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The Strain of Language in China Miéville’s Embassytown: 

between Multiculturalism, Oppression, and the Alien Society 

 
Abstract: Speculative fiction has long escaped the label of ‘frivolous’ literature, garnering respect in its continuous 

urge towards self-reflection through contrastive narratives. Given that the created languages of fiction, regardless 

of genre, are written with the overt purpose of being analyzed as intrinsic constituents of the fictional universes to 

which they belong, the intention behind created languages strips the narrative of an organic language 

development component, thus leaving behind only a language imbued with purpose reflected in the paradigm, the 

shifting syntax, vocabulary, and word choice, which aims to aid in the fleshing out of the fictional universe in which 

it resides. 

The present paper aims to analyze the language of the Ariekei (known as Language) in China Miéville’s 

Embassytown and the implications presented by the occurrence of a language functioning within the parameters 

of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis and the strain it poses on the interaction between cultures. As this paper is part of a 

doctoral thesis, the scope of the paper is restrained, to account for the present limitations. As such, the analysis 

will aim to highlight the main aspects of Language and Host culture and perception, and how these elements 

interact with the perceived notion of humanity. 

 

Keywords: alien language, created language, translation, cultural adaptation, oppression through language  

 

 

Introduction 

With multiculturalism becoming the new norm at an accelerated pace, given the environment 

granted by globalization and the perpetual connection to the Internet, it is no wonder that many works 

of fiction have begun an exploration of what exactly multiculturalism entails, and science fiction is no 

stranger to this exploration. The status of ‘migrant’ is discussed from autobiographical memoirs to the 

speculative fiction set in the distant corners of the universe (if not this universe specifically), bringing 

into discussion not only the uncertainty of being acquainted to a culture far remote, but also the 

uncertainty and unreliability of communication—both between different species, but between humans 

as well. 

Speculative fiction has long escaped the label of ‘frivolous’ literature, garnering respect in its 

continuous urge towards self-reflection through contrastive narratives. Given that the created languages 

of fiction, regardless of genre, are written with the overt purpose of being analyzed as intrinsic 

constituents of the fictional universes to which they belong, the intention behind created languages 

strips the narrative of an organic language development component, thus leaving behind only a 

language imbued with purpose reflected in the paradigm, the shifting syntax, vocabulary, and word 

choice which aims to aid in the fleshing out of the fictional universe in which it resides. As such language 

becomes the scaffolding upon which the narrative rests, both in terms of the plot and in terms of the 

credibility of the established defamiliarised setting. 

The present paper aims to analyze the language of the Ariekei (known as Language) in China 

Miéville’s Embassytown and the implications presented by the occurrence of a language functioning 
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within the prescribed parameters of the Sapir-Whorf
1
 hypothesis and the strain it poses on the 

interaction between cultures. As this paper is part of a doctoral thesis, the scope of the paper is 

restrained, to account for the present limitations. As such, the analysis will aim to highlight the main 

aspects of Language and Host culture and perception, and how this felicitous coexistence of the races 

present in the novel hinges on an imperfect method of communication, subject to influence both from 

external and internal forces.  

With science fiction historically being perceived to defamiliarise not through language but through 

the discrepancy between the presented status quo and the one of the reader (Scholes, qtd. in Mandala 

38) the analyzed work will contain an estrangement conducted not only through this aforementioned 

discrepancy, but also and mainly through the use of unfamiliar language and how it changes the 

framework through which the fictional universe is perceived. As such, in the imagined worlds of science 

fiction, the future forms of language and their structure are never devoid of an intentional history that is 

to be gleaned from them. 

Miéville and his work, especially Embassytown, if not all his works, delve into this both cultural and 

personal estrangement experienced by his characters. Embassytown, published in 2011, explores both 

the particular language and the culture of estrangement, weaving together the tension created by the 

limitations of language with that created by the common theme of the “colonizing impulse” present in 

science fiction (Grewell 26). Humans, or rather, Terres, as they call themselves, settle on Arieka in an 

attempt to establish communication with the alien race, The Hosts, as they come to call them. After 

years of attempts, once communication between them is established with the aid of the fabricated 

Ambassadors, the Terres decide to continue their cohabitation with the Hosts, and establish the 

Embassytown in the outpost, engaging in matters spanning from trade to the expansion of the Host 

language. 

