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PREFACE

José Ortega y Gasset is widely regarded as the 
foremost Hispanic philosopher of this century. His book 
The Revolt of the Masses has given him world-wide stature 
as a philosopher. I wish to show in this dissertation 
that, although Ortega's fame is in many ways justified, 
his philosophical system is badly flawed, and most espe
cially, that his philosophy of history is full of grave 
errors.

Two central ideas in Ortega's philosophy of his
tory will be treated in detail. The first is his view 
that man has no nature but only a history. The second is 
his notion of "historical reason," which he puts forward 
as the uniquely appropriate method for understanding both 
man's history and man's future.

In order to treat adequately these two central 
ideas, it will be necessary to give an account of the 
main features of Ortega's philosophical system. This will 
be done in the first chapter, and the discussion will in
volve "my life" as basic reality, the way in which beliefs 
affect that basic reality, Ortega's theory of perspectiv- 
ism, his idea of technology, and his notion of generation.

In Chapter Two, I will treat Ortega's thesis that 
man has no nature but only a history, "Historical reason"



will te the subject of Chapter Three. Ortega’s treatment 
of each theme is scattered throughout his work, and his 
position on each question must, to some extent, be pieced 
together. In Chapters Two and Three, I will attempt to 
present his position in the most favorable light possible, 
deferring criticism until after his views have been pre
sented.

The criticism of Ortega's philosophy of history . 
will proceed from three directions. First, certain con
tradictions will be derived from within Ortega's own writ
ings, One of these is the simultaneous necessity and im
possibility of knowing all of man's history. These con
tradictions are the subject of the fourth chapter.

The second line of criticism will be an attempt to 
show that Ortega's belief in a special type of "reason" 
needed for the understanding of history and social science 
is based on a misunderstanding of the methods of physical 
science, and an exaggeration of the differences between 
the study of man and the study of nature. This critique 
will make extensive use of the methods and arguments de
veloped by Karl H, Popper in his books The Open Society 
and its Enemies, The Poverty of Historicism, and Conjec
tures and Refutations. Chapter Five will be devoted to 
the development of Popper's arguments against what he 
calls "historicism," and Chapter Six will show how these 
arguments apply to Ortega, especially how they apply to 
"historical reason,"
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The third line of criticism will he an attack on
Ortega’s assertion that man has no nature but only a his
tory, This line of criticism will be pursued in Chapter
Seven, First, I will review the criticism of Ortega's
position offered by the Mexican Jesuit JosI Sanchez Villa
senor in his rather widely known work Ortega y Gasset, 
Existentialist, Villasenor attacks Ortega's "historical" 
conception of man from a Thomistic point of view, and as
serts that Ortega's work leads to nihilism, and cannot 
support an ethic strong enough even to condemn mass mur
der, While I accept neither Villasenor's premises nor his 
arguments, I think his conclusions can be justified, I 
will try to show, using in part the work of Albert Camus, 
that Ortega's philosophy is indeed insufficient to provide 
an ethic capable of condemning mass murder, although, of 
course, there is no suggestion that Ortega advocates any 
such thing. His views, I will argue, allow only an ethic 
like that used by Camus in his early work (The Stranger, 
etc,) which Camus found inadequate and later strongly 
modified.

In the final chapter, I will sœgue that harsh in
terpretations and the need to modify and overcome his phi
losophy are things which Ortega himself knew would be nec
essary. His concepts of progress in philosophy, and of 
perspectivism, will be used to show that, for him, no phi
losophy is final, and that errors must be assimilated and 
corrected before we can move closer to truth.
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THE HISTORICISM OP JOSE ORTEGA Y GASSET 

CHAPTER I 

AN INTRODUCTION TO ORTEGA'S SYSTEM

In this dissertation I give a critique of certain 
aspects of the philosophy of José Ortega y Gasset. Some 
readers may find the critique quite harsh. It therefore 
seems appropriate to begin by giving several reasons why 
Ortega is a philosopher worth criticizing.

First, the epochal influence Ortega has had on the 
thought of the Spanish-speaking world must be acknowledged. 
In order to appreciate the magnitude of this influence, it 
is necessary to examine the condition of Spanish philosophy 
in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Prom the death of Francisco Suarez in 1617 until the twen
tieth century, Spain simply dropped out of the philosophi
cal world,^ Suarez' scholastic works were the main philo
sophical texts for all of that nearly three-hundred-year

pperiod. Only the minor thinkers, Jaime Balmes and Julian 
Sans del Rio, both in the middle of the nineenth century, 
intruded onto this philosophical desert,^ Spain was ut
terly uninterested in the works of Descartes, Spinoza, 
Leibniz, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Kant or Hegel, When there 
finally was a powerful philosophical thinker in Spain, 
Miguel de Unamuno, he saw fit to exhort the Spanish to
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continue in their isolation from Europe, preferring the 
"African" side of the Spanish character to the European.^

At this point, Josë Ortega y Gasset came upon the 
Spanish scene. He developed a keen interest in all things 
European. He went to Germany, to Marburg, to study philos- 
ophy and returned determined to "level the Pyrennees.
Indeed, one of his early works, Invertebrate Spain, was an 
attempt to exhort the Spanish people to come out of their 
self-imposed isolation and awaken to the three centuries 
of European thought that they had missed. It was his fer
vor to "Europeanize" Spain that led him to write much of 
his work in newspapers and magazines of general readership 
and which also led him to found the journal Revista de 
Occidente which was dedicated to the propagation of the 
best in European thought. Ortega might have been a better 
philosopher had he stayed in Germany and associated exclu
sively with philosophers and exposed his ideas in the philo
sophical journals. He did not do this because he felt that 
his duty, his vocation as he called it, lay to the Hispanic 
world

It is largely due to the efforts of Ortega that phi
losophy flourishes in Spain and throughout Latin America.
It would be nearly impossible to overrate his influence.
It is clear that Ortega is a great figure in philosophy, 
and this would be true even if his philosophical system 
had little merit. This, however, is surely not the case.
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Ortega is an interesting and original thinker who would 
deserve study even if he were not such a historically in
fluential thinker. Here I would like to list some of his 
merits. To begin with, there is his excellent style. He 
is a master writer with a gift for the arresting phrase 
and the apt metaphor. Secondly, he was one of the first 
philosophers of the century to write about themes which 
later acquired the name "existential," As early as 1914 
he was discussing life as ship-wreck, men as condemned to 
be free, and the anxiety that befalls man when his world
view collapses. Thirdly, there is the remarkable breadth 
of Ortega’s work. He seems to write on everything. Con
sider some of his book titles; On Love, The Dehumaniza
tion of Art, History as a System, Some Lessons in Meta
physics, Mission of the University, The Revolt of the 
Masses. These titles indicate his very wide range of in
terests. Within these works, he treats such unusual topics 
as the origins of the Tibetan state and the system of sal
utations employed by the African Tuareg. These remarks 
should make it clear that Ortega is a complex, interesting

7writer, well worthy of study.
I will now take up some of the major concepts of 

Ortega's philosophical system with two purposes in mind. 
First, in order to discuss his philosophy of history in 
detail, it is necessary to see how that philosophy of 
history is integrated into his philosophical system.
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Second, it is my view that certain parts of Ortega’s phi
losophy of history contradict other parts of his philoso
phy, and to show this contradiction, it is necessary to 
treat that overall system, at least in outline form.

Ortega’s philosophy begins with a single crucially 
important sentence: "I am I and my circumstances” (”Yo

Osoy yo y mi circunstancia"). This sentence contains with
in it a bold attempt to solve the subject-object problem 
by asserting the primacy of me-and-my-world over the ab
stractions of subject and object. World never exists with
out a subject, whose world it is, and no ego or subject 
ever exists without its world. The basic reality is always 
the union of I-with-world, me-and-my-circumstances.

In his series of lectures What is Philosophy?, which 
dates from 1938, Ortega gave an account of how he arrived 
at me-and-my-circumstances as the fundamental philosophical 
datum. His account involves a retracing of the steps of 
Descartes, in which his purpose is the same as that of 
Descartes: to find a place to begin, something or some
things which are indubitable. All such indubitables Ortega 
calls "data of the Universe.He accepts that Descartes 
discovered a datum of the Universe in his famous cogito. 
Ortega puts it this way: "thought is the only thing in
the Universe whose existence cannot be denied, because to 
deny is to think.

At this point, Ortega gives a rather unusual twist
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to M s  treatment of Descartes. He sees Descartes as the 
founder (perhaps the unwitting founder) of modern ideal
ism. The method of universal doubt and the discovery of 
thought as the only indubitable lead to a subordination 
of things to ideas, and this in turn tends to idealism.

We cannot take as our point of departure the 
reality of the outside world; everything 
that surrounds us, all bodies including our 
own, are suspect in their pretension that 
they exist in themselves and independently 
of our thinking of them. But on the other 
hand, it cannot be doubted that all this ex
ists in my thought, as my ideas, as cogita- 
tiones. The result is that the mind' becomes 
tiie center and support of all reality....
This principle leads one to attempt a system 
of explanation of what there is, interpreting 
all that appears to be neither thought nor 
idea as consisting merely in having been 
thought, in being idea. This system is ideal
ism, and modern philosophy since Descartes has 
been idealist at root.

We will misunderstand Ortega if we do not keep in mind the 
fact that he includes the cogito of Descartes when he uses 
the word "idealism." He is, of course, aware that Des
cartes was a dualist.

Ortega thinks that idealism is false, that it dis
torts reality by giving an unwarranted priority to the 
self over the world, and by creating the "problem" of the 
existence of the world, a problem that Ortega sees as a 
pseudo-problem. He thinks that the way to see the situ
ation correctly is to go back and find, in Descartes, the 
error which started idealism.

Ortega tells us that what is really asserted in the



cogito is the following: "thought exists, it is; there
infore I exist, I am." The first part, thought exists, is 

the correct part. But the second part does not follow from 
it if we see that in saying "I exist," Descartes was posit
ing the existence of a mental substance behind the appear
ance "thought going on." The two parts of the cogito are 
on a different level: thought is an indubitable, while the
existence of a mental substance is a supposition which is 
highly dubitable.

What if we grant Ortega his point? Are we any bet
ter off with the primary datum "thought exists" than we 
were with Descartes' original? Ortega believes we are, be
cause to him the meaning of the phrase "thought exists" is 
that a self and a world (or perhaps its world) exist, are 
looked together in mutual co-existence. He argues that all 
thought implies the existence of a subject who thinks and 
an object which is thought. But this subject and this ob
ject have no substantial existence apart from their rela
tion, and this relation exists in a realm of thought. Well, 
if subject and object are so locked together, and as far as 
we know, exist only in thought, do we not have an idealism 
similar to that of Berkeley? Ortega thinks not. He in
sists that when we perceive an object, we perceive it as an 
object and not as an idea, distinct from us, although re
lated to us. There is no primacy of the mental. "I am not 
a substantial being nor is the world, but we are in active
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correlation; I am that which sees the world and the world
is that which is seen by me, I exist for the world, and

1 %the world exists for me."
Ortega calls this primary datum of reality, this co

existence of me-and-my-world, "my life," For him it is the 
primary reality within which all other realities, secondary 
realities, are found. For instance, the "life" of another 
person "is only a presumption,,.not radically, unquestion
ably, primordially 'reality.One property of the radical 
reality that is my life is that it contains within it many 
presumed realities, or realities of the second order,

I might note here that I do not accept the doctrine 
of "my life" as "solving" such philosophical problems as 
the mind-body problem or the problem of the external world.
I present the doctrine because it is Ortega's starting 
point and I do wish to give an outline of his system. With
out the notion of "my life" as primary reality, it would be 
very difficult to make sense out of some of his other doc
trines, expecially his idea of perspective. With this said, 
I will try to show how Ortega builds his system on the datum 
of "my life."

Ortega describes the character of one's life as pre
occupation, Man is always engaged in the future~the what- 
to-do-next, "Every moment of the day we are having to de
cide what we are going to do the next moment, what it is 
that will occupy our lives. This is occupying ourselves in
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anticipation, pre-occupying ourselves.Not only is our 
life at each moment occupied with the future, but this fu
tur al aspect of our life gives it a different kind of 
being from that of rocks or trees. Our life is not a thing 
in the world. Also, although our life is not just what we 
choose it to be, neither is it completely given to us as 
is the "lifer" of ar stone, "Life is at the same time free
dom and fatality; it is being free within a given desti
ny, Life has the characteristics of being ship-wrecked, 
one of Ortega's favorite metaphors.

The world into which man is thrown presents him with 
possibilities, some hostile and some inviting. "In order
to sustain himself in the environment he is always having

17to do something," This state of at each moment having to 
act Ortega calls alteracion.

Since each life is lived toward the future, in an
ticipation, living requires knowledge. We need knowledge 
of the consequences of actions in order to decide what to 
do. Now Ortega's theory of knowledge is quite unusual and 
original. He sees each life as an opening to a reality but 
only a part of reality. Each man is like a sensitized net 
which can, so to speak, "catch" certain truths but which 
misses all others.

When a sieve or a net is placed in a current of 
liquid it allows certain things to permeate it 
and keeps others out; it might be said to make 
a choice, but assuredly not to alter the forms 
of things. This is the function of the knower.



of the living being face to face with the cos
mic reality of his environment. He does not 
allow himself, without more ado, to be perme
ated by reality, as would the imaginary rational 
entity created by rationalist definitions. Nor 
does he invent an illusory reality. His func
tion is clearly selective, prom the infinite 
number of elements which integrate reality the 
individual or receiving apparatus admits a cer
tain proportion, whose form and substance coin
cide with the meshes of his sensitized net.
The rest, whether phenomena, facts or truths, 
remain beyond him. He knows nothing of them 
and does not perceive them.^°

The analogy holds for both individuals and societies.
Similarly, all peoples and all epochs have their 
typical souls, that is to say, their nets, pro
vided with meshes of definite sizes and shapes 
which enable them to achieve a strict affinity 
with some truths and to be incorrigibly inept 
for the assimilation of others.
This ability to grasp a part of reality Ortega calls

a perspective. Each man lives a perspective, or a point of
view, "Every life is a point of view directed upon the Uni

o nverse," This means that all truth is partial, for to have 
the whole truth would mean simultaneously living all per
spectives, While this is clearly impossible, it is both 
possible and desirable to get inside as many perspectives as 
we can by studying history and attempting to recreate past 
perspectives. The tool for doing this Ortega calls histor
ical reason, which will be treated in detail in Chapter Three, 

What Ortega is trying to do with his perspectivist 
theory is to combat the errors of both Rationalism and Rel
ativism. Rationalism errs in trying to take an abstract 
disembodied view of reality. Relativism asserts that there
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is no truth at all. Ortega wants to say there is truth, 
but only partial, perspectival truth. It may seem that 
Ortega's position is just a new kind of relativism, but he 
does a kind of "Copernican" revolution on this point. He 
says that in the past relativists have thought that reality 
was absolute and our knowledge of it uncertain, changing, 
relative. For Ortega, our knowledge is absolute; it is re
ality that is relative. He claims Einstein's theory of
relativity as the source for his view, and sees the science

21of Newton as the source of the old relative view.
In the old relativism our knowledge is relative 
because what we aspire to know, viz., space- • ■ 
time reality, is absolute and we can not attain 
to it. In the physics of Einstein our knowledge 
is absolute; it is reality that is relative.22
So far then, we have "my life" as our primary phe

nomenon, and the understanding that this life lives a per
spective, a partial truth, and that it is not a thing but 
a project to be acted out. Ortega makes this last point 
vivid with the expression, "man is the novelist of himself." 
Generally, my life is lived in involvement, in activity, in 
alteracidh. This is really no different than the life of 
animals, who are always occupied in coping with their en
vironment. Man, however, is the only animal capable of a 
state which Ortega calls ensimismamiento. In this state 
man formulates concepts about himself and his world which 
later became a part of his circumstances, a new part of his
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world. This is distinctly human, this living with concepts 
and beliefs.

In addition to formulating concepts in the state of 
ens imi s mami ento, man formulates new needs, for he wants more 
than to live. His desire to live "is inseparable from his 
desire to live well."^^ This creation of needs, of wanting
the objectively superfluous, is the source of human tech-

26nology. It is what sharply differentiates man's life from 
all other types of life. "Whereas life in the biological 
sense is a fixed entity defined for each species once and for 
all, life in the human sense of good life is always mobile 
and infinitely variable.

In addition to man's constantly changing needs and 
the consequent changing technology, there is another aspect 
of human life which is ever-present but not fixed. That is 
its vital belief-structure. Each life is lived in a belief- 
structure. "Man is always in the grip of a belief, and in 
the midst of things he lives out of that belief in conform
ity with it."^® In traditionalist periods, this belief- 
structure may be so strong and so unquestioned that it seems 
to be a part of the world, not a created human structure.
In times of crisis, these belief-structures may completely 
collapse and result in a period of great human activity to 
bring forth new belief-structures in which men may live.

Later, Ortega's account of the European crisis of 
belief of about 1600 when the scientific world view became
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pothe view of modern man will be considered. The important 

point for now is that man is always a creature who has be
liefs, These "universes" may be culturally given in a 
"tranquil" time, chosen from a given set of culturally giv
en possibilities, or created literally ex nihilo in a time 
of crisis.

