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ABSTRACT. This paper attempts to clarify the meaning

of the term ‘professional� in its current use in our daily

lives, mainly by making use of Weber�s discussion of the

Protestant work ethic and rationalization. Identifying

professionalism primarily as a particular lifestyle, it ques-

tions whether professionalism is a virtue to be encouraged

or an alienated way of life. Rather than conclusively

answering this question in the affirmative or negative, it

contends that professionalism is an evolving concept, and

endeavors to capture and formulate a favorable under-

standing of it which would foster less alienating and more

fulfilling ways of doing business. It concludes by

observing structural similarities between alternative

managerial approaches and different conceptualizations of

professionalism.
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Since the 1940�s, it has become increasingly more

common to think of businesspeople as professionals

and to encourage them to think of themselves as

professionals. The beginnings of this trend coincide

with the growing awareness of the importance of the

managers� role in economic life, as evidenced by the

publication of books such as Berle and Means�
The Modern Corporation and Private Property and James

Burnham�s The Managerial Revolution (see Imse,

1962). This focus of attention on managers has been

quickly followed by proclamations from all sides

lending countenance to the perception of business-

people as professionals. Imse refers, among others, to

speeches delivered by Harvard president James

Conant, the Standard Oil Company at New Jersey�s
chairman Frank W. Abram, and numerous other

studies published in the following decades, all

inducing a similar perception (1962). These efforts

have initially engendered much discussion among

sociologists and philosophers about whether man-

agement can be considered to be a profession

(Carr-Saunders and Wilson, 1964, Davis, 1951,

etc.). Now, the perception seems rather well estab-

lished. When we use the word ‘professional� today,

the image that arises in most people�s minds is not

that of a doctor or a priest, but of someone in a

business suit.

The primary purpose of this trend seems to be to

contribute to thinking of business as an ethical

enterprise and of businesspeople as engaged in an

intrinsically ethical activity, thus motivating and

fostering ethical behavior in businesspeople. There

also seems to be involved a desire to attribute more

social prestige to managerial occupations. Imse

(1962) has even raised concerns about farther-

reaching consequences this trend may have with

respect to the relation of managers to employers,

employees, and customers, and a new kind of con-

trol over entry into business that may ensue as

a result. This latter concern seems unfounded,

however, since the trend has been less about ‘‘the

professionalization of management’’ as such and

more about a reconceptualization of the meaning we

attribute to professionalism in our lives.

The purpose of this essay is twofold. First, it

purports to contribute to the quest to clarify the

meaning of the term ‘professional.� Second, in light

of this analysis, it raises a more complicated question:

is professionalism in fact a virtue? The essay does not

provide a straightforward answer to this question; in

fact, it cannot, since the meaning of the term is

constantly evolving, with many different ideas and

even ideologies factoring into its constantly shifting

use and function in our working lives. The essay
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instead attempts to formulate a more favorable

understanding of this concept by capturing the var-

ious elements that constitute its ‘‘meaning-in-the-

making,’’ retaining what it perceives to be good

elements, and eliminating the bad. It is hoped that

this reconceptualization will suggest alternative,

better, more ethical, and more fulfilling ways of

doing business.

Clarifying the concept

Distinctive criteria

Our daily usage of the term ‘professional� is often

quite loose, and even inconsistent. While some may

expect the term to apply to someone working in one

of the acknowledged professions (such as law or

medicine) and thus serve to distinguish the charac-

teristics associated with the performance of such

professions, we often use the term to refer to a

personal attitude, the standards one sets oneself, and

the relation one has to one�s work. Even if we

restricted ourselves to the former designation, the

meaning of the term would remain vague. As

Carr-Saunders and Wilson state, there is no ‘‘test

whereby those vocations which are called profes-

sions could be distinguished from those which are

not’’ because the term ‘profession� stands for ‘‘a

complex of characteristics’’ with many vocations

‘‘exhibiting some but not all of those features’’

(1964, p.284).

Nevertheless, it is generally agreed that the

following criteria distinguish a profession from other

types of work (see, for example, Carr-Saunders and

Wilson, 1964; Ciulla, 2000; Hammer, 1996):

(1) To be a professional, one must go through

formal training, including the development of

certain skills and the mastery of a tradition.

It is important to note here that such

intense technical training intrinsically implies

specialization in a field.

