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Introduction

Warnings for the Winding Road Ahead

When beginning a reflection, it is best not to become too entangled in the initial steps. It is, therefore, wise to heed that age-old warning: Be careful with words (Psalms 141.3, Proverbs 18.21, Ephesians 4.29). After all, through our use, and abuse, of words, that is, being cautious with them or growing distracted, we describe people, desires, beliefs, emotions, habits, objects, norms, customs, and values. We also describe social formations like institutions and other organizations that often alleviate, but sometimes aggravate, the lives of human animals.

At the same time, when describing people, norms, social formations, etc., when characterizing or condensing them in one way and not another, we distort or elevate them, inducing degrees of indifference, praise, and rejection. To some extent, we even use words to shape who we are and the world around us, expressing it, and on occasion, constructing it. We must be particularly careful when hearing words whose uses are prone to becoming dramatic. A word’s use becomes dramatic if it possesses one or more of the following properties:

	considering its resonances aids in its understanding;

	its uses refer to conflicts or produce them;

	these conflicts typically combine legitimate uses of that word with its pathologies.




I will examine the dramatic uses of certain words.1 In these reflections, which I consider to be a sort of “civil pamphlet,” I will dedicate significant attention to the uses of such words and their context. The word “pamphlet” alludes to speech that is intensely focused on simplifying and supporting a particular subject. In this case, it involves defending the possibility of porous reason and a related holism that is both theoretical and practical. To this end, it proposes models that are capable of reconstructing the interrelations, immediate and mediate, between diverse mental events—desires, beliefs, emotions, etc.—as well as between all types of norms and various practices. One way to reconstruct these frequent and complex associations is by attempting to realize them using forms of thought like those referred to in expressions like “nomadic thought,” “free thought,” “migratory thought,” “thought that is unafraid of displacement,” or “itinerant thought.” It is perhaps cause for concern that too much respect be granted here to the spirit of a pamphlet, a text that is never quite free of its heavy-handedness or its prologue-like nature. I mentioned, however, a civil pamphlet. The courteous word “civil” leads us in the opposite direction and toward an attempt to develop nuanced reasonings and counterexamples that not only support these reflections, but also put them to the test.

However, a word of warning: I will proceed very, very indirectly. What do I mean by this? While indeed porous reason and its various components are at work throughout these reflections, only toward the end of this book will I explicitly and in detail examine the concept of porous reason. Furthermore, in order to outline it with greater rigor, I will contrast this concept of porous reason with alarming but commonplace exercises in arrogant reason.

Conversely, I will immediately begin by clarifying slightly what I understand by two of the basic components of this reason, porous reason, with which we are so concerned: nomadic thought and practical holism.


Nomadic Thought

The word “nomad,” singular or plural, describes those who move from one place to another in pursuit of some variety of goods. The dramatic use of the words “nomadic thought” attempts to produce an echo inside the investigation of resonances similar to the social nomadism found in cultures and voluntary—and more frequently, involuntary—migrations. (We want to learn from the forced displacements of the many people who must desperately evaluate their every move as they risk their lives to cross deserts and oceans.) However, nomadic thinking does not ignore the conflicts that those walking in towns and cities can sometimes face. We also want to consider the movement of the adventurer: those who, by looking and listening in various directions, strive to continue living, or to renew their lives, in the (at times sinister) surroundings they encounter.2 I suspect that these relocations do occasionally achieve their goals when centrifugal imagination, imagination that whirls outward in multiple directions in an attempt to distance itself from the biases and obsessions of the imaginer, has not been suppressed.3 It is from this displacement and transcendence of borders—which leaves room for improvisation as well as meticulous and penetrating critique—that I can derive a brief presentation on two functions of this type of thought.

In nomadic thought, one does not fear transgressing conceptually received distinctions and groupings. No qualitative or quantitative typology is rendered indisputable, even if it is considered to be a useful tool in one or various traditions. Organizations of styles of thought or disciplines are not considered to be definitive. Consequently, it is not impossible to leave behind what has until that point been well established. At best, everything is seen as a set of proposals to be analyzed in discussion and, provisionally, rejected or accepted.

