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ABSTRACT: In this essay I comment on some of the fea-
tures of John Ryder’s naturalism and provide background 
and context that I hope will further illuminate his project. I 
consider the difference between pragmatic naturalism 
and W. V. O. Quine’s naturalizing; claims by some of its 
critics that naturalism entails materialism; naturalism’s 
response to supernaturalism and secular nonnaturalism; 
the biological/cultural roots of John Dewey’s naturalism; 
some recent work in cognitive neuroscience that takes its 
point of departure from John Dewey’s pragmatic natural-
ism; the materialist and idealist aspects of science; natu-
ralism as a postulate; Ryder’s four modernist/post-
modernist postulates for a pragmatic naturalism; ele-
ments of both realism and idealism in pragmatic natural-
ism; the relevance of Dewey’s “philosophical fallacy” to 
pragmatic naturalism; and finally, the place of God and 
faith in Ryder’s ordinal/pragmatic naturalism. 
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I am grateful to the editors of this volume for their invi-

tation to comment on John Ryder’s philosophical oeuvre. 

As Archilochus once said of the hedgehog, Ryder certain-

ly knows one big thing, and that is the career American 

naturalism. His anthology, American Philosophical Natu-

ralism in the Twentieth Century, has been a treasured 

resource for those of us who have taught courses on the 

subject. Add to this his numerous lectures, published 

essays, edited volumes, and substantial monographs, 

The Things in Heaven and Earth: An Essay in Pragmatic 

Naturalism and Knowledge, Art, and Power, and you 

have a well-crafted treatment of the career and contours 

of American naturalism and its implications for religion, 

the arts, and political life.  

But it can also be truly said, as Archilochus said of 

the fox, that John Ryder knows many things. He knows, 

for example, how to bring people together. As organizer 

of the Central European Pragmatist Forum, he has for 

many years brought American philosophers together 

with their European counterparts for week-long confer-

ences in a variety of Central European venues (and else-

where as well). In his roles as professor and administra-

tor at a number of European and Middle Eastern univer-

sities he has built an extensive network of students and 

colleagues and a deep understanding of the many and 

diverse issues that confront educators in many parts of 

the world. He has also been active in the Alliance of 

Universities for Democracy (AUDEM), an international 

organization dedicated to discussion of the university’s 

role in promoting democracy. 

In addition to his work as an ardent proponent of the 

tradition of American naturalism that reaches back to 

George Santayana and the “Columbia Naturalists,”1 

Ryder’s work also points forward as an exploration of 

the possibility of a “pragmatic naturalism” which can 

appeal to non-pragmatist naturalists as well. In this he 

has offered his readers insights into the place of natural-

ism within the history of philosophy, especially with 

respect to its treatments of alternatives to ontology and 

epistemology as received and long-debated within the 

tradition of European philosophy. 

He describes his own position as closely associated 

with American naturalists including John Herman Randall 

and his teacher Justus Buchler. He has been greatly 

influenced by Buchler’s “ordinal” naturalism, which de-

parts radically from the European tradition of sub-

stance/accident, mind/body metaphysics by postulating 

an alternative that is thoroughly relational. Nature is 

characterized in the following way: “whatever is, in any 

sense or way at all, is in its nature complex, and complex 

in such a way that its nature is constituted by the rela-

tions among traits, and that its traits, whatever they are, 

are themselves relationally constituted complexes” 

(Ryder 2013, 58).  

He has thus argued for a pragmatic naturalism that 

would be attractive to naturalists of a wide variety, 

including both ordinal naturalists such as Buchler and 

pragmatists such as Dewey. Of course, he admits that 

Dewey is already known as both a pragmatist and a 

naturalist, but he is attempting to construct a bigger tent 

                                                 
1 Columbia Naturalists included John Dewey, Frederick J. E. 
Woodbridge, John Herman Randall Jr., Ernest Nagel, and Justus 
Buchler, among others. 
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since there are naturalists who do not wish to buy all 

that Dewey has on offer, or for that matter all that Buch-

ler proposes. Nevertheless, he thinks there is enough 

overlap that promising alliances can be made.  

To be sure, his project requires application of a principle 

of charity on all sides. But it does seem to have the ad-

vantage of advancing conversations among naturalists with 

common insights and agendas. I propose here to comment 

on some of the features of Ryder’s work and to provide 

some background and context that I hope will further illu-

minate his project. I will also highlight some of Dewey’s 

ideas about naturalism that can serve to support and en-

courage the alliance that Ryder proposes. In all this, I be-

lieve, pragmatic naturalism will nevertheless be understood 

differently by different readers, since, as William James 

reminded us, temperament (and therefore selective inter-

est) plays a large part in what ideas we accept as valid and 

important for the ongoing reconstruction of our lives. 

 

*** 
 
Naturalism versus Naturalizing 
 

It is significant that Ryder distances his understanding of 

American naturalism from W. V. O. Quine’s “naturalized 

epistemology,” which proposed to off-load traditional 

philosophical questions about knowledge to the empiri-

cal sciences. There is more than a hint of logical positiv-

ism in this idea. Joseph Margolis discussed this differ-

ence at length and concluded that the naturalizing that 

Quine proposed “is demonstrably incompatible with the 

pragmatism of the classic figures” (Margolis 2002, 6–7). 

Ryder goes further to include not only pragmatists, but 

also the work of non-pragmatist naturalists such as 

Santayana, Woodbridge, and Randall as incompatible 

with Quine’s “naturalizing.” 

Margolis characterized the naturalism of the original 

pragmatists as “little more than a refusal to admit non-

natural or supernatural resources in the descriptive or 

explanatory discourse of any truth-bearing kind. In that 

sense, naturalism is a conceptual scruple that pragmatism 

shares with all sorts of heterogeneous doctrines: positiv-

ism and Marxism, for instance” (Margolis 2002, 6). In fact, 

if we look back (as Ryder urges us to do) to one of the 

primary resources for understanding Columbia Natural-

ism, Naturalism and the Human Spirit (1944), a collection 

of essays by both pragmatist and non-pragmatist natural-

ists edited by Yervant Krikorian, we find that the situation 

may be a bit more complex than Margolis suggested. 

 

Antinaturalism 
 

It is true that a common theme among the Columbia 

Naturalists is rejection of anything supernatural or 

nonnatural. But an equally important theme is rejection 

of 19th and 20th century forms of reductive materialism. 

