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My favorite author is the American Jesuit Renaissance specialist and media ecology theorist Walter J. Ong (1912-2003; Ph.D. in English, Harvard University, 1955). Over the years, I took five courses from Father Ong at Saint Louis University, the Jesuit university in St. Louis, Missouri. Subsequently, I have published a lot about Ong’s work.
Because I am impressed with the broad conceptual framework of Ong’s work, I will highlight certain aspects of his work, and certain related work, before I turn my attention to the autodidact in evolutionary psychology Loretta Graziano Breuning’s new self-help book titled Status Games: Why We Play and How to Stop (Rowman & Littlefield, 2021).

Walter J. Ong’s Work

Ong’s massively research Harvard doctoral dissertation was a study of the verbal arts of rhetoric and logic (also known as dialectic) from antiquity up to and beyond the French Renaissance logician and educational reformer and Protestant martyr Peter Ramus (1515-1572). In 1958, Harvard University Press published Ong’s doctoral dissertation, slightly revised, in two volumes:
(1) Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason (in the Age of Reason [also known as the Enlightenment]);
(2) Ramus and Talon Inventory (a briefly annotated bibliographic listing of more than 750 printed volumes [most in Latin] by Ramus and his allies and his critics that Ong, with the financial assistance of two Guggenheim Fellowships, tracked down in more than 100 libraries in the British Isles and Continental Europe).
In Ong’s 1958 book RMDD, he works with what he refers to as the aural-to-visual shift in Western cultural history (for specific page references, see the “Index” [p. 396]) – which he acknowledges that he borrowed from the French philosopher Louis Lavelle (p. 338n.54). In Ong’s 1958 book RMDD, he also works with what he variously refers to as the corpuscular view of reality, the corpuscular epistemology, and the corpuscular psychology, which he links with the kind of visual orientation fostered by the aural-to-visual shift advanced by Ramist logic as aided and abetted by the visual dimension of printed books (pp. 65-66, 72, 146, 171, 196, 203, 210, and 286).
Now, by way of digression, I would point out here that what Ong refers to variously as the corpuscular view of reality, the corpuscular epistemology, and the corpuscular psychology in the emerging print culture is connected with what Pope Francis refers to variously in his new 2022 apostolic letter Desiderio Desideravi: On the Liturgical Formation of the [Roman Catholic] People of God as “a concept, an idea, a thought” (paragraph 10), “something grasped mentally” (paragraph 39), “mental assimilation of some idea” (paragraph 41), “spiritual abstractions” (paragraph 42), and “a mental knowledge” (paragraph 45). Over against, and in contrast with, this “modern” way of processing one’s liturgical experience (paragraphs 27, 29, and 44), Pope Francis works with what he refers to “[a] symbolic ‘reading’ [that] is not a mental knowledge, not the acquisition of concepts, but rather a living experience [of transformative encounter of the living Jesus Christ in the liturgy]” (paragraph 45). Simply stated, before the enhanced aural-to-visual shift in the human psyche in Western culture after the Gutenberg printing press emerged in Europe in the mid-1450s, pre-modern peoples tended to be more open to and capable of the kind of liturgical encounter that Pope Francis refers to. Nevertheless, even for pre-modern peoples the kind of transformative encounter in the liturgy that the pope refers to involved the grace of God, as it does for modern peoples today as well.
Incidentally, Pope Francis has frequently and with force criticized what he refers to as careerism among ordained clergy in the church. For him, clergy careerism involves, in effect, a form of what Dr. Breuning refers to as status games. See Cardinal Joseph W. Tobin’s essay “Careerism” in the 2018 book A Pope Francis Lexicon, edited by Joshua J. McElwee and Cindy Wooden (Liturgical Press, pp. 12-14).
Pope Francis’ new 2022 apostolic letter is available in English translation at the Vatican’s website: https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/20220629-letters-ap-desiderio-desideravi.html But also see my 2,000-word review essay “Pope Francis’ 2022 Apostolic Letter, and Walter J. Ong’s Thought” that is available online through the University of Minnesota’s digital conservancy: https://hdl.handle.net/11299/228208 End of digression.
