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ABSTRACT: This chapter focuses in the latest development 
of John Ryder's work, in which he offers himself as a phi-
losopher of education. Ryder is seen as a political author, 
i.e., a thinker who moves mainly in the sphere of active 
judgment, in Buchlerian terms. His thinking is rooted in 
relational ontology. Therefore, in the initial parts of this 
paper the ontology is presented with the help of the 
relational concepts of Dewey and Buchler, who have 
influenced Ryder significantly. The final part deals with the 
Ryder’s forthcoming monograph Philosophy of Education: 
Thinking and Learning Through History and Practice. It 
emphasizes the use of important figures in the philosophy 
of education (Plato, Rousseau, Dewey, Freire), who serve 
as a field of tension that supports the relational approach. 
The concluding segment of the text is devoted mainly to 
equality, which in Ryder’s monograph is conceived as a 
relational matter of autonomy and community. 
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I consider John Ryder's last, not yet published mono-

graph1 to be the culmination of his work. A lifelong effort 

to present a comprehensive view of a relational ontology 

seems to be completed by the most recent contribution. 

One will find all the essential topics for Ryder there – 

pragmatic naturalism, relational ontology (conf. Ryder 

2013), three basic constituents of human experience, 

i.e., the cognitive, aesthetic, and political (Ryder 2013, 

197–206) (or in other texts, assertive, exhibitive, active, 

conf. e.g., Ryder 2014)), the influence of Justus Buchler 

and John Dewey, and the emphasis on sharing interests 

as the primary way how to reconcile different metaphys-

ical attitudes (Ryder 2007; 2009). 

Ryder is the heir to Buchler’s and Dewey’s positions 

in all their tension between traditional and alternative 

concepts. His knowledge comes from a good under-

standing of philosophical origins, e.g., Aristotle’s concep-

tion of practical reason, but he constantly tries to keep 

in forefront the relational conception of the world. Thus, 

                                                 
1 Manuscript that will be published as Philosophy of Education: 
Thinking and Learning through History and Practice by Rowman 
& Littlefield in 2022. All page references are to the manuscript 
pages. 

his thinking combines ancient concepts in their heart, 

such as realization (Energeia or Entelecheia) and potency 

(Dynamis). However, it dramatically emphasizes that 

everything around us results from the interrelatedness 

of forces. Therefore, all objects and their footings come 

from constantly evolving relations that create supposed-

ly stable platforms undergoing constant major or minor 

changes. If we correctly understand the meaning of this 

relationality of the world, we should not be surprised 

that the main category of Ryder's work is the political 

sphere in the broadest sense. Relations and understand-

ing and/or realization of their potency determine the 

level at which changes take place. In the case of human 

affairs, this level is political at its core. 

 

Relational ontology 
 

Dewey2 and Buchler thought that metaphysics was not a 

worn-out idea of first philosophy but a fallible human 

attempt to frame “the most fundamental and general 

concepts of a given subject-matter” (cf. especially Buch-

ler 1990, 207). They believed that such a complex reflec-

tion, in which human ideas are orchestrated, is a primary 

means of helping people to meet their needs and pursue 

their interests without reducing the fullness and richness 

of the world they live in and interact with. 

Both believe that interactions with their surroundings 

structure the human experiences, and through these 

interactions humans act, thus making their lives signifi-

cant. Meanings are tools helping to model interactions so 

that organisms (humans as one of many species) follow 

their needs and interests. Meanings are also a criterion of 

whether specific ways of life are worth repeating or 

changing. As a tool/criterion, meanings guide, elaborate, 

and appraise styles of structuring and its effects. Although 

language is crucial for determining and communicating 

the needs and interests with fellows, sharing starts long 

before people refine them using language. They arise from 

the interactions and have their roots in organisms’ activity 

                                                 
2 When referring to Dewey’s Collected Works, I use the general-
ly known system of reference where LW, MW, EW mean late, 
middle, early period; the digit determines the volume and the 
following numbers refer to the page range of a quotation or 
paraphrase. 
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– in grasping, throwing, eating, in gestures, bodily expres-

sions, manners of movements, etc. Many interactions are 

therefore performed subconsciously, but they still carry 

their meanings.  

This emphasis on the continuity of unconscious, sub-

conscious and conscious parts of transactions enables 

Dewey and Buchler to avoid both a scientism that mani-

fests itself in reductionism as well as an all-embracing 

mysticism. Experiences are a continuous ongoing mutual 

adaptation, change, and alteration without losing order. 