The continued coexistence of the Hosts with the Terres, though the narrative hints at there being 

more cultures present on the outpost, though none of them pose an influence as great as that of the 

Terre, does not trigger the decay of Ariekene Language. However, this continued interaction accelerates 

the process of transmutation of language, and through language, thought itself experiences change, for 

the Hosts. 

This process is seen by both the Ariekei and the Terre as either something to strive for or something 

to oppose, depending on how opportune an event it was perceived to be. As such, skirmishes arise not 

only between the humans and the Hosts, but also among the Hosts themselves, culminating with the 

orchestrated assassination of a Host liar by an element of Language itself, that is, a human character 

who had been previously enLanguaged by the Hosts, a process by which humans aid in the Host 

language expansion. 

 

Sapir-Whorf, language and oppression 

The universe depicted by China Miéville in Embassytown is not one that would operate in the realia, 

instead the strong version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is applied in a surreal setting, creating a 

context for a broader discussion concerning language, and the boundaries it creates not only between 

cultures, but between worlds. As Will Nediger says in “Whorfianism in Colonial Encounters from Melville 

to Miéville”: "For them, speech is necessarily tied to thought. They are unable to think anything that 

                                                           
1
 Will Nediger, in “Whorfianism in colonial encounters: from Melville to Mieville” discusses the application of the 

hypothesis, delineating two versions: “There are strong and weak versions of this hypothesis: the strong version 

states that language determines aspects of cognition (as in the formulation above, that it is impossible to think in 

ways that are not permitted by one’s language), while the weak version states that language merely affects 

cognition” (21).  
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they cannot say, and unable to say anything that they cannot think. This is the ultimate form of 

Whorfianism" (30). 

While the language of the Hosts is never overtly referred to as Sapir-Whorfian in its functioning, the 

description of Language as analyzed by the characters places it within the aforementioned paradigm: 

 

Does it ever occur to you that this Language is impossible, Avice? (...) It makes no sense. They don’t have 

polysemy. Words don’t signify: they are the referents. How can they be sentient and not have symbolic 

language? How do their numbers work. It makes no sense. And Ambassadors are twins, not single 

people. There’s not one mind behind Language when they speak it…(...) The Ariekei think they’re 

hearing one mind but they’re not (...) we can only talk to them because of a mutual misunderstanding. 

What we call their words aren’t words: they don’t, you know, signify. And what they call our minds 

aren’t our minds at all. (Miéville 93) 

 

The Ariekei, an already pre-established culture on Arieka, possess a peculiar speech, one which 

contradicts the very foundation of human perception and linguistics. For the creatures, sentient and 

two-mouthed, there is no signifier, there is no referent, their minds do not allow for the unreal, not 

even when the unreal is a hypothesis relating to the future. To them, language creates a link to the 

truth, a link to the world that transcends. 

They cannot lie, under the limitations of their minds and language, and a chief festival for them is the 

Festival of Lies, where the most skilled of them make use of cadence and other such tactics in an 

attempt to create a mere approximation of an untruth, which they have yet to achieve. 

A language with imperfect referents, where truth and unequivocal statements are not the only 

possibilities, both delights and upsets the Ariekene. As such, the establishment of the Festival of Lies, 

where Ariekei and Ambassadors strive to, and respectively, easily state lies, becomes a focal point of the 

culture of Arieka from the moment the Ariekei discover this ability of the Terre. The celebrations, taking 

place inside the Host town, where inhabitants of Embassytown cannot come due to the unbreathable 

atmosphere, are a show of skill, and a tentative attempt at most, of the Ariekei, to state untruths, or to 

verge as much as possible into the domain of lying. 

While similes existed in their language long before the first understood interaction with humans 

(“They made similes long before you touched down” (Miéville 63)), the need for such things became 

more urgent, more varied, more nuanced, and oftentimes involved the willing or unwilling participation 

of humans, the only ones to successfully interact with the Hosts. For them to expand language, there is a 

level of empathy, of shared need between them, that translates into actions they cannot yet speak of. 

This need of theirs for language expansion does not materialize itself for free, when the participation of 

humans is required. Humans barter for it, ask for “biorigging,” for materials only made by the Ariekei, 

conditioning the expansion of their language. As such, aiding in the creation of thought, language agency 

becomes a thing that is capitalized on, rarely, if never, refused, yet always coming under certain 

imposed conditions. 

