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Abstract: This special issue of Professions & Professionalism seeks to explain the 
transition of occupations from non-professions to professions and the conditions 
and causes that generate professions (i.e., the bases of professionalization). 
Empirically, we use the histories of the Swedish professions, positing that these 
histories have several close similarities (and, of course, differences) with those of 
other nations, thus making this project of international interest. Theoretically, we 
define a number of general concepts that are employed to explain the processes of 
professionalization. The most general concept, which covers the professional layer, 
is called the professional landscape. It is divided into a number of professional 
fields and generations, creating a typology of professions. The fields that are 
presented, together with the professions assuming key positions in the fields, are 
technology, health, social integration, social regulation, education, and academia. 
The historical emergence of the fields and the transition from occupation and pre-
profession to full profession are outlined.   
     
Keywords: profession, professionalization, professional landscape, professional 
field, periodization 
 

 
The articles published in this special issue of Professions & Professionalism 

attempt to answer the most basic questions in the study of professions: What 

constitutes a profession? How do professions emerge? Why do professions 

emerge? In this endeavour, we are strongly inspired by two books on the profes- 

sions edited by Rolf Torstendahl and Michael (1990).
1
 More precisely, our study 

seeks to describe and explain the transition of occupations from non-professions to 

professions and the conditions and causes that generate professions (i.e., the bases 

of professionalization). To accomplish this task, a number of theoretical concepts 

and empirical material are required. 

The empirical material collected for this study includes the histories of the 

Swedish professions. Sweden is chosen as a case study for several reasons. Apart 

from the most obvious reason (we, the authors of this study, are Swedes), Sweden 

is an appropriate choice because it is a modern, highly industrialized European 

country that, in general, shares many features with countries at similar 

socioeconomic levels. With regard to the processes of professionalization, many 

                                                      
1

 We are particularly interested in following up their attempts to focus more on 

professionalization processes outside the Anglo-Saxon world.  

ISSN: 1893-1049 Volume 3, No 2 (2013)  http://dx.doi.org/10.7577/pp.558   
 

Received:  
12 March 2013 

 
Accepted:  
25 November 
2013 

 
 

mailto:thomas.brante@%20soc.lu.se
mailto:thomas.brante@%20soc.lu.se
http://dx.doi.org/10.7577/pp.558


Brante: Professional Landscape 

www.professionsandprofessionalism.com  

 
Page 2 

similarities exist between Sweden and the other Nordic countries, and Continental 

Europe, and, to some extent, the Anglo-Saxon nations. For instance, at approxi- 

mately the same time, most of these nations experienced a welfare society period 

and currently, many are experiencing a period of neoliberalism - two social forma- 

tions, or allocative regimes, having strong effects on the conditions and 

possibilities of various professions. We further elaborate on some of these 

similarities and differences below. This study should therefore be of interest to 

those conducting international research on the professions, and our hope is that it 

will inspire parallel comparative studies in and between countries.  

Recent research on the professions has produced many excellent case studies of 

individual professions. We argue, however, that a need exists for comparative 

studies between professions. Like all social phenomena, professions must be 

understood by being situated in their relevant contexts. Thus, we agree with 

Andrew Abbott, who claims the following:  

The history of individual professions is dominated by [a] broader ecological 

history of the system of professions. We should be writing histories of arenas or 

zones in that ecology, not of individual professions and occupations. The latter 

are not where causality lives. (Abbott, 2010, p. 176) 

Therefore, a more comprehensive approach would constitute a useful background 

to specific studies on single professions. The basic unit of analysis we use is not 

ecology or arenas but professional field (for further elaboration, see below). 

Methodologically, we are inspired by George and Bennett (2005), who put 

forward a procedure they call “structured, focused, comparative studies of cases.” 

The aim of this procedure is to find shared and dissimilar forces to explain 

historical processes. Our “cases” are professions, fields, and generations, and we 

perform both a “within-case analysis” and a “between-case analysis” of them. For 

the between-case analysis, a number of shared questions applied to each case bind 

the parts and cases of the study together.  

Theoretically, we primarily need a set of useful macro concepts. The concepts 

of professional landscape, competence field, profession, professional type, profes- 

sional generation, and “take-off”, as well as a periodization of historical phases 

characterizing the development of competence fields, are delineated and defined 

below. The concepts relate to one another like Chinese boxes (i.e., the broader 

concepts encompass the narrower ones). We begin our analysis at the most 

comprehensive level. 

The professional landscape 

Professional landscape, a macrosociological concept, purports to capture the 

professional layer in its entirety and place it in a larger societal context. Thus, it is 

a successor to Talcott Parsons’s concept of the professional complex and to 

Andrew Abbott’s concept of the professional system. Other suggested labels are 

cluster, professional-managerial class, and even New Class. Emile Durkheim 

(1893/1984) used the term corps intermédiaires to signify specific occupational 

associations between the state and individuals. These concepts are employed to 

indicate that professions are situated between the social (economic, political) elites 

and the people, or between the upper and lower socioeconomic layers, or between 

the two main classes. As parts of the middle layers, they have also been called 
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the educated middle class, or Bildungsbürgertum.  