In addition, nomadic thought welcomes diverse forms of interaction between seemingly incompatible forms of argumentation. Thus, according to the problem, it seeks interaction between deductions, inductions, abductions, dialectic thought, and analogical reasoning. In nomadic thought, one attempts to relate dissimilar categories of materials when approaching a problem: scientific or thought experiments, redescriptions, results from mathematics as well as natural and social sciences, examples from everyday life, and fictions.

The dramas produced by transgressing inherited certainties (information, distinctions, etc.) or by introducing interactions between what is frequently differentiated and even rigorously separated, can cause nomadic thought to sometimes be confused with convoluted or aimless thought. However, this is a risk that we must take.



Practical Holism

The word “holism” encompasses various methodological, epistemological, ontological, etc. stances according to which properties of people, objects, systems, or more or less articulated (physical, biological, social, etc.) organizations should be analyzed and explained, primarily according to their interactions with one another and then, and only through abstraction, as separate entities. However, it is also common, and critical, to employ holism as a normative perspective. For example, “personal holism” can be used to refer to the ways in which we describe the properties of people but also to how those properties are valued or despised. At the same time, and in part as a consequence of this, it can include how people describe and value or despise themselves and, thus, how they understand themselves. Such descriptions and self-assessments, which are often realized based on nonhomogeneous, yet persistent, categorizations within a group, like gender, skin color, sexual orientation, economic class, birthplace or place of residence, mother tongue, etc., are contained within dynamic, multiple, and simultaneous interactions, or intersectionality.4 As such, we discover that categorizations whose content is deemed positive—for example, if a reference is made in a conversation to white, heterosexual, upper- or upper-middle class men—tend to predetermine systems of positive discrimination. In contrast, personal holism also allows us to demonstrate how many forms of oppression (racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, and countless other forms of the vice that is intolerance) do not operate independently, but instead as systems of negative discrimination.

Nevertheless, with a holistic perspective we must equally conceive of societies and social groups as organizations constructed from different materials (moral, legal, political, and economic, among others) through dynamic, multiple, and simultaneous interactions between those materials, or practical holism. Time after time, the discussions in this reflection are rooted in this second type of holism, practical holism. However, they do also examine, more or less implicitly, some systems of discrimination, especially those which are negative, established by the various forms of personal holism.

Predictably, postulating a model of practical holism implies defending the interconnection of diverse types of reason, in particular, moral, legal, political, economic, and epistemic reasons. It also implies taking into account the links that those reasons progressively develop within desires, beliefs, affects, and their actualizations. Of course, practical holism attempts to learn from these resonances through what I call factual holism. What does this mean? According to factual holism, there are no isolated beliefs. All beliefs are interconnected in correlations and do not interact one-on-one with experience. For example, when in some science it is stated that an observation verifies or disproves a theory, other events, other theories are tacitly assumed.5

Despite this important parallel, we should not forget that in this pamphlet we are interested in defending a practical holism, which is emphatically normative and in permanent construction and destruction.6 With this objective in mind, I intend to show how the various dimensions of practical normativity and their various components (values, moral principles, legal rules, political tactics, virtues, desires, emotions, economic critiques), including those that govern casual matters of courtesy or the profoundest existential dilemmas, encounter one another in some type of interaction, without losing their specificity. Support for a model of practical holism enters into conflict with at least two conjectures.

