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Professions

Joseph C. Hermanowicz and David R. Johnson

stage of societal development when basic needs 
of survival have been met. Whereas other institu-
tions evolved to defend, sustain, and regulate life, 
professions emerged to enhance or augment life—
for example to extend life expectancy, to protect 
the rights of citizens, and to provide knowledge 
(Spencer 1886). These and other professional roles 
are connected to the decentralization of state 
control. As societal organization shifted from a 
centrally-controlled command economy to market-
based industrial society, professions emerged in a 
regulative role to manage uncertainty and social 
change on behalf of society (Spencer 1886).

Durkheim, the more central early fĳigure, owing 
in part to his coinage of the root concept, the “divi-
sion of labor”, sought to explain social cohesion in 
the midst of industrialization, which he believed 
undermined the ability of traditional social insti-
tutions, such as the family and religion, to impart 
common values and constrain individualism. By 
Durkheim’s view, while all occupational groups 
constituted a key basis of social integration ([1893] 
1964), professions were of particular importance 
because they linked the central authority of the 
state to the development of civic morals in indi-
viduals (1957). For Durkheim, professions exer-
cised expertise in the interest of the public and 
acted as guardians of the moral order of society.

Classical sociologists’ emphasis on the function 
of professions vis-à-vis their role in sustaining a 
social order, together with the crystallization of 
sociology as a unique fĳield at around the turn of 
the century, helped to build a foundation for fur-
ther scholarly inquiry, a sociology of occupations 
and professions beginning to emerge circa the 
1930s. A.M. Carr-Saunders and P.A. Wilson’s (1933) 
catalogue of professions in Great Britain is the fĳirst 
modern, full-scale treatment of the subject. The 
intellectual contributions of two sociologists in 
particular, Everett C. Hughes and Talcott Parsons, 
were critical to the fĳield’s growth. Like their prede-
cessors, Hughes’s and Parsons’s interest in profes-
sions stemmed from analysis of basic sociological 
problems. Unlike earlier work, however, Hughes 
and Parsons were the fĳirst to subject professions 
to systematic study and theoretic formulation.

It is easy to overlook the fact that Parsons and 
Hughes worked and wrote in the same period, 

Few ideas have been more central to understand-
ing the organization of societies than the division 
of labor, and few segments of labor have sustained 
as much long-lasting interest than professions. The 
fascination is understandable: as embodiments of 
expertise, professions emerged as hallmarks of 
modern bureaucratic societies, socially mandated 
to coordinate society’s most fateful tasks—healing 
the sick in the case of medicine; settling disputes 
in the case of law; protecting territory in the case 
of military; organizing knowledge and transmit-
ting culture in the case of academe; and saving 
souls in the case of ministry. This classic quintet, 
each of its members themselves a manifestation 
of contested development over several centuries, 
foregrounded professional proliferation. Thus 
today many occupations possess qualities of pro-
fessions, a topic of theoretic concern. While con-
sequently difffĳicult to delimit and defĳine precisely, 
professions are nevertheless unmistakably central 
in sociological thinking because of their role in 
organizing specialized knowledge and delivering 
technical skill. It is thus clear why the professions 
are a concern in the writings of classical social 
thinkers as much as of contemporary scholars.

Classical Foundations and Early Treatments
The intellectual origins of the sociology of profes-
sions emerged in the context of industrialization 
during the late 19th century. Classical sociologists 
considered the professions a central feature of 
society and a key to understanding social struc-
ture. Professions thus fĳigured prominently in 
key theoretical statements by sociologists on the 
problems of action and social order in modern 
society. Herbert Spencer and Emile Durkheim 
articulated the most explicit early statements 
about the sociological signifĳicance of professions. 
Arguably the fĳirst among the major social theo-
rists to emphasize the importance of professions 
to societal well-being, Spencer, though rarely 
cited in contemporary discussion, was the fĳirst to 
explain how professions emerge. His analysis of 
professions was developed in a theory of societal 
development, which postulated an evolutionary 
movement from simple homogenous societies to 
complex diffferentiated societies (Spencer 1886). 
According to Spencer, professions emerged in a 
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because their scholarly backgrounds and subse-
quent approaches difffered tremendously. Parsons’s 
concerns were macroscopic and theoretic, Hughes’s 
microscopic and descriptive. Parsons developed a 
structural-functionalist line of thought, Hughes 
an interactionist perspective. Parsons was the 
quintessential grand theorist, Hughes less explic-
itly theoretical but instead oriented to a peda-
gogical-like spelling out of ideas. Parsons wrote 
in often impenetrable high Germanic style. Most 
of Hughes’s essays emerged from his lectures, the 
narrative reflecting these origins to a point of col-
loquial informality.