As Greg Grewell states, when it comes to the overlap of the theme of postcolonialism in the science 

fiction genre: “the science fiction industry has essentially borrowed from, technologically modernized, 

and recast the plots, scenes, and tropes of the literature of earthly colonization” (26). China Miéville’s 

Embassytown is no stranger to this theme which pervades the narrative. However, it does offer a 

critique of the experience, striving to showcase this struggle through the prism of language. 

The Hosts, without the existence of a true referent, cannot even conceive of notions, let alone 

articulate thoughts into Language. As such, for the purpose of both thought and speech, their language 

is enriched by way of similes which they orchestrate, as Cho—the main character—narrates in the novel, 

‘ghost thought.’ These similes are not always a one-time event, nor are they the only fabricated parts of 
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the Language. The Ariekei also have ongoing similes, among which is Hasser, or “the man who swims 

every week with fishes” (Miéville 123), later known as “the man who swam every week with fishes and is 

dead” (Miéville 186). There are examples, and topics, yet they are not a subject which is delved into 

during the course of the novel. The chief element which is discussed are the similes, and how by their 

mere existence they can aid in bridging that distance from real to unreal. But the expanded Language is 

not only performed with the aid of the animated. There are inanimate objects and animals which the 

Ariekei have enLanguaged, like “split and fixed rock” (Miéville 63) and other such examples. However, 

there is a certain penchant for human involvement which betrays a desire to bring their culture closer to 

that of the Terres. There is variety in language expansion with the Ariekei, spanning further than the 

‘split and fixed’ rock. Their language has shifted to accommodate sufficient new elements as to trigger 

another Celebration, this time of Language itself, where they gather “as many enLanguaged elements as 

possible—animate, inanimate, sentient and not—and [the Ariekei] come look at us, and theorize us” 

(Miéville 112). 

While at a first glance it may appear that the universe is governed by a purely Sapir-Whorfian 

paradigm, however, as the narrative progresses, we are made aware not only of different plots 

centering around language, but also of these notions of foreshadowing language creation. The urges the 

character Spanish Dancer recounts as driving them to speak (Miéville 393) and to utter things into 

existence point towards the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis being imperfect even in this fictional setting. 

However, in order to alter the dynamic of language creation in such a way that would turn the Ariekei 

from users of a language feeling the internal need
2
 to expand language,

3
 to Language itself demanding it 

be expanded,
4
 Language becomes unfamiliar enough to almost, in itself, create a character within the 

narrative. 

As the linguist present in the narrative himself says: “They’ve no what-ifs (...) At best, it must be like a 

pre-ghost in their head. Everything in Language is a truth claim. So they need the similes to compare 

things to, to make true things that aren’t there yet, that they need to say. It might not be that they can 

think of it: maybe Language just demands it. That soul” (Miéville 64). 

Repeatedly, within the novel, Language itself acts as a character, triggering both conflicts and the 

occurrence of decay, a ‘linguistic apocalipse’ (Miéville qtd. in Hynes 287) that brings about both the 

resolution and the widespread alteration of Language. 

With the scope of the paper being that of illustrating the way in which created fictional languages are 

used with relation to the plot, we do not intend to also analyze the fictional English employed in the 

construction of the novel, specifically Anglo-Ubiq, and the relationship thereof with the main alien 

language. 

While Miéville uses ‘cognitive estrangement’ (Suvin qtd. in Weakland 78) to shift the perception of 

the reader upon language, it is not just the language of the Ariekei that falls under this scrutiny. Through 

the complex use of plot and narrative devices, Miéville also places the languages of the Terre under 

analysis, even if perhaps the analysis is not as comprehensive, as Anglo-Ubiq’s role in the main plot 

mainly serves as a way of identifying the discrepancies between the two language paradigms: “Miéville 

encodes an array of discourses concerning language into his story of humanity’s encounter with the 

Ariekei, whose speech, unique in the novel’s universe, estranges us from our own language and allows 

us to confront language’s strange materiality and almost magical efficacy” (Weakland 78). 

