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Abstract  

 
 
 

Current communicative practices are in a state of flux that has prompted much 
inquiry into their abilities to sustain strong relationships and new idea formation.  We 
suggest that the old tension between orality and literacy offers a productive way to 
understand current communicative practices.  Until recently in human history, 
faraway people communicated via letters – which have features of both orality and 
literacy.  An analysis of the correspondences of several philosophers, writers, and 
scientists demonstrates letters’ ability to convey ideas, emotions, and to build strong 
communities.  Our findings also allow us to offer a better understanding of the 
contradictory findings on the abilities of various communication technologies, as well 
as the emergent grey area where writing and orality meet and borrow features of each 
other.   
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 Letters and the Orality vs. Literacy Debate: Implications for Online Interactions 
 
  

“more than kisses, letters mingle souls; 
for, thus friends absent speak”  

(John Donne, To Sir Henry Wotton) 
 

 “Cependant, je relisais sa lettre et j’étais tout de même 
déçu du peu qu’il y a d’une personne dans une lettre” 

(Proust, Albertine Disparue) 
 

 
 
 Introduction 

The rapid expansion and the multiplicity of forms of new communication 

technologies have prompted vivid discussions of their advantages and limitations. 

Mainly, the debates centered around the new technologies’ ability to convey complex 

ideas and subtle emotions, and about their ability to sustain and build a sense of 

community.  

In terms of computer-mediated-communication’s ability to develop complex 

ideas, the results are very mixed.  While a long tradition in human geography, 

economics, and regional development has held that creativity thrives in proximate 

settings (Saxenian, 1996; Olson and Olson, 2002), other authors have found the 

opposite.  For example, in a study of 31 groups working over six weeks, Cummings et 

al. (1995) found that in the later weeks of the study, computer-mediated groups 

produced essays with higher integrative complexity than those of face-to-face groups. 

Emotions also have been considered problematic to express and to interpret in 

mediated communication, primarily because the reduced number of cues available in 

different media (Daft and Lengel, 1986; Sproull and Kiesler, 1986).  At the same 

time, recent research shows that there can be an affective equivalence across media 

(Walther, Loh and Granka, 2005), and that people may engage in more intimate 
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exchanges online than in computer-mediated communication (Tidwell and Walther, 

2002).     

Finally, the ability of virtual communities to function as real communities has 

been a subject of debate.  A number of researchers have argued that many online 

forums, instead of functioning as “communities,” operate as very loose networks with 

weak social ties (Jones, Ravid & Rafaeli, 2004; Kraut et al., 1999).  At the same time, 

Rheingold (1993) argues that they are real communities whose members offer each 

other social ties, friendship, and emotional support.  Similarly, Galegher et al. (1998) 

describe the intense emotional and practical support offered by the online networks of 

electronic support groups. Also, Wilson et al. (2006) found that trust started lower in 

computer-mediated teams but increased to levels comparable to those in face-to-face 

teams over time. 

How can we explain these contradictory findings? Rather than adding to the 

arguments in favor or against electronic communication, we “suggest to embrace the 

contradictory evidence as a replicated finding” (Barley, 1986). Instead of focusing as 

most of the current studies on the medium of the interactions, we propose that a 

productive way to think about electronic communication is to take into account its 

essential nature as written communication. 

Defining writing as a technology (Ong, 1982; Bolter, 2001) places the current 

debates in the context of a larger tension that has existed since the invention of 

writing, namely the tension between literacy and orality. Indeed the advent of 

electronic communication did not trigger the first, and maybe not even the most 

acerbic debates about the primacy of face-to-face interactions. Ever since the 

invention of writing – which was nothing less than a revolution - criticisms were 

raised, and it was held to be inferior to the spoken word.  Plato, who is considered to 
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be the first philosopher to write, was also a strong critic of writing. Thus, the criticism 

of computer-mediated communications seems to come comes from a long tradition of 

criticism of writing, and reflects a deep tension between orality and literacy.   

 An examination of the current media of communication from the orality and 

literacy perspectives provides us with a way to reconcile the current contradictory 

findings.  It also allows us to develop an integrative theory to understand online 

interactions. Theoretically, we start by observing that all the above studies, regardless 

of their findings, assume that the ideal state of communication is face-to-face 

communication.  Regardless of their authors’ orientation and disciplinary background, 

these studies claim either that this ideal state can never be reproduced in online 

settings, or that the technology may allow interactions “as rich as”, “as good as” those 

in face-to-face settings.  Orality is seen as the “original state” forgetting the 

advantages of writing  as well as the intrinsically literate nature of our societies (Ong, 

1982).  

