MUSINGS

Coming to Our

“We have inherited a civilization in which the
things that really matter in human life exist ar
the margin of our culture.”

—MORRIS BERMAN

MID ALL THAT’S BEEN WRITTEN

about the decline and fall of

Michael Milken, the con-

victed junk-bond king,

there’s one scene in particu-

lar that stays with me—a

scene I find myself replaying in my mind, as
a kind of parable for our times. Drexel is at
the peak of its power, and Milken and his
traders are spending sixteen-hour days un-
der immense pressure, working on their
mega-million-dollar deals. At one point
Milken simply keels over at his desk, collaps-
ing to the floor. As James Stewart describes
it in Den of Thieves, “His brother and co-
worker Lowell came over, viewed the uncon-
scious body, and simply returned to his of-
fice. The message was clear: Keep working.”

It’s bizarre, isn’t it. Here was a man
clearly successful, in the customary mean-
ing of that term: a leader in his field, wealthy,
powerful, influential. Yet Milken was so over-
worked that he literally collapsed, and his co-
workers wouldn’t even stop to help, so
wrapped up were they in the frenzy of the
next deal. Though they are reported to have
“loved every minute of it,” the health of many
suffered. Head trader Warren Trepp began
smoking four packs a day, while Bruce
Newberg was put on medication for high
blood pressure. “One day Mr. Newberg
raved hysterically when his phone line went
dead during an important client call,”
Stewart writes. “It turned out he had chewed
through the cord.”

If someone worked horses that hard,
we’d call it animal abuse. But from a busi-
ness point of view, Milken was a smash suc-
cess. From the point of view of his body—
the animal body that cares nothing for deals
but knows only feelings—the man was a
wreck. And his body turned out to be right
in the end.

Milken had in fact pushed the limits
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White people are
always upset, always
restlessly searching,
the Indian chief said.

beyond the breaking point—not only the
legal limits, but the spiritual and physical
limits. He was making $45 million a year but
remained obsessed with enlarging his wealth.
Had he listened, his body might have told
him: Things had gone too far.

Milken’s is a cautionary tale, for in his
obsessions, and his neglect, he mirrors the
attitudes of the business culture at large. His
story expresses in an extreme but accurate
form the spirit of business in our time, where
what matters is professional and financial
success; what is incidental is the body and
its discomforts.

Not surprisingly, those discomforts are
legion. As Juliet Schor reports in The Over-
worked Americans (1992, Basic Books), one
out of three adults experiences high stress
every single day. Many more report high
stress several times a week. Workers’ com-
pensation claims related to stress tripled in
the first half of the 1980s, and stress-related
diseases have skyrocketed. Heart disease, hy-
pertension, gastric problems, depression,
and exhaustion today are epidemic.

Despite advances in technology and so-
called labor-saving devices, we work more
hours today than people did twenty years
ago, Schor reports. We cling to the notion
that capitalism has decreased human toil,
when in fact it has done the opposite: It has
sentenced us to a life at hard labor. (An ex-
cerpt of Schor’s book begins on page 24.)

And yes, I must admit that as I write this
it’s 10 at night as I rush toward deadline, and
I’'m sniffling from a cold I’'ve gotten from
pushing myself too hard. Overwork isn’t a
problem I study in the abstract.

But I’m amazed sometimes at how
widespread it is, and how accepted. Over-
work has become nearly synonymous with

6 - BUSINESS ETHICS » JANUARY/FEBRUARY 1992

business success in our time. I recall, for
example, CEO John Akers’s remark a few
months ago that IBM was getting entirely
“too comfortable”—as though cantering
along at an easy pace is a sin, and the horse
must be whipped into hysteria. '

And then there were the remarks not
long ago by Kenneth Olsen, founder and
president of Digital Equipment Company,
as he described his process for picking a
successor: “What we do is keep overwork-
ing people,” he said, “and see who survives.”

It’s not surprising that it takes a CEO
somewhat out of the mainstream—Terry
Schreier, CEO of Air Methods Corporation
in Denver—to name exactly what is going on
here. The American work ethic, he said, has
evolved into a “manic psychosis.”

HAT’S NEGLECTED in

all the madness is the

comfort of the physical

body, that poor horse

we keep whipping to

work harder and
achieve more. But what if we have it all en-
tirely backward? What if what really matters
is the life of the body? As author and profes-
sor Morris Berman asks: “What if it turned
out that most of what was in the history
books, or even in the daily newspapers, had
nothing to do with life as it was actually
lived?”