                                                           
2
 called “the pre-ghost [of thought]” (Mieville 64) by linguist Scile 

3
 the Ariekei were thought to be in the incipit 

4
 the Ariekei themselves retroactively describe the experience of being limited by their language (“We didn’t speak 

so much of certain things. Language spoke us. The words that wanted to be city and machines had us speak them 

so they could be” (Miéville 393)). 
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For Scile, the linguist obsessed with Language, the existence of Language is vital; not only that, but he 

is adamant that any alteration of the Language would only be to the detriment of Hosts and the purity of 

their Language. The increase in similes, especially those requiring human interaction, becomes 

unsettling to him, as Language, as the language of the Hosts is named, in a rudimentary fashion 

betraying the true importance of it, that of a primordial, superior language, which does not need 

another name to describe it, continues to bear so many alterations, acquiring similes with increasing 

frequency. 

His adamant statement, “We had to misunderstand Language to learn it” (Miéville 64) therefore 

refers not only to the inherent limitation of people, of humans, to learn Language in its purest form, but 

also to the fact that the continued human interaction with the Hosts through the Ambassadors makes 

this human misunderstanding of Language bleed into their own thoughts.  

The increase of similes points to this, as well as the invention of the Festival of Lies, with Hosts 

striving to emulate both the human ability to lie and the human misunderstanding of Language, pointing 

towards the gradual appropriation of human culture and paradigms. 

Any language, when not spoken by a native, is a misunderstanding of it, an approximation molded on 

already-established patterns we acquire as children. However, when it comes to existing languages, it is 

true that there are core similarities, which allow for a better approximation of said language. With 

Language, however, this pattern is inadequate, as there is a glaring cognitive difference between 

humans and Hosts in what concerns not only speech but also thought. The Ariekei, colonized by their 

own interest, not in human language, but in human thought, present a danger to Language that Scile 

cannot tolerate (“I’d gleaned more scraps of Scile’s emergent theology. (...) He wants to protect the 

Ariekei. From changing Language.”), resorting to drastic measures, in order to preserve Language, 

showcasing the power dynamics of a language struggle where he attempts to take agency away from 

the users of Language (Miéville 164). 

Any interaction with the Hosts is mediated, a communication that undergoes not only the process of 

translation and adaptation, but also the implied censorship of the institution governing the 

Ambassadors. This monopoly over interaction and the process of fabricating Ambassadors leads to more 

than one issue regarding the interaction with the society of Arieka. 

While it is true that interaction with the Hosts is only possible with the aid of Ambassadors, the 

willing and systematic restriction of interaction between the non-Ambassadors and the Hosts leads to 

gaps in perception that even the characters themselves analyze within the narrative, pointing towards 

the implication that Hosts do not regard simple Terres as individual human entities: “‘Tallying Mystery.’ 

Did the Ariekei think an Ambassador was one person or two? Staff had always told us it was a pointless, 

untranslatable, impolite question. (...) ‘It’s never been something Ambassadors have been exactly keen 

to make clear’” (Miéville 359). 

While Ambassadors are subjected to this scrutiny while actively engaging with the Hosts, the topic of 

whether Hosts consider individual Terres as being human is not clearly discussed until the very end of 

the novel. This also brings into discussion the general perception of the Ambassadors by their own 

society and the treatment they receive when they can no longer perform their duties, due to certain 

circumstances, such as, the loss of one of the Ambassador pair. 

The perception of lessened Ambassadors, one doppel who had lost the other, is that of a shameful, 

crippled person who should not live within the city, as we learn from the first few pages of the novel 

depicting Cho’s first interaction with Bren, formerly known as BrenDan, now BrenDan. It is curious to 

notice that the perception of humans who are lacking limbs is not the same, and is thus limited to the 

role and perception of Ambassadors alone. This ostracization acts upon not only lessened, but un-

doppeled Ambassadors, leading to the internalized culture of shame regarding Ambassadors regaining 

individuality. It is not the doppel that is “unsightly” (Miéville 16), but the notion that while one doppel 
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ceased to exist, the other continues to age and shift in ways that do not match the deceased doppel: “I 

don’t think it’s right of him to live like that, in town” and “its… unseemly(...) it isn’t good to see. That 

kind of wound” (Miéville 16). 

Ambassadors, we are made aware, are bred in ‘farms’ for the sole purpose of interacting with the 

Hosts. As Cho coldly puts it “If you raised them right, taught them to think of themselves right, wired 

them with links, then they could speak Language, with close enough to one sentience that the Ariekei 

could understand it” (Miéville 66). 