Dewey’s essay in the Krikorian collection, “Antinatural-

ism in Extremis” (Dewey 1944, 1–16 / LW15: 46–62)2 

provided several examples of supernaturalist attacks on 

naturalism, including the charge that its rejection of 

“absolute spiritual” values rendered it morally vacuous. 

He also called out secular nonnaturalists who hold that 

“mere natural knowledge must be placed in the most 

disparaging opposition to a higher realm of truths acces-

sible only to extranatural organs” (Dewey 1944, 10 / 

LW15: 56). Dewey apparently could not resist having a 

bit of fun with one proponent of this view: “As one critic 

of naturalism remarked (somewhat naïvely), without 

such absolute and final truths there would be in morals 

merely the kind of certainty that exists in physics or 

chemistry” (Dewey 1944, 12 / LW15: 58). 

One does not have to look far to find contemporary 

examples of these antinaturalist positions now on offer. 

 

                                                 
2 Standard references to John Dewey's published work are to 
the critical (print) edition, The Collected Works of John Dewey, 
1882–1953, edited by Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale and Ed-
wardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1969–1991), and 
published in three series as The Early Works (EW), The Middle 
Works (MW) and The Later Works (LW). These designations are 
followed by volume and page number. “LW1: 14”, for example, 
refers to The Later Works, volume 1, page 14. In order to ensure 
uniform citations of the critical edition, the pagination of the 
print edition has been preserved in The Collected Works of John 
Dewey, 1882–1953: The Electronic Edition, edited by Larry A. 
Hickman (Charlottesville, Virginia: InteLex Corp., 1996). 
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Supernaturalism  
 

In an almost acrobatic series of arguments Alvin Plant-

inga, for example, has attempted to drive a wedge be-

tween science and naturalism, the former being con-

sistent (he argues) with theism – especially of the 

Christian variety – and the latter (he continues) having 

no place for God or “anything at all like God: there is no 

supernatural realm at all” (Plantinga 2011, 169). When 

evolution (which he admits as a basis for science) is 

presented as unguided, he argues, it is subjected to a 

“philosophical gloss, or add-on” (Plantinga 2011, xii). But 

if you just agree that evolution is guided by God, then 

you get harmony between theism and science. The same 

goes for the existence of miracles. If you just agree that 

science operates in a closed system and that there is in 

addition an open system in which God is active, then 

there is no conflict between science and theism because 

each has their own sphere of influence.  

Plantinga’s remarkable argument that the real con-

flict is between science and naturalism hangs on a de-

bate that goes back to Descartes about the reliability of 

our cognitive faculties. In short, since God is the guaran-

tor of the reliability of our cognitive faculties, naturalism 

is left without such access, and is therefore to be dis-

missed as non-scientific. “[S]uppose you are a naturalist: 

you think that there is no such person as God, and that 

we and our cognitive faculties have been cobbled to-

gether by natural selection. Can you then sensibly think 

that our cognitive faculties are for the most part relia-

ble? I say you can’t” (Plantinga 2011, 312 ff). 

The naturalists under discussion here, of course, will 

have none of this. The God claim on which the first 

argument relies is theological or confessional, not scien-

tific. The notion that evolution is “guided” in the sense in 

which Plantinga uses the term is not a part of current 

science. Second, the claim of an “open system” in which 

God is active and operates in parallel with a closed sys-

tem of science has no basis in science. It is a matter of 

religious dogma. And third, resurrection of the hoary 

radical doubt argument, enlisted in a curious attempt to 

drive a wedge between naturalism and science, relies on 

the premise that unreliability of our cognitive faculties is 

the default position for naturalism. For Plantinga’s ar-

gument to work, it is (once again) God who is summoned 

to be the guarantor of the reliability of our cognitive 

faculties. But of course, this is a gross mis-characteriza-

tion of American Naturalism. 

In some corners of the theological world this is 

known as the “God of the gap” strategy: if there is a gap 

between what the evidence supports and the conclusion 

you want to reach, just plug God into it to make it work. 

(It should be noted that in what appears to be a diver-

sion from his own utilization of this very strategy Plant-

inga ostentatiously argues against a version of the “God 

of the gap” move, but in a tightly tailored sense that 

links its application to “semi-deism,” leaving its wider 

implications untouched) (Plantinga 1997). 

Ryder will have a great deal to say about the place of 

God in his version of pragmatic naturalism: a bit later we 

take a careful look at his argument in chapter six of The 

Things in Heaven and Earth. Of course, as a naturalist he 

is not willing to admit a supernatural deity, but, as we 

shall see, he is cognizant of the fact that deities have 

played a major narrative and mythic role in human expe-

rience, as well as serving as an organizing principle 

around which social bonds can be built and maintained.  

 

Secular Nonnaturalism  
 

It is not entirely clear whom Dewey has in his sights 

regarding secular nonnaturalism (although Hegel would 

be a likely suspect). A current example, however, can be 

found in the work of the late Derek Parfit. Briefly, he 

argues that our moral reasons are not natural facts that 

can be confirmed by observation, so moral judgment 

must be based in “intuition,” by which we know nonnat-

ural normative truths.  

If, as I believe, reason-involving normative facts 
are in a separate, distinctive category, there is no 
close analogy for their irreducibility to natural 
facts. These normative facts are in some ways 
like certain other kinds of necessary truths. One 
example are mathematical truths, such as the 
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fact that 7 x 8 = 56. According to some empiri-
cists, this fact is some natural fact, such as the 
fact that, when people multiply 7 by 8, the result 
of their calculation is nearly always 56. This view 
misunderstands arithmetic, and the way in which 
mathematical claims can be true. Nor could logi-
cal truths be natural facts about the ways in 
which people think. In the same way, I believe, 
normative and natural facts differ too deeply for 
any form of Normative Naturalism to succeed 
(Parfit 2011, 326). 
 

And perhaps most remarkably, “if there were no such 

normative truths, nothing would matter, and we would 

have no reasons to try to decide how to live” (Parfit 

2011, 619). In his review of Parfit’s On What Matters, 

Allan Gibbard writes that “[t]wo decades ago, most 

ethical theorists saw the non-naturalism that Parfit 

cleaves to as a relic of a more credulous age, but more 

recently a host of ethical theorists have embraced it” 

(Gibbard 2012). 

I am tempted to suggest that if you are just analyzing 

the meanings of the word “good,” ignoring the biologi-

cal/cultural approach to ethics that undergirds Dewey’s 

variety of philosophical naturalism, for example, then non-

natural entities such as “nonnatural normative truths” 

would be useful to fill a gap – in this case a secular one. 

