
Whether or not people belong to a
true ‘profession’ as sociologists de½ne
the term, they usually consider profes-

sionalism to be a quality worth striving
for. To call someone a pro implies that
the person knows what to do and does 
it well. Professionals don’t act naively,
make stupid mistakes, or get easily flus-
tered. Professionals have staying power
and can be counted on: they ‘go on with
the show’ no matter how they’re feeling.
It is this attitude that journalist Alistair
Cooke had in mind when he said, “A
professional is a person who can do his
best at a time when he doesn’t particu-
larly feel like it.” 

Professionalism in any ½eld–medi-
cine, law, sports, butchery, baking, or
candlestick making–implies depend-
able work reflecting a solid mastery of
occupational knowledge, standards, and
methods. Mastery of this sort matters
greatly to clients. Who would go into
surgery with a doctor who had not ac-
quired professional skill? Or hire a law-
yer with an ‘unprofessional’ reputation?
Or, for that matter, buy from a butcher
who didn’t know a pork chop from a
short rib?

Yet the prestige of professionalism,
especially during recent times, has been
tarnished by the indifferent, self-serving,
and sometimes unethical work of some
professionals. No doubt the high-pres-
sure demands of today’s professional
½elds have a lot to do with this. In a
world of hmos, mandated billed-hour
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quotas, and other bottom-line assess-
ment standards, matters of great impor-
tance to the lives of clients–a shady spot
on a brain scan, an audit notice from the
irs, a child who can’t learn in school–
may become little more than chores in 
a professional’s daily routine. With a
frame of mind that used to be summed
up (in a pre-inflation era) as ‘another
day, another dollar,’ professionals may
½nd it hard to maintain a sense of pride
in their expertise, let alone a mission-
driven enthusiasm for their daily work.

The obverse of professional status is
amateurism, connoting passion and en-
thusiastic engagement.1 The freely given
passion of the amateur is evident in avo-
cations such as sports, where partici-
pants labor long and hard to acquire
expertise for the game itself, and where
blatant commercial incentives are seen
as contaminating the original spirit of
the game. The move from amateur to
professional status suggests a loss of in-
nocence and authenticity, heightening
the contrast between the two. One ½eld
in which the contrast is particularly
sharp is the occupation long known as
the world’s oldest profession–and there
are many more conventional endeavors
that also prize the passionate naiveté of
the amateur while distrusting the chilly
indifference of the professional. Some
endeavors have such a strong aversion to
professionalism that they have not been
able to agree upon the shared standards,
credentialing requirements, or best prac-
tices to recommend to novices wishing
to enter the ½eld.2

Can the purposeful passion of the am-
ateur be combined with the expertise
and reliability of the professional? An
integration of passion and professional-
ism is notoriously dif½cult to sustain 
in the course of a working life. For one
thing, professional success often sows
the seeds of passion’s destruction
through many little compromises that
help keep the job manageable: a doctor
learns how to limit time with patients 
to deal with an increasing workload; a
lawyer learns how to play the court sys-
tem like a game rather than as a mission
of justice and rights; a teacher discovers
that getting by with lower expectations
is just ½ne with most students. 

In the other direction, passion can sow
the seeds of professional destruction: an
overzealous prosecutor plants evidence
on a suspect; a scientist, fervently wish-
ing to convince people to stop smoking,
exaggerates data on the risks of second-
hand smoke. Too much caring can cloud
professional judgment. There are good
reasons why surgeons refuse to operate
on loved ones.

All professionals must learn a formi-
dable array of skills, habits, and under-
standings to master their ½elds. But be-
yond this, to accomplish good work con-
sistently, they must acquire a special 
orientation, a commitment to use their
mastery to ful½ll a mission that goes be-
yond the self. It is the pursuit of a mis-
sion that inspires passion. This does not
mean that pursuing a mission is always
pleasurable: we do not agree with the
pop psychology view that equates mean-
ingful work with fun. Indeed, the etymo-
logical root of ‘passion’ is passe–or ‘to
suffer.’ We are aware that pursuing a
noble mission is often painful. Yet it is
satisfying in a way that routinized, ½ll-
the-hours work is not. Good work is
always mindful of its mission; and pas-
sion, whether painful or pleasurable,
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both energizes the mission and provides
an enduring emotional reward that goes
beyond pleasure or pain.