An important point about the belief structure is 
that it is always changing. Moreover, the change is not, 
for Ortega, a continuous one but one which moves in gener
ational jumps. This brings us to one of Ortega's most 
original and controversial concepts; the concept of the 
generations. He believes that man never lives in isolation 
but always in society, and that each man lives bound up with 
his contemporaries, with his generation. At any given mo
ment, a society is divided into three groups : the young,
the middle-aged and the old. The middle-aged form the gen
eration whose belief structure is in force. They are the 
principal actors in each period, "But ^he/ world changes 
with every generation for the very reason that the previous 
generation has done something in the world, has left it 
somewhat different from the way it found it,"^®

Each of the three coexisting generations has a dif
ferent perspective, sees truth differently, or better, sees 
different aspects of the truth. This reality of three 
sharply distinct generations coexisting in any given time 
is the basis for never-ending change, for history. The gen
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eration is "the pivot responsible for the movements of his
torical evolution.Clearly the concept of the genera
tions is crucial for Ortega's philosophy of history, and it 
will be treated in detail in Chapter Three.

This overview of Ortega's philosophy should provide 
a sufficient "frame" in which to set his philosophy of his
tory. In the next two chapters his philosophy of history 
will be examined in detail.
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CHAPTER II

THE HISTORICALITY OP MAN’S BEING

Ortega emphatically states that "Man...has no nature; 
what he has is...history. Expressed differently: what na
ture is to things, history is to m a n . I n  order to under
stand what Ortega means by this and why he asserts it, we 
must distinguish three types of being which are ordered in 
a hierarchy in his system. These are the being of inanimate 
objects, the being of life-forms other than man, and the 
being of human life. Recall as we do this, however, that 
all being resides ultimately in the basic reality, "my life."

"Now there is no awkwardness in saying that things, 
the Universe, God Himself, are contained within my life,
because ’my life’ is not myself alone, not only the subject

2I; my living includes the world." Nevertheless, Ortega 
still discusses separately the kind of "being" which inani
mate objects and other life forms have, even though that
being is contained in human life.

He uses the example of the stone to characterize the
being of inanimate objects. What characterizes the stone
is that its being is completely given. "The stone is given
its existence; it need not fight for being what it is— a

%stone in the field.The stone will fall if dropped, and 
we know precisely how it will fall. The stone is just what

17
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it is; all its properties are given, fixed and predictable, 
and this would still be so even if the stone were conscious.

We can imagine a very intelligent stone; but 
as the inner being of the stone is given it al
ready made, once and for all, and it is required 
to make no decision on the subject, it has no 
need, in order to go on being a stone, to pose 
and pose again the problem of self, asking itself 
'What must I do now?' or, which is the same 
thing, 'What must I be?' Tossed into the air, 
without need to ask itself anything, and there
fore without having to exercise its understanding, 
the stone that we are imagining will fall toward 
the center of the earth. Its intelligence, even 
if existent, forms no part of its being, does not 
intervene in it, but would be an extrinsic and 
superfluous addition,4
Objects like stones are ideally suited for study by 

the methods of physical science, Man's being, we shall see, 
is not so suited, Life-forms other than man have a differ
ent type of being, intermediate between stones and men. We 
will consider only animal life, as Ortega restricts his 
discussion of non-human life to animal life. The being of 
animals is identical with a large part of the being of hu
man life. Animal life consists entirely of that state 
which Ortega calls alteracion. The animal is always en
gaged in activity. It is always out among the things in 
his world.

03he animal is always alert. The ears of a 
horse in the field, like two live antennae, two 
periscopes, reveal in their restlessness the 
fact that the animal is always preoccupied with 
what lies around him. Look at the monkeys in 
their cage at the zoo. It is marvelous how 
these man-apes are into everything.5
This constant activity is totally a result of envi-
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roimentally and genetically given needs. "Its ^he ani
mal's/ existence is nothing but the whole collection of 
its elemental, i. e., organic or biological, necessities
and the actions which meet them. This is life in the or-

6ganic or biological sense of the word,"
These biological necessities— the need for food, 

for warmth, for safety, etc,— Ortega calls "objective" 
needs, or the "objectively necessary," Per the animal, 
the objectively necessary coincides with the subjectively 
necessary. It creates no needs for itself; its needs are 
all given to it: being is not a problem.

The animal, unlike the stone, is actively engaged 
in projects. But the projects .are not of its choosing. 
They are always the given projects appropriate to its na
ture (i, e,, the beaver building a dam— beavers always and 
everywhere engage in this project). It is this constant, 
fixed, but vital, nature that makes each tiger, for in
stance, a "first tiger," " (y] he tiger of today is neither 
more nor less a tiger than was that of a thousand years 
ago: it is being a tiger for the first time, it is always

7a first tiger," The nature of tiger-behavior is fixed 
from the coming of the species tiger to the-(lamentably)- 
soon-to-come extinction of the species. The same thing 
applies to each biological species. Each one represents 
a form of life completely given at its inception by the 
relation between the animal's innate needs and the envi-
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ronment'a capacity to meet them. There is, of course, an 
evolution of species from one into another, but there is 
no significant evolution within a species. As we will see 
when we discuss Ortega's theory of generations, man is an 
exception to this rule, Man's being is not his biological 
nature, but his life. V/hat we have said here about animal 
species applies only to non-humans species.

The being of human life is of a very different char
acter than that of the stone or the tiger. Man does, of 
course, have a chemical nature, like the stone, and he has 
biological needs, as does the tiger. Indeed, the life of 
primitive man is, perhaps, not so different from the life 
of the tiger. Such a man "lives alert on his own fron
tiers, looking toward the outside, absorbed in nature, at-

Qtentive to the external." But even this is never quite 
true. The life of roan is always more than what is given 
to him. Man wants more than bare biological necessities; 
he is a being who creates needs. Ortega illustrates this 
with the ancient practices of getting drunk, of inventing 
musical instruments, of building sweat-houses. "It seems 
that, from the very beginning, the concept of 'human ne
cessity* compares indiscriminately what is objectively neo*

0essary and what is objectively superfluous."^
Man lives his life toward the future. His life is 

a task, a drama, something which is not given to him but 
which he must create. Man is thus an "autofabricator.
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This creation of his future is made both possible and nec
essary by four ingredients which human life has but which 
inanimate objects and other life forms lack. These are 
ensimismamiento, freedom, imagination and memory. We said 
in Chapter One that man had the ability to withdraw into 
himself and contemplate his situation. The animal cannot 
do this, for his environment is too threatening for him to 
ignore it for even a moment, (Perhaps for primitive man 
the situation does not allow ensimismamiento.

When man contemplates his circumstances, he realizes 
that he can change them, that a plurality of actions are 
open to him. This is his freedom— no one choice is forced 
on him by his environment. His environment gives him only 
possibilities, not one single path that he must follow.
It is his imagination which allows him to "picture" pos
sible ways his future could be. This is the faculty which 
allows him to write the novel of himself.

What we have just described is approximately the in
ternal situation of the first man who realized his freedom 
and decided to ^  himself, the legendary Prometheus. But 
it is not our situation. It is that of the first man who 
was more than his biologically given self. This mythical 
"first man" had the opportunity to formulate any program 
for himself and to invent any methods he could for achiev
ing it. This is not our situation because
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ClOhe human individual is not putting on human
ity for the first time. To begin with, he finds 
around him, in his •circumstances,' other men 
and the society they give rise to. Hence his 
humanity, that which begins to develop in him, 
takes its point of departure from another, al
ready developed, that has reached its culmina
tion: in short, to his humanity he adds other
humanities. He finds at birth a form of human
ity, a mode of being a man, already forged, that 
he need not invent but may simply take over and 
set out from for his individual development.
This does not begin for him— as for the tiger, 
which must always start again— at zero but at a 
positive quantity to which he adds his own 
growth, Man is not a first man, an eternal Adam; 
he is formally a second man, a third man, etc,12

This structure which humanity carries with it is culture;
and its two principal ingredients are, according to Ortega,
ideology and technology, Man's ability to accumulate ideas
and tools is based on his ability to remember. This is why

13the animal has neither.^
Clearly both the ideology and the technology of any 

era are historical products, slowly accumulated through 
long periods of time. Because man never starts from zero 
in projecting into the future, but rather always takes off 
from an historical level of ideology and technology, his 
life, his being, is intrinsically historical,

Ortega's picture of the being of human life must be 
seen in three dimensions. One dimension consists of human 
life at a given time in a given place. If we looked only 
at this aspect, we could say that man does have a nature—  
that of a creature possessing freedom, always involved in 
projects, always deciding what to do next. But such a
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creature could, conceivably, have a set of fixed limits 
on his behavior. And, indeed, in any given time and place, 
such a set of limits on what human life can be does exist. 
However, to bring in the second dimension, one can, in any 
given time, find radically different kinds of human living 
going on in different parts of the world. Ortega is espe
cially impressed with the great differences between Euro
pean and Asiatic man.^^

The third, and by far the most important, dimension 
of human living is the one defined by the sequence of gen
erations, Ortega conceives of the sequence of generations 
as a definite, finite sequence of life-forms beginning 
with the dawn of man.

The series of forms of human life that have ex
isted are not, as a matter of fact, infinite—  
there are a certain number of them, as many as 
there are generations, a certain and precise 
and definite number of them which take each 
other's place one after another and grow one 
out of another like the figures in a kaleida- 
scope, forming...a melody of universal human 
destiny.15
The concept of generation is the most important 

idea in Ortega's philosophy of history.He sees the 
drama of human life as always involving three distinct 
groups— the young, the mature, and the old— living togeth
er in one society but representing three distinct eras.
"In history it is important to distinguish between the 
state of coeval and that of being contemporary. Lodged 
together in a single external and chronological fragment
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17of time are three different and vital times." Each man

is born into a generation and has no choice but to liVe
within that generation. Belonging to a given generation
is like traveling with "a caravan within which man moves 

18a prisoner."
The most important thing about the three coexisting 

generations— boys, mature men, old men— is their respective 
relation to that vital belief-structure within which all 
men live. The young people in a society spend the first 
twenty-five years of their lives assimilating the culture 
into which they are born, i. e,, the culture as lived and 
believed by the mature men of that age.^^ When this 
"young" generation reaches its maturity, it begins to put 
into action a new program for living, which will be dif
ferent from that of the generation ahead of them. This is 
so because that generation has done something, has changed 
the world. The new mature generation will make its changes 
and then live to see them supplanted by still a newer gen
eration of mature men, men in power. Thus history has an 
inexorable dimension of change, and the vehicle is the suc
cession of the generations, "This is what I usually call
the essential anachronism of history. Thanks to that inter-

20nal disequilibrium, it moves, changes, wheels and flows."
Although Ortega believes there is a significant 

change made in the vital drama called human life with the 
coming of each new generation, he believes that the changes
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are of two radically different types. Some generations 
feel a strong kinship with the vital structures they in
herit and modify them in a way that emphasizes continuity. 
Others find the inherited culture alien and feel the need 
for radical and complete transformation of the life-style, 
"There are in fact some ages in which thought regards it
self as growing out of seeds already sown and others which
are conscious of the immediate past as of something in ur-

21gent need of radical reform,"
Remember that for Ortega the two principal ingredi

ents of culture are ideology and technology, and that these 
two structures are what each generation inherits and modi
fies. In ages of crisis, it is one of these two structures 
which appears as in a state of collapse. The more impor
tant, for Ortega, is the belief-structure, the ideology.
It is a hierarchical structure which is always based on a 
fundamental belief, such as faith in science for modern 
man, or faith in the Christian God for medieval man. It 
is when this fundamental belief breaks down that man finds 
himself in an epochal crisis. When this happens it is the 
mission of one key generation to create a new and viable 
belief-structure in which a new age can dwell. Ortega be
lieves that (ca. 1921) we are in such a crisis now, and 
that the last such crisis was "solved" by the generation 
of Galileo.22

Ortega's concept of the generation seems to be an
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attempt to apply the theory of biological evolution to 
human history. The successive generations are conceived 
in analogy with the successive species in an evolutionary 
chain. As each species contains within its being all the 
species which came before it, "each human generation car
ries within itself all the previous generations, and ap-
pears like a foreshortening of universal history." Each 
generation grows out of a previous one and into the next 
one as each species is a mutation of an older one and 
eventually produces another species by a new mutation.
With generational evolution, as with biological evolution, 
there is a multiplicity of evolutionary chains. Just as 
bees and apes are on different chains, so for example, are 
Spaniards and Vietnamese. It is as if human life in any
given society is a series of more or less successful muta
tions which occur every fifteen years or so. In addition 
to these "minor" mutations, there occur "major" or epochal 
mutations which reorient completely the thrust of human 
history in a period of crisis. These might be compared to 
"epochal" changes in evolution like the moving of a species 
from the sea to the land, or the coming of the first car
nivores, or the first tool-makers.

This analogy between Ortega's theory of the genera
tions and the theory of biological evolution is suggested 
by his intense interest in biology, his preoccupation with 
"vitalism," and the ways in which he speaks of the indivi
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dual generations in metaphors that suggest species. "If 
we consider the evolution of a race in its entirety we 
find that each of its generations appears as a moment in 
its vital process or as a pulse beat in its organic ener
gy. And each pulse-beat has a peculiar, even unique phys
iognomy."^^ "A generation is a variety of the human race
in the strict sense given to that term by the natural-

25Ists." Now we see why, for Ortega, man is an exception 
to the rule that there can be no significant evolution 
within a biological species. Writing of members of the 
same generation Ortega says, "Each individual mysterious
ly recognizes all the rest of his collectivity, as the
ants in each ant hill recognize each other by a peculiar

26pattern or odor."
Ortega states that the most dissimilar men belong

ing to the same generation are more similar than, say, 
men of the same profession living in different generations, 
This is analogous to saying that the most dissimilar pair 
of tigers are more alike than any pair made up of a tiger, 
and, say, a monkey. "The reactionary and the revolution
ary of the nineteenth century are much nearer to one an
other than either is to any man of our own age. The fact

27is...the men of that generation belong to one species."
What Ortega is saying, then, when he says man has 

no nature but only a history is that man has not a nature, 
but a sequence of them (or many different sequences of
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them in the different parts of the world). Perhaps we 
should say a major sequence of epochal natures and a minor 
sequence of generational ones. It is an axiom for Ortega 
that man must know where he has been in order to know 
where he should go next, for history constitutes a series 
of experiments, a storehouse of knowledge for man to draw
on. The past is "man's authentic being...Man is what has

28happened to him, what he has done." Moreover, the past 
is all he has as he faces the future.

(p] aced with a future which is not in his hands, 
he finds that the only thing he has, that he 
possesses, is his past. Of this alone can he 
make use; this is the small ship in which he 
sets sail toward the unquiet future that lies 
ahead.29
When man fails to understand his past, he lives in 

a world of usages. These are behaviors which once had a 
living function but which are now simply dead relics. We 
observe them, but we do not know why. One of these is the 
salutation, or in our society, the handshake. The "ety
mology" of the handshake will be treated in Chapter Three 
as an example of the application of Ortega's method of 
historical reason.

Today man's technology is in danger of becoming a 
usage, something that man has but fails to understand,^® 
When properly understood, technology is an historical en
tity, Man develops a technology in order to achieve cer
tain goals (superfluous goals, remember,) which he has 
chosen. This technology is broader than mere gadgetry;
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Ortega often mentions the technology of the Orient: med
itation and other methods aimed at the goal of freeing the 
spirit. Western technology is mainly aimed at comfort, at 
making life less difficult, hut any use of technology is 
only a means to an end. If we fail to understand these 
ends, then technology hangs ahout our necks like an alba
tross.

Man, of course, can deny the transcendental impor
tance of his history. He can assert that each man is a 
first man, as each tiger is a first tiger, Ortega says it 
is typically Spanish to do this, and he calls this histor
ical attitude "Adaraism," It is an attitude to which ra
tionalism is prone. It is the attitude of tearing down a 
system and trying to replace it completely with an imag
ined better one, Ortega claims that the rationalist phi
losopher is always found "in the centre of the revolution
ary s t a g e . S u c h  revolutionary, anti-historical atti
tudes try to deny that man is basically historical; we 
cannot be but where we are, and can only go forward from
that point with what we have learned from our history.

Thus Ortega is convinced that the being of "my life" 
is an historical being. My life contains its ancestry, its
how-I-got-here, and the only way we can understand our
being is to study that ancestry. We will never know what 
we are or what we should become until we discover our past. 
If we agree that history has such transcendental importance.
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then we must find the best method for studying it,

Ortega tries to show that the usual methods of sci
ence are not applicable to history. What is needed is a 
new tool; which he thinks he has discovered and which he 
calls "historical reason," In the next chapter we will 
examine his reasons for rejecting the traditional methods 
of science for the study of history, and we will examine 
his formulation of the method of historical reason, illus
trating how he uses it in analyzing the historical origins 
of the salutation.
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- CHAPTER III

HISTORICAL REASON

Ortega's concept of "historical reason" must be 
seen in two different but complementary lights. First, 
he contrasts historical reason, or "vital reason," with 
rationalism. Second, he considers historical reason as 
a method, and contrasts it with the method of physics, 

Ortega asserts that since the time of Galileo 
and Descartes, European man has lived in a faith in rea
son, (Ortega uses a variety of names for the type of 
reason which he is contrasting with historical reason, 
"Pure reason," 'physical reason," ^physio-mathematical 
reason," and "abstract reason" are the ones he uses most 
frequently.) This belief in physical reason has been 
the fundamental belief of European man, but it is col
lapsing, The belief in reason led to the flourishing of 
science, and that science which has served us so well is 
in danger, "Science is in danger,..this same science, 
once a living social faith, is now almost looked down 
upon by society in general,"^

The faith which western man placed in science is
exhausted, Man needs a new fundamental truth, "a new

2revelation," to replace the faith in science, or in phys* 
ical reason. Physical reason acquired its prestige and

34
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its position as a fundamental belief because of the great 
success of physics, culminating in the brilliant, compre
hensive synthesis of Newton. Men came to believe, as Des
cartes believed, that physical reason would open all doors 
of knowledge. "The world that surrounds man...is to become 
transparent, even to its farthest recesses, to the human

%mind. At last man is to know the truth about everything."^ 
This faith spawned by physics spilled over to biology, and 
the social sciences attempted to apply the methods of phys
ical reason to the study of man's life.