Although Dewey and Buchler are connoisseurs of Aristo-

tle's work and were also significantly inspired by it (cf. e.g., 

Buchler's categories of assertive, active, exhibitive judg-

ment), they defied the main Aristotelian assumption that 

the world is composed of items with immutable essences 

and that all changes take place only at the level of acci-

dents, or that they are the realization of some set of pos-

sibilities. For Aristotle, immutable essences determine 

changes. For Dewey and Buchler, changes determine what 

we can hold as temporarily stable, desirable, or as what 

we can rely on during our judgments (for the significance 

of judgments see below). This shift radically departs from 

our Western metaphysical tradition because in taking this 

view, both Americans put aside the ideas of immutable, 

well-described, and well-defined items and relations 

among them. They see interactions (perhaps better to say 

transactions) as primal and “items” and “relations among 

them” as second-order, temporary constructs of organ-

isms’ adapting to a situation (Dewey) or as consequences 

of complex’ intersections (Buchler).  

Because both have renounced the classical equip-

ment of Western thought and yet are forced to speak 

and write in a way that people shaped by this tradition 

understand, they have unique challenges in expressing 

their metaphysics. It was especially tough when they 

tried to transform Darwinian relational epistemology 

into full-fledged metaphysics. How to express the whole 

of everything that exists in a constant change and altera-

tion, which nevertheless has its order or orders, so that 

it does not lack clarity and hierarchy of meanings? They 

either had to give up the ambition to articulate relational 

metaphysics and, like other heretics, stay with onto-

epistemological revisions – such as Kurt Lewin (1951) 

with his field theory or Herbert Blumer (1969) with his 

interactionism – or to accept the fact that their meta-

physics may be confusing. They chose the second option, 

and thus they accepted the fact that their metaphysics 

may be unstable in its key concepts. For Dewey, the 

concept was the situation, for Buchler, it was the con-

cept of natura naturans or ordinality. 

Dewey could never satisfactorily explain what he 

meant by the situation. Where one situation ends and the 

other begins, why there should not be just one hard-to-

distinguish, all-encompassing situation, i.e., some version 

of Hegelian Absolute Spirit (remember Russell's critique). 

For Buchler, natural complex (see below) had become a 

central concept. To give a general idea of the interconnec-

tions and development of all complexes, of their always 

open possibility for rearrangement and re-genesis, Buchler 

had to distinguish the concept of Nature into two aspects. 

He expressed the aspects using Spinoza’s terms natura 

naturata and natura naturans. The first sought to capture 

the orders of complexes that prevail here and now, which 

determine our current situation in all their possible actual-

izations. The latter aspect sought to capture what trans-

cends here and now orders, what enables them to be 

determined, and anticipate entirely new future orders. 

Finally, Buchler called it “ordinality” (Buchler 1990, 276), 

which “permeates them all […] by which new orders are 

discriminable and explorable” (ibid., 100). However, Buch-

ler’s attempt ran into a predetermined mindset of read-

ers. Western languages form us from within. They are 

based on nominals and therefore they are inherently 

deictic, atomistic, and linear. Once we try to express any 

such identity, it is not dynamic. Once we make it dynamic, 

it will fragment itself into a manifold of entities that allow 

dynamics to emerge among them; however, this move 

dissolves the whole. Thus, it is difficult for some to under-

stand the identity of a whole, which is also dynamic and 

not predetermined by its already given possibilities. Per-

haps these were the difficulties that led Heidegger to 

assert that the being encompassing all existing entities – 
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beings – is an “Abyss” (Abgrund), permeated by “no-

thingness”, from which existing entities arise in the “event 

of appropriation” (Ereignis). 

However, Dewey's alleged vagueness and Buchler’s 

alleged inconsistency are not a mere sleight of hand but 

a pragmatic treatment of this astounding limitation of 

Western thinking. It is a clever move to radically depart 

from the Aristotelian (or generally Greek) frame of mind 

without losing readers. Moreover, because of this vague 

or inconsistent metaphysics, we understand that even 

though sciences are the most potent cognitive approach 

to the world, they are not exclusive for guiding our lives. 

Such understanding helps us to see that we cannot take 

this or that perspective of special sciences as a general 

interpretation of the world. Although we can feel, for 

example, the same urge for broad vision in Lewin’s field 

theory (Lewin 1951), his effort is still the translation of 

ideas of quantum physics into the psychological or peda-

gogical domains.3 Dewey’s or Buchler’s approach pro-

vides us with a feeling of the whole united in its richness, 

differences, and tensions. 