Therefore this necessity to communicate with the Hosts becomes not only an incentive for skewing 

mass perception of the Hosts, it also becomes the excuse used for the dehumanization of Ambassador 

pairs, who live under the societal expectation of being the extended consciousness of the same mind 

mirrored in two bodies. Oppression is a double-edged sword in the universe of Embassytown, and while 

the Ariekei do not possess the knowledge they need to become aware of it, the Ambassadors certainly 

do, rebelling against it, just as Bremen, the mother colony, is aware of Embassytown rebelling against 

their control. 

While Language is the token currency of the power struggle, it is easy to deduce that the Ariekei are 

caught in the middle of a decidedly human struggle for power and independence, while their own ideas 

on independence of thought are just beginning to gain shape. 

 

The strain of translation 

Again, even in matters concerning the functioning and perception of the universe, we are shown how 

improper translation is, put into a framework of unreliability that leads to the wreckage of the ship 

travelling through the “immer,” only to misinterpret the warning signals of the wreck as a beacon, a 

message waiting to be received. Thus, we are put in a position of becoming aware that perceptions are 

altered by the medium through which we perceive them. For the Ariekei, the world is as Language 

wishes it to be, and only stretches as far as the pre-ghosts of Language expansion allow. For Cho, and for 

all inhabitants of Embassytown, their understanding and perception of the Ariekei are mediated by Staff 

and Ambassadors, their perceptions invariably skewed in order to aid the Staff in their desire to become 

autonomous and break away from Bremen.  

Even the “miabs,” the “immer” ships conducting trade and upholding communication between the 

world and colonies, become subject to the time passing between their transmission and reception, 

emulating messages adapted for an audience of the past, which in the end will lead to Embassytown 

having the upperhand in expecting the next shipment and using it to their advantage, given that Bremen 

is unaware of the crisis taking place within Embassytown and the language apocalypse disrupting the 

status quo of the inhabiting societies. 

As the Ariekei communicate through the use of similes, it is pointed even by Weakland that there is 

no certitude that the Ariekei really do perceive them as such, being governed by a language paradigm 

that differs so greatly that one can only wonder whether ‘simile’ would be the proper term to describe 

them (Weakland 85). However, this brings to light another issue of translation and adaptation by using 

cognates, unwittingly skewing both meaning and the perception thereof, as each word is imbued with 

its own related information. 

This draws back to the description of the Ariekei, with words one would assume have the standard 

meaning, only to witness them being used in cognitively estranging settings (such as the ‘eye-corals’ of 

the Ariekei). 

Cho herself, in her experience with enLanguaging, broaches the subject of discrepancies between 

the two cultures, not only that but also the willful withholding of information from those participating in 

interactions with the Hosts. Cho is a simile described as, “There was a human girl who in pain ate what 

was given to her in an old room built for eating in which eating had not happened for a time,” which 
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would, with time, as the characters themselves postulate, become “the girl who ate what was given to 

her” (Miéville 28). While the Hosts interpret her as “an expression intended to invoke surprise and irony, 

a kind of resentful fatalism” (Miéville 28), Cho, even in her retroactive recounting of the narrative, 

having arguably gained knowledge pertaining to the culture of the Ariekei, continues to call the 

experience of becoming Language as “the least comprehensible event that had or has ever happened to 

[her]” (Miéville 26). 

As much as translation involves a certain degree of violence, an imperfect transposition of referents, 

for the Ariekei, culture and their interactions with different cultures represent much of the same 

violence. Their need to verbalize becomes pressing, and the realization that their own language is not 

enough is a catalyst for the decay of Ariekene language. As Weakland himself postulates (Weakland 92), 

by being presented with such alien Language, that of the Ariekei, we cannot but start considering our 

own language as alien, the estranging effect of the fictional universe bleeding into our own perception 

of language and forcing us to consider it from a different perspective: “While Embassytown never comes 

back at length to interrogate its own status as writing, as a recursive metafiction might, the more 

general discursive activities of speaking, writing, and reading certainly become a little alien after our 

encounter with the fictional Ariekei” (Weakland 92). 

The speech of Spanish Dancer, though laced with elements to trigger a separation from Language in 

its audience, serves as a comparison to the perception of the Ariekei by the Embassytown society, but 

most of all by Cho. Throughout the novel the events narrated were filtered by Cho’s perception, and her 

then-understanding of the events. The speech of Spanish Dancer is the only uninterrupted fragment 

within the novel where there is no intervention on the part of Cho with respect to her own reception of 

the matter. 