Why has the faith in physical reason failed? Sure
ly not because physics has failed, but rather because only 
physics among the sciences has succeeded. Physics has suc
ceeded so well that not only does it give us precise know
ledge about matter, it also has discovered its own founda
tion and clearly articulated its limits. This has been 
made possible by the supplanting of the Newtonian world by 
the world of Einstein. We now know that "Einstein's phys
ics may give way to another, the quantum theory be followed 
by other theories, the electron conception of the structure 
of matter by other conceptions.

Physics has shown itself not to be a revelation of 
reality, but rather a human construction which has conse
quences which agree with certain phenomena and which has 
great practical utility. The knowledge of physics is al
ways symbolic and imagined; it is doxa, never epistSme.
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So the hope of Descartes that physical reason would reveal 
reality to us turns out to be just that: a hope.

What Ortega thinks has been supplanted is the "ter- 
rorism of the laboratories," Until our century, the "ex
perimental method" was not only seen as the way to all the 
truth, but also it was seen as the only way to truth. What 
has happened, and is still happening, is the retreating of 
each science into its own proper sphere. Without mention
ing his name, Ortega apparently thinks we are returning to 
a conception of the division of the sciences similar to 
that held by Aristotle, This means each science studies a 
portion of reality with a method dictated by the kind of 
being it studies, and that each science is autonomous from 
all the others. This is why Ortega is so fascinated by the 
attempt of the intuitionist philosophers of mathematics to 
free mathematics from logic,

fwje are now living through one of the greatest 
and most glorious battles of the intellect which 
has ever taken place; this with modern physics 
will, in the long parade of the years, render our 
day noble, I refer to the attempt made by Brouwer 
and Weyl to demonstrate the partial discrepancy 
between the consistency of numbers and that of 
concepts; therefore, the impossibility of a logi
cal or formalist mathematics, and the necessity 
of a mathematics which is faithful to the pecu
liarity of its object which they call ’intuition
ist', a mathematics which would not be logical, 
but strictly mathematical,6
The following quote shows that Ortega sees this as 

representing a trend among all the sciences.
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The sciences are now dominated hy a trend 

which is diametrically opposed to that obtain
ing toward the end of the nineteenth century.
At that time one science or another tried to 
rule the rest, to extend its own domestic meth
od over them, and the rest humbly tolerated 
this invasion. Now each science not only ac
cepts its native defects but repels every pre
tense that another can make laws for it, '
If this division of the sciences were to be accept

ed, then history, if it is a science, would automatically 
have its field of study and it would have to develop a 
method appropriate to its subject matter. But many sci
entists have stubbornly maintained that eventually man’s 
life will be explained completely by biology, or physics, 
or psychology. The key word here is "eventually," This 
putting off of solutions into a far future is a vice which 
Ortega calls "uchronianism," in analogy with Utopianism,
He relates an example from biology to make his point.

Many years ago I was reading a lecture of the 
physiologist Loeb on tropism, a concept by 
means of which it was thought possible to de
scribe and explain the law which regulates 
the elemental movements of infusoria.,,(Â] t 
the end of his lecture Loeb adds: ’the time
will come when what we call today the moral 
acts of man will be explained simply as tro- 
pisms,’ This piece of audacity shocked me 
extremely, for it opened my eyes to many other 
opinions of modern science which make, with 
less ostentation, the same mistake. So then,
I thought, such a concept as tropism, which is 
scarcely capable of penetrating the secret of 
phenomena so simple as the transference of in
fusoria, can be thought sufficient, in some 
vague future, to explain so mysterious and 
complex a thing as the ethical acts of man.
What sense can there be in this? Science has 
to solve its problems today, not put us off 
to the Greek kalends,®
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The importance of "uchronianism," or putting us 

off to the Greek kalends, in Ortega's thought cannot he 
overestimated. He says himself twenty years after the 
ahove passage was written, "Prom this idea of the Greek

Qkalends all my philosophical thought has emanated,"^ Of 
course he means opposition to the Greek kalends.

The problem with all uchronianisms is that man 
needs knowledge now. Physical reason seems only to work 
on problems about nature. These are, thinks Ortega, sec
ondary problems. Man needs to know what to do next. For 
this he needs to know on what he can rely and most of all, 
he needs knowledge of himself, which is to say, he needs 
to know his history. Thus history, not physics, should 
be the primary science.

We need a science of history, but Ortega is con
vinced that such a science must use completely different 
methods than those used in physics. When the methods of 
physical science are used to study man, they tell us noth
ing about man’s life. In regard to history, Ortega says 
"where great human changes are concerned science...has 
got nothing exact to say."^®

The reasons for the failure of physical reason to 
cope with the phenomenon of human life and how it changes 
have to do with the structure of physical reason itself. 
What physical reason or natural science does is to reveal 
the nature of the things it studies.As we saw in Chap-
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ter Two, stones, for instance, have such a nature. Now
"when naturalist reason studies man it seeks, in consis-

12tence with itself, to reveal his nature." But for Or
tega man has no nature— only a history. So this method 
of revealing a nature can never find man's life. It can 
study his body's chemical make-up, his animal needs, his 
psyche. But because man has no nature, "we know that all 
the marvels of the natural sciences...must always come to 
a full stop before the strange reality of human life."^^ 

So far, we have attributed to Ortega (or he has 
attributed to himself) a very old theory of science.
There is, however, a much more contemporary view of phys
ical science contained in his work.^^ In this view, Or
tega says that physical science is made of two parts:
(1) construction of an imagined world which has certain 
observable consequences and (2) careful observations to 
see if the derived "facts" agree with the observed facts. 
There is no inductivist thinking here, no notion that ob
servation precedes theory. Now conceived in this way, 
why is physical reason not modifiable so as to make con
structions, deductions, and tests using historical data? 
Why does the fact that man has no nature preclude such a 
procedure? Ortega does not answer these questions. In
stead, he attributes to physical reason additional qual
ities which do make it inappropriate as a tool for study
ing history. "Scientific truth is characterized by its
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15exactness and the certainty of its predictions." His

torical predictions can never have this exact, certain 
character, because man is free and spontaneous. We are 
never sure just exactly what he will do next. This ^  
his spontaneity. "The expression most fragrant with the 
scent of life...is to my mind the word 'incitement.’ It 
has no meaning except in the disciplines of life."^^ I do 
not mean to suggest that man's freedom consists in our ig
norance of what he may do next. Man's freedom consists in 
his ability to be in a state in which he has not decided 
what he is going to do. Not only do those observing him 
not know what he will do, it is impossible to know; it
simply has not been decided yet. The situation is truly 

17indeterminant.
If we grant, for any or all the reasons that Or

tega has proposed, that the methods of physical science 
are not applicable to history, and that history is both 
possible and necessary as a science, what sort of method 
must be developed for its study? Or, perhaps the Hegelian
"sciences of the spirit" have already developed such a

18method. Emphatically they have not, thinks Ortega. The 
task of developing a "historical reason" is still to be 
accomplished, though Ortega believes he has at least begun 
the task.

. What must be done is to vitalize reason, to make 
it historical. We must not impose a structure on history.
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but, on the contrary, find within history "its original,

IQautochthonous reason." The purpose in understanding 
history is two-fold: we want an accurate revivifying, a
making-present of where we have been, and an ability to 
prophesy where we are going.

Physical reason succeeds if it gives us the mechan
ical causes of an event or discloses the essence or nature 
of a thing. Historical reason succeeds in explaining the 
being of a man or of a society if it narrates accurately 
what that man or that society has been.

Alongside pure physio-mathematical reason there 
is, then, a narrative reason. To comprehend 
anything human, be it personal or collective, 
one must tell its history. This man, this na
tion, does such a thing and is in such a manner 
because formerly he or it did that other thing 
and was in such another manner.20
Historical reason, then, is narration, at least 

initially. But this does not mean for Ortega that each 
man and each nation has its own "story" and that is all 
there is to it. If this were true, we would hardly be 
discussing any science of history. Although the history 
of any man or nation could be different from what it in 
fact is, there are structures in history common to all 
societies. History has rhythms and laws of development. 
Ortega's assertion about historical laws of development 
is one of the main reasons I label him a "historicist."
We will consider in some detail his analysis of a partic
ular phenomenon according to historical reason as narra
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tion» He calls such analyses "etymologies," and some
times suggests that this is all that historical reason
means. "'Etymology* is the concrete name for what is

21usually and abstractly called 'historical reason,'" We 
will examine this etymological historical reason with Or
tega's example of the salutation. Then we will examine 
two of Ortega's "laws of history"— the progression of the 
generations as it operates in historical crises, and the 
law of growth and decline of civilizations.

The past is always with us, either as living knowl
edge or as dead usage, A usage, for Ortega, is a behav
ior that once had a living function but which now is per
formed in a mechanical, perfunctory way. Such usages are 
with us all the time. One example is the handshake. We
do not shake hands because we really want to, but because

22it is what "one does," When historical reason confronts 
a dead usage like the handshake, its purpose is to dis
cover the lost living function which the handshake once 
had, to trace the etymology of handshaking.

In order to understand handshaking, Ortega urges 
us to proceed as follows:

ach one of us shall for the moment thorough
ly consider what happens to him, and only to 
him, when he executes a salutation,,.The thing 
is to avoid making hypotheses, suppositions, 
plausible as they may seem, and to devote our
selves to contemplating just what happens to us 
...when we execute a salutation, Only.this 
radical method can save us from error,
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Ortega then gives us the results of his reflections 

on his own handshaking. He finds three constructive ele
ments: first, "It comes to me from outside of myself;
second, "I.,.do not execute it of my own spontaneous 
will;"^^ and third, "I do not even understand i t . T h e  
handshaking seems clearly to he something outside myself. 
I do not think of it; I do not will it; and when I do it, 
I do not understand it.

Ortega thinks that the only way a man would per
form an action he did not will and did not understand,
would he under a compulsion. Who compels the action?

27"There is no douht ahout the answer. It is usage."
That is, society, for Ortega believes that society is "a

28gigantic architecture of usages." Usages are charac
terized hy the fact that they once were "inter-individual
and intelligible human actions, actions with a soul which

2Qwere then drained of meaning."  ̂ In order to recover
their meaning, to give them meaning for us, we must use
historical reason to do the following:

{Y)f we reconstruct the history of the act and 
look at the series of its earlier forms, we 
come to certain forms that had a complete and 
rational meaning for those who used them and 
have it even for us if, hy an effort of imag
ination, we transport ourselves into very an
cient human situations. Once we have found 
the earlier form that we can understand, all 
the subsequent forms, down to our residusd one, 
automatically acquire meaning for us.50
Ortega, then, uses his imagination and discovers

that the original act of salutation was a way of handling
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the very threatening situation of two men approaching

"51each other, Man "was once a wild beast," and the act 
of two men approaching each other "was until quite recent- 
ly a dangerous and difficult operation."^ To cope with 
this, the salutation was invented,

Ortega thinks that the less complicated a society 
is, that is the less usages it has developed, the more for
mal and complicated the salutation will be. He uses the 
example of the African Tuareg, whose salutation "began a 
hundred yards from his neighbor, was a most complicated 
ceremonial, and lasted half an hour,"  ̂ Our handshake is 
the dead remnant of this once important, living action. 
Ortega predicts that in England, which he considers the 
most advanced nation, the handshake will die out alto
gether.

This etymology of the handshake is clever, inven
tive, and perhaps even true. It is important to notice 
how Ortega developed his analysis. First, and we did not 
consider this, he examined and rejected a theory of the 
handshake developed by Herbert Spencer* Then he made a 
supposedly pure observation of his own act of handshaking, 
which showed him that the handshake was a usage, and which 
yielded its three essential qualities. Then he imagined 
the situation in which it was a rational, living kind of 
behavior, lastly, he found several examples of primitive 
tribes whose complicated salutation seemed to confirm



45
what his imagination suggested. This is, I think, a fair 
summary of how Ortega wishes to apply historical reason 
to the study of etymologies. The important point for us 
is that he feels he is not using the same method that the 
natural scientists use.

If "historical reason" meant no more than the sys
tematic analysis of usages, who could quarrel with it? 
Surely it is both interesting and important to understand 
why we do the socially given actions which all of us per
form. Although Ortega sometimes says he only means the 
study of etymologies when he uses the term historical rea
son, at other times he seems to mean a great deal more by 
it. Recall that Ortega wants the historian to prophesy, 
to tell us about the coming age. "History has room for 
prophecy. And more than this: the labor of history is
only scientific in proportion to the place that prophecy 
can occupy in i t . T h i s  does not mean that particular 
events are predictable, but that the character of a whole 
coming period is predictable. History is "subject to the 
operation of a law of development."^^ The present age 
always contains within it seeds of the age to come. How 
does historical reason find these seeds and then forecast 
the future?

Ortega believes that in any given era, there is a 
select minority in a society that is ahead of its time.
It is always the mission of this minority to lead the
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•ZCmasses in both action and thought. He thinks we can

find clues to the future if we look at what the members
of the elect minority are thinking.

It is in the realm of pure thought, therefore 
that the earliest faint signs of the coming 
age can be traced....The science of today is 
the magic vessel into which we have to look 
to obtain a glimmering of the future... On what 
men are beginning to think today depends how 
they will live in the market-places tomorrow.^

This is why Ortega thinks the work of Einstein has such
momentous significance. (His own theory of perspectivism
was heavily influenced by it.)

A cataclysmic revolution in thought suggests a
subsequent cataclysmic change in human life. But this
does not mean that what we look for is an isolated genius
to revolutionalize thought, Ortega firmly believes that
only generations of thinkers make changes, not individual
thinkers. If the times are not right, the thinker's work
will be ignored. The world was ready for Copernicus; it
was not ready for Aristarchus.^®

Ortega wants to make the generation a rigorous
tool of historical analysis. Since we are living in a
crisis period, the end of the modern world, he urges us
to return with him to the last great crisis of western
man, the one "solved" by Galileo and Descartes, and see
how the method of generations applies to it.

First we must observe that Ortega fixes the length
of a generation at fifteen years. He arrives at this pre-
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Oise number in the following way, Man's life is divided 
into three main parts: youth, or the period of assimila
tion of culture; maturity, or the period of domination; 
and old age. Youth is the time from birth to age thirty; 
maturity from thirty to sixty; and old age the period af
ter sixty. He describes the first two periods (the only
really important ones for his theory) as follows:

In the first period man acquaints himself with
the world into which he has fallen,..this is
childhood and all that part of bodily youth 
which reaches to the thirties. At this age, 
man begins to react on his own account against 
the world he has found; he invents new ideas 
about the world's problems— science, technolo
gy, religion, politics, industry, art, social 
customs. He himself, and others, make propa
ganda out of all that innovation, just as, 
vice versa, they integrate their creations with 
those of their coevals who, like them,, are 
obliged to react against the world they found.
And thus, one fine day, they find themselves 
with their world made over; the world which is 
their work has become the world in force,,,,
Man upholds a world which he has produced, he 
directs it, governs it, defends it. He defends 
it because some new men of thirty begin in 
their turn to react against this new rulingorder.59
The men from thirty to sixty are the ones who make 

history. "The boy and the old man hardly intervene in 
history; the former not yet, the latter no longer,

t any given moment historic reality is composed of the 
lives of men between thirty and s i x t y , B u t  these men 
do not constitute a generation. They make up precisely 
two generations of equal length. In art, politics, sci
ence, etc,, a man develops and fights for his ideas from
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thirty to forty-five, and enjoys seeing them become dom
inant while he is between forty-five and sixty. Thus Or
tega is led to say that a generation is fifteen years 
long and that life is divided into five, not three stages,

[kjan's life is divided into five stages of 
about fifteen years each— childhood, youth, 
initiation, dominance, and old age. The truly 
historic stage is found in the two mature ages 
--initiation and dominance. Hence I would say 
that an historic generation lives fifteen years 
of gestation and fifteen years of creation,42
If we accept this division and also Ortega's view 

that a generation is not a date but a zone of dates, and 
that generations do not blur into each other, but pro
gress like the distinct frames of a movie or notes of a 
melody, then how do we determine to which generation a 
particular person belongs? Normally, this is quite dif
ficult, but at one particular time, namely the time of 
the solution to a great epochal crisis, the generation 
dates can be fixed precisely. The procedure is as fol
lows, Each epoch is based on "certain principles of life 
which were defined for the first time at a certain 
date,"42 This was done by a particular generation, which 
is called the decisive generation. In order to isolate
just which generation this was, find "the figure who most

44clearly represents the character of the period," In 
the case of the birth of the modern or rational age, Or
tega thinks there is no doubt that that man is Descartes, 
The key date is the thirtieth year of that key figure's
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life. So for the modern age, the year is 1626. "That
will he the key date in Descartes' generation, a point
of departure from which others can he fixed on either side

4-5merely hy adding or subtracting groups of fifteen years." 
Thus 1611, 1596, 1581, etc., and 1641, 1656, 1671, etc., 
mark out for us the sequence of the generations.

Establishing precisely the sequence of generations 
up to our own day is what the science of history should 
he doing. In addition, the historian as prophet should he 
looking for the first generation which is no longer "mod
ern," which is completely comfortable in a post-modern 
thought pattern. When the historian discerns the charac
ter of this generation's thought, he will he able to give 
us the outlines of the next epoch of western man.

