FIFTH LECTURE

July 25, 1958

VITAL DISORIENTATION
In his book “El tema de nuestro tiempo” (“The theme of our time”), first publication in 1923, Ortega y Gasset pointed out fundamental features of the time we live, and textually he says as follows:
 “Little by little, a strange phenomenon that might be called ‘vital disorientation’ spreads more and more through European society”, and he adds later on: “Man in the West suffers from a radical disorientation because he does not know toward what stars he may live”.

The last 35 years, this strange phenomenon according to Ortega’s words, is alarmingly bigger and bigger and spreads to diverse modern society layers, in such a say that today it constitutes intimate fundamental problems distressing the men of our time.
On the other hand, contemporary culture in which our hopes are placed really offers today a distressing show; we are witnessing the failure of an old culture and one is unable to see with clarity the horizon of a new culture. In every aspect, we can notice decadence and confusion among most opposite ideas.
In the religious field, there is decadence and materialization of traditional institutions and, at the same time, new doctrines and prophets announcing new messages and revelations appear.
In the political field, ideas wave between left-wings and right-wings; but over all, between divisionism among parties more united by tradition and certain conviction that politics known to us is powerless to solve great problems in social human life. Ortega y Gasset went ahead many years in connection with what today many people think and admit about politicians:
 “They rather serve faded flags with no faith than make the painstaking effort to reviewing principles they received and reconciling them with their intimate feeling. It is the same if they are reactionary or liberal; in both cases they are lagging behind. Our generation is destined not to be liberal or reactionary but precisely not to be concerned about such old-fashioned problem”.
In the economy field, doctrines fight between capitalism and communism, between liberalism and protectionism, and so many other “isms” trying to solve the economic problem of man by means of numeral equations and partial formulas, not recognizing total, material and spiritual needs of man himself. When one seeks so-called “economy solutions”, we just attend the material bread not recognizing the value that work and economy can achieve for man.
In social fields, ideas range between individualism and collectivism, and the two become insufficient to settle in man the point at issue as a whole and leave the field ever open to new “social utopias”.
In the science field, hopes of Auguste Comte and rationalists about changing old religious forms for life conceptions founded in science did not succeed. 

When science tries to set itself as ruler of behavior, it discloses its insufficiency because it is unable to solve ultimate problems. 
Attempted replacements of old moral dogmatism by rational ethics with no dogmas, or religious conception by psychological science on human behavior, have heuristic value but at the end they lead to disorientation because every one tries to orientate his life according to his own tendencies. Even Freud, as a psychologist deeply aware of human nature stops about giving orientations before life:
 “I lack courage to set myself as a prophet before my fellow men because I am unaware of giving them any consolation; that consolation demanded by all, from the most savage revolutionary to the bravest believer”.

And what can we say about philosophy? If science just tackles immediate causes, we might think philosophy, whose formal object refers to first causes, might give that answer demanded by the vital point at issue in man. But also here doctrines fluctuate between essentialism and existentialism, and between idealism and realism, et cetera.

Intuition in present philosophers more in contact with life reached splendid conclusions –but always partial conclusions because there is no philosophy that may constitute itself as salvation science.
How to get one’s bearings among all these contradictory values in present culture? What is the highest value and what the lowest value? Where is the North and where is the South in the compass to be ourselves able to assess values of life?

First and foremost, we must be aware of living a time with great transformations, in which apparently one just notices a whisper of destruction.
In connection with present situation Tolstoy says as follows:
 “I felt I have broken what I have leaned against and I had under my feet. All those things upon which I have lived did not exist any more and nothing remained for me to live” (Ayhmer Maud”, Tolstoy’s Life).
In the midst of this great transformation crisis in human society there are beings getting lost and others being able to form mankind of future. Those who are less gifted suffer from a series of unbalances, but spiritually speaking, such crisis in one’s present culture offers to the strongest an excellent opportunity to jump and place themselves on the ranks of the men of tomorrow. This is why Simone Weil said with clarity: “You could not be born in a better time than this, in which everything got lost”.
Let us see some of these positive aspects in culture devastation:

In the religious field, atheism is only sweeping fake religious values but leaving the intimate moral intact.

Costume materialism destroys patterns of artificial ethics based of fear and repression in order to open the way to more spontaneous ways of living.

The political crisis discloses for many beings that those Utopian paradises promised by sociologists do not come as a grace but we should conquer them by conscious efforts of all.

The economy crisis discloses insufficiency in partial doctrines and enables to glimpse an economy with participation freely chosen.

Finally, the crisis of reason, in discovering its limits, prepares many men to jump from the rational to the supra-rational.
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