 

Naturalism and Materialism 
 

Some critics of naturalism have charged that naturalism 

was just one more form of materialism. Since the ques-

tion regarding whether naturalism entails materialism is 

important to a wider understanding of the implications 

of naturalism, and to Ryder’s project, it is worth examin-

ing this issue in more detail. One reviewer of the Krikori-

an volume was particularly critical of Dewey’s essay. He 

was bothered by what he took to be a reductive materi-

alism lurking in Dewey’s essay. 

Distinguished Yale philosopher W. H. Sheldon 

charged that Dewey’s naturalism was “just materialism 

over again under a softer name” (Sheldon 1945, 254 / 

LW15: 454). Sheldon argued that Dewey’s position was 

reductively materialistic in the sense that “states and 

events we call conscious or mental or spiritual [are] 

wholly at the beck and call of states and processes we 

call physical […]” (Sheldon 1945, 255 / LW15: 455). In 

other words, Sheldon was asking Dewey to specify 

whether what we call the mental or spiritual can control 

what we call the physical, or whether the physical, that 

is spatio-temporal factors, are the sole determining 

factors. 

Sheldon employed an imaginative strategy against 

Dewey. Knowing that Dewey as a pragmatist was con-

cerned with the practical effects of our beliefs as habits 

of action, he based his response on a premise that he 

knew pragmatists held dear, that is, that the answer to 

his question would have important consequences for 

practical ordering of one’s life and so must be answered 

with care. He was convinced that Dewey was a material-

ist, that materialism was not consistent with Dewey’s 

pragmatism, and was attempting to put him in an un-

tenable position.  

In his reply Dewey simply rejected the charge of mate-

rialism as Sheldon had characterized it. In doing so, he 

turned the tables on Sheldon by implicitly charging him 

with mind/body or matter/spirit dualism, that is, with the 

belief that mind and body (or matter and spirit) are sub-

stantially different. Then Dewey clearly articulated his 

rejection of traditional mind/body dualism. “[T]he quali-

ties and behaviors displayed by physical things when they 

are properly organized – the qualities and behaviors called 

mental or spiritual – are not exhibited by those things 

unless they are so organized. But these qualities and 

behaviors of organized wholes are not additional things 

which are substantially distinct from the properties and 

behaviors of spatio-temporal objects in their organized 

unity” (Dewey, Hook, Nagel 1945, 521 / LW15: 116). 

So, Sheldon was charging naturalism with holding 

that spiritual values, for example, are at the beck and 

call of physical processes, and therefore that any at-

tempt at organizing human societies, for example, must 

be done purely in terms of knowledge of spatio-

temporal distributions. But in following this line of ar-

gument he tipped his hand. His own dualistic assumption 

invited an assessment of matter as “lower” and spirit as 
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“higher.” A consequence of Dewey’s naturalism, he was 

arguing, was that matters of the higher, spiritual, order 

would only be possible by a redistribution of matters on 

the lower level. 

But Dewey and his colleagues were not impressed. If 

solving problems by means of redistributing spatio-

temporal objects was materialism, then engineers, edu-

cators, and farmers were by definition materialists. The 

only alternative would be non-materialism, that is, the 

view that changes in spatio-temporal things must be 

effected by such remedies as “wishes, silent prayers, 

angelic or magical powers, and the like” (Dewey, Hook, 

Nagel 1945, 516 / LW15: 111). A non-materialist would 

be someone who thinks of minds as capable of existing 

apart from spatio-temporal things. Dewey and his col-

leagues were accusing Sheldon of basing his argument 

on a type of mind/body dualism that had the smell of 

Cartesianism.  

Dewey and his colleagues were not finished. They 

pointed out that although properties and processes such 

as temperature, viscosity, and reproduction are not 

spatial, they are nevertheless properties or qualifications 

of things that are spatio-temporal. And if the non-

materialist wishes to say that they are in fact physical, 

then he or she would also be committed to holding that 

emotions and feelings, as properties or qualifications of 

physical bodies, must also be physical. 

Dewey and his colleagues thus built a platform for dis-

tinguishing between two types of materialism. The first, 

reductive materialism would hold that there is nothing but 

the physical. According to this view, psychological terms 

such as fear would have the same meaning as some physi-

cal description. An emotion would be synonymous with a 

set of neurons in the brain. Put in more contemporary 

terms, a mental event would be nothing more than the 

firing of a c-fiber. But this is not the version of materialism 

that the Columbia Naturalists were offering. 

Dewey and his colleagues argued that first, the re-

ductive materialism with which they were being charged 

demeaned the mental or spiritual, and second that they 

were also being charged with the view that minds are 

“substantial but ethereal entities, capable nevertheless 

of controlling or being controlled by physical substanc-

es.” Their reply was succinct. “Naturalists will dismiss 

these [charges] as not being addressed to themselves. 

They simply do not subscribe to such notions of the 

mental” (Dewey, Hook, Nagel 1945, 520 / LW15: 115). 

To illustrate their own non-reductive version of ma-

terialism, Dewey and his colleagues turned to an analo-

gy. In the case of oxygen and hydrogen combining to 

produce water, a structured unity is thereby produced 

that has a mode of behavior distinct from either oxygen 

or hydrogen. But it would be a mistake to say that water 

is an additional thing that controls from some external 

vantage point the behavior of its components. In redis-

tributing themselves to produce water, oxygen and 

hydrogen molecules change their behavior, but their 

behavior is not imposed on them by the water. 

In the case of minds, the mental or spiritual exists 

when certain arrangements of physical things take place. 

Moreover, the mental or spiritual does not exist unless 

those certain arrangements are present. But “the quali-

ties and behaviors of organized wholes are not addition-

al things which are substantially distinct from the 

properties and behaviors of spatio-temporal objects in 

their organized unity” (Dewey, Hook, Nagel 1945, 521 / 

LW15: 116). Finally, for the naturalist, “there is no more 

mystery in the fact that certain kinds of bodies are able 

to think and act rationally than in the fact that cogs and 

springs arranged in definite ways can record the passage 

of time or that hydrogen and oxygen atoms ordered in 

other ways display the properties of water” (Dewey, 

Hook, Nagel 1945, 522 / LW15: 117).  

