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    Abstract


    Over the past decade, China Miéville has established himself as a major talent in contemporary urban fantasy. Fantasy is a notoriously conservative genre. Its promise is one of giving expression to transformative potential opened up by an othering of the world, but the mainline of the tradition has actually been dedicated to capping any transgressive spirit. For Miéville, weird fiction is an expression of the sublime as an alien, predatory, totalitarian threat. In his hands, the fantastic harbours powers which rival such dread but which do not choke off the promise of transformation by seeking closure in some redemptive status quo. The article argues that fiction itself is recognized by the author as a reality-producing and transforming agent. Miéville’s urban fantasies posit narrative itself as a political tool, conjuring performative virtual spaces immanent to reality.
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    ‘(T)he intellect unfolds its principal powers in dissimulation’ (Nietzsche, 2006: 115)


    In China Miéville’s urban weird, fiction is recognized as a reality-producing agent. In Deleuzian terms, it can be a space in which to evoke and awaken to the world’s becoming, its immanent transcendence. Although Miéville does not claim that fiction changes the world in any simple way, he does suggest that it can operate as a political heuristic. It can call upon radical powers of invention hidden in perception and language, ordinarily pressed into an instrumental orientation to a world posited as always already there, complete as it appears. Fiction’s share of these powers can be found in a pure form in fantastic, or weird, literature. But what can the weird do, and why now? As the twenty-first-century’s ‘default cultural vernacular’ (Miéville, 2002: 40), it can be understood as a ‘sleight of mind’ by which deadlock and stasis in the world can be imaginatively countered (Miéville, 2002: 45). In Miéville’s novels, wars are waged in imagined cities, often alternate Londons, between interstitial interests that struggle to subvert distinctions between reality and fiction, each shadowing and parodying the actual. They are animated by new energies emerging in the present attributable to global anti-capitalist stirrings and aspirations for a new kind of Left politics. They evidence the radicality of the fantastic, its ability to suspend the apparent impossibility that things could be otherwise, to provide a space in which the impossible can be renegotiated. The task of radical thought in the twenty-first century is to work through the ‘postmodern’ dilemma of the Left, of where the Left can go if it is compelled to surrender a narrative of progress and a dogma of the revolutionary subject. Gilles Deleuze’s oeuvre is an important resource in this task, and its lessons are beginning to be absorbed by literary theory and criticism. Specifically pertinent is the concept of ‘fabulation’. Where postmodernist thinkers such as Jean Baudrillard posited a take-over of the real by signs which seek to ‘realize’ the world only by reference to other signs and thereby feed a wholesale ‘derealization’, fabulation supposes that the imagination goes to work upon a real, falsifying and opening out an established truth, which is itself only the sedimented result of earlier fictions (Massumi, 1987). The Left must be revitalized precisely through new affirmative fictions of agency which do not exclude difference and singularity. Key to a vitalization of the Left is the fabulation of new worlds.


    Miéville’s novella, ‘The Tain’ (2005, originally published 2002), and more recent novels The City & The City (2009a) and Embassytown (2011) are examples of his most reflexively genre-conscious work and illuminatingly engage with the necessity of mapping other worlds through particular frameworks of mediation. Fabulation is the central concept this article will bring to bear on his brand of fictional ‘sleight of mind’, which is employed here in both Bergsonian and Deleuzian senses. Where, for Bergson, fabulation is conceived negatively, as a force for reinforcing existing power relations, Deleuze conceives it in a more affirmative sense, as having its own experimental vitality. Fabulation is a positive force for the production of the new. It does not trace or representationally map an external world so much as constitute an event of worlding. The fantastic impulse is bound up with a self-altering praxis. The weird alienates and estranges, ruptures what is. For Marx, the making of history is bound up with imagining that which does not exist and Miéville (2002: 44) asserts that ‘the fantastic is there at the most prosaic moment of production’. This article approaches fabulation as synonymous with Nick Land’s notion of ‘hyperstitional’ relations between writing and the real in which ‘fiction is not opposed to the real. Rather, it argues that reality is composed of fictions – consistent semiotic terrains that condition perceptual, affective and behavioural responses’ (Cybernetic Culture Research Unit [Ccru], 2004: 275). Far from trivial, it might be understood as an experiment with what fiction can do when it is grasped as a power beyond either realism or the ironic play of postmodernist metafiction.