The geographical metaphor landscape is employed for several reasons. The 

Swedish Heritage Board aptly clarifies the meaning of this metaphor in the 

following description: 

A landscape is an area . . . the character of which is the result of influences and 

interplays between natural and/or human factors. . . . Landscapes are the result 

of interaction between man and environment for thousands of years. Traces of 

the past are everywhere around us. . . . Thus, the depth of time is an important 

dimension in landscapes. . . . Landscapes change their appearances in tandem 

with changes of society.  

Landscapes are terrains that have been cultivated by humans in various ways. 

Exploration of these terrains reveals that they involve a number of components that, 

depending on perspective, can be systematically observed, categorized, and named, 

and from which patterns can be discerned. Maps can be drawn of patterns that 

reside in landscapes. The platform for our study is precisely a pattern, a matrix, or 

a typology of professions.   

The typology is constructed with one diachronic (vertical) and one synchronic 

(horizontal) axis. The synchronic axis is divided into a number of fields (in Pierre 

Bourdieu’s sense), in which professions represent key actors. Thus, a field is 

located between landscape and profession, constituting the immediate environment 

of a profession that may involve other professions and assisting occupations, as 

well as clients: Essentially, a field involves interrelations between acting units. 

This axis comprises the fields of aesthetics, communication, economy, technology, 

health, social integration, social regulation, education, and academia. The dia- 

chronic axis is divided into three segments, professional types, or generations (in 

Karl Mannheim’s sense
2
): classic professions, semi-professions, and pre-professions:  

 
Fields 

 

 

Generations 

Aes-

thetics 

Communi-

cation 

Econ- 

omy 

Tech- 

nology 

Health Social 

integration 

Social 

regulation 

 

Educa- 

tion 

Aca-

demia 

Classic          

Semi          
Pre          

Table 1. Scientific research and education 

 

This typology is merely an initial blueprint. Its lines and boxes should not be seen 

as inflexible delineators; sometimes the boxes overlap, and relationships within and 

between them change over time. At the same time, as history shows, they depict 

real differences between fields and generations or professional types. Moreover, 

the typology can be extended, for example, by dividing generations into 

subcategories and by adding more fields. The present study focuses on the six 

fields to the right, which currently should be considered key professional fields. In 

this issue of Professions & Professionalism, we do not address occupations that 

have a more doubtful professional status.  

                                                      
2
 Karl Mannheim defines the term generation as a social, not a biological, phenomenon, 

signifying individuals “with a common location in the historical dimension of the social 

process” (1952, p. 290). This term refers to individuals with shared experiences and modes 

of thinking, similar to the influence of “class” upon individual cognition. Having a specific 

position in a professional field at a certain historical time period provides individuals with a 

generation-specific professional Weltanschauung.  
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Professions 

Professions are knowledge-based occupations, where knowledge is abstract, sys- 

tematic, and often esoteric (Siegrist, 2002; Torstendahl, 1991). More often than not, 

professions are science based (Brante, 2010). The term science based signifies that 

practices are built upon and adhere to scientifically established principles and 

findings. In well-functioning professions, scientific theories are “integrated” with 

practices and vice versa. Know-why is united with know-how when both are based 

on a shared model, paradigm, or Denkstil, a concept put forth by Ludwik Fleck 

(1979).  

A more general or universal definition, which would also hold true in the pre-

scientific era, would contend that professions are mediators and appliers of the 

highest knowledge in various social domains. There is no higher authority, no 

greater profound source of knowledge to which to turn. In other words, professions 

are asset points to what is regarded as higher (better, more certain, most 

acknowledged) theoretical principles that can be converted into practical action. 

Conversely, professionals represent higher theoretical principles.  

During the pre-scientific era, professionals did indeed represent higher 

theoretical principles. Priests were the primary, sometimes only, asset point to the 

highest knowledge—that is, the words and will of God.  Shamans and other 

knowledge elites also built their status on esoteric, secret knowledge and skills, 

which also characterized the practices of the masters of the medieval guilds. After 

the Scientific Revolution of the 17th century and the Age of Enlightenment of the 

18th century, these status groups gradually lost their knowledge monopolies and 

occupational privileges. As a secular form of knowledge slowly started to gain 

ground, the professions gradually became science-based.  

 

Ordinarily, cognitive definitions are supplemented with a set of social attributes 

characterizing professions. Some of the most frequent suggestions are as follows:  

 

 Professions are organized into associations that unite members and take 

care of their interests. Simultaneously, associations can govern and 

sanction various kinds of unprofessional conduct by members.  

 Associations have ethical codes included in their statutes.  

 Professions control their division of labour.  

 Professions have a traditionally high degree of autonomy and are 

collegially organized, implying that their work is difficult to control from 

the outside. The exclusive nature of their skills and knowledge entails that 

practices are discretionary; that is, professionals have a mandate to make 

their own choices and decisions about proper interventions (Svensson 2010  

 Professions are politically constituted; the state provides them with an 

exclusive right to jurisdictions. Using strategies of social closure, 

professions seek work and knowledge monopolies.      