Parsons’s key arguments emerged through a cri-
tique of predominant conceptions of social order, 
one advanced by a group of utilitarian economists, 
another by the sociologist Max Weber. Utilitarian 
economists such as Adam Smith, Jeremy Ben-
tham, and John Stuart Mill viewed the social order 
of capitalist society as constituted by individuals’ 
pursuit of self-interest. Weber viewed modern 
society in terms of a rational-legal order in which 
the pursuit of self-interest was normatively con-
strained through the application of impersonal 
rules on a universalistic basis, a mode of author-
ity best exemplifĳied in bureaucratic organization 
(Weber 1964). In Parsons’s view, the emergence 
and proliferation of professions, which he claimed 
was “the most important single component in 
the structure of modern societies” (Parsons 1968, 
545), challenged both claims. To the utilitarians, 
professions’ altruistic motives suggested that they 
were either an anachronism in modern capital-
ism or an alternative means to a shared norma-
tive end. To Weber, the individualized nature of 
professional practice appeared to be inconsistent 
with a bureaucratic emphasis on supervision and 
control.

Parsons transcended these seemingly paradoxi-
cal aspects of professions in the modern economic 
system in his landmark essay, “The Professions 
and Social Structure” (1939). By identifying struc-
tural similarities and diffferences between business 
and professions, Parsons sought to demonstrate 
that the highly-refĳined division of labor was not 
based on individual self-interest, but was rather 
socially emergent and socially maintained. Par-
sons argued that scientifĳic rationality, which he 
viewed as empirically prominent in both business 
and professional spheres, is “institutional, part of 
a normative pattern” (Parsons 1939, 459) in which 

the quality of work is situated in a group-based 
frame of reference that is independent of tradi-
tional judgments. Second, he showed that the 
authority of both bureaucratic organizations and 
professions is predicated on functional specifĳicity, 
or the circumscription of a practitioners’ exper-
tise from factors unrelated to one’s work. Under 
bureaucratic organization, specifĳicity of function 
is limited to one’s offfĳice, whereas professional 
functional specifĳicity applies to a particular fĳield 
of knowledge, and throughout a professional 
fĳield of practice. Third, Parsons demonstrated 
the motivational diffferences between business 
and professional practitioners. In his view, indi-
viduals in groups possess a shared orientation to 
achievement of success. Individuals may be self-
interested, but in their behavior, professionals are 
oriented to institutionally-specifĳic defĳinitions of 
occupational achievement.

T.H. Marshall’s (1939) classic piece from the 
same period underscored the necessity of a pro-
fession’s altruistic service-ideal, in which prac-
titioners are obliged to society to ensure that 
their work is done in accordance to a social good. 
Foreshadowing currents on the horizon, Marshall 
contended that state control undermined profes-
sional autonomy and a professional’s ability to 
provide personalized services in comparison with 
the standardized routines of trade occupations.

Parsons challenged utilitarian economists’ con-
ception of social order based on the pursuit of 
self-interest by showing that scientifĳic rational-
ity serves society at large and is thus deployed 
“divorced from the institutionalized expectation 
of self-interest typical of the contractual pattern 
of business conduct” (Parsons 1939, 460). Parsons 
likewise demonstrated that Weber’s notion of a 
social order, predicated on rational-legal author-
ity, required modifĳication. By highlighting the 
impersonal normative order of science, Parsons 
showed that the collegial organization of profes-
sions operates as an alternative foundation for 
action in modern society.