 

Scope of Dewey’s and Buchler’s Natural Relationism 
 

In his thoughtful essay “The Being of Nature”, Thomas 

Alexander (2013, 103–131) combines Dewey’s and Buch-

ler’s relational naturalism to show how both completed 

each other, and he thus creates a robust relational met-

aphysics and ontology. I owe much to Alexander’s essay. 

Nonetheless, I am picking just four of its features – situa-

tion, organism-environment interactions (Dewey), natu-

ral complexes, and judgment (Buchler) – to sketch the 

scene for John Ryder’s application of a relational ontolo-

gy to education. 

Dewey defined the concept of a situation as an exis-

tential quantum. The quantum “whole” of the situation is 

primary. Only in the next step do we develop the complex-

                                                 
3 It is necessary to add here that, for example, from the text The 
Conflict between Aristotelian and Galileian Modes of Thought in 
Contemporary Psychology (Lewin 1935, 1–42), it is clear that 
behind its epistemological research lies an effort to encounter 
different non-Aristotelian ontology or metaphysics, but Lewin 
never fully came to these considerations. 

ity into an abstraction that differentiates the subject of 

action, the objects of the situation, and relations among 

them. The subject, the objects and relations are the cogni-

tive tools that we construct based on our needs and the 

inherent qualities of the whole situation. We can grasp it 

thanks to the insight or intuition that handles the quality 

permeating it and determining its character.4 The uncer-

tainty, which arose once the tension appears, was not the 

tension in the subject. Tension permeates the entire 

situation but manifests itself in the individual who reacted 

to the complex difficulty of the situation: “The habit of 

disposing of the doubtful as if it belonged only to us rather 

than to the existential situation in which we are caught 

and implicated is an inheritance from subjectivistic psy-

chology” (Dewey LW 12: 110). Experience is a dynamic 

structure formed within the situation and by organism-

environment interactivities. Their energies collide, entan-

gle and transform one another. This structure permeates 

both the individual and the environment. These interactiv-

ities determine the limits and quality of a situation, the 

possibility of a problem, and the conditions of its solution 

(Dewey LW 14: 185). 

For Buchler, to be is to be related: “Whatever is […] 

is in some relation” (Buchler 1990, 24). To exist means 

for him to be at the intersection of the natural complex-

es’ relations. Being related also means being a part of 

nature. Even God, if it is anything, then it is, for Buchler, 

one of the complexes related to others (ibid., 21–22). 

Important for relational metaphysics is the idea of or-

ders of complexes that permeate each other and into 

which no entity enters as an already unfolded atom. For 

example, humans are biological, social, spiritual com-

plexes determined by their relations with other beings 

                                                 
4 Today, we can better characterize this quality based on the 
latest research in cognitive sciences and the phenomenological 
study of human perception – e.g., the research in mirror neu-
rons (Rizzolatti & Sinigaglia 2008; Iacoboni 2008), Damasio’s 
research of emotions (Damasio 1994; 2010), research on sen-
sorimotor coordination of perception and action (Johnson 2008, 
117–134). All these and the other processes leave traces behind 
themselves. Their aesthetic structure influences organisms 
providing them with complex information that enables them to 
be cognitive and take an active stance toward situational com-
plexity. After this grasping, organisms can start reacting to a 
situation or analyzing it. 



Pragm at ism Tod ay Vol .  12 ,  Issue 2 ,  2021  
ON  E D U C A T I O N :  J O H N  RY D E R’S  RE L E N T L E S S  MI RR OR  
Radim Šíp  

 

 

 

and environments. They create social groups with their 

fellows and represent a part of various institutions; as 

such they become part of other institutional relations – 

family, work place institution, nation, member of the EU, 

the inhabitants of the planet Earth. Even the physical 

atoms of human body are no longer unrelated because 

the atoms properties are shaped by relations to other 

particles and their places in molecules, tissues, and 

organs. Relationality means, among other things, that 

each entity exists only through these relations, and if the 

quality, intensity, and duration of these relations 

change, so does the entity.  

Buchler used new words (alescence, for example) or 

significantly expanded the meaning of those commonly 

used (judgment) in order to better grasp the relationality 

in which individuals constitute themselves, relate to the 

world and act in it. Since I focus on Ryder’s use of Buch-

ler’s metaphysics here, I will now briefly look into the 

notion of judgment. The term does not only mean what 

is commonly meant by it – rational assertion or decision. 

This is just one of several types of judgment. Whatever 

activity a person carries out, they also carry out an ap-

preciation of the situation. The appreciation always 

happens in relation to the goals to which the process 

leads. The result of their actions also concludes the 

whole process of judging. This result also ultimately 

determines the type of judgment. 