(2) The professional is expected to not only

master but also to contribute to and con-

tinue a certain tradition. Therefore, the pro-

fessional is expected to always remain

informed on the latest developments and

advancements in her field, to solve problems

and apply her knowledge and skills to novel

situations. In Hammer�s words, ‘‘[a] true
professional is engaged in an ongoing

inquiry.’’ (1996, p. 48)
(3) The professional is also distinguished by the

ethical character of her activity and conduct.

Disinterested service to other members of

society is an important distinguishing mark

of the professional. Thus, it is typical of tra-

ditional professions that the professional,

when commencing her career, makes a sol-

emn public oath to put her knowledge to

socially responsible use.

(4) A professional inspires and claims the respect

of society by virtue of her competence and

commitment to ethical behavior. The compe-

tence of the professional and her commit-

ment to ethical conduct in disinterested

service of society are sanctioned by socially rec-

ognized institutional mechanisms.

(5) A profession is most clearly distinguished

from other types of work by the subjective

relation that the professional holds to her

work: the professional perceives her work

as a vocation. Again in Hammer�s words,
professionals have careers, not jobs (1996,
p. 50).

(6) This attitude of individually motivated dedi-

cation is one of the most important elements

that distinguish the professional as more

autonomous and independent in relation to

her work than others. Due to this autonomy,

the professional is more immediately con-

nected to her work as a source of identity

and pride. This is a distinctive characteristic

that professionals share with craftspeople.

Conceptual strain

The above-mentioned criteria are a compilation of

signs and characterizations by which we recognize

and guide our usage of the concept, but they are

inadequate in shedding light on our daily usage.

They do not explain, for example, why we call

someone ‘‘professional’’ or ‘‘unprofessional’’ for

dressing or not dressing a certain way, for being

emotional or detached at work, for maintaining a
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certain persona and distance, or for talking about

personal problems at the workplace.

The criteria also reveal that the concept harbors in

itself conflicting elements regarding lifestyle, atti-

tude, and one�s relation to one�s work. To take a first

example: we have noted that the professional is

required not only to acquire specialized knowledge

in a certain field, but also to be able to apply this

knowledge to novel situations. This juggling act

requires creativity and reflection, the ability to

engage in more holistic big-picture thinking, which

is a constant counterforce to the tendency an aspir-

ing professional would be prone to develop towards

an overly specialized narrow focus. Second, the

word ‘professional� almost immediately evokes the

expectation of a distanced and objective attitude.

Yet, the subjective relation that the individual has

towards her work is the most important distin-

guishing characteristic of a professional. Third, while

professionals are acknowledged to be more auton-

omous in relation to their work, in reality, we allow

them little room for displaying their individuality.

Our daily usage is further strained by the recent

trend of applying the term to businesspeople. Tra-

ditionally, professionals commence their careers with

some sort of public oath to put the welfare of those

whom they serve before their own interests. It is

difficult (though not impossible) to concede to the

idea that a businessperson would/could put the

interests of her customers before her own goal of

making profit. In addition, there is no requirement

for a businessperson to have gone through a formal

training, which can be certified by a socially rec-

ognized institutional mechanism. Nevertheless, our

semantic intuitions find it very fitting to apply the

term ‘professional� to businesspeople.

Weber�s insight

Even though Weber seldom directly uses the word

‘professional,� his references to professionalism in his

writings pinpoint the key idea which can unify the

variety of criteria and expectations that are discussed

above, ranging from the way one dresses to main-

taining an overly rational and unemotional attitude

at work (1978, p. 556; 1958, p. 136). They also shed

light on those aspects of professionalism, which seem

inherently contradictory. The most noteworthy

reference is in Economy and Society. Here, Weber

underlines one element among the cluster of criteria

covered by the term as the fundamental mark of

professionalism: professionalism is, above all, a life-

style, a way of life devoted to work perceived as

one�s calling (1978). It is in this formulation, if

anywhere, that one can find the ultimate criterion,

which we seem to draw on when we observe and

judge the behavior of people at work as ‘‘profes-

sional’’ or ‘‘unprofessional.’’ Making a commitment

to be a professional is making a commitment to live

one�s life a certain way.

The Protestant ethic

What is this lifestyle? As has already been said, it is

a way of life devoted to work perceived as one�s
calling. To further describe it, one should first

examine the concept of Beruf (calling), which, as

Weber observes, is a religious concept (1958).

