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First let us congratulate Bruce Fleming for having written this book, and for not having written 

for a coterie but in language that expects to speak to John Doe in the fields of Literature and 

Language. The book attempts to analyze how language works and how it fails and how we might 

manage to deal with it provided we see it as succeeding and failing in communication. In seven 

brief chapters Fleming has explored a range of subjects from silence, itself a mode of expression, 

to dealings with the language of literature.  

Chapter One, “The Ineffability of Language”, explores the domain of the inarticulate. 

Chapter Two explores the relationship between what we call the “world” out there and words. 

Chapter Three considers the strangely related topics of sex and silence, both in their own ways 

causing and constraining human expression. Chapter Four continues exploration of silence, the 

spaces between or around words that only appear empty. Chapter Five considers the nature of 

Art, literature being the main instance. Chapter Six explores the old chestnuts “True, False, or 

Gray” (the subject is strongly reminiscent of Thomas Hardy’s disturbingly relevant poem “Grey 

Tones”). And Chapter Seven returns to the main domain of the book, Language and Literature. 

Today so many writers broach topics of immense interest yet couch them in esoteric ‘isms’ 

and ‘ologies’, so the ordinary dealer in language or literature study feels like Mrs. Gradgrind in 

Dickens’ Hard Times, with a like headache for profit. Worse still, in real life hardly any of these 



writers practises these ‘isms’ and ‘ologies’. Instead, in generally straightforward language, and 

with examples from ordinary acts of communication, Fleming attempts to find out what is at the 

root of the multidimensionality of communication. He focuses on the limits of agreement and 

disagreement among communicators, even agreement to disagree, as the essential function of 

language in life and literature. 

Art and Argument attempts to explore the limits of the ‘logic’ of language, also, including 

extreme logical positions such as (Bartleby like) refusal to communicate via language. One new 

idea or tool proposed in this book is that we may treat language in terms of ‘comparables’, from 

walks of life such as ‘real estate’ known to all. In the proposition (Ch. 2, “Words and the 

World”) that language determines life and life determines language, of course, we see shades of 

older debates such as those of Oscar Wilde’s “Decay of Lying”. And in a sense, too, that is the 

underlying idea, that language is lying, that it never really says what we mean, yet we must make 

the best of this bargain. For it is not a bad bargain but the only one we have. That is, we must 

treat not just literature but also life as a ‘story’. That explains why Chapter 2 ends with this 

proposition: “Articulation is therefore not necessarily a positive thing, in absolute terms. In 

relative terms it may well be, for it is always accompanied by a feeling of triumph…”. The book 

reminds us constantly that we do not live only in the realm of (attempted or putative) expression 

but also in a world of events, and feelings engendered by and interpretations of those events.  

However, Fleming’s examples themselves naturally limit the analogies he attempts to draw 

between them and successful linguistic expression or communication. For by nature examples 

are specific, while the topic is general; and the former do limit analysis of the latter. No one can 

escape, apparently not even in philosophy, the limits of example and analogy. 



Another difficulty with this book may be that it does not found its argument in the enormous 

knowledge of language that Linguistics and other Social Sciences have gathered over the past 

century. Fleming’s argument would have found sympathetic material in this research. Similarly, 

willy nilly, the book concerns the nature of Cognition. And that too has become, during the past 

few decades, a rather busy and excitingly complex field of study. It would have provided 

Fleming with useful analyses and possibilities (and apparent impossibilities) of knowing or 

feeling and telling. The fact is that this domain relates to the most complex of evolutionary 

creations, of homo loquens. A foundation in the ever-more refined history of human evolution 

would have consolidated the basis of Fleming’s exploration. For his subject is crying out for 

multidisciplinary analysis. 

Ultimately, we must agree with Fleming: frequently, “human voices wake us and we 

drown”, unless we agree to disagree, or to live with a positive awareness of the limits of 

language. While in many ways language places us in a “damned if you do and damned if you 

don’t” situation, still we know beyond doubt that language is the most successful means of 

communication available to us. We do need more such readable books in this subject. 
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