Trained in, and himself forming a latter-day 
part of, the Chicago School of sociology, Everett 
Hughes’s take on professions was ecologically situ-
ated and social-psychologically directed. Hughes 
provided a methodological and conceptual frame-
work for understanding processes within profes-
sions. Hughes’s studies of professions began in the 
1930s, but it was not until several decades later 
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that he would publish the ideas that had been 
transmitted to students he trained (Hughes 1958, 
1971). These included Howard Becker, Blanche 
Geer, Eliot Freidson, Erving Gofffman, and Anselm 
Strauss, among others, each of whom contributed 
important studies to the literature on the profes-
sions. The generational reach of Hughes’s influence 
through scholarship and students often carries the 
credit of having been the modern “father of the 
sociology of occupations.”

Hughes advocated a comparative frame of 
reference to the study of work that examined 
commonalities between all types of occupations, 
from low-status occupations to professions. As 
he argued, “if a certain problem turned up in one 
occupation, it was nearly certain to turn up in all” 
(Hughes 1970, 149). The analytic objective of such 
an approach was to identify patterns of diffference 
along dimensions common to all occupations. 
Hughes thus emphasized the importance of study-
ing the content of work, how it is performed, the 
structural constraints with which workers must 
cope, and the meanings workers assign to their 
experiences. For the study of professions, the the-
oretic objective was to advance an understand-
ing of professional activities in relation to both 
the contexts in which they are carried out and to 
other occupations in the social structure.

It is through this comparative approach to the 
study of occupations that Hughes identifĳied what 
was unique and central to the essence of a pro-
fession: license and mandate. As Hughes (1958) 
argued, all occupations possess an implicit or 
explicit license, or socially-granted sanction that 
justifĳies the right of some groups to perform cer-
tain kinds of work and excludes others from doing 
so. Similarly, most occupations carry a mandate to 
defĳine, for themselves and others, proper conduct 
as it relates to their work, to determine its techni-
cal basis, and its manner of delivery.

License and mandate are more manifest in 
professions than in other occupational groupings. 
Given the complex knowledge and skill that com-
prise the base of professional work, professions 
thus claim an exclusive license or legal authority 
to perform, evaluate, and train others to perform 
professional tasks. Moreover, lay people are able 
to evaluate neither the quality of professional 
work nor the competence of a practitioner. Con-
sequently, the mandate of an occupation is most 
broad and absolute in professional work, and it 

carries a legal, intellectual, and moral scope. Pro-
fessions thus tell society what is in its best inter-
ests in a given domain of life and set the terms for 
understanding particular aspects of life that are 
connected to a domain of professional expertise.

The Hughes oeuvre is captured in the obser-
vation, bearing a patina through the masculine 
pronoun of the time, that “a man’s work is one of 
the more important parts of his social identity, of 
his self, indeed, of his fate in the one life he has 
to live . . . [it] is one of the things by which he is 
judged, and certainly one of the more signifĳicant 
things by which he judges himself” (Hughes 1951, 
313, 314). In addition to “license and mandate”, 
the Hughes legacy was formed by a generative 
set of widely applicable ideas, which, owing their 
epistemological origins to the social psychologist 
George Herbert Mead, underscore the reciprocal 
interplay and interactive construction between 
the micro and macro, between self and society, 
between individual and institution. Among them: 
“the humble and the proud”; “mistakes at work”; 
“institutional offfĳice and the person”; “going con-
cerns”; “cycles, turning points, and careers”; “career 
contingencies”; “career problems”; “the contradic-
tions of status”; “dirty work”; “bastard institutions” 
(Hughes 1958, 1971, 1994).

Professional Traits and Processes of 
Professionalization
Early- to mid-20th century sociologists established 
the core ideas about the structure and internal 
processes of professions, but a series of questions 
remained to be addressed in the wake of their 
contributions. The two chief problems that preoc-
cupied scholars throughout the mid-20th century 
were: Which occupations should be called profes-
sions? And, how do they become that way? Apart 
from Parsons’s general characterization of profes-
sions as collegially-organized experts whose work 
entailed a high level of trust, he never articulated 
the attributes of an ideal-type profession. And 
Hughes viewed the problem of defĳinition as a false 
question:

[T]he concept of ‘profession’ in our society is not 
so much a descriptive term as one of value and 
prestige. It happens over and over that the people 
who practice an occupation attempt to revise the 
conceptions which their various publics have of 
the occupation and of the people in it. (Hughes 
1971, 340)
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For scholars who followed, the identifĳication of 
a particular set of traits that distinguish a profes-
sion from other occupations was viewed as critical 
to empirical analysis. Greenwood (1957) is repre-
sentative of the trait approach, which states that 
professions consist of distinguishing elements, 
including: a systematic body of theory, esoteric 
knowledge, authority, self-regulation, ethical codes, 
and a distinctive culture. A systematic body of 
theory refers to the theoretical, technical, and prac-
tical bases of abstract knowledge from which flow 
the specialized skills that characterize a profession. 
The advanced nature of this knowledge requires 
that role aspirants undergo extended socialization 
and “training ordeals” to acquire the technical and 
attitudinal competence necessary to successfully 
perform professional tasks. Medical students, for 
example, learn to heal physical ailments in ways 
that appeal to a theoretic body of knowledge 
related to precedent and codifĳied procedure. More-
over, upon licensure, physicians are socially man-
dated to interpret, diagnose, and heal problems in 
a self-monitoring, autonomous way. Professional 
autonomy is predicated on self-regulation—knowl-
edge is so technical that only experts can appro-
priately judge behavior. Autonomy thus implies 
trust between professionals and their clients, and is 
codifĳied by ethical codes that sanction professional 
practices in a society’s functional interests.

Professions are said to exhibit a distinctive cul-
ture, their members sharing fundamental beliefs 
and values, and exhibiting distinctive jargon and 
behavior that uniquely situates them in a line of 
work. Professional culture, according to Green-
wood, is developed in both formal and informal 
groups within a profession. A key part of formal 
professional socialization thus entails the trans-
mission of culture that reflects a profession’s 
values, whereas informal culture refers to folk-
lore, symbols, and interpersonal interactions that 
reinforce diffferences between professional and 
lay roles. Both formal and informal culture foster 
group identity and commitment to a professional 
role. William J. Goode (1957), in his essay “Com-
munity within a Community,” cast professions 
as communities bound by a common identity, 
values, and role defĳinitions. By emphasizing that 
professions exist within a larger society, Goode 
emphasized how professions are subject to struc-
tural strain. This may include, for example, difffer-
ences in values and behavioral demands between 
professions and lay society. But while professions 

are dependent on the wider society in order to 
survive, mechanisms emerge for professions to 
maintain their autonomy.

The trait-approach embraced by Greenwood 
and others has been criticized for four main rea-
sons. First, it is not difffĳicult to identify occupa-
tional communities that share such traits but are 
far removed from the expert division of labor to 
which the model seeks to generalize. Professional 
thieves, for example, exhibit esoteric knowledge, 
extended training, ethical codes, restricted access, 
jurisdiction, autonomy, and a distinctive culture 
(Sutherland 1937). Second, surveys of trait-based 
models indicate a lack of consensus about which 
attributes designate a profession. Millerson (1964), 
for example, identifĳied twenty-three traits in the 
existing literature that might constitute the defĳini-
tion of a profession. Moreover, he found that no 
single trait was universally accepted as essential. 
Third, traits are alleged to be static and ignore 
historical contingencies that shape occupational 
status (Freidson 1970; Johnson 1972; Larson 
1977). Finally, some scholars view the trait-based 
approach as an ideological attempt by members of 
an occupation to improve their group status, and 
not an independent assessment of the ideal-type 
profession (Roth 1974).

Despite the criticism to which it has been sub-
jected, the trait-based model directed attention 
toward a second question left unaddressed by Par-
sons and Hughes: How do occupations become 
professions? Although Hughes had noted the impor-
tance of understanding the attempts of workers to 
enhance their occupational status, he emphasized 
the process as a social-psychological phenomenon 
to the exclusion of its structural manifestation 
within a system of occupations. A response to trait-
model criticism was to postulate a “continuum”, in 
which jobs possess various traits “to degrees”. Thus 
the well-established professional continuum, in 
which all occupations and jobs can be placed, con-
sists of: full-professions (such as medicine) at one 
end, non-professional occupations (such as wait-
ressing) at the other end, and “semi-professions” 
(such as accountancy) in the middle range.

The idea of a continuum attenuated debate 
over the defĳinition of a profession by showing that 
occupations are not static, nor do they always fall 
neatly within one category. Movement toward one 
end of the continuum exemplifĳies processes of 
“professionalization”, to the other end, processes 
of “deprofessionalization”. As a result, debates in 
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the fĳield subsequently turned toward the dynam-
ics by which professions achieve their status.

