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ABSTRACT  

  

In my paper I want to present some reflections about the relationships 

between spoken language and written language in education and, in a 

specific way, in P4C curriculum.    

Referring to the most traditional school practices, literacy has been 

assumed as the very language of learning processes, the most appropriate 

in order to express any subject-matter, in a perspective in which orality 

seems to be downgraded as the language of children spontaneity and daily 

experience. So, it is apparent that a strong discontinuity has been set 

between "spontaneous" and "scientific" knowledge.  

Before and against this Cartesian view, philosophy, between Socrates and 

Plato, established a special bridge between orality and literacy, while it 

was dealing with the campaign to get away from the Homeric orality.   

Lipman recalls and reinterprets the Platonic swinging between orality and 

literacy designing the learning process as an ongoing play of orality and 

literacy, which means a ceaseless transaction between the sphere of 

emotions, social relations, narrative on one hand, and the sphere of 

reasonableness, of judgment, of reflective thinking on the other. This is, 

exactly – I think – the sense of his challenge to hold together community 

and inquiry, corresponding, respectively, the former to the domain of 

orality and the latter to the domain of writing.   

My suggestion is that when we try to interpret and connote the relation 

between orality and literacy and, as well, between emotion and cognition 

we have to deal with a paradox; that, in addition, the paradox is wholly 

belonging to communication and, therefore, to language.  

  

  

A prologue  
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The title of my paper is a quotation from Phaedrus, a dialogue by Plato 

where the Greek philosopher, among other issues, deals with the relation 

between spoken discourse and written text. It is in this work that we find 

one of the most radical expressions of the Plato’s condemnation of 

writing. I’m just going to remind you of some passages. Firstly where 

Plato tells of the myth of the old god Theuth who is credited with the 

invention of the alphabet. He was very proud to present his invention to  

Thamus, the king of the whole country of Egypt, but the king didn’t share 

the inventor’s enthusiasm and says:  

  

“this discovery of yours will create forgetfulness in the learners' souls, 

because they will not use their memories; they will trust to the external 

written characters and not remember of themselves. The specific which 

you have discovered is an aid not to memory, but to reminiscence, and you 

give your disciples not truth, but only the semblance of truth”1.  

  

To some extent Thamus’s remark reflects the common understanding 

inside the historical context of the 4th century BC2: writing was generally 

used as a simple support for memory, while orality remained the main 

medium in communication and in cultural elaboration (theatre, poetry, 

court). What is more interesting, indeed, seems to be the distinction Plato 

stresses between “memory” and “reminiscence”. The latter, set against 

memory, has the sense of a mere “copy and paste”, since Plato’s concept 

of knowledge is that you can find it in your soul as a trace of your previous 

lives in the unchanging and unseen world of forms, so that knowledge 

appears to be innate and learning is only the development of ideas buried 

deep in the soul.  

In this view, a written text might work as an efficient tool to remind you 

what you already own. In fact, quoting Plato,   

  

                                        
1 Plato, Phaedrus, LIX-LX, The Echo Library, Teddington 2006.  
2 Plato was born between 428 and 427 BC and died between 348 and 347 BC. The 

Phaedrus was presumably composed around 370 BC.  
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“writing is unfortunately like painting; for the creations of the painter 

have the attitude of life, and yet if you ask them a question they preserve 

a solemn silence”. 3  

  

Later in the Dialogue, Socrates maintains:  

  

“Is there not another kind of word or speech far better than this, and 

having far greater power - a son of the same family - but lawfully 

begotten?”. 4  

  

To Phaedrus who is asking:  

  

“Whom do you mean, and what is his origin?”5,  

  

Socrates replies:  

  

“I mean an intelligent word graven in the soul of the learner, which can 

defend itself, and knows when to speak and when to be silent”.  

  

1. Orality and literacy as different mental framework.  

Out of the platonic allegory, what is at stake for us, in today’s educational 

horizons, is not an unlikely “World of Forms” but the quality and the sense 

of learning and knowing compared with two different frameworks and 

logics: orality and literacy. They are not just two different tools of 

communication, more or less mutually exclusive. As a matter of fact they 

act as different media, that is to say - as McLuhan5 had pointed out - two 

different environments including strong and significant consequences 

related to attitudes, styles of thinking, ways of organizing and elaborating 

knowledge. If it has any sense to suppose some parallelism between 

                                        
3 Plato, Phaedrus, cit.  
4 Ivi. 5 

Ivi.  
5 McLuhan M., Understanding Media: The extension of Man, McGraw-Hill, New 

York. 1964.  
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individual development and history of mankind, then we can take some 

directions from historical and anthropological researches.  

Studies of different fields show the main consequences and the peculiar 

features of a literate culture compared with the illiterate societies. The 

following are worthy of note.  

Decontextualization. The pressure towards decontextualization takes 

place when a society grows up and becomes larger and more complex. 

