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ABSTRACT: This paper explores some aspects of the recent 
writings of John Ryder. After noting a few career parallels 
between him and myself, I consider three themes from his 
work. The first is his discussion of pragmatic naturalism as 
a central intellectual orientation. The second is his defense 
of democracy as a fundamental component of an ade-
quate social existence. The third theme that I consider is 
his conception of an education adequate for a fulfilling 
life. In closing, I speculate a bit about his response to our 
current social and political situation. 
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I have known John Ryder for nearly five decades. We met 

as philosophy graduate students at Stony Brook in the 

1970s, where we studied with Justus Buchler and John J. 

McDermott among others. Ryder’s high regard for these 

two thinkers can be drawn from a number of his com-

ments. He offers in Knowledge, Art, and Power an appre-

ciation of the former that all that Buchler wrote repre-

sented “an insightful and painstaking effort to do concep-

tual justice to the lived realities of our experience” (Ryder 

2020, 7), and he notes in The Things in Heaven and Earth 

that “the primary source of the first several chapters has 

been Justus Buchler’s ordinal ontology and theory of 

judgment” (Ryder 2013, 179). Elsewhere, Ryder writes 

that “I have lived with McDermott’s thinking on education 

for so long that it has become the framework for mine” 

(Ryder 2006, 290). After leaving Stony Brook, we both 

have had careers in public higher education. (At some 

point, Ryder moved increasingly into administration, but 

he has recently returned to an emphasis on research and 

writing.) We both published initial volumes that for non-

philosophical reasons had little success. My book, Selected 

Writings of James Hayden Tufts (1992), appeared just as 

the publishing business shifted away from such studies; 

and Carbondale’s subsequent withdrawal from philosophy 

left it an orphan. Ryder’s study, Interpreting America: 

Russian and Soviet Studies of the History of American 

Thought (1999), carefully presented a history of ideas for 

an audience that, because of events on the world stage, 

had moved on to other issues. Over the years, we have 

worked together on any number of conference and pub-

lishing projects. And, just like the generations of philoso-

phers before us, as senior scholars we now find ourselves 

to be defenders of vital aspects of the American philo-

sophical tradition that many of our younger colleagues do 

not fully appreciate. 

In recent years, Ryder has become a noted interna-

tional scholar. For my part, I have spent a number of 

years working in a German bank or teaching on Fulbright 

grants in Germany and Austria. During this time, I was 

able to pick up a passable knowledge of German, do 

some research in various local archives, and travel inter-

nationally to an extent that I never anticipated. Ryder 

has done much more in all of these categories. Here I 

can point to his extensive travels, his facility with a num-

ber of languages, his many publications, his participation 

and leadership in numerous international organizations 

(especially the Central European Pragmatist Forum), and 

finally his administrative work for a trio of universities 

abroad. As a result, Ryder’s writings contain a plethora 

of examples from his rich cosmopolitan experience that 

he can apply to both analyzing the philosophical and 

political situation abroad and to understanding the 

American situation from the outside. 

I have attempted to follow Ryder’s diverse interests 

over the years; but their breadth will necessitate that I 

focus this essay on exploring only a limited number of 

interrelated themes with an emphasis on his recent 

writings. One of these themes is pragmatic naturalism, 

the metaphysical approach that we both adopted in our 

Stony Brook years and then developed – he more than I 

– in our subsequent work. A second theme is an empha-

sis upon a broad conception of democracy that goes 

beyond the simple periodic counting of votes to under-

gird the functioning of a vibrant community. Third, I will 

consider some of Ryder’s discussions of the possibilities 

of education. My final theme will be a consideration of 

our current political climate in the light of his work. 
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Ryder offers a fine short-hand description of prag-

matic naturalism as an integration of “the instrumental-

ism of John Dewey and the ordinal naturalism of Justus 

Buchler” (Ryder 2013, 6). He roots this perspective in 

“the Columbia Naturalist tradition” (ibid., 8) which 

would incorporate, in addition to Dewey and Buchler, 

John Herman Randall, Jr. Within pragmatic naturalism, 

Ryder explores what he characterizes as “the tension 

between pragmatism and naturalism. For pragmatism, 

the central category is experience […] For the naturalist 

[…] the central category is nature, and experience is an 

aspect of it” (Ryder 2013, 21–22). I would hold back a bit 

from his use of the term ‘tension’ here, and emphasize 

instead the duality of the themes of pragmatism and 

naturalism as they function differently in our experience. 

Ryder’s conception of experience, of course, “is not the 

experience of the empiricists, the passive reception of 

sense data, nor is it subjective, but something broader 

and more inclusive” (ibid.) that would enable us to rec-

ognize, inter alia, “the aesthetic dimension of experi-

ence” (Ryder 2020, 117). Similarly, his conception of 

naturalism is drawn from “the American naturalist tradi-

tion and not the scientistic tradition” (Ryder 2013, 22) 

that would seek to reduce nature to a deterministic or 

materialistic system that requires “that whatever there 

is must be material or explainable in material terms” 

(Ryder 2020, 92). 