 Professionals have been exposed to long, specialized, systematic, academic 

training followed by examination.  

 

For these and more attributes, see, for example, the works by Burrage, Jarausch, & 

Siegrist (1990), Freidson (2001), and Grimen & Molander (2008).  
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Professional types 

Professions have cognitive and social properties and are legitimized both 

cognitively and socially. Consequently, they should be analysed from cognitive 

and social aspects, and the dialectics between the cognitive and social properties is 

a crucial area of research for studies of the professions. After making this first 

delineation, we now take a closer look at the three generations, or professional 

types, mentioned in the typology. The concept of professional type refers to one, 

two, or a cluster of professions included in fields having evolved as answers to 

profound societal development and change, often together with adjacent and 

assistant occupations. Hence, a professional type involves several professions with 

some shared basic characteristics, most often developed during the same period of 

time and under similar social conditions.  

Classic professions  

Classic professions most often have their organizational origins in the 19th century. 

These professions arise from occupations with traditionally long university training 

and high status, such as physicians, engineers, architects, scientists, and lawyers. In 

Sweden, the Association of Physicians (Läkarförbundet) was constituted in 1807, 

the Lawyers Association (Juridiska föreningen) in 1849, and the Association of 

Engineers (Teknologföreningen) in 1861.  

Cognitively, classic professions build on basic, generally recognized, “robust” 

paradigms that unite and standardize practices. At the same time, increased 

professional specialization tends to generate characteristic tensions between a 

shared, integrated cognitive base and differentiated divisions of labour. Socially, 

classic professions have generally been successful in “closing” their fields and 

jurisdictions, thereby obtaining licensing that provides work and knowledge 

monopolies. Their scientific capital and cultural capital have generated 

comparatively high social rewards (income, status, prestige, and influence). In 

studies of the professions, classic professions have constituted the very prototype 

of what a profession is, implying that the general definition of a profession is, to a 

great extent, a description of the classic professions. At the same time, the 

description, to some extent, constitutes an ideal type. Later in this article, we 

describe how the conditions and the autonomy of the classic professions have 

changed drastically in recent decades. 

Semi-professions, new professions, or professions of the welfare state 

During the second half of the 20th century, the development of welfare systems 

and higher education led to the strong expansion of a new generation of professions, 

which includes nurses, schoolteachers, social workers, and librarians. Since the 

Swedish Higher Education Reform of 1977, education programs (complete with 

their own research specializations, professorships, and doctoral degrees) for this 

“second” generation have been systematically organized and integrated into 

universities: nurses under nursing care science; teachers under pedagogics, 

didactics, and then educational science; social workers under social work research; 

and librarians under library science.  
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So what distinguishes semi-professions
3
 from classic professions at present? From 

a cognitive point of view, the differences can be summarized as follows:  

 

 Based on scientific knowledge and theoretical training, semi-professions 

are now closer in definition to the classic professions. At the same time, 

there is no robust, systematic, generally recognized, shared paradigm that 

unites practices. Rather, the disciplines/practices are multi-paradigmatic; 

that is, paradigm candidates linked to various opposing semi-professional 

groups (e.g., social workers and teachers) compete over jurisdiction and 

the basic doxa.  

 Knowledge and authority are subordinated to another profession, which 

implies that the profession is not the primary asset point for the highest 

knowledge in the field (e.g., nurses). 

 Semi-professional knowledge concerns, to a greater extent, the context of 

problems. 

 For interventions and treatment, communicative methods are employed to 

a greater extent. 

 

From a social point of view, semi-professions can presently be described and 

compared with the classic professions as follows (inspired by Etzioni, 1969):  

 

 Semi-professions have less autonomy with regard to politics and 

bureaucratic administration as well as to other professions; they are 

considerably more subordinated and under greater supervision. 

 Semi-professions are, to a larger extent, organized as traditional trade 

unions rather than professional associations.  

 Semi-professions have been less successful—in some cases less 

interested—in “closing” their jurisdictions. 

 Education is not as specialized and is, to a larger extent, interdisciplinary in 

semi-professions.  

 Semi-professionals are greater in number, which decreases exclusivity. 

 Whereas classic professions belong to the “upper-middle” class, the semi-

professions belong to the “middle-middle” and “lower-middle” classes. 

 

Because of the recently formed connections between semi-professions and 

university training, tensions have developed between the academic and the 

practical sides of their subjects. All subjects involve groups contending that it is 

vital to improve the theoretical base continually by expanding and intensifying 

                                                      
3
  It should be stressed that the concept of semi-profession is used in a value-neutral 

manner. There is reason to replace the concept with another one such as welfare profession 

or “new” profession, but this is not quite adequate either. The use of the term value-neutral 

here implies there is no assumption that classic professional practice is better or more 

valuable or more effective than semi-professional practice. The difference between them is 

analytic, not normative, merely contending that one practice is, to a greater extent, based on 

a robust scientific core. Employing another delineation—for instance, that professions are 

defined as morally conditioned “callings”, where income, status, and science are 

subordinate aspects—would probably imply that some semi-professions constitute 

definitional prototypes.  
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research, whereas opposing groups maintain that practical experiences, or moral or 

political convictions, provide the basis upon which the Denkstil as well as future 

practice must rest.  

