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ABSTRACT: In this paper, I analyze John Ryder’s account of 
pragmatic naturalism explicated in his 2013 book The 
Things in Heaven and Earth. In the introduction I look at 
Ryder’s assertion that “nature is all that exists, and every-
thing that exists is natural,” and unpack his pluralistic 
monism, with his understanding of the relationality of all 
that exists. I then consider Ryder’s account of artificial 
dualism and the limited use of deductive proofs in philos-
ophy. Ryder’s pragmatic naturalism accepts that both the 
material and non-material exist and I look playfully at how 
he might account for Harry Potter, God, and the fairies. In 
what ways do these non-material things exist? Pragmatic 
naturalism also explores social and political relationships. 
In this, Ryder follows Dewey in seeing democracy as a way 
– while perhaps not the best and clearly not a perfect 
system – to provide well for the development of citizens. 
Ryder redefined democracy as something more than a 
way of making political decisions and borrows Dewey’s 
notion of thick democracy. I conclude that Ryder has 
provided a coherent and compelling version of pragmatic 
naturalism. 
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Introduction 
 
In his important 2013 monograph, The Things in Heaven 

and Earth: An Essay in Pragmatic Naturalism, John Ryder 

offers an expansive philosophy that seeks to make an 

account of everything. The type of pragmatic naturalism 

Ryder advances is a large piece of the puzzle that charac-

terizes his impressive body of work. Building on the work 

of Buchler, Dewey and Santayana, among others, Ryder 

lays before his reader a philosophy so broad in its impli-

cations that it accounts for everything in human experi-

ence. In other words, all that is known to human being 

(Ryder’s preferred way to speak of humanity without 

either definite or indefinite article) can be explained by 

his creative explication of pragmatic naturalism. In say-

ing so I do not wish to imply that Ryder gives us a mon-

ism into which everything must be squeezed regardless 

of whether it is a good fit or not; nor is the type of mon-

ism that works simply by excluding that which does not 

sit well with the theory. Ryder’s monism is itself diverse 

(what James called a “pluralistic monism”) (James 1987, 

492); that is, his explanatory framework allows for every 

conceivable experience and every human narrative and 

accounts for being, knowledge and social experience. As 

such, Ryder’s philosophical project is not so much a 

philosophical system, but rather “a general perspective 

or frame of mind” (Ryder 2013, 41). In broad brush 

strokes, Ryder’s “naturalism” gives an account of ontol-

ogy, epistemology, aesthetics, and ethics (though the 

latter is undeveloped) while “pragmatism” accounts for 

human relationships (social and political, and perhaps 

ethical) in a form of Deweyan Democracy. How well does 

Ryder succeed in providing a theory of everything? 

His philosophy begins with a working assumption – 

acknowledging we do not have the Cartesian possibility 

of beginning at the beginning – that “nature is broadly 

and richly conceived that there is no philosophical need 

to posit anything outside nature” (Ryder 2013, 37). Na-

ture is all there is, and everything that exists is natural; 

“nature is ‘whatever there is’” (ibid., 40). He suggests: 

[N]ature consists, among other sorts of things, of 
material objects, time, mathematical entities, fic-
tional characters, histories, ethical principles, 
mind, consciousness, mental events of all kinds, 
illusions, delusions, natural laws, logic, language, 
science, art, selves, processes, God and gods, 
meanings, purposes, individuals, societies, insti-
tutions, relations, particulars, universals, atomic 
particles, ecosystems, life, death, actualities, 
possibilities, sadness, and joy (Ryder 2013, 141). 
 

For Ryder, there is no need to posit the supernatural, or 

the unnatural. That this challenges a traditional theistic 

worldview – where God is conceived as a supernatural 

being and creator of the natural universe – is clear; 

though Ryder’s all-encompassing view makes room for a 

modified form of theism, which I consider below. Even 

so, this understanding of nature does not force Ryder 

into a materialistic reductivism. He is quite clear that it is 

unnecessary and unhelpful to reduce nature to that 

which can be studied by the natural sciences. He states, 

“Pragmatic naturalism is not reductively materialistic” 
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(ibid., 38). If nature is all that exists, then nature includes 

those non-material aspects of human being such as 

consciousness, thought, feeling, and imagination. Fur-

ther: 

[T]here is no good reason to insist that only ma-
terial objects and processes exist, and that any-
thing else in our experience – for example, such 
phenomena as consciousness – must be ex-
plained in terms of material objects and their 
processes (Ryder 2013, 21). 
 