    The Mirrored City


    ‘In aspiring to articulate the eternal, myth generates countermyths and subversive processes of self-reflection’ (Sandywell, 1996a: 3)


    Miéville deals with urban alterity, monstrosity at the heart of the city. London has provided the focus for a number of his stories, including ‘The Tain’, which develops an entry – ‘Fauna of Mirrors’ – in Jorge Luis Borges’s The Book of Imaginary Beings (1974). The novella builds a world around Borges’s brief, suggestive fable. In ‘The Tain’, as in much of his fiction, Miéville looks for the sublime potentials of the city, the shifting, interstitial, imperceptible elements which cannot be definitively mapped, which in fact constitute the virtuality of the map. Borges’s fable treats a Cantonese superstition concerning a ‘Fish’ sometimes observed darting deep in a mirror’s reflection. This creature is a remnant of a time when mirrors harmoniously connected two very different worlds until the mirror-beings chose to invade the human world. Defeated by the Emperor’s magic, the fauna of the mirror were imprisoned by reflection, condemned to repeat every last detail presented by the world of men. However, as the fable warns, the Fish’s (Borges, 1974: 68) motion in the mirror’s depths intimates a weakening of the spell, a threat of revenge.


    London is the privileged locus of a pervasive contemporary urban Gothic, a city perceived as peculiarly resistant to best-laid plans (Luckhurst, 2002). The novella begins with the aftermath of London’s invasion by the Fish’s army. Prior to this event, due to a peculiarity of extremely bright reflected light, some mirrors became portals into ‘London Prime’ and mirror-beings no longer content to remain ‘drab copies’ took advantage of this to attack the humans they reflected (Miéville, 2005: 251). These ‘patchogues’ are tethered to the forms they displaced, unable to return to the mirror-world, yet they communicated across the worlds to pave the way for full-scale assault by their comrades, the ‘imagos’. Unfettered by human form, the imagos – led by their champion, the Fish – slipped at will into London without warning, invisible and deadly. The ‘imperialism of the tain, earth’s specularisation’ has collapsed (Miéville, 2005: 293). Millions lie dead in the burning ruins, only scavengers and small camps of soldiers surviving.


    Borges prefaced the 1957 edition of his bestiary with a reflection on bewildering encounters with fearsome animals during long-forgotten childhood visits to the zoo. The ‘terrible grounds’ of the zoo constitute a monstrosity at the heart of the city, their mysteries, like fables and myths, elided by, but haunting, the commonplace (Borges, 1974: 13). They are necessary appointments with fear, occasions upon which we confront hitherto unrecognized forces in the world. In the zoo and in myth, the human imagination archives its encounters with an otherness it wishes to lay to rest. It is from such encounters that an island of order can be formed amidst chaos, self and community mapped. The resultant teratologies apprise the forces that assail humanity. Here, Barry Sandywell’s excavation of mythopoietic reflexivity in early Greek oral culture is instructive. It is, Sandywell (1996a: 3) writes, a ‘universal desire to narrate the “powers” governing the world of men and gods’. Mythopoiesis – the praxis of the ‘Archaic Age’ – becomes itself a transformative power: ‘Myth is a “metacommentary” on experience which actively shapes the existence it codifies and narrates’ (Sandywell, 1996a: 8). As such, myth is incomplete, unfinalizable, always open to new interpretations, redrawing the world differently (Sandywell, 1996a: 3). The genesis of social tradition in storytelling is, therefore, carnivalesque, animated by a reflexive, transgressive spirit. However, myth is also the ‘matriarchal’ source of rational knowledge and of truth, by which it is, in its turn, ‘civilized’: ‘myth came to symbolize everything that was inimical to an ordered society [...] myth had to be disciplined and brought within the polis as a civilizing force. The matrix of discourse needed to be regulated by the phallocentric word of Law, Reason, and Knowledge’ (Sandywell, 1996a: 44). In service of Logos, societies are more or less dispossessed of the transgressive and erotic spirit of Muthos: ‘Logos came to be seen as the exclusive medium of absolute truth – the site where things stand revealed without perspective or shadows’ (Sandywell, 1996a: 46).


    Logos results from an ongoing metaphorization of the world which, over time, congeals into master rhetorics. Key amongst these ‘metarhetorics’ is the notion of language as mirror which licences subject-object logic (Sandywell, 1996b: 73). In the occlusion of the mythic prehistory of Law, Reason and Knowledge, an ocularcentric metaphor-system – a specular metarhetoric – crucially shaped a notion of the world as separate, over and against the subject: ‘Once institutionalized, this way of constituting the world creates the idea of the universe as an independent extra-cultural domain antedating all praxis’ (Sandywell, 1996b: 82). It posits a ‘translucency’ of language; through it, the world is simply seen, objectively mapped, ‘laid out before the sovereign Eye’ (Sandywell, 1996b: 82). What this map delivers is a Subject understood as independent of the world, a world in which anything invisible drops away. Only what is visible, in other words, what can be tethered to language, just as Miéville’s mirror-beings are shackled to the human world they cannot but then be seen to reflect, can be true. Or rather, it is not just that what is invisible is ignored but that the invisible needs must be rendered visible. To see is to then desire to master and transform. To see all, to render all as object for the Subject – this is the totalizing, specular fantasy of Western culture. The Subject-Self forgets its own implication in the process of constructing subject-object logic, its part in constructing the otherness which it then is compelled to destroy, to ‘civilize’ (Sandywell, 1996b: 47).