Weber claims that such a concept does not exist

either ‘‘in the Catholic peoples’’ or ‘‘those of

classical antiquity...The modern conception of

Beruf... goes linguistically back to the Bible trans-

lations by Protestants’’ (1958, p. 205) and is the

expression of the view that the highest form of

moral activity is the ‘‘carrying out of obligations

imposed on an individual by his position in the

world’’ (1958, p. 80).

In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism

Weber makes the following observation: if one looks

at a country of mixed religious composition, one

finds that ‘‘those who occupy the upper ranks of

skilled labor and administrative positions’’ (1958,

p. 37) as well as business leaders and owners of

capital are ‘‘overwhelmingly Protestant’’ (1958,

p. 35). Based on this observation, Weber explores

how and why religion can influence someone�s
career and finds there to be an intrinsic albeit

seemingly paradoxical connection between modern

capitalism and the asceticism of Puritans, between

the ‘‘sharpening of business acumen’’ and a ‘‘reli-

gious way of life’’ (1958, p. 44). This connection can

be summarized in three words: the Protestant work

ethic. In fact, it could arguably be claimed that what

one is preaching when one commends profession-

alism is the Protestant work ethic.

Weber finds the most revealing exemplification of

the relation between capitalism and this religious
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lifestyle in the writings of Benjamin Franklin. What

interests Weber in the writings of Franklin is that

Franklin advocates accumulation of money as a duty,

an ethos, not for hedonistic or eudaimonistic purposes,

but as an end-in-itself.

According to Weber, what lies at the root of such

righteous advocating of accumulation of money is a

completely irrational and transcendental idea: Cal-

vin�s doctrine of predestination. The doctrine of

predestination holds that only some elect people are

predestined for eternal salvation, but as the God of

Calvinism is completely transcendent, inscrutable,

cold, and inexorable, there is no way of knowing in

advance who those elect are. Yet, it is a duty to

consider oneself chosen, as self-doubt is a sign of

insufficient faith. Belief in such absolute determinism

and the transcendentality and inscrutability of the

ways of God creates a tremendous amount of reli-

gious anxiety and self-doubt. The Calvinist is left

with no choice but to help herself through similarly

inexorable self-discipline. As an antidote to anxiety

and self-doubt, Calvinism recommends disciplined

devotion to one�s duties in one�s worldly work. The

‘‘rational, sober, purposive character of action not

submitting to the world, and its success’’ are taken to

be ‘‘signs of God�s blessing’’ (Weber, 1978, p. 556).

In practice, this means that God helps those who

help themselves. Thus, the Calvinist, as it is

sometimes put, himself creates his own salvation,

or, as would be more correct, the conviction of it.

But this creation cannot, as in Catholicism, con-

sist in a gradual accumulation of individual good

works to one�s credit, but rather in a systematic

self-control which at every moment stands before

the inexorable alternative, chosen or damned

(Weber, 1958, p. 115).

Rationalization

Weber argues that the Protestant work ethic supplies

the ideological background conducive to modern

capitalism. To explicate this link, it is important to

understand Weber�s account of rationalization.

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism

begins with the following observation: Western

civilization has given birth to cultural developments

of universal significance that are not paralleled in the

East. Investigating in detail various factors that have

contributed to the development of Western civili-

zation in general, and modern capitalism in partic-

ular, such as ‘‘the technical utilization of scientific

knowledge’’ (1958, p. 24), the rational structures of

law and administration, and the formation of a mass

of formally free laborers, Weber identifies the

thoroughgoing rationalization of all departments of

life as the essential component that marks the

peculiarity of Western civilization. As Weber sees it,

the advancements of Western civilization, in science,

art, law, and even religion are distinguished by the

rational, systematic and highly specialized and dif-

ferentiated methodology with which these pursuits

are carried out. Thus, ‘rationalization� refers to the

employment of instrumental reason to carefully

regulate means, the perfection of methodology, in

pursuing given ends. Science and technology are

paradigms of this process.

Weber also sees capitalism as a unique product of

Western civilization in this sense. It is important to

note here that Weber makes a distinction between

what he calls ‘‘modern capitalism’’ and the impulse

to acquisition for material gain and comfort. Capi-

talistic enterprises, in the sense of ‘‘adaptation of

economic action to a comparison of money income

with money expenses’’ existed in all civilized

countries. But the West has developed a unique

version of this economic activity, which Weber

defines as ‘‘the rational capitalistic organization of

(formally) free labor’’ (1958, p. 21).

