
Fr. Walter Ong went in search of a protocol. He dubbed it a method. Ong traced it to a 
Petrus (Peter) Ramus. It was the Ramis Method. Ramus started something viral. It 
makes us think the way we think. Ramus lost his head in the St Bartholemew’s Day 
Massacre. Now it’s about our head.

Ramis the Method:

Adrain Jones in the Forward to Walter J. Ong’s “Ramus Method and the Decay of 
Dialogue”.  University of Chicago Press, 2004

Among the heros of intellectual history, few can be less heroic than the man at 
the center of this book. The sixteen century professor Peter Ramus - more 
properly, Pierre de la Ramee - is remembered for no great discovery. There is no 
law, entity, doctrine, or discipline for which he is now recalled. Nor, to go by the 
account of him given by Walter Ong, was he a particularly original or an acute 
thinker. "Superficially revolutionary" is Ong's damning verdict but in reality "highly 
derivative." The controversies Ramus provoked - and these were many and 
violent - he often lost, not only because of the radical nature of his views but 
because of his "demonstrated incompetency. “  He was guilty of "obtuseness." 
and of "gross misreading of classical authors. His thought progressed not 
through the kind of coherent, constructive development typically claimed by 
posterity, but in a series of reflex reactions to devastating attacks by colleagues 
and rivals. No wonder the man contradicted himself willy-nilly, and was 
apparently unable to stick to even the broadest line of argument. At best, Ramus 



comes across as an inveterate intellectual opportunist. At worse - as seen in his 
program for subjecting great literary works to desiccating logical analysis - his 
ideas seem "closer to the view of a madman."

Ramis the Man:  (and just some what Ong had to say)

NOTIONS OF METHOD :  MEDICINE AND RHETORIC
Ramus lived in an age when there was no word in ordinary usage which clearly 
expressed what we mean today by "method," a series of ordered steps gone 
through to produce with certain efficiency a desired effect - a routine of efficiency. 
This notion is not entirely missing in early sixteenth-century consciousness, but it 
has as yet no independent existence. p. 225

We are told of Ramus' ordinarily pleasant mien and frequent terrible fits of 
temper, how he washed his face and hands twice a day, or at the very least once 
a in a mixture of water and white wine, and how, regular as the stars themselves, 
he "took a bath once a year about the time of the summer solstice." p. 18

Ramus obviously cannot follow what Cicero is saying, for he bases his objections 
to various remarks of the orators solely on misinterpretations. p. 218 

Most of Ramus' stupid distortions of Aristotle could be passed over with no more 
than a laugh were it not  for the fact that he addresses himself to adolescents 
who have not sufficient background and judgment to see through him." p. 215

With Ramus the voice goes out of the world. p. 212

Ramus eschews even the elemental distinctions of integral and essential parts, 
and rests satisfied with the crude analogy which his dichotomized tables picture; 
it is enough that these items can be related to one another in a spatial diagram. 
Refinements such as common and proper, potency an act _terms which elude 
diagrammatic treatment - are repulsive to this mind. p. 205 

Ramus often quoted others in order to impute to their words his own meaning: 
p. 43

Ramus' treatment of induction is due in great part to his own obtuseness. p. 187

One sees here why Nancel reflects with some regret on Ramus' inability to 
reason "to the point”. p. 210

This work served as the medieval and early Renaissance introduction to Aristotle 
and thus Ramus is here doing no more than proposing the common, and 



careless, medieval interpretation of Aristotle against what Aristotle himself says. 
This and similar transactionn in Ramis are carried on under cover, because, true 
to the humanist fiction, Ramus will never own, not even to himself, that his 
position is ultimately derivative from anything postclassical . p. 42

Ramus is heading here for a pitfall which most other philosophers, willy-nilly in 
this topical maze, manage somehow to avoid, if only by bringing their thinking to 
a dead halt and refusing to go further. Ramus plunges ahead. p. 210

Ramus is attempting, in fact, to amalgamate the two things, his topical approach 
to classification which deals in terms only of a crude spatial imagery, and the 
abstruse and highly technical discussion concerning the internal structure and 
economy of a strict science with which he proves quite incapable of dealing. 
p. 249

Ramus, as Nancel had said, found trouble when thinking through complex 
situations in order to come to the point, and the priorities tangle was just such a 
situation and one which was to prove particularly disastrous because of a further 
complexity beyond that of the priorities themselves. p. 242

This studied maneuvering of his sources enables Ramus to moor one item
of his dialectic here, another item there, in classical antiquity. But neither in
this passage, nor elsewhere does he explain the cavalier picking and choosing
which results in his particular mix. There is certainly no insight into process of  
cognition or communication or into logical structure to give his amalgam  an 
interior consistency inviting theoretical explanation. One is left with the 
impression - which turns out to be the correct one - that the assemblage is made 
up of items whose presence in Ramus' consciousness must be explained, on 
infra-intellectual grounds, in terms of basic attitudes and symbols which 
possessed his mind. Items deriving from such sources are held together mostly 
from the outside under the sheer pressure of the need to provide something 
"practical" to teach youngsters in the classroom. p. 43