Another aspect of historical reason which I wish 
to consider is Ortega's contention that whole societies, 
not just the individuals within them, have a childhood, 
a period of maturity, and an old age. These represent 
three stages in the psyche of man: the traditional state,
the rationalist state and the mystical state. "These are 
— -the three distinct ways in which the mental apparatus 
of mankind pursues its function.

In the traditionalist epoch, "The individual in
variably adapts his reactions to a communal repertory 
which he has received hy transmission from a venerated 
past...the situation is identical, in this respect with
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that prevailing in the mind of the c h i l d . T h e  ratio
nalist state is governed hy belief in pure reason. Ortega 
argues at length that the faith in pure reason with its 
accompanying disdain for history leads to radicalism and 
revolution. The failure of both pure reason and revolu
tions leads to the mystical stage, which is the stage of 
decadence. "The post-revolutionary epochs, after a very 
fugitive hour of apparent splendor, settle into a time of

y# O
decadence." Then man turns to superstition, finds a new 
religion to rely on, and the cycle begins again with a new 
traditionalist age.

These examples of the generation in history and in
variable cycles of development should be sufficient to 
make it clear that Ortega believes in laws of history. 
Although he is not a determinist, he believes in grand 
historical trends and epochs. It is this kind of logic 
of history, this non-particular, non-etymological compo
nent in his concept of historical reason which will be 
criticized later in this dissertation.
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CHAPTER IV 

SOME CONTRADICTIONS IN ORTEGA'S SYSTEM

In this chapter I want to consider several incon
sistencies in Ortega's philosophy. Some of these are with
in his philosophy of history, while others involve some
thing he asserts about history and a contradictory asser
tion from another part of his overall philosophy. It is 
always a somewhat risky business, this accusing a philos
opher of contradicting himself. The possibility always 
exists that the accuser has misunderstood the philosopher. 
Ortega often accuses his readers of misunderstanding him. 
However, I agree with Felix Alluntis, who writes:

One of the favorite arguments of those de
voted to Ortega against those who criticize 
his ideas is that he has not been understood 
...Nevertheless, I warn the reader that Ortega 
is understood easily; if there are in his 
works concepts which are unintelligible, it is 
easy to understand that they are unintelligi
ble. This conclusion is not based upon any 
extrinsic reason, like that which denies philo
sophical depth to Ortega’s books because they 
are translated by women, but rather upon the 
reading of the books themselves: Ortega's
ideas are not excessively deep; besides, he is 
a master of clear and artistic expression.1
The first inconsistency to be considered concerns 

the simultaneous necessity and impossibility of under
standing all of history. Many times Ortega tells us that 
we can only understand an age if we know all the preceding

55



56

ages. "One age cannot be understood if all the others
pare not understood,” istory cannot be recounted ex

cepting in its entirety."^ ”|î] othing can be truly clear 
in history until everything is clear...

He asserts that this task of recounting all of his
tory can be done by using historical reason correctly.
"The historian has all the data in his hands, all the de
tails of the integrating process out of which he is going

cto derive history from its beginning to its end.” This, 
of course, does not mean that the complete reconstruction 
of the past is easy, but rather that it exists in "hiero
glyphic" form in artifacts, documents and dead usages, 
each of which must be "deciphered" and given again its 
living meaning.

This notion that we must know everything in history 
before we know anything dooms history to failure, and it 
is one of Ortega’s own doctrines which does the damage, 
for the perspectivist theory insures that any era will be 
utterly blind to certain truths. Recall from Chapter One, 
that each age has its "net" by which it admits some truths 
and utterly misses all the rest. Thus some previous eras 
will be transparent to us and the others will be opaque. 
All we can get is a view of history, not history itself. 
Following Ortega’s own logic: if nothing is clear in his
tory until everything is, and if at least some things in 
history are unclear because they are unknown, then nothing
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in history is ever clear. Perhaps Ortega would accept 
this conclusion and thus avoid the contradiction, but if 
so, his grandiose plans for a science of history would 
certainly be in a difficult way. He could, of course, 
argue that it will take a long time, many generations, to 
build up our understanding of the whole past, but then it 
would be Ortega, and not science, putting us off to the 
Greek kalends. Surely he could not take this way out.

As to the alleged fact that the historian has in 
his hands all the data to construct our entire past, this 
again is contradicted by Ortega's own writings. Much of 
our history is preserved in vestigial form in our usages. 
But usages die out, and up to now, historians have not 
followed Ortega's principles and therefore have not kept 
catalogues of past usages which exist no longer. Could 
we really ever discover, for instance, all the usages and 
thus all the history of, say, the Sumerians? Clearly we 
could not. And we must find them if we are to know all 
our history, for the Sumerians, the Greeks, the Jews, etc,, 
all form important, although perhaps unknowable, parts of 
our past.

The basic problem with Ortega's optimism about the 
past is that the past gets lost, although he could be say
ing that our past consists only of those events whose ves
tiges remain with us in the present. But this seems im
probable, because part of how we got to our present state
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involves events whose history is lost. I think, rather, 
that Ortega is making another questionable analogy between 
history and biological evolution. In a sense, any animal 
carries within itself its entire evolutionary heritage.
This is made particularly graphic in the various stages of 
the human foetus, wherein the major stages of human evolu
tion appear to be repeated. Man's history simply is not 
like that. Vital records, stories, descriptions, get lost 
in wars, in fires, in floods, and in other catastrophes.
It is one thing to plead for a basic human right to con
tinuity, a right to learn from one's history, as Ortega 
does— and should— plead. It is quite another to say the 
past cannot be destroyed, that it will always survive.
This is deriving is from ought. The past should be with 
us as a guide to the future. It is, indeed, a precious 
storehouse of experiments in human living. But men forget, 
records are lost, and lessons are often ignored. We can
not, no matter what geniuses of imagination we may be, 
ever recover, for instance, the eighty-two lost plays of 
Sophocles. They are gone, and gone forever.

The second inconsistency concerns the alleged in
appropriateness of the methods of physical science for the 
study of history. We have seen how Ortega thinks the ex
act and mathematical methods of the physical sciences can
not work in history because history is about man's life, 
which is always free and spontaneous. Ortega emphatically
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states that "historical material has basically nothing 
to do with mathematics."^ And yet, the fundamental con
cept of his philosophy of history, the concept of the 
generation, involves an exact mathematical progression of 
stages, each lasting precisely fifteen years.

In Chapter Three it was pointed out how Ortega 
picked the date 1626 as the one for determining genera
tions in the modern period. Then the nearby generations 
were "discovered" by merely adding or subtracting multi
ples of fifteen. This seems to me to be in blatant con
tradiction to such statements as "it is not by putting 
our trust in strict mathematical chronology that we can

7fix ages," or that mathematics has "laid waste the spir
it of life."® This sequence of precise fifteen-year gen
erations does not constitute a discovery of history's "own 
autochthonous reason." It is, instead, an arbitrary impo
sition of a mathematical formula on the historical pro
cess. The precision of Ortega's historical sequence of 
generations is not, as he admits, the precision of physi
cal science. But neither is it the precision of some new 
historical science. It is rather the pseudo-precision of

Qa pseudo-science like astrology.^
An inconsistency closely related to the previous 

one involves the use of the generation concept to relate 
men living in different countries. For instance, Ortega 
determines that Descartes and Hobbes are one generation
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apart, and the fact that Hobbes is eight years older sug
gests this (eight being more than one-half of a generation). 
It is, to be sure, not the mathematics that determines this; 
it is rather a comparison of the respective thoughts of the 
two men. But Descartes was a Frenchman and Hobbes an En
glishman, and Ortega states that continental Europe has 
"since the time of Alcuin...been about fifty years behind 
the English.This would suggest that Hobbes should have 
been way ahead of Descartes and that the rationalist era 
should have started in England. Another historical pair, 
Parmenides and Heraclitus, are alleged by Ortega to be of
the same generation.He states that they were both born 

1?about 520 B. C. Many scholars think this is false, that 
Heraclitus was about twenty-five years older than Parmeni
des.^^ Whatever the truth about their births may be, they 
lived and worked in different parts of the world, Heracli
tus in Ionia, and Parmenides in southern Italy. Surely the 
identical generational sequences would not be operative at 
such distances in a time of such poor communication. Also, 
Ortega shifts his ground in this case when he asserts that 
"a discussion on the chronological relationships between 
the lives of both is not relevant here. What is crucial 
for us— and striking— is that the works of both were simul
taneous and occurred about 475."^^

Whether his dates are right on this is also not 
clear. What matters to us is that he seems to be opening
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the way for m e n  to shift generations. Now, it seems, it 
is not when you were born, but when you were published 
that determines to what generation you belong. My main 
point here, however, is the lack of clarity about genera
tional sequences in different countries. Ortega is not 
decisive about this at all, sometimes saying each nation 
has its own unique sequence, other times implying that 
within Europe, for instance, all the nations go through 
the same cycle but with some ahead of others.

The fourth inconsistency involves the possibility
of historical prophecies, Ortega states that history is
scientific only if it can prophesy and that historical
prophecy is possible.

It is false to say that history cannot be fore
told. Numberless times this has been done...
The idea that the historian is on the reverse 
side of a prophet sums up the whole philosophy 
of history.15
He further asserts that the present age of crisis 

and revolt of the masses was predicted by Hegel and Nietz
sche,^^ Moreover, he is convinced that "man is able to
predict more and more of the future, and,,,has also at-

17tained greater possession of his past," I doubt that 
anyone would dispute that, especially with recent archae
ological discoveries, we do in fact know more of the past. 
And Ortega often argues that our knowledge of the past 
narrows our future, making successful predictions more 
probable. "When historical thought matures the capacity
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18to forecast augments with it.*' The reason for this is 

that when man understands his past, he avoids repeating 
the errors already lived through, "The experiments al
ready made with life narrow man's future. If we do not 
know what he is going to he, we know what he is not going 
to he.

On the other hand, he asserts that in our era, 
there has heen a great increase in possibilities for man's 
future,

[p]ur life as a programme of possibilities is 
magnificent, exuberant, superior to all others 
known to history. But by the very fact that 
its scope is greater, it has overflowed all 
the channels, principles, norms, ideals handed 
down by tradition. It is more problematical.
It can find no direction from the past,20

So while the past narrows our future in the sense of tell
ing us what to avoid, there is a more than offsetting in
crease in possibilities, mainly due to the explosion of 
technology, which, on balance, would seem to make success
ful prophecy much less likely, rather than more likely.

The great increase in scientific knowledge also 
negates Ortega's own view of such knowledge as the "magic 
vessel" by which we can predict the future. He feels that
scientific knowledge is now so specialized that each sci

onentist is now a "learned ignoramus." This vast increase 
in specialization makes it much more difficult for anyone, 
expecially the non-scientist historian, to understand what 
is going on in science. Yet the historian must do this if
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he is to predict the future* So, for several reasons, it
seems that Ortega asserts that prophecy is now both more

22and less probable.
Closely related to the problem of prophecy is an 

inconsistency concerning the roles of freedom and destiny 
in Ortega's philosophy. Throughout his work, he asserts 
that man is free. This freedom is limited, however, not 
absolute. Man must always choose among a given set of pos
sibilities arising out of the past, which imposes several 
possible futures, or trajectories, among which we must 
choose, "gjmong these possibilities I must choose. Hence, 
I am free."^^ Thus, although the past limits our future, 
it does not determine it. This given set of possibilities 
is our destiny, it is the "trap" into which we have been 
thrown. But "this trap does not strangle us, but leaves 
to life a margin of decision and always permits us, out of 
the imposed situation, to achieve an elegant solution and 
to forge for ourselves a beautiful life."^^ This is human 
spontaneity and creativity, which Ortega so often lauds 
and defends. Yet he is misleading us, for elsewhere he 
says that this feeling that the future can be many differ
ent things is really based on an illusion. We are free, 
it is true, but our only freedom is the freedom to choose 
between success and failure. Ortega believes that for 
each individual and for each generation there is only one 
correct choice, which is the authentic mission or vocation
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of that man or that generation.

Those diverse projects or programs of life 
which our fancy elaborates, and among which 
our will...can freely choose, are not present
ed to us looking all alike; a strange voice 
emerging from some intimate and secret depths 
of our own calls on us to choose one of these 
and to bar the others...{a] mong his various 
possible beings each man always finds one 
which is his genuine and authentic being. The 
voice which calls him to that authentic being 
is what we call 'vocation'... [t] he only man 
who lives his own self, who truly lives, is 
the man who lives his vocation, whose life is 
in agreement with his own true self.25

This does not apply only to individuals, for "each gener-
26ation has its special vocation, its historical mission."

The result of this doctrine of mission, or true self, is
that although our life is not determined, it ought to be.
Thus our freedom reduces to the freedom to be a.failure.
And, indeed, Ortega accepts this.

[Gjenerations, like individuals, sometimes fail 
in their vocation and leave their mission un
achieved. . .it is obvious that such a dereliction 
of historical duty cannot go unpunished. The 
guilty generation drags out its existence in 
perpetual division against itself, its essential 
life shattered.^'
When Ortega is arguing this way, that the past im

poses only one true trajectory, we can see how he can be
lieve in historical prophecy. For all one would need to 
do is determine what the true trajectory was and what the 
consequences of ignoring it would be, and then the possi
bilities for the future would be reduced to two.

As we carry within ourselves a 'vocation' which 
is in great part common to all of us, which cor-
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responds to the fact of our being contempo
raries, we would only have to know how to lis
ten to its voice and not alter it in order to 
be able to prophesy what the general lines of 
the future are going to be,28
The notion of "mission" may not formally contra

dict the notion of multiple possible futures, but at least 
Ortega is severely misleading his readers when he says the 
past does not determine the future and that we are forced 
to choose our future from among many possible ones. Cre
ative spontaneity and the existence of only one best choice

pQare incompatible concepts,
I do not wish to make too much of these internal in

consistencies in Ortega's philosophy of history. The crit
icisms which will be offered in Chapters Six and Seven 
would still have force, even if the inconsistenciaa could 
be resolved. And, indeed, some of them may be only appar
ent, Por instance, perhaps Ortega feels that history is 
never lost, that it is stored in something like Jung's col
lective unconscious. Then deep reflection might disclose 
any desired aspect of the shared racial memory. But if Or
tega believes this, he has never, to my knowledge, said sc. 
Perhaps, also, he does not mean to be exact and mathemati
cal when he fixes the length of a generation at fifteen 
yeeirs. I can only evaluate what he says and hope I under
stand what he means.

Having presented Ortega's overall philosophy of his
tory and having pointed out some of its internal problems.



66
I wish to criticize his notion of historical reason from 
a methodological point of view. The type of criticism I 
will make is "based on the writings of Karl R. Popper, and 
I think it important to make a slight detour at this point 
and look at how Popper develops his arguments against his- 
toricism. This will be done in the next chapter. Then in 
Chapter Six, the machinery will be used on Ortega's partic
ular brand of historicism.
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CHAPTER V

K. R. POPPER'S CRITIQUE OP HISTORICISM

K. R. Popper, like Ortega, attributes great philo
sophical significance to the work of Einstein. Unlike Or
tega, however, he does not find this importance in the 
content of Einstein's theories, but rather in the fact 
that they overthrew and superseded the work of Newton. 
Einstein "taught us that Newton's theory may well be mis
taken in spite of its overwhelming success."^

The lesson we should learn from this is that no 
theory, no matter how subjectively certain we are of its 
truth, is secure. All our knowledge "is guesswork, opin- 
ion— doxa rather than epistémé." This conviction (and 
Popper is well aware that it too is an opinion) is sug
gested by three great revolutions of late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century thought; the reform of Aristote
lian logic carried out by George Boole and others, the in
vention of alternate geometries by Lobachevsky and Riemann, 
as well as the overthrow of Newton by Einstein. Popper is 
convinced that had these events occurred before Kant wrote 
his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant would have formulated 
his problem and the solution he gave to it quite different
ly. Popper's own thought on scientific methodology can be 
seen as such a reformulation.

70
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The crucial point in this reformulation is the 

fact that we no longer have to assume that we possess any 
absolutely certain, final, scientific theories. Popper 
therefore modifies Kant's assertion that "our intellect 
does not draw its laws from nature,..but imposes them up
on nature"^ with the more modest "Our intellect does not 
draw its laws from nature, but tries— with varying degrees 
of success— to impose upon nature laws which it freely in
vents.Popper, with Kant, fully accepts Hume's criti
cism of induction. He agrees that there is no inductive 
logic that allows us to derive natural laws from experi
ence. But, unlike Kant, he feels no necessity to show how 
we are nevertheless in possession of any such certain nat
ural laws. We possess what might be called laws of nature, 
but it is we who invented them and we can never be sure 
that they are true, no matter how many experimental tests 
they may pass.

This state of affairs might be construed as reducing 
science to a set of myths and placing it on the same level 
as metaphysics. This is, however, not the case. It is 
true that scientific theories are myths, and that metaphys
ical theories are also. But Popper thinks there is a clear 
distinction between the two types of theories. Scientific 
theories have testable consequences; metaphysical theories 
have no such consequences.  ̂ if a theory has testable con
sequences, it runs the risk of being falsified. When a
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theory has teen falsified, we know we must find a better 
one to replace it. Thus, with scientific theories, al
though we have no criterion of truth, we do have a crite
rion of progress. The currently accepted theories have 
passed all the tests their discarded predecessors had 
failed.

This theory of scientific method is called by Pop
per the method of conjectures and refutations. It solves 
at least two very important problems. First, it solves 
the problem of induction by saying it is not important 
where we get our theories from, only how we test them.
And it solves the problem of distinguishing scientific 
theories from metaphysical theories by allowing any test
able theory scientific status and denying such status to 
any untestable theory.^ The first of these points is very 
important for our purposes. It can be reformulated as 
saying that there is no scientific method of discovering 
truth. The scientific method consists of criticizing, 
testing and attempting to falsify theories which are put 
forward; the origins of such theories are of no scientif
ic interest.