In an analysis of eighteen occupations, Harold 
Wilensky (1964) sought to identify an observable 
sequence of stages in which professions acquire 
requisite traits on their way to professional status. 
According to Wilensky (1964), the ideal typical 
process of professionalization included fĳive steps 
in a modal sequence: organization around a set of 
tasks; formation of an association to advance occu-
pational interests; institutionalization of training 
within universities; attainment of state licensure; 
and formation of an ethical code.

Based on his analysis, Wilensky concluded 
that autonomy and altruism were the key hall-
marks of a professional occupation. As he 
argued, understanding the properties antitheti-
cal to these traits provided a way to assess bar-
riers to professionalization. He focused on two 
primary elements. First, he argued that the 
“technical base” for autonomy may be neither 
too general nor too specifĳic. According to this 
logic, when a knowledge base is too broad, an 
occupation is unable to assert exclusive juris-
diction. By contrast, when the knowledge base 
of an occupation is too narrow, other individu-
als can perform the work. The second barrier to 
professionalization identifĳied by Wilensky—the 
“organizational context of work”—threatens 
both autonomy and altruism. Organizational 
features that threaten autonomy include hierar-
chical control (as opposed to self-regulation), a 
locus of authority in offfĳice (rather than derived 
from knowledge), and routines (as opposed to 
autonomy of practice).

Wilensky’s study offfered two chief contributions 
to the sociology of professions. First, it shifted 
attention away from static conceptions of profes-
sional occupations and led subsequent theorists to 
pay greater attention to processes of professional-
ization. Second, and perhaps most importantly, it 
called attention to the role of organizations and 
environmental properties that shape the context 
of professional work and potentially threaten an 
occupation’s status as a profession. This, in turn, 
provided the basis for later work that challenged 
the view of professions as autonomous unto them-
selves. It was a development that eventually led 
sociologists to incorporate conceptions of a pro-
fession’s environment and, empirically, move 
away from exclusive concern for case studies of 
professions.

Power and Professions
By the 1970s, sociologists began to reconsider 
professions’ contract with society. A new inter-
pretation of professions that focused on power 
and dominance surfaced within the fĳield, par-
ticularly as a result of Eliot Freidson’s (1970) 
study of the medical profession. Freidson’s (1970) 
ethnography carried on the Hughes tradition by 
focusing on the everyday work setting and the 
routine conduct of professionals. But Freidson 
argued that professions secure power through 
protection and patronage by some elite group in 
society (as in the sanctioning of medicine by the 
university in the modern era). Having attained 
a dominant position within a division of labor, 
professions need not have a relationship with 
the beliefs or values of the “average citizen” (Fre-
idson 1970). Through rich details of the content 
of medical work and the meanings assigned to it 
by physicians, Freidson demonstrated the short-
comings of focusing exclusively on structural 
attributes of a profession. Self-regulation and 
ethical codes, for example, appear more to be 
a projected outward appearance than an inter-
nal dynamic: “[W]hen deviant performance was 
observed it was not always attended to, not often 
communicated to others, and rarely subject to 
regulation” (Freidson 1970, 160). Codes of ethics 
and self-regulation may operate as offfĳicial expec-
tations or ideals, but not necessarily as norms of 
performance.

Importantly, Freidson’s work also illustrated 
professional dominance among cognate occupa-
tions, which ultimately forced scholars to exam-
ine inter-occupational relations of professional 
status. Focusing on the medical division of labor, 
Freidson demonstrated that once the medical 
profession secured autonomy of technique, it 
perpetuated the monopoly over its work by con-
trolling the creation and dissemination of techni-
cal knowledge and by delimiting the work roles 
of complementary occupations such as nursing. 
The theoretic outcome of such an observation 
was to show that despite the possession of alleg-
edly professional traits or completion of particular 
sequences of professionalization, an occupation 
never achieves professional status as long as it is 
subject to the orders of another.