    The fantastic constitutes a vital locus and vestige of the transgressive and reflexive spirit of archaic mythopoiesis. This is the essence of what Miéville paints as its affinity with radical, subversive thinking (Newsinger, 2000). ‘The Tain’, in effect, dramatizes this potentiality of the fantastic and the resources it harbours. What Miéville presents is the revenge of the world made over as mere reflection and objectively mapped. The imagos wriggle free of a modern will to truth which occludes becoming. Where the fantastic is frequently dismissed as escapist, detracting from our involvements in the real, Miéville sees its relation to difference, alterity and the impossible as linked to a genuine transformative agency. The power of fabulation is the seat of any subversive promise the fantastic offers.


    Fantasy fiction writing involves the building of ‘an autonomous world or venue which is not bound to mundane reality’ (Clute and Grant, 1997: 847). Although J. R.R. Tolkien famously suggested that one of fantasy’s functions is to allow us to step outside the actual world the better to judge it, he in fact lays the emphasis on fantasy’s ‘consolatory’ function rather than any critical imperative. Its proper goal is ‘eucatastrophe’: ‘a piercing glimpse of joy, and heart’s desire, that for a moment passes outside the frame, rends indeed the very web of story’ (Tolkein cited in Clute and Grant, 1997: 323). The Tolkienesque current, in attempting to isolate and eternalize ‘secondary worlds’ outside of history, abdicates reflexive purchase on how it relates to actual social and historical contexts (Jackson, 1981: 2–3). Writers such as M. J. Harrison (much admired by Miéville) have sought to undermine this ideological operation with auto-critical forms of the fantastic. Thus, in Harrison’s 1981 short story ‘Egnaro’, fantasy is painted as a fool’s errand. The otherness of the world cannot be taken in hand. It can exist only as liminal, virtual, ‘behind’ things. Nevertheless, we are compelled to invent it, driven by an impulse to totalize and fix, which actually shuts down the imagination and miserably domesticates mystery. ‘Egnaro’, the story begins, ‘is a secret known to everyone but yourself. It is a country or a city to which you have never been; it is an unknown language’ (Harrison, 1993: 123). The narrator is cursed, as it were, with the dream of this interstitial place haunting the known city. Egnaro does not actually exist, but it has the very real power to compel those who hear its rumour to search for it. Yet, if we were to come to know it, we would merely behold a ruin: ‘If Egnaro is the substrate of mystery which underlies all daily life, then the reciprocal of this is also true, and it is the exact dead point of ordinariness which lies beneath every mystery’ (Harrison, 1993: 144). The stark lesson of this story is that fantasy feeds dissatisfaction. Harrison’s strategy is to show that otherness cannot be captured alive, only as a husk. This is fantasy’s sordid trap. What troubles Harrison is fantastic literature’s proclivity for shutting down otherness and enclosing the virtual, giving vent to a systematizing, totalizing impulse. Fantasy, far from fuelling imaginative flight, is a form of invention that, in its prevalent forms, shuts down imagination, feverishly filling in and violently circumventing the reader’s own powers: ‘It is the attempt to exhaustively survey a place that isn’t there. A good writer would never try to do that, even with a place that is there’ (Harrison cited in Kneale, 2009: 430). Fantasy tears us from the real, civilizes us and ensnares us in the domestic. ‘Egnaro’ deals centrally with the ‘poisoned liminal’, the ‘literalization of the improbable’ (Harrison cited in Kneale, 2009: 430).


    Harrison’s secondary worlds refuse the consolations of specularizing fantasy. Rosemary Jackson (1981: 13), noting the etymology of the ‘fantastic’ in the Greek for rendering visible has argued that ‘the fantastic traces the unsaid and the unseen of culture: that which has been silenced, made invisible, covered over and made “absent”’ (Jackson, 1981: 4), but all too often it does so to actualize the impossible, to compel the forces of otherness to show themselves in order to tame them. Harrison employs fantasy as a weapon against itself, to problematize its imperative towards visual totality. In ‘The Tain’, however, this kind of vitriol is not in evidence. Rather, Miéville fleshes out his ‘undiscovered continent’ precisely in order to celebrate the fantastic’s positive power of difference: ‘What forms it might take. After centuries of mocking-bird topography, the tain has been freed’ (Miéville, 2005, 286). The fantastic does its work, for Miéville, only when we succumb to its ‘sense of wonder’ (Shapiro, 2008). While we must not surrender our critical faculties tout court:


    we might need to rehabilitate that notion (of wonder) and the surrender it implies, thinking about it in terms of the Sublime, of alterity and alienation. I think it is linked to an ecstatic visionary tradition. That tradition had hitherto been largely religious, of course, but also, crucially, politically and socially dissident in its depiction of a direct relationship with the numinous’. (Shapiro, 2008: n.p.)


