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On the world stage today, Pope Francis, the first Jesuit pope, is arguably one of the most widely known public intellectuals today because of his widely read 2015 eco-encyclical and because of his widely publicized pointed critique of the capitalist economic system and trickle-down economic theory. Briefly, he critiques maximizing economic growth above all other considerations.
But his critique of maximizing economic growth above all other considerations is complemented by his admittedly visionary advocacy of the common good. For example, in Pope Francis’ new 2020 book Let Us Dream: The Path to a Better Future, articulated by Pope Francis in conversation with the English journalist Dr. Austen Ivereigh (New York: Simon & Schuster), Pope Francis reiterates his widely known critique of maximizing economic growth above all other considerations when he says that “a neoliberal economy ends up with no real objective other than growth” (page 110).
Pope Francis also says, “The issue that must be confronted is human fragility, the inclination to close ourselves off in our own narrow interests. That is why we need an economy with goals beyond the narrow focus on growth, that puts human dignity, jobs, and ecological regeneration at its core” (page 111).
In addition, Pope Francis says, “Too often we have thought of society as a subset of the economy and democracy as a function of the market. . . . Profits are a sign of business health, but we need broader measures of profit that take into account social and environmental goals” (page 112).
Fair enough. Not surprisingly, Pope Francis aligns himself and his thought with staples of Roman Catholic social teaching such as the common good and human dignity.
Because President Joseph R. Biden, Jr. (born in 1942), is a practicing Catholic, he most likely is familiar with Roman Catholic social teaching and with Pope Francis’ 2015 eco-encyclical and with his pointed critique of the capitalist economic system for maximizing economic growth above all other considerations. However, we should also note here that certain other American Catholics are Pope Francis’ most vociferous critics.
For further discussion of Joe Biden and American Catholicism, see the theologian Massimo Faggioli’s new 2021 book Joe Biden and Catholicism in the United States (New London, CT: Twenty-Third Publications/ Bayard Faith Resources).
For further discussion of Pope Francis’ unmistakable conservative orientation, see my short OEN article “Pope Francis on Evil and Satan” (dated March 24, 2019):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Pope-Francis-on-Evil-and-S-by-Thomas-Farrell-Abortion_Catholic_God_Homosexuality-190324-51.html
For further discussion of Pope Francis’ new 2020 book, see my short OEN article “Pope Francis’ Let Us Dream” (dated December 4, 2020):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Pope-Francis-Let-Us-Dream-by-Thomas-Farrell-2020_Catholic_Conflict_Coronavirus-201204-199.html
However, we should also note that the late Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks in his role as public intellectual also advocates taking the common good into account – most notably in his first new 2020 book Morality: Restoring the Common Good in Divided Times (New York: Basic Books).
On the topic of human dignity, see Rabbi Sacks’ earlier book The Dignity of Difference: How to Avoid the Clash of Civilizations, rev. 2nd ed. (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2003).
For further discussion of Rabbi Sacks’ first new 2020 book, see my short OEN article “Who Is Looking Out for the Common Good?” (dated October 22, 2020):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Who-Is-Looking-Out-for-the-by-Thomas-Farrell-Bible_Catholic_Common-Good_Culture-201022-199.html
For further discussion of Rabbi Sacks’ 2003 book, see my short OEN article “The Call to Exorcise Plato’s Ghost” (dated October 29, 2020):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/The-Call-to-Exorcize-Plato-by-Thomas-Farrell-Bible_Civilization_Conflict_Culture-201029-246.html

RONALD F. INGLEHART’S THOUGHT

Now, In the American pollster and anti-religion polemicist Ronald F. Inglehart’s new 2021 book Religion’s Sudden Decline: What’s Causing It, and What Comes Next? (New York: Oxford University Press), the author says, “In knowledge societies, the top priority would logically shift from maximizing economic growth to maximizing subjective well-being [of just the rich and powerful, or of everybody?] – which has very different implications from the goals of traditional and industrial societies” (page 34).
We should note here that our pollster appears here to critique maximizing economic growth over all other considerations. In this respect, we can perhaps align his critique with Pope Francis’ similar concerns.
In theory, Pope Francis’ and Rabbi Sacks’ separate advocacy of the common good does not necessarily exclude “maximizing subjective well-being” of everybody, if subjective well-being of everybody is based on everybody’s human dignity. 