Whereas Freidson focused on professional 
power in the immediate context of work and as 
nestled among competing medical-related groups, 
Terence Johnson (1972) and Magali Sarfatti Larson 



214 joseph c. hermanowicz and david r. johnson

This is a digital offfprint for restricted use only | © 2014 Koninklijke Brill NV

(1977) shifted the analysis of power toward broader 
considerations of political economy and the mar-
ket for professional services. Two aspects of this 
analytical reorientation are noteworthy. First, the 
emphasis on power continued the shift away from 
studying professions in isolation by reconnecting 
concerns of classical sociologists to analyzes of 
the economy, state, and class  system—a theo-
retic departure developed in Joseph Ben-David’s 
(1963) major treatise on the position of profes-
sions in class systems across numerous societies 
and the outcomes for social mobility. Johnson 
(1972), for example, discussed professions in 
terms of the market for professional services. In 
Johnson’s view, the conditions which give rise to 
professional power depend on the social relations 
between producers and consumers. In discuss-
ing the ability of an occupation to assert its own 
defĳinition of the producer-consumer relationship, 
Johnson argued that:

It is only where an occupational group shares, 
by virtue of its membership of a dominant class 
or caste, wider resources of power that such an 
imposition is likely to be successfully achieved, 
and then only where the actual consumers or 
clients provide a relatively large, heterogeneous, 
fragmented source of demand. (1972, 43)

Professional control, according to Johnson, is thus 
an institutionalized mechanism for organizing 
work shaped by relations of social and economic 
dependence in the class system. According to this 
view, professions may not be insularly examined 
because the achievement of professional control is 
contingent on the power of clients, the state, and 
corporate bureaucracies.

An additional noteworthy development emerged 
from the power perspective: the extent to which 
professions became more critically viewed as 
exploitative groups. This view fĳigures most promi-
nently in Larson (1977), who argued that profes-
sionalization is based on an ideology that has as 
its objectives market dominance and the obstruc-
tion of the free movement of labor. Larson argued 
that professionalization amounts to

the process by which producers of special ser-
vices sought to constitute and control a market 
for their expertise. Because marketable expertise 
is a crucial element in the structure of modern 
inequality, professionalization appears also as a 
collective assertion of special social status and as 
a collective process of upward social mobility. . . . 
[The] constitution of professional markets inau-
gurated a new form of structured inequality. (Lar-
son 1977, xvi–xvii, original italics)

For Larson, there is little distinction between pro-
fessionalization as a collective mobility strategy 
and the attempts of corporate capital to restrain 
competition through state regulation of markets. 
Both strategies entail attempts to dominate the 
market for particular services and to maintain 
social inequality. Nor does Larson view market 
control as a reflection of skill, expertise, or ethical 
standards. Rather, market control is the outcome 
of an occupation’s successful attempts to monop-
olize a body of knowledge, access to it, and the 
services that result from it.

Arguments offfered by Freidson, Johnson, and 
Larson are tied together by a view of profession-
alization as a control mechanism, in which pro-
fessions exploit advantages embedded in markets 
that allow them to pursue their self-interests at 
the expense of others. This perspective ultimately 
shifted the sociology of professions away from 
a focus on traits to power and conflict. From a 
trait perspective, the power theorists reduced the 
essence of professions to one: autonomy. By focus-
ing, however, on either a specifĳic labor segment, 
on the market, or on the class system, they shifted 
analysis to a more systems-based understanding 
of professions.

Professions and their Environment
By the point at which the power approach had 
achieved prominence within the sociology of pro-
fessions, scholars had examined the importance 
of knowledge claims to professional status and, to 
a limited extent, the relationship between profes-
sions and occupations within a specifĳic division of 
labor, yet no one had perceived the importance 
of the connection between the two until Andrew 
Abbott’s (1988) study of the system of professions. 
For Abbott, a critical characteristic of a profes-
sion is its possession of a body of abstract knowl-
edge on which it bases its claims for the exclusive 
right to perform and control specifĳic work activi-
ties. According to Abbott, this claim constitutes 
a profession’s “jurisdiction”, or the link between 
a profession and its work. Whereas power theo-
rists emphasized the importance of how pro-
fessions represent knowledge claims to clients, 
the state, or class interests, Abbott argued that 
knowledge claims are best studied in the context 
of boundary disputes—the competing claims to a 
profession’s tasks.