 We illustrate our position with an examination of correspondences.  Until very 

recently, non-face-to-face communication meant written communication, which often 

took the form of letters.  Oliveira and Barabas (2005) have demonstrated the 

relevance of comparisons between letters and email exchanges in their analysis of the 

writing patterns in Einstein and Darwin’s letters.  These authors argue that the 

similarity in scaling laws between electronic and written correspondence points to a 

"fundamental pattern in human dynamics". This finding suggests that letters can 

provide a relevant and productive framework for thinking about electronic 

communication.   

How has written communication been used?  What were the actual practices 

and interactions facilitated by written communication, and what did they achieve?  To 
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answer these questions, we start with the observation that until very recently (i.e., for 

the most part of human history), communication with a distant other was done 

through letters (Yates, 1992).  Most importantly, letter-writing embodies the tension 

between orality and literacy: while written, they maintain an intimate, conversational 

tone that is the mark of spoken conversation; reflecting the variety of human 

relationships, they are amenable to reaching a vast range of audiences (from one 

person to the widest reading public). These features of letters make them particularly 

relevant for understanding electronic communication, and especially its aspects 

related to privacy vs. addressing a larger public, and their mix of orality and literacy. 

Our analyses of several correspondences among philosophers, writers, and 

scientists, as well as an examination of features of the epistolary novel demonstrate 

that letters offer a “rich” medium of communication that allows the expression of 

subtle and complex ideas as well as of emotions. Our analyses of correspondences 

allow us to reinterpret the distinction between public and private and to realize that 

although writing shaped in some ways our definition of privacy (e.g., internalization 

of thought), it also has always been partly public by its nature itself (you write for 

someone).  In the final section we discuss the implications of these findings for the 

understanding of interactions in online contexts.   

 

Orality and Literacy 

 Walter Ong’s book on Orality and Literacy (1982) has been a watershed in the 

reflection about these two fundamental modes of communication.  Ong’s main 

contribution was to reshape the debate by switching from an assumption of the 

superiority of orality to insisting that there is a primacy of orality, in the sense that 

oral expression can exist and mostly has existed without any writing at all, writing 
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never without orality” (1982: 8).  In the same way as Saussure (1916; 1959) asserted 

the primacy of oral speech, Ong shows that literacy can only be understood in 

comparison with orality.  For him, the written text is always grounded in oral speech, 

even if it is difficult for literate people like us to grasp this notion. The relevant 

analogy he offers is time: while it is easier to think of time as spatially divided (as on 

a calendar or a clock), real time has nothing to do with this representation. 

 At the same time, Ong shows that there is a reciprocal connection between 

orality and literacy.  Because today there are no more primary oral cultures, we are all 

literate, and our culture is deeply affected by the use of writing.  While making a 

distinction between the naturalness of oral speech (all cultures develop oral speech) 

and the artificiality of writing, Ong notes that this distinction is not a condemnation 

but a praise of writing because to understand fully, people need distance as well as 

closeness.  

 Ong’s analysis of orality and literacy shows how each fosters specific ways of 

thinking and communicating: “Without writing the literate mind would not and could 

not think as it does, not only when engaged in writing but normally even when it is 

composing its thoughts in oral form. More than any other single invention, writing has 

transformed human consciousness.” (1982: 78). One important way in which writing 

has transformed human consciousness is by internalizing the alter ego. Indeed in 

writing – and that would be the main difference between writing and speech (Ong, 

1982) – the writer and reader have to “fictionalize” each other. The writer must set 

up a role in which absent and often unknown readers can cast themselves.  In letters 

this phenomenon is at its strongest: even in writing to a close friend one has to 

fictionalize a mood for them, to which she is expected to conform. However, all 
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writing is directed towards a distant other. For this reason, Derrida designated the 

letter “not a genre but all genres, literature itself (1980: 48). 

 The notion of the primacy of orality instead of its superiority over literacy led 

the way for Ong and for other scholars to identify specific advantages of each of these 

types of communication.  Based on the work of Ong (1982) and Bolter (1991), we 

focus on three major advantages of writing that impact the expression and generation 

of ideas, the expression of emotions, and the building of a sense of community. 

 

Advantages of Writing  

One main advantage of writing is that it has power to fix ideas and hence to 

extend human memory (Ong, 1982).  Notwithstanding arguments such as those 

expressed by Plato, writing allows one to access a wealth of knowledge that is 

preserved in writing.  In contrast, oral thought and speech are hard to memorize 

(Bolter, 1991). This mnemonic function of writing frees up the memory and enables 

the mind to speculate (Havelock, 1963).  Ong claims that thought requires some sort 

of continuity, which is provided by the “line” of the text.  This allows fixing ideas, by 

providing a context that can be retrieved at any time. Recent research has also shown 

that people can read and understand complex material much faster when it is written 

(Chaiken and Eagly, 1976). 