    Miéville’s work takes the ‘ecstatic visionary’ potential of fantastic metaphor seriously. Just as Sholl, human hero of ‘The Tain’, secretly hatches a plan which turns out to consist of surrender to the Fish, Miéville’s fiction stages a strategic ‘surrender to the weird’ (Gordon, 2003: n.p.). He uses Borges’s fable as leverage to explore his ambivalent feelings about the imperative of fantastic world-construction. If the ‘New Wave’ science fiction and fantasy writers of the late twentieth-century, Harrison included, were ‘writers of social collapse, of a political downturn, of the closing down of possibilities’, Miéville sees himself, in the light of the recent renascence of anti-capitalist thinking, as allied to ‘a more powerful sense of social agency and interaction with both real and fictional landscapes’ (Gordon, 2003: n.p.).


    ‘The Tain’, opening up new worlds in the mirror, worlds awaiting their people, foregrounds the power of the weird and promises great things for his future fiction. The City & The City dramatizes his concerns in terms of a meditation on perception, in its downbeat conclusion, undermining the more radical aspects of his approach, while Embassytown shifts to foreground language and lives up to the ecstatic and visionary potential Miéville claims for the weird.


    The Unseen City


    ‘A fiction, if its image is vivid and insistent, may indeed masquerade as perception and in that way prevent or modify action. A systematically false experience, confronting the intelligence, may indeed stop it pushing too far the conclusions it deduces from a true’ (Bergson, 1935: 89)


    Before Deleuze reversed the concept of fabulation on itself politically, infusing it with Nietzschean radicalism, it was employed by Henri Bergson to describe a power aimed at maintaining social stability and a closed, unified structure. Neither of the two societies in The City & The City specifically conform to Bergson’s definition of what it is to be ‘closed’ but the systematic function of power depicted can be usefully read in a Bergsonian context, whereas the politics of the Deleuzian volte face comes to the fore in Embassytown. The City & The City employs the established forms of the police procedural and pulp crime novel. In the course of investigating a brutal murder, hard-boiled Inspector Tyador Borlú of the Extreme Crime Squad must reluctantly travel from his own city of Besźel to work under the jurisdiction of a detective in the foreign city of Ul Qoma. Repeatedly bending the rules and putting himself and diplomatic relations at risk, Borlú gradually uncovers a larger truth surrounding the murder, exposing an elaborate political conspiracy. Paramount, in terms of Miéville’s concerns, is an exploration of the peculiar relation between the cities of Besźel and Ul Qoma, peculiar because they inhabit and share the same geographic territory. Unfolding via Borlú’s testimony, the underlying question is whether this odd urban disjunctive synthesis is maintained simply by banal regulatory structures or if something otherworldly is also at work.


    The two cities are interlaced and overlaid, abutting each other street by street and superimposing each other in crosshatched areas which, crucially, are both cities simultaneously. Despite inhabiting the same space, through an intricate system of disciplinary and normative protocols the two cities remain culturally, economically, politically and juridically separate, thereby obscuring their interdependence, maintaining the lie of their individual, autonomous distinction. Active fabulatory power ensures social division and that the dangerous anarchy (the threat to individual state power) represented by the disjunctive synthesis of ‘both/and’ is locked down to an ‘either/or’ binary – citizens are either Besź or Ul Qoman. The separation is easy to maintain in areas territorially controlled wholly by one city but everyday life requires citizens of both to pass through numerous crosshatched areas and to avoid violating the adjoining foreign land physically and perceptually. A series of signifiers are therefore in place. Permissible styles and colours of clothing construct the means to readily discern between individuals, a distinction that is also performative: when Borlú travels from his native Besźel to Ul Qoma (moving between the cities via the official border crossing at its colossal bureaucratic centre), he must affect an Ul Qoman bearing, its standardized gestures, its ‘ways of walking and holding oneself’ (Miéville, 2009a: 80). But the nature of crosshatched space requires further levels of control. Walking on such a street, citizens must ‘unsee’ and ‘unsense’ people, architecture, vehicles that exist in physical or ‘grosstopic’ proximity but are, in fact, in a foreign city. In Deleuze’s (2004: 176) terms, this is to consciously live by means of ‘recognition’ rather than ‘encounter’, to engage with objects, people and places that ‘can be recalled, imagined or conceived’. It is to live in such as way as to simply reconfirm and (re)present the value and knowledge systems of a stable, already defined world, to live within protocological and ontological parameters.


