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Foreword

The book before the reader brilliantly deals with the theme of metanoia. Drawn primarily from religious language in the Christian tradition, metanoia is often mistranslated as “repentance”. More properly the term should be translated as “conversion”. Metanoia refers to a fundamental transformation of one’s self, nature, thought, and world. However, it would be a mistake to conclude that the origin of this word indicates that this book is a work of theology. In the concept of metanoia Avanessian and Hennig discern a phenomenon that is far more pervasive than the religious register and its conversions, but that lies at the core of thought and language. There is a power of language, thought, and speech to transform both the subject and the world. How is it, Avanessian and Hennig wonder, that a book, a poem, a conversation, or a thinking can fundamentally transform both the subject and the world? We enter that book, poem, conversation, or trajectory of thought at one end and when we come out the other everything is completely different. Indeed, in such experiences we can scarcely remember who we were and what the world looked like before. So thorough is the transformation that it even transforms our retroactive selves and worlds. We see the past differently than we did before. This is metanoia. In a thinking that traverses speculative realism, new materialism, neurology, structural linguistics, and Peircian semiotics, Avanessian and Hennig seek to determine just how something like metanoia is possible. I will leave the book to the reader for the details of this account, instead using the space of this foreword to discuss both how we might think about the phenomenon of metanoia and some of the implications of the concept.

In what follows I will use language and games as a launching point for discussing philosophy. In linguistic circles it is a commonplace to compare language to a game. Take a board game. A board game has the board upon which it is played, the pieces with which the game is played, and the rules of the game by which moves can be made. Simplifying matters dramatically, the pieces of the game in language would be phonemes, while the rules of the game would be the syntax by which those elements are composed into larger units such as semes, sentences, paragraphs and so on. These would roughly be the paradigmatic and syntagmatic dimensions of language respectively. Competence here would consist in knowing how to make moves in this game; which is to say, knowing how to form sentences or engage in speech-acts.

We can think of philosophies as similar to games and languages in this respect. There is a Plato game, a Lucretius game, a Descartes game, a Hegel game, a Deleuze game, a Heidegger and Badiou game, and so on. Each one of these philosophies has its own “phonemes” or pieces that inhabit the game and each has rules for making moves in that game. One shows competence in any one of these games not when they can cite the intricacies of these philosophies chapter and verse, but rather when they can make a new move within those games according to the rules governing the game. Compare the Plato game and the Epicurean game, for example. Suppose we were to ask whether or not it is ethical to do the drug MDMA or ecstasy? Now clearly we will not find an answer to this question in the writings of either Plato or Epicurus (or Lucretius) because the drug did not yet exist and therefore could not become a topic of ethical reflection. It is likely that both Plato and Epicurus would be opposed to MDMA, but for entirely different reasons. The goal of Plato’s philosophy is the purification of the soul so that it will separate from the body at death and go on to the world of the forms. We achieve this goal by living a life of intellect and by turning away from the body and the five senses. If Plato would be against MDMA, it would be for the same reasons that he rejects certain musical instruments, forms of art, and poetic meters in The Republic: they draw out the passions of the body, clouding the power of the intellect, just as the drum is among the anti-Platonic instruments par excellence because it evokes sensuous affects that lead our body to move involuntarily, emphasizing the body and its passions over the intellect. One need only think of the famous dance scene in The Matrix Reloaded to discern the power of the drum and bass.

Like Plato, Epicurus would probably be against the use of MDMA, but for entirely different reasons. In Epicurus the goal of the game is to live the most pleasurable life possible (because pleasure is the moral good) and to minimize anxiety as much as we can. However, while Epicurus treats the pleasurable as the moral good and the painful as the moral wrong, he nonetheless argues that we should avoid forms of pleasure that are either too much trouble to find or that cause pain as a consequence. For Epicurus, the question would then be whether MDMA is too much trouble to get or causes pain (psychological or physical) as a consequence or whether it increases anxiety. It is likely that he would see it as being a negative impact on all these fronts and would thus argue that the prudent person should reject it.

All of this seems remote from issues of metanoia; however, a few things are of interest here. First, we can talk of a philosophy as an “alethetics”. For Heidegger, truth as aletheia is not a correspondence between a proposition or statement and the independent reality that it depicts, but is rather a revealing or disclosure. Where the correspondence theory of truth holds that truth is a relationship between a proposition and a thing or state-of-affairs such as the claim that the statement that a “hammer is a tool for pounding nails” if there exists a tool that is for pounding nails, truth as aletheia holds that this assemblage presents or discloses itself as something for the sake of this task; it gives itself in this way prior to any claim we might make about it. The hammer is given differently for, say, the physicist who might encounter it in terms of chemical and atomic composition, mass, position in space, velocity, etc. These are different forms of disclosure. As Avanessian and Hennig repeatedly remind us, disclosure is a dual relation between a subject or self and a world. The self of the physicist and the self of the handyman are different selves, but there are also different worlds revealed to each. In light of the foregoing, let us say that there is a deep grammar to each of these fields that differs in each case.

