
One of the most distinctive features of modern so-
cieties, both East and West, is the existence of power-
ful organised vocations, usually called professions.
The most prominent are the medical and legal but one
could also cite such varied groups as architects, teach-
ers, actors and journalists.  The number of vocations
which can be classed an professions is constantly
growing.  In their classic study of 1933 Carr-Saunders
and Wilson listed no fewer than twenty-six, without
mentioning groups such an social workers, museum
curators and broadcasters.1  At the same time other oc-
cupations such an management are undergoing ‘creep-
ing professionalisation’ as they are organised increas-
ingly along professional lines and aspire to profes-
sional status.  These groups, despite many differences
such as disparity of income, share so many charac-
teristics that it makes sense to speak of them as a dis-
tinct class.  They have in common the way that they
organise economic activity, and they are also very
powerful, so much so that some authors speak of an
‘Age of Professions’ ... The rise of the professions
concerns and affects all of us.

What in a profession?  What distinguishes these from
other occupations?  Despite many efforts it is im-
possible to demonstrate any peculiar quality in the ac-
tual work done by the professionals.  The professional
occupation is marked out by three main features: high
social status, a distinctive form of organisation and
career structure and a particular kind of relationship
with both the public and the state.  This leads to their

having a whole range of privileges which are usually
enforceable at law.  It is worth analysing these in more
detail.

The high social status of the professions compared to
other occupations is evident to any observer.  As one
author has recently noted we do not treat, for example,
car dealers in the same way as doctors, deferring to
them socially and politely addressing them with an ho-
norific title rather than as plain Mr.2  This high status
does not always reflect high remuneration.  For
example, teachers and social workers are relatively
low paid groups.  Rather, it reflects several beliefs
about professions as occupations.  This in an example
of the way class and social divisions often cut across
economic ones rather than follow them.

Just as some public offices conferred noble status on
their holders under the ‘ancien regime’, so profes-
sional occupations give respectable middle-class status
whatever one’s origins or income.  The main concept
lying behind this is that professionalism requires a pe-
culiar and arcane knowledge or skill which has to be
taught rather than learnt through experience and in un-
usually difficult to master.  It implies that the knowl-
edge is beyond the grasp or judgement of the average
person.  There is obviously a kernel of truth to this
belief — the average person is not qualified to practise
as a doctor or architect for instance.  However it is not
clear that the degree of knowledge and expertise
needed to practise a profession is in any way greater
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than that required for many other occupations.  More-
over, the implication that the public are unable to
judge the nature and quality of professional services is
very questionable.  Another factor which contributes to
the status of professionals is the curious and very old
belief that certain occupations are inherently genteel
because it is thought that their practice requires a call-
ing or vocation and is about service to people, rather
than entering into a trade.  Also, professionals typi-
cally do not engage in manual labour.  These are atti-
tudes which reflect the social concepts of the ‘ancien
regime’ of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

The distinctive organisation and career structure of the
professions is their most outstanding feature and Carr-
Saunders and Wilson used this to define them.3  All
professions are organised by associations which deter-
mine who practises, how they practise and the price
they charge for their services as well as what is prac-
tised, i.e. the content of the profession or what in to be
sold.  They also control entry into the professions and
qualifications and career structure.  They are in fact
closed shops founded upon coercion.  As Ivan illich
says, “All trade associations are attempts by those who
sell their labour to determine how work shall be done
and by whom.  Professions also do this, but they go
further: they decide what shall be made, for whom,
and how their decrees shall be enforced.”4  The most
important aspect of this is the legal monopoly of pro-
vision.  In the fully developed profession, people can-
not practise, i.e. sell their skills and labour, unless they
are a member of the professional organisation.  Thus,
only members of the B.M.A. may practise as doctors,
only members of the Law Society and the Bar Council
can be solicitors and barristers.  In some professions
the monopoly is not yet complete.  It is very difficult
to get a position in a public sector museum without
being a member of the Museums Association, but this
is not yet true of the private sector.  In such cases the
main aim of the organisation is to perfect its monop-
oly.