Pre-professions 

In recent decades, a third generation of occupational groups has attempted to obtain 

professional status (Ackroyd, 2012; Fournier, 1999). Newly formed expert groups 

provide specialized skills to public and private organizations by functioning as 

“flexible, knowledge-based organizations” (Duyvendak, Knijn, & Kremer, 2006). 

These groups have yet to obtain their associational community and social 

recognition in the form of certification; most often, their undertakings are not 

“closed.”   

Contemporary pre-professions operate in environments in which the welfare 

state has ceased to expand; these environments have instead become increasingly 

privatized. Government policies are more market oriented, seeking to stimulate 

entrepreneurship and private initiatives for the creation of new business. In contrast 

to the professions of the welfare state, new and emerging professions often have to 

create niches for themselves in the market. As Gerald Hanlon (1999) notes, the 

transition to neo-liberalism for many professions also entails a transition from 

service professions to commercialized professions.  

Cognitively, pre-professions seek to develop aspects of paradigms; combine 

paradigms with interdisciplinary modes of thinking and acting; or use discoveries, 

inventions, or rationalizations to develop their own paradigm. Generally speaking, 

pre-professions are “preparadigmatic”; there is no clearly delineated, scientifically 

anchored platform, and practices are often comparatively open and fragmented. In 

many cases, there is no ambition to construct more abstract systems of knowledge. 

This lack of ambition implies that many pre-professions do not always seek to 

develop professionalism in the classic sense.  

Currently, many pre-professions have their own occupational programs at 

institutes of higher learning. An overview of the fields of health and society 

demonstrates that in 2008, there were 248 educational programs of this type in 

Sweden (Olofsson, 2008).  

Thus, the term pre-professions refers to the heterogeneous spectrum of novel 

occupations and expert groups presently expanding into a neo-liberal market, often 

accompanied by the establishment of a multitude of newly constructed courses and 

special training programs at universities. The following situations have led to the 

creation and growth of many pre-professions:  

 There is an escalating demand for pre-professionals, such as computer experts, 

computer programmers, software experts, and systems analysts, who possess 

the skills needed to develop and implement new technology. 

 The increasing scope and importance of the financial sector has led to a need 

for expertise in internationalization, marketization, and financialization.  The 

growing importance of the stock market at national, communal, and 

individual levels has elevated demands for workers with financial 

competence (e.g., finance analysts, funding managers, accountants, insurance 

consultants, investment planners, capital advisers, experts in international 

business transfers). 
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 New modes of rationality in the public sector (such as New Public 

Management) have generated demands for various types of leadership experts, 

management consultants, specialist consultants. 

 Advances in communication have led to a demand for workers with new 

communications expertise (e.g., specialized journalists, informants, managers, 

public relations experts, human resources consultants). 

 The emergence of social problems relating to the environment, migration, and 

international crime has resulted in demands for developers and implementers 

with expertise in resolving these types of new problems.  

 The development of new profitable areas such as the adventure industry, tourism, 

food, and wine has prompted calls for innovators in these and similar areas. 

 There is a demand for innovators who capture the margins of established 

professional domains. These innovators include naprapaths and chiropractors, 

experts in herbal medicine and healing, various kinds of coaches, those who 

perform cosmetic surgery for beauty purposes, and certified “feel better” 

consultants for those seeking assistance in dealing with existential problems.  

 The professionalization of older occupations in the public sector, such as the 

police.  

 

Some of these endeavours will fail, whereas others will organize and form 

established professions, complete with their own truth regimes and fields. (It 

should be remembered that medicine and engineering were once pre-professions.) 

Relationships among the three generations or professional types must not be 

understood in a linear, functional, or evolutionary manner—for instance, that 

classic professions come first, and the others are on their way toward achieving 

that target. Given time, a pre-profession may conceivably reach the highest values 

with regard to attributes such as status, income, and useful knowledge. Hence, the 

relationships among the professions might rather be depicted as a triangle.   

Although the relationships among these three generations or professional types 

are variable and changing—and they achieve new attributes with the development 

of science, technology, and social rationalization—there are undoubtedly enduring 

differences among them. One reason for these differences is that the three 

generations, in their mode of organization and world-view, tend to correspond to 

the social formations of their origin. As Hannes Siegrist explains, professions are 

“specific to certain types of societies but may survive the society in which they 

form a structure of long duration” (1990, p. 193). Tensions arise between origins in 

an older social formation and the conditions of a new social formation. For 

instance, professions and professionals of the welfare state are presently beset by 

new demands, a new instrumental ethics, and modes of governance pursued by a 

new market-oriented regime, giving rise to occupational ambivalence.  