If nature is “anything at all” then nature includes that 

which is material and that which is non-material, that 

which is actual as well as that which is possible, and that 

which is general as well as that which is particular (ibid., 

33). What is clear is that Ryder’s non-reductive view of 

nature requires modes of inquiry other than that of the 

natural sciences. He says: 

Science, to use a pragmatic metaphor, is one tool 
in the pursuit of knowledge. It is a critically im-
portant tool, but it is not the only one, nor is it, 
in all respects and situations the most important, 
valuable, or useful one. Not all aspects of nature 
are amenable to the methods of science. Some 
require the poet, the composer, the painter, or 
the philosopher (Ryder 2013, 39). 
 

Naturalism, then, ought to embrace the social sciences, 

humanities and fine arts as well as the natural sciences.  

Further, “anything at all” exists relationally rather 

than atomistically. This again cuts across much thinking 

which insists that to understand something – to get to 

that thing’s essence – we must reduce the thing to its 

constituent parts. To understand the human body is to 

reduce it to cells; to understand a table is to look to the 

tiniest of particles; such that the body is nothing but cells 

and cell division, and the table nothing but atoms. Such 

was Dawkins mistake in The Selfish Gene, and Margaret 

Thatcher's assertion that “there is no such thing as socie-

ty.” To uncover the smallest constituent is not to under-

stand the complex whole.  

Ryder is not, then, a fan of philosophical reduction-

ism, but wants to hold all aspects of human experience 

equally, with no ontological priority.  

[A] relational ontology suggests there is no good 
reason – in fact, it is meaningless – to hold that 
some complexes or kind of complexes are more 

real than others. Similarly, there is no good rea-
son to assert that some identifying traits of hu-
man being are “really” something else: The 
mental really the physical, or the ethical really 
the behavioral, or the behavioral really the neu-
rochemical (Ryder 2013, 70). 
 

Further, “We need […] conceptual categories that allow 

us to demonstrate that complexes are no less real than 

their constituents, and constituents no less real than the 

complexes they constitute” (ibid., 75). 

As an example, Ryder does not reduce the human 

person to either mind or body, but to accept the person 

as complex constituted by its traits. Some of those traits 

the person shares with other animals but some are 

distinctive to the person: chiefly cumulative experience 

and judgement. He concludes, “[P]ersons understood 

relationally are in full possession of all the traits they 

exhibit or exercise” (Ryder 2013, 73). And, “The person is 

what he is by virtue of his relations, or to put it another 

way, a person’s relations constitute his being” (ibid., 

113). This is not unlike the communitarianism of Daniel 

Bell who suggests that people are constituted by their 

relation to a community of significance (Bell 1993). 

 

Pragmatic Naturalism, Artificial Dualisms, and Deduc-
tive Proofs 
 

As a way of framing reality, pragmatic naturalism avoids 

artificial dualisms, or at least the collapse of one aspect 

of a pair into the other: say, mind into brain, or society 

into the individual. Pragmatic naturalism accepts both 

mind and brain without either causing a problem to the 

other. It also refuses the false dichotomy, too often 

found in academic departments of philosophy, between 

the modernists and the postmodernists (using the terms 

loosely); between the objectivists and the subjectivists. 

In two sentences Ryder puts to rest the “nature versus 

nurture” quandary commenting: 

The pragmatist side of pragmatic naturalism 
would endorse the claim that knowledge and in-
quiry are always perspectival because they are 
accomplished from some angle or point of view 
and they are always undertaken for a reason, 
i.e., to do something; knowledge is therefore 
never absolute. Similarly, the naturalistic side of 
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pragmatic naturalism is likely to acknowledge 
that whatever place human beings and our expe-
rience has in nature, there remains aspects or 
traits of nature that are what they are, entirely 
independent of human interaction with them 
(Ryder 2013, 47). 
 

Thus, pragmatic naturalism builds a much-needed bridge 

between objectivism and constructivism, and can shed 

light on many intractable contemporary social issues. 

Currently, one of the most intensely debated areas is sex, 

gender and trans-rights – more particularly, the rights of 

trans-women. To over-simplify the issue, in order to ac-

cept trans-women as truly women, scholars and activists 

have changed the meanings of sex and gender. Tradition-

ally, gender was a function of biological sex. In recent 

history a distinction was made between sex (objectively 

determined by physiology) and gender (a socially con-

structed understanding of the way that masculine and 

feminine were developed in different cultures and sub-

cultures). More recently, in some accounts, the notion of 

sex has been subsumed under an understanding of gender 

to the point that biological sex no longer objectively exists. 