Secondly, there is no competition between members of
the profession.  They are not allowed to advertise or
compete with regard to the price they charge: this is
fixed.  Thirdly, the professions are ‘self-regulated’; the
individual practitioner is supervised and regulated by
his senior colleagues.  They, not the consumer, decide
what services shall be provided and at what quality
and price.  Misconduct is tried and punished by the
profession’s own organisation with the ultimate pen-
alty being expulsion and hence disqualification from
practise.  This is supposed to protect the public.  In
practice it often works to protect the members of the
profession against public interest.

RESTRICTED ENTRY

As said earlier, professions have a distinctive career
structure.  Central to this is the notion of qualification.

Typically one cannot practise a profession or be a
member of a professional association without having a
qualification of some kind awarded for a period of
academic study by the association itself.  In this way
the organisation controls entry into the profession
which can only be made via a determined route and
frequently only by a set number of people.5  This can
be seen in its purest form in the control exercised by
the Inns of Court over access to the Bar.  Once quali-
fied, the professional enters upon a career dominated
by the notion of seniority: promotion and monetary re-
ward are determined by length of service rather than
ability or success in meeting demand.  Very often there
is a standard, national pay scale with individuals auto-
matically paid a particular rate regardless of ability,
demand, the financial position of the employer or any
other factor.  This kind of pay system is often long-
standing.  The fixing of standard national pay scales
for teachers by the Burnham Committee began in
1919.

Finally, there is a distinct relationship between the pro-
fessions and both state and public.  Organised pro-
fessions are creations of the state — they made their
first appearance at the same time as the modern state
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and have
grown in power and importance along with the state
since the early part of the nineteenth century.  In the
last resort their power derives from the grant by the
state of legal monopolies of practise and training, en-
forcible at law.  As Illich says, “There is a further dis-
tinction between professional power and that of other
occupations.  Its authority springs from a different
source: a guild, a union or a gang forces respect for its
interest and rights by strike, blackmail or overt vi-
olence.  A profession, like a priesthood, holds power
by concession from an elite whose interests it props
up.”  As professions are creations of the state so most
professionals are financially dependent upon the state.
They are usually paid by it, either directly as public
employees or indirectly via grants and subsidies or a
state monopoly of financial provision.  In any case
they are not subject to the pressures of market forces
and depend for financial security not upon market
movements but upon changes in the political sphere.
Increased income comes not from higher productivity
or meeting a previously unsatisfied demand, but from
organised pressure upon the state via the professional
organisation.

The relationship between professionals and the public
in summed up in the word used to describe purchasers
of their services.  One speaks not of customers but
clients.  The very word implies a subordinate position.
In most commercial relations the seller must tailor his
wares to suit the consumer’s desires so that the latter
ultimately determines what is produced and how.
With professions the reverse is the case: the producers
decide what services will be offered, in what form and
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under what conditions.  This partly reflects the belief
mentioned above that professionals have knowledge
and skills which cannot be judged or assessed by the
public — they know what is best for their clients.
This can be seen most clearly in medicine and law but
is also true of other professions, such as social work
and teaching.  Above all this relationship is paternalis-
tic.  The professional is in a position of authority over
the clients and makes choices on their behalf from this
superior viewpoint.  This, we are told, is for the good
of the clients who are incapable of deciding what sort
of medical care they want, what kind of education
their children should have, what type of houses they
should live in, etc..  They are seen in fact as incompe-
tent.  It is the professional who decides what their
needs are and how they should be met.

