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Reading on the Subject

Requirements:
® You are required to go over Articles 1, 2 & 3 before coming to class. The questions

listed after these three articles are meant to help you in reading and preparation for
class.

® Articles 4 and 5 are for reference. You are encouraged to read them for information.

CIt's Not ‘What You o, “It's How You (5ot ) here

Judith Timson

In Toronto, the careerist capital of Canada, when strangers meet, they don’t say. “How do you

do?” They say “What do you do?”

It is a question that drives many people crazy because they don’t wish to be defined by or

awarded status or demerit points on the basis of their work.

I say it’s all right to ask the question if you follow it up with a much more interesting second-
question; “How did you come to do what you do?”

It is then, not in the simple job description, that character is revealed and destiny described.

The real estate saleswoman confesses she wanted to be a forensic pathologist but was not-
steered to the right university courses. The lawyer shrugs and says he had no clue what he

wanted to do and law school seemed like a good idea at the time. The entrepreneur admits he

had this crazy idea about starting a small radio station. The highly capable nurse still laments

her family did not have the money to send her to university.

Choosing what we do for a living—or having it choose us—is, as American author Po Bronson

observed in his bestseller Whar Should I Do with My Life? “‘one of life’s great dramas.” There’s

usually a Greek chorus (the parental unit), an unexpected twist in the road (can’t get into

medical school) and a crisis or two to be overcome.

For some there is unbelievable success—think of the founders of Google, so young and yet so

rich, for others, a life of desperately unsatisfying activity, and for most everyone else, sbmething

in between—good years and bad, fulfillment and drudgery. If you ask people about their

professional regrets, they usually involve something they didn’t do, as opposed to something

they did. “I didn’t try out enough things when I was young,” says one businessman.

v
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Sometimes I think people invest their careers with the same mythology they do their love
lives—the great passion, the career that got away, now looms larger than life, which is why, in
their fifties, many people go looking for that career spark they left behind. And which is why
the word “passion” is today popping up in more and more career consultants’ marketing come-ons.
We understand, because of our own convoluted life circumstances, that there is no one moment
when we fall in love with our work and stay that way, but we don’t demystify the process
enough for students.

It starts early in schools. “When they have a career day at my daughter’s school, they usually
haul in the parents and that’s a narrow spectrum—a handful of doctors and lawyers,” says one
Montreal woman who wanted to be an architect but ended up with a Bachelor of Commerce
degree. On the other hand it’s difficult to convey how vast the possibilities are without
overwhelming students.

Because of changing work patterns, we now get it that when you choose a career, it most likely
won’t end up being exactly that job or even that career for life. But how helpful is it to tell
someone starting out, actually agonizing over the choices, not to worry because that job won’t
be around anyway 20 years from now?

The graduates in good shape are the ones who emerge even hungrier to learn. That’s what a
great education should really foster: a big appetite for learning, and just a little of bravery.

A few years ago, a high school student in the neighborhood was doing a project on careers, and
she called with a good question: “What did you want to be at 16, and what are you today?” I
warned her that my answer would be boring—in short, I became what I wanted to be. “Out of
16 people, you and only one other person answered this way,” she said.

It’s not surprising that we don’t all become what we think we want to be. If we did, it would be
a pretty dull world.

In the meantime, on the bumpy road to getting there, there’s always humor. A teenager I know—
tired of adults asking her all the time what she wanted to be—decided at a recent family party
to just mutter the words “brain surgeon” to any adult in the room.

I thought it was a great idea until, at the same party, I came upon a guest who actually is a brain
surgeon and he laughed when I told him her plan. “I went skiing recently, and on the chairlift
someone asked me what I did. When I said neurosurgeon, he wouldn’t believe me.”

What kind of a world is it if you can’t get instant status points for being a brain surgeon? I

guess it’s a world in which you might as well do exactly what you want.

B 4
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Questions to think about

. 1. How does the author start her article?

2. Do you wish to be defined or judged by your profession or status? Why or why not?

3. Why do many people end up doing what they did not intend to do when they were young?

4. What is most people’s professional regret?

5. What kinds of parents does the university haul in at students’ career day?

6. What is the most important thing, according to the author, for a student when he or she is in
university?

7. What function is the final example in illustrating the author’s point of view?

Petermine Your (M ission

Tom Gegax

Success. Arguably the most sought after and least understood prize. Many hunger for it, and
some never realize when they’ve got it. Most of us want to be successful human beings, mates,
parents, workers, managers, homemakers, salespeople. To achieve it, many work excessive
long hours and packing more activity into already bloated schedules.

Yet it’s startling to consider that while this effort may yield some of the usual trappings, many
still don’t feel successful. Underneath the satisfaction of good performance reviews, a bigger
house, and committee memberships, many still feel that success is somewhere out there yet to
be snared.

No wonder. Our eyes are bleary from reading business-success tomes and taking notes at
“achievement” seminars. Still, we’re left asking the same questionbs: What makes us tick?
What makes us stick? What drives us? While the average people works more hours than ever,
little of the effort actually helps us understand anything about ourselves. Crowded out by the
often manic push for success, simple, reflective inquiry rarely hits anyone’s radar screen.
Many of us are encouraged to train our attention outward, toward such linear concepts as the
latest managerial trend, and toward consuming and producing on time, on trend, and in step.
We’re often so concerned with learning how to manage others—employees, children, mates,
even friends—that we’re left with little energy to manage ourselves. Obsessed with mastering

the world around us, we often fail to notice the unexplored world within. As French author

v



Unit One - Meaning of Life

Edward Schure writes, “Modern man seeks pleasure without happiness, happiness without
knowledge, and knowledge without wisdom.” Meanwhile, the search goes on for the secret to
success, as if there were a single pill that would make all the difference.