According to Weber, Calvinism and the related

sects play an important role in this rationalization

process. First, Calvinism leads away from belief in

more mystical, magical means to salvation, and

speculative philosophy towards personal salvation

and a more empirical means of seeking God in

nature (Weber, 1958, p. 249). This attitude has

greatly contributed to the development of technical

education and increased rationalization towards

mastering and transforming the world. More

importantly, the idea of a calling motivates one to

fixate one�s activities upon a specific occupation.

Thus, the Protestant work ethic has been conducive

to justifying and maintaining increased division of

labor and specialization, which is crucial for the

development of modern capitalism. Finally, Cal-

vinism has supplied the ethos that complements

rationalization: an ascetic lifestyle characterized by
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discipline, constant self-control, and a very system-

atic method of conduct in place of a more unsys-

tematic and spontaneous lifestyle.

An interesting observation that Weber makes in

this context is that undisciplined, unscrupulous

‘‘pursuit of selfish interests by the making of money’’

is incompatible with modern Western capitalism;

it exists in ‘‘those countries whose bourgeois-capi-

talistic development, measured according to Occi-

dental standards, has remained backwards’’ (1958,

p.57). Far from being an oxymoron, the idea of

business ethics is essential to capitalism.

Evaluating the professional lifestyle

Competence and pride in one�s work, emphasis on

an intellectual approach, trustworthiness, focus on

disinterested service to society, commitment to

ethical behavior, and accountability are all virtues

associated with professionalism. It would generally

be granted that these are virtues deemed worthy of

high praise. Professionalism thus prima facie appears to

be a virtue, or rather, a cluster of virtues. But the

formulation of professionalism in light of Weber�s
insight affords a new angle from which to tackle the

question of whether professionalism is a virtue. As a

virtue ethicist evaluates various alleged virtues in

light of whether they contribute to living the good

life, it can now be questioned whether the lifestyle of

a professional is the good life. In evaluating this

lifestyle, I want to focus on the emphasis on ratio-

nality and the extreme specialization of the profes-

sional.

Rationality

As Habermas (1984, p. 174), Weber himself (1958,

p. 78), and other members of the Frankfurt school

have amply demonstrated, rationality is a very broad

concept the analysis and evaluation of which requires

much clarification, specification, and classification. It

is not possible to do full justice to this issue within the

scope of this paper, but it is necessary to at least note

the distinction that Weber makes between substan-

tive (value) rationality and formal rationality. Simply

put, formal rationality is means–end reasoning, using

reason to calculate how to attain the ends one wants

to reach. Value rationality is the choosing of ends

themselves, using reason to determine what ends are

worth pursuing. Part of the point in Weber�s dis-

cussion of rationalization is to indicate that, even

though Western civilization has excelled in formal

rationality, it is indeed quite poor in value rationality.

The same is true of professionalism.

In terms of formal rationality, the Protestant ethic

and the professional way of life are ostensibly

rational. With its focus on this-worldly activity, its

affinity to empirical sciences, and desire to overcome

not only emotions, but also dependence on nature,

the method of conduct advocated by Calvinism (and

related sects) is a perfect model of means–end rea-

soning. It encourages active self-control in pursuit of

one�s calling, fighting against emotions, ‘‘rigorous

calculation directed with foresight and caution’’

(Weber, 1958, p. 78) and ‘‘careful consideration of

the ethical consequences’’ of one�s actions (Weber,

1958, p. 119).

In terms of value rationality, on the other hand,

the end Puritans seek is transcendental, and in

Weber�s words, completely irrational ‘‘from the

standpoint of purely eudaimonistic self-interest.’’

(Weber, 1958, p. 78) This is not to say that all people

pursuing a career and living the professional lifestyle

are motivated by religious anxiety and a desire to

prove to themselves that they are ‘‘the chosen ones.’’

But whether the professional�s method of conduct is

rational in a praiseworthy manner or not depends, in

the first place, on what exactly the professional is

pursuing a career for, on whether the end pursued

is rational or praiseworthy. A return to and

re-emphasis on the traditional professions� primary

goal of service to society would go a considerable

distance in redeeming professionalism as a virtue.