Fields   

Professions are not situated in a social vacuum but are embedded in contexts called 

fields. In the social sciences, the concept of field has been employed in various 

dissimilar ways. Most familiar is Pierre Bourdieu’s use of it, in which he 

distinguishes among literary, scientific, juridical, bureaucratic, political, and other 
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fields. Although what follows is inspired by Bourdieu, there is no pretension to an 

orthodox reading of his theory. 

 According to Bourdieu and Wacquant, fields are configurations of “objective 

relations between positions,” which are structured by “the distribution of species of 

power (capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits that are 

at stake in the field” (1992, p. 97). Fields emerge and expand as a result of 

struggles for symbolic or material assets; Bourdieu also calls them fields of forces, 

fields of struggles, and fields of power. Competition involves struggles for re- 

cognition and, thereby, higher positions, power, and capital within the field. 

Positions in a field concern not only individuals but also groups—or, for our 

purposes, professions.  

Bourdieu stresses that struggles are not only strong characteristics of fields but 

also their primary defining property. However, cooperation and a functional 

division of labour also take place within fields. Professions cooperate with other 

professions, semi-professions, pre-professions, and assisting occupations within the 

field, as well as between fields. Even though cooperation can be the result of 

previous struggles, this attribute should be included in the delineation of a field. 

Richard Scott summarizes it well in the following description of what he calls 

arenas:  

 

Every professional arena [field] is crowded with a number of competing 

and/or defeated contenders who exist alongside or have settled for 

subordinate roles in the division of labour. In the case of medical doctors, we 

have such additional occupations as osteopaths, chiropractors, alternative 

healers, pharmacists, and, nurses, who fill a variety of parallel or subordinate 

functions. In addition, we have the much larger, and ever-growing cadre of 

semiprofessionals, allied health workers, and medical technicians. (Scott, 

2008, pp. 229-230)  

 

Occupations can be subordinated to other occupations with the understanding that 

the subordination is just; it is a matter of legitimate power, or authority. Thus, a 

professional field can comprise several professions, semi-professions, and pre-

professions in cooperation and conflict. We stipulate that a field is defined as 

professional if it comprises at least one semi-profession.  

Fields—and professions—involve a specific organization of work, of external 

and internal divisions of labour. They also involve collective cultures, that is, 

specific ways of understanding the social functions and meaning of their work. 

Through socialization and training, the field or profession provides individual 

practitioners with a specific cosmology and dispositions to act and evaluate. 

Consequently, fields and professions are institutionalized and routinized 

organizationally, culturally, and individually; fields comprise “institutionalized 

subjects” with work-specific habits. 

Professional fields are oriented toward comprehensive values—or, in the words 

of Parsons, “generalized cultural values”—like health, control of the non-social 

environment, socialization, social control, and even beauty. Thus, fields have 

specific functions and tasks for the social whole, tasks that are considered to 

require particular skills based on lengthy education and training. Therefore, we 

suggest a shared name for these fields: fields of competence. 
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To summarize, professional fields of competence have the following features: 

 

 An orientation toward generalized cultural values (with an aim to fulfil 

vital social functions). 

 Institutionalized truth regimes. 

 One (or more) doxa, that is, “self-evident” truth claims, notions of right 

and wrong. 

 Power structures, cultural schema, and actors. 

 One or several professions and assisting occupations. 

 A division of labour and cooperation. 

 Tensions, competition, and struggles between individuals, groups, and 

professions about positions and the doxa of the field, as well as about 

jurisdictions over the most important problem areas in the field. 

Six fields of competence  

In the present study, the history of six professional fields of competence is 

described: technology, health, social integration, social regulation, education and 

academia. The functions of the fields are most often obvious; the field of health 

involves competencies for curing and preventing illness, the field of technology 

includes competencies for controlling the non-social environment, and so forth. 

However, we must point out the following about the fields: First, the academic 

field is special. It is not only a field of competence in its own right but also a meta-

field, serving as educator and provider of knowledge bases for the other fields. 

(Harold Perkin, English historian of professions, thus gives his book on academy 

and university lecturers the appropriate title Key Profession (1969). See also the 

article by Agevall and Olofsson in this issue of Professions & Professionalism.)  

Second, the fields of social integration and social regulation require further 

elaboration. Sociologists have employed the concepts of social integration and 

social control to explain the classic problem of how social order is possible (or 

even how society is possible).  Whereas consensus theorists have explained social 

order by emphasizing shared fundamental values based on socialization, conflict 

theorists have understood social order as resulting from the political, economic, 

and ideological dominance of one group (the elites) over other groups. Historically, 

integration as well as regulation and control have been provided for by families, 

kinship groups, tribes, churches, schools, media, and the police, that is, by means 

of upbringing, governance, steering and sanctions, collective taboos and norms, 

rules of behaviour, mores, beliefs, and values that have been impressed upon 

individuals. Today, both these functions have been professionalized into 

specialized competences and skills, based on scientific research. Because social 

order is also secured through socialization, school education is a third field that has 

social order as one of its fundamental objectives.     