From a postcolonial point of view, this serves to show the perception of the Ariekei themselves, 

Spanish Dancer serving as a mouthpiece for the collective experience of their society with Language. 

Their account of it, as one would expect, being completely devoid of any symbolism like that inferred by 

Scile, imbued with religious meaning (Weakland 93). 

 

The loss of Language as freedom 

The loss of Language comes therefore not as a punishment, but as a natural evolution of sustained 

communication between two diverging cultures. The shifts in Language were already present, and had 

been present since the interaction between the two species began, with the only difference being that 

the fall from Language was accelerated out of a need to eliminate addiction to the god-drug: “Similes 

start…transgressions. Because we can refer to anything. Even though in Language, everything’s literal. 

Everything is what it is, but still, I can be like the dead and the living. And the stars and a desk and fish 

and anything. Surl Tesh-Echer knew that was Language straining…bust out of itself. To signify” (Miéville 

345).  

The Ariekei-internal perception of Language we are allowed to glimpse through the perspective of 

Cho allows us to also understand that within the Ariekene society there is growing discussion 

surrounding Language and the expansion thereof, the formation thereof, and how its users would like to 

see it shift to accommodate their yet-unborn thoughts, which if we disregard the last part is entirely 

similar to how human language is analyzed, discussed, and scrutinized without the fictional universe. 

The estranging effect of these discussions surrounding Language with the Ariekei only estrange the 

reader with the presence of humans as reminders of the similes they embody, viewed as in a museum 

and discussed as if they were not present, since the language barrier (or rather, Language barrier) did 

not allow for the Ariekei to perceive discussion with anyone else but the Ambassadors.  

As Cho once said, the perception of the humans, especially similes, by the Ariekei, as speaking a 

language of their own only takes shape when Cho forces the Ariekei to understand that her utterances 
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have meaning behind them. It is easy to determine from that fact that the boundaries between the two 

cultures would not have been as great, were it not for the willful withholding of such information by the 

Ambassadors. 

“Language was never possible. We never spoke in one voice” (Miéville 366). The statement, uttered 

by Spanish Dancer, becomes indicative of the state in which they lived prior to disentangling themselves 

from Language. They never spoke in one voice, yet they were confined to the same voice, valences 

muted by the impossibility of Language to accommodate all nuances of speech. We now have to briefly 

acknowledge Wittgenstein’s theory,
5
 reminiscent of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, as quoted in The 

Cambridge Companion to Wittgenstein: “’the limits of my language signify the limits of my world’" (...) 

Hence, that which is conceived as the limit of the world must also be conceived as being at the limit of 

language” and the implications thereof in a context in which it becomes unquestionably true (Sluga and 

Stern 329). 

While the strong Sapir-Whorf hypothesis was never a fully applicable hypothesis regarding the 

functioning of actual, real language, when it is applied to fictional languages designed within the 

parameters of such hypotheses and statements, we can extract that not even for them was this prison 

of language devoid of a yearning for more, for going beyond. In the present case the desire of the 

Ariekei is reflected in the similes, in their aspiration to lie, in the desire to assimilate human culture to 

the point of their breaking with the paradigm of their own thought-language-world. As Hynes states, 

“[t]he Festival of Lies shows that the Ariekei feel the need for an outlet for their propensity to strain 

against the limits of Language, while at the same time emphasizing that to actually break those limits is 

viewed as unacceptable and dangerous by the Ariekene authorities” (Hynes 286). 

The natural progression of the Ariekei in distancing themselves from Language becomes an 

imperative with the arrival of EzRa, dubbed the god-drug, whose nature as an imperfect Ambassador 

creates an addicting effect on the Ariekei, to the point of subjugating their wills. The ‘cures’ for this 

addiction become either the loss of Language through attaining human perception, or the loss of 

Language through the loss of their hearing, which also robs them of any voiced communication between 

themselves: “There is no cure. Spanish and the others...they might not be addicted anymore but they’re 

not cured: they’re changed. That’s what it is. I know it might sound the same, but do you understand 

they can’t speak Language, anymore, MagDa? Anymore than you ever could” (Miéville 387). 

Once this boundary is breached, the Ariekei can move forward to help others escape from Language. 