But note well that our pollster here implies that the supposedly “knowledge societies” have goals that are different from the goals of the supposedly preceding “industrial societies.” But where exactly in the world today are those supposedly “knowledge societies”? He does not explicitly say, at least not on pages 30-34).
Evidently, for our pollster, it is an article of faith that supposedly “knowledge societies” have emerged somewhere in the world today to supersede the supposedly “industrial societies” that emerged historically during and following the Industrial Revolution in Western culture (1760-1840).
However, in the spirit of giving credit where credit is due, we should give our pollster credit for carefully wording his cagey statement. Note well that he says “would logically shift” – in short, he is careful not to say that this has actually happened anywhere in the world today, but only that this supposedly “logical shift” “would” happen if supposedly “knowledge societies” were governed by logic, as our pollster understands logic in his overall anti-religion evolutionary modernization theory.
In addition, we should also give our pollster credit for recognizing that “the coronavirus pandemic could trigger a lasting major recession” (page 31). This is important to note here because “a lasting major recession” could presumably disrupt what our pollster sees as the irreversible directional flow of modernization in his overall anti-religion evolutionary modernization theory.
Elsewhere in our pollster’s book, he writes about “advanced knowledge societies’ inherent tendency to have winner-takes-all-economies. Left to market forces, these countries will continue to experience rapidly rising economic inequality and diminishing existential security for a growing share of the population. The 2020 coronavirus pandemic may be encouraging support for radical change. A March 2020 survey of the publics of 27 European Union countries found that fully 71 percent of the respondents are in favor of introducing a universal basic income” (page 165).
However, by March 2020, the coronavirus pandemic was still only emerging in European countries. So we should be cautious about alleging that it “may be encouraging support for radical change.”
So let’s review. On page 31, our pollster allows that “the coronavirus pandemic could trigger a lasting major recession,” which might diminish the sense of existential security in the countries where the major recession has its greatest impact.
But on page 165, our pollster also allows that “[t]he 2020 coronavirus pandemic may be encouraging support for radical change” in the direction of encouraging a universal basic income, which would bolster the sense of existential security if it were enacted anywhere.
It appears to me that our pollster is ready to work just about any possible permutation into his glib anti-religion evolutionary modernization theory. But he does not have a crystal ball that allows him to see the future. For our pollster’s other comments about the coronavirus pandemic, see pages 147-148 and 166.

WALTER J. ONG’S THOUGHT

Now, my favorite scholar is the late Jesuit Renaissance specialist and cultural historian Walter J. Ong (1912-2003; Ph.D. in English, Harvard University, 1955). His family name is English; for centuries, it was spelled “Onge”; it is probably related to the English name Yonge.
Father Ong’s distant ancestors left East Anglia, where Cambridge University is located, on the same ship that brought Roger Williams to the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1631 – about five years before the founding of Harvard College in 1636. Around the 300th anniversary of the founding of Harvard College in 1936, scholars became interested in the forgotten French Renaissance logician and educational reformer and Protestant martyr Peter Ramus (1515-1572), whose logic (also known as dialectic) dominated the curriculum at Harvard College, just as it also dominated the curriculum at Cambridge University, even when the English poet and pamphleteer John Milton (1608-1674) studied there. Subsequently, Milton wrote a logic textbook based on one of Ramus’ books. Still later, after Milton had become famous, he even published it (in 1672).
In 1982, Ong and the classicist Charles J. Ermatinger edited and translated Milton’s 1672 logic textbook in volume eight of Yale’s Complete Prose Works of John Milton: 1666-1682 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, pages 139-407) – with a lengthy “Introduction” by Ong (pages 144-207).
Ong’s lengthy “Introduction” is reprinted as “Introduction to Milton’s Logic” in volume four of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999, pages 111-142).
But also see Ong’s 1982 plenary address to the American Catholic Philosophical Association titled “The Agonistic Base of Scientifically Abstract Thought: Issues in [Ong’s 1981 Book] Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness [Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press],” which is reprinted in An Ong Reader: Challenges for Further Inquiry, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, 2002, pages 479-495).
Now, the American alcoholic atheist Harvard professor of English Perry Miller (1905-1963) reports in his massively researched 1939 book The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (Harvard University Press) that he found only one self-described Aristotelian in seventh-century New England – every other college-educated seventeenth-century New Englander was a self-described Ramist.
To the best of Miller’s ability, he describes Ramist logic (also known as dialectic) in his massively researched 1939 book. However, without diminishing his own effort to explain Ramist logic, Miller called for further study of Ramist thought.
