
1.2
So let’s start by considering these descriptions of people.

‘Oh, John – he’s a family man’; ‘Sarah’s an anthropologist – she’s spent most of her life studying apes in Africa’; ‘Frank’s a keen coin collector – he’s been collecting coins since he was a boy’; ‘Jack is one of life’s drifters – he will have been just about everywhere by the time he’s 60’; ‘Anne’s a committed animal rights campaigner – that came as a shock to her friends because she had never even owned a pet before she joined the Animal Defence League!’

We define each person by a different criterion: their interests; their profession; their outlook on life; or by their values – like the importance of family for John – and their beliefs. So which of these things is it that really defines a person?

What if we asked the same question about a six-year-old child? Well, you’d actually say that what defined them first and foremost are the common factors that make them a child – being curious about the world, often playful, a bit vulnerable maybe. In ten years, that child will have become a teenager and teenagers, of course, share certain defining characteristics too. They tend to be quite self-centred and moody. Often they’re angry at the world. And because they’re not sure of what their identity is, they define themselves by what they are not and by the things they dislike. ’But Mum, I don’t want to go to technical college. I hate maths.’ 

Now let’s look again at the adults we described at first. John, our family man, has a job as a carpet salesman, which is OK. It’s a job and it keeps him and his family comfortable. He had had an opportunity to run his own business at one point, but he decided job security was more important. 

His real passion is his family and spending time with his two boys. Sarah, the anthropologist, on the other hand, lives for her work. She’s visited Central Africa many times to study Bonobo apes and is fascinated by their social behaviour. Jack – ‘the drifter’ – has been doing bits and pieces of carpentry and building work. He loves travelling and experiencing different environments, so he picks up work as and when he can. He fell in love when he was 25, but the relationship ended and he hasn’t committed to anyone else since.

So, we can see that what defines each of these people in the end is their life experiences. It could be within their job or interests or relationships that these occurred, but it’s the experiences themselves that shape each of us as individuals. So when someone asks you, ‘What do you do?’, they are … .
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