Popper goes further than this. He asserts that 
this method of conjectures and refutations, or of trial 
and error, is the only one for approaching nearer to the 
truth. There are no fool-proof methods of intuition, no 
secret formulas for finding truths. This does not mean
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that one cannot use meditation or any other subjective 
method in order to formulate new conjectures. It means 
that knowledge is never self-validating, never comes with 
a pedigree. No matter how certain we are that we have 
"discovered" a truth, criticisms by others may show us

7that we are mistaken.
This epistemological position has, it seems to me, 

much to recommend it. It makes no extravagant claims.
It says only that men are capable of detecting mistakes 
and learning from mistakes through mutual discussion and 
criticism. It "solves" the problem of induction by say
ing that we cannot ever establish with certainty the truth 
of a universal statement. This does not involve despair, 
as we can often discover that a universal is false by de
tecting a false particular consequence of the universal. 
This allows for the possibility of progress toward truth 
without the assurance that we will ever find any "final" 
truths. In order to accept this position, one must be
lieve that men are able to agree about the truth or fal
sity of at least some particular statements, and that 
they can agree on enough logic to accept a modus tollens 
argument. This epistemology also is less authoritarian 
than others, as it accords no "special place" to any meth
od of finding truth, but encourages all to search for 
truth in any manner they choose, provided only that they 
submit their alleged truths to test and discussion by all
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who wish to participate.

Popper's position also replaces the question "what 
do we know?" with the question "how do we learn?" and he 
answers that second question in a simple and unified way. 
Whether we are trying to learn how to play tennis or try
ing to do mathematical physics, we learn by trial-and- 
error, by making attempts and then making adjustments when 
our attempts fail. This unified epistemology gives no 
preference to science over philosophy, but it does give 
preference to positions which are open to refutation, over 
positions which are rigid and dogmatic. Popper's view is 
to me much more acceptable than epistemologies which claim 
to have a "pipe-line" to truth, some "infallible" method 
for "uncovering" reality, like Ortega's "radical method." 
Popper's epistemological position is, of course, important 
to everything else he says, including his arguments against 
historicism.

In developing Popper's arguments against histori
cism, it is appropriate to begin with his definition of 
historicism,

I mean by 'historicism' an approach to the so
cial sciences which assumes that historical pre
diction is their principal aim, and which assumes 
that this aim is attainable by discovering the 
'rhythms' or the 'patterns', the 'laws' or the g 
'trends' that underlie the evolution of history.
His criticism of this doctrine takes three distinct 

forms. First, he feels he has a logical refutation of the 
possibility of successfully predicting the future. Second,
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he argues against historicism as a doctrine whose wide
spread acceptance has led to enormous human suffering.
Third; he argues that historicism constitutes a poor meth- . 
od, one which is based on gross misunderstandings of the 
methods of physical science and which produces meager re
sults .

The logical argument against historicism proceeds 
as follows.9 The course of human history is strongly in
fluenced by the growth of human knowledge. The future 
growth of human knowledge cannot possibly be predicted by 
rational or scientific methods, for "if there is such a 
thing as growing human knowledge, then we cannot antici
pate today what we shall only know tomorrow. There
fore, there can be scientific prediction of the future in
sofar as that future depends on the growth of knowledge. 
Popper concludes that "we must reject the possibility of a 
theoretical history; that is to say, of a historical social 
science that would correspond to theoretical physics.
I think that this argument is suggestive, but it is surely 
not conclusive. Popper recognized that the premise about 
predicting future knowledge required a separate proof if 
the argument were to avoid circularity. He promised to 
give such a proof in a book to be called Postscript: after
Twenty Years, which was to be a sequel to his Logic of Sci
entific Discovery. This sequel, however, has never appear
ed. This leaves the argument inconclusive. I have included
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it for the sake of completeness. Now I will take up Pop
per's two other lines of attack on historicism, lines 
which I find much more effective.

The argument that belief in historicism is harmful 
is presented in Popper's two volume work The Open Society 
and its Enemies. His view is that if we believe that our 
future is not in our hands, then we will give up as a use
less effort the fight for the kind of society we want. If 
we become convinced that totalitarianism, for instance, is 
inevitable, then we will give up the fight against it.
Also, belief in historicism tends to divide men into leaders 
and led, into an elite that knows what is to come and the 
masses who should be led by the wise. Popper sees this au
thoritarian element as a dominant theme in the thought of 
Heraclitus, Plato, Aristotle, Hegel and many moderns. He 
calls this element "oracular philosophy." It is easily 
used as an excuse for tyranny and has been a major element 
in Communist and Fascist oppression in our own century.

If, however, the historicists are right, then does 
not Popper's defense of democracy and his insistence that 
we are the makers of our fate lose all force? If the his
toricists really ̂  know "the clue to history," is it not 
ridiculous for us to oppose them? Popper agrees that it 
would be absurd; so he attacks historicism on its merits 
and shows that it is a poor method, a method unable to 
make good its claims. It is this part of his criticism
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which will he developed in order to show the poverty of 
Ortega's historicism. The particular historicist doctrines 
which will he treated are methodological essentialism, ho
lism, the alleged inapplicability of mathematical methods 
to social science, historical prophecy and the alleged ex
istence of laws of historical development and cycles.

The doctrine of methodological essentialism holds
that the goal of science is to lay hare the essences behind
the appearances with which it deals. Thus a methodological
essentialist in physics would hold that physics should give
us the essential meanings of gravity, electricity, etc.
Methodological nominalists insist that the scientist should
describe behavior, not reveal essences. In the physical
sciences, it is rather clear that the nominalists have won
the day. "Physics does not inquire, for instance, into the
essence of atoms or of light, but it uses these terms with
great freedom to explain and describe certain physical ob-

12servations...So it is with biology." In the social sci
ences and in history, essentialism still seems to hold 
sway. Popper thinks it is no accident that the sciences 
which are nominalistic are the advanced sciences and that 
the most backward sciences are still using essentialist 
methods.

[r]he degree to which the various sciences have 
been able to make any progress depended on the 
degree to which they have been able to get rid 
of this essentialist method. (This is why so 
much of our 'social science' still belongs to 
the middle age s . 3
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Those who favor the use of methodological essen

tialism in the social sciences can he divided into two 
camps. Some believe that essentialism should be the meth
od of all the sciences, often mistakenly thinking that it 
is used in the physical sciences. Others acknowledge that 
nominalism is appropriate in physical sciences but insist 
that essentialism is appropriate for the "human" sciences. 
We have pointed out that the method of essentialism has 
been abandoned in physical science, and so a demand to re
turn to it (where it proved fruitless) has little force. - 
The doctrine that the subject matter of social science, 
namely human life, dictates different methods from those 
which work in physics is a far more serious matter.

Those who argue for essentialist methods in social 
science, but not in physical science, often base their 
claim on the primacy of change in all things human. The 
basic terms in physics, for example, are not intrinsically 
historical. But entities such as class, state and society 
are in their very natures historical, changing entities, 
and we can only Tunderstand them if we study their history. 
"History, i. e., the description of change, and essence, 
i. e., that which remains unchanged during change, appear 
...as correlative concepts.Thus it is the historical 
character of the objects which we study in social science 
that allegedly dictates a historical method of study aimed 
at revealing the essences of these objects.
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Popper argues that the belief in these essences 

involves a version of Whitehead's fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness. "The state," for instance, is an abstract 
created model which men use in the analysis of certain 
social phenomena. Similarly abstract concepts are social 
classes, armies, political parties, intelligentsias, and 
many others. These are concepts which we invent, not con
crete objects that we find in the world. In thinking about 
any one of these abstract models, it is a common mistake 
"to feel that we see it, either within or behind the chang
ing observable events, as a kind of permanent ghost or es- 
sence." Since such essences simply do not exist, it can 
hardly be the task of social sciences to discover them.
The social scientist's models may be different from those 
of the physical scientist, but each works with freely cre
ated models and tests consequences of his creations against 
experience. Thus there is, or at least there can be, a 
basic unity of method among all the sciences,

I do not wish to be misunderstood here. There sure
ly are important differences between the respective subject 
matters of, say, physics and sociology, and these do sug
gest certain differences in the respective methods of 
study. For instance, one would probably not conduct a poll 
among a group of atoms. What I am saying is that nothing 
about the subject matter of history or social science dic
tates or even recommends the employment of the method of
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essentialism.

Another doctrine of historicism which Popper at
tacks is the idea that history and social science must 
deal with things as organic wholes, a doctrine Popper calls 
"holism." According to this view, social wholes are like 
biological organisms. A social whole cannot be properly 
understood if one considers only its constituent parts, or 
the individuals who make it up, in the case of a collec
tive. Social wholes are more than the sum of their parts, 
just as a melody is more than a group of isolated notes. 
There is, however, an important ambiguity in the way in 
which many historicists use the word "whole." Popper dis
tinguishes between the two following uses of the term.

(a) the totality of all the properties or as
pects of a thing, and especially of all the 
relations holding between its constituent parts, 
and (b) certain special properties or aspects of 
the thing in question, namely those which make 
it appear an organized structure rather than a 
mere heap.l^
Wholes in sense (b) can be described and studied 

systematically. We all acknowledge the clear difference 
between the unassembled parts in an amplifier kit and the 
assembled amplifier. Similarly, we see the differences 
between eight men and women and the same eight men and 
women forming a committee designed to perform a set of 
tasks. But wholes in sense (a) can neither be described 
nor discussed. For all description, all discussion is 
necessarily selective. The total description of any ob-



81
ject, situation, phenomenon, etc., is necessarily infinite
(and therefore nonexistent). "It may even he said that
wholes in sense (a) can never he the object of any activi-

17ty, scientific or otherwise." So while wholes in sense 
(a) cannot he discussed hy any methods whatsoever, wholes 
in sense (h) are studied routinely in all the sciences and 
so provide no hasis for the claim that the study of social 
wholes requires historicist methods.

Closely related to the idea of holism (hut indepen
dent of any confusion between wholes in senses (a) and (h)) 
is the notion that history and social science must use a 
method of intuitive understanding rather than any exact 
mathematical methods. The claim is that social wholes are 
qualitative in nature and resist treatment hy rigid exact 
methods. Popper counters this with the evidence that just 
such mathematical methods have been and are being success
fully applied to large-scale social phenomena. Consider, 
for instance, mathematical economics, and the remarkable 
success of polling in sociology, especially in predicting 
political elections. \üiile these successes are not as as
tonishing as those of mathematical physics, where is any 
corresponding or competing achievement involving the meth
od of intuitive understanding?

So far, we have examined some methodological dif
ferences between historicism and science. What of histor
icism' s main claim that it is both possible and desirable
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to have a theoretical social science which predicts the
future? Two claims often put forward hy historicists
will he considered. The first asserts that the ability
to predict the future is hased on the discernment of some
inexorable law of historical development, such as Hegel's
"progression in the consciousness of freedom" or Marx's
law of the progression of the class struggle. A variation
of this, also quite common, is the belief in historical
cycles, whose stages every society must pass through.

Nearly all historicists have held that it is "the
task of the social sciences to lay bare the law of evolu-

18tion of society in order to foretell its future," Pop
per characterizes this as the central doctrine of histor
icism, and he thinks that Darwin's theory of evolution and 
the successful long-term predictions of astronomy have
spurred contemporary interest in finding such a law of 

IQdevelopment.  ̂ Popper asserts that no such law can exist,
[rjhe search for the law of the 'invarying or
der' in evolution cannot possibly fall within 
the scope of scientific method, whether in bi
ology or in sociology. My reasons are very 
simple. The evolution on earth, or of human 
society, is a unique historical process,20

There is thus no other process available to us against 
which we can test any such law of evolution, Historicists 
may object that it is then irrational to believe in Dar
win's law of evolution. And, indeed, they would be right, 
for his hypothesis
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is not a universal law...It has, rather, the 
character of a particular...historical state
ment. It is of the same status as the histor
ical statement : 'Charles Darwin and Frances 
Galton had a common grandfather.'21
Even if historicists could find as good a hypoth

esis about social evolution as Darwin found for biologi
cal evolution, they should be discouraged from prophecy 
based on it, for biology claims no ability to predict fu
ture developments in the evolution of species. The more 
important point, however, is that any such alleged law of 
social evolution is incapable of being tested, at least 
in the present. Thus in Popper’s sense it would be a 
metaphysical statement and should not be part of any so
cial science.

Given a passage of time, historical prophecies are 
refutable. For instance, sufficient time has gone by for 
us to see that most of Marx's prophecies have turned out 
to be false. In addition, there is another problem with 
prophecies which involves the effect on the future which 
the very existence of the prophecy may have.

Popper calls this the "Oedipus effect" and thinks
some of Marx's prophecies were instrumental in changing
the very social conditions which might have made them 

22come true. In any case, the assertion that one has 
discovered a law which reveals the future cannot be a 
scientific statement in Popper's sense, for it cannot be 
tested in the present. It may be an interesting asser-
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tion, people may choose to believe it, or it may even be 
true, but it is not scientific.

Nevertheless, are we not justified in hoping that 
we can find such laws of succession? Should we not even
tually be able to predict revolutions the way we can pre
dict eclipses? The analogy between prophecy and astronomy 
is an old and beguiling one, but Popper points out that the 
kind of prediction we make in astronomy is scientifically 
very rare.

In general it is only by the use of artifi
cial experimental isolation that we can pre
dict physical events. (The solar system is an 
exceptional case— one of natural, not of arti
ficial isolation; once its isolation is destroy
ed by the intrusion of a foreign body of suffi
cient size, all our forecasts are liable to 
break down. ) We are very far from being- a-ble to
predict, even in physics, the precise result of
a concrete situation, such as a thunderstorm, or 
a fire.
One may, of course, spot a trend in a historical 

situation, like the growth of population, but trends are 
not laws, and those which have held for hundreds of years
may disappear overnight. When a thinker insists that we
all anticipate the future whenever we make a decision, 
he is right. We do make predictions based on assumptions, 
usually having to do with the continuing of certain trends. 
Such examples of planning ahead in no way show that we be
lieve that the future is unfolding according to some in
exorable law. Indeed, we often plan ahead precisely be
cause we do not believe in inexorable laws about our fu-
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ture.

An important argument against the uniqueness of 
the historical process is the argument that history is 
repetitive, and that each society goes through a certain 
life cycle as does each hi^an being. If this position is 
valid, then we need only study the life cycles of past 
societies in order to be able to predict our own future 
course. Many thinkers, including Plato, Machiavelli,
Vico, Hegel, Spengler and Toynbee (and of course Ortega) 
have held such a view. Even Popper has some sympathy 
with it, "I do not intend to deny,,,that history may some
times repeat itself in certain respects." 4̂

Popper picks Toynbee's theory of historical cycles 
as his example for criticism. He does so because of his 
belief that Toynbee has developed the most detailed and 
sophisticated (and therefore the most dangerous) version 
of the theory, Toynbee claims he developed his theory of 
cycles by examining twenty-one different civilizations. 
Prom what has been said above, this appeal to inductive 
methods carries little force. In addition. Popper feels 
that Toynbee "seems to overlook the fact that he classi
fies as civilizations only such entities as conform to his

25a priori belief in life cycles," The twenty-one "veri
fications" of his theory mean little if he has failed to 
look for social structures which refute it. There are 
literally thousands of social structures among which he
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might have found refutations of his view, for example, 
those of any of a number of Pueblo Indians of the Ameri
can Southwest.

The main point about all such prophecies is their 
irrefutability. In the case of the "cycles” type of 
prophecy, we do not know when the next stage in the trend 
is to happen and even exactly what it is to be. So the 
believer can always argue in the face of seeming refuta
tions that not enough time has passed, or that the present 
situation is simply a small retrograde motion away from 
the inevitable result which will sooner or later happen. 
Prophecy may indeed be possible, but scientific prophecy 
is not.

This concludes our brief look at Karl Popper's cri
tique of historicism. The treatment has been by no means 
exhaustive. I have tried to select those aspects of his 
criticism that apply to Ortega’s version of historicism.
In the next chapter, such an application will be attempted,
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CHAPTER VI 

POPPER’S CRITIQUE APPLIED TO ORTEGA

It should he abundantly clear from what has been 
said of Ortega's philosophy of history and of Popper's 
characterization of historicism that Ortega is a histor
icist, He has stated categorically that "the labour of 
history is only scientific in proportion to the place 
that prophecy can occupy in i t ; a n d  this emphasis, we 
have said, is for Popper the hallmark of historicism.
In addition, Ortega over and over insists that a "spe
cial" type of thinking is required for the understanding 
of history and for prophesying the future.

Popper has tried to show that the scientific meth
od, no matter what science is referred to, consists of 
trial and error, conjecture and refutation, Ortega, on 
the other hand, sees a host of different scientific meth
ods, Por him, the subject matter, the kind of being 
which is investigated, dictates the method of study. The 
contrast between a supposed "physical reason," applicable 
only to physics and an equally supposed "historical rea
son" applicable to the study of human life, is perhaps 
the strongest example of his belief in the disunity of 
science,

Ortega insists that physics is based on a special
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type of imagination which he calls physical reason, which 
is abstract, precise, and mathematical, V/hat is stressed
is an alleged method by which physicists find truth, not

2how they test it. In addition, Ortega's perspectivism
confines scientific truth to the truths appropriate to each
historical period. And this assertion allegedly applies
to physics as well as to all other fields.