 

Biological /Cultural Naturalism: The Reflex Arc 
 

This type of biological/cultural approach to naturalism is 

a major theme in Dewey’s work, certainly going back at 

least to his 1896 essay “The Reflex Arc Concept in Psy-

chology.” Basing his work in part on experiments with 

perception by Addison Webster Moore and James Row-

land Angell at the University of Chicago, together with 
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earlier work by William James at Harvard, Dewey argued 

that our reflexes (the classical example is of a child see-

ing and touching a flame and withdrawing a hand) are 

not a series of “arcs” or “jerks,” but a continual re-

balancing of organic tensions. “A set of considerations 

which hold good only because of a completed process is 

read into the content of the process which conditions 

this completed result. A state of things characterizing an 

outcome is regarded as a true description of the events 

which led up to this outcome […]” (Dewey 1896, 367 / 

EW 5: 105). In his comments on Dewey’s essay, Louis 

Menand points out that “[a]nalytically speaking, the 

response actually precedes the stimulus – that is, we 

label the seeing a ‘stimulus’ because we have already 

labeled another part of the act, the reaching, a ‘re-

sponse’” (Menand 2001, 328). In other words, already in 

1896 Dewey’s naturalism was based in part on the view 

that mental states were not something foreign to physi-

cal bodies, but were responses of organized systems 

(organisms) to changing environmental conditions. That 

is, they were adjustments within the tensions of adap-

tive behavior. It is important, I suggest, to understand 

this as a key to appreciating Dewey’s reply to Sheldon in 

1945, some fifty years after publication of the “reflex 

arc” essay. 

 

Naturalism and Recent Advances in Cognitive Neurosci-
ence 
 

Recent advances in cognitive neuroscience have utilized 

Dewey’s ideas as a platform for their own development. 

W. Teed Rockwell reads Dewey’s 1896 essay as him 

having seen “the reflex arc as ultimately not being divisi-

ble into parts at all, and having existence only insofar as 

it was a temporary outstanding moment in the flux of 

experience.” He writes that Dewey “leapfrogged over 

both behaviorism and cognitive psychology and articu-

lated the basic principles of dynamic systems theory” 

(Rockwell 2005, 177). The term “dynamic” is important 

here because it captures one of the reasons that it has 

taken so long for philosophy to feel the full effect of 

Dewey’s insights. Dynamic systems theory conceives of 

cognitive systems first of all in terms of processes from 

which particles can be abstracted rather than the more 

common view which assumes that the relation is the 

other way around. “Reality, Dewey claimed, was funda-

mentally a continuity, and most philosophical problems 

arise from artificially dividing this continuity into abso-

lute dualisms […] Stimulus and response, mind and 

matter, subject matter and method, are but moments in 

a flux that we define only by their relationship to each 

other within that flux” (Rockwell 2005, 179–180). Failure 

to understand the important points that organisms are 

continually in flux with shifting tensions occasioned by 

both organic and environing events, that most of the 

traditional philosophical problems have not taken that 

into account, and that mind and body, subject and ob-

ject, are names we give to ongoing processes after the 

fact is what Ryder calls the “Humpty-Dumpty fallacy.” 

Mark Johnson also recognized this important strain in 

Dewey’s naturalism: 

Dewey recognized the underlying continuity that 
connects our physical interactions in the world 
with our activities of imagining and thinking […] 
If we could only disabuse ourselves of the mis-
taken idea that thought must somehow be a 
type of activity ontologically different from our 
other body engagements […] [we] would cease 
to interpret the problem as how two completely 
different kinds of things (body and mind) can be 
united in interaction. Instead, we would rephrase 
the problem as that of explaining how increasing 
levels of complexity within organisms can even-
tually result in the emergence of progressively 
more reflective and abstractive cognitive activi-
ties, activities we associate with “mind” (Johnson 
2007, 140). 

 

Materialism and Idealism in Science: The Humpty-
Dumpty Fallacy 
 

Elsewhere, Dewey acknowledged that there was a non-

reductive materialist basis for science. But he suggested 

that science means two different things. On its material-

ist side, there is a body of discovered facts and laws. On 

what may be called its idealist side, however,  

science also means mental attitudes and the rules 
of such activities as thinking, observation, exper-
imentation, reasoning, and inquiry […] While sci-
ence from one aspect refers to the facts which 
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are discovered and classified, at the same time, 
from another aspect, it refers to the accumula-
tion of convictions of man reached by intellectual 
processes. It is possible to call the second aspect 
of science the idealistic or spiritualistic character-
istic. And, this is based on a moralistic character-
istic. No one, so long as he is not moved by love 
for truth, by courage, by sincerity, by a firm belief 
in the general or public nature of truth, would be 
able to lead science to its present condition 
(Dewey 1969, 7 / MW 13: 433–434). 
 

In two passages I have quoted, one from Dewey’s reply to 

Sheldon and the other from his essay “Idealism in Sci-

ence,” we see his functionalism as well as his geneticism 

at work. In both passages there is a refusal to honor tradi-

tional ontological splits. In a typical move, he simply ad-

dresses matters “on one side,” and “on the other side” 

with respect to what is under discussion (a natural organ-

ism in the first example, and science in the second). We 

also see Dewey’s geneticism at work. In both passages 

there is a reference to determinations that have already 

been made and are either in use or stored away for fur-

ther use as required (the material basis of organisms in 

the first example, and the discovered “matter” of science 

in the second) but also the implied reach of future delib-

eration (the increasingly complex organization of organ-

isms in the first example, and the experimental and moral 

imperatives of further scientific research in the second 

example).  

Here we also see an example of a major theme that, 

despite their differences, is important to both Buchler 

and Dewey. Both rejected Ryder’s Humpty-Dumpty 

Fallacy, which philosophers commit when they “unnec-

essarily and artificially [shatter] a fairly coherent world 

into many pieces, and cannot seem to get it back to-

gether without creating monsters” (Ryder 2013, 45). 

Despite some detours, the contributors to the Kri-

korian volume had a good deal in common. Summing up 

their efforts in the final chapter, Randall wrote that 

“Second only to the unanimity with which these writers 

reject supernaturalism and acclaim scientific procedures 

is their agreement that the richness and variety of natu-

ral phenomena and human experience cannot be ex-

plained away and ‘reduced’ to something else. The world 

is not really ‘nothing but’ something other than it ap-

pears to be: it is what it is, in all its manifold variety, with 

all its distinctive kinds of activity” (Randall 1944, 361). 

