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PROFESSIONALISM AS METAPHOR

H. Wayne Hogan
PO Box 842 Cookevi lie Tennessee

THE STATUS OF PROFESSIONALISM
Role special i z at ion in the d i v i 

sion of labor has included profes
sionals for many centuries, for
both primitive and advanced cul
tures (Ourkheim 1964; Moore 1970;
Mal inowski 1954). Universities and
guilds during the Middle Ages,
and the 19th Century Industrial
Age created professionalism as a
vocational ideal (Larson 1977;
Reader 1955; Weber 1961). Much of
the literature on professionalism
'is concerned with the various
vocations that occasionally are
found "passing" as professional.
Other literature on the professions
exam i nes the abnorma lit i es of
such vocations as medicine and
law, which, with theology, have
historically served as 'models for
all later professions (Etzioni
1969; Vollmer & Mills 1966; Wilen
sky 1964). Very little is written
about 'the concept of professional
ism as such.

We define professionalism as an
attitude of workmanship, a desire'
t6 respond sk i Ilfu II y, honest I y,
conscientiously, and equitably, to
the leg i t i ma te requ i remen ts for
professional service. This attitude
is not just the heart of a II voca
tions, but is also the foundation
on which all aspects of viable
societies must be built. Profession
alism universally' represents a
moral ethi'c, and a code of ser
vice which must be followed if
normative hUman relatiohs are to
be maintained. We' will look at
the contemporary qua Ii fy of profes
sional ism by 'using metaphoric ana
logies. Our purpose is to incite
controversia'i thought, and to
focu's attention on the professional
aspect of our vocationa'i and soci
al ex iste'nce, as a ma'tter of socio:...
'logical interest~ This effort is not
meant to be defi nit i \Ie, because
that cou Id stifle the flow of di a
logue and discussion which we
hope to encourage.

SEVEN METAPHORS: SEEING
THE WRONG TO SEETHE RIGHT
1) Professionalism as a saint voca
tion. We have conferred sainthood
c;n-the· vocational quality of pro
fessionalism. Garbing it in the
ideology and ritual of perfection,
we have rendered it unaccount
ab Ie. Its ri tes and secret codes
are awesome, and it must never
be disparaged or doubted by
"lay" persons.
2) Professionalism as a Trojan
Horse I ndustrial societies have
generated a massive professional
ism in their midst, releasing
forces that may be inimical to
basic social interests. Through
pub Ii c rei a tions agencies, repre
sentatives of the professions have
spread the message, tha t if you
are not a professional, you are
:nobody~ but if you are aprofes
sional, then you areanybody you
say you are. Once professional
status is granted, it is perma
nent, and it is protected from the
pry i ng eyes of any but fellow
professionals, who can be counted

'on never to fou I the common nest.
3) Professionalism as a Free
Lunch All that glitters is not
gold, and there is no free lunch.
We shou Id rea lise tha t though the
professional model of service" is
supposed to be available to us
a II, regard Iess of race, creed,
color, or national orIgin, such
equality of opportunity does not
exist. To test this proposition, be
black, old, or rmpoverished, and
in urgent need of medical atten
t ion in the emergency room at
your local hospital. Or be any
kind of social pariah, however
th.e current level of.. cultural 'intol
erance defi nes 'i t; and have to
rei y on your interests bei ng' just
Iy served with any part of the
lega'i system. The 'dispensing' 'of
professional goods and serVices is
prob'ably associated with as' much
prejudice and favoritism as the
production and' exchange of other
goods and services.
4) Professionalism as Southern Hos
pitality The cordial hospitality
of the professional is no more.
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The Florence Nightingale respon
siveness of an earl ier professional
ism has been replaced by a
noncommittal "Who are you?" look,
and a fixed smile-.-Many of the
right motions and sounds are pre
sent with professionalism, but the
substance is lacking.
5) Professionalism as a Utopian
Panacea Following Boguslaw
(1966) we suggest tha t the con
temporary form of professionalism
is offered as the highest order of
utopianism, to which industrializ
ed societies currently look for the
"final solution". Today's brand of
professionalism is like Boguslaw's
closed cybernetic systems of com
munication, called "technosystema
tic "new utopias", to distinguish
them from the more resp on s i ve u to
p i an structures of the past. Mod
ern professional ism has the goal
of being all things to all people,
which produces unrealistic hopes
and promises.
6) Professionalism as the Brave
New ,World "Community, Identity,
Stability." This is the World
5 tate's mo t to i n Hu x ley's Bra ve
New World (1932). Ferti I izing, bot-
tling, and conditioning rooms,
cloning, soma, and feelies: all
were designed to fulfill this After
Ford product. Something of this is
voiced by today's professionalism.
To assure it, we go through the
ideo log i c al ~ y ant i s ep tic fer til i z
ing' bottling, and conditioning
chambers called universities,
where we artificially reproduce
the "professional look". Profession
alism gives us community, iden
tity, and stabi I ity, but at what
price?
7) Professionalism as Mom the
Guru Professionalism has become
a50cietal mother, who becomes
our refuge for every persona I,
technical, and social problem.
The professional becomes the ideal
guide for such everyday decisions
as how to raise ch'ildren, how to
talk with one's mate, and how to
deal with the plumber and the
credit manager.