Of what use would Einstein's truth have been 
to Galileo? Truth descends only on him who 
tries for it, who carries within himself, pre
formed, a mental space where the truth may 
eventually lodge.^

And if such truth does descend on a thinker, it must also 
lodge preformed in the society in which he lives. Por if 
it does not, he will "find himself preaching in the desert.

I submit that, at least in physics, this idea is pa
tently false. There is some basis for it ^  cosmology, but 
not in physics, and the two are often confused. Por in
stance, Aristarchus put forward the theory that the planets 
revolved around the sun rather than around the earth. He 
was right but he was rejected, not because the world was 
not ready for his idea, but because he was unable to show 
that his theory was better than the stationary earth the
ory. Had he found rotation phenomena, for instance, he 
might have had his theory taken more seriously. Since he 
was unable to refute the accepted theory, which quite sat
isfactorily explained the then-known phenomena, it remain
ed the accepted theory. It is perhaps true that non-sci-

„4
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entists "were not ready" to give up the earth-centered 
theory.

Another example is that of Archimedes. He got very 
close to inventing calculus. That he did not quite make 
it (although he may have and we simply do not know about 
it) does not show that the world was not ready for calcu
lus and would not he ready until Newton. Mathematics ad
vances on the basis of arguments it offers, and had Archi
medes developed the arguments of calculus, the Greeks would 
have understood them and accepted them.

This notion of truth having its time involves those 
who accept it in the common historicist vice of not dis
cussing arguments on their merits. If we claim we are ex
plaining a theory by showing its origin, by fitting it into 
the spirit of the age, or by relating it to the economic 
structure of the times, we can then ignore the question of 
whether the theory is true or not. Popper illustrates this

5vice with Toynbee's treatment of Marx. Toynbee shows the 
origin of Marx's ideas in his Jewish background, making 
analogies by which the workers are the chosen people and 
historical necessity plays the role of God. Popper hap
pens to find this analogy rather apt, ^  it is only an 
analogy.

But if it is intended as a serious analysis... 
of Marxism, then I must protest; Marx...wrote 
Capital, studied laissez-faire capitalism, and 
made serious and most important contributions 
to social science...Of Marx's theories and of
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the question whether they are true or false 
we do not hear a word.®
Perhaps Ortega would not "explain away" a theory

as utterly as Toynbee. But we know he confines truth to
periods and that he sees that

The fundamental task of history, if it wishes 
to be in all seriousness a science, must be 
to show how this philosophy, or that political 
system, could only have been discovered, de
veloped, and, in short, lived by a particular 
type of man who lived at a particular date.'
In any case, explaining theories instead of taking 

them on their merits removes the possibility of reconciling 
conflicting theories, and if the conflict is over an impor
tant enough issue, leaves only force to settle matters.

The "period" concept of truth can have very bad so
cial consequences. But, more important from my point of 
view, it is contradicted by the vastly different rates of 
growth of knowledge which prevail in the different sciences. 
The sciences which use the critical method, the method of 
refutations, advance rapidly. Sciences like economics and 
sociology begin to grow rapidly as they put forward test
able (often, though not always, mathematical) theories. 
These rates do not depend on any "spirits of the time"; 
they depend on whether the individual sciences cling to 
essentialist methods, or adopt the simple trial-and-error 
method that has worked so well in physics.

Turning to some of the particular historicist doc
trines which Ortega holds, we will begin with his belief
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that mathematics is completely inappropriate to the study 
of man’s being, his life. We have pointed out in Chapter 
Three how utterly opposed to the spirit of life mathematics 
is in Ortega’s view. Mathematical methods, however, are 
being successfully applied in social science despite their 
alleged inappropriateness. And Ortega himself has used a 
highly artificial mathematical construction in his treat
ment of generations. The use of mathematics in the study 
of human life is no more illicit than is its use in phys
ics, Methods of emplanation are freely invented— if they 
happen to use formulas, fine; if not, also fine. The ques
tion of whether or not a theory is mathematical has nothing 
to do with its scientific status,

Ortega’s view that the type of being under study 
dictates the methods appropriate to reveal that being is 
closely tied in with the fact that he is a methodological 
essentialist. Sometimes he espouses essentialism in phys
ics (a view that surely does not describe the methods used 
in physics), but at all times he favors essentialism in 
history and social science. The purpose of his main work 
on the social sciences, Man and People, is precisely to 
exhibit the essential natures of the social, of society, 
of the state, etc. He severely criticizes sociologists 
for not being essentialist, asserting that our task should 
be to "hold ourselves resolutely to defining what the so-

Qcial is, what society is," The book is filled with at
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tempts to discover what the state is, or what society is.
The example of the salutation has as its purpose revealing
what a usage is. And, Ortega is convinced that he has a
method for revealing essences which is error-free.

The thing is to avoid making hypotheses, sup
positions, plausible as they may seem, and to 
devote ourselves to contemplating just what 
happens to us is so far as it happens to us 
when we execute a salutation. Only this radi
cal method can save us from error.9
Unfortunately, nothing can save us from error, in

cluding the so-called radical method. We have to expect 
that, despite whatever precautions we take, we will make 
mistakes. The thing is not to avoid making mistakes but 
to learn from the mistakes we make. Not only is the 
"radical method" for revealing the essence of,- say, soci
ety, fallible, but also the whole essentialist goal is 
one which leads nowhere in science. The reason Ortega 
did not find much essence-revealing in the sociology he 
read is that such an approach has already been tried (as 
far back as the Greeks) and found wanting.

Ortega believes in "holism," as well as essential
ism, in social science and history. He attempts to dis
cuss wholes in the sense of concrete totalities, the type 
Popper has classed as type (a), and which he has shown to 
be undiscussible. A generation is such a whole. The en
tirety of a man’s life is also. The most grandiose such 
whole which Ortega wants to consider is history in its
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entirety. If we discuss a generation, or a man's life, 
or some aspect of history, our discussion is always se
lective and therefore any reasoning we do is abstract.
When we try to find the "meaning" of a man's life, we 
must always face the possibility that we are leaving out 
things which appear to us as irrelevant but which in fact 
are very important. Before Preud, it is unlikely that 
anyone discussing a man's political opinions would have 
considered his toilet training as relevant. There simply 
cannot be a "higher" type of concrete reasoning about to
talities, All reasoning is of necessity abstract.

Arising out of this confusion between concrete and 
abstract reason is Ortega's view that history has "its 
own autochthonous reason." History cannot have any kind 
of reason because history in its entirety simply does not 
exist. Ortega wants to assert that we can find the "mean
ing" of history by seeing all its facts as unified in hu
man life.

{a] human fact is never a pure matter of hap
pening and befalling— it is a function of an 
entire human life, individual or collective; 
it belongs to what one might call an organism 
of facts in which each one plays its own ac
tive and dynamic role.^^
Now this sounds very good. We do not want to look 

at facts in isolation; we want to find a structure within 
which they take on meaning. This is what we do in any 
scientific endeavor. There is a crucial difference, how-



96
ever, between such unifying theories in physics and in 
history. For such "general" theories ^  history are sub
ject to the following severe limitation,

[l]n history.. .the facts at our disposal are 
often severely limited and cannot be repeated 
or implemented at our will. And they have 
been collected in accordance with a precon
ceived point of view; the so-called 'sources’ 
of history only record such facts as appeared 
sufficiently interesting to record, so that 
the sources will, as a rule, contain only 
facts that fit in with a preconceived theory.
And since no further facts are available, it 
will not, as a rule, be possible to test that 
or any subsequent theory...we can rarely ob
tain new data able to serve as do crucial ex
periments in physics.
In physics, we can usually invent some crucial ex

periments which can tell us which of two competing theo-
12ries is superior, and these are needed quite often.

"Even in the field of physics...new crucial experiments 
are needed again and again because the old ones are all

15in keeping with two competing and incompatible theories," 
This situation makes it highly implausible that in his
tory, with its much more meager set of facts, "any defi
nite set of historical records can ever interpreted in 
one way only.

It is extremely improbable, then, that Ortega can 
discover history's "own autochthonous reason" or, if he 
happened to, that he could ever show that his interpreta
tion of history's meaning was any better than a dozen 
other competing interpretations. Once a point of view is



97
taken up, one can, of course, write an interesting and 
informative history. One can find trends and develop
ments that others, using different points of view, have 
missed. But trends are not laws, and it is nothing hut
a misleading exaggeration to call one or another trend

15history's "own autochthonous reason."
Nevertheless, it is clear that Ortega, like most 

historicists, believes in a historical law of development 
by which we can understand the past and predict the future. 
Ifhen we examine particular histories, like, say, the his
tory of painting, we usually can order things in a coher
ent way. Ortega often says that historical developments 
unfold with a kind of psychological necessity; they make 
sense as a whole, like the events in an individual's life 
which can be seen to flow out of his character. Although 
this is quite reasonable, it has nothing to do with pre
dicting the future. Consider the type of internal coher
ence that a symphony has, for instance. Notes seem to 
flow out of each other with a kind of necessity. But that 
is only after we have heard it. If such coherence implied 
some kind of inevitable progression, then we would only 
need to hear, say the first ten notes (or five? or fif
teen?) of a new symphony and then we could derive the rest. 
Composers could simply begin great musical works, write 
"etc." on the page, and have them completed by assistants. 
History, like music, may make sense after it happens.
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This does not at all imply that either is predictable.

In addition to believing that history contains an 
internal law of development, it is clear that Ortega be
lieves in historical cycles. In particular, he holds the 
view that history repeats itself in analogy with the child
hood, maturity, and old age cycle of individual human life. 
In discussing such cycles, Ortega usually limits himself 
to the examples of Greece, Rome and Europe. As an example 
of an invariable cyclic phenomenon, he attempts to show 
that a period of rationalism always precedes a revolution
ary period. He may have found three confirmations for 
this alleged "cyclic law" in Greece, Rome and Europe 
(really, France); but for this sequence of rationalism- 
revolution to constitute some kind of law, it ought to al
ways hold. Therefore, a few confirmations mean nothing if 
there exist obvious refutations of the "law." And there 
was such an obvious refutation before Ortega's very eyes: 
the Russian Revolution. It was preceded by no period of 
rationalism at all, let alone a period of excessive ratio
nalism. Yet surely it is one of the most profound revolu
tionary upheavals in all of human history.

It may be appropriate to point out here that Ortega 
seldom looks for refutations of theories and is very im
pressed with even one confirmation of a theory. On the 
rare occasions when he considers views competing with his
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ovra, he does not refute them hut, rather, makes light of 
his opponent. In considering a rival historical theory 
of Herbert Spencer's, he tells us Spencer "was a good en
gineer but no historian,but fails to refute his the
ory. And when he takes up Ranke's famous "History proposes
to find out how things actually happened," Ortega lets us

17know that "his phrase seems to me a bit stupid,"
In addition to his failure to refute competing the

ories, he seems to believe that one or a few confirmations 
of his own theories make them highly probable. For in
stance, Einstein's theory of relativity could be said to 
"fit in" with Ortega's perspectivism. However, Ortega 
sees "impressive confirmation of this theory in the work

T Aof Einstein," It would seem that something impressively 
confirmed a theory only if it refuted all competing ones.
In this case, what epistemologies were refuted by Einstein's 
theory?

When Ortega is arguing for his chronology of the
generations and he considers Hobbes, who he finds fits the
theory, he says "the case of Hobbes confirms the proposed

IQsériation in the most rigorous manner."  ̂ Can this be any
thing other than a gross exaggeration? To give one final 
example, he uses the African Tuareg, the Masai tribe, and 
the Tibetans as three confirmations of various aspects of 
his theory of the salutation. What about the thousands of 
other social structures in the world? Did he look among
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them for refutation? Any theory will agree with many 
facts. Unless one has tried to refute the theory, these 
"confirmations" mean nothing.

It has now been shown that Ortega is a historicist 
and that he clearly holds the specific historicist beliefs 
in non-mathematical methods in social science, methodolog
ical essentialism, holism, a historical law of development, 
and historical cycles. I now want to examine again two 
particular examples of how Ortega does historical analysis. 
They are his theory of generations and his etymology of the 
handshake. These have been discussed before, but now I 
want to look at them as conjectures in Popper's sense.

Ortega's theory of generation really is two theo
ries. One is that in times of crisis, a great generation 
comes upon the scene destined to set a new course and in
vent a new set of beliefs in which men can dwell. His 
classic example is the generation of Descartes and the in
vention of modern rationalism. That generations of this 
type exist is indisputable. Even Popper sees the genera
tion of Pericles, which he calls "the great generation," 
as responsible for the birth of the great spirit of Greek 
science.

Ortega was impressed by the famous generation of 
ninety-eight, a group of outstanding Spanish thinkers and 
writers, who, shocked by Spain's crushing defeat in the 
Spanish-American War, took it upon themselves to drag
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Spain out of the Middle Ages and into the twentieth cen
tury. But these "great generations," though they surely 
exist, are rare occurrences. Ortega has generalized, con
jectured, that all history is divided into fifteen-year ; 
segments, each of which is ruled hy the intellects of the 
time who are between forty-five and sixty years of age. 
This thesis is certainly a conjecture in Popper's sense 
of the term. The possibility that it may be a wild gen
eralization of the notion of isolated "great" generations 
is irrelevant to its scientific status. The question is, 
is it a refutable conjecture?

In order at least to attempt a refutation, suppose 
we consider whether or not such a sequence of generations 
can be detected in a single nation with a common language, 
Ve might consider the United States from 1865, the date 
usually taken as the beginning of this country as an in
dustrial, modern state, to 1965. Can this period be neat
ly divided into fifteen-year periods characterized by very 
different modes of thought? What comes to mind if we say 
the generation of X? To me, at least, nothing. Where are 
these alleged cleeirly separated generations? The theory 
of generations is untestable (and therefore metaphysical 
in Popper's sense), for we cannot even isolate a sequence 
of generations on which to test it.

The case of the etymology of the handshake is per
haps more interesting. The idea of trying to guess the
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origins of traditional behaviors which we perform, but 
do not understand, is a fertile and interesting one. Or
tega's particular etymology of the handshake seems very 
plausible and it suggests possible avenues of refutation. 
There are many peoples who are at a primitive stage of 
life. Their salutations could be investigated in order 
to attempt to refute Ortega's theory. But the evidence 
is limited, and we cannot perform experiments in this 
field, only examine what primitive social groups exist 
and also look at the meager records we have on past forms 
of the salutation. The whole idea of examining usages as 
to their origins is, I feel, one of Ortega's real contri
butions to social science. His work in etymologies con
stitutes the solid and significant part of "historical 

21reason."
Of the rest of Ortega's alleged historical reason, 

one cannot be so complimentary. His claim to have dis
covered a revolutionary tool for the understanding of hu
man life is not justified. He has just re-discovered 
historicisme What he did discover in his historical re
search, and this was of real significance, was the loss 
of faith in science, at least as a religion, as a belief. 
I think he isolated very acutely the crises in physics 
and mathematics, caused mainly by the work of Einstein 
and secondarily, by the emergence of non-Euclidean geom
etry, non-Aristotelian logic and finitism in mathematics.
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22as the causes of this loss of faith. Scientists them

selves helped in fostering this disillusionment with sci
ence hy promising too much, hy putting us off to the Greek 
kalends, as Ortega was quick to notice. He is completely 
correct in pointing out that science cannot reveal the 
absolute truth to us. If, in addition, he is right in 
thinking that men must have unquestioned beliefs to live 
hy, then the world is indeed in trouble. For science can
not provide such truths, and neither can anything else.

Ortega mistakenly believes his "historical reason" 
can fill the need for "a new revelation." Popper urges 
us to avoid looking for revelations and to recognize that 
there are no certain truths to live by. But he also urges 
us not to let the knowledge of the tentative and uncertain 
character of scientific truth disillusion us. If we be
come both disillusioned with science and hungry for truth, 
we become the prey of the charlatan and the quack who prom
ise us instant enlightenment. It is sad that in the face 
of his own disillusionment with science Ortega grabbed 
hold of an old and intellectually feeble tool like histor- 
icism.

Popper calls this current crisis, so perceptively 
discerned by Ortega by 1920, the revolt against reason.
He feels that if we give in to it, give up on science, we 
will go back to barbarism. The only cycle Popper sees in 
history is the ever-present danger of lapsing from civi-
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2%lization to barbarism. We must, he feels, apply our 

science (that is, the method of trial and error) to the 
problems of society. The crisis in science forces us to 
g o  ahead, with the sad knowledge that we have no direct 
pipe-line to the truth, but heartened by the knowledge 
that we do have a way to get closer to it. If we give 
that up for any false doctrine, whether it be historicism, 
astrology, or LSD, rebarbarization is all we have to look 
forward to.
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addition, this modest position of taking up a 
point of view and writing the history that interests the 
writer is much more in line with Ortega's own view of per
spectivism, It is my view that he constantly vacillates 
between a modest and rational position of understanding in 
a very limited way, and grandiose claims of finding large- 
scale absolute truth.
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decided to look elsewhere for it.
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into barbarism. He wrote The Revolt of the Masses to give 
a warning about this real and frightening possibility.