    Power is also concerned with the economics of individual attention. To ‘pay attention’ is, historically at least, to construct a ‘disciplinary defence against all potentially disruptive forms of free association’ (Crary, 2001: 24) primarily by ceding to a logic of isolation, that is, by limiting sensory perception to stimuli within encoded parameters, and a concurrent exclusion – or unseeing – of everything else. It is in this sense that a true ‘encounter’ is something more dangerous to the stability of social control, namely, a non-exclusive and disruptive event in which perception becomes activated to the dynamics of a field of potential. As Brian Massumi (2011: 41) points out, even in our natural perception, we ‘see things we don’t actually see’. As he describes it, the aesthetic ‘semblance’ of life involves a ‘doubleness’ of perception, in which perception is directly, immediately self-aware, possessing a ‘thinking-feeling’ of things, a qualitative apprehension of self-differing virtuality (Massumi, 2011: 43–5). But in living out the recognitions of everyday life this multiplicity of potentials and virtual qualities is restricted to the nonconscious background. Perception as we know it is merely a singular actualization, an exclusion of difference, ceding to the non-encounter of representational recognition.


    So it is that in Besźel and Ul Qoma, the foreign city is restricted to a virtual status, one that must not be actualized through encounter. Yet fabulation itself operates within the virtual. For the society, or world, controlled by mapped stability, such an encounter gives rise to individual or distributed power of invention (‘intelligence’ in Bergson’s terms) that poses a threat to centralized sociability: ‘Invention means initiative, and an appeal to individual initiative straightaway involves the risk of endangering social discipline’ (Bergson, 1935: 100). In response, fabulation is a force that channels invention-power back against itself, a hallucinatory force that ‘can thwart our judgement and reason’ (Bergson, 1935: 89). What occurs in this fabulatory feedback loop is a reduction of action to reaction and the programming of the instinctual, in as much as Bergson describes fabulation as a power which functions as ‘virtual instinct’ (Bergson, 1935: 91) thereby inducing behaviour, something that does not occur deterministically but by working on invention and intelligence, calling up ‘imaginary’ representations ‘which will hold their own against the representation of reality’ (Bergson, 1935: 99).


    The outcome of this force is that everyday life in either city occurs through the instinctual construction of a ‘sighted blindness’ where certain objects are eliminated from registrable perception even though they exist within the ocular field, in plain sight. Of course, perception is more than merely ocular and this attunement must key in to the very rhythms of the city, affective and sensory stimuli also subject to predetermined targeting (in this sense, the power described is asignifying and processual as much as it is signifying). The other city must remain low-level, nonconscious – a Besź must avoid walking straight into an Ul Qoman citizen on a crosshatched street but do so instinctively, without conscious action. As Borlú recounts, ‘There had once been a fire grosstopically close to my apartment. It had been contained in one house, but a house not in Besźel, that I had unseen. So I had watched footage of it piped in from Ul Qoma, on my local TV, while my living room windows had been lit by the fluttering red glow of it’ (Miéville, 2009a: 81). ‘Protuberances’ from the other city are to be met with ‘polite stoic unsensing’ (Miéville, 2009a: 80).


    What this reveals, however, is a contradiction. The process of unseeing, although culturally embedded is, in fact, anything but unconscious and, instead, the supposed containment of stimuli within the realms of low-level attention occurs only by means of a continuous state of heightened attentiveness. Citizens must pay attention to that which they should not perceive. The bracketed virtual remains a real distraction. In fact, it is the ever-present threat of swift punishment for the failure to properly unsee that also ensures this protocological adherence. This threat comes in the form of Breach, a shadowy and autonomous meta-police force with the sole remit of ensuring border parameters are maintained. Breach is a force of ‘both/and’, operating in neither Besźel nor Ul Qoma but continually passing through the ‘membrane between cities’ (Miéville, 2009a: 302). If an Ul Qoman car collides with one in Besźel, the crash invokes Breach. If a Besź citizen’s attention lingers for too long on a grosstopic Ul Qoman neighbour, Breach is incurred, the citizen apprehended. And yet, as we discover, this power is itself utterly fragile. As enforcers the agents of Breach represent a ‘thin line’ – internally depleted, increasingly unaware of their position within a more complex arrangement of competing forces – their own power largely based on the utility of myth. Their actual power of juridical exception remains effective only with a corresponding fabulation, a projection of otherworldly intimidation, the combination of which ensures docile bodies and reactive discipline remains instinctual, regardless of how consciously this instinct is collectively performed. In this sense, Breach performatively protect homeostatic social stability through fabulatory feedback which, correspondingly, induces the collective performance of a basic falsehood – that interaction between Besź and Ul Qoman bodies must be bureaucratically mediated – which, in its performance, becomes true. Besźel and Ul Qoma become experiential simulations, everyday lies lived into truth by populations who follow latent city maps as models for action. One of the Breach ‘avatars’ confesses as much: ‘No one can admit it doesn’t work. So if you don’t admit it, it does’ (Miéville, 2009a: 370). The cities’ perceptual borders are held in place by an assemblage of multiple self-disciplinary singularities, a collective realization of an exterior programme of falsity. This power is totalizing rather than total, its fabulatory function conducted through processes of action and reaction.