In this telling, sex is no longer understood as biologically 

determined but is rather a construction “assigned at 

birth.” The biological objectivism of sex and gender, as the 

same, changed to an understanding of sex as biologically 

objective and gender as socially constructed, and on to 

the notion that both sex and gender are social construc-

tions. Thus, sex is no longer objectively or biologically real. 

Some feminists (J. K. Rowling being perhaps the most 

visible) have reacted negatively to this move. To them, to 

deny the reality of sex – specifically the biological female, 

uterus and vagina, menstruation and lactation – is to 

minimize the historical and lived reality of women and all 

they experience positively and negatively as biological 

females. For Rowling and her ilk, such is to erase women’s 

history, and is in danger of undermining hard-fought for 

women’s rights. The debate is intense and such is the 

contemporary social context that bridges across the divide 

are not easy to build. Here, Ryder’s pragmatic naturalism 

would help greatly. Pragmatic naturalism would acknowl-

edge both the objectivism of sex – humans are after all 

animals, and no one disputes that an animal’s sex is de-

termined by biology – and the constructivism of gender, 

that socially constructed gender roles are more fluid than 

fixed. In Ryder’s terms both sex and gender are real com-

plexes we need to make an account of. The complex that 

is sex and/or gender is constituted relationally by its traits 

and is not absolute. That biology objectively determines 

sex and that a trans-woman is truly a woman are both 

accounted for in pragmatic naturalism. 

Pragmatic naturalism is also useful in that it avoids 

the philosophical chimera of the need to prove things 

deductively. Despite likely three thousand years of care-

ful thought, philosophers have proved little to the satis-

faction of each other. Philosophy is not mathematics but 

rather a set of tools necessary to create consistent posi-

tions with a degree of plausibility. In the same way, 

Ryder’s claim is that pragmatic naturalism avoids ideolo-

gy that amounts to “a tenacious commitment of one’s 

concepts, perspectives, and ideas regardless of evidence 

and experience” (Ryder 2013, 51). 

Ryder’s pragmatic naturalism rejects the notion that 

knowledge is justified true belief. Instead, knowledge 

has to do with the generation of possibilities and prag-

matic implications. One mode of knowing may be more 

important than another given different contexts. A med-

ical doctor may have knowledge of the physical aspects 

of a patient and hence be able to diagnose physical 

conditions that require surgery or medication, but a 

knowledge of the patient’s lifestyle, worries and chal-

lenges may be more pertinent in terms of preventative 

care and developing the patient’s sense of self. In the 

first, knowledge is received from a physical examination; 

in the second knowledge is derived from listening to the 

patient’s story. Thus, the importance of knowledge is 

contextual and has meaning only in respect to some 

purpose (ibid., 107). 

 

Pragmatic Naturalism and the Non-Material 
 
How then does Ryder deal with the non-material? His 

relational ontology gives a clue to the answer: 
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The idea, again, is that everything, by which we 
mean material objects, ideal entities, histories, 
ideas, dreams, fictional characters, logical princi-
ples, actualities, possibilities, God, human being, 
and anything else one can mention, point to, or 
create, whether a human product or not, is con-
stituted by its traits and the relations among 
them (Ryder 2013, 59). 
 

Ryder rejects the notion that some things are more real 

than other things; there is no ontological hierarchy. All 

complexes are as real as each other. But complexes can 

be more relevant in different situations. This frees Ryder 

from the philosophical task of determining whether 

reality is physical or spiritual and question such as 

whether fictional characters exist. The point is not 

whether something exists but how it exists, in other 

words, what is its sphere of relatedness. How, then, 

would Ryder’s pragmatic naturalism account for Harry 

Potter, God as creator, or a belief in fairies? 