Thus, an artist’s painting is a product or judg-
ment; so, too, is a decorative arrangement of 
flowers. An economist’s prediction of rising in-
terest rates is a judgment, just as is a meteorolo-
gist’s forecast and the taking of an umbrella on 
one’s way out the door. The buying of a house is 
a judgment, as is the calculation of one’s cash 
flow in light of a mortgage of a particular value 
(Wallace 2004, 280) 
 

Thus, judgment expresses the active connection of the 

individual with the whole situation, the assessment of 

the case, the discrimination of needs and goals, and the 

attempt to subsequently achieve them. Suppose we 

understand human activity in such a complex of struc-

tured acts: in that case, we are better equipped not to 

succumb to our Western tendency to break down the 

complexes into atomic units and then look for simple 

causal chains among them. As a result, we can see ra-

tional behavior in acts that are not bound to true/false 

evaluations. For example, taking an umbrella could be 

adequate or inadequate to a situation. However, such 

judgment is not a proposition “It will rain” with possible 

true/false values. We are not talking about the truth of 

the proposition because the proposition has not yet 

been formulated, although there is a tendency to evalu-

ate it. Such an approach equalizes all kinds of human be-

havior and does not restrict it only to assertive acts. This 

equality also makes it possible to reflect the world in its 

complexity. If the assertive type of acts were dominant, 

then its propositional nature and the associated nominal 

character of the language (see above) would cause us to 

break down natural complexes into separate units and 

perceive them as atomic facts. 

Buchler recognizes three main types of judgments – 

assertive, active, and exhibitive. They correspond roug-

hly to theoretical, practical, and productive reasons in 

the Aristotelian triad. These three significant types of 

judgment also define the three major areas in which 

human life is profiled – knowledge, politics (in the 

broader sense), and aesthetics (in the more general 

sense). Buchler, however, abolishes the Aristotelian 

hierarchy, in which the products of the theoretical realm 

of reason were most valuable. Each of these areas be-

comes equal. 

 

John Ryder’s Relentless Mirror 
 

Ryder’s main domain is where we apply practical judg-

ments. In this sense, he is a political thinker. His predom-

inant effort is to demonstrate how it is possible to 

reconcile the actions of many actors who have different 

views of the world and do not share the same metaphys-

ical anchoring. Having in mind Buchler’s ordinality of 

relational complexes, he uses Dewey’s conceptual tools 

to conceive personal autonomy as an outcome of the 

balance between a person’s interests and those of oth-

ers. Such an approach is especially useful if we want to 
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understand the nature of educational institutions. 

Dewey defined the quality of the relationship be-

tween individuals and the community in a purely func-

tional way. The functional starting point was the only 

one that could succeed within an overall relational ap-

proach. In his time, it provoked surprise, and in the 

social sciences his approach remains underappreciated. 

At the heart of this approach is a control of the indirect 

consequences that individuals or institutions impose on 

others by pursuing their interests. Communities, states, 

and supranational entities arose thanks to the need for 

control of indirect consequences. Justice and the quality 

of a social order are determined by whether people can 

control the indirect consequences of the actions of 

others and to what extent (cf. Dewey LW 2. 234–373). 

As an attentive follower of Dewey, Ryder puts the 

control of indirect consequences at the center of his 

thoughts. It is his constantly recurring theme with many 

different manifestations – international relations (Ryder 

2009), structuring political and aesthetic experience 

(Ryder 2014), education as political technology (Ryder 

2007), etc. However, in almost all his texts, he directly or 

indirectly touches the theme of education. It is the edu-

cational system in which the control of indirect conse-

quences is in many variations focused, refined, and 

deepened, or, on the contrary, reduced, hampered, or 

even lost; it depends on how education is understood 

and organized. For this reason, it is no surprise that in his 

forthcoming book, Philosophy of Education: Thinking and 

Learning Through History and Practice (2022), this topic 

becomes central, concentrating on all the issues he has 

previously elaborated and amalgamating them. 

The whole text is consistently based on a relational 

ontology, even in the way it is constructed. In the first 

four chapters, he presents four significant figures of 

pedagogical philosophy – Plato, Rousseau, Dewey, and 

Freire. Each represents a different view of the nature, 

form, and goal of education. Plato describes the elitist 

organicism that emphasizes the pre-allocated place of 

everyone in society (Ryder 2022, 18–49), Rousseau the 

mechanistic individualism of the Enlightenment (ibid., 

50–81), Dewey the optimistic relationalism of the pro-

gressive era (ibid., 82–115), and Freire the overcoming of 

oppressive social relations by the radicalization of educa-

tion (ibid., 116–149). The significance of these chapters 

does not lie in these analyses; they were presented in 

more detailed and precise variants by other authors. The 

importance lies in their interplay.  