A second main advantage of writing is that it creates distanciation and 

analytic precision (Ong, 1982).  In contrast with oral thought and speech that are 

additive and redundant, writing generates analytical thought.  As Ong argues, “to 

make yourself clear without gesture, without facial expression, without intonation, 

without a real hearer, you have to foresee circumspectly all possible meanings a 

statement may have for any possible reader in any possible situation, and you have to 
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make your language work so as to come clear all by itself, with no existential context. 

The need for any exquisite circumspection makes writing the agonizing work it 

commonly is.” (1982: 103).   

Third, writing’s reflexive character permits the writer to find herself in the 

texts, and hence to know oneself in a new way.  While oral communications unites 

people in groups, writing allows and fosters self-reflexivity and increased 

individuality (Ong, 1982).  Therefore, not only the human mind creates writing and 

uses it as a tool, but is itself a result of writing.  This is how was born the notion of the 

mind as a writing surface, and of thinking as the activity of inscribing on that surface. 

As Bolter suggests, this metaphor of the mind and thought is perhaps not a side effect, 

but rather a “basic characteristic of the technology.” (1991:189). 

The advantages of writing discussed above suggest that it would be simplistic 

to equate orality (or face-to-face communication) with closeness, and written 

(mediated) communication with distance.  In the next section, we analyze in-depth 

several correspondences, as a prototypical example of writing’s ability to express and 

convey complex ideas and subtle emotions, as well as to build a sense community.   

We chose letter writers who lived in two historical epochs.  Some lived before 

the Industrial Revolution that was to foreshadow further technological developments 

such as the current communication technologies.   Some were on the cusp of the 

current historical era.  But all of them – writers, scientists, and philosophers – shared 

an aspiration towards universality, and they deeply touched their fields of activity.  

 

Idea Generation: Letters as Dialogue and Scaffolding Space 

Mersenne and the Republic of Letters 

The link between writing and the emergence and flourishing of intellectual 

communities has long been established.  As Collins (1998) showed, intellectual 
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communities arose historically at the same time as public systems of writing.  An 

illustrious example of such a network of correspondents was the one around Marin 

Mersenne.  Mersenne (1588-1648) was a monk who lived most of his life in his 

Parisian monastery.  Mersenne was a scholar, and his 17 volume Correspondence 

reveals the immense range of his correspondents.  The 1135 letters contain 330 

written by Mersenne and 805 received by him from about 100 correspondents.  Over 

60% of letters were written by mathematicians, medical doctors, astronomers, 

physicists, and philosophers.  While almost half of the letters he received came from 

France, his other correspondents are scattered all over Europe.  Some of his well-

knows correspondents were Rene Descartes, Constantin Huygens (Holland), 

theologian Andre Rivet (Holland), Fermat, Galileo, mathematician Evangelista 

Torricelli (Italy), and the German Theodore Haak.   

On the basis of this impressive correspondence, Mersenne was considered by 

Thomas Hobbes as “the axis around which planets were revolving” (Bots, 1998: 165).  

From the beginning, he wanted to make his correspondents’ work accessible to the 

larger public. Because he also thought that the advancement of science required 

collective work, he wanted to create an academy of scientists much larger than the 

small circle of friends who were passionate about mathematics.  In a letter to Peiresc 

from July 15, 1635 he expresses this idea: “I would like to have such a peace that we 

could build an Academy, not just in one city as is the case here and there, but if not of 

all Europe, at least of the entire France, which would communicate by letters, which 

will be better than the talks where one gets often too excited in disputing the proposed 

opinions …” (Bots, 1998: 175).  Mersenne’s goal was achieved: his network of 

correspondents formed the basis on which both the French Academy of Sciences and 

the English Royal Academy were formed in 1660.  In this way, Mersenne’s ‘republic 
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of letters’ provided the organizational hub for many generations of modern Western 

philosophy (Collins, 1998: 5).   

The Mersenne network of correspondents reveals the importance of letters in 

the building and sustaining of an intellectual community that transcended face-to-face 

contexts.  A question though persists: Do letters play a role in the process of idea 

generation?  In other words, are letters more than a means of sustaining existing 

relationships?  An examination of Descartes, Einstein, and Madame du Chatelet’s 

letters show that this is, indeed, the case.  

 

Letters as scaffolding space for Descartes, Madame du Chatelet, and Einstein 

The correspondences of Descartes, Madame du Chatelet and Einstein show 

that letters offer intellectuals a mean to articulate and clarify their ideas – both for 

themselves and for others. In that sense, letters become a scaffolding space for the 

elaboration of theories. 