For Ryder, the question is not whether Harry Potter 

(or God, or the fairies) are real but in what way do they 

exist? What are their spheres of relatedness? What are 

the traits that constitute them? Here is a partial list of 

the spheres and traits of Harry Potter: J. K. Rowling who 

first imagined him and created his story; the character 

himself as he develops in that story and all his relation-

ships with other characters; the magical world in which 

Harry lives; the imagination of the millions of children 

and adults who have engaged with the story, dreamt 

and day-dreamed about Harry Potter; the global capital-

istic development of Harry Potter including not least the 

movie franchise; the actor Daniel Radcliffe who played 

Harry in eight movies and who for many people embod-

ies the way Harry looks and speaks; and the philosophy 

of life that emerges as Harry grows to maturity that 

includes the values of loving relationships, friendship, 

courage, and faithfulness. All of these traits, and likely 

more besides, constitute the complex that is Harry Pot-

ter. Whether I could find “Platform Nine and Three-

Quarters” at King’s Cross Station in London and board a 

train to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry is 

irrelevant to the existence of Harry Potter. The physical 

railway station that may be visited is not one of the traits 

that constitute Harry Potter, whereas the fictional rail-

way station with its magical platform is. The two King’s 

Cross stations exist in different orders. If I want to catch 

a train to Edinburgh to attend a conference, I will buy a 

ticket and board a train. If I want to be whisked away to 

an imagined world, enjoy my time there, and think with 

Harry about life’s ups and downs I re-read a book, or 

watch a movie, or simply think about Harry Potter. 

What about God? Ryder makes what seems like an 

uncharacteristically confident and ontologically intolerant 

assertion: “the God of monotheism does not exist” (Ryder 

2013, 66), which would amount to the same type of claim 

that “Harry Potter does not exist.” We know, from his 

earlier comments, that whether God exists or not is of no 

concern to the pragmatic naturalist, who seeks rather to 

answer the question: in what ways does God exist? Ryder 

admits as much soon after the first claim with a further 

claim that “God in some relevant sense does exist” (ibid., 

67). How do we square the circle of the counter claims? 

It is clear that traditional theistic notions of God – 

God as a singular, monistic being separate from and 

creator of all other beings – is incompatible with prag-

matic naturalism. God as “supernatural” cannot fit with-

in a framework that begins with the assumption “nature 

is all there is, and all there is is natural.” Further, if all 

that exists is constituted relationally then God too must 

be constituted relationally. However, traditionally God 

exists alone and without need and is utterly “self-

contained.” God creates the world (nature) simply be-

cause God chose to without any compulsion. The creat-

ed world exists apart from God, though God is in some 

sense the sustainer of the world, though still apart from 

the world. Clearly, this conception of God is not compat-

ible with pragmatic naturalism. Ryder says: 

Pragmatic naturalism must recognize religious 
faith as a natural phenomenon, but religious 
faith, by virtue of some of its content, is incon-
sistent with the naturalism that wants to 
acknowledge it (Ryder 2013, 135). 
 

If God does not exist in the way traditional theism sug-

gests, in what ways does God exist? How is God consti-

tuted relationally? By what traits? Ryder leaves the 
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answer to others, as, for him, the existence of God does 

not work and has no “cash-value.” Even so, Ryder sug-

gests there are ways of understanding God and religious 

experience in pragmatic naturalist terms. For instance: 

In Dewey’s hands God comes to represent the 
unification of the ideals that we hold in highest 
esteem: justice, truth, beauty, wisdom and be-
nevolence. Randall took a still different ap-
proach, wherein both religion and God are 
understood through the function they serve to 
provide coherence, meaning and direction for 
people’s lives (Ryder 2013, 129). 
 

Though beyond the scope of this brief treatment, here 

are a few other provisional answers. A pantheist under-

standing of God might be compatible with pragmatic 

naturalism. Panentheism suggests that God, in some 

way, exists in all that is and is constituted relationally 

with all that is. In other words, God has no separate 

existence and is an aspect of nature rather than the 

creator of nature. William James says as much: 

[Some] kind of immanent or pantheistic deity 
working in things rather than above them is, if 
any, the kind recommended to our contempo-
rary imagination. Aspirants to a philosophic reli-
gion turn, as a rule, more hopefully nowadays 
toward idealistic pantheism than towards the 
older dualistic theism […] (James 1987, 517) 
 

For James, the “cash-value” of religious ideas was their 

ability to bring comfort and to “carry you somewhere” 

(ibid., 518). In other words, religion performs a concrete 

function in leading toward good outcomes.  