Writing allows this process requiring abstraction and generalization 6 , 

while orality binds you to the cave of the context in which you are. 

Distinction between text and interpretation. Primitive people, as  well as 

children, do not clearly hold the distinction between data and mental 

states, i.e., between speech and its interpretation, between self and words7.   

Reflection. There is evidence that reflection is strictly connected with 

literacy. Writing strengthens the competence of representation, helping 

the processes of abstraction. Among other media, given its spatial, 

decontextualized and not emotional nature, the alphabet has also been so 

successful because it is able to represent the spoken language8.  

Intensionality. Within every language, what we call “intensional” denotes 

the class of elements referring to the linguistic system itself. In contrast 

with “extensional” - the semantic dimension of a language - the presence 

and the role of the “intensional” components imply the possibility of 

assuming the language as an object of reflection and, therefore, it opens 

the door to the metacognition. What deserves to be noticed here is that the 

literate people are able to handle both “extensional” and “intensional” 

aspects of the language, while the illiterate people (included pre-primary 

children) are tied to the sole  

                                        
6 Denny J.P., Rational Thinking and decontextualization, in Olson D. R., Torrance N. 

(Eds.), Literacy and Orality, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1991.  
7 Olson D. R. (1991) Literacy and Objectivity, in Olson D. R., Torrance N. (Eds.), 

Literacy and Orality, cit.; Olson D. R.-Astington J. W., Seeing and Knowing. On 

ascription of mental states to young children, in “Canadian Journal of Psychology”, 

41 (4)/1987, pp. 399-411; Olson D. R.-Torrance N. Language, literacy and mental 

states, in “Discourse Processes”, 10(2)/1987, pp. 157-167.  
8  Narasimhan R., Literacy: characteristics and implications, in in Olson D. 

R.Torrance N. (Eds.), Literacy and Orality, cit.  
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“extensional” functions. In this sense, literacy means not only getting 

proficiencies in writing and reading, but developing the “intensional” 

dimension of the language as well9.  

Relations setting. Every relation is built on comparing and contrasting the 

terms involved. Comparisons, in turn, require definitions which lead to 

making judgments. Logical connections are better formed through literacy 

than through orality. This happens for the following reasons: a) inside 

orality words are not easily perceived as distinct elements10; b) the word, 

as a sound, runs along time: its meaning emerges only when sound has 

gone, whereas the word as a graphic sign fixes itself along space: it is 

forever; c) literacy tends to isolate individuals making them more introvert 

and more detached, while primary orality sets them in the whole of the 

situations and tends to cancel differences11.  

Metalanguage and autonomous thinking. Literacy, by its nature, is to be 

considered as a metalinguistic activity, for it is a representation of the 

spoken language. It provides powerful means to separate the language 

from ordinary life and to free the mind from the context pressure, 

moreover it tends to slow-down mental activity, making reflection upon 

oneself and one’s mental acts possible and, finally, enhancing autonomous 

thinking12.  

Coming back to Plato, it is clear that he couldn’t entirely imagine how it 

would exactly be the long and glorious history of the writing: not 

Gutenberg, nor the computer word processing, and much less the "copy 

and paste". Nevertheless, Plato clearly interpreted the difference between 

                                        
9 Scholes R. J.-Willis  B. J., The illiterate native speaker of English: Oral language 

and Intensionality, in Klesius J.-Radenich M., Links to Literacy. Proceedings of the 

Florida Reading Association Conference, 1987.  
10  Ong W. J., Orality and Literacy. The Technologizing of the World, Methuen, 

London and New York 1982. See also Saenger P., Words separation and the 

physiology of Reading, in Olson D. R., Torrance N. (Eds.), Literacy and Orality, cit.  
11 Ong W. J., Orality and Literacy. The Technologizing of the World, cit.  
12 Herriman M., Metalinguistic awareness and the growth of literacy, in De Castell 

S. et Alii (Eds),  Literacy, Society, and Schooling: A Reader, Cambridge University 

Press, Cambridge 1986; Torrance N., Olson D. R., Development of the metalanguage 

and the acquisition of literacy, in “Interchange”, 18(1-2)/1987, pp.136-146; Tunmer 

W. E. et Alii (Eds.), Metalinguistic Awareness in Children: theory, Research and 

Implications, Springer-Verlag, Berlin 1984.  
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orality and literacy as a difference between two different worlds. In other 

respects, he also censured orality to the extent that it was the language of 

Homeric poetry13. In this sense it represents a way of being of a society, 

of an archaic world to be criticized, that Plato wants to overcome, 

according to his project of a new “polis”, as presented mainly in The 

Republic. What Plato exactly disapproves is the predominance of the 

mimesis, that is the typical way of dealing with knowledge of oral 

communication and its crucial impact on youth education.  

According to Eric Havelock14, mímesis is, in Plato’s point of view, not 

only the poet-singer’s performance and the behavior of the audience while 

it participates whispering and repeating together with the poet. Mímesis is 

also, generally speaking, any process diverging from the way of 

rationality, so that it designates every emotional, gestaltic, emphatic 

approach, as it was the traditional communication based on orality and 

memory.  