    There remains, however, a crucial ambiguity around the reasoning behind this entire fantastical operation. Both populations are equally mystified over their origins. If there is a weirdness, it emanates from the

    ‘nowhere-both’ (Miéville, 2009a: 304), that is, from ‘Orciny’, a possible third city rumoured to exist between the other two. Such scandalous intimations emerge from the temporal and chronological uncertainty surrounding the formation of the two cities: historical records of Besźel and Ul Qoma inexplicably omit the period of urban settlement, this absent age a void from which the two cities materialize preformed, always-already spatially simultaneous. As a result, contemporary residents have little choice but to consent to the functional disjunctive synthesis apparently having operated since time immemorial. Orciny’s formation is imagined to have occurred concurrent to this lost period and existed in ‘disputed zones’ ever since, places that each city assumes belongs to the other. Unlike the panoptic omniscience of Breach, the developing and threatening weirdness of Orciny derives not from an outside force but from something that has lain dormant among the people of both cities for a period longer than their own history, a threat so diffuse amid the protocological complex that it cannot be perceived at all. If any citizens of Orciny actually exist, they remain continually unseen, ‘Hiding like books in a library’ (Miéville, 2009a: 298).


    Yet, as the novel reaches its denouement, this myth is revealed as precisely that – ‘Orciny is bullshit’, as Borlú puts it (Miéville, 2009a: 362). Various forces have combined to fabulate such bullshit, knowing, as Bergson (1935: 91) suggests, that the utility of fiction is its ability to fulfil a ‘vital need’ in the citizens, and so plug the gap of their empty unhistory. As in Harrison’s ‘Egnaro’, the myth functions as a ‘substrate of mystery’ underpinning and sustaining the quotidian. The third act of Miéville’s novel reveals nothing more weird than the mendacious tactics of a capitalist multinational, abetted by corrupt political factions, orchestrated and manipulated by a reputation-obsessed individual. This in itself reveals power for what it is: a bounded, banalized and targeted weird, where even the rumour of a power of difference, of virtuality, is a device nurtured to sustain the continuance of its own operation, that is, the status quo of a stabilized map. The ‘crime’ that initiates the narrative, the motive for Borlú’s murder case, is revealed as an attempt to protect this device, to cover up the failure of fabulation – the victim, in recognizing the myth for what she believes to be nothing more than capitalist bullshit, must be silenced. Rather than threatening the cohesion of social discipline, her initiative, her capacity to ‘see through’, endangers the ability of a complex conspiracy to maintain a fabulatory force to which reactions remain controllable.


    Significantly revealing the third city as a sustaining fiction – that Orciny is bullshit – fails to render it any less real. In its challenge to the rigid power of enforcement conducted by Breach, the distributed fabulation of Orciny is not really under any control or direction – its myth-making occurs by propagation, virally transmitting across borders of false perception. It is a point of weakness to the stability of the map. That which was confined to low-level background threatens to become of frontal attention – a process not of unseeing but of seeing more than is actually seen, a parametric rupture, an affirmation of difference. Ultimately this is the real threat – that the third city is one of potential, threatening to unite the other two, the force of collective invention-power threatening to mutate the myth and, in doing so, overwhelm the fabulatory system that transmits it in the first place. The narrow representational meaning assigned to ‘Orciny’ may well be bullshit, but its qualitative potential certainty is not. Yet Miéville’s conclusion effaces this potential. Borlú’s Weltschmerz-infused trajectory follows that of the classic noir protagonist: sacrificing his own freedom in an ultimately fruitless quest for justice, ineffective but stoical in the face of the various machinations of global power and politics. Like post-room-101 Winston Smiths, like Borlú, we come to feel a strange admiration for Breach. Of course this in itself is an exercise in fabulatory power, our perception of this world remains one constructed through the eyes of a policzai inspector which, regardless of his willingness to bend the rules, is a programmatic perception where radicalism must be short-circuited and where narrative closure is instead achieved through the maintenance of social stasis, through keeping the peace.