Tillich’s God – as not “a being” but rather “the ground 

of all being” – could also be understood in pragmatic 

naturalistic terms. Whatever that “something” is, common 

to all being, is what we might term God. Even so, Tillich’s 

understanding is far from traditional understandings of 

God as a personal supernatural being, somewhat like a 

human being but more so and perfect. Neither would 

account for traditional understandings of God as a person 

to whom one prays. Tillich’s solution of “God beyond God” 

leaves room for metaphorical, psychological and ritualistic 

accounts of God; each of those ways of thinking about 

God constituted in terms more like poetry, symbol and 

metaphor than, say, natural science and matter.

Other contenders for a pragmatic naturalist explication 

of God would include something like Mary Midgley’s 

(2014) and Thomas Nagel’s (2012) teleological under-

standing of nature; that nature is not merely random but 

has within it a principle, not unlike consciousness (per-

haps Adam Smith’s “invisible hand”) guiding it toward an 

end. Nagel states: 

[N]atural teleology would mean that the universe is 
rationally governed in more than one way – not on-
ly through the universal quantitative laws of physics 
that underlie efficient causation but also through 
principles which imply that things happen because 
they are on a path that leads toward certain out-
comes – notably, the existence of living, and ulti-
mately conscious organisms (Nagel 2012, 67). 
 

In a natural theology perhaps those guiding principles 

are what believers call God. 

Even so, this still leaves unanswered the question of 

the traits that constitute God. Ryder suggests that the 

nature (character) of a complex is defined by its rela-

tions. God exists (prevails) but in what way does God 

exist; in which orders of relations? Ryder comments: 

[I]f God, like everything else, is a natural com-
plex, then by definition God is not simple or indi-
visible. God like every other complex, is 
composed of constituent complexes; it is itself an 
order of relations (Ryder 2013, 125). 
 

Among God’s relations are: the varying traditions that 

speak of God; meaningful rituals and symbols that con-

vey a sense of the divine; the myths and narratives of 

those who have “known” and experienced God; the 

sincere worshipper who contemplates God; the multiple 

cultures that have been shaped by those who believe in 

God; the invocation of God in social rituals such as “God 

bless America” at the end of every presidential speech; 

the institutions and organizations arranged around belief 

in God; and more besides. For the pragmatic naturalist 

God exists in these ways. 

But how do the fairies exist? Certainly not in the em-

pirical world of experimentation, nor in the world of 

ordinary senses. The fairies do exist, though in folklore, 

in fables, moral tales and imagination. For a young child 

the tooth fairy exists as comforter in a rapidly changing 

world of loss and renewal. 
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Though Ryder eschews an ontological hierarchy 

(which is more real: Harry Potter, God or the fairies?) it 

seems prudent to recognize that the existence of God in 

all God’s relations has had more effect in the world than 

the existence of the fairies in all their relations. Harry 

Potter presents an interesting case. It may well be that 

Harry Potter – for many millions of children and adults – 

has more “cash value” than God. 

 

Pragmatic Naturalism and Social and Political Relations 

 
After his initial exploration of the pragmatic naturalism in 

The Things in Heaven and Earth, Ryder divides his book 

equally in an exploration of naturalism (ontology, episte-

mology, and aesthetics) and a consideration of social 

experience. Does naturalism, as Ryder understands it, 

work in helping us understand experience as consistent 

and meaningful, and not just some experience but all 

experiences? In the words of James what is the “cash 

value” of naturalism? In other words, how useful is prag-

matic naturalism? To answer the question, and to com-

plete the landscape of his “theory of everything” Ryder 

conjoins his version of naturalism with the American 

pragmatist tradition, especially Dewey. Following Dewey, 

Ryder suggests that democracy “is a desirable way of life 

that is conducive to the development in all relevant re-

spects of those who live in it” (Ryder 2013, 181). 

As he unpacks his meaning, two issues are promi-

nent. First, the kinds of claim he is making for democra-

cy, and second what he means by “democracy.” Ryder’s 

claim is not an absolute claim for democracy and he 

readily acknowledges that other social arrangements 

might well (equally well?) provide for the development 

of their citizens (or subjects). Though democracy might 

not be a perfect system, or even the best system, Ryder 

claims that it works at least as well as other social ar-

rangements in the contemporary world. In other words, 

Ryder’s claim is pragmatically modest. 