 
Naturalism as Postulate 
 

As Ryder points out, however, there is an important 

difference between Buchler and Dewey: Buchler starts 

with nature, whereas Dewey begins with experience. I 

would prefer to say that both Buchler and Dewey begin 

with postulates. Buchler begins with an ontological 

postulate of nature as complexes of relations and Dewey 

begins with a biological/cultural postulate of the imme-

diate empiricism of an experiencing organism. Ryder 

suggests that Buchler’s view tends to the realist side, 

whereas Dewey’s tends to the constructivist side. Never-

theless, it seems that they shared a general sense of the 

ways in which their respective postulates work to ad-

vance judgments. I suggest the term “postulates” in this 

case since neither philosopher is beginning ab ovo. Their 

places of beginning are neither arbitrary nor externally a 

priori. As Dewey suggested: 

[a] postulate is thus neither arbitrary nor external-
ly a priori. It is not the former because it issues 
from the relation of means to the end to be 
reached. It is not the latter, because it is not im-
posed upon inquiry from without, but is an ac-
knowledgment of that to which the undertaking of 
inquiry commits us. It is empirically and temporal-
ly a priori in the same sense in which the law of 
contracts is a rule regulating in advance the mak-
ing of certain kinds of business engagements. 
While it is derived from what is involved in inquir-
ies that have been successful in the past, it impos-
es a condition to be satisfied in future inquiries, 
until the results of such inquiries show reason for 
modifying it (Dewey 1938, 17 / LW12: 25). 
 

We can perhaps view the difference between Buchler 

and Dewey as similar to one that Randall characterized 

as between Woodbridge and Dewey. He thought that 

Woodbridge’s “language of Being” was opposed to 

Dewey’s language of philosophies of experience (Randall 

1944, 366). Here is Randall: 

Woodbridge’s use of the language of Being ra-
ther than of experience often makes his natural-
ism seem more different from Dewey’s than it 
really is. Dewey, of course, finds that ontological 
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language far from congenial; where he occasion-
ally attempts to employ it, largely under Wood-
bridge’s influence, the difference between them 
seems to shrink to minor proportions, and Dew-
ey’s own fundamental realism stands out clearly 
– his ‘functional realism,’ it might be called (Ran-
dall 1944, 361). 

 

Ryder’s Four Postulates about Pragmatic Naturalism 
 

Ryder is also keen to deny that this difference can pre-

vent a meeting on common ground. To this end he pre-

sents four postulates, which he thinks it is possible to 

endorse simultaneously: 

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 2013, 25). 

He describes the first two propositions as modernist in 

that “they assert an independently existing reality and 

our ability to learn about it.” The third and fourth propo-

sitions are described as “postmodernist in the sense that 

they assert that we do not just encounter a world waiting 

for us, but rather that the processes we employ in inves-

tigating our world […] condition what we find and are 

therefore constructive of what we find” (Ryder 2013, 25). 

Ryder gives us additional information about what he 

regards as the issues that separate the first two postu-

lates from the remaining two. He points out that many 

philosophers and scientists tend to be on the modernist 

side, and other philosophers and literary theorists tend 

to be on the other, postmodernist side. On the modern-

ist side it seems clear that geology, for example, is the 

study of the earth’s materials in the sense that those 

materials existed previously to being found. On the 

other side, however, it also seems clear that fictional 

characters have been created and that they therefore 

exist. In some cases, we even say that they have “taken 

on a life of their own” in the sense that their character 

traits and back stories (think of Sherlock Holmes) contin-

ue to develop over time from one generation of writers 

and readers to the next. So, Ryder thinks that it is plausi-

ble that they have an existence that could in some sense 

be called independent and objective. He notes that 

logical and mathematical entities are not just invented, 

but discovered.  

But what about nonmaterial entities such as moral 

values and laws of nature? I have already addressed some 

of the issues involved in nonnatural approaches to moral 

values, but there are also questions about the extent to 

which we “construct” our knowledge of the world. Post-

modernist literary studies, for example, include assertions 

about the infinite re-interpretability of signs, leading some 

critics to claim that some forms of postmodernism harbor 

an unfortunate form of relativism that has contributed to 

what is becoming known as a “post-truth” social and 

political culture that admits what one presidential advisor 

has defended as her “alternative facts.” Ryder’s four 

postulates thus represent the tip of an enormous iceberg 

of philosophical, literary, scientific, artistic, political, and 

even judicial debates. Where one comes down on the 

issues that motivate these debates will in large measure 

tend to reveal the type of naturalism – or nonnaturalism – 

with which one is sympathetic. 

So, Ryder has put his finger on one of the most im-

portant and complex issues in contemporary culture. 

Avoiding a deep dive into the details, however, I would 

argue that the central issue for Western philosophy is 

whether it will continue to cherish assumptions developed 

in classical antiquity and Medieval Europe and only imper-

fectly reformed during the modern period of European 

philosophy, or whether there will be a new philosophy 

that takes into account Darwin’s demolition of the idea of 

fixed species and the enormous changes in science and 

society that have occurred during the 19th and 20th centu-

ries. Ryder is clear that he finds expressions of this new 

philosophy in the work of American philosophers and 

sociologists such Chauncy Wright, Charles S. Peirce, Wil-

liam James, John Dewey, Jane Addams and others who 

developed this new type of philosophy. Although not all 

were naturalists (James spent much of his life trying to 
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believe in God and even attempting communication with 

the dead), they were nevertheless part of a movement 

that produced the basis on which a pragmatic naturalism 

could be articulated. 

 
Pragmatic Naturalism 
 

As I said, this is a very large and complex subject, and 

therefore not one that can be dealt with in detail in this 

essay. Nevertheless, it seems clear that Dewey would 

have been comfortable with all four of these postulates. 

As for the first postulate (that natural phenomena have 

objectively determinate traits), which is perhaps the most 

debatable of the four, Dewey argued in a 1905 essay, “The 

Postulate of Immediate Empiricism,” that “things – any-

thing, everything, in the ordinary or non-technical use of 

the term ‘thing’ – are what they are experienced as” 

(Dewey 1905, 393 / MW3: 158). But he also pointed out 

that “In each case, the nub of the question is what sort of 

experience is denoted or indicated” (Dewey 1905, 394 / 

MW3: 159). In other words, that things are experienced is 

clear enough. But what they are is a matter for inquiry. It 

is likely therefore that he would have preferred the term 

“determinable” rather than “determinate.” But this may 

be a minor matter, since if they are determinable then 

they should, given proper effort dedicated to finding out 

what they are, be determinate as well. The remaining 

three proposals are clearly consistent with Dewey’s ver-

sion of pragmatic naturalism, including the second, that 

traits of natural phenomena are knowable, which Ryder 

labels “modernist.” 