Out of 11 volumes of works by Descartes (1596-1650), five contain his 

correspondence. Descartes’ work represents only a very small number of books and 

the rest is the correspondence discussing the principles of the books. The letters are 

not only appendices and annotations, but are actually part of the Cartesian 

philosophical enterprise.  For example, Mersenne convinced Descartes to articulate 

better his first metaphysical thesis (on the creation of eternal truths) which he did in 

three letters in the Spring of 1630.  Also, the correspondence he had with Princess 

Elisabeth triggered the writing of the Passions de l’Ame (Beyssade and Beyssade, 

1989).  In a letter dated 16 May 1643, Elisabeth made Descartes aware that there was 

an element missing in his system.  She asked him to provide a better definition of the 

soul. On May 21, 1643, Descartes answers: “The question your Altess is asking me 
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seems the most relevant question to ask after reading the books I published”. In fact, 

this correspondence triggered the writing of the Passions de l’Ame.  Furthermore, the 

correspondence with Elisabeth can be considered as a draft of the Passions de l’Ame: 

when Queen Christine of Sweden asked him about his moral theory, Descartes sent 

her the letters to Elisabeth where he had developed it.   

 Emilie du Chatelet (1706-1749) was one of the first women scientists in 

Europe, a physicist, mathematician, translator and essayist whose greatest work was 

to translate from Latin to French, and to comment Newton’s "Principia”.  Her 

extensive correspondence with people like Voltaire, Maupertuis, and many others 

served as laboratory for experimenting with ideas, hypotheses and theories (Bonnel, 

2000).  In some of her scientific letters, Mme du Chatelet criticizes, asks for advice 

and feedback, tests her intuitions, and affirms her theories; for example, she asks 

questions in a conditional mode (“what would happen if?”).  In a letter from Feb. 2, 

1738, she starts a long exchange on “living forces” (“forces vives”) and their 

conservation which will last until 1741, when after the publication of Newton’s 

Institutions, she joined the public debate.  At this point, Mme du Chatelet used some 

of her letters as proofs in public arguments.  When in 1741 her argument with Mairan 

became public, she looked for support and she wrote to Maupertuis, telling him that 

he was the only one who knew that she was the one who critiqued Mairan’s ideas 

before anyone else, and that her letters to Maupertuis prove that.   

Albert Einstein (1879-1955) had a huge correspondence with many different 

recipients. He sent more than 14,500 letters, received more than 16,200, and 

responded to only a quarter of them (Oliveira and Barabas, 2005). An interesting 

example of the collaboration process and idea generation is the correspondence (1929-

1932) with the French mathematician Cartan. Originally the correspondence between 
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Cartan and Einstein starts as a discussion on Cartan’s contribution but quickly, 

especially after they met in November 1929, the relationship becomes more intense 

and intimate. Einstein’s dream and ideal was to find a single, unitary theory. He was 

deeply convinced that there is a unity of natural phenomena that should be expressed 

in a global theory. The correspondence between Cartan and Einstein is a very good 

illustration of Einstein’s way of working: even if he had many ideas, he worked only 

on one at a time, did not get disturbed, was not influenced by what others do, and used 

only what he had developed (Debever, 1979, p. x. ) 

Hence, Cartan very quickly saw and showed that there were several 

possibilities in the context of absolutely parallel spaces. He mentioned it as soon as 

December 1929, but Einstein had meanwhile developed his version with 22 equations 

and so he kept exploring that idea and tried to use Cartan to support his theory. The 

correspondence shows very well how Einstein absorbs someone else’s work: he needs 

to rethink it, even if he makes mistakes. But first of all, it is his intuition, “his 

viewpoint of the architecture” (“son point de vue d’architecture”) which guides him.  

  The Einstein-Cartan correspondence also provides many examples of how 

letters help the two people clarify their ideas. Thus, Cartan in April 1932 replied to a 

letter where Einstein wrote that he did not understand part of Cartan’s demonstration. 

Cartan wrote a long note explaining his argument and the principles on which it was 

grounded and concluded: “After this too long letter, I venture to hope that if we do not 

yet completely agree, we will at least have shortened the distance between us. I was 

really touched that on a subject which, as you say, is rather unimportant, you will 

have had no rest until you came to an agreement with me.” 
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As the examples drawn from Descartes, Mme du Chatelet and Einstein show, 

letters are the locus for the elaboration of intuitions and the development of ideas. 

Writing allows analytic precision and therefore provides a way of articulating and 

explicating ideas. Writing is also experimenting, elaborating, and articulating an idea. 

