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THE PATHOLOGIES OF PROFESSIONALISM

Having people of talent run the vast federal apparatus is clearly a
desirable thing. The EPA and the Nuclear Regulatory Commis-
sion ought to be under the direction of people who know what
they're doing, as surely as qualified engineers should design
our bridges and historians should be the ones who teach history.

But what are we to make of our modern-day technocracy, a
meritocracy of failure in which ineffectual people rise to the top
and entire professions (accountants, real-estate appraisers, etc.)
are roiled by corruption scandals?

The answer is that the professional ideology brings with it
certain predictable, recurring weaknesses. The first of these
pitfalls of professionalism is that the people with the highest status
aren’t necessarily creative or original thinkers. Although the
professions are thought to represent the pinnacle of human bril-
liance, what they are actually brilliant at is defending and apply-
ing a given philosophy. In Disciplined Minds, an important
description of the work-life of professionals, the physicist Jeft
Schmidt tells us that “ideological discipline is the master key
to the professions.” Despite the favorite Sixties slogan, profes-
sionals do not question authority; their job is to apply it. This is
the very nature of their work and the object of their training,
according to Schmidt; by his definition, professionals are “obe-
dient thinkers” who “implement their employers’ attitudes” and
carefully internalize the reigning doctrine of their discipline,
whatever it happens to be.*

In addition, the professions are structured to shield insiders
from accountability. This is what defines the category: profes-
sionals do not have to listen. They are the only occupational group,
as the sociologist Eliot Freidson put it many years ago, with “the
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