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Acknowledging David Hume’s lifelong concern with literary style is a commonplace of Hume scholarship, most obviously rooted in Hume’s famous claim that his “want of success in publishing the Treatise of Human Nature, had proceeded more from the manner than the matter” of that work. There exist a number, though, given the frequency with which Hume’s concern with literary style is mentioned, a surprisingly small number, of excellent literary studies of Hume’s writings. There is, however, a question that is prior to the question of Hume’s literary and stylistic choices that has received even less attention. This is the question of how Hume understood the written word in relation to the spoken word. 

As a writer, Hume was professionally and personally interested in powerful and persuasive writing. However, as a philosopher, he had an added interest in the nature of the written word: in its strengths, its weaknesses, and its distinctive capacities. This paper argues that Hume’s understanding of the differences between the written and the spoken word is foundational to his conception of the relationship between, what he termed, the learned and the conversable worlds, and to his presentation of himself as an ambassador from the former to the latter. As an ambassador, Hume sought to increase trade between these two realms. However, his primary political and philosophical projects involved changing certain important terms of discourse in order to combat the factionalism that he thought was often propagated in a third realm, the rhetorical realm of parliament and the pulpit. As a man of letters, Hume’s currency was the written word. The currency of the rhetorical realm was the spoken word. For this reason, the differences between the two is additionally important for understanding how Hume would have understood the possibilities and limitations of his own political and philosophical projects, in short, what he plausibly thought he could achieve through his own writings.
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