In the world of the professions, disturbances of social order are most often 

conceived at the individual level, as effects of various kinds of deviance. Aberrant 

behaviour, which is seen as a departure from normality, takes two main forms, 

criminality and mental disturbance. Correspondingly, professional work is divided 

into two fields, social regulation and social integration.  
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Consequently, the concepts of social regulation and social integration refer to 

two dissimilar conceptions and courses of action for restoring social order. 

Primarily, social regulation is carried out by exerting discipline via coercion, 

punishment, and separation. The state’s monopoly on violence—manifested in the 

field of social regulation by the police, prisons, courts, judges, and lawyers as well 

as social workers—governs deviance by repression or threat of repression. 

Historically, the most common form of repression involves acts of physical 

violence and separation, ranging from short-term imprisonments to torture to the 

ultimate form of separation, execution.  

The field of social integration includes occupations such as psychiatrists, 

psychotherapists, social workers, and treatment assistants—a group of occupations 

sometimes referred to as “the psy-complex.”
4
 In our context, integration primarily 

implies employing various kinds of therapies for readjusting individuals’ behaviour 

and understanding of reality to society’s preferred modes of conformity and 

normality.  

Empirically, integration and regulation often overlap, and most institutions 

comprise elements of both, for instance, psychiatry of law. Regulation and control 

are sometimes understood as forms of integration, and integration is sometimes 

understood as regulation and control, for instance, in the Foucault tradition (see the 

dramatic quotation in the next paragraph). The field of education also has such 

functions (for more information about this topic, read the article by Margareta 

Nilsson-Lindström and Dennis Beach in this issue). The ultimate goal of 

reproduction of social order by seeking conformity around “normality”, defined by 

law or psychiatry or psychology and so on, ties the fields together. Hence, the 

demarcations drawn between the fields are analytic, based on their different 

fundamental strategies for attaining (re)adjustment and regulation. Whereas 

integration and education primarily seek to transform individual consciousness, 

regulation seeks to transform the social conditions of individuals through the 

exercise of coercion (for further information, read the articles by Eva Johnsson and 

Lennart Svensson and by Kerstin Svensson and Karsten Åström in this issue). 

The role of the fields as guardians of normality is nicely captured in the 

following quotation by Michel Foucault, in which education, integration, and 

regulation are linked to normalization:   

 

The judges of normality are present everywhere. We are in the society of the 

teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the “social worker”-

judge; it is on them that the universal reign of the normative is based; and 

each individual, wherever he may find himself, subjects to it his body, his 

gestures, his behaviour, his aptitudes, his achievements. (Foucault, 1979, p. 

304)  

  

                                                      
4
 The term psy-complex may refer to the various theories existing in the field, but, in this 

context, it is used as a label for the various occupations in the field.  
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Take-off 

In the ensuing articles in this issue, the historical development of a number of 

professions and professional fields  are mapped out and analysed by “starting from 

the beginning”, that is, prior to the time a field has been formed. To identify 

underlying conditions, processes, causes, and mechanisms of professionalization, 

we seek to discern the forces that convert an occupation into a profession. Most 

simply put, by conducting a “before-after” analysis (from non-profession to 

profession), we try to explain the conditions and dynamics of such events.  

A core concept for the analysis is take-off. The concept is borrowed from Walt 

Rostow’s theory on the five stages of economic growth. In this theory, take-off 

signifies what can also be called a qualitative leap, for instance, the English 

Industrial Revolution (Rostow, 1960). In our study, take-off implies that a field, or 

an occupation included in the field, has a breakthrough in some sense. The concept 

is employed to designate a formative moment in history. It generates the 

establishment of a new, relatively enduring structure, cognitively as well as in 

work practice, for instance, when a new paradigm provides grounds for the 

evolution of one or several new professions. In the terminology of French 

epistemology, there is a historical discontinuity. Thus, a qualitative leap may 

involve a scientific discovery or a radically new mode of cognition, implying that 

theory can be united with practice in a new, more systematic and “robust” manner. 

In addition, it can be a product of technological innovations. Political decisions can 

also produce altered, propitious conditions for professionalization.    

Qualitative take-offs imply deepened and radically novel knowledge for the 

purposes of understanding, controlling, and intervening in parts of reality, followed 

by demands for new occupational practices and  practitioners, as illustrated in the 

articles by Carina Carlhed and Glenn Sjöstrand in this issue. Quantitative take-offs, 

which can be the results of qualitative take-offs, imply that the number of 

practitioners quickly increases. However, strong professional associations can 

oppose increases in the number of practitioners; that is, associations may seek to 

preserve the exclusiveness of their profession.  

Professionals such as physicians, engineers, and teachers have existed since 

antiquity; however, their historical take-offs have occurred considerably later, 

through transformations implying expansion in numbers as well as social 

importance. Hence, take-offs can be qualitative or quantitative, or both. 

Furthermore, take-offs can originate as a consequence of a governmental ambition 

to scienticize an occupation so as to provide it with professional status and skills 

(for examples, see the article by Margareta Nilsson and Dennis Beach in this issue).  