Because it is a solitary activity, writing permits more time to elaborate and change 

things than speech does. And because writing leaves a trace, letters can be sent to 

others, who can further develop those ideas, criticize and interpret them.  Readers too 

have more time to read and understand, and react; in their replies, they can provide 

new insights. Through such iterative processes, letters can provide a scaffolding space 

for the development of ideas.    

  

Letters as the locus for the expression of intense emotions 

The role of letters in the development and flourishing of intellectual ideas and 

communities may not be too controversial.  However, writing is held as an 

impoverished medium for the expression of deep and subtle emotions.  An 

examination of correspondences of Virginia Woolf, Franz Kafka, as well as of the 

epistolary novel will allow us to amend this notion.  Before turning to them though, 

we point out that an important part of the correspondence of the three letter-writers 

examined above - Descartes, Mme du Chatelet, and Einstein – includes very 

emotional letters.  Descartes’ expressed emotions cover a wide range, from “forgive 

me for opening my heart to you as if you were my brother” (letter to Regius, on July 

1645) to “I usually can even learn from ants and worms (…) but I haven’t learnt 

anything from you…” (Letter to Beeckman, Sept-Oct 1630). 

Einstein’s correspondence shows a similar range of emotions.  His use of 

humour is also a good illustration of letters’ ability to convey subtle emotions.  In a 
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letter to Cartan, on Feb. 13, 1930, he writes that he has a hard time to develop and use 

his theory as the was hoping: “For the moment this theory seems to me to be like a 

starved ape who, after a long search, has found an amazing coconut, but cannot open 

it; so he doesn’t even know whether there is anything inside”.  Cartan’s reply a few 

days later (Feb 17, 1930) continues in the same jocular tone: ”… But are we really 

sure that such solutions exist and that the coconut contains something inside? We find 

ourselves in front of a wall and we mathematicians are quite at a loss as to how to 

make a hole in it. One can only hope for some miracle of divination, but then you 

already have had several”. 

 

If Mme du Chatelet’s letters allowed her to participate in a public sphere of 

debate that was closed to women of her time, Virginia Woolf’s letters were an 

essential means of expressing a part of their personality that was ill at ease in large 

public settings.  In the preface to her Selected Letters, Trautmann argues that Woolf 

“might have been a shy hostess at her early Bloomsbury parties, but, wrapped in the 

comfort of written language, she moved with ease into the essence of the role” 

(Trautmann, 1989, p. viii). Indeed, Woolf flattered her correspondents and she had 

running jokes, peculiar to each correspondents.   

Woolf’s  prolific correspondence comprising six volumes encompasses a wide 

range of subtle and sometimes strong emotions.  For example, on May 4, 1903, she 

writes to her friend Violet Dickinson: “My beloved woman, Your letters come like a 

balm on the heart. I really think I must do what I never have done – try to keep them. 

I’ve never kept a single letter all my life – but this romantic friendship ought to be 

preserved. Very few people have any feelings to express – at least of affection or 

sympathy – and if those that do feel don’t express – the worlds so much more like a 
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burnt out moon – cold living for the Sparroys and Violets. This is because you think, 

or say, you oughtn’t to write nice hot letters. (…) Yr. Sparroy”.  ‘Sparroy’ was 

Woolf’s preferred nickname when writing to Violet.  A very different emotion is 

expressed in one of her letters to Jacques Raverat, who is dying from multiple 

sclerosis: “really and truly I would do a great deal to please you and can only very 

very dimly murmur a  kind of faint sympathy and love” (1501).   

When one thinks of emotions and letters, one immediately thinks of love 

letters. Kafka’s Letters to Milena (1990) are one of most beautiful and moving 

testimonies for the letters’ power to convey the most intimate, subtle, strong, and 

fleeting emotions and moods. The literature is also pervaded with many examples of 

passionate letters. Letters are used by novelists as a tool to convey emotional 

intensity. For example, in Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Heloise, the key of the novel is the 

letter sent by the heroine to Saint-Preux, her lover, to let him know of her marriage 

and her conversion. Authors of epistolary novels fully understood exploited the power 

and richness of letters. As Montesquieu notes in his Reflexions for the reedition of the 

Lettres persannes (1754), the reader of letters can sense more the passion because it is 

rendered by the hero or heroine than by a narrator. Letters becomes the immediate 

expression of the spontaneous leaps of emotion, the instrument capable of translating 

the fluctuations, the incoherences, the contradictions of passion and emotion (Rousset, 

1966).The reader becomes contemporary to the action, she lives it as it happens.  As 

Danceny, one of the heroes of The Dangerous Liaisons – probably the most famous 

epistolary novel – states “Mais une lettre est le portrait de l’âme (…) elle se prête a 

tous nos mouvements” (letter 160). 