Now, in addition, in Ong’s 1958 book RMDD, he devotes a key chapter to “The Distant Background: Scholasticism and the Quantification of Thought” (pp. 53-91).
Now, by way of a second digression, after Ong finished writing his Harvard doctoral dissertation late in the summer of 1954, he published the article “System, Space, and Intellect in Renaissance Humanism” in 1956, which he reprinted in his 1962 book The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies (Macmillan, pp. 68-87). It is also reprinted in volume three of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1995, pp. 9-27).
In Ong’s essay “System, Space, and Intellect in Renaissance Humanism,” he makes the following key statement regarding the quantification of thought in medieval logic:

In this historical perspective, medieval scholastic logic appears as a kind of pre-mathematics, a subtle and unwitting preparation for the large-scale operations in quantitative modes of thinking which will characterize the modern world. In assessing the meaning of [medieval] scholasticism, one must keep in mind an important and astounding fact: in the whole history of the human mind, mathematics and mathematical physics come into their own, in a way which has changed the face of the earth and promises or threatens to change it even more, at only one place and time, that is, in Western Europe immediately after the [medieval] scholastic experience [in short, in print culture]. Elsewhere, no matter how advanced the culture on other scores, and even along mathematical lines, as in the case of the Babylonian, nothing like a real mathematical transformation of thinking takes place – not among the ancient Egyptians or Assyrians or Greeks or Romans, not among the peoples of India nor the Chinese nor the Japanese, not among the Aztecs or Mayas, not in Islam despite the promising beginnings there, any more than among the Tartars or the Avars or the Turks. These people can all now share the common scientific knowledge, but the scientific tradition itself which they share is not a merging of various parallel discoveries made by their various civilizations. It represents a new state of mind. However great contributions other civilizations may hereafter make to the tradition, our scientific world traces its origins back always to seventeenth and sixteenth century Europe [in short, to Copernicus and Galileo], to the place where for some three centuries and more the [medieval] arts course taught in universities and para-university schools had pounded into the heads of youth a study program consisting almost exclusively of a highly quantified logic and a companion physics, both taught on a scale and with an enthusiasm never approximated or even dreamt of in ancient academies (boldface emphasis and bracketed material here added by me; p. 72 of Ong’s 1962 book The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies. End of second digression.

I have discussed Ong’s work in many of my 532 OEN articles over the years. For example, I discuss Ong’s philosophical phenomenology in his 1958 book RMDD in my lengthy OEN article “Walter J. Ong’s Philosophical Thought” (dated September 20, 2020): https://www.opednews.com/articles/Walter-J-Ong-s-Philosophi-by-Thomas-Farrell-Communication_Communications_Communications_Consciousness-200920-664.html
But also see my introductory survey of Ong’s life and eleven of his books and selected articles in my 2015 book Walter Ong’s Contributions to Cultural Studies: The Phenomenology of the Word and I-Thou Communication, 2nd ed. (Hampton Press; 1st ed., 2000).
Now, as I have detailed in my book about Ong’s life and work, as part of his lengthy Jesuit formation, he earned three graduate degrees (in English, philosophy, and theology) and was ordained a Jesuit priest before he proceeded to undertake doctoral studies in English at Harvard University. At Harvard, Perry Miller served as the director of Ong’s massively researched doctoral dissertation on Ramus and the history of the verbal arts of rhetoric and logic. Miller discusses Ramus and his work in his massively researched book The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (Harvard University Press, 1939; for specific page references to Ramus, see the “Index” [p. 528]).
In 1962, Ong published the essay “The Barbarian Within: Outsiders Inside Society Today” in his book, mentioned above, The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies (pp. 260-285). In Ong’s 1962 title essay, he calls attention to the psychodynamic involved what Dr. Breuning refers to as status games. Ong’s 1962 title essay is reprinted in An Ong Reader: Challenges for Further Inquiry, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Hampton Press, 2002, pp. 277-300).