In particular, one might reject such a holism based on practical heterogeneity or practical atomism. From this viewpoint, for example, moral, legal, political, and economic practices, or some of them, as well as the corresponding desires and beliefs, are isolated atoms to be treated each according to their own rules. (If assuming a radical form of atomism, one could even dramatically declare: these values and beliefs are immeasurable.) In the most nuanced views of practical heterogeneity, hierarchical external relationships between the reasons (atoms) are often established, or claimed to be established. With practical holism, counter to this atomist or semi-atomist position, the relative historical emancipation of those spheres of interest and action, which progressively take shape until reaching maturity, should not be rejected. Maturity is achieved when it becomes possible to function according to the so-called “postulates of autonomy,” defining, perhaps methodologically, morals, laws, politics, or the economy. With these postulates, however, it is not uncommon for one to succumb to pathologies: transforming these into postulates of autarky. As a result, the dimensions of human life that we refer to with words like “morality,” “law,” “politics,” or “economy” become independent of one another. But where does this atomizing impetus originate?

One epistemic, or more precisely, a methodological reason for practical atomism is utilitarian. If we are able to focus our attention on a few difficulties, we are better positioned to respond to them. In contrast, when we require our attention to remain attuned to a variety of difficulties, our comprehension tends to grow confused. Nomadic thought and practical holism, at a certain level of operation, take these reasons into account. However, with practical holism, the reasons that are most important in practical heterogeneity are rejected. Consider, for example, one of these many non-reasons: those who defend practical heterogeneity separate a person’s subjectivity, or the realm of the mind, from the needs of the body. Based on this (often implicit) hierarchization, morality is usually a matter attributed exclusively to a mind: to its intentions, to its will, and sometimes (perhaps illogically?) to its affects. Everything else belongs to that mixture of so many minds and many bodies. In this way, though, are not moral practices, as well as legal, political, and economic practices, destined to produce solely evil consequences? Does not the separation of mind and body play a dirty trick on us once again?

In response to those “evil consequences,” we might introduce a further counterexample to practical holism, which develops along the same direction. But tentatively, we take a few more steps forward. We might defend the conjecture of a practical homogeneity or reductionist monism. Consequently, we would propose: behind their superficial differences, all practices (moral, legal, political, economic) make up one single practice. Hence, each virtue lacks specificity, defending virtue’s homogeneity and not its multiple interactions, as is the case with practical holism. What are the effects of this? For individuals who confront a problem, if they are faithful to the conjecture of practical homogeneity, then they are left with the arbitrary decision between considering only certain aspects of the problem or returning to infinity. If they decide the latter, the quickly overwhelming urgencies lead to such confessions as, “and looking at everything, nothing it saw, nor could it discern.”7

Unfortunately, some dramatic uses of the words “practical holism” tend to confuse it with the conjecture of this homogeneity that, through centripetal imagination (obsessive and self-referential), respects neither the specificities of the various practices nor their theoretical hierarchizations.8 But we must stress: when confronting a problem, at an initial epistemological, or perhaps epistemologically located level, that is, in precise circumstances, from the first-person point of view some practical reasons tend to interact with each other in only one way or in only a few ways, inviting us to take certain actions. Then, if we continue the exploration with nomadic thought, it is probable that those reasons will, in turn, refer to others that we, suddenly, discovered to be pertinent.9 For example, if we are protesting because of a violation of the legal state, perhaps in order to confront that violation, after further investigation we are also led to consider political and economic causes, not just legal causes. So, from the third-person point of view, these practices are entwined, integrating non-reductively with each other. This is a plural ontology. Yet, it is not an atomist ontology given that it is constructed with the direct and indirect interactions between reasons.

It does not involve focusing on every dimension and potentiality in every problem at the same time in order to act—an impossible search inspired by the fantasies of practical homogeneity—or by no means focusing on all of them with the same degree of profundity, which would be utter nonsense. Instead, the inevitable methodological decisions that are dictated by the requirements of each situation and, therefore, by the reasons that progressively converge while investigating and acting, do not prevent us from looking toward an ontology where various practices interact and their various reasons intersect.

The dramatic uses of the following words assist us in continuing our commentary regarding how nomadic thought and practical holism should be understood and in identifying several of their virtues.