Roughly a decade later, Father Ong stepped forward to undertake just such a study for his doctoral dissertation in English at Harvard – with Miller serving as the director. With the financial assistance of two Guggenheim Fellowships, Ong worked abroad for approximately four years tracking down more than 750 volumes (most in Latin) by Ramus and his allies and his critics in more than 100 libraries in the British Isles and Continental Europe.
Now, the Gutenberg printing press had emerged in Europe in the mid-1450s – well before the birth of Martin Luther (1483-1546) and the historical emergence of vernacular translations of the Bible such as the King James Version. It is important to get this historical sequence of events straight, because our pollster does not seem to. He says, “Martin Luther urged people to read the Bible [which he translated into German], and Protestantism encouraged literacy and printing, both of which inspired economic development and scientific study” (page 22).
But the founding of universities in Europe in the High Middle Ages encouraged highly developed literacy and scientific study – centuries before the Gutenberg printing press emerged in Europe in the mid-1450s.
Next our pollster says, “And Protestant missionaries promoted literacy far more than Catholic missionaries did” (page 22). As we noted above, in certain places, Protestant educators promoted not only literacy, but Ramist logic.
But Jesuits missionaries and other Catholic missionaries promoted literacy. The Jesuits founded so many schools in Europe that Europe could be described as their school district. See the American Jesuit church historian John W. O’Malley’s 1993 book The First Jesuits (Cambridge, MA; and London: Harvard University Press. So just how reliable is the 1967 secondary source cited by our pollster?
Now, as important as the documentary evidence was to Ong’s massively researched Harvard doctoral dissertation, the larger thrust of his dissertation was to situate Ramus’ logic (also known as dialectic) in the larger historical context of the history of the verbal arts of grammar, rhetoric, and logic in Western cultural history from Aristotle down to Ramus and beyond Ramus. Aristotle is credited with inventing the formal study of logic. He is also credited with being the author of a significant treatise on civic rhetoric.
Now, in 1958, Harvard University Press published Ong’s massively researched 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, as used by authors in the Age of Reason (also known as the Enlightenment); and (2) Ramus and Talon Inventory, a briefly annotated listing of more than 750 volumes (most in Latin) that Ong tracked down in more than 100 libraries in the British Isles and Continental Europe.
Because our pollster is concerned with the emergence of modern science in the print culture that emerged in Western culture after the Gutenberg printing press emerged in the mid-1450s, I want to call attention here to Ong’s fine chapter, based on secondary scholarly sources Ong references, “The Distant Background: Scholasticism and the Quantification of Thought” (pages 53-91).
For a detailed discussion of Ong’s philosophical thought in his 1958 book, see 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
Whatever else may be said about our pollster’s thought in his new 2021 book, it is not, in my estimate, philosophical thought. However, if he happens to think his thought is philosophical, he does not explicitly claim that it is.
Subsequently, after further reflection on the quantification of thought, Ong made the following statement in his 1962 book The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies (New York: Macmillan):
“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” (page 72; bracketed material and boldface emphasis here added by me).
Now, because our pollster works with what he himself refers to as an evolutionary modernization theory, I want to quote here Ong’s own description of his relationist thesis about our Western cultural history that he sets forth in the “Preface” to his 1977 350-page book Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press):
“The present volume carries forward work in two earlier volume by the same author, The Presence of the Word (1967) and Rhetoric Romance, and Technology (1971).” He then discusses these two earlier volumes. The full title of Ong’s seminal 1967 book is The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History (New Haven and London: Yale University Press); it is the expanded published version of his 1964 Terry Lectures at Yale University, with special attention to Christianity. The full title of Ong’s 1971 350-page book is Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology: Studies in the Interaction of Expression and Culture (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press).
Then Ong says, “The thesis of these two earlier works is sweeping, but it is not reductionist, as reviewers and commentators, so far as I know, have all generously recognized: the works do not maintain that the evolution from primary orality through writing and print to an electronic culture, which produces secondary orality, causes or explain everything in human culture and consciousness. Rather, the thesis is relationist: major developments, and very likely even all major developments, in culture and consciousness are related, often in unexpected intimacy, to the evolution of the word from primary orality to its present state. But the relationships are varied and complex, with cause and effect often difficult to distinguish” (pages 9-10).