Take-offs are collective phenomena. For instance, a scientific breakthrough 

needs to “be taken care of” in that individuals and groups must support and 

propagate it; networks need to be mobilized; alliances with power holders of the 

state, the private sector, and academia  need to be established; and opponents to a 

new paradigm—the traditionalists—need to be combated.
 5

 A discovery without 

the support of active advocates quickly disappears into the mists of history.   

                                                      
5
 One theory of many describing how this can come about is Bruno Latour’s actor-network 

theory, exemplified by Louis Pasteur’s mobilization around his own discoveries (see 

Latour, The Pasteurization of France, 1988, and his more theoretical work, Science in 

Action, 1987). 
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To summarize so far, professions (like all occupations) have a cognitive base; 

however, in the case of professions, the cognitive base is linked to scientific 

paradigms, or, as Brint, Proctor, Murphy, and Hanneman specify it, “discovery-led 

innovations” (2012, p. 276)—although this is not true for all professions. A crucial 

social base for professions is the existence of credential-based occupational 

closures, which implies occupational and knowledge monopolies. Successful 

interplays between paradigm and closure take place in relatively autonomous fields 

of competence, which in turn generates strong professions.  

Periodization 

Our historical writings are prepared by sorting the empirical material into a number 

of broad and roughly hewn categories. Categorization enables a first overarching 

periodization, facilitating comparative analyses of the fields in line with the 

aforementioned methodology of George and Bennett (2005).  

The periodization outlined below describes an evolutionary development and 

can thus be criticized for being linear. Therefore, it should be emphasized that 

history is, of course, full of impasses and can develop forward, backward, and 

sideways, which we also discuss in the articles. As Charles Tilly expresses it, 

“History winds and snarls like a proliferating wine” (2008, p. 122). Nevertheless, 

from a macro perspective, it also does come in huge chunks. For instance, the 

occupations and fields we describe are indeed professionalized, which they have 

not always been. A certain “evolution” can be discerned, thus providing some 

support to the periodization. Modern professions have experienced a long period of 

institutionalization—historical processes that we seek to identify and describe in 

this study.  

Early history  

The early history phase involves the first manifestations of the activities leading to 

practices. These practices are now known as professional fields—that is, 

undertakings by individuals and groups so as to fulfil a “generalized cultural value” 

(e.g., curing disease, punishing criminals).  

Formation of fields  

Fields begin to format when a certain division of labor has been developed and 

relationships involving dominance and subordination have been established. For 

many professions, their fields were formed during the medieval guild systems with 

their hierarchical order of masters, journeymen, and apprentices. The guilds 

constituted a kind of mini-societies, often enjoying the exclusiveness and 

autonomy that also characterize professions. They could create their own rules, 

determine products and prices, decide who would be eligible to enter the guilds, 

choose what was taught; that is, they controlled various aspects of organization, 

markets, workplace, and knowledge (e.g. Krause, 1996). 
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Consolidation of fields  

As the restrictions of feudalism are lifted, fields start to assume more modern 

shapes and become institutionalized as relatively autonomous fields of competence 

that are increasingly based on secularized knowledge. Cognitively, the 

consolidation phase is characterized by the absence of a generally recognized 

theoretical platform that is integrated with practice. This phase can often be 

described as pre-paradigmatic; there is no “robust core” of shared knowledge but 

rather a number of theories and practices with weak internal connections.   

By forming their own associations, the occupations become constituted, which 

is decisive in terms of the social aspect of consolidation. In addition to guarding 

and reinforcing the interests of their members, associations strengthen individual 

identities, a process sometimes called the transition from an “occupation-in-itself” 

to an “occupation-for-itself”. Within the field, status hierarchies are established 

between occupations. The constitution of associations, which occurred in the 19th 

century for many classic professions, involves material as well as symbolic values. 

Identity formation and the development of esprit de corps are invigorated by sets of 

rituals and solemn ceremonies. They include rites of passage, such as the 

acceptance of new members to the association, celebration of special anniversaries, 

distribution of prizes, creation of traditions, assurances of the great social utility, 

elite status, and high moral worth of the tasks and practices in question.  

In general, the phase of consolidation implies that a field is socially 

strengthened and acknowledged as a necessary social institution. Consolidation 

contributes to the creation of preconditions for the next step, professionalization 

and take-off. 

Professionalization of fields 

Processes of professionalization primarily imply that occupations are scienticized 

by means of scientific research, by the introduction of systematic education and 

training, by requirements of formal credentials for conducting practice, and by the 

quest for monopoly status and autonomy via the state. Furthermore, specialization 

is developed and linked to further education, and specific career paths emerge, 

which are connected to new qualification demands (Elzinga, 1990). Ideologies 

appear, stressing that the occupation is indeed a profession involving exclusive 

expert knowledge. Frequently, scienticization generates paradigm candidates that 

compete for hegemony and for the claim to represent the basic truths in the field, 

its doxa. In this phase, fields and professions become increasingly ripe for (perhaps 

another) take-off, in turn producing good conditions for the next phase.  