Compare three examples: the mechanic that works at a privately owned garage, the investor, and the Marxist sociologist. In each case, one and the same world—the garage—is disclosed differently. The mechanic enters the garage and probably notices the tools first. She grasps those tools in terms of their purpose and their use. The space of the garage—the field or board—is discerned in terms of the actions to take place in it. When the investor enters the shop, he probably pays little notice to the tools and certainly has little understanding or comprehension of what they are for. He might not really notice them at all except in a vague and fuzzy way. Rather, the garage is disclosed to the investor in terms of its potential for profit. What leaps out to the investor—and it does literally leap out in much the same way that a hologram leaps forth—might be the financial records, signs of waste, signs of efficiency pertaining to the garage as a business, and so on. “How much does the garage spend and how much does it bring in? What are some ways of increasing profit and diminishing waste?” For the investor, fixing cars is all but invisible in his evaluation of the garage. Where those that work in the garage might conceive this as their purpose and goal, the investor sees this as secondary to making profit. In some respects, the Marxist sociologist doing field research on labor practices under capitalism is closer to the investor than the mechanic. Like the investor, the tools about the garage are more or less a mystery for him. Like the investor, he might be particularly attentive to the financial records of the garage. However, unlike the investor our Marxist sociologist would be particularly attentive to what the working day is like for the mechanics and whether or not the way the wealth produced by the garage is justly distributed.

The mechanic, the investor, and the sociologist can all have a discussion with one another and believe that they are discussing the same thing when strangely they are talking about different worlds and different selves. The worlds that each are talking about, while overlapping in some respects, are nonetheless divergent. In each instance a different world is disclosed. There is a different field of truth. With Heidegger, we can thus say that with every disclosure there is also a veiling. Other worlds are hidden. In the disclosure of the world in terms of profit, the world of the mechanic and his labor becomes veiled or disappears. The investor is looking elsewhere and seeing a different hologram. And is this not what we perpetually see in philosophy? Each philosophy discloses a different world, yet simultaneously falls prey to the illusion—an illusion that could be called “transcendental”—that it is discussing the world. Perpetually we encounter the experience of philosophers talking to one another as if they were speaking about the same selves, the same world, the same rules for making moves, when all too often they are talking about entirely different things. Inhabiting a philosophy means inhabiting a field of disclosedness that reveals as much as it conceals.

What, then, does the concept of metanoia as developed by Avanessian and Hennig bring to the table? In approaching philosophy as something that is not so much about the world as something that brings a world into being, it seems to me that they present us with a sort of meta-philosophy or philosophy of philosophies. The idea of a conversion or transformation that brings both a new subject and a new world—a new field of disclosedness, a new game—into being suggests a new way of approaching philosophical discourse between different worlds or alethetic fields. Rather than the focus being on which of the opposed claims might be true in the sense of a correspondence between proposition and reality—Plato or Aristotle, Deleuze or Badiou?—we might instead get the question of how to bring about transport or relays between these incommensurate alethetic universes? In this respect, the project of Avanessian and Hennig shares a resemblance to certain themes in Laruelle’s non-philosophy where we are to bracket the battle of the philosophers and instead investigate how philosophies posit their own worlds. The twist that Avanessian and Hennig bring—though not explicit in the text—is that of how to create transports between these worlds or evoke something like “metanoiac” encounters?

However, at the most profound level, I believe this text raises the question of how it is possible to make a move in a game—whether in language, politics, or philosophy—that changes the nature of the game itself; the field of the game, its rules, its pieces? In politics, for example, we often occupy ourselves with the question of how to make the winning move. What might go unnoticed here is that even where a move might win, even where it might bring triumph over our opponent, it nonetheless leaves the grammar of the field, the pieces and rules structuring the field, intact. In this respect, the deep structure of power remains in place; for power is not to be measured so much by which side holds the advantage, but rather by the structure—the rules, the grammar, the pieces—that preside over the game or the relations themselves. If, from beginning to end, there is one question Avanessian and Hennig’s remarkable book asks, it is that of how it might be possible to make a move within the constraints of a game that transforms the very nature of the game itself: its grammar, its pieces, its field? Can the pawn make a move within chess that abolishes pawns, queens, kings, rooks, knights, and bishops, their opposition and their endless struggles with those of their opposition, bringing about an entirely new game with different pieces, different ways of moving, different ways of being affected, and a new field? Their answer seems to be yes and their name for this answer is metanoia. If such a thing is possible—and these transformations do indeed take place—then it would seem that true emancipation is not so much triumph over one’s opposition as a transformation of the game itself. What strategies can we devise to accomplish this aim?