And while many do not desire so, as previous believers in the purity of Language, it is, given the 

circumstances, the only way for them to be free of the god-drug. Not only to instruct the Language-able 

Ariekei, but to also show the Absurd—those who deafened themselves—that they themselves were 

creating language in the absence of Language:  

 

The gesticulations were information, motion telegrams. Talking. They didn’t understand each other but 

they knew there was something to understand. And that was liberation. When they did make 

communication—something ridiculous, Spanish throwing a pulpy bud then pointing into the muttering 

wildlife where it lay, and the Absurd picking it up—their euphoria, even alien, was palpable. (Miéville 

369) 

 

                                                           
5
 A more in-depth approach to Wittgenstein and the way his postulations relate to the application of the Sapir-

Whorf hypothesis exceede the scope of the paper. However, for more on the limitations of language within the 

works of Miéville please see: Will Nediger - “Whorfianism in Colonial Encounters from Melville to Miéville.” 

Mosaic: An Interdisciplinary Critical Journal, vol. 47, no. 3, 2014, pp. 19–34.  

JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/44029859 
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For Cho, many particularities of Ariekene society remain hard to discern in the beginning, regardless 

of the unfettered communication that they are able to sustain. However, this is not due to the 

unfathomable alienness of the Ariekei, merely a by-product of the sustained ambiguity and lack of 

understanding of the Ariekei the Staff and Embassy propagated among the inhabitants of Embassytown. 

Hailing the Ariekei as unfathomable beings that cannot, to their full extent, be known and understood, 

created a distancing, masked as reverence, of the Terre, and other races inhabiting Embassytown, from 

the Ariekei. With the boundaries to interaction lifted, communication and understanding can begin, 

however stilted. Yet the beginning of it still poses difficulties even for Cho. “‘Theuth mostly speaks for 

the Languageless now. Spanish is talking to us—to YlSib, obviously, but it can even…’ MagDa hadn’t seen 

Spanish and me in the evenings: talking, haltingly” (Miéville 387). 

With the liberation from the confines of Language, Spanish Dancer becomes not only its own master, 

free of god-drug, but also becomes a proponent of teaching others, be they the addicted Ariekei or the 

deafened Absurd, that they can become freed through metaphor or that they can already communicate, 

respectively. Its [as the Ariekei are referred to with the pronouns it/its] interactions with the Terre, once 

the realization that there is more to communication than Language dawns on it, is followed by an 

increasing usage of Anglo-Ubiq, harmonized from both mouths to create the language, doubled as if 

spoken by two people in tandem. 

It is with the aforementioned that we face the sacrifice of the Ariekei. For them to escape being 

enthralled, they had to escape their defining feature. The core element of their culture and their beings 

had to be eliminated for them to be able to continue existing outside the compulsions of the god-drug. 

This is where the true violence of inter-cultural relations lies in the narrative. For them to continue 

existing, they must cast away their old ways, their thoughts, their perceptions, and adopt those of the 

Terre, imbued with a symbolism that allows them to evade the god-drug.  

 

They were going to kill us because we were the source of the god-drugs. They knew it was too late for 

them, they were lost, but they were going to make a totally new start for those after them if they got rid 

of the problem. Us. You understand how selfless they were? It wouldn’t help them. It was for their kids. 

This generation would either be deadened, dead or dying in withdrawal. 

But now they know they can be cured (...) And if they can be cured then we’re an irrelevance. That is 

why we get to live. See? But they still have to be cured. That’s the condition. Otherwise we’re still a 

sickness. And it takes time to cure oratees. (...) So [EzCal’s] job is to keep them going in the meantime, 

till they don’t need you anymore. Without you to tide them, the addicted’ll start to die. Too quick to be 

cured, or even deafened. So you have to keep them alive. (Miéville 388-389) 

 

 

Conclusions 

While it is true that by no means does Embassytown cover all aspects of a created alien language, the 

language of the hosts is the scaffolding upon which the main plot rests. The conflicts that arise within 

the novel, offer, if not clear answers, the hints at more that one comes to expect from Miéville’s brand 

of writing. The rigid Language of the Ariekei, even speculated in the novel to be close to obsolescence, is 

presented in its dying moments as a contrastive element to the Anglo-Ubiq of the narrative, a 

comparatively flexible language, offering freedom of thought, yet also imperfect in establishing 

communication.  

With the aim of the paper being that of illustrating the way in which fictional languages shape the 

fictional universe, it is unequivocal that Language, even in its fragmentary state of presentation, offers 

the reader a gateway into an Ariekene society and their implied history, while also serving as a means of 

measuring one’s own language against it. 
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