Professionalized fields  

A professional field may include several sub-paradigms but is clearly dominated by 

one basic hegemonic paradigm. Systematic research is linked to and integrated 

with practice, as manifested in, for example, clinical research. There is a 

comparatively unanimous research community, and concomitant practices are 

characterized by authority, autonomy, discretion, and control of internal as well as 

external divisions of labour. Strong professions have succeeded in closing their 

fields; that is, they have obtained knowledge and work monopolies. Collegiate 

decision making balances vertical, bureaucratic decision making. Specialization is 

highly developed, and social rewards are comparatively high.   
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De-professionalization of fields  

De-professionalization implies a decrease in autonomy and discretion together with 

an increase in external governance concerning organization, transparency, auditing, 

etc. Fields and professions become controlled by other power holders in the private 

and public sectors; professional logic is subsumed under the logics of the market or 

of bureaucracy (Freidson, 2001, p. 179-196).  

 

*  *  * 

The historical development of fields and occupations/professions can be accounted 

for by several parameters. Professional mobilization and struggle is one, the 

progress of science and technology another, the needs and interests of the state a 

third, market conditions a fourth. Therefore, the contexts of professional 

development are of crucial importance for understanding similarities (e.g. 

professional types) and differences between professions. A simple, but for the 

writing of the histories of professions clearly significant, sketch of the 

transformations of social formations could start with the guild system and 

autocratic, absolutist states during the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, followed by 

liberal but interventionist states of the 19th century, the construction of broad 

welfare-state systems in the middle of the 20th century, and neo-liberal states 

advocating the market as the primary mechanism for the production and 

distribution of goods and services in the final decades of the 20th century up to 

today.   

Three general results 

To a greater or lesser extent, the articles in this issue of Professions & 

Professionalism follow the periodization outlined in the preceding section, which 

therefore facilitates comparison between fields and professions. However, it is 

imperative that the empirical material is not forced into uncomfortable, rigid boxes. 

Variations, of course, exist among the articles. Primarily, the periodization is a 

means for comparing fields; the theoretical purpose of the articles is not the 

periodization per se but rather the identification of the formative moments and 

common denominators of professionalization. Three general conclusions can be 

drawn:  

First, the powerful role of the state in all phases of professionalization in 

Sweden (as well as in the other Nordic countries and Continental Europe) is quite 

palpable, making our writings of the histories of our professions considerably 

different from Anglo-Saxon writings which place a much heavier emphasis on the 

professions' own activities. Furthermore, struggles between occupations are not as 

decisive for the successes of professions in Sweden. Rather, negotiations and 

contracts with the state are of crucial importance. Ordinarily, the state fulfils the 

roles of initiator of the formation of fields, organizer of education and training, 

licensor of degrees, controller, and, in several cases, the primary employer. 

Historically, state management and control constitute the typical pattern. In other 

words, professionalization processes tend to go from top to bottom in Sweden, as 

well as in the Nordic countries and in several countries of Continental Europe.     
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Second, the articles in this issue of Professions & Professionalism demonstrate 

that professionalization is a complex process, making it very difficult to determine 

a specific point in time for its occurrence. It is possible to determine when 

occupations are not professions and when they have reached professional status, 

but such transitions are drawn out, involving several cooperating factors. Such 

difficulties are pertinent in all historical writings, for instance, when seeking to 

establish dates for the initiation and completion of a political revolution. Another 

example is Thomas Kuhn’s (1970) analysis of scientific discoveries and 

revolutions. In contrast to other historians of science, Kuhn argues in his analysis 

of the chemical revolution and the discovery of oxygen that this process spanned 

40–50 years and, thus, cannot be understood as a sudden event. 

Third, there are different avenues for becoming a profession. Technology and 

medicine have been based on profound scientific and technological breakthroughs, 

paving the way for new practices and new professions. To some extent, the new 

statuses of these professions at the end of the 19th century and at the beginning of 

the 20th century are the effects of negotiations with the state and attempts at 

occupational closure. However, they were elevated primarily because of broad and 

rapid social changes generated by technical and medical discoveries, necessitating 

professionalization and new expert knowledge.     

If technology and health are based on discovery-driven innovations, another 

group of fields, social regulation and social integration, is primarily a product of 

the state’s political will, decisions, and investments. In other words, it is another 

type of professionalization process. A third “group” includes education and the 

academia, both of which provide the conditions for professionalization of other 

fields of competence. Political decisions to increase the number of practitioners 

and to professionalize them constitute the basis for these fields.   

Thus, there are several ways for a profession to come into existence. In our 

periodization, both cognitive and social criteria are used, which increases the 

difficulties to make clear-cut categorizations of phases. Employing only a cognitive 

criterion and one type of indicators—for instance, the academization of 

occupations—would generate a simpler kind of periodization. Employing merely 

social criteria and indicators—for instance, monopolization, autonomy, and control 

of practices—would generate another, quite dissimilar periodization. However, 

such procedural methods could amount to historical reductionism, which is why we 

instead preserve complexity.  
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