human artifacts”, including the whole “non-

material world” of human concepts, theories, visions, 

images, ideas, ideals, values, meanings, beliefs, knowl-

edge, judgments, truths, together comprising what is 

called “intellectual culture” (or “spiritual culture”). There 

is no “mystery” here, according to pragmatic naturalism – 

all of these are created by various kinds of human cultural 

practices, which are also relational, ordinal, contextual, 

historical etc. Cultural practices are creative. However, 

their cultural products do not represent a different kind of 

ontology, neither are they practiced arbitrarily. Rather 

they fit into the general ontology of natural complexes 

which are being thus transformed, but are by no means 

created ex nihilo. There is no tension between the ontolo-

gy of (objective) nature and the ontology of (creative) 

human culture, provided we understand the constitutive 

relations within and between them. 

If humans are not creators ex nihilo, then they are 

not Gods, despite playing God in many of their cultural 

practices. Pragmatic naturalist ontology also shows that 

the idea of God itself is one of the human cultural crea-

tions that was not (and could not have been) created ex 

nihilo. There are real and natural earthly grounds for 

such a creation. Religious belief and faith in God have a 

rich cultural meaning within a naturalist view, offering a 

host of important values such as humility, piety, trust, 

hope, and a sense of justice. These are the values that 

provide the relational “common ground” between 

pragmatic naturalism and a religious life of faith (Ryder 

2013, 129, 136–140). 

The sciences and the arts (besides religions) are an-

other important human creation invented through and 

found in human cultural practices. Based on the philo-

sophical concept of human creativity, which pragmatic 

naturalism fully endorses, the strict dividing line found in 

the old dualism of “science is cognitive” and “art is non-

cognitive” does not exist. To arrive at a truly novel con-

ception of science and art, a much richer concept of 

knowledge is needed than that provided by the tradi-

tional propositional concepts of “knowledge that” or 

“knowledge how.” Ryder invokes Buchler’s original 

theory of judgment as the basis for the relational inte-

gration of science and art into one coherent pragmatist 

naturalist theory (Ryder 2013, 164–170). 

Ryder consistently applies his pragmatic naturalism 

to the social and political arena in order to develop the 
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conceptions of democracy and international relations. 

These may be considered his most refreshing innovative 

contributions to some of the crucial contemporary issues 

of our social experience, and here it is Dewey rather 

than Buchler that is the main source.6 

As for democracy, Ryder develops the pragmatic 

naturalist concept of “thick democracy” based on Dew-

ey's conception of “creative democracy,” distinguishing 

it very effectively from the concept of “thin” or “formal” 

democracy as a way of governing (mostly traditional 

liberal-constitutive). The latter should give way to the 

former wherever possible. His view is that grounding the 

kernel of democracy in such a floppy concept as “human 

nature” does not serve it well. An improved pragmatic 

naturalist attitude may be based on the concept of 

“common interests” both across and beyond any specific 

human community. The “pursuit of common (shared) 

interests” is the “most significant component” (Ryder 

2013, 188–189). It is also a relational conception of 

democracy built on taking practical care of the shared 

ties that bind people together no matter how different 

their individual interests and ways of life. Where there is 

no common interest or search for a common interest, 

one can hardly have a thick democracy. Alternatively 

hope for a thick democracy may lie in the possibility that 

such participation, cooperation and communication in 

developing shared interests may “prevail by example” 

(Ryder 2013, 222).  

One of the most dangerous deformations of democ-

racy that one can identify today is its reduction to a 

“thin” democracy based on election procedures and 

traditional liberal-democratic government. This is really 

just a “mask” or, even worse, a caricature of democracy 

(especially when combined with corruption) as assessed 

from the standpoint of a Deweyan pragmatic naturalist 

conception. Things are even worse when democracy is 

simply identified with market mechanisms or “market-

ization,” i.e. “the application of market principles and 

                                                 
6 I have provided more detailed interpretations of Ryder’s poli-
tical ideas in my review of his The Things in Heaven and Earth, 
see Visnovsky 2014.  

values to nearly all aspects of the society” (Ryder 2013, 

227).7 A market society is just one component of a dem-

ocratic society, whereas “democracy is characterized by 

ongoing pursuit of common interests, a democratic 

society requires that its citizens interact with one anoth-

er in a spirit of mutual cooperation and collaborative 

pursuit of common ends” (Ryder 2013, 228). 