CHAPTER 711

ORTEGA’S THOUGHT AS AH INSUFFICIENT 
BASIS FOR ETHICS

In 1945, the Mexican Jesuit J. S. Villasenor pub
lished a vitriolic attack on Ortega called Ortega y Gas
set, Existentialist.̂  In this book Ortega's thought is 
condemned as totally relativistic, skeptical, and nihil
istic. Villasenor singles out Ortega as one of the 
thinkers whose wrong and dangerous ideas led to the Nazi 
phenomenon. Speaking of the Second World War and its re
lation to nihilistic thought, he says, "In an inferno of 
horrors Europe has atoned for the poisonous fruits of 
those disintegrating ideas.Villasenor wrote during 
the holocaust, and this partly explains the harshness of 
his attack. The same is true of Popper's attack on Hegel 
in his The Open Society and its Enemies, of which he says, 
"I looked upon my book as my war effort."^ Popper also 
isolates nihilist thought as being a major contributor to 
the war. A third work which sees nihilist movements in 
thought as responsible for the war is Albert Camus' The 
Rebel.4

All three of these books are, in varying degrees, 
applicable to Ortega's thought. Villasenor attacks him 
directly. Popper never mentions his name. Camus does
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not mention him hy name in The Rebel, In at least one 
other^ context he praises Ortega but links him with the 
thinker whom he isolates as one of the main contributors 
to modern nihilism, Nietzsche,

Ortega, like each of these other three thinkers, 
believes that ideas are significant forces in history.
It is precisely the new ideas of each generation which he 
believes make for historical change. Also, it is well 
known that Ortega opposed nihilism strongly,and that in 
The Revolt of the Masses he foresaw with horror the dan
gers of fascism as a manifestation of nihilism. What I 
want to investigate here is the possibility that, although 
Ortega personally and in print opposed the Nazis, parts of 
his thought can be used on their behalf. I will attempt 
to show these things: (1) Villasenor's charges against
Ortega are justified; Ortega's vitalism and elitism can be 
used to support fascism and mass murder. (2) Villasenor's 
"solution" to the problem of nihilism is not helpful and 
does not speak to the needs of twentieth-century man. (3) 
Beginning where Ortega begins, with man's disillusioned 
living, it is possible to construct a modest ethic, one 
at least sufficient to condemn murder.

First, let us examine Villasenor's charges against 
Ortega, He sees Ortega's thought as an attack on reli
gion, "Disdainfully and in the name of intellectual clar
ity he rejected all religion,"^ For Villasenor, this con-
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stitutes an extremely serious charge, for he thinks that 
ethics is impossible without religion.

Prom the absence of God all of Ortega's er
rors spring as from a fountain...Morality, 
once split from religion, loses its force and 
degenerates into elegant conventionalism, be
hind which immorality is concealed.?
This charge, that Ortega's thought is cut off from 

God, is true, but unimportant. Ortega simply recognized 
that European man does not abide in belief in God and has 
not for hundreds of years. If Ortega is guilty of any
thing here, it is simply of not being scholastic. If 
Villasenor did no more than charge Ortega with atheism, 
we would not even mention his name. Our question is 
whether or not there is at least a part of Ortega's thought 
which leads to nihilism and the justification of mass mur
der.

The next charge Villasenor brings against Ortega is 
that of irrationalism. We know that Ortega saw rational
ism as an inadequate belief, one that, like religion, men 
could no longer abide in. He claimed not to be an irratio- 
nalist, but rather, a believer in a "vital reason." Villa- 
sehor is convinced, and I think he is correct, that Orte
ga's insistence on the primacy of life over reason and on 
the perspectivist theory of truth leads to both irratio
nalism and relativism, for all truth is individual; there 
is no supra-individual check to detect error. However, 
the world appears from my perspective i£ a truth.
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Villasenor states that Ortega's rejection o f  ra

tionalism "dragged further than he wished, into com
plete irrationalism,"^ Thus he finds that Ortega's thought 
is relativistic, irrational, and ultimately skeptical, 
Ortega is left only with disillusioned life on which to 
build. On this basis, is it possible to construct an eth
ic by which to live, or is one condemned to nihilism, to a 
position which says that everything is permitted? Villa?- 
senor thinks the latter is the case, asserting that Ortega 
espouses an ethical vitalism, by which one exuberantly un
folds one's potentialities, no matter what they may be.
On this interpretation, the only ethic one can found on 
Ortega's thought is an ethic of pure action, an ethic 
which says everything is permitted. The great man is he 
who fulfills his destiny. A hint that this is indeed Or
tega's position is given by his extravagant praise of 
Napoleon.9

I think Villasenor's charges are justified. Con
sider first Ortega's admitted vitalism, especially as it 
appears in The Modern Theme, There he says that life it
self constitutes a quantitative hierarchy of increasing 
vitality, "There is no necessity to have recourse to 
extra-vital considerations, theological, cultural, etc.
Life itself selects and constructs its hierarchy of val
u e s . H e  applies this to horses as an example, saying 
that any group of horses naturally arranges itself in a
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vital hierarchy. For his example of the super-vital man, 
as we have said, he picks Napoleon. " [l] t is indisputable 
that in him the whole structure of man vibrated to the 
depths, for he was, as Nietzsche said, "The bow strung to 
the highest possible tension,* And in even more extrav
agant praise of Napoleon: "Napoleon, rather than a man,

12was a superman or demigod,"
This kind of "vital superiority" does give a kind 

of basis for ethics, but it is not a basis which leads to 
the condemnation of mass-murder; in fact, it provides a 
basis for lauding the actions of people like Hitler, Or
tega's idea of vital superiority does not imply that all 
actions are equal, for we know that he believed that each 
man and each generation have their mission, their one best 
course of action given to them by their historic destiny.
A man finds his mission, his vocation, through ensimisma- 
miento, and a generation finds its vocation through the 
ensimismamiento of its leaders. Each man is free to write 
the novel of himself, but for each man there is his one 
best novel, his one best life. How does a man know that 
he is living his destiny? It is very simple: "each one’s
destiny is in turn his greatest delight,This notion 
of "true vocation" serves for Ortega as a guide for what 
we should do, as our ethic. It gives no permanent set of 
rules, but it need not. If ^  know what to do, why try to 
solve the problem of how our great-grandchildren should
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act? However, his position does make a claim, the claim 
that we can know what we should do, and more important, 
that this knowing is a private affair. Thus in ethics, 
as in science, Ortega places his emphasis on the individ
ual discovering truth in a private manner, rather than on 
the detection of errors and attempts to overcome these 
errors.

This is not to say that Ortega never admitted errors
or ever changed his views. Indeed, Villasenor claims that
the coming of European fascism did cause Ortega to modify
his ethical position, but only temporarily,^^ Villasenor
sees the European crisis as the reason Ortega wrote The
Revolt of the Masses. However, Ortega only describes the
malady; he gives no cure.

He has pointed out the true evil, but he re
fuses to explore its ultimate causes.,,to re
spect loyally.the marvelous lesson taught by 
the facts...We suspect a secret fear of ex
posing himself, of correcting the vitalistic^c 
immorality evident in his previous writings.

Moreover, Villasenor asserts that Ortega returned to the
vitalistic position in his later work,

Ortega quickly forgot the sobering lesson 
of the masses in revolt. Two years had 
scarcely passed before he was again proposing 
his self-determining and vitalistic ethics...
Life is ethical in itself. The moral impera
tive is immanent in man. Duty consists in 
giving close attention to the interior voice 
of one's own destiny,1°
I think Villasenor is correct in seeing The Revolt 

of the Masses as being quite unlike the rest of Ortega's
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work. I will try to show how there is a plausible way to 
find in the rest of his work a justification for the Nazi 
movement, or rather two possible ways. First, I want to 
compare Ortega's treatment of Napoleon to a treatment of 
Hitler which his thought does not preclude. Then, his no
tion of the true inner voice will be applied to the Nazi 
leaders.

We have seen the extravagant praise Ortega heaps 
upon Napoleon, We also know that one of Napoleon's achieve
ments was the spread of the rationalism of the French Revo
lution, carrying all over Europe the spirit of liberty,
equality, and fraternity. Why not look at Hitler as the

17spreader of the new great idea, the idea of life? — for 
surely the Nazis were out to replace reason with the vi- 
talist notions of blood and race. They were out to re
place the rationalist idea of human equality with an elit
ism based on racial superiority. I do not wish to accuse 
Ortega of being a racist, but he is no doubt an elitist.
His elitism is vitalist, not intellectual or cultural.
He says in 1921, "It is high time to make an end of the 
traditional hypocricy which pretends it cannot see in cer
tain human individuals, culturally of little or no interest, 
a splendour and grace of an animal type,"^® And if it is 
Hitler, Geobbels, and Goering who so see themselves, what 
are we to say?

Is it not possible for them to say that they are the
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great generation which solves the crisis created hy the 
demise of rationalism and inaugurates the new era to be 
ruled by vitalistic principles? Given Ortega's genera
tional theory, the emerging "new man" may be anything 
from saint to beast. Without some extra-individual stan
dard like a judging God or a human nature, whatever 
emerges as the new form of man is admissible and even 
right. This leads to a kind of social Darwinism by which 
groups fight for dominance and we end with an ethic of 
might is right, precisely the ethic of the Nazis.

Of course, Ortega might argue that it is not a 
question of might makes right but of might plus right.
For the emerging generation is supposed to discover that 
it is right through listening to the inner voices of its 
leaders. Each individual listens to his own inner voice 
and discovers his true destiny. Now it may be that such 
an inner voice exists. Giving heed only to it is a very 
dângerous practice, and a completely insufficient basis 
for ethics. Cannot any criminal argue that he is only 
pursuing his own true destiny?^^ In fact, criminals 
nearly always do consider their actions justifiable. How 
can one ever refute the claim that, no matter how heinous 
an action may be, it was done as part of "a true destiny?" 
There is no way of knowing whether or not the "call" is 
true except by appeal to Ortega's claim that each man's 
destiny will be his greatest delight, amS then pleasure
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becomes the criterion for virtue. But the unfortunate 
fact is, the Nazis, for instance, seemed to enjoy them
selves quite fully. Without some extra-individual cri
terion, there is no way of judging whether what is 
thought by the individual to be a moral act ^  in fact 
one,

Ortega's work can be used to support fascist ideas 
but we know that Ortega was personally opposed to fascism. 
What we have found is that Ortega failed to realize, or 
perhaps ignored, these important consequences of his writ
ings, Men often fail to see all the consequences which 
flow out of their thought, and men are also often much 
better than their thought, as Camus' character Father 
Paneloux shows so well. Or, perhaps, Ortega silently re
alized that his vitalism fitted in with Nazi ideology but 
could find no better philosophy which would refute Nazism, 
For even if Ortega were to accept the negative part of 
Villasehor's analysis, he would not accept (and neither
would I) Villasenor's positive claim that "the Scholastic

20concept of the world and of life must be insisted upon," 
Contemporary man simply does not find that a satisfying 
answer to the problems of the twentieth century, Ortega 
(and so many others) are right. Men no longer abide in 
faith in God, If faith in God is rejected, surely scho
lasticism cannot be accepted.

We must now consider the problem of building an
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ethic from this point in our development. V/e start where 
the failure of Ortega's vitalism leaves us, with our dis
illusioned living. In fact, we start with even less than 
Ortega— without faith in the "inner call," or in the self- 
proclaimed righteousness of self-proclaimed leaders. It 
so happens that at least one thinker has taken exactly 
this problem as his starting point and he was brought to 
this starting point by the phenomenon of Nazism. The think
er to whom I refer is Albert Camus. More strikingly, the 
solution he propounds, and which I for the most part agree 
with, is remarkably similar in structure to the theory of 
scientific knowledge developed by Karl Popper.

Camus starts his search for values from many of
the same assumptions which Ortega accepts. They both
find God absent and science inadequate, and Camus, like
Ortega, begins with nothing but man's disillusioned living.
In Camus' early works— The Myth of Sisyphus, The Stranger,
and the play Caligula— he espoused an ethic of individual 

21satisfaction. This was based on his well-known theory 
of the absurd, which stated that man and the world were 
hopelessly irreconciled, Man desperately wanted the world 
to have a meaning, but it had none. All a man could do, 
given the situation, was commit suicide, or go on living 
and live as much as possible in the face of an irrational 
world. This view, based on the confrontation of the in-
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dividual and the world, led to the position that all acts 
were morally equivalent. "There is no pro or con; the 
murderer is neither right nor wrong. We are free to stoke
the crematory fires or to devote ourselves to the care of

22lepers." Camus sets up a quantitative ethic on this
basis. The best living is the most living. To illustrate
his position, he singles out "heroes" of excess: Caligula,

2 3Don Juan, the actor (who leads many lives), etc. Notice 
that this stage of Camus' ethics corresponds closely to Or
tega's notion of a quantitative hierarchy of increasing 
vitality. But this position is just a first step for 
Camus, not his complete or final position.

When Camus came face to face with the Third Reich, 
he realized just how much this early ethic had to be modi
fied. In that early work, he took the position that one 
lived to the fullest, knowing that death always lay at the 
end. The Nazis, however, confronted him with an example 
of men who were living to the fullest by furiously shoving 
people by the millions into the ovens, and from all reports, 
enjoying every minute of it. (I am referring to Hitler, 
Goebbels, Goering, etc., not necessarily to the men who 
were actually manning the ovens.) Camus felt compelled to 
abandon his initial working assumptions that, in the face 
of the absurd, all acts are morally equivalent, and that 
human life is totally meaningless. Speaking of the Nazis, 
he says: "If this world has no meaning, they are right.
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I do not accept that they are right. Hence...Camus 
leaves it to the reader to draw the conclusion to the 
modus tollens. Elsewhere in the Notebooks, he affirms 
that it is no disgrace for a thinker to modify his views,

let's suppose a philosopher, who after 
having published several works declares in 
a new book: 'Up to now I was going in the
wrong direction,..! think now that I was 
wrong.' No one would take him seriously 
any more. And yet, he would then be giving 
proof that he is worthy of thought.25
Camus bases his revision on the phenomenon of rebel

lion. There are two distinct types of rebellion considered 
in Camus' work. One is the rebellion of a man who finds 
the universe meaningless yet who goes on living in defiance 
of a meaningless world. Here, however, we speak of rebel
ling against treatment by other people which one finds un
acceptable, This rebellion occurs when one somehow feels 
that the other has gone too far, that the torment has gone 
on too long. In the act of rebellion, the rebel asserts 
that some limit, some borderline, has been transgressed.
He says that some essential right of his has been violated.

jn)e is acting in the name of certain values 
...which he feels are common to himself and 
to all men. We see that the affirmation im
plicit in every act of rebellion is extended 
to something that transcends the individual 
...It is for the sake of everyone in the 
world that the slave asserts himself when he 
comes to the conclusion that a coimsand has 
infringed on something which does not belong 
to him alone, but which is common ground 
where all men— even the man who Insults and 
oppresses him— have a natural community.26
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Thus for Camus the phenomenon of rebellion teaches 

that there is a common core, a common human nature, in 
all men, which, if it is intruded upon, brings about the 
act of rebellion. Rebellion teaches this because it is 
not an egoistic act. "It can be caused by the mere spec-

27tacle Ô Î oppression of which someone else is the victim." 
Men rebel and often die to affirm the existence of some
thing in themselves which is inviolable and goes beyond 
them. If one's own life were the sole value, one would 
never voluntarily give it up. But men do give up their 
lives in the name of others. They affirm some value that 
transcends their own lives. They make such sacrifices 
both against the injustices of the world and of other men. 
Both a doctor fighting an epidemic and a rebel fighting 
some unacceptable tyranny assert this human solidarity at 
the risk of their own lives.

To say that rebellion asserts the existence of a 
• value is only indirectly correct. Rebellion reveals a 
limit beyond which the rebel will not be pushed. This 
does not say that the limit cannot be crossed, for the 
Nazi movement, for instance, shows that it can be crossed. 
But the one who crosses the limit brings on his own de
struction. This resultant destruction is expressed in 
one of Camus' favorite myths: the myth of Nemesis.
"Nemesis— the goddess of measure. All those who have

28overstepped the limit will be pitilessly destroyed."
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When someone crosses that limit, he arouses the rebellion 
that will bring on his own destruction. Thus he who crosses 
the limit is really choosing suicide. If one values one's 
own life, one must also respect the limits which examples 
of rebellion have revealed, or negate the value of one's 
own life. These limits then give an ethical directive.
One is free to cross the limit but one ought not to if one 
values one's life. Thus one ought to respect the rights 
(or at least the freedom of action) of others, at least up 
to that point at which the others may rebel.

Although rebellion gives us a value beyond egoism, 
it seems an empirical fact that rebellion tends to lose 
sight of its origins and become excessive in its ovm right. 
To demand one's rights often leads to the denial of those 
rights to others. Rebellion then oversteps its limits and 
leads to a new rebellion. The rebel must maintain a deli
cate balance between freedom and justice. Rebellion always 
says both yes and no. It says no in that it asserts that a 
limit has been transgressed. It says "this far, but no 
farther," But it also says yes in affirming the existence 
of a human dignity common to all men. It affirms that men 
are not isolated from each other. Rebellion affirms that 
the unjust condition which the individial discovers in the 
absurd is shared by all men.

The type of rebellion we have been discussing is 
perhaps best exemplified by the massive, world-wide up-
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rising against Hitler and the Nazis. The Nazis provide a 
classic example of the trampling of any and all rights of 
those who stood in their way. Through their extreme ex
cesses, they brought upon themselves their own annihila
tion. This operation of the "law of Nemesis" shows that 
the Nazis were wrong, refutes their actions. This does 
not mean that losing always shows that the loser was wrong. 
When we speak of rebellion, it is usually in a context of 
an unequal distribution of power. When those in power so 
misuse their power as to bring on a rebellion, it is they 
who are wrong, not the rebels. Rebellion can, and often 
does, bring about reforms even though the rebels are de
feated. The case of the Nazis was so clear-cut that the 
rebellion against them utterly destroyed them. Seldom, 
however, do we have such a clear-cut case. In ordinary 
living, we often encounter hostility and rebellion from 
others. Does that mean that the action that engendered 
the rebellion was "wrong"? Not necessarily, but at least 
it should serve as a warning to re-examine our policies, 
and attempt to clearly communicate them, and our reasons 
for them, to the people involved. When things are less 
clear than in the case of the Nazis, we need to become 
aware more acutely of our state of ignorance, and attempt 
to reach accommodation through dialogue.