All four educational thinkers create a field of tension 

that prevents any attempt to think through the Aristote-

lian essentialist grid. No perspective, temperament, or 

attunement takes precedence over others; they are all 

forced to correct each other. In these pressures, what 

could turn into a simplified uncritical truth is constantly 

being returned to its source – to the relationships from 

which it arises. For example, Plato brings into this field 

society as a necessary condition for individual's devel-

opment, but the other three approaches dissolve his 

innate elitism. Dewey, in turn, provides a system of 

progressive relational education, but Freire corrects his 

over-optimism by confronting him with a power domi-

nance that already controls others at a subconscious 

level. Reciprocally, Dewey provides Freire with relational 

tools to avoid being tempted to perceive any manifesta-

tion of power as an unchanging entity that must be 

defeated primarily by resistance. 

This mill systematically grinds our every attempt to 

get stuck in some convenient truth, and we must follow 

the chains of relationships and their ever-changing con-

sequences. Thus, Ryder structurally prepares the field 

for the analysis of educational conditions in the follow-

ing three chapters: Education and Its Problems (Ryder 

2022, 153–176); Education in Context: Nature, Knowl-

edge, and Experience (ibid., 177–212); Education in 

Context: Society and the State (ibid., 213–256). In par-

ticular, the last two chapters, in which the functional 

analysis based on the control of the indirect con-

sequences of actions is applied most consistently, are 

among the book’s highlights. Here the author hit the 

troubled heart of our current educational systems. 

Educational institutions are constructed of three re-

lational types – economic, political, and academic. This is 
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a tripod whose three legs must be the same length to 

maintain balance and function properly in today’s socie-

ty (Ryder 2022, 221–227). Any imbalance thereof de-

stroys the primary goal of education: formation of a 

society which supports creation of such a personal au-

tonomy that guarantees individuals the means to control 

their own development in a way not detrimental to the 

autonomy of others. This general rule has profound 

practical implications related to the question of repro-

ducing inequality. 

Autonomy is important as an individual and so-
cial matter for two reasons. The first is that 
without it we are subject to the design and ends 
of others, and thus unable to exercise the self-
control necessary for our own development […] 
The inequality of wealth, power, and property 
becomes a problem when it interferes with the 
ability of some to exercise the autonomy that is 
the entitlement of each of us (Ryder 2022, 228). 
 

This relational analysis of education shows that we should 

not look at equal rights in education from an essentialist 

human rights perspective. Human rights are not an exter-

nal gift granted by God or received along with birth. Hu-

man rights are a relational product of a properly func-

tioning society, which cares for the autonomy of persons 

that control their own interests while not compromising 

the interest of others. This is the reason education should 

not and must not reproduce or even deepen inequalities 

(ibid., cf. 230). I am afraid that today's research on this 

issue affirms that our societies and our educational sys-

tems (perhaps except for a few cases – for example, the 

Finnish or Ontario systems) are not doing well, and that we 

rest on the laurels of a meritocratic dream (See e.g., Savage 

2021; Slee 2011; Brantlinger 2001). The essence of this 

dream lies in the idea that we are equal and it only de-

pends on the personal interest and talent of each of us 

whether we will be successful or not. However, each of us 

is constructed by relations. Our talent, diligence, and effort 

are formed by relations and therefore our ability to control 

the consequences of other people's actions depends on 

openness and equality in any relations. 

I am afraid that this presents us with an annoying 

fact. If we focus on how our educational institutions 

have historically formed (in Europe as well as in United 

States), we will find that they are based on the early 

modern idea of effectively controlling individuals, not 

allowing them to control direct or indirect consequences 

of actions (Foucault 1995; Green 2013). How they are 

organized, including the selection of teaching content 

and methods, how individuals are accepted, how hidden 

in/equalities in social and cultural capital are perpetuat-

ed and even deepened is controlled by this inherent 

goal. Our schools still reproduce inequality and favor 

only some of us. Thus, our educational institutions – 

from primary schools to universities, whether public or 

private – are failing systemically. But it is in such institu-

tions that we must live and act. 

Ryder’s forthcoming book turns out to be a relent-

less mirror. As actors in the educational process, as 

learners and teachers, we have no choice but to stand in 

front of this mirror every day and ask ourselves: Do we 

really help reduce inequalities? 
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