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Careers at the Crossroads
A changing economy calls for a reassessment
of our ideas about working life. During Career
Week in Canada, it’s a good time to question
old assumptions. Certainly no one today can
trust to luck to find satisfying employment.
Careers no longer happen; they’re planned...

[] People a few generations ago had little trouble
choosing a career, because circumstances usually
chose one for them. If you were a young man, you
did what your father did, or something close. If you
did not follow exactly in his footsteps, neither did
you stray far from the path laid out for you. A
lawyer’s son might become a doctor, or a butcher’s
son a baker; but it was unlikely that a butcher’s
son would become a doctor under a stratified social
order that kept people fixed in their class.

If you were a young woman, the terms were even
simpler: you were expected to marry and raise
children. The next choice was to stay at home for
the rest of your life and care for your parents in
their old age. Either that, or you sought one of the
very few occupations open to the "weaker sex"--
but only if you were single. Respectable married
women did not work outside the home unless they
were in desperate financial straits.

If you were a member of a minority, most fields of
endeavour were securely barred against you. Blacks
were consigned to menial labour, and the Chinese
were expected to run restaurants or launder clothes.
North American Indians were expected to be...
Indians. And the handicapped were told that they
might as well forget about most types of work.

The result was that careers and personalities
were mismatched across the whole spectrum of
employment. On one hand, men and women of
intelligence and talent were prevented from living
up to their potential; on the other, individuals with
no particular aptitude for their work struggled
along in it because of their status at birth.

The system spawned considerable personal mis-
ery, to say nothing of professional incompetence.
Certainly generals who were born to be generals
often proved disastrously inept at their craft. The
two chief bunglers in the military debacle immor-
talized by Lord Tennyson in The Charge of the
Light Brigade might have been better employed as
clothing designers. Lord Cardigan invented the
sweater that bears his name, and Lord Raglan
designed the raglan sleeve for coats.

The bad old days of job discrimination have not
entirely passed into history. Minority groups still
have to struggle for employment opportunities
which others take as their right. For the most part,
however, the difficulty in choosing a career in
Canada today is not that the choices are restricted.
For young people in high school, there is no short-
age of career possibilities; the problem is to zero in
on one which both offers a future and satisfies their
psychological wants and needs.

At last count, more than 7,000 different occupa-
tions existed in Canada, and the number is growing.
Faced with such a vast and complex array of career
possibilities, young people may be forgiven if they
don’t know where to start. The sheer number of
choices is partly responsible for the fact that, in a
recent survey of 100,000 Canadian students, 30 per
cent of them said they had no idea of what they
would do when they left high school. But a senior
federal civil servant read a more ominous reason
into the response.

"This appears to relate to a pessimism and fatal-
ism that is tragically wide-spread among Canadian