In 1963, as I explain in my book about Ong’s life and work (pp. 4 and 48-49), the French Educational Ministry dubbed Ong a knight, Chevalier dans l’Ordre des Palmes Academiques, for services rendered to French culture – an honor that the French government never bestowed on Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) or Michel Foucault (1926-1984). In 1964, Ong delivered the Terry Lectures at Yale University. In 1966-1967, Ong served as one of fourteen members of the White House Task Force on Education that reported to President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1967. In 1969, Ong published seminal article “World as View and World as Event” in the American Anthropologist, volume 71, number 4, pp. 634-647; it is reprinted in volume three of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1995, pp. 69-90).
I discuss Ong’s 1969 article in connection with certain points he makes in his 1982 most widely translated book Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (Methuen, esp. pp. 36-57) in my article “Walter Ong and Harold Bloom Can Help Us Understand the Hebrew Bible” in Explorations in Media Ecology, volume 11, numbers 3&4, (2012): pp. 255-272.
In 1978, Ong served as the president of the Modern Language Association of America – the only Catholic priest elected to this position thus far. In April and May of 1974, by invitation of the United States Board of Foreign Scholarships, Ong served as Lincoln Lecturer; he lectured in Central and West Africa in English and in French. In 1979, Ong delivered the Messenger Lectures at Cornell University. In 1981, Ong delivered the Alexander Lectures at the University of Toronto. In 1982, Ong published his magnificent “Introduction” (pp. 144-207) to John Milton’s A Fuller Course in the Art of Logic Conformed to the Method of Peter Ramus (1672), edited and translated by Walter J. Ong, S.J., and Charles J. Ermatinger in volume eight of Yale’s Complete Prose Works of John Milton: 1666-1682, edited by Maurice Kelley (Yale University Press, 1982, pp. 139-407). It is reprinted, slightly shortened, as “Introduction to Milton’s Logic” in volume four of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1999, pp. 111-142). In short, in Ong’s lifetime, he received a respectful hearing from many of his academic peers. However, he was never lionized by American academics as Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault were.
In any event, Ong published his seminal 1967 book The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History (Yale University Press), the expanded version of his 1964 Terry Lectures at Yale University. In it, what he refers to as the psychodynamic of polemic (from the Greek root word meaning war, contest) is a central theme (for specific page references, see the entry on polemic in the “Index” [p. 354]). Among other things, the psychodynamic of polemic is central to the verbal arts of rhetoric and logic.
Subsequently, Ong went on to publish his short 1981 book Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality [Gender], and Consciousness (Cornell University Press), the published version of Ong’s 1979 Messenger Lectures at Cornell University. In it, he also refers to the psychodynamic that he refers to in his 1967 book as polemic, but he switches his terminology and now characterizes the psychodynamic instead as agonistic (from the Greek root word meaning contest, struggle).
Ong made this switch in terminology upon further reflection on Johan Huizinga’s classic study Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture (Beacon Press, 1955; translated from the 1944 German edition, which included the author’s “Foreword” dated 1938).
I follow Ong’s interpretation of male agonistic tendencies in my article “The Female and Male Modes of Rhetoric: in College English, volume 40, number 8 (1978-1979): pp. 909-921; also see my essay “Faulkner and Male Agonism” in the book Time, Memory, and the Verbal Arts: Essays on the Thought of Walter Ong, edited by Dennis L. Weeks and Jane Hoogestraat (Susquehanna University Press; Associated University Presses, 1998, pp. 203-221).
Now, in Ong’s 1981 book, he explicitly works with a non-materialist philosophical position that he refers to as noobiology (formed from the Greek root nous, noos, meaning mind) to differentiate his non-materialist philosophical position from the materialist philosophical position of E. O. Wilson in his massive 1975 book Sociobiology: The New Synthesis (Belknap Press of Harvard University Press) – a book that Ong repeatedly cites for specific material he discusses (for specific page references to noobiology, see the “Index” [p. 228]; for specific page references to Wilson, see the “Index” [p. 231]).
