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

-John Donne
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When I was first asked if I either wrote or read blogs, my immediate response was no.  I would have sworn up and down on it. My general feelings about blogs are embodied by a definition of ‘blog’ on UrbanDictionary.com: “a recent and disturbing trend on the Internet; a place where people bitch about their daily activities which nobody is interested in.” It was not until a class discussion on the different goals of blogs that I realized how I do in fact rely on them. For this class, for instance, we as students are asked to post a response on Serendip once a week. I rely on user feedback when I look up items online, and there are instructional blogs on everything from how to write a formal essay to how to play beer pong. 
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The types of blogs in existence today are endless: political, religious, instructional, informational, tutorial, personal. And who writes these blogs? Everyone from professors to mothers to grandmothers to politicians to children can be an author online. Blogs are written by everyone; by ordinary, everyday people. Some analogies, in an effort to categorize blogs and lump them into a “genre” of literature, liken blogs to diaries or to journals. I see blogs as far more closely related to the letter, however. Merriam-Webster defines a diary as “a record of events, transactions, or observations kept daily or at frequent intervals; especially: a daily record of personal activities, reflections, or feelings.” While it may be argued that this definition fits many blogs as well, one of the main goals of a blog is to create a following, a community of readers who not only read what a blogger posts, but who also care about the content and who comments. Dialogue is key. 
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The problem with many blogs is that they become a monologue, and the blogger becomes so focused on the minute details of their own life that they forget that they are writing to people who must read and process this information. Blogs can become stagnant; however, “[letter writing] is anything but a static process and from basic letter structures have emerged some of the most powerful forms of text in contemporary society… the most revealing way of investigating letter writing is to view it as a social practice” (Barton and Hall). Could blogging too bring about a similar social change? Are there enough people out there blogging who put the effort, the time and care into their work that the writing could one day capture readers across generations, across decades? In other words, could a single blog be so encompassing and open to all that it could become a “classic?”

While individual blogs can be directed at a certain audience (academics, sports fanatics, politicians, gamers), most are public and can be viewed by whoever has access to the Internet. Letters are much more specific in their audiences: they are written to acquaintances, businesses send out formal and generic letters, and citizens write to elected officials or to the editors of journals, magazines, and newspapers. Letters are physical and tangible. They take up space in our three-dimensional, immediate world. There is also an association between letter writing and the academic world, because “polished letter-writing is essentially an aristocratic pursuit, fostered by friends fortunate enough to possess leisure, social and intellectual confidence, a finely developed aesthetic sense and a desire to cultivate self” (Richards). However letter writers are not as literate as authors are; there is a certain standard of writing that authors are held to by their editors and their publishers, a roadblock not encountered by letter writers. A more fitting question might be not who can write a letter, but who does write letters. The time and structure, even the content that goes into a letter remains different from that which goes into a blog. 

Blogs do offer us the advantage of speed: “the Internet and mobile phones allow us to communicate in an instant, but unlike the letters of Amis and co, they can't keep us in touch with our literary past” (Deacon). All different kinds of people everywhere seem to feel as if they can write anything online, and they do not always seem as concerned about the effort that they put into their compositions. 

Even the format of letters and blogs are similar, the difference being that an introduction (Dear ___,) is supplied at the beginning of every letter, whereas blogs usually supply only one general introduction, if they supply one at all. But each entry by each blogger and commenter are time and date stamped, and the username is provided, just as when a letter-writer dates and signs his/her letters. 

Letters are literally a “back and forth” process; that is usually how letters are sustained. Of course there are exceptions. My grandmother wrote to my aunt regularly for years, despite never once receiving a letter in return. I suppose in that case, love conquers all. In most situations, however, we as humans crave a response. As Paul Grobstein posted on Serendip when discussing blogs, “Maybe its a blog, maybe its an invitation to exchange.... maybe its something else?” Letters are the closest genre to this compulsion (a compulsion to write, to share ideas, to gain affirmation) that is seen in blogs. What blogs are most successful? It is those who have the greatest number of not only readers, but of commenters, of participants? As our English class discussed with Paul Grobstein, talking is what makes the world what it is for us, what makes the truths our truths, and the reality our reality. Talking makes thoughts and memories more vivid, more real and concrete. It is this literal “back and forth,” this turn taking, that makes both letter writing and blogging such an attractive forum of “chatter” for so many different types of people. 

So if the draw to letter writing and blogging is this “back and forth,” this conversation, are blogs even worth looking at if they have little or no response, or if they are so much of a monologue that they do not invite conversation? Do blogs have a future as a legitimate form of literary narrative and could they perhaps become a subgenre of non-fiction? I think that the number of people commenting on blogs has been decreasing, and will continue to do so. Our modern world continues to take up more and more of our time, and I feel that talking, and letter writing to a certain extent, will continue to be our primary and preferred method of communication and of affirmation. People surf the web and delve into books because they want to escape the pressures of everyday existence, and simply want to be without having a response or “comment” expected of them. Yes blogs can be entertaining, but I do not believe that they have the composition that will carve them out as distinct and respected genre the way classic literature and, of course, the letter have. 
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