The institution of professionalism has had, and con-
tinues to have, grave consequences.  There are few
studies of the detailed economic impact of profession-
alisation but what has been done concludes that it has
kept the price of many services well above their natu-
ral level.6  Moreover, the organisation and career struc-
ture of the professions works to encourage conformity
and conservatism and discourage innovation: it is not
surprising that the organised medical profession (as
opposed to individual doctors) has opposed every
major advance in medicine.  Professional organisations
promote restrictive practises which reduce efficiency,
such as the effective ban on solicitors pleading in
courts.  The whole thrust of professionals is to reduce
consumers’ influence and scope for choice, which
means that services are provided in ways that reflect
the interests of producers.

More fundamentally, the acceptance of professionalism
means that people have surrendered control over large
areas of their lives to unaccountable elites.  The conse-
quences in many areas have been disastrous.  Thus in
medicine there has been massive over-prescribing of
drugs, particularly tranquillisers and sedatives with a
high proportion of illness now ‘iatrogenic’, i.e. caused
by medical treatment.7  The rebuilding of towns and
redesigning of houses in line with architectural theory
has had cataclysmic consequences which are now
clear to everyone.  Finally this whole situation has had
grave consequences for the long term good of the pro-
fessionals themselves.  There is little intellectual con-
tact or feedback between the public and the profes-
sionals, who increasingly inhabit a hermetically sealed
world of their own, conducting a dialogue between
themselves.

Various concrete steps should be taken to amend this
situation.  These can be put under three heads.  Firstly,
the legal privileges and restrictions enjoyed by the pro-
fessions should be abolished.  In particular the legal
monopoly of provision enjoyed by associations should
be stopped and the ban on competition between mem-
bers of the profession should be completely lifted.

Steps have already been made in this direction with
the removal of the opticians’ monopoly and the relaxa-
tion of the rules regarding advertising by solicitors.
Although welcome, these are only small steps —
much more needs to be done.  Secondly, in the sale of
services by professionals there should be a return to
the principle of caveat emptor, with redress for mal-
practice available via civil courts.  In this area, as in
the rest of the economy, it should be assumed that
consumers are responsible individuals — in every
sense.  Lastly, the professions should be cut loose
from the state and forced to compete in the market.

THE TEACHING PROFESSION

To see how all this would work in practice it is worth
looking in greater detail at one occupation before
briefly glancing at others.  The one chosen is the
teaching or educational profession, which exemplifies
the nature of professionalism in several ways.8  Firstly,
since 1902 only registered teachers may teach in rec-
ognised educational establishments — recognised, that
is, by the department of education.  To be registered
one must pass through a set program of teacher train-
ing and obtain one of a number of qualifications.  Sec-
ondly, all teachers at all levels of education are paid
according to the national pay scale drawn up by the
Burnham Committee on teachers’ salaries.  There are
no variations for ability or demand for particular skills
(thus lecturers in computer science are paid on the
same scale as humanities lecturers despite being in
greater demand).  Apart from London allowances,
there are no regional variations.  Thirdly, there is a
great stress upon seniority with a system of automatic
annual pay increases or increments up to a set level.
Fourthly, teachers at all levels enjoy certain privileges
— in particular they have almost total job security in
the shape of effective freedom from dismissal for non-
performance of duties.  This extends in the case of
university lecturers to statutory security of tenure.  It is
very difficult to actually dismiss a teacher.  Fifthly, the
educational ‘industry’ is almost entirely run and
funded by the state with less than 10% of all educa-
tional provision coming from the private sector.  Fi-
nally, and partly as a consequence, the provision of
education is dominated by the interests of the pro-
ducers, i.e. the teachers.  It is they who primarily de-
cide what should be taught, how, when and where.
The consumers, i.e. parents or adult students, have al-
most no influence.