Like Ong, I also prefer the non-materialist philosophical position. For an accessible discussion of the non-materialist philosophical position, see Mortimer J. Adler’s book Intellect: Mind Over Matter (Macmillan, 1990).
For a briefly annotated bibliography of Ong’s 400 or so distinct publications (not counting translations and reprints as distinct publications), see Thomas M. Walsh’s “Walter J. Ong, S.J.: A Bibliography 1929-2006” in the book Language, Culture, and Identity: The Legacy of Walter J. Ong, S.J., edited by Sara van den Berg and Thomas M. Walsh (Hampton Press, 2011, pp. 185-245).
Now, the psychodynamic that Ong refers to variously in his 1967 and his 1981 books is rooted in and is an expression of the part of the tripartite human psyche that both Plato and Aristotle refer to as thumos (or thymos).
Now, the part of the tripartite human psyche that Plato and Aristotle refer to as thumos (or thymos) is the deepest and oldest part of the triune human brain that the American neurosurgeon Paul D. MacLean, M.D. (1913-2007), refers to as the paleomammalian brain – and also, famously, as the reptilian brain, for short. But the verbal arts of rhetoric and logic that Ong discusses are linked primarily with the newest part of the human brain, the neocortex. For all practical purposes, the part of the tripartite human psyche that both Plato and Aristotle refer to as logos involves that part of the triune human brain that MacLean refers to as the neocortex.
See MacLean’s comprehensive synthesis in his 1990 book The Triune Brain in Evolution: Role in Paleo-cerebral Functions (Plenum Press). But also see the 2002 book The Evolutionary Neuroethology of Paul MacLean, edited by Gerald A. Cory, Jr., and Russell Gardner, Jr. (Paeger).
For further discussion of Aristotle, see Barbara Koziak’s book Retrieving Political Emotion: Thumos, Aristotle, and Gender (Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000).

Loretta Graziano Breuning’s New 2021 Self-Help Book

Dr. Breuning (born in 1953; B.S., Cornell University, 1975; Ph.D., Tufts University, 1983) is professor emerita of management at California State University, East Bay. She is the founder of the Inner Mammal Institute (https://innermammalinstitute.org). She lives with her husband in Oakland, California. Dr. Breuning’s dedication in her new 2021 book reads, “For my grandson,/ Mateo Curbelo” (p. v).
Her previous self-help books include Habits of a Happy Brain: Retrain Your Brain to Boost Your Serotonin, Dopamine, Oxytocin, & Endorphin Levels (2015) and the Science of Positivity: Stop Negative Thought Patterns by Changing Your Brain Chemistry (2016) – both published by Adams Media/ Simon & Schuster.
In Dr. Breuning’s new 2021 self-help book Status Games: Why We Play and How to Stop, she works with what she refers to as the mammalian brain. In terms of MacLean’s account of the triune human brain, what she refers to as the mammalian brain does not include the neocortex. In short, the mammalian brain includes the parts of the triune human brain that we share with all other mammals.
Now, we humans play status games because all other mammals play status games. Moreover, our innate mammalian tendency to play status games may permeate how we deploy our neocortex-controlled activities – such as the verbal arts of rhetoric and logic that Ong discusses. However, for the most part, Dr. Breuning is not interested in our neocortex-controlled activities. Instead, she is primarily interested in our admittedly short-lived experiences that are generated below the verbal brain (the neocortex) and that motivate us. These short-lived experiences involve certain chemicals generated by our mammalian operating system – most notably, (1) dopamine, (2) serotonin, (3) oxytocin, (4) endorphin, and (5) cortisol.
According to Dr. Breuning, our mammalian one-up impulse releases a short-lived blast of serotonin in us when we see ourselves as stronger in each social comparison we make. Thus, serotonin is the brain chemical involved in the psychodynamic that Ong refers to variously in his 1967 and 1981 books. It is also the brain chemical involved with what Plato and Aristotle refer to as the thumos (or thymos) part of the tripartite human psyche and with what MacLean refers to as the paleomammalian brain in the triune human brain.