Overdetermined Values

Of the words with dramatic uses mentioned at the start, “overdetermined values” are the most irritating due to their resonances. But let us not be too alarmed. In any or almost any society, human animals are defined by the force of the positive that such values actualize without them realizing it. Indeed, their normativity exceeds both the rules and the habits through which they become rooted in actions and institutions. Certain values are then overdetermined if:

	the groups participating in a cultural legacy that is governed by those values face numerous social stimuli such as demands, instructions, appeals, or suggestions. Or the multiplicity of normative forces that summon, that interpellate.

	These forces refer to the past, but most of all to the present and to the future.




In most cultural legacies, we encounter values that have been acquired through long and often painful processes of social apprenticeship. And although those processes are carried out amid conflicts, including the possibility of sudden interruptions, some values resist. They tenaciously cling to particular ways of life and, as a result, to concrete expectations, even if there is no guarantee that they will be able to provide such unpredictable futures. Accordingly, their normativity will occupy key positions in practical holism. They are the values that have most resisted changes to that continuum encompassing the public, private, and personal spheres.

If I am not mistaken, the overdetermined values that are often implicit in many societies’ practices are equality, freedom, and collaboration. This pamphlet proposes, among other things, a continued defense of these values and their overabundance of interpellations. If they have been reaffirmed in so many legacies, it has likely been with good reason and based on the success of the experiences they put into practice.

Those experiences can be articulated in many ways. On occasion their results are expressed in naive declarations, or declarations that may appear to be innocent. However, once a person has lived or is currently living in circumstances where such successful experiences are lacking, the declarations begin to lose their innocence. For example, people sometimes allude to a lack of equality with observations like: “for us women, any past was worse, or, at least, the pasts that I remember, those that were filled with economic inequality and moral affronts, were worse.” Or, “it is better to live surrounded by risk but in freedom than as a slave, officially or unofficially: as a worker subjected to the arbitrariness of a boss or corporation.” Or, “I was not born into a collaborative family nor do I live in a collaborative society. Yet, strangely, whenever I am faced with a lack of collaboration, I feel badly about it and become depressed or furious.”10 It is not surprising, then, that in response to the interpellations of equality, freedom, and collaboration, these values—or at least aspirations to establish these values—have become ingrained throughout time, and in diverse parts of the world.



The Potentia of Human Animals

The word “potentia,” so historically replete with resonances, refers to the innate (genetically determined) possibilities of human animals as a species.11 These possibilities allow them to act, and once they have acted, to be in conditions to do or undo something. In this way, human animals can produce, destroy, or transform a table, a family, a friendship, a political movement, a theory, a painting, a work of fiction, a piece of music, different forms of technology, a social formation, a state, or nature. Therefore, by implementing what first persons must inevitably assume they possess, human animals believe they know how and, at the same time, are able to undertake a wide variety of constructions and destructions. How do they do this? By putting into practice different modalities of their potentia. What do I mean?

I propose that we can, provisionally, articulate a theory of human potentia in modalities like:

	personal sequences of power-to (the power of each person), which constitute:

	social sequences of power-over/under (or sequences that articulate asymmetrical interactions among people and groups), and

	social sequences of power-with/against (or sequences in which the various powers-to are grouped together, as well as the various groups that represent positions that are, in some way, opposing).12




A sequential theory of human potentia should not exclude any of these sequences,13 at the risk of distorting the intersections between modalities that construct it. Consequently, prioritizing or emphasizing one sequence instead of others is only useful with specific objectives in mind.14 Also, so as not to lose sight of practical holism, it is worth pointing out in this pamphlet that a personal sequence of the power-to accomplish one thing or another does not appear “out of nowhere”: it is constructed and intertwined with social sequences of power-over/under and power-with/against. How so? On the one hand, power-to, the ability to do or undo, is conditioned by relationships of domination or control, or by a hierarchy, or with respect to an agreed upon—sometimes legitimate—authority, like those articulated by power-over/under sequences. On the other hand, that ability, as determined by power-with/against sequences, is conditioned by concerted actions, or their counterexamples, competing actions, and even fierce rivalries (between people, groups, civil society, the state).