By focusing on contests over tasks, Abbott 
illustrated how variations in the content of work 
and inter-occupational relationships bring about 
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jurisdictional control. This departed from prior 
notions of dominant and subordinate occupations 
(e.g., physicians and nurses). Marital counseling, 
for example, is a task domain shared by clergy, 
psychiatrists, social workers, and psychologists. 
According to Abbott (1988), these jobs constitute a 
contest of jurisdiction in which occupational turf 
is divided into functionally interdependent parts, 
each group holding full jurisdiction equally in a 
particular task area.

Abbott’s emphasis on a “system” further pro-
vided a means to understand how change in a 
profession’s work can bring about disturbances, 
and successive jurisdictional contests, among 
competing groups. “Clientele settlement”, for 
example, refers to the situation in which occu-
pations emerge to provide services to a clientele 
ignored by a profession which claims full juris-
diction. In medicine, for instance, apothecaries, 
homeopaths, and chiropractors emerged within 
the medical division of labor to provide services to 
a particular clientele ignored by the medical pro-
fession. Abbott offfered a new way of understand-
ing professions that demonstrated the importance 
of studying the inter-occupational battles that 
defĳine professional work. In this vein, the ecologi-
cal underpinnings of this contemporary approach 
are traceable to the classical foundations laid by 
Everett Hughes half a century earlier.

Future Directions
Three areas constitute promising directions for 
future work. Analytically distinct, the areas at 
times interact, and while indicative of work to 
be done, are inherited from lines of unfĳinished 
thought: the “internal diffferentiation of profes-
sions”; the “meaning of work”; and the “relation-
ship between professions and organizations”.

Despite declarations of strength conferred by 
hierarchical privilege, professions are not uniform. 
They vary internally. Yet the “internal diffferen-
tiation of professions” has received only modest 
research attention. Hughes (and later, Abbott) 
advocated inter-occupational comparison, yet as 
much can be revealed about the structure of a pro-
fession by examining its intra-occupational simi-
larities and diffferences, a strategy begun partly by 
Freidson (1970) and employed more fully by Heinz 
and Laumann (1982, 2005) in their studies of law 
and by Hermanowicz (1998, 2009) in his stud-
ies of academe. Social worlds within professions 
can be seen and studied to vary along numerous 
dimensions, including individuals’ commitment 

to work, their satisfactions, their characteristic 
training backgrounds and socialization regimens, 
and ways by which they account for their careers. 
The result can be a fĳiner-tuned, more detailed, 
and thus a more empirically representative depic-
tion of how professions exist.

Such concerns are related to a focus on the 
“meaning of work”, and one can anticipate work 
meanings varying throughout the delimitable 
regions of a profession. But the meaning of work 
also achieves signifĳicance by the way it changes 
through historical time, and what it will entails in 
21st century societies (Applebaum 1992; National 
Research Council 1999). The topic is central 
because, recalling Hughes, work is central to peo-
ple’s lives and it contains chief mechanisms by 
which people’s fates are determined. What does 
it mean to be a doctor or lawyer or professor? The 
contexts and conditions of professional lines of 
work are continuing to change so that answers 
to the question difffer, often starkly, from answers 
provided just a quarter-century earlier.

The contexts and conditions of professions 
continue to change due, in large measure, to 
“the relationship between professions and 
organizations”—another manifestation of profes-
sions and their environments. The relationship 
hinges on the control of work (Freidson 1984). 
The future of professions, as they have been 
known, may be singularly tied to the success they 
see (and, by the same token, the failure they can 
withstand) in controlling the terms of their work 
and thus abetting “deprofessionalization” and 
“proletarianization.” The ascendance of “managed 
care”—the control of professions by interven-
tion from organizations and the state—not only 
in medicine, but indeed also in academe, law, 
the military, and throughout other professions, 
renews in very real ways those concerns begun 
in the 1930s when the specialty began: autonomy 
and a personalized service-ideal. As a manifesta-
tion of professional environments, technological 
development also may be seen and studied for its 
efffect on the structure of professions. For example, 
control of journalism is threatened by the ascen-
dance of the internet; medicine by the creation of 
online self-diagnostic tools; academe by the emer-
gence of instructional technologies that redefĳine 
sources of knowledge and the mechanisms of 
disseminating it. As much now as then, the con-
cerns strike at the heart of professions because 
they determine how to embody and deliver a 
society’s expertise.
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