In other words, letters allow a direct contact with reality.  In a way, reading an 

epistolary novel is not unlike watching a play, as we see characters evolving as they 



 16 

are moved by their passions.  In this way, letters allow us to know even more about 

the emotions, as the omniscient author has receded, and there is no direct 

“representation”.   

In this section we have seen that when we write we are able to separate 

ourselves from our feelings and therefore articulate our emotions. The distanciation 

power of writing is reinforced by the reflexivity of writing. It helps the writer to 

articulate and make sense of the emotions she is living. At the same time, letters 

create a situation where the recipient becomes contemporary to the action, closer to 

the feelings and stream of thoughts of the writer. 

 Having seen how letters can fulfill important roles in the generation and 

expression of ideas and emotions, we now turn to the issues related to the private or 

public character of letters.    

 

 Letters and the private-public continuum 

Letters at the intersection of the private and public spheres 

Usually written for the private eye, letters can also be shared with a variety of 

people.  There is the paradox of the intimacy and privacy of the letter (which 

maintains features of the face-to-face encounter) on the one hand, and its need for an 

audience on the other (Altman, 1982).  This audience can expand when the document 

is confiscated, shared, or published; or when it is actually meant to be shared, in the 

whole or in part, with a group of individuals.  At the other end of the spectrum, there 

are the open letters that are addressed to the wider public.   

 It is not surprising that intellectual letters were circulated among members of 

‘invisible colleges’ (Crane, 1972) at a time when there was no print press or 

institutions such as journals. Once intellectual letters are known and circulated, even 
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printed, then they become public and more people participate, as we saw in the 

Mersenne network. However, emotional letters were also circulated and published.  

The epistolary works of the Younger Pliny are the first collection of letters pertaining 

to private affairs in ancient Rome that was published by the author himself (de Pretis, 

2003).  Also, Cicero had planned to publish part of his own correspondence; because 

he died before accomplishing the task, it was his secretary who performed it (de 

Pretis, 2003).  Sometimes, emotional letters become public, as it was the case with 

Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, considered her love letter to Vita Sackerville-West 

(Nicholson, 1977). 

Not only are letters at the intersection between the private and public spheres, 

but they also reflect a blurring of the boundaries between these spheres. They are 

written and therefore they fix in sentences the thought, which is now offered to all 

readings (Beyssade and Beyssade, 1989).  The blurring between the private and the 

public started already with some of the earliest preserved correspondences.  The 

pervasive blurring of the two spheres in letters can be better grasped with the help of a 

typology inspired by the literature on epistolary novels. In turn, this typology will 

prove particularly useful in analyzing online interactions.   

 

 A typology of letters 

The abundance of epistolary novels has led to a typology based on their 

structure of correspondents (Grassi, 2005).  The first category includes one-on-one 

letters that two correspondents exchange.  For example, the letters exchanged by 

Madame du Chatelet and Voltaire, some of them which were shared, in totality or in 

part, with other people from their circle.   
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The second category is composed of polyphonic or multiple-voice letters that 

allow for a multiplication of correspondents – and therefore of perspectives – among 

whom a network of complex relations develops.  A famous example is Laclos’ 

Dangerous Liaisons, where several protagonists exchange letters.  Some of the letters 

exchanged by the members of the Mersenne network also became shared, in part or in 

entirety, and other scholars made comments and annotations that they shared. 

The third category includes one-way letters in which replies are not presented, 

and which may sound like a monologue.  For example, in some letters only the 

epistolary form is there, as it is actually intended for the larger public.  Lettres 

Portugaises is a famous example that reads like a diary.  Also Fénelon’s 'letter’ to the 

French Academy is an open letter destined to be read by a large public (Fessier, 

2003). 

 This typology, succinctly presented, shows that each type of letters allows for 

varying degrees of privacy and publicity.  For example, a letter to a distant other can 

be completely private or it can become partly public (when part of its content is 

shared with others), or completely public (when it is published).  For example, 

Madame du Chatelet used parts of her private letters as public proof of her 

involvement in scientific matters.  Also, Descartes used the letters to Elisabeth as a 

draft of a future book.  At the same time, the one-way letter also allows all types of 

privacy or publicity: while the ‘open’ letter is, by definition, destined to a large public, 

other letters can remain completely private and fulfil the role of a diary.  Therefore, 

letters allow all degrees of privacy and publicity.  Descartes’ correspondence in that 

sense is exemplar as it includes letters that go from very private and personal to 

formal, treaty type of letters. 
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 Implications for online communication 

In spite of the novelty and constant proliferation of today’s communications, 

they can also be categorized using the above typology, as they reflect the same 

blurring between the private and the public spheres.  Emails for example, originally 

private and primarily used in a one-on-one format, can also be shared with others, via 

cc-ing, or forwarding, or posting on a public forum.  

