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	Topic: The future of work
	Task: Summary writing
	Difficulty: B


Europe thinks about the meaning of life


It's August in Europe, which means that if you're not a lifeguard, an Olympic athlete or a Florentine gelato vendor, you're probably on vacation. This years, though, the Germans and French may not find much peace as they kick back in their Tuscan villas and Majorcan beach houses. Their beloved European life-style, with its 35-hour workweek, frequent holidays and six-week vacations, is under threat as never before. The French government has weighed up repealing the country's mandatory 35-hour week, which would allow employers to demand longer hours. Recently, German industrial giants DaimlerChrysler and Siemens muscled their unions into signing contracts that lengthen work hours without increasing pay. Is Europe being forced to adopt the Protestant work ethic of the United States?


“It's not that we're becoming more Anglo Saxon,” says the editor of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. “It's that we are having an encounter with reality.” But while Europeans have grown to recognize the economic forces that are driving the longer work hours – competition from low-wage countries in Eastern Europe and Asia, an aging population with fewer people in the labour force, the crushing financial burden of Europe's generous welfare benefits – this doesn't mean that they will accept the social costs, at least not without a fight. 


For Europeans, a proper balance between work and play is more than a fringe benefit of prosperity. It is central to a way of life that most people here believe is superior to the American one: less harried, less materialistic, less dehumanized. “Americans define freedom as autonomy and mobility, which requires amassing wealth,” says Jeremy Rifkin, an American writer. “Europeans define freedom in community – in belonging, not belongings. While Americans consider idleness to be almost a sin, Europeans place greater emphasis on leisure and even idleness.” This allows them to develop themselves and to cultivate their minds more than Americans do. An American living in Tuscany says, “Italians who are not professionals often have more knowledge of the arts than Americans who are professionals! They'll spend a Sunday exploring a church with a fresco they've heard about.” With more free time, Europeans can also better nurture their families and contibute to their communities.


Americans, caught in the frantic pursuit of success and the McMansions and the SUVs that come with it, don't have time for such a culturally and socially rich life. 

It is tempting to dismiss the European model in favor of the American one, by pointing to the faster economic growth and superior productivity of the United States since the mid-1990s. But the fast pace of life takes a human toll that does not show up the economic statistics. For years, stressed-out Americans have fled to Europe for its gentler ways.


The question, of course, is whether the European society is sustainable. With a rapidly aging population, the competition of a global economy and new military burdens, young Europeans know they will have to work more than their parents did. Many older Europeans, however, will remember the last years of the 20th century as a kind of paradise.

to weigh up – abwägen



to amass – anhäufen

mandatory – verbindlich



belongings – Eigentum 

lengthen – verlängern



idleness – Faulheit 

encounter – Begegnung



pursuit – das Streben

labour force – die Erwerbstätigen


economic growth - Wirtschaftswachstum

welfare – Wohlfart 




sustainable – zukunftsfähig

Tasks:
Write a summary of the text. Use your own words and follow the guidelines for writing good summaries.