Ryder suggests that one of the virtues of pragmatic 

naturalism is that it “allows us to accept the reality of 

our experience, contrary to many postmodernisms” 

(Ryder 2013, 47). On the pragmatist side, inquiry is al-

ways perspectival, never absolute. On the naturalist side, 

whatever our experience, “there remain aspects or traits 

of nature that are what they are, entirely independent of 

human interaction with them.” This means that “there 

are traits of nature that are objective” (Ryder 2013, 47). 

From a Deweyan perspective it can be admitted that 

there is a certain objectivity involved in experiences that 

are so settled that they do not call for additional inquiry 

(since they present no problems). Most of us go about 

our daily lives relying on the accumulated results of 

successfully completed inquiry with respect to naturally 

and culturally experienced reality. On the other hand, 

Dewey would probably have emphasized another sense 

of objectivity, that is, that when our experience becomes 

problematic, then traits of nature are found or deter-

mined to be objective. Going forward, that they are 

found to be so provides a cultural inheritance that ac-

cumulates over time in the sciences, arts, humanities, 

jurisprudence, and so on. 

Ryder thinks it important that nature, for pragmatic 

naturalism, “does not serve as a category in any normal 

sense. It is not simply one among a number of concepts 

that taken together constitute a philosophical system. 

Rather, it suggests a general perspective or frame of 

mind” (Ryder 2013, 41). This is also similar to a Deweyan 

position; he treats nature as “an indefinite congeries of 

changes. Laws are not governmental regulations which 

limit change, but are convenient formulations of select-

ed portions of change followed through a longer or 

shorter period of time, and then registered in statistical 

forms that are amenable to mathematical manipulation” 

(Dewey 1910, 72 / MW4: 47). 

 
Realism, Idealism, and Pragmatism 
 

In order to gain increased appreciation of the impor-

tance of Ryder’s four postulates, it may be helpful to 

reconsider them through a somewhat different lens. As 

we have seen, Ryder identified the first two postulates 

as modernist, and the remaining two as post-modernist. 

If we look with care, however, it is also apparent that the 

first two also express a variety of realism and the re-

maining two articulate a variety of idealism.  

On this reading it should not be surprising that Dew-

ey would have accepted all four postulates since one of 

his basic strategies was to overcome inherited dualisms. 

He was fond of examining views such as idealism and 

realism, then taking what he needed to construct his 

own position and discarding the remaining elements. 
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During his early career Dewey was a steadfast critic of 

idealism, but in the early decades of the 20th century, as 

the ideas of Royce and the British idealists faded from 

the philosophical mainstream in America and new forms 

of realism began to take their place, Dewey’s main critics 

were realists of various sorts. 

Proponents of stripped-down forms of realism, such 

as the logical positivist Hans Reichenbach, were not able 

to accept Dewey’s naturalism because of its idealist 

component. Reichenbach’s stratified naturalism at-

tempted to establish a foundation for science by assum-

ing a hierarchy of the sciences, with physics at its base. 

But for Dewey that version of naturalism was much too 

thin. Because it dismissed moral and aesthetic experi-

ence as cognitively meaningless, it could not come to 

terms with the richness of a naturalism that can take 

such experiences into account.  

Dewey’s naturalism supports neither the positivist’s 

stripped-down realism nor the type of extravagant ideal-

ism that flirts with the idea that all of reality is a function 

of human ideation (or ideas in the mind of an absolute). 

His is a measured naturalism that exhibits the best ele-

ments of both realism and idealism. Failure to grasp this 

point is perhaps why, even after the decline of philo-

sophical idealism in America, philosophical realists of 

various stripes continued to accuse Dewey of idealism. 

Even some European idealists were sure that Dewey was 

an fellow idealist. Benedetto Croce, for example, de-

scribed Dewey’s position in Art as Experience as idealist. 

(Dewey flatly rejected what Croce had meant as praise.) 

Dewey’s pragmatic naturalism tends to exist in the spac-

es between these extremes. If realists believe that ob-

jects of knowledge exist prior to being known, and if 

idealists believe that we (or an absolute mind) create 

objects of knowledge, then Dewey was convinced that 

we construct a world out of found materials – tangible as 

well as intangible – with the tools – again, tangible as 

well as intangible – that we have fabricated. Technologi-

cal analogies are in fact a major supporting theme in 

Dewey’s work. 

 

Naturalism and the “Philosophical Fallacy 
 

One of the issues that led to considerable confusion 

among Dewey’s realist critics and to their charge that he 

was an idealist is relevant to our understanding of just 

how Dewey managed to bridge this realism/idealism 

gap. Some of Dewey’s realist critics held a theory of 

knowledge according to which a knower is said to be a 

“spectator” who “mirrors” or “copies” external reality. 

Dewey thought that this view did not do justice to the 

dynamic, adjustive, nature of knowing, that is, to know-

ing as a continuing accommodation of the organism with 

respect to environing conditions, and a continuing alter-

ation of environing conditions with respect to a knowing 

organism. As a part of his theory of inquiry, Dewey in-

troduced what he termed “the philosophical fallacy,” 

that is, the fallacy of converting eventual functions of 

inquiry to antecedent existence. His realist critics com-

plained that this notion was either unintelligible or ideal-

istic, since he seemed to be saying that knowing some-

thing changes it by the very fact of its being known. One 

of his critics, for example, complained that Einstein’s 

theory that gravity bends light did not change anything 

about gravity or light that did not exist before the theory 

was confirmed.3 

At first glance, even a thoughtful pragmatic natural-

ist might be tempted to agree with this realist critic. 

Dewey, however, confronted this issue in a friendly 

response to remarks by his Columbia University col-

league Frederick Woodbridge, who had presented a 

realist argument similar to the one I just described. 