Conversely, according to Dr. Breuning, when we see ourselves as the weaker in each social comparison we make, our mammalian operating system releases a short-lived blast of cortisol in us.
But a problem can arise if we become addicted to feeling superior and get hooked on short-lived blasts of serotonin – as Donald Trump exemplifies, in my estimate. Thus, a case can be made for deliberately not trying to feel superior all the time – that is, for deliberately allowing ourselves to make negative social comparisons, but preferably without always generating a short-lived blast of cortisol in us.
The social comparison involved in releasing the short-lived blasts of serotonin or cortisol involves our dominance/submission response. I have detailed certain aspects of Ong’s life and work above to establish why I have no problem with feeling a submissive, but not uncritical, response to him. To this day, Ong ranks as the world’s leading authority on Ramist logic and as a major media ecology theorist.
For an insightful discussion of Trump’s psyche, see the psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Dr. Justin A. Frank’s 2018 book Trump on the Couch: Inside the Mind of the President (Avery/ Penguin Random House).
But also see my OEN review of Dr. Frank’s 2018 book about Trump titled “His Majesty, Baby Donald!” (dated October 1, 2018): https://www.opednews.com/articles/His-Majesty-Baby-Donald--by-Thomas-Farrell-Allies_Anxiety_Babies_Courage-181001-571.html
Now, Dr. Breuning boldly claims that whatever social comparisons we were making in high school, we’re most likely to be still making essentially the same social comparisons today (Chapter Six: “Why It’s Always High School in Your Brain,” pp. 107-118). Our human propensity for social comparisons is innate. But the ways in which we actually make social comparisons have been learned – and we may need to learn some more productive ways to make social comparisons.
Now, Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign involved accentuating the sense of grievance and resentment felt by many of his most ardent followers. In the terminology that Dr. Breuning uses, the most ardent Trump supporters, in my estimate, most likely regularly experienced short-lived blasts of cortisol generated by their mammalian operating systems, often based on the ways that they process certain verbalizations (using the resources of the neocortex). For them, in my estimate, Trump presented himself as the way in which they could relieve the bad feelings of their blasts of cortisol.
But a deeper remedy for their regular experiences of blasts of cortisol would be for them to recognize how their ways of processing certain verbalizations (using the resources of the neocortex) created the blasts of cortisol. Simply stated, they need to take responsibility for their own social comparisons and how they verbalize them to themselves.
If my social comparisons lead me to feel that you are stronger than I am, then I receive a blast of cortisol – according to Dr. Breuning. However, if my social comparisons lead me to feel that I am stronger than you are, then I receive a blast of serotonin instead – according to Dr. Breuning.
According to her account of the role of social comparisons in releasing the five brain chemicals, mentioned above, generated in short-lived blasts by our mammalian operating systems, we should strive to optimize our social comparisons in ways that maximize the release of serotonin – and minimize the release of cortisol. Of course, this is far easier said than done. After all, if our social comparisons today still strikingly resemble whatever social comparisons we were making in high school, then we would have to revisit our high school social comparisons and see how they still animate our current social comparisons today. As we begin to pinpoint problematic social comparisons that we need to address, we then need to learn effective ways to address them – which is what Dr. Breuning undertakes to outline in her 2021 self-help book.
The goals, according to her, are to build new thought loops (using our neocortex) to enjoy strong, confident feelings, on the one hand, and, on the other, to relieve weak, threatened feelings. However, according to her, each new thought loop takes about six weeks to forty-five days to build. But I have not tried to build a new thought loop following her guidance for six weeks to forty-five days.
In conclusion, even though I have not tried to build a new thought loop for six weeks to forty-five days, I find her overall account of social comparisons and brain chemicals insightful and convincing. Moreover, her account of social patterns and brain chemicals deepens our understanding of both Donald Trump and his most ardent supporters.
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