Thus Ong himself claims (1) that his thesis is “sweeping” but (2) that the shifts do not “cause or explain everything in human culture and consciousness” and (3) that the shifts are related to “major developments, and very likely even all major developments, in culture and consciousness.”
Major cultural developments include the rise of modern science, the rise of modern capitalism, the rise of representative democracy, the rise of the Industrial Revolution, and the rise of the Romantic Movement in philosophy, literature, and the arts. 
However, in effect, Ong also implicitly works with this thesis in his massively researched 1958 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason – his major exploration of the influence of the Gutenberg printing press that emerged in the mid-1450s.
Taking a hint from Ong’s massively researched 1958 book, the Canadian Renaissance specialist and cultural historian Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980; Ph.D. in English, Cambridge University, 1943) worked up some examples of his own in his sweeping 1962 book The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (Toronto: University of Toronto Press).
Next in Ong’s “Preface” to his 1977 book, he explains certain lines of investigation that he further develops in Interfaces of the Word. Then he says, “At a few points, I refer in passing to the work of French and other European structuralists – variously psychoanalytic, phenomenological, linguistic, or anthropological in cast” (page 10). Ong liked to characterize his own thought as phenomenological and personalist in cast.
But Ong’s relationist thesis can also be related to systems thought – as set forth, for example, by Fritjof Capra and Pier Luigi Luisi in their 2014 book The Systems View of Life: A Unifying Vision (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press). Ong himself indicates this in his significantly titled essay “Voice and the Opening of Closed Systems” in his 1977 350-page book significantly titled Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (pages 305-341).
As the title of Ong’s essay hints, he tends to be deeply attuned to voice, at least from his 1958 essay “Voice as Summons for Belief: Literature, Faith, and the Divided Self” onward in his publications. His 1958 essay is reprinted in An Ong Reader: Challenges for Further Inquiry (2002, pages 259-275), mentioned above. 

CONCLUSION

Now, Ong’s relationist thesis, as he himself styles it, resembles our pollster’s tendency to try to see certain things as linked. But there are not a lot of other resemblances. In my estimate, it is not likely that Ong, were he still alive and healthy, would ever bother to debate the various linkages that our pollster makes. As I noted above, Ong’s thought, at least in his relationist thesis, is philosophical (but Ong has also published non-philosophical essays in literary criticism, for example); however, in my estimate, our pollster’s polemical thought is not philosophical. But perhaps our pollster thinks his thought is philosophical, even though he does not happen to say this explicitly.
Ah, but I can mention two authors that both Ong and our pollster happen to refer to: (1) the American scientist E. O. Wilson and (2) the late French Jesuit paleontologist and religious thinker Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.
Our pollster refers to Wilson on pages 10-11. Our pollster refers to Teilhard de Chardin on page 167.
Ong refers to Wilson in his 1981 book Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness (pages 19-20, 25, 27, 38-39, 53-56, 60, 82-83, 90, 201), the published version of Ong’s 1979 Messenger Lectures at Cornell University, mentioned above in passing.
When Ong was based in Paris for three years in the early 1950, when he was tracking down books by Ramus and his allies and his critics in libraries in continental Europe, Ong had a room in a Jesuit residence where Teilhard de Chardin also had a room. Ong met Teilhard then and read his posthumously published writings in manuscript form. Subsequently, Ong never tired of referring to Teilhard in his own publications. See the indexes in Ong’s various books for specific page references to Teilhard.
For a bibliography of Ong’s 400 or so publications (not counting reprintings and translations as separate publications), see Thomas M. Walsh’s “Walter J. Ong, S.J.: A Bibliography 1929-2006” in the 2011 book Language, Culture, and Identity: The Legacy of Walter J. Ong, S.J., edited by Sara van den Berg and Thomas M. Walsh (New York: Hampton Press, pages 185-245).
For certain other scholarly studies that are related to our pollster’s see, for example, Angelica Duran’s 2007 book The Age of Milton and the Scientific Revolution (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press); Peter Harrison’s 1998 book The Bible, Protestantism, and the Rise of [Modern] Natural Science (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press) and his 2007 book The Fall of Man and the Foundations of [Modern] Science (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press); Rodney Stark’s 2003 book For the Glory of God: How Monotheism Led to Reformations, Science, Witch-Hunts, and the End of Slavery (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press) and his 2005 book The Victory of Reason: How Christianity Led to Freedom, Capitalism, and Western Success (New York: Random House); and Charles Taylor’s 2007 book A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA; and London: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press).
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