Also, online forums and discussion threads can be rightfully characterized as 

polyphonic, as they allow multiple voices to participate.  What the technology adds is 

the ability to read all the messages.   

Blogs are akin to one-way letters, as they express the views of one person, and 

are mostly public (some require readers to sign-up before). 

The similarity between two phenomena – letters and current communications 

– goes even deeper.  Bolter (2001) argues that with hypertext not only the community, 

but the self itself becomes fragmented.  Hence the current notions of the self which 

are multiple, fragmented, and in an important sense fragmented (Bolter, 2001; Turkle, 

1995).  However, we encounter the phenomenon of avatars and fragmented self in 

letters as well.  Again, The Dangerous Liaisons substantiate the claim that even this 

aspect was present in letters.  The main characters, Valmont et Merteuil, are perfect 

examples of the libertines for whom everything is representation; Madame de 

Merteuil writes to Valmont: “… quand vous écrivez a quelqu’un, c’est pour lui et non 

pas pour vous: vous devez donc moins chercher à lui dire ce que vous pensez, que ce 

qui lui plaît d’avantage” (letter 105).  Also, as we saw above, Woolf used distinct 

names for herself as well as distinct styles when writing to different people (Trautman 

Banks, 1989).    
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Even the current technologies’ ability to make sharing of exchanges much 

easier is not a new invention.  We find a precursor in to this in the Liaisons 

Dangereuses, where Valmont and Madame de Merteuil sent the other the drafts of 

their letters to others and the replies. 

 

Therefore, the blurring of the private-public spheres that is exemplified in 

today’s communication technologies is but an instance of the time-old tension 

between intimacy and the need for an audience that exists in letters.  What the current 

technologies do is to speed up this process of moving from private to public.  As 

Bolter writes, “Today in constructing electronic writing, our culture has chosen to blur 

the distinction between the public and the private” (Bolter, 2001: 202).  Even though 

today we may witness a particularly rapid acceleration of this blurring process 

(Bolter), as we have shown, the blurring has started a long time ago, and the entire 

range of possibilities already existed in letters.  What the technology changes is the 

scope of this sharing.  Table 1 illustrates the private-public continuum with respect to 

speech and writing both for forms of letters and for new forms of communication.   

 
Table 1. 

 Speech In-between Writing 
Private Face-to-face 

conversation 
Telephone conversation 

Instant messaging 
SMS (Short message 
service) 

Intimate letters 
Private emails 

Public Oratory 
Radio broadcast 
Podcast 

Discussion thread 
Internet Relay Chat 
 

Published letters 
Blog 
 

 

 We suggest two implications of the typology presented in Table 1.  First, that 

the same dimensions (private-public and orality-literacy) accommodate both letters 

and new forms of communication.  Second, it highlights the growing area that we 
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labelled ‘in-between’ as it mixes features of both literacy and orality.  Let’s just take 

one example, that of “sms” (short message service) in full swing now on mobile 

phones: while people use emoticons to re-contextualize their messages, they also use 

written words to communicate via a phone.  In our view therefore, the communicative 

practices currently in flux are driven by the time-old tension between orality and 

literacy, between face-to-face and written communication.   

   

 Discussion and Conclusion 

Our analysis of letters through the lens of the tension between orality and 

literacy led to two main findings.  First, we show that because written communication 

has distinct advantages over oral communication, letters have been able to build ideas 

and communities and to convey strong emotions. Second, we show that many features 

of new communication media are already present in letters which, over centuries, 

have embodied the tension between orality and literacy.  Hence we can offer a lens to 

understand and analyze the current media that mix features of oral and written 

patterns. 

 Our findings help us better understand the current debates surrounding the 

capabilities of various communication media to sustain the formation of strong 

communities.  Some critics of mediated communication argue either that it makes one 

lose her privacy, or that it leads to isolation.  In contrast, others insist on the 

community building and the different levels of interactions allowed by the new 

technologies: you can be in a group and chat or send instant messages.  We argue that 

these debates can be better understood as the latest instantiation of the age-old debate 

between orality and literacy.   
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As such, we can better make sense of the role of technology in community.  

As Habermas (1989) has argued, the printed press and the development of newspapers 

played an important role in the creation of a civil society in Europe; all of a sudden 

people in Frankfurt, Paris etc. were reading the same news and articles on similar 

issues at almost the same time.  Therefore, a certain social category felt they were 

belonging to the same civil society, a community that spanned European countries and 

did not necessarily travel or met face-to-face (Habermas, 1989). This leads us to 

question Ong’s stance that literacy cannot foster the same kind of community as 

orality does. Indeed, writing seems to enable the emergence of new, broader 

communities than the traditional ones based on face-to-face contact. 