As for the international situation and policy, Ryder 

calls for a substantial revision and reconstruction of the 

international order starting with a fundamental rethink 

of the concepts on which this order has traditionally 

been constructed. The relational paradigm is, of course, 

the clue here as well. The concepts that need to be 

revised for such a pragmatic naturalist relational recon-

struction to be viable include the concepts of borders, 

national sovereignty, national interests, foreign policy, 

international cooperation, internationalization, pacifism, 

and militarism. And they require revision so that they 

accord with the declared democratic principles. What all 

this amounts to is a pragmatic naturalist conception of 

cosmopolitanism and humanism in which both are natu-

rally the implications, or rather the inherent traits, of a 

thick democracy on the global level. 

As it turns out, the concept of experience is central 

to pragmatic naturalism, particularly within the context 

of the contemporary controversies between various 

strands of pragmatism, in particular the neopragmatist 

one that treats language as central (see e.g., Koopman 

2007) to experience. John Ryder’s journey takes him 

through “an unabashed study of experience” within the 

pragmatic naturalist tradition and then on to ontology in 

his most recent work (Ryder 2020, 1–2). But, of course, a 

pragmatic naturalist cannot study experience without 

studying nature, and vice versa. He construes his natu-

ralism from the relational and pluralistic ontological 

concept of nature rather than the epistemic concept of 

natural science. Buchler’s ordinal ontology is incorpo-

rated into the ontology of pragmatic naturalism and not 

a stand-alone ontology. Buchler’s principle of the “onto-

                                                 
7 Such a reduced democracy became entrenched in post-com-
munist countries, including Slovakia, after 1989.  
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logical parity” of orders in nature allows us to dissolve 

the traditional questions of whether and how God, mind, 

values, mathematics, culture etc. can exist within the 

naturalist framework (Ryder 2020, 20–21). This is anoth-

er brick in the wall of nonreductive pragmatic natural-

ism. Pragmatic naturalism 

[…] does not embrace the idea that whatever 
there is must be material or explainable in mate-
rial terms. There is, in other words, no reason 
that we would need to concern ourselves with 
accounting for such phenomena as mind and 
consciousness, and the many products of mind 
and consciousness, as material entities or pro-
cess. This does not mean that pragmatic natural-
ism is committed to dualism […] our naturalism is 
a pluralism in the sense that it acknowledges the 
plurality of what exists without the need to de-
fine any sort of complex in terms appropriate to 
another (Ryder 2020, 92–93). 
 

Ryder sides with another relevant conception that was 

suggested by another of Buchler’s heirs, Lawrence Ca-

hoone, that of “emergent naturalism” (Ryder 2020, 93). 

For the pragmatic naturalist, experience is transac-

tional, “complex, relationally constituted, and constitu-

tive of its environment and the self” (Ryder 2020, 138). 

Ryder’s concept of experience is a hugely robust one, 

involving not only transactions between humans and 

nonhuman nature but also transactions among humans 

within society. Thus, nothing human stands apart from 

experience, not knowledge, judgment or communica-

tion, not art, ethics or religion, and not, of course, the 

“spheres of power” such as politics and economics. 

Experience involves all cultural dimensions – cognitive, 

ethical, religious, aesthetic, political, and even the philo-

sophical. Together with the concept of nature, the con-

cept of experience as the ontological concept grounding 

the concept of culture forms the “quintessence” of 

pragmatic naturalism. Ryder’s conception is a grand 

synthesis of Dewey and Buchler (and others, including 

Merleau-Ponty and Gadamer).  

 

Conclusion 
 

To my understanding, what is most valuable in Ryder’s 

pragmatic naturalism is his contribution to philosophical 

anthropology – the understanding that human beings are 

individuals and that a human being is a whole. His concep-

tion of experience integrates all the crucial dimensions of 

our existence that are traditionally taken either apart or 

even in contradistinction: body and mind, brain and soul, 

material and spiritual, cognitive and aesthetic, ethical and 

political, rational and emotional, deductive and imagina-

tive, practical and religious, private and public, intellectual 

and institutional, etc. (Ryder 2020, 203–214). This philos-

ophy constructs a solid bridge between classical pragma-

tism and its contemporary extensions, thus making it alive 

and worth studying and developing.  
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