PHIL123: Philosophy of Human Nature
Dennis Beach, OSB

Take-Home Essay Exam: Ortega y Gasset
Spring 2001
Due Thursday, May 24, 5:00 PM

Andy/Andrea [you choose] writes the following in his/her journal:

It hardly seems a year ago—last January—that I was sitting in that interview room going through my first job interview. I had the idea that this next phase of my life would take me out of the artificial surroundings of college and put me in the real world. But there was something about sitting in that cubicle, dressed all respectably, talking with the interviewer, talking about product lines and market opportunities and my “professional goals”… all of a sudden I just couldn’t see “myself” living like that. I know people like John said that my life could be, should be, different from what I do for work, that I could essentially be myself no matter what I did. But even if that is true (and I’m not sure it is), isn’t it more disturbing than it is comforting? 

So when Emily went to talk with that Peace Corps representative and asked if I wanted to come along, I said sure. Now I find myself—“Find myself”? Where was I?—sitting here in El Salvador, under the shade of the giant ceiba tree behind the cinder-block, tile-roofed shack I call home, finally with a chance to write in this journal again. My parents died when they saw the photo, but it’s not bad—a place to live, anyway.  I’m lucky that it is made of cinder blocks and not adobe, or else it would have fallen down in the earthquake as so many others did. How unbelievable was that?! All of a sudden the earth on which I’ve been walking (or crawling) since I was born turns into….I don’t know what—a carnival ride or an undulating mass like the ocean, only slightly more solid. 

As I was saying, now I’m here. But how could I have gotten here from there? And where am I going? What I do know is that we’ve got that proposal for new wells done and have to wait to see if it gets funded. And the housing reconstruction project doesn’t start until next week.  So I’ve got some time to sit and think…maybe I’ll start that book my sister gave me, telling me it made her think a lot about stuff she’d never thought about before. A Spanish philosopher, she said, Ortega y Gasset.  Spanish? I’m going to Central America.  I know, she said, read it. Maybe I will….

Write the next two or three entries that Andy/Andrea makes in the journal, using and explaining key ideas of Ortega’s ideas as you reflect on this, your life. You are free to imagine and add any details you want that help make Ortega’s ideas clear. You likely  cannot cover everything and write a coherent essay, but make sure you at least address the following topics: orientation, life [choose the most significant aspects of Ortega’s evolving definition], levels of awareness, circumstance, existing, thinking about something, what things are.

Your task is to explain Ortega’s thought, using the situation to develop concrete examples. This doesn’t have traditional essay form, but should still be good writing—organized, coherent, articulate—with some allowance for the informality of journal style.

Maximum: 1500 1800 words