    The City of Lies that Truth


    ‘We ought to take up Bergson’s notion of fabulation and give it political meaning’ (Deleuze, 1995: 174)


    Language, for Miéville, is processual, circuitous, sometimes difficult. As readers entering his worlds we are acutely aware of an estrangement from our own language, rendered foreigners in our own tongue as we negotiate unfamiliar vernaculars and alien neologisms, quasi-East European slang and space-farer lingo. It is in this estrangement that language’s radical potential lies, and Embassytown is arguably his most successful novel to date in treating this potential. In contrast to the cities of Besźel and Ul Qoma, where the weird aporia is both normalized and off-limits to interrogation, for the human citizens of Embassytown the force that impacts upon all parts of their everyday existence on an alien planet – that is, diplomatic communication with the indigenous Ariekei – is something socially and culturally foregrounded, central to the maintenance of their precarious frontier home. Yet in the ‘immerverse’, communication requires both patience and practice. At the far edge of mapped space, contact with other planets is occasional and irregular, the arrival of a colossal ‘miab’ (message in a bottle) an event that brings townspeople out onto the streets as witnesses. Just as the town’s children map their home, venturing into the interstice between Embassytown and the Ariekei city in which its artificial bubble of breathable atmosphere has been settled, language itself is mapped, its edges tested. This is the true nature of exchange between the species, even in the material sense. The large rock that lies at the edge of the human settlement is also a material referent within the system of Ariekei ‘Language’ (always capitalized), the rock having been split in two and reformed again purely so they can say something else is like it. But the nature of diplomatic relations also involves humans becoming enrolled as similes, that is, by acting out certain scenarios so that they can be spoken and thought.


    This is necessary because, for the Ariekei, speech and thought are one and the same, Language is ‘speech spoken by a thinker thinking thoughts’ (Miéville, 2011: 55). The point is not, as with human language, that individual words have meaning but rather that ‘each is an opening. A door, through which the thought of that referent, the thought itself that reached for that word, can be seen.’ Ariekene Language is not symbolic, there is no polysemy, no ambiguity, ‘[w]ords don’t signify: they are their referents’ (Miéville, 2011: 93). What this means is that everything spoken in Language is a truth claim; lying is impossible. As the human protagonist Avice puts it: ‘It was nonsensical that a speaker could say, could claim, something it knew to be untrue as, to me, that I could believe something I knew to be untrue. Without language for things that didn’t exist, they could hardly think them; they were vaguer by far than dreams’ (Miéville, 2011: 96). Ariekene minds react ‘allergically’ to counterfactuals even if they go unspoken; their thought and expression is rigidly confined to the known, where there is no outside to a totalized, actual world. Indeed, to the Ariekei, Language is the world, a ‘self-expressed worldness, speaking itself through the Ariekei’ (Miéville, 2011: 365). The thinking enabled by similes, that is, a type of thinking enabled by comparison – thinking and saying this is like that – can only occur for the Ariekei if the things compared have at one time or another actually existed. Humans, of course, can think and speak falsehoods, the non-existent and the not-yet-existent. Whereas the language of the Ariekei can only refer to the always-already, that which is true and is thus confined to the actual, human language enables engagement with a certain virtual potential. In other words, human language is fiction.


    Over the course of the novel, the development of human-Ariekei relations, exacerbated by a crisis which engulfs both species, leads to a fundamental shift in Ariekei thinking, an awakening which takes the form of a ‘semiotic revolution’ (Miéville, 2011: 344). For Avice, who ‘performed’ a simile herself as a child, similes are a first step toward something more revolutionary, they ‘start [...] transgressions’. The point of the simile is that it is not locked down to a singular, containable meaning and so while Avice’s own performance is, in Language, used to make a descriptive comparison with ‘a kind of making do’ (Miéville, 2011: 134) or ‘a resentful fatalism’ (Miéville, 2011: 28), certain Ariekei are able, ‘by some odd rhetoric’, to instead speak it ‘to imply potential change’ (Miéville, 2011: 134). In fact, these ‘New’ Ariekei, undertaking a shift from language of reference to language of signification, devise for themselves ‘room to think conceptions’ (Miéville, 2011: 363). As Avice contends, similes tell the truth best by becoming metaphor, by becoming lies: the language of fiction that equalizes the incommensurable revolutionizes thinking. Human language therefore appears to offer to the Ariekei something close to a fabulatory function, a potentia that can be utilized in order to speak and think in new ways in order that language comes to express desire (Miéville, 2011: 304). Grasping the ability to lie is fundamental to this.


    The point of Massumi’s ‘semblance’, the doubleness of perception, is conceiving the perception and the speaking of things in their virtuality, their self-differing, their imperceptibility and their unutterability: their non-presence and falsehood. The crucial ‘likeness’ in this context is that between an object (a thought, an utterance) and itself, its ‘immediate doubleness’, a sensorial hit that places the object into a relation with its own virtual pasts and futures, a relation with the flow of life itself. The ‘true’ function of language, as of perception, is fabulatory – it is an affective event, seizing our encounter with, and as part of, a dynamically unfolding world. Language is not merely a matter of the arbitrary, conventional relation between signifier and signified, as Saussurean semiosis intimates, but is indissociable from the tension between the actual and the virtual. Within formally composed structures and a relatively static map of language, there remain interstices, hidden zones, secret streets from which something unprescribed might emerge. In their becoming ‘mythologers’ (Miéville, 2011: 366) the Ariekei help Avice to understand, as Deleuze (1995: 133) insists, that creation ‘takes place in bottlenecks’ that it is precisely through recognizing impossibilities that potential emerges, that one might discover ‘the line of flight, the exit that is creation, the power of falsity that is truth’.