Nevertheless, regardless of the value of the end

pursued, it remains questionable whether an over-

emphasis on rationality at the workplace at the

expense of emotions is praiseworthy. Similar points

have been repeatedly made by feminists, but the

question is particularly interesting in the context of

professionalism, because professionalism is frequently

understood crudely as keeping emotions and per-

sonal problems out of one�s relation to one�s work.

Yet, one of the virtues associated with profession-

alism, one of the factors that render professionalism

so appealing is the integrity a professional is imagined

to possess.
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This integrity is often explicated in terms of the

continuity of life and work that exists in a pro-

fessional�s life. In that sense, if a professional is

supposed to keep her emotions and personal

problems outside her work, and at the same time,

maintain a continuity between life and work, such

integrity can only be achieved at the expense of

completely driving emotions out of one�s life

altogether. But should not integrity imply not only

a continuity of life and work but also continuity

of mind and heart? In fact, the creativity expected

from a professional would seem to require such

continuity. I would contend that it is only

through integration of one�s reason with one�s
emotions and of objective technical knowledge

with subjective individual experience that true

creativity can be achieved.

Regarding the suppression of emotions, Weber

notes a difference between Calvinism and other

forms of Protestantism. According to Weber,

Lutheranism or Pietism, for example, did not ratio-

nalize life to the extent that Calvinism did because of

‘‘a fundamentally eudaimonistic ideal of having men

experience eternal bliss emotionally in the present’’

(Weber, 1958, p. 141).

The typical German quality often called good

nature (Gemütlichkeit) or naturalness contrasts

strongly, even in the facial expressions of people,

with the effects of that thorough destruction of

the spontaneity of the status naturalis in the Anglo-

American atmosphere, which Germans are

accustomed to judge unfavorably as narrowness,

unfreeness, and inner constraint (Weber, 1958,

p. 127).

Division of labor

The concept of rationality that Weber intends when

he speaks of modern capitalism as the ‘‘rational

organization of free labor’’ and the influence of

Protestantism on the rationalization of Western

civilization as a whole is strongly related to division

of labor. The arguable incompatibility of profes-

sionalism with a eudaimonistic and more wholesome,

integrated lifestyle becomes more apparent if we

consider this relation. Division of labor and spe-

cialization have mixed consequences with respect to

‘‘quality of life,’’ as dedication to a fixed occupation

does with respect to personal flourishing and per-

fection.

Positive aspects

As the Western civilization has shown, not only the

contribution of professionals who carry out the

performance of their work to ever higher levels of

perfection, but also the orchestration of workers

who gain perfect mastery of minute tasks by a similar

logic of limited focus into mass organization of labor

can move a society to achieve impressive accom-

plishments in civilization. Specializing in a certain

field, like focusing on a limited task, increases one�s
skill, and makes it much more likely to attain per-

fection in the performance of that particular work, at

least in terms of technical excellence. Specialization,

especially when motivated by the idea of a calling,

ensures the performance of one�s work with the

utmost care, diligence and a systematic methodol-

ogy. Wanting to stray outside ‘‘a well-marked call-

ing,’’ on the other hand, causes idleness, dilettantism,

a casual and irregular lifestyle. While these obser-

vations might constitute significant arguments in

favor of division of labor, and, by extension, pro-

fessionalism, there are also important arguments to

the contrary, most notably, Marx�s writings on the

subject.

Negative aspects

Briefly, Marx (1978) sees division of labor as a fun-

damental cause of alienation. His discussion of the

subject in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844

in terms of four types of alienation (from the product

of work, from the process of production, from hu-

man nature, and from other men) are well-known,

and it could be argued that much of what Marx

criticizes about division of labor applies to the plight

of wage-laborers and not to professionals per se. But

it is not difficult to see that professionals also expe-

rience their share of alienation. This essay will focus

on those aspects of division of labor, which Marx

criticizes, that apply to professionals only.

First, the oft-cited passage in German Ideology,

where Marx speaks of communism as a utopic
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society where one could be a fisherman in the

morning, a hunter in the afternoon, and a literary

critic at night, implies the view that human beings

naturally have a need for a variety of occupations

(Tucker, 1978). Extreme specialization frustrates this

need and thus stifles human flourishing in a certain

sense.