Like other philosophers Ryder pays careful attention 

to words and stipulates what he means and does not 

mean when he speaks of “democracy.” The first thing to 

note is that democracy is not merely a political way of 

making decisions. It is, rather, a “way of life” and he 

quotes Dewey favorably as stating, “Democracy is a way 

of life controlled by a working faith in the possibilities of 

human nature” (ibid., 183). This Ryder terms “thick 

democracy” and is rooted in a particular view of human 

nature: 

Our nature is such, or so the democrat believes, 
that we are able to develop our emotional, per-
ceptual, and intellectual powers to the point that 
it is possible for us to perceive our situations and 
our problems, to understand how we might ad-
dress them, and to care enough to act (Ryder 
2013, 184). 
 

Further: 

Democracy, in other words, rests not on blind cus-
tom, nor on dogma, nor on rigid ideology, nor on 
clichés and slogans, but on the exercise of our col-
lective capacity to study ourselves and our world, 
to perceive its problems, and to apply in our lives 
a mode of interaction that opens the possibility of 
new and creative solutions (ibid., 185). 
 

Besides this the democratic individual looks beyond their 

own community to other communities, to share com-

mon interests and to work for the common good, such 

that a “democratic individual is knowledgeable, thought-

ful, critical, experimental, and ethically sensitive” (ibid., 

189). The democratic individual is cosmopolitan in out-

look and practice. This is a high ideal, and if such is used 

as a yard-stick to measure democracy, say, in the United 

States then in its most recent history the United States is 

hardly democratic in this sense. Ryder wrote The Things 

in Heaven and Earth during the Obama presidency, when 

the world had optimism that the United States would 

finally live up to its foundational promises (ibid., 204–

205). The Trump years, and aftermath, have cast a dark 

shadow over the realization on a large scale of Ryder’s 

democracy as a way of life. Given voting patterns it 

would seem that at least half of the citizenry of the 

United States is not at all keen on Ryder’s deep concep-

tion of the democratic individual. Similarly, Ryder wrote 

optimistically of the European Union as a forerunner of 

the eventual, and necessary demise of the nation state 

(ibid., 198–199, 207–208). Three years after the publica-



Pragm at ism Tod ay Vol .  12 ,  Issue 2 ,  2021  
TH E  TH I N G S  I N  HE A V E N  A N D  E A RT H:  A  TH E ORY  OF  E V E R Y T H I N G ? 

Andrew Fitz-Gibbon  
 

 

 

tion of Ryder’s book saw the Brexit referendum, the 

United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the European Union, 

with the possible further fracturing to include Polexit, 

Italexit and who knows what else under the twin pres-

sures of nationalism and popularism. Ryder’s optimism 

of 2013 looks gloomier in 2021. 

Though Ryder remains faithful to Dewey’s use of 

democracy in its “thick” sense, given the current lack of 

understanding of democracy, and for many around the 

world the conjoining of democracy with the neoliberal 

project and American aggression, might a better word be 

found? Ryder admits, “the term ‘democracy’ has been so 

badly abused in recent years that in some parts of the 

world it will take a long time for it even to be meaning-

fully legitimate again” (Ryder 2013, 201). His analysis 

suggests that as pluralism and cosmopolitanism are so 

essential to thick democracy either word might work as 

a replacement. For Ryder, democracy, at its best, ought 

to include pluralism and cosmopolitanism. Might it not 

also be said that pluralism, at its best, ought to include 

democracy and cosmopolitanism; and cosmopolitanism, 

at its best, ought to be democratic and pluralistic? In 

other words, so much is packed into “thick democracy” 

that the meaning of “democracy” has moved far from its 

commonplace use. 

This is not the only problem Ryder’s understanding 

faces, and he is quite open about the difficulties. The 

pragmatist uses ideas as a working hypothesis, will ex-

periment with the idea and if found wanting will aban-

don it and see something else that works. This is in stark 

contrast to ideological approaches to social conditions. 

The ideologist is less willing to abandon an approach to 

social change, often believing that the ideology is itself 

justifiable and an end-in-itself. Pragmatism’s open, ex-

perimentalism, with a modest willingness to fail and try 

again, faces the the problem of political culture. In poli-

tics “it might work but we’re not sure” does not win 

elections; certainty does, however absurd the certainty. 

Ryder admits that Dewey’s pragmatic thick democracy 

faces a dearth of quality and reasonable debate, and a 

political culture that runs on slogans and ideological 

certainties. Can that situation be changed? Ryder’s an-

swer is not an optimistic one, “I am afraid that I have no 

answer to the question of how that might be accom-

plished” (Ryder 2013, 215). 