It is important to recognize here Ryder’s repeated 

emphases that this conception of pragmatic naturalism 

requires “a relational view of nature” (Ryder 2013, 41), or 

“a relational ontology” (Ryder 2020, 16). In this, he relies 

especially on the work of Buchler, as when he writes that 

“all ‘things,’ i.e., anything whatsoever, are constituted by 

constituents and their relations, and that no constituent, 

no matter how deeply or broadly one looks, or how thor-

oughly one analyzes, is atomic.” He then formulates this 

point more positively, noting that “every thing, entity, or 

complex is constituted by its constituents and their rela-

tions, including the constituents themselves” (Ryder 2013, 

41). Adopting this stance would require that we abandon 

the Cartesian/Newtonian quest for greater clarity and 

distinctness, and pursue nature as a set of interrelated 

and processive systems. 

“The dominant understanding of entities in the his-

tory of Western philosophy is that in one way or another 

they are atomistic,” Ryder writes. While he is not deny-

ing the recognition of “the existence of relations” in 

these various approaches, he maintains that “the as-

sumption, to many people a common sensical assump-

tion, has been that while entities may of course enter 

into relations, that which enters into relations, which is 

to say the core or essence of the entity, is not itself 

relational” (Ryder 2020, 15). Mistakenly assuming the 

indivisibility of the original notion of the atom would 

allow us “the assumption that the ultimate entities in 

any given sphere are essentially unrelated to one anoth-

er. Each material atom, each human individual, each 

economic actor, and each melodic line, has its nature, its 

character, its traits, independently of the others” (Ryder 

2013, 196). One great flaw of this approach is that “in 

the bulk of our intellectual tradition we are inclined to 

regard individuals as essentially or inherently unrelated 

to one another” (ibid., 33). Ryder rejects these inherited 

ideas for those of “contemporary pragmatic naturalist 

ontology,” deeply influenced by “the American pragma-

tist and naturalist traditions beginning in the late nine-

teenth and early twentieth centuries” (Ryder 2020, 16). 

Ryder includes here such figures as Dewey, Randall and 

Buchler, as well as William James, George Herbert Mead 

and Alfred North Whitehead. A good example of the 

inadequacy of this atomism can be found in Dewey’s 

repeated reminders of the different meanings of the 

term ‘in’ when considered atomistically or contextually. 

He writes, for instance, of the difference between the 

way that “coins are in a box” and “a plant is in the sun-

light and soil” (Dewey 1922, 204; cf. Dewey 1925, 224; 

Dewey 1938, 25). 

The fundamental assumption behind pragmatism is 

that ideas are tools or working hypotheses that gain 

their value through the role that they “play in the resolu-

tion of social problems and the development of public 

policy.” Ryder continues that “treating ideas as tools 
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with which to experiment in the social arena” offers “an 

alternative to the more ideological use of ideas” (Ryder 

2013, 211–212) that presents them in an absolutistic 

fashion. Because, as he writes, it is “definitive of prag-

matism as a distinct philosophical position, to regard 

ideas as tools in the solution of problems,” it is necessary 

that we see inquiry as “an effort to solve problems ra-

ther than to describe states of affairs” and recognize 

that “the truth of an idea is to a significant degree a 

function of how well that idea solves the problem or 

problems to which it is applied” (Ryder 2020, 162). 

Ryder’s account of the functioning of ideas differs a 

bit from the one that Max Lerner presented in a simpler 

time. Lerner wrote that the “real difference between the 

totalitarianisms and the democracies in their attitude 

toward the use of ideas […] does not lie, as many would 

have us believe, in the assumption that a totalitarian 

state uses ideas for its purposes whereas a democracy 

does not.” On the contrary, Lerner maintains that 

“[i]deas do not exist in the void, separated from the 

purposes and survival of the culture. In every culture 

they are weapons.” For Lerner, all ideas are tools (or 

weapons) and the important distinction is whether we 

use them democratically or not. He thus focuses on “the 

difference between the instrumental approach to ideas 

and the manipulative approach”: “If you view ideas 

instrumentally, your primary regard is for their validity 

and for the creative action they will evoke through that 

validity, and for the social cohesion that will result. If you 

view them manipulatively, your only regard is for the use 

you can make of them” (Lerner 1939, 10–11). 