It’s a question that hits home with me,
having just come back from a speaking en-
gagement where I was on call from 7 A.M.
until 10 p.M.—wined and dined and listened
to and briefed and generally pushed to the
very limits of my endurance in a day that
didn’t let up. “But didn’t you feel impor-
tant?” a friend asks. Perhaps. But it’s small
compensation for the daily pleasures I gave
up: like my hour of reading in bed before
sleep, my morning walk to the corner store,
and the comfort of jeans and a sweater. My
business self may have felt honored, but my
daily self felt put out. It’s a tradeoff I’'m less
and less willing to make.

Berman’s book, Coming to Our Senses:
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Body and Spirit in the Hidden His-
tory of the West (1989, Simon and
Schuster), speaks quite person-
ally to me these days, for it is a
book that literally rewrites history
from the standpoint of the body.
Berman turns the pursuit of suc-
cess, reputation, and money up-
side down, arguing that these are
not in fact intrinsic human drives,
but are substitutes for what we re-
ally long for and do not have: a
bodily feeling of wholeness or at-
oneness with the world.

Lacking this true well-being,
Berman says, we ache inside with
emptiness, and spend our lives
trying to fill the hole—with
achievements, wealth, maybe al-
cohol or food or fitness. If we can
only make a million, or five. If we
can only be gorgeous, if we can
only be somebody. But these are
all secondary satisfactions, and they never
quite work. So like Milken with his $45 mil-
lion that wasn’t quite enough, we think
maybe more will make us happy, and we go
for more achievement, more frenzy. And still
we feel empty inside.

Frenzy is the predominant trait of the
white race, a Pueblo Indian Chief, Ochwiay
Biano, once said. In a conversation with the
psychologist Carl Jung, Biano remarked that
white people seemed always upset, always
restlessly searching for something, so that
their faces were indelibly etched with worry.
White men must be crazy, the chief said,
because only crazy people think with their
heads. Jung asked how Indians thought, and
the chief replied: Why of course, with their
hearts.

T’S ONE OF THE NICER IRONIES
of our time, it seems to me, that our
heads may finally teach us to think
with our hearts. Our superbly ana-
lytical brains, stretched to the out-
ermost limits of modern knowledge,
are finding the answers to our bodies’ long-

Out of the mouths
of physicists,
we have scientific
evidence for spiritual
wholeness.

ing. I’m thinking here in partcular of the dis-
coveries of the new physics: of the realization
that at the subatomic level, there literally is
no such thing as an isolated part; there are
only interconnections in a seamless web of
relationship (page 28). It’s a world where
simple properties of electrons, like mass or
speed, turn out to be not “properties” at all
but only reflections of a relationship to the
whole. It’s a world where the observer and the
observed literally cannot be separated. A
world full of mysteries, like simultaneous ac-
tion at a distance. Where falling apart can be
the best way for a system to evolve, enabling
it to reassemble at a more sophisticated, bet-
ter functioning level. It might all seem like
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spiritual gobbledygook, were it
not coming from the mouths of
physicists.

But it serves to remind us,
at a scientific level, that we lit-
erally belong to the universe, as
physicist Fritjof Capra says. It
helps me remember that even
when I feel alone, I’m never
wholly isolated. I’'m part of a
larger whole. And the feeling of
wholeness that Morris Berman
said all of us are seeking begins
to seem attainable. I recognize it
now when I encounter it in my
own life: It’s a bodily feeling of
fullness where once there was
emptiness, a feeling of warmth
where once there was fear.

I feel it at work when we’re
all pulling together and feeling
like a team-—especially when we
laugh. And I feel it at meetings
of my support group, where I’m valued not
for my credentials but simply for myself. I
even felt it in the movie theater the other
night; as four of us from the office sat there
waiting for “Star Trek VI” to begin, I improb-
ably felt a rush of warmth for the whole as-
sembled theater.

It’s a feeling I think we’re all seeking, a
feeling of warmth and belonging and ease—
a feeling of being at home in the world, and
at home in our bodies. And it’s a feeling I
hope the Michael Milkens of the world find
someday, for I suspect it will fill the void in
a way that millions of dollars never could.

We might ask ourselves how we have let
it come to this, that our business culture has
become so oblivious to what really matters
in life—that like Milken we have missed the
signals our bodies are sending us, trying to
warn us: Things have gone too far. It’s ime
to use our magnificent minds, finally, to
bring us round to the life of the body. And
to learn at last that the body feels whole only
in community. For until we find a way to
truly fill the emptiness inside, the frenzy will
never stop. <&
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