    Reality and fiction are indissociable. Metaphorization is a simplification, a falsification of the real, which is affirmative in that it creates self and community over against an other which then compels self’s overcoming by virtue of its counter-interpretations. Ceaseless self-alteration ensues. The world is, as Deleuze (1998: 101) puts it, falsified by a ‘chain of forgers’, opened up to multiplicity, ceaseless possible alternatives that cannot be resolved, finalized into a definitive version. Falsification releases life’s dissonance. It is a production of ‘truths that “falsify” established truths’ (Smith, 1998: xxvii). It is not a matter of true or false contents, but a ramifying worlding which is ‘false in its form’ (Smith, 1998: xxvii). Falsification, or fabulation, invents and maps a world as an infinite becoming, engages in an inclusive disjunctive synthesis as a validation of the world’s virtuality rather than an exclusive disjunctive synthesis which insists only on actual things, a once-and-for-all map. Fabulation worlds as it maps, it brings into actuality and gives consistency without suppressing the virtuality of the world thus narrated. This is thoroughly political, in that fabulation ceaselessly intervenes in, disturbs the world, connects up to its virtuality in order to make the world anew. Even if it cannot change the world in predictable, controlled ways, it always extends the possibility of alternatives. It affords opportunities to explore the interstices of the actual.


    If we remain content with Avice’s summation that the aliens have been successfully ‘taught’, ‘pushed’ further down the route from reference to signification than they could themselves achieve by their own devices (Miéville, 2011: 345), then we fall short of grasping the revolutionary potential at stake here. The relation between the humans and the Ariekei is one of exchange and this is exactly what occurs. In Deleuze’s terms, the exchange is close to a process of collective intercession, a mutual intervention and becoming that creates new forms rather than mediating the predefined into existence. The recognition of potential change is something that occurs not merely through an awakening of the Ariekei to semiosis, but, dialectically, through an awakening of human language to the fabulatory powers slumbering within, to ecstatically open up the ‘zoo’ at the heart of language. The implications for potential change Avice detects is something more than an act of merely recombining ready-mades into new configurations (Bogue, 2007: 95); the gift of the New Ariekei is her awakening to the crisis and ecstasy of language, something that goes beyond signification into non-signifying event.


    It is in Miéville’s depiction of the Ariekei ‘Festival of Lies’ that the ecstatic spectacle and affective event of fiction is most powerfully in evidence. Speakers at the Festival perform two modes of lying and these are characterized in terms of speeds and rhythms. In the first, ‘slow’ mode, the speaker utters distinct and established concepts, known as true in themselves, but attempts to speak them with sufficient momentum in order that they run together, blur into something approaching an untruth. The ‘quick’ mode, on the other hand, is much more impressive, ‘more base and vivid’ (Miéville, 2011: 149), involves a ‘sleight of mind’, as it were, in which meanings are collapsed into sounds that are rapidly, instantaneously ejaculated as a matter of brute force, before the speaker can fully apprise them in conscious thought. This is a convulsive erotics of utterance, an impersonal, pre-cognitive affective event, ‘the spitting out of a tumble of noises before the untruth of their totality stole a speaker’s ability to think them’ (Miéville, 2011: 149). It is an event which overwhelms both speaker and audience. As Avice proclaims: ‘The audience reeled. I reeled’ (Miéville, 2011: 150).


    In the context of this event, where employing fiction becomes ‘an extreme sport’ (Miéville, 2011: 98), tapping into the immanent power of fabulation requires an exertion, it is something to be performatively grappled with, seized from within the bottlenecks of thought and language, exhibited with force. Intoxicated by such performances, the Ariekei are affected, physically and cognitively overwhelmed by something sublime, an experience of ‘some giddying impossible, the said unthinkable’ (Miéville, 2011: 151). It is in this respect that language, and fiction in particular, is non-signifying, an affective encounter that is crucial to the weird, described by Miéville as a ‘swillage’ of the sublime into the everyday, a ‘radicalized sublime backwash’ (Miéville, 2009b: 511), a weirdness of transcendent power that functions immanently and intensively. The vital truth of the Festival of Lies is that, in the twenty-first century, to break away from the strictures of mapped and enLanguaged worlds, creative fiction (or becoming a foreigner in one’s own tongue) must be a fabulatory art, a semblance in which we come to perceive things we do not actually perceive, in which we come to live the dynamic of the virtual. The immanent power of fiction is that it is never really a map, never an end-form as such, but is instead always an intercessional act of mapping, an ongoing process from which counterfactuals, or lies that truth, always emerge.
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