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CHAPTER 1

1. What a Career Actually Is

◆

A career is not a story you tell about yourself.  It is the causal 

chain of your labor, your wage, and the external forces that act on 
both. Strip away the mythology and what remains is a sequence of 
economic transactions dressed in narrative clothing.

You were told a career is a calling. It is not. A calling is a theological 

concept,  and  the  corporation  is  not  a  church.  A  career  is  a 

mechanism. You sell  your capacity to act.  The employer buys that 

capacity  and  directs  it  toward  ends  that  are  not  your  own.  You 

receive  money,  which  is  stored  power,  the  ability  to  cause  other 

things to happen. That is the entire transaction. Everything else, the 

title, the badge, the identity, the sense of purpose, is decoration laid 

over the mechanism to make you submit to it willingly.

Spinoza  would  call  most  of  what  you  believe  about  your  career 

inadequate ideas. An adequate idea grasps the cause of a thing. An 

inadequate idea grasps only the effect and mistakes it for the cause. 

You feel pride when you are promoted. The pride is real, but it is an 

effect. The cause is that someone with more power than you decided 



your continued usefulness required a larger share of stored power, 

and that this share would cost less than the disruption of replacing 

you.  The  promotion  is  not  a  recognition  of  your  being.  It  is  a 

calculation.

Consider  the  layoff.  You  arrive  Tuesday  morning.  Your  badge  no 

longer works. A stranger from HR sits in a conference room with a 

folder.  Your  job,  your  identity,  your  self-conception,  all  of  it, 

terminated in nine minutes. If your career were what you were told 

it is, this would be impossible. A calling cannot be deleted in nine 

minutes  by  a  stranger  with  a  folder.  But  a  mechanism  can  be 

switched off. That is what happened. You were a part. The part was 

judged no longer worth its cost. The machine continued without you.

The practical implication is not despair. Despair is a passive affect, a 

sadness born of inadequate understanding. The implication is clarity. 

When you understand the career as mechanism, you stop expecting 

from  it  what  it  cannot  give.  You  stop  asking  it  to  validate  your 

existence.  You  stop  being  surprised  when  it  acts  according  to  its 

nature rather than yours. A knife cuts. You do not weep that the knife 

is not also a pillow.

What you can do, once you see the mechanism, is act within it with 

adequate ideas.  You understand that your labor is  power sold for 

stored power. You understand that the ends of the employer are not 

your ends, and that your continued presence is contingent on your 



usefulness to those ends. You understand that identity derived from 

the mechanism is  fragile  because the mechanism is  indifferent  to 

you.  You keep the  wage.  You refuse  the  mythology.  You begin  to 

separate what is in your power from what is not.

That separation is the beginning of freedom. Not freedom from the 

career, which would require freedom from the body and its needs. 

Freedom in the career, through understanding what it is and what it 

is not.

◆

CHAPTER 2

2. The Illusion of the Ladder

◆

There is no ladder. There never was. What you were sold as a 

ladder is a fiction designed to make you climb willingly toward ends 
that serve someone else.

A ladder implies a fixed structure with evenly spaced rungs, each one 

resting securely above the last, leading in a straight line to a visible 

summit.  This is  not how organizations work.  An organization is  a 

field of power relations, constantly shifting, and your position within 