Democracy is for Ryder a relational conception. He 

points to a sense of “thick democracy” that, while fre-

quently idealized in the course of our political history, 

was actually central to the philosophical sense of de-

mocracy that percolates throughout the writings of such 

figure as Thomas Jefferson and John Dewey. Ryder notes 

that this “conception of democracy […] is a strain that is 

in one sense a romantic one, having its roots in Rousseau 

and Jefferson, and developed in the last century in the 

work of Dewey and others.” Under this vision, “democ-

racy is to be understood as a way of life, and not simply 

as a form of government or a mechanism for making 

political choices.” Under Ryder’s conception of democra-

cy, the narrowly political understanding that we have 

inherited must be replaced with a broader conception 

that permeates our educational, economic, religious, 

medical, and other institutions as well. Democracy in this 

sense, Ryder writes, “reaches deep into a society and a 

culture” (Ryder 2013, 182). 

In good pragmatic fashion, Ryder connects up his con-

ception of democracy with our ongoing efforts to under-

stand what holds a society together. For him, a society is 

held together from the bottom by various shared inter-

ests. This assemblage of relations is not necessarily con-

scious – certainly not in all individuals at all times – but it 

functions as a web of overlapping values. As Dewey 

writes, “to be really members of a social group, is […] to 

attach the same meanings to things and to acts which 

others attach” (Dewey 1916, 35). He continues that this 

communal sense is learned: “To learn to be human is to 

develop through the give-and-take of communication an 

effective sense of being an individually distinctive member 

of a community” (Dewey 1927, 332). 

Democracy is thus rooted in and fosters cooperative 

inquiry and experimentation. Ryder writes that when we 

understand democracy as a tool, we see it as “a willing-

ness to try new possibilities, to look at things in new ways 

to see what happens, to test one’s own ideas and others, 

to alter one’s own conceptions when experience, query, 

and inquiry call for it.” Democracy is for him a process of 

cooperative inquiry that is founded “not on blind custom, 

nor on dogma, nor on rigid ideology, nor on clichés and 

slogans, but on the exercise of our collective capacity to 

study ourselves and our world, to perceive its problems, 

and to apply in our lives a mode of interaction that opens 

to the possibility of new and creative solutions” (Ryder 

2013, 185). When vibrant, democratic community is able 

to foster and even create consensus. 

An important aspect of community in Dewey’s sense is 

the recognition that each community has an inside and an 

outside. This offers Dewey two criteria for evaluating 
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communities, one internal and one external: “How nu-

merous and varied are the interests which are consciously 

shared? How full and free is the interplay with other forms 

of association?” (Dewey 1916, 89). Under these criteria, a 

failed community like “a criminal band” (ibid., 89) or “a 

robber band” (Dewey 1927, 328) demonstrates its own 

failure. For Dewey, “the worth of a form of social life” can 

be measured by “the extent in which the interests of a 

group are shared by all its members, and the fullness and 

freedom with which it interacts with other groups” (Dew-

ey 1916, 105). On this dual scale, however, while the 

gangster may be “highly ‘social’ in one connection,” he is 

just as “anti-social in other connections” (Dewey 1946, 

221). Ryder develops Dewey’s criteria when he writes that 

“[a] democratic individual in this sense is someone who is 

inclined to look beyond his community to seek common 

ground, common interests, with members of other com-

munities,” and “a democratic society is one that is charac-

terized by public policies and social habits that promote 

the pursuit of shared interests within and across its many 

internal boundaries and beyond its national borders” 

(Ryder 2013, 188). He continues that “a democratic socie-

ty should promote an interest in and familiarity with those 

beyond national borders” (ibid., 189; cf. 191). 

In a related point, Dewey writes that “[d]emocracy is 

the faith that the process of experience is more important 

than any special result attained” (Dewey 1939, 229). Ryder 

echoes these words when he notes that “[t]he democratic 

process of experience is more important than any specific 

predefined result” because “results or ends can be de-

fined only in the context of the process.” He continues 

that “[i]n the case of democracy, means and ends are 

basically the same thing; i.e., they enrich and order the 

ongoing process of experience” (Ryder 2013, 187). 

Ryder adopts the general melioristic strain that runs 

through pragmatic social thought. He writes, for exam-

ple, that “individual development and democratic 

growth require a faith in the capacity of people to exam-

ine their circumstances, explore possible alternatives, 

and take the action, individual or collective, to recreate 

their lives, to reconstruct their individual and social 

circumstances in ways that better meet the needs and 

more adequately supply the conditions necessary for 

rich and satisfactory life” (Ryder 2006, 212). The founda-

tion of this hopefulness is the belief that “the average 

person is really capable of developing the level of intelli-

gence and understanding necessary to govern his own 

life and collectively his society” (Ryder 2013, 184). This 

stance is not delusional but rather hypothetical, based in 

a guarded faith in possibility. 