  

2. Philosophical practice as a bridge between orality and literacy. Now 

what might we find between a writing like a painting, the one censured by 

Plato in Phaedrus, and the Homeric orality or mimesis? There is reason to 

believe, as M. Lipman puts it, that  

  

“inference had something living and fresh and surprising about it [...] 

because, to Socrates and Plato, logic was so new. But this was only part 

of the matter. The vitality of reasoning then was much more closely 

connected to the nature of dialogue”15.  

  

So, at the end, we can say that philosophy, between Socrates and Plato, 

while it was dealing with the campaign to get away from the Homeric 

orality and mimetic attitude, at the same time, it constituted at this stage a 

bridge between orality and literacy and, no doubt, the bridge was the 

platonic dialogue. The dialogue sets a fruitful paradox where a play is 

                                        
13 See, above all, The Republic, Book X.  
14 Havelock E.A., Preface to Plato, Harvard University Press, Cambridge Mass 1963.  
15 Lipman M., Thinking in education, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1991, 

p. 41.  
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allowed between a kind of spoken communication that might jump beyond 

the primary and mimetic experience, on one hand, and a written language 

that remains strongly bound to the living context of speakers. Performing 

a dialogue and writing a text which recall a real or fictional dialogue 

performed somewhere, are clearly two different practices ad it’s important 

to separate them as two different contexts, but what happens is that the 

written dialogues, as they are the Lipman’s novels, when red in a 

community of inquiry, become the living source for a new stream of 

orality that, in turn, could be written and offered to another community as 

a starting point for its own inquiry, and so on.  

The same applies for the Platonic Dialogues as long as we do not see them 

as a disturbing mirror or a mask of the truth that the philosopher wants to 

communicate. They are not a strategy of philosophical communication, 

but, above all, a gesture, an action; they are a kind of transcontextual move 

that solves, in a virtuous way, the paradox generated by the relationship 

between orality and writing: the dialogue allows you to write the orality 

and, also, to speak the writing.  

The design of the philosophical dialogue by Plato acquires a new value 

and new meanings if regarded from the point of view of a philosophical 

practice. Lipman, when he started to write the stories of P4C’s curriculum, 

actually guessed, re-interpreted and operationalized these powerful 

implications of writing dialogue for philosophical practice. P4C is a model 

of philosophical practice mainly because it works as a social practice. As 

such it raises more than a few pedagogical problems, since no social 

practice can be planned or managed from outside. Here we find the 

solution for the starting of a philosophical practice in a community 

without entering into a series of contradictions like to impose to be 

autonomous, to regulate the absence of prefixed rules, to facilitate the 

inquiry without directing it, and so on. According to Lipman’s approach, 

the beginning of the dialogical practice of inquiry doesn’t rely on 

preliminary instructions nor on formal explanations of rules. Instead, it is 

based on a practice already structured, although it is only told in a 

narrative fiction. Which appears, therefore, as a remote experience already 

ended, but, at the same time, as a memory, ready to give rise to a new 

inquiry with the present readers of the real community.  
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That's how orality and writing are intertwined in the life of the community. 

Without being confused, they find a significant continuity in their shared 

fastening to the practice. It is as if the writing – when reporting a dialogue 

– could serve to weave the plot of many events of philosophical practice, 

disseminated both along time and space, a scattered field of practice in 

which you are invited to participate. If this is the case, no one community 

of philosophical inquiry is, in absolute terms, faced with the problem of 

its beginning.   

This means, also, a good pedagogical approach capable of meeting the 

need of every child to connect school activities with real life and daily 

experience avoiding the frequent dichotomy between the world of child 

conversation and the world of formal instruction and, at the same time, 

between social, emotional life and emerging rationality.  

As Lipman remarks:   

  

“What the child discovers in early elementary school […] is a completely 

structured environment. Instead of events that flow into other events, there 

is now a schedule that things must conform to. Instead of statements that 

can be understood only by gleaning their significance from the entire 

context in which they occur, there is a classroom language that is uniform 

and rather indifferent to context and therefore fairly devoid of enigmatic 

intimations”16.   

  

The truth is that, when literacy is just contrasted and set against orality, a 

conflict arises. The language of text books is assumed by students  to learn 

mechanically and in an abstract way, often to learn empty words and mere 

relations between them, even lacking in meaning at all. That is to say, 

quoting Plato again, give “an aid not to memory, but to reminiscence”, so 

that - Plato concludes - children  

  

                                        
16 Lipman M., Thinking in education, cit., p. 10.  
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“will be hearers of many things and will have learned nothing; they will 

appear to be omniscient and will generally know nothing; they will be 

tiresome company, having the show of wisdom without the reality”17.  

  

   

                                        
17 Plato, Phaedrus, LIX-LX, cit.  