Dewey admitted that just as Woodbridge had claimed 

that the object existed prior to being known, he also 

conceived the object to be “had in direct experience 

prior to its being known.” But, he continued,  

I deny the identity of things had in direct experi-
ence with the object of knowledge qua object of 
knowledge. Things that are had in experience ex-
ist prior to reflection and its eventuation in an 
object of knowledge; but the latter, as such, is a 

                                                 
3 See, for example, McGilvary, Evander Bradley. 1939. “Profes-
sor Dewey: Logician–Ontologician”, Journal of Philosophy 36, 
no. 21 (October 12), 561–565. 
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deliberately effected re-arrangement or re-
disposition by means of overt operations, of such 
antecedent existences. The difference between 
Mr. Woodbridge and my self […] is not that he 
believes in the existence of things antecedent to 
knowledge and I do not; we differ in our beliefs 
as to what the character of the antecedent exist-
ences with respect to knowledge is. While Mr. 
Woodbridge says ‘the object exists prior to its 
being known,’ I say that ‘the object’ is the even-
tual product of reflection, the prior or anteced-
ent existences being subject-matter for 
knowledge, not the objects of knowledge at all 
(Dewey 1930, 273 / LW5: 211–212). 
 

What Dewey is doing in this remarkably clear statement 

is admitting to a realist view of objects as being had as 

direct experience, but then moving over to the other, 

idealist side by denying that what is had in direct experi-

ence is known in the full sense of the word. In order to 

have knowledge, there must also be an idealist compo-

nent: reflection that produces a new object of 

knowledge (otherwise, what would be the point of re-

flective inquiry?). So, there is a realist component and 

there is an idealist component.  

But he also adds something more, his instrumental-

ism, that ties the two together. The record of human 

evolution is in great part the record of improved tool 

use. Of course, there are tangible tools, like flint scrap-

ers, hammers, and computers, and there are also tools 

that are intangible, such as myths, contracts, and algo-

rithms. The point, however, is not whether a tool is 

material or ideal, but whether it can be effectively em-

ployed as a means to the resolution of an indeterminate 

or problematic situation. A metaphor is no less a tool 

than a drill or a saw. With the aid of his instrumentalism, 

Dewey thus brings the best of realism and idealism 

together under the umbrella of his naturalist theory of 

inquiry. As we have already seen, his theory of inquiry 

cuts across the mind/body, inner/outer tradition, and is 

grounded instead in a biological/cultural matrix that is 

thoroughly naturalistic.  

In the 1939 Library of Living Philosophers volume ded-

icated to Dewey, Donald A. Piatt provided a very precise 

statement about how to think about Dewey’s critics in the 

realist and idealist camps and Dewey’s reaction to them. 

The enduring truth of idealism is that factuality 
must be qualified by meanings before we can 
make judgments about it. The enduring truth of 
realism is that factuality must have a brute quali-
ty and articulate structure of its own before 
judgments can have relevance and validity. The 
enduring truth of pragmatism is that, as active 
organisms, we are in the world and of it, we 
don’t altogether have to acquiesce in facts as 
they come, we can alter the facts as they affect 
us by operationally applying our purposes and 
meanings to them so that they become data for 
knowledge by becoming data for successful ac-
tion (Piatt 1989, 126). 
 

In sum, reading Ryder’s four postulates in this way, the 

first two as expressing a realist position and the remaining 

two as expressing an idealist view, and allowing that 

Dewey would have accepted all four on pragmatic 

grounds, what becomes clear is the poverty of a stripped-

down realist naturalism, the excessive extravagance of an 

idealist naturalism, and the considerable power of a 

pragmatic instrumentalist/naturalist alternative.  

 
Naturalism, God, and Faith 
 

I have already discussed naturalism’s rejection of super-

naturalism and secular nonnaturalism and provided an 

example of how some of those arguments proceed. It is 

now time to venture further into this matter, i.e., how 

and to what extent naturalism can take account of the 

religious dimensions of human experience. 

Ryder’s chapter six, “God and Faith,” takes on the 

difficult task of finding a place for God and faith within a 

system of ordinal naturalism (which, as we have seen, is 

for Ryder a version of pragmatic naturalism). On one 

side, the idea of a creator God outside of nature is 

rejected, since, according to ordinal naturalism, nature 

is what there is, and all there is. On another side, how-

ever, since God is culturally located within natural com-

plexes, Ryder has no wish to reduce belief in God to 

sociological or psychological events. For Ryder, “there 

are ordinal locations of which God is a constitutive 

trait,” that is, “God prevails in some order or orders” 

(Ryder 2013, 121).  

To make this work, Ryder distinguishes between 

concepts and beliefs. Concepts are not usually motiva-
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tional in the sense in which beliefs are. And belief in God 

discriminates, identifies, and picks out the orders in 

which God prevails. These include “the orders of myth, 

of symbol, of literature, of historical events, of many 

people’s experience, of piety, and of many others in 

which God has figured” (Ryder 2013, 125). In short, for 

Ryder’s pragmatic naturalism, 1) God prevails in various 

aspects as a significant cultural factor, 2) the idea of God 

as creator ex nihilo outside of nature is rejected, since 

like everything else, God is a natural complex and “com-

plexes are what they are by virtue of their ordinal loca-

tions” (Ryder 2013, 126) and finally, 3), given the 

principle of ontological parity, religious experience, no 

less than other sorts, is respected. (But it must be em-

phasized that for ordinal naturalism “God has no explan-

atory power with respect to nature in general or to 

specific natural, material events” (Ryder 2013, 129).  

Ryder then turns to the subject of religious faith, 

which he thinks is more difficult for a pragmatic natural-

ist to handle. Regarding the claims by some religionists 

that only absolute values can provide a basis for a moral 

life, Ryder reminds his readers that there are numerous 

ethical systems that are not based on supernaturalism. 

Many atheists, for example lead exemplary lives. More-

over, fear of eternal punishment (as a Pascal-type wager 

might suggest) is capable of producing only the very 

thinnest of ethical veneers (if that). The point is that 

religious belief need not necessarily be tied to a super-

natural world creator. Religious faith tends to orient 

itself pragmatically to commitments – to family, neigh-

bors, justice, trust, humility, and redemption. The upshot 

of this is that “such a life can be coupled with a God 

differently understood [than God as outside of nature], 

one that makes sense within a natural world.” Moreo-

ver, “such a life can also be lived without any conception 

of God” (Ryder 2013, 139).  

One of my favorite examples of how this can work is 

from the pen of Shailer Matthews, a liberal theologian 

who accepted evolution as a part of his religious belief 

and who served as dean of the Divinity School of the 

University of Chicago from 1908 to 1933. He offered 

what could well be a naturalist’s characterization of God. 

“God is our conception, born of social experience, of the 

personality-evolving and personally responsive elements 

of our cosmic environment with which we are organical-

ly related” (Matthews 131, 226). It is our adjustment 

with those elements in our environment which produces 

personality and a life of meaning. As I read Ryder, he 

would probably be sympathetic with this formulation: 

there is no reference to a God ex nihilo, there is empha-

sis on the social dimension of experience, there is an 

evolutional component, and there is reference to ad-

justment and generation of meaning. 