In this regard, Ryder quotes Dewey: “Democracy is a 

way of personal life controlled not merely by faith in 

human nature in general but by faith in the capacity of 

human beings for intelligent judgment and action if 

proper conditions are furnished” (Ryder 2013, 183 = 

Dewey, 1939, 227). In the conception of democracy that 

Ryder is developing, there is a fundamental place given 

to education. 

In his discussions of education, Ryder relies both on 

Dewey and McDermott. Ryder writes that, for McDermott 

“as for his intellectual forebear John Dewey, questions of 

the nature and goals of education in a democratic society 

are fundamental for an understanding of American culture 

and philosophy and for an adequate consideration for the 

problems of contemporary American society” (Ryder 

2006, 211). The aim of our educational activities should be 

to develop “intellectually and morally well-developed 

individuals who can understand themselves and their 

world, including their complex relations with their envi-

ronments and with each other, well enough to make their 

own way in life successfully and to bequeath to subse-

quent generations better conditions than they had them-

selves” (Ryder 2006, 214). 

Ryder writes that “an education appropriate to what 

I am calling a thick, i.e., Deweyan, democracy must have 

certain characteristics” (Ryder 2013, 221). First of all, it is 

not a system for providing answers or a process of indoc-

trination. Ryder is clear in his rejection that “education is 

important as a way to inculcate certain values and views 

of the world into young people” or “to raise young peo-

ple to believe certain things” (ibid., 214). On the contra-

ry, he continues that education must “instill in young 
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people an appreciation for open-ended inquiry, for a 

hypothetical approach to problems, for a willingness, 

even an eagerness, to revise ideas in and through expe-

rience, and for the importance of the collective pursuit 

of solutions to shared problems” (ibid., 221). 

Because he believes that “[t]he challenge to public 

education in America specifically is posed by our own 

egalitarian ideal,” Ryder writes that “the problems of 

education must be understood within a social context, 

which is to say in light of the specific needs of a society 

at a specific time” (Ryder 2006, 220). Further, in addition 

to this social context, “there is also a cultural context 

that should inform our thinking about education” (ibid., 

225). For Ryder, as for McDermott and Dewey, educa-

tion fosters and develops a consciousness of common 

interests. “The principle we have articulated as central 

to a healthy, democratic society,” he writes, “holds that 

we are to look for, and when necessary create, common 

interests among the groups and communities within a 

society” (Ryder 2013, 194). Further, this “development 

of common interests among diverse national, ethnic, and 

religious groups is a necessary condition of a strong 

democratic society” (ibid., 197). 

As the foregoing might suggest, I find great value in 

reading the work of John Ryder. In closing, I would like to 

consider how Ryder’s understanding of pragmatic natural-

ism, democracy and education might help to illuminate 

the social and political calamity that has boiled over only 

in the last few years, and thus has not functioned promi-

nently in his published work. What I have in mind by this 

characterization is the complex web of Dummheiten in 

which we currently find ourselves enmeshed. We are 

living at present, for example, in a situation in which many 

individuals reject the naturalism of science as a means of 

understanding and dealing with our social problems. To 

cite just two instances, I can point to our failed social 

responses to the coronavirus pandemic and to the climate 

emergency. In both cases, a substantial minority of the 

population has decided to hide behind a wall of comforta-

ble dogmas that precludes a rational response. In Ameri-

ca, we also find ourselves at present in a situation in which 

many individuals have rejected widely available facts for 

the lies of a failed would-be dictator who, with their sup-

port, has transformed a formerly legitimate political party 

into cult of personality. Admittedly, neither of these cur-

rent problems is without historical precedent. They are, 

however, unique in this sense: they are exacerbated by 

unprecedented levels of propaganda and deliberate mis-

education in a media climate that makes Dewey’s caveat 

on democracy “if proper conditions are furnished” – seem 

almost quaint. 

From one point of view, we are living at present within 

a perversion of the conception of democracy that involves 

a near total commitment to individual freedom and a near 

total rejection of equality and community. From another 

point of view, we are living within a perversion of democ-

racy that divorces it from inquiry and education and 

proudly announces its abandonment of the pursuit of 

knowledge. Under this perverted view, citizens are fully 

justified in believing whatever they happen to believe 

now, for whatever reasons (including no reasons). Further, 

to suggest otherwise is to challenge their right to freedom. 

In the context of dissent, Ryder asks, “[w]hat happens 

when a significant portion of the population refuses to 

accept the results of the [democratic] process?” (Ryder 

2013, 224). But we now seem to have moved beyond 

legitimate dissent as a necessary component of a function-

ing democracy to a defense of an alternative reality that 

will cripple the democratic experiment. Ryder in general 

seems to demonstrate great tolerance for dissenters. 

Perhaps this is a result of his extensive experience in both 

domestic and international academic life. I wonder 

whether this experience offers him a clearer understand-

ing of the difference between legitimate dissent and what 

lies beyond that can help us as we face the future.  
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