This combination of our ignorance, our common hu
manness, and our limited but real ability to communicate.
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supplies another reason for condemning murder. For to 
kill is to end absolutely any hope of communication with 
the person killed. It is to assert an absolute judgment 
in the absence of absolute knowledge. The only excep
tions which can be allowed must be desperate ones, such 
as when one's life is immediately threatened, or when 
everyone's life is threatened, as with the Nazis,

Through a realization of our relative ignorance 
and through the study of rebellion, Camus finds a way to 
justify opposition to murder and to the Nazis, and to 
overcome the absurd, "What balances the absurd is the

OQcommunity of men fighting against it."  ̂ In this way, 
Camus finds something beyond the individual, that is, our 
common humanness, by which to live in the face of the ab
surd.

Villasenor has pointed out that it is just this 
lack of belief in anything beyond the individual that 
lands Ortega's thought in nihilism, but he is convinced 
that "beyond the individual" means God. Camus sees a 
need for something beyond the individual, but not for any
thing beyond humanity. It may be noted that Popper, like 
Camus, sees human nature and human solidarity as sources 
of value. For Popper, however, it is man's ability to 
reason, to participate in give-and-take discussion, that 
unifies mankind. Camus, like Ortega, has suffered a loss 
of faith in reason, and believes that love, rather than
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reason, is the potential link between all men. We have 
seen in Chapter Two that Ortega does not believe in human 
nature. In addition, he does not believe in the unity of 
mankind ; each man is irrevocably bound to his generation 
and his nationality. He believes in a sequence of gener
ational human natures, each one radically different from 
all the rest.

The trouble with Ortega’s approach is that it pro
vides no external check on whether or not a man or a group 
is right in its beliefs or its actions, Ortega's notion 
of a private, personal source of ethical truth leads to 
the same problems and has the same structure as his erro
neous method of finding scientific truth, I want to show 
that Camus' ethical position, on the other hand, can be 
seen in rather strict analogy to Popper's fallibilist po
sition by which we learn from our mistakes and approach 
closer to the truth. To be perhaps excessively formal, 
Ortega's theory of science is to Popper's theory of sci
ence as Ortega's ethics is to Camus' ethics.

The key to this analysis is that for Camus and 
Popper, the important thing is correcting our errors and 
learning from them, Ortega seems to think that we do 
not need to worry about error, because only we can deter
mine our destiny and if we follow his "radical method" 
correctly, we will not make any errors. So the differ
ence is that Camus and Popper think we can know when we
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are wrong but not when we are right, and Ortega thinks we 
can know when we are right, and more importantly, that 
knowing we are right is a private affair. The position 
of Camus and Popper is the rather modest one that we do 
not know, but that we can learn.

Camus modified his ethical system because he saw 
the Nazi phenomenon as a "refutation" of his earlier posi
tion, Rebellion is that refuting datum which tells you 
that you have overstepped a limit, gotten "out of line," 
as the cliche goes. You have no mechanism for judging 
your behavior right, but incurring another's rebellion may 
show you when you have erred.This opens up the possi
bility, for a person and for a society, of an evolving 
system of ethics built up through a long series of "actions 
and refutations," as science is an evolutionary process of 
conjectures and refutations. The situation is much more 
difficult in ethics than in science, as Camus knew very 
well. Progress, though possible, is painfully slow.

It requires bucketsful of blood and centu
ries of history to lead to an imperceptible 
modification in the human condition...Por years 
heads fall like hail, terror reigns. Revolution 
is touted, and one ends up by substituting con
stitutional monarchy for legitimate monarchy.51

But although we may learn slowly, we still ̂  learn, and
we learn by trial and error. Improvement is possible.

The problem with Ortega's position is that.it as
sumes both too much and too little. He overrates man's
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abilities to think on an individual level, and underrates 
man's ability to learn through social interaction. In 
science, he thinks we must retire alone and think up the 
truth. In morality, we also retire alone and discover 
our true vocation. "In solitude, man is his truth; in 
society, he tends to be his mere conventionality or fal- 
sification, The assumption is that man can avoid er
ror, not through subjecting his thoughts and actions to 
criticism by others, but by private soul-searching. In 
science, his emphasis is always on discovering truth, not 
on testing our conjectures. In ethics, our mission is 
our own affair, and there is no inter-subjective test of 
whether or not we are right in pursuing it. His theory 
of generational species and his emphasis on the radical 
differences between men of different times and places 
drastically reduce the possibility of our learning from 
others, save from our immediate peers.

This conflict between discovering truth and finding 
error is not just a matter of taste; it is not some kind 
of optimist-versus-pessimist dispute. There are reasons 
of a purely logical nature for preferring the falsifica
tion approach to the truth-finding approach. Since theo
ries involve universal statements, it requires only par
ticular statements to refute them. The existence of a 
single white crow refutes the universal "all crows are 
black," We can be certain when a universal is false if
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we hit on the right experimental test. Universals are 
much more difficult to establish than to falsify. There 
are also historical reasons for preferring the falsifica
tion approach. We have the classic example of laws which 
all educated people were absolutely certain were right, 
Newton's laws, and which turned out to be wrong, or at 
least not absolutely correct.

In the case of Camus' ethics, he uses a falsifica
tion approach in seeing Nazism as wrong, even though he 
is not sure what is right. This, at least, gives a basis 
for action, "fojne may even have to fight a lie in the 
name of a quarter t r u t h . O n e  acts, but with caution, 
not certain one is right, not as if God were on one's side. 
One's ethic is modest, allowing freedom up to the point of 
another's rebellion. Only extreme behaviors, such as mur
der, are prohibited.

Camus and Ortega see the situation of contemporary 
man in the same way. They both recognize that God is ab
sent and that reason and science are inadequate replace
ments. Both agree that "man finds himself compelled to 
take his stand on the only thing still left to him, his 
disillusioned life."^^ Camus discovers a new faith in the 
solidarity of the community of mankind facing the absurd. 
Ortega does not believe in such a democratic theory, and 
puts his faith in the historical sequence of ruling elites. 
When the Hitlers or the Mansons become the elite, the in
adequacy of his theory is shown.
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONOIUDING REM/iRKS

With Chapter Seven, our critique of Ortega's work 
is ended. We have attempted to show that his denial of 
human nature and his downgrading of pure reason can lead 
to conclusions which can be used in support of conquest 
and violence. We have also attempted to show that his no
tion of historical reason is no more than a rediscovery of 
the doctrine of historicism, and is not, as he claimed, 
the new revelation needed by contemporary man. In addi
tion, he has not discovered any great new historical tool 
which will bring about a magnificent flowering of social 
science, as he also claimed.

In spite of these results, it was claimed in Chap
ter One that Ortega was an important philosopher, and well 
worth criticizing.^ Are these two views compatible? Is 
it possible to claim that some of Ortega's most cherished 
ideas— historical reason, generation, true destiny~are 
contradictory, dangerous, even ridiculous, and still claim 
that he is an important philosopher? I think that it is. 
One of the main points made in Chapter One must not be for
gotten: Ortega was responsible for the revival of philos
ophy in the entire Spanish-speaking world, and for creating 
a philosophical vocabulary in the Spanish language. Almost
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single-handedly, he brought Spanish philosophy out of the 
Middle Ages, He made the leap from Suarez to Heidegger 
for the Hispanic world. That his name is now so often 
linked with those of Husserl, Heidegger, Dilthey, and other 
great modern philosophers goes a long way toward establish
ing his stature. His is a monumental achievement, for 
which Spain and latin America owe him an undying gratitude. 

What has been done in this dissertation is to iso
late some weak spots in Ortega's philosophy and to criti
cize, them rather aggressively. This does not mean that 
there are no other aspects of his thought worthy of praise. 
It only means that his thought is flawed, perhaps seriously 
flawed. It would truly be a miracle if a man raised in 
Spain in the late nineteenth century, with no modern philo
sophical tradition in which to work, produced a system 
which was not seriously flawed. Holdovers from medieval 
thought were almost inevitable, Ortega's essentialism is 
perhaps such a holdover. Many weaknesses in his thought 
are consequences of the fact that he saw his main mission 
as that of bringing thought back into Spanish life, rather 
than another possible mission, that of producing the best 
philosophy of which he was capable, Ortega is often ac
cused, by Villasenor, for instance, of being superficial, 
of picking up themes and then dropping them. This is per
fectly understandable if we realize that Ortega saw him
self as the founder of modern philosophical thought in



153
Spain, He had to introduce as many themes, as many fer
tile areas of future research as possible. This need for 
incredible breadth forced upon him the uncomfortable ne
cessity of treating many themes rather lightly, rather 
than just a few in great depth. It is simply indisputable 
that Ortega was magnificently successful in his role as a 
motivator, as one whose task is to excite others to ques
tion, to think, to do philosophy.

As to those specific aspects of Ortega's work which 
have been criticized— his idea of scientific methodology 
and his philosophy of history— a case can be made that 
mixed in with his essentialism and historicism one can 
find a more contemporary, sophisticated, though still flaw
ed, philosophy of scientific method, as well as some so
phisticated ideas about history, especially the history of 
thought. Although he usually espoused the barren method 
of essentialism in science, there are passages in which he 
saw that what science does is to construct and test models. 
When we are studying some phenomena, "we imagine a reality,
or to put it another way, we construct an imaginary reality,

2a pure invention of our own," This is the model. Then, 
still within the realm of thought, we deduce "facts" from 
our model, "It is then that we come out of our imaginative 
solitude,..and compare those facts which the imagined real-

5ity would produce with the actual facts which surround us." 
Science then, "consists of two different operations:
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one purely imaginative and creative...the other a confront
ing of that which is not man."^ This is not so different 
from the theory of science which Popper, for example, de
fends. It is a method of conjecture and test. The missing 
piece, and it is the most important piece, in this approach 
is Ortega's failure to realize the crucial role played in 
science by refutations. In one field, however, Ortega was 
fully aware of, and vigorously defended, the method of prog
ress by conjectures and refutations. That field was the 
history of philosophy. In his excellent book The Origin 
of Philosophy, he argued that today's philosopher lives by 
understanding and overcoming the errors of past philosophers.

Unfortunately, he did not realize that philosophy 
was by no means unique in using this approach. ‘ In fact, 
philosophy uses this method much less than does physics, 
for instance. Por it is seldom the case that any one phi
losophy is actually the accepted one at any given time.
In physics, one can almost always speak of the accepted 
physical knowledge of the day. This means that there is 
a much less clear road of progress in philosophy because 
one does not know which philosophical error to correct.
And refuted philosophies have a nasty habit of refusing to 
die gracefully, often hanging about for centuries. None
theless, at least Ortega pleads for us to learn from our 
mistakes in philosophy, even if he overestimates the ex
tent to which we actually do so. He presents as already
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in existence what we hope can exist: "The philosopher
who lived for twenty-five hundred years can he said to

5exist: he is the present-day philosopher."
If we have harshly criticized the consequences of 

Ortega's philosophy, and especially of his philosophy of 
history, this is in no way a charge that he was a hired 
pen. Popper's charge that Hegel was a hired pen of the 
Prussian government, and that Hegel's philosophy is no 
more than an apology for Prussian despotism, is notorious,
I have no wish to get involved in the dispute over Hegel's 
intellectual honesty. But surely no such accusation of 
disingenuousness can he lodged against Ortega, His life 
was always lived on the side of freedom and justice.

Although I feel that Ortega was completely mistaken 
in thinking that history had an internal logic, he certain
ly was right in stressing the importance of history, and 
of seeing history as a vast treasure of failed experiments. 
This emphasis on the past as a series of errors shows again 
that in parts of his philosophy, he saw the vital role 
played by learning from mistakes, and the great importance 
of not repeating historical mistakes through an ignorance 
of history. Ortega also realized, at least in The Revolt 
of the Masses, that man in our time was in danger of losing 
contact with his greatest possession, his past. He recog
nized that man's basic right to continuity must not be vio
lated.
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It is unfortunate that Ortega coupled his emphasis 

on the vital importance of history with his theory of the 
radical differences between generations. For if human 
life really changes so greatly from generation to genera
tion, how can men of one generation learn effectively from 
the “mistakes" of some previous generation? Even if we 
could, by "historical reason," penetrate into the life of 
a past period, how could their decisions apply in our own 
time, which is alleged to be so different from and alien 
to previous periods? Nonetheless, his great emphasis on 
history is a valuable contribution. He stands solidly 
with Camus, Popper, and many others in insisting on man’s 
right to his past, and in opposing any totalitarian ef
forts to falsify the past in the manner so vividly de
scribed by George Orwell,

While Ortega mistakenly took trends in history for 
inexorable historical laws, he was nonetheless a master 
of uncovering historical trends. Witness his early real
ization of the growing disillusion with science, and his 
equally early realization of the impact of Einstein's the
ories, He correctly and very early saw that science was 
dead as a revealer of absolute reality, and that men who 
needed to live on faith would have to look elsewhere for 
it. In line with this, he noticed that several times in 
history a period of disillusionment with some alleged ave
nue to truth led to an age of gullibility. In such ages.
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the moat absurd idiocies were swallowed whole, and "the 
most absurd rites attract the adhesion of the multitude."^ 
He feared that western civilization might be entering such 
a period, such an age of superstition, and this prediction 
seems to be in the process of being fulfilled in this era 
of proliferating religions and drug cults,

Ortega also spotted the trend toward finitism and 
intuitionism in mathematics when few other thinkers were 
taking the work of Brouwer and others seriously. In soci
ology, he brilliantly analyzed the impact of the popula
tion explosion in western society. We should not forget 
that The Revolt of the Masses was first published in 1930. 
It reads as though it were written yesterday.

If we think of Ortega as opening up interesting 
view-points on history, ignoring his overblown claim to 
have discovered its "own autochthonous reason," he becomes 
a fertile and interesting philosopher of history. His in
sights into the history of technology are very exciting. 
His idea of looking at usages in search of their past sig
nificance opens up an intriguing area of research for phi
losophers, historians, and sociologists to explore. There 
are many other examples. If Ortega had presented these 
ideas as no more than interesting points of view on his
tory, we could praise rather than criticize him, and such 
an approach would have fitted in so well with his own per- 
spectivist theory— the taking up of a point of view on
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history rather than the untenable claim of finding the 
one true point of view. Popper has suggested that histo
rians should simply write the history that interests them 
and which is interesting and useful to the men of their 
time,

[s ] ince each generation has its own troubles 
and problems, and therefore its own interests 
and its own point of view, it follows that each 
generation has a right to look upon and re
interpret history in its own way, which is com
plementary to that of previous generations.'

The perspectivist part of Ortega might have written that
passage.

The truly basic flaw in Ortega's work is that he 
applied his perspectivism in the wrong place. He failed 
to realise that it is precisely in history that we can 
get only a partial view, only a perspective. He wrongly 
asserted that we could know the totality of our past, 
and even predict our future. In fact, all we can do is 
hope to learn enough from history not to commit old mis
takes. But instead of applying his perspectivist theory 
in history, where it belongs, he applied it to science, 
where it definitely does not belong. In science, we have 
a clear criterion of progress and a clear way of deciding 
at any given time what theory is the best available one 
in any given area. We do not have the science of each 
generation as simply a series of theories, no one any 
better than the others; rather, we have a succession of
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theories each one tetter than all the previous ones in 
this chain of progress.

The above characterization of progress in science 
is, to some extent, idealized. Scientists do not always 
consider new theories dispassionately in the hope of find
ing a theory which is tetter than a presently accepted 
one. The notorious and shameful treatment of Immanuel 
Velikovsky is perhaps the test-known recent example of 
this kind of scientific tigotry. Nonetheless, I think it 
is still true that this method of conjectures and refuta
tions has been test and most consistently applied in the 
physical sciences. There are also certain excellent ex
amples, some extending over several centuries, of the 
method of conjectures and refutations teing applied in 
philosophy. One such example is the progression of cosmo
logical theories which began with Thales and perhaps cul
minated in the atomism of Democritus, Another example is 
the development of British empiricism from Bacon to Hume, 
These examples fit very well Ortega's theory of progress 
in philosophy, wherein philosophy makes progress by over
coming errors,

I think, however, that Ortega was too optimistic 
about history and philosophy and too pessimistic about 
science. In his intense desire for a predicting science 
of history and a solid philosophy on which to stand in a 
shaking world, he proclaimed that these subjects were al
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ready in existence. He was right in saying that science 
does not reveal reality nor does it reveal the future; he 
was right when he said that the past is all we have as we 
face an uncertain future. But he should have left it at 
that rather than raising the false hope that our future 
is really not uncertain, and that there is a "method" hy 
which we can predict the future and thus remove our in
tense anxiety about where we are going. Our future is un
certain, but we do have science, technology, philosophy, 
and our knowledge of our past to help us make the hard 
decisions that will face us, and that arsenal is cause 
for hope, not despair.



FOOTNOTES, CHAPTER VIII

^Of coiirse, one might argue that any widely known 
and widely accepted thinker is worth criticizing (or com
batting) even if the critic believes that the thinker's 
ideas are absurd. This is clearly the relation between 
Popper and Hegel, for instance. Popper criticizes Hegel 
only because other people have taken Hegel seriously.
In this Chapter, I want to defend the view that there ^  
substance to Ortega's thought, and that one may criticize 
it on grounds beyond a desire to negate its influence,

M̂AC, p, 13.

^Ibid,

4ibid.
^The Origin of Philosophy, p, 27.

S mT, p. 134.

?T08AIE II, p. 267.
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