H my experience, there is no magic bullet. Success, however, is forever within reach, personal
and professional growth evolving hand in hand through a winning life game plan. This “whole
person” approach focuses on every aspect of our being to support a well-lived personal and
professional life. Every aspect is a player and every player is necessary. No one needs to be
left on the bench. Recognizing that a win-lose dichotomy only fragments your mission, this
winning life game plan redefines “winning” into a venture of cooperation and integration.
Win-lose evolves into win-win. Everyone and everything benefit.

E This integrated approach is a path to success, but what kind of “success” are we talking about?
This life game plan isn’t just about making more money, ascending the corporate ladder, or
cramming in one more goal in the name of efficiency. That narrow view of what constitutes
success stands between us and deeper satisfaction. With our eyes locked only on the prize, we
forget that a winning life is a product of how we play the game.

Success, like a jewel, has many facets, and it can be easy to focus on two of the most eye-
catching: money and career. Important? Sure, polishing those are part of the plan. Turn the
jewel in your hand, though, and take a look at all the other glints of well-rounded success:
loving relationships, community consciousness, physical and psychological health, intellectual
balance, spiritual connection—to name just a few. An effective life plan polishes them all.

While no single facet defines success, the sum reflects a life well-lived.

. Questions to think about

1. What do most people pursue all their lives, according to the author?
2. How do most people measure success in Western societies?

3. What is an integrated approach to success, according to the author?
4. What is your opinion on success?

5. What kind of life would you like to live out there?
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Modern Tife Is (Kilfing s

Richard Martins

The intellectual mind is a mind in denial. Let us not go into the American’s self-deception with
its power of positive thinking. Agreed, it works only too well for winning wars, competitive
sports, making money. But one must ask: Why is it that the most affluent societies have the
longest queues for psychiatrists?

Culturally speaking, the answer is ultimately clear for a system such as Western society and
the nations centered upon capitalistic enterprise, which are based upon competition and success,
the driving force of ambition, the rationale of surviving and winning. This is psychologically
the most destructive element in human relationships. We are turning ourselves into machines
with this kind of egocentric suicide. The suppression of emotions or the sentimental overt
display of them misses the point: These are symptoms and may have cultural, moralistic or
religious aspects within the overall conditioning of personality and attitudes.

This technological era has not given us more personal freedom except in the acquisition of
material pleasure. Freedom is not a system, a set of laws, a display of individual desires and
achievements. Freedom lies only in the courage to face our own self-made illusions and take
responsibility for them. Time is being moved faster by the technology; one cannot escape from
it; one must be required to do more and more even when there is nothing to do. When you
accelerate time, you also accelerate the decay of material life.

Yes! Stress, paranoia. What good is the liberation of a technological society when one is so
stressed that, like the Americans, to be alone or idle is impossible without either going mad or
becoming violent? All of this contributes to an immense complexity in coping with the
individuation process.

Life has lost its trust and its harmony, and only disease can follow. Children are very aware of
little beings, but they have not the experience to understand. They accept life openly, and they

are telling us that the one we have constructed for ourselves is killing us.

. Questions to think about

1. In what aspects does the American way of “positive thinking” work well?

v



Unit One Meaning of Life

2. What has the technological era given us?
3. How does the author define personal freedom? Do you agree with him?

4. What does the author say about the relationship between technology and time?

Reasons to Pe Cheerless

Madeleine Bunting

Modern life’s meaninglessness causes such despair that we need more than a stiff
upper lip.

Rising mental illness seems an inescapable consequence of the kind of rapid, disruptive
change driven by market capitalism. It’s not that people have gone soft so much as that they
are profoundly disoriented by the ceaseless discontinuity of change. Experience becomes utterly
random and meaningless. You were doing really well in your job but you still got fired; you
thought your relationship was strong but your partner has fallen out of love with you. What
lies behind the escalating weight of emotional distress is that awful struggle to make meaning,
that instinct that our lives should have a narrative and a purpose.

Whereas previous generations had a very strong grasp of the meaning of their lives, of
their own identity and where they belonged, we are living out Marx’s prediction that “all that
is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned.” Meaning inspires resilience: If you have
some explanation for what happens, it gives strength. That’s what past generations drew comfort
from. It is the sheer meaninglessness of the chaotic instability of our experiences that exposes
us to despair. We have no answer to “why me?” We have no account for the suffering which is
the inevitable lot of human beings other than to employ desperate strategies to avoid it.

Freud said that human beings oscillate between their need for security and their need for
freedom. At some point in the 20th century, we pretty much junked security in favor of freedom.
The price we pay for that is a kind of nervy, risk-taking roller coaster ride of adrenaline and
depression. We’ve replaced lives that were nasty, brutish and short with lives that are insecure,
disorientated and long.

Inevitably, there are casualties, and they need help, not skepticism. That’s where the therapy

and emotionalization of contemporary culture are part of the solution, not the problem; both
7 are part of how we develop an account of our lives that connects with that of others in the wake

of declining religious and political narratives. It can play a crucial role in the lives of many
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