The last point demonstrates the main consequence of
professionalism: the denial of free choice.  In educa-
tion, the majority of consumers have little or no choice
as regards the method of teaching, content of the cur-
riculum or the philosophy and purpose of education.
Moreover professionalism has created a division be-
tween the educationalists and the public which in ulti-
mately damaging for everyone.  The public, not able
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to choose, does not value education highly in compari-
son to other goods.  For their part, the educationalists
inhabit an enclosed world into which the average man
in the street is not admitted.  This is most noticeable in
higher education: academic discourse is increasingly
abstruse, obscure and jargon-ridden, with most works
aimed at a limited academic market.  There is a belief,
widely held among academics, that scholarly works
are inevitably difficult and obscure, hence if a work is
straightforward, easy to read and written in clear Eng-
lish, it is seen as superficial and simplistic.  This need
not necessarily be so, as can be seen by referring to
the work of the great legal historian F. W. Maitland, to
give but one example.  The educated public and ama-
teur scholars of the Victorians, to whom the academics
of the age addressed their best-selling works, have all
but vanished.  Finally, much of the practice of educa-
tion is marked by inefficiency, conservatism and re-
luctance to adopt modern techniques.  Again, this is
more marked in higher than primary or secondary edu-
cation.9

The measures that should be taken in this particular
case are sweeping and clear-cut.  The professional
monopoly of registered teachers should be abolished:
registration should still exist but would no longer be
supported by a statutory provision to employ only reg-
istered teachers.  Secondly, the standard national pay
scale and the Burnham Committee which administers
it should be scrapped and teachers’ pay allowed to
vary as between subjects and geographical areas.  The
system of incremental increases should be phased out
and replaced by one of payment according to ability.
Security of tenure should go, particularly in higher
education.  Finally, the state should gradually with-
draw from the provision of education.  The statutory
requirement of elementary and primary education
would be retained, to protect the interests of children.
It would also be necessary for the state to finance edu-
cation indirectly by a system of vouchers or grants at
least for primary and secondary levels.  The privatisa-
tion of education should start with higher education,
where it could be done most swiftly.  The chartered
institutions (mainly universities) could be given lump
sum payments and set up as limited companies or cha-
ritable foundations, on the lines suggested in the recent
Adam Smith Institute Omega Report.10  The position
of public sector institutions (polytechnics and colleges)
is slightly more complicated.  Not having charters,
they do not award degrees but refer candidates to the
Council For National Academic Awards (CNAA)
which has a charter and awards qualifications.  One
possible measure would be to give all such institutions
charters and then treat them like the universities.  An-
other route would be to privatise the CNAA by trans-
forming it into a limited company owned by the in-
stitutions.  This could be coupled with a measure divi-
ding the CNAA and its institutions into several com-
peting bodies.  The most radical step would be to

abolish the requirement that bodies awarding qualifica-
tions have a royal charter.  The move from a state pro-
vided system to a private one with voucher finance has
been described at length elsewhere.

Such changes would have far-reaching effects.  Con-
sumer influence would be greatly enhanced.  There
would in all probability be a far greater variety than at
present in both the content and form of education.  In
particular there would be major changes in the curricu-
lum and the organisation of courses in higher educa-
tion.

GOVERNMENT RHETORIC

We can briefly indicate the corresponding reforms
which could be made in other professions.  In me-
dicine the monopoly of the BMA would be broken and
competition between doctors allowed along with ad-
vertising, while the state would ultimately withdraw
from the direct provision of services.  In law the re-
cent reclamation of the rules governing advertising
should be extended to a complete abolition of all re-
strictions on competition between lawyers.  The Inns
of Court and the Law Society should lose their mon-
opoly.  Private courts, for handling many minor civil
and criminal cases, could be set up along the lines re-
cently suggested by the master of the Rolls.  In the
‘arts’ the Arts Council and the system of public sub-
sidy should be scrapped and the stranglehold of the
Musicians Union and Equity over television, radio and
live performance should be removed.  The abolition of
the professional monopoly of the opticians should be
extended to all professions.

The present government has, rightly, been determined
and severe in its attack upon the monopoly powers of
trades unions.  Professions are middle class trade
unions, equally coercive, more influential and power-
ful and perhaps even more damaging.  If the govern-
ment takes its own rhetoric seriously it should seize
the nettle and take action against them now.
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