Many of the current discussions focus their arguments on the new affordances 

of the technologies and on their on actual communication patterns. For example, 

Bolter (2001) notes that ” the use of icons in e-mail and newsgroups suggests that 

contemporary electronic writers are not interested in the distancing and ambiguity that 

prose offers and instead want to give their prose the immediacy of a single voice and 

if possible a face” (Bolter, 2001: 73) He envisions that email will be replaced by 

synchronous and asynchronous video. Our paper shows that the range of possibilities 

developed in the current communication technologies were already present in letters.  

What has changed is the scope of these possibilities.  

Bolter’s prediction is interesting at two levels. First, it once again reenacts the 

orality / literacy tension and more profoundly the myth of the “return to orality”. 

Bolter rightfully points out the new phenomenon of fluidity, of fast writing and 

postings, of mingling of icons with written text. However, it is important to highlight 

that what we witness today is not so much a return to orality, as it is an expansion the 
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in-between zone that mixes features of orality and literacy and that has emerged with 

the new technologies of communication.  

New media shift some of the properties of speech to writing, and by doing so, 

they blur even more the frontier between orality and literacy.  This multiplication of 

oral patterns in what used to be considered as written communication has been 

heralded by scholars: “Literacy began with writing but, at a later stage of course, also 

involves print. (…) The electronic age is also an age of “secondary orality”, the 

orality of telephones, radio, and television, which depends on writing and print for its 

existence” (Ong, 1982: 2-3).  

At the same time, there has been a parallel movement whereby traditionally 

‘oral’ media are borrowing features of writing.  While writing has often been 

associated with asynchronous communication and speech with synchronous 

communication, the new media allow (quasi) synchronous written communication; 

e.g.  text messages on phones (an oral medium that now supports written 

communication) or chat. Therefore we are led to a different position from Ong and 

Bolter who assert the arrival of an era of ‘secondary orality’.  Our analysis of letters 

shows orality and literacy have been intrinsically connected, and are as inseparable as 

the two faces of the same coin. Indeed, as we have shown although writing presents 

specific characteristics, letters include both oral and written patterns and illustrate the 

tension between orality and literacy. Currently, this intertwining between orality and 

literacy is accentuated; for example, email communication exhibits many oral patterns 

(Yates and Orlikowski, 1993), and it is also used (for better or worse) as a way to fix 

ideas and keep a trace. Many technical people praise email for its permanence and the 

ability to archive them (Yates and Orlikowski, 1993).  



 24 

Our aim in this paper is not to show in which direction (orality or literacy) the 

pendulum is nowadays swinging, as this question is not the most relevant. Indeed, we 

shouldn’t confound the new media of communication with the genre, as Yates and 

Orlikowski (1992) have warned it is easy to do. If writing is a technology (Ong, 

1982), the medium is a way of enacting the technology.  Hence, we need to go beyond 

the different media (even though there might be interesting differences due to the 

affordances of the media) to the underlying driving phenomenon.  As we have shown, 

this underlying layer where deeper causality lies is the tension between orality and 

literacy.   

 Fundamentally, the current contradictory findings reflect a long-standing 

debate that has existed since the beginning of writing. Plato is a prototypical example 

of this tension. He is defined as the first philosopher to write, but is also known as a 

fierce critique of writing. For example in the Phaedrus, he provides a strong argument 

against writing. The tension in Plato’s work is also enacted at another level: not only 

is he the first philosopher to write, but also his definition of the dialogue is 

intrinsically literate. In fact, the work of the writers Plato attacks (e.g. the poets and 

the sophists) exhibits very few characteristics of literacy and many oral patterns. On 

the contrary, the dialogue, in Plato’s view, exhibits a lot of characteristics of literacy. 

The pre-philosophical theories are presented either dogmatically or lyrically (as 

lessons or poems). They have the status of the saying ("le dire") and in fact they are 

not really different from religious prophecies or divinations. Because he lives in a city 

where speech (as used by the sophists) is extremely powerful, he decides that to save 

men from the violence, one needs to give a new status to discourse (Chatelet, 1989). 

Therefore, one should not just speak, but also elaborate and articulate a grounded 

discourse.  The method for producing such a discourse is the dialogue, where two 



 25 

passions, two opinions are confronted. This example reveals the complexity of the 

relationship between orality and literacy. It also shows the mythical nature of the 

foundational role of speech, and how difficult it is for us to realize that we are deeply 

and intrinsically literate. 
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