For his part, Dewey consistently refused to criticize 

individuals for their religious beliefs (although he did 

suggest that fundamentalists had gotten matters back-

ward: as fundamentalists they should be searching for 

fundamentals instead of claiming them as absolute). As a 

naturalist, however, he could not accept the notion of a 

supernatural God. As Ryder reminds us, Dewey wrote of 

God in social and moral terms, as the unification of the 

ideals we hold in highest esteem, such as justice, truth, 

beauty, wisdom, and benevolence (Ryder 2013, 129). He 

thought that “the religious” is a quality of experience – 

not something that can exist by itself but instead a quali-

ty that can leaven many types of experience, making 

them richer and more satisfying. 

Given the importance of Ryder’s claim, it seems ap-

propriate to offer a second example of his claim that 

religious belief is not necessarily tied to a supernatural 

world creator and that moreover, that “a life of faith is a 

way of life in the sense that it is about how one lives 

rather than simply what one believes” (Ryder 2013, 136). 

In her long career as an author of some 20 books on 

various aspects of religion, Karen Armstrong has, I believe, 

developed a position that resonates with the core aspects 

of a pragmatic naturalism as Ryder has articulated it. In 

The Case for God (2009) she argues that belief has been 

overrated and that it is religious practice that is important. 

It is in this vein that Armstrong points out that  

[r]eligion as defined by the great sages of India, 
China, and the Middle East was not a notional 
activity but a practical one; it did not require be-
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lief in a set of doctrines but rather hard, disci-
plined work, without which any religious teach-
ing remained opaque and incredible. The 
ultimate reality was not a Supreme Being […] it 
was an all encompassing, wholly transcendent 
reality that lay beyond neat doctrinal formula-
tions […] The ultimate was not alien to human 
beings but inseparable from our humanity. It 
could not be accessed by rational, discursive 
thought but required a carefully cultivated state 
of mind and the abnegation of selflessness (Arm-
strong 2009, 26). 
 

She argues that it was the Enlightenment of the 17th and 

18th centuries that created two current phenomena: the 

hard-edged atheism of Richard Dawkins, for example, and 

the type of fundamentalist Christianity that has now be-

come radically politicized in the United States. As a re-

sponse to the Enlightenment, theologians began to 

compete with science, then even to attempt to co-opt it (as 

I suggested is the case with apologists such as Alvin Plant-

inga). As for current atheists, she thinks that they are not 

radical enough. “Jewish, Christian, and Muslim theologians 

have insisted for centuries that God does not exist and that 

there is ‘nothing’ out there; in making these assertions, 

their aim was not to deny the reality of God but to safe-

guard God’s transcendence” (Armstrong 2009, xvi). 

As I read Armstrong in this book, The Case for God, 

and also in her more recent one, The Lost Art of Scripture 

(2019), she uses the word “transcendence” in a sense 

which would not give a pragmatic naturalist pause. For 

example, she writes that “What we regard as truth […] is 

inescapably bound up with a world that we construct for 

ourselves. As soon as the first humans learned to ma-

nipulate tools, they created works of art to make sense 

of the terror, wonder, and mystery of their existence” 

(Armstrong 2019, 4). Echoing William James, she com-

ments on the vagueness and fringes of experience: “We 

are surrounded by a reality that transcends – or ‘goes 

beyond’ – our conceptual grasp” (Armstrong 2019, 4). 

Like Dewey, she thinks that the religious is a quality of 

many types of experience. 

I have included these remarks by Shailer Matthews 

and Karen Armstrong because I believe they exhibit sup-

port for Ryder’s program of pragmatic naturalism as he 

attempts to find a legitimate place for God within the 

biological/cultural history and context of human life, that 

is, within “the orders of myth, of symbol, of literature, of 

historical events, of many people’s experience, of piety, 

and of many others in which God has figured” (Ryder 

2013, 125). 

Ryder’s treatment of the place of God within an ordi-

nal naturalism refuses to treat the experience of God 

either as an illusion or as exhausted by sociological and 

psychological considerations. He also skillfully avoids the 

traditional ontological questions regarding God’s exist-

ence by providing an example of the ways that pragmatic 

naturalism can find a place for the many varieties and 

nuances of human experience without resorting to reduc-

tionism. 

I have argued elsewhere that pragmatic naturalism 

may be able to accept the idea that some forms of belief 

in God, or supernaturalism, are primarily nominal or func-

tional, and not ontological in their personal and private 

sense (Hickman 2012, 19–29). If that is true, then the 

question becomes whether there is any significant differ-

ence between the nominal or functional supernaturalist 

and the pragmatic naturalist. In other words, would a 

nominal or functional supernaturalism pass a pragmatic 

test when the stakes are promotion of integration of an 

otherwise fractured or debilitated personality? William 

James was interested in a slightly different version of this 

question, and he struggled with it throughout his life.  

As I write, the head of the National Institutes of 

Health is both a devout Christian and a highly respected 

scientist. Perhaps the pragmatic naturalist needs to 

accept the fact that, in this case at least, a supernatural-

ist can compartmentalize beliefs in ways that do not 

“leak” into the spheres of science, technology, com-

merce, and other areas of public life. There are and have 

been other public figures, of course, who have failed the 

compartmentalization test. As I write, for example, the 

supernaturalist religious views of a majority of justices of 

the U. S. Supreme Court appear to be leaking into their 

decisions about the constitutional guarantees of separa-

tion of church and state and the rights of women. Might 
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a pragmatic naturalism be obligated, on pragmatic 

grounds, to distinguish between a dogmatic, inflexible 

supernaturalism on one side, and on the other side a 

functional, benign supernaturalism that seeks to inte-

grate the various aspects of life into a productive whole? 

To a pragmatist, the difference would turn on the con-

ceivable practical consequences of those beliefs. 

In sum, John Ryder has given us an excellent guide 

to a well-articulated version of pragmatic naturalism 

that can satisfy both those whose postulates involve 

ordinal naturalism and those whose postulates are 

more properly biological/cultural. He has also given us 

a sensitive, beautifully articulated proposal for a prag-

matic naturalist account of God as a part of nature. I 

conclude by suggesting that The Things in Heaven and 

Earth, especially chapter six, “God and Faith,” consti-

tutes a significant contribution to the career of Ameri-

can Naturalism. 
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