Second, division of labor alienates the worker

from the process of production by dividing an

integrated process into smaller parts where different

individuals limit themselves to working only on one

aspect of the process and thus lose sight of the

meaning of their activity. It could be argued that it is

not the professional who suffers from this kind of

alienation but the manual worker. Since the pro-

fessional mostly performs mental work, the profes-

sional, it can be argued, does not lose sight of the

whole process, but in fact controls it. But such an

objection would imply lack of insight into the

importance of practice and wholesome involvement

in one�s work, which is much similar to the

rationalist�s ignorance of the continuity of heart and

mind, which has been discussed.

Alienation from the process goes with alienation

from other men whom one produces in cooperation

with. Most often, professionals have a high social

status, both economically, and more importantly, in

terms of social prestige. Indeed, the efforts to declare

businesspeople professionals testify to the importance

attached to such prestige. This concern with pres-

tige, like the Calvinists� wish to prove to themselves

that they are ‘‘God�s chosen ones,’’ betrays a dis-

turbing elitism. The desire to place oneself above

others overshadows many professionals� other

respectable qualities such as competence and

knowledge, to the extent that one begins to wonder

whether such competence and knowledge really

exist in such people, because this desire suggests that

such individuals are not at peace with themselves and

others. It is not surprising if this lack of inner peace

coincides with the lack of integrity resulting from

the one-sided domination of reason over emotions.

Such elitism is most disturbing when it manifests

itself in the professional�s attempts to keep herself

separate, whether through the use of different

facilities, office, clothing, manner of addressing, or

any other way, from her fellow workers.

The consequences of being insulated from the rest

of one�s fellow workers can be seriously far-reaching.

This estrangement from one�s fellow workers is only

the tip of the iceberg, which is relatively easier to

discern, but is in fact part of a much deeper kind of

alienation from the rest of mankind. I contend that

professionalism thus contributes to socially insensi-

tive behavior. Consider Milton Friedman�s argu-

ments against the social responsibilities of business.

As is well-known, Friedman argues that the only

responsibility of a manager is towards the share-

holders: that is, to make profit. It is interesting to

observe that this argument sounds not only con-

vincing but ethically compelling to students who

have internalized the view that one�s primary ethical

obligation consists in disciplined performance of

one�s well-marked duties. In a narrowly focused

fixation on only one�s assigned task, the ‘‘see no evil,

hear no evil, just perform your duty’’ attitude of a

professional can make even unethical acts appear to

be the epitome of righteous conduct in the guise of

honoring one�s contract, trustworthiness, account-

ability, doing one�s job right, etc.

This is, in fact, how the Protestant ethic has

accomplished what Weber says it has. What Cal-

vinism preaches with its idea of personal salvation for

a few elect, gaining its strength from the fear and

anxiety of its adherents, is selfishness and elitism.

Erected on the irrational basis of the Protestant ethic

is precisely that type of religious alienation that Marx

sees as paralleling capitalistic alienation. Both feed

into an excess of formal rationality without any

accompanying reasoning about ends to balance and

direct the whole course of one�s life.

Production-related problems

Leaving aside social and eudaimonistic concerns,

extreme division of labor has also led to quality-re-

lated problems in production, which trends like total

quality management have endeavored to address.

As Goetsch and Davis state, ‘‘[a]lthough division

of labor spawned tremendous leaps forward in pro-

ductivity, it virtually eliminated the old concept of

craftsmanship in which one highly skilled individual

performed all the tasks required to produce a quality

product’’ (2000, p. 52). Frederick Winslow Taylor�s
practice of scientific management, which can be seen

as the epitome of rationalization in the workplace,

illustrates most vividly how highly specialized labor
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destroyed craftsmanship. Taylor�s approach did not

only have the ill social consequence of shifting

power from crafts workers to management; it caused

problems in production even by non-substantive

standards, such as poor coordination between

activities resulting from a deep vertical hierarchy of

control, weak horizontal interaction, and nonpro-

ductive quality control (Sayer and Walker, 1992, pp.

167–169). It thus became clear, as Sayer and Walker

point out, that ‘‘integration of labor’’ is the mirror

image of division of labor and lies at the heart of the

problem of organization (1992, p. 111). Extreme

specialization of labor without corresponding inte-

gration falls short of even the capitalist goals of

competence, economy, and rationality.