Destructions

Practical holism that is in a constant state of construction is also undergoing constant destruction. Unfortunately, the dramatic uses of the word “destruction” obscure its modalities. Therefore, we must at least differentiate between external destructions and erosion, or gradual destruction, and self-destruction, or internal destruction. These words refer to distinct events. Destructions of some item, those which are of greatest interest in this pamphlet, rarely occur suddenly or solely as external destructions. The more we believe the contrary, the more we tend to deceive ourselves. Many external destructions, both personal and social, are preceded by erosions and more than a few of them involve internal complicity. To some degree, then, they are self-destructions.

However, it is important that we distinguish between types of self-destructions. Personal self-destruction, specifically its most extreme case, suicide, means precisely the deliberate taking of one’s life; various complex factors play a role in such an act: desperation, illness, problems of addiction. As such, even in situations of extreme suffering, the human animal that destroys itself may perceive that, at least in that moment and as confusing as the decision may be for it, that death is a greater good than any other plan of action available to it. In contrast, the homicide or murder of a human animal—external destruction—is, on many occasions, independent of what it believes, feels, or does.

On the other hand, the external destruction of institutions and other organizations, those social formations built by human animals, is often the result of some complicity among their participants. Unlike human animals, in the case of institutions not only are possible nexuses established between erosions, external destruction, and self-destruction, but also complex internal relationships.15 Therefore, in these cases, it is once again beneficial for us to use nomadic thought and discover the interrelations between these actions. Because, as we know: an institution allows, and even requires, its own destruction when a group of people participating in that institution begin to sabotage it, for better or for worse.

In this context, the word “sabotage” is almost equivalent to “self-destruction.” An institution is sabotaged when many of its participants cease to support it, directly or indirectly, with their practices.16 When considering the diverse ways in which values undergo social destruction, people in these institutions should tirelessly examine the missteps that occurred during the exercise of their power-to that led to unsuccessful interactions within the respective power-over/under sequences. For those participants, regardless of the paralyzing anger and resentment they may feel, this is a task that cannot be postponed. Unfortunately, for those of us who are fighting to institute arts of healthy coexistence, the act of scrutinizing our own failures—the role we played in the self-destruction—is painful, very painful.17

There is no doubt about it: confronting what we have done wrong, or what those with whom we coexist on a daily basis or who share our circumstances have done wrong, is painful. And so we tend to ignore that pain or suppress it. This is a mistake. For example, in the case of some discouraging societies, rather than assigning blame only to externally caused destructions, which certainly abound, their participants should also ask themselves: “what have we, the citizens of these dismembered republics, or the people around us, done with our potentia so that now we can only despair in the dark dead-end corridors offered by current power over/under sequences?” However, it is just as pressing that they ask: “in what way or ways can we begin to answer these questions?” The answer is by thinking with nomadic thought. Let us return, then, to a consideration of this type of thought by exploring two of its principles.



The Principle of Counterpoints Between Perceiving, Thinking, and Acting

When confronting a problem, one who thinks with nomadic thought favors interactions between vigilant thoughts and reasonings, and equally vigilant visual, aural, and affective perceptions. Thus, one of the principles of nomadic thought is:

Investigate by moving from acting and its self-comprehension to discerningly looking at and listening to what your environment offers you, without ceasing to consult your reasoning. But do not overlook the fact that counterpoints often form between acting, looking, listening, feeling, and reasoning. Or the principle of counterpoints between perceiving, thinking, and acting.18


One such counterpoint strategy is initiated by the characteristic interactions between two ways of proceeding with nomadic thought: the positive path and the negative path. If we proceed following the positive path








The Principle of the Imperative of Life


Learn to know how to let go, how to resist, how to begin anew, and act accordingly. Or the imperative of life.
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