RECOMMENDAT IONS
In these metaphors, there is a

common theme: that contemporary
professional ism is a myth, and
possib Iy a dangerous one. At a
di stance, the structure looks sub
stantial. On close approach, its
outlines blur and shrink. Begin
ning with Ralph Nader's exposure
of the auto industry, and moving
to Vietnam by way of the Tonkin
Gulf Resolution, and Watergate, to
the present, with repeated revela
tions of illegal and immoral con
duct by such exemplary agents as
high government officers, the Fed
eral Bureau of Investigation, and
Central Intelligence Agency, and
the medical profession, we have
been massively exposed to unpro
fessional and downright criminal
behavior among the ranks of pro
fessiona Is. Profess iona I bus i ness
men' consp ire to restri ct produc
tion and fix prices of shoddy and
often dangerous products. Thei r
advertizing is meant to confuse
ra ther than to educa te. Profess ion-
al soldiers manipulate, "body
counts" and sign documents
which, for purely political pur
poses, falsely testify on the use
of mi I itary hardware. Professional
politicians illegally solicit and
spend campaign funds, and
scheme to thwart investigations of
their illegal actions. Professional
lawyers collude to strike the best
financial and political advantages
for themselves, i gnori ng thei r
clients' interests and the truth,
in their ,single-minded rush to
courtroom victory. Professional
doctors mulct health agencies for
services not given, and give treat-
ments, including surgery which
are unrelated to the patient's
symptoms and disabi I ities, just
for the money. Professional law
enforcement officers rely on exped
iency to accomplish their role,
and may collaborate with the very
criminal forces they are obliged
to con tro I. Such betra y a I of pub
Ii c trust by these and other so
-called professionals seriously
weakens the foundation of profes
sionalism.
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Our faith in professionals would
not be undermined by unprofes
sional conduct, if on Iy a few
abused their vocational and ideo
logical callings, but we are faced
with widespread cynicism, malfeas
ance and despair. Our faith in
professionalism and related high
-order principles will be shatter
ed by what threatens to be their
moral collapse. The spirit of pro
fessionalism implies great moral
and eth ical i ntegri ty, and the pro
mise that one's word and one's
best efforts can be re lied on. Rup
tures in the social contract with
professionalism will likely mirror
and predict breaks a t other
points in the social fabric. If
doctors, lawyers, pol icemen, and
military leaders are no longer
bel ieved, can the disbel ief, dis
trust, and abuse of other social
precepts be far beh i nd? If in the
dai Iy conduct of human affairs,
our mora I reach no longer fi ts
our grasp, what kind of a world
will we have? Will it be filled
with shysters, hucksters, rip-offs,
and con arti sts? Wi II it be a
predatory world, red in tooth and
claw? A world powered by "life
boat" ethics? Perhaps. The writ
ing may already be on the wall,
if we could but read.
• Clearly, modern societies urgent
I y need honest and competen t pro
fessionalism. We need professional
services characterized by ideal-
ism, dedication, honesty, fair-
ness, and selflessness. Both as
dispenser and as recipient, we
need these experiences in our
lives to revitalize our flagging
spirit. Perhaps what we need is
found not in the organization of
professionalism, but in the atti
tude of professionalism. But pro
fessionalism in our culture has
become a deified juggernaut, an
institutional ized opiate, which ped
dles false visions of safety and
accomplishment. Its immense poten
tial for positive fulfillment is lit
tie rea I i zed.

Accordi ng to Barzun (1978, 68)
the message for (profess iona 1

ism) today is that (its) one hope
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of survival is the recovery of
menta I and mora I force When
(professional ism's) problem is a
failure of competence and moral
ity, nothing will solve it but
work of an individual mind and
conscience Without some kind
of heroic effort, we professionals
shall all go down appropri
ately as non-heroes, together."
And tha tis no metaphor!
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