Looking for alternative conceptions

and styles

Imitating the strategy Plato employs in The Republic,

we can observe structural similarities between

a professional businessperson�s style of behavior in an

organization and her personal lifestyle. Taylorism

and similar hyper-rational approaches to manage-

ment parallel the attitude of the professional who

specializes in a certain field in a myopic way and

does not develop the ability to engage in more

holistic thinking. A professional who tries to main-

tain a continuity of life and work, but does so by

letting her work take over her life, is rigid and

uncreative. She resembles an organization with a

deep vertical hierarchy of control. Conversely, weak

horizontal interaction in an organization is struc-

turally similar to the psyche of a professional who

suppresses her emotions. In both cases, there is lack

of communication between parts, potential unused,

mischanneled, thus causing disturbance. The one-

sided mentality of both lead to failure in responding

to novelties in a creative and flexible manner,

because any creative process requires the ability to

bring together and resolve in a dialectic manner

opposing elements. In the professional�s personal life,

such resolution requires openness to and acknowl-

edgement of irrational elements: emotions, uncer-

tainty, subjectivity, anxiety... Within the

organization, this balancing act would be performed

by tapping into the potential hidden in all workers in

the organization, which would require the

establishment of more horizontal interaction (i.e.,

communication and participation), which, in turn,

would require the professional to develop people-

oriented as well as task-related virtues. The profes-

sional who achieved true integrity within herself, by

acknowledging her emotions and staying in touch

with her individuality, would be much more capable

of displaying people-oriented virtues, as she would

be more at peace with herself and thus others. She

would also feel less compelled to establish distance

between herself and others.

The professional�s relation to her work is reflected

in the organization in yet another way. A profes-

sional who has not been able to justify the pursuit of

her career to herself in a eudaimonistic, or at least,

substantive manner, will be insincere in her devotion

to her work, and thus uninspiring in what she pro-

duces. Similarly, an organization without a mean-

ingful and inspiring vision will fail to motivate its

workers. Most managers come into their work

indoctrinated with the teaching that if they do not

act to maximize profit, they will be driven out of

business. They never ask: ‘‘And what if I go out of

business? Is that the end of the world? Is this so

important to my life, which I live only once?’’ Who

knows what courageous acts they could perform,

how much they could accomplish if they could

attain this perspective!

In light of the correlations observed above, we

can formulate a more favorable conception of the

true professional and contemplate how this con-

ception would be reflected in the organization of

which the individual is a part. As stated at the

beginning, in formulating this conception, the essay

aims to retain the good elements in the extant

conception of the professional and eliminate the bad.

Recent managerial practices, such as total quality

management (TQM) and empowerment, have

attempted to address some of the problems in organiza-

tionsdiscussed in this paper.Theyhave alsobrought to the

fore of management�s agenda the truly respectable traits of

professionalism. Thus, TQM�s emphasis on quality speaks

for the typical professional�s drive towards perfection. The

highlighting of customer focus re-introduces the tradi-

tional professional�s goal: service to society. Many recent

trends also draw attention to the need for continuous

improvement, which re-emphasizes the expectation of

‘‘ongoing inquiry’’ from the professional. These are all

good elements which should not be lost sight of.
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The most problematic aspect of professionalism,

as identified in this paper, is the need it leaves

unfulfilled for a more wholesome life. Movements

like empowerment, even more strongly than TQM,

have addressed this problem, especially in relation to

division of labor, by advocating more participatory,

non-authoritarian styles of management, while

TQM has emphasized the need for more commu-

nication and the development of people-oriented

virtues. In addition to endorsing these approaches,

this paper hopes to have added its own insights,

especially in relation to the problem of rationaliza-

tion as formulated by Weber and reflections on how

problems in organizations can be traced to problems

in individual psyches.

In conclusion, for professionalism to qualify as a true

virtue (serving the good life), the professional should

devote more attention to value rationality and set viable

ends for herself. She should also be aware of her irra-

tional fears and anxieties and how these influence her

conduct. When she does these, she will cease to invest

status with so much meaning and importance, and conse-

quently will be more ethical at work, more courageous

and creative in bringing her individuality into her work,

see her work as an expression of her identity, and be

more genuinely proud of her accomplishments. In

short, the true professional should be someone like

Socrates, who could always account for his actions,

maintained a perfect continuity and integrity between

his life and work, always listened to his famous inner

voice, and walked around bare-footed.
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