A further problem lies in thick (and thin) democra-

cy’s embracing of a pluralistic social and political frame-

work. The problem for thin democracy is what happens 

when a citizenry chooses to elect a government that 

runs on a ticket to undermine the democracy that elect-

ed it? Ryder speaks proleptically when he asks: 

How, we might ask, do we handle an occasion in 
which a majority of voters use the polls to elect 
leaders or endorse policies that are hostile to the 
very democracy that provides the election? (Ry-
der 2013, 219) 
 

In 2013, it was difficult to imagine (at least for this writ-

er) that in 2016 the United States could elect a President 

hostile to democratic values and that more than half the 

nation would rejoice in his election. Since President 

Biden was elected in 2020, at the time of writing still 

contested by the former President and his supporters, 

undemocratic state processes of Gerrymandering have 

continued to undermine the thin, and apparently fragile, 

democracy of the United States. It seems likely that in 

2022 and 2024 democratically elected legislators will 

further undermine democracy. 

The problem is compounded for thick democracy if 

the citizenry simply refuses to engage in the democratic 

processes of emotional, perceptual and intellectual 

growth and is quite happy to hand responsibility to others. 

Ryder comments, “It appears that pragmatic naturalist 

values cannot survive large-scale dissent, not can they 

repress it. Therein lies the problem” (Ryder 2013, 218). 

Even so, Ryder reluctantly suggests that in extreme 

cases non-democratic means might be used to further 

democracy’s goals. A tolerant pluralism social arrange-

ment has always faced the issue of those who refuse to 

be either tolerant or pluralistic. Can the tolerant allow 

the intolerant to hold sway? Intolerance undermines a 

central value of tolerant pluralism. For Ryder, a central 

problem is that undemocratic means undermine democ-

racy itself. At what point does the democrat resort to 
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undemocratic means? Ryder hints that undemocratic 

means might be justified when the greater values of 

democracy are threatened. He states (undemocratically) 

that in some situations “only violence can constitute a 

solution” (Ryder 2013, 224). Those situations are rare 

and only the “extreme” cases. But what does that mean? 

In a recent poll, widely reported, 30 percent of Republi-

cans said that “true American patriots may need to 

resort to violence in order to save the US” (Sharp 2021). 

The resort to violence “in extreme cases” can be claimed 

by any side of an ideological divide. Dewey’s, and hence 

Ryder’s, thick democracy, with its claim not to be an 

ideology, seems to undermine itself when promoting the 

use of violence. This chapter is a celebration of Ryder’s 

philosophy and not my own, but I wrestled with these 

issues in two recent books (Fitz-Gibbon 2017, Fitz-

Gibbon 2021). My own conclusion is that the resort to 

violence always undermines the tolerant, pluralistic, and 

democratic impulse. Even so, either conclusion is an 

uncomfortable one for pragmatic naturalism. 

 

Conclusion 
 

John Ryder seeks to construct a coherent, plausible and 

pragmatic philosophy that takes account of everything. 

How well does he do? Much depends on his opening 

assertion that nature is all there is and everything that 

exists exists in nature. For those who cling to a belief in 

the supernatural – in a divine Being that exists outside of 

nature – Ryder’s account will always fail. Even so, prag-

matic naturalism is not a denial or rejection of the spir-

itual or religious. Rather, it accounts for such human 

experiences as natural rather than supernatural. But 

having accepted his assertion Ryder’s account of the 

interconnection of all complexes, that everything that 

exists exists relationally, coupled with a refusal to reduce 

or collapse nature to its smallest components – hence to 

deny large swathes of human experience – is compelling. 

Ryder carefully shows how pragmatic naturalism offers 

coherent accounts of ontology, epistemology and aes-

thetics. Though Ryder asserts pragmatic naturalism 

accounts for ethics – how could it not? – this writer, as 

an ethicist, would like a more thorough and systematic 

treatment of the subject. When Ryder turns to social 

relationships, he is again persuasive sticking close to 

Dewey’s embracing of thick democracy. If Dewey stands, 

then so does Ryder. Yet, perhaps more so now than in 

Dewey’s time “democracy” seems too misused a term to 

be helpful. To be used relevantly “democracy” requires 

so many qualifications that the “democracy” of “thick 

democracy” seems too different to be helpful. But what 

other word would suffice? Such is Ryder’s dilemma, and 

he sticks to Dewey with admirable tenacity. This, with 

relentless experimentalism and modest fallibilism, allows 

John Ryder to explicate a complex and expansive “theory 

of everything.”  
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