Levi Bryant
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Introduction

I have no knowledge of what passed prior to my fifth or sixth year; I recollect nothing of learning to read, I only remember what effect the first considerable exercise of it produced on my mind; and from that moment I date an uninterrupted knowledge of myself.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau


“I now see things in a new light.” We have all at some point had the experience of reading a book that changed us in a fundamental way. We are all familiar with statements like Rousseau’s describing, and we have all said or heard others say about reading a book: “I was never the same afterward. …” or “Only then did I realize. …” or “Only since then have I.…”

Yet what do we really mean when we say something like “I see the world with new eyes”? Such statements implicitly acknowledge that our understanding now is different from our previous understanding. But can we ever regain the former perspective? To see the world with new eyes means that our thinking has changed forever. Not only that: to see the world in a new light also always means that the world, too, sees us in a new light and looks back at us differently.

The question can thus directly be answered in the negative: an earlier understanding is no longer accessible to a new way of thinking. “How could I ever think that?” “I have no idea what I was thinking!” “Of course I now see things completely differently.” At most, something like an auto-hermeneutic act, a philology of the self, can reconstruct how we used to view the world. Understanding and not understanding switch positions. The new understanding overwrites the old one, that is to say, the new understanding entails not understanding (the previous understanding).

Because of this “overwriting,” we no longer perform our earlier “readings” of the world. Metanoia is more than just a problem of understanding; it shifts an existing relation of thinking and world. Only in language does the world present itself to our thinking; between language and world there is no fundamental difference to obstruct thinking. To express a new thought also always means inventing a new language game appropriate to that thought. Language performs a differentiation of the relationship between thinking and the world. Language is not arbitrary, however obvious such arbitrariness may seem to contemporary theorists of language. Instead, each and every part of language is tied into an ever-developing system. Language develops our understanding of the world in the same way and to the same extent that it continues to develop itself. The principle of language is not arbitrariness but contingency. Language, in other words, develops within a continually changing framework of possibilities constituted by its ties to thinking and the world. That is why the possibilities of a new understanding are immediately tied to finding or inventing a new language.


Metanoia is a fundamental transformation of the mind. What does that mean? What happens in metanoia? We read a book and cannot put it down. We read a book and when we stop reading, we have changed. Once we have stopped reading, the world itself has changed because of our reading. Through metanoia, we become intellectuals; metanoia makes philosophers philosophers; through metanoia, literary scholars become the literary scholars they are; basically, metanoia has made us all who we have become. Metanoia touches on and creates the existential core of thinking. Without metanoia, that is, without having been a Deleuzian, say, or a Lacanian, without ever having understood everything (really understood everything!) in Jakobson’s or Shklovsky’s or somebody else’s terms, we would not be writing this today, we would think something completely different—“we,” this much is certain, wouldn’t even be here.

Metanoia rarely occurs more than once a decade, and it tends to come with significant relocations, radical epochal changes, or the collapse of personal worlds. When in fact “the whole” shifts, the meaning of each and every part changes. Whenever this happens, the past suddenly is no longer what was, no longer what it was before, but that which returns as something that is not understood. Metanoia does not just (bring about) change—it institutes reality. Put succinctly: Afterward, what comes before is different.

In every metanoia, an elementary epistemological situation emerges in which the new subject and the world change at the same time. A third element—an other—always participates in this emergence that transforms subject and object equally. That is why thinking about metanoia compels us to go beyond a structuralist universe determined by oppositions: how thinking goes beyond thinking becomes intelligible only if we replace all descriptions of dyadic epistemic situations with descriptions of triadic epistemic situations. The engagement with metanoia furthermore compels us both to reformulate the connection of cognition and language and to understand this connection as the question of the mutability of thinking and the plasticity of our brains.

Language plays every conceivable part in metanoia, as an everyday phenomenon (in natural language), as an artifact (in literature), as a social practice (in speech), and, not least of all, as a mental structure and form of knowledge (as logos). Yet what metanoia confronts us with above all and in a unique way is the poietic function of language. How can we account for the fact that, in extreme cases, all it takes to change the world is reading a single book?

Mark Turner has suggested locating the connections between cognition, narration, and grammar in a “literary mind.”1 Metanoia can indeed only take place because thinking, language, and world already cooperate. An inquiry into metanoia necessarily leads to the question of how an ontology of language is possible.


This book is a philosophical book about why metanoia is possible and about the conclusions to be drawn from its existence. We do not capture metanoia by examining a clearly outlined corpus of texts (there may be texts that lend themselves to such an investigation, yet metanoia is not the effect of a group
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