But passion must be kept in check
when it threatens to do inadvertent
harm; it must, in fact, be regulated by
the knowledge that mastery brings. Bal-
ancing passion and mastery requires that
each be fully developed and that the two
operate simultaneously. British psychia-
trist Anthony Storr referred to this inte-
gration when he commented, “The pro-
fessional must learn to be moved and
touched emotionally, yet at the same
time stand back objectively. I’ve seen a
lot of damage done by tea and sympa-
thy.”

Keeping a sense of mission alive while
not letting it get out of hand is possible
only for those who really believe in the
mission and have enough self-perspec-
tive to remain wary of dangers such as
arrogance, megalomania, misguided be-
liefs, and a host of other distorted or
mistaken judgments that anyone can
have from time to time. Ful½lling a pro-
fession’s mission at a high level of excel-
lence requires not only analytic distance
and freedom from personal bias, but also
passionate engagement, personal com-
mitment, and human concern. And
these qualities must not merely coexist;
they must be kept in some kind of inte-
grated balance.

Achieving this kind of balance is a
challenge under the best of circum-
stances; in times of stress, it becomes a
test of character. If nothing else, the be-
ginning of our new millennium has been
a time of great stress. In addition to the
cataclysmic events surrounding Septem-
ber 11 and the interminable war on ter-
rorism they spawned, there has been a
hardening of expectations and a coars-
ening of social relationships due to eco-
nomic pressures of a sort that profes-

sionals of previous generations rarely
experienced. In such a climate, the pub-
lic mission of work can be obscured by
excessive attention to the short-term 
signals of the market. In research inter-
views with professionals, we have ob-
served widespread anguish about this
consequence, even among those who
generally applaud the role of market
forces. When speaking about publish-
ing, for example, Irving Kristol said that
when he was starting out, the producers
of newspapers and books “were satis½ed
with a modest return . . . so long as they
got enough to pay their salary and cover
all their expenses, with a little extra for
development. So it was 9 or 10 percent
on your investment, not so bad.” Now
media companies routinely expect pro½t
margins exceeding 20 percent, and they
press eagerly to get to 30 percent if they
can. “And that,” said Kristol, “has been
an awful development.”

For the professional who enters a 
½eld with a different goal in mind–say, 
a journalist intent on covering civic af-
fairs in-depth rather than producing sen-
sationalistic stories, or a doctor intent
on caring for patients rather than maxi-
mizing an hmo’s pro½ts–this increased
emphasis on market priorities can throw
the sense of mission into doubt. The
nagging question becomes, “Does the
purpose of my work still bear any resem-
blance to what I wanted to accomplish
when I ½rst chose my career?” If the an-
swer is no, sustaining the original pas-
sion for the work may quickly become 
a lost cause. The problem can be even
more severe for younger workers, whose
public mission may be grounded in
ideals they have only read about or seen
on television.

Market forces always will be part of
the landscape of work, and more often
than not they exert a bene½cial influ-
ence, providing accountability and infor-

Dædalus  Summer 2005 29

Passion &
mastery in
balance:
toward good
work in the 
professions



mation about the real value of the servic-
es that are being offered. But market op-
erations vary enormously across time
and place, and, like any social or eco-
nomic force, can do harm when they
gain excessive influence. Professionals 
in many ½elds today–particularly in
medicine, law, and education–perceive
that the demands of the market have es-
calated. There is no question that those
who have lived and worked through this
change feel pressures for which they are
not prepared. 

Professionals have always had to bal-
ance multiple goals, but in times of se-
vere market pressure, the stakes are
especially high. If people believe their
economic survival is threatened, they
may conclude that success in their pro-
fession means ignoring the public mis-
sion and focusing on business transac-
tions alone. If they believe it has become
impossible to accomplish the public
mission within the profession’s contem-
porary framework, they may give up on
the enterprise entirely. Choices of either
kind harm the public interest, the pro-
fession, and the worker.

How can a person master the demands
of the ½eld, even as it becomes increas-
ingly market oriented, while retaining a
love for the work and a passion for the
mission to which the work is dedicated?
We take this as a central problem for
professionals in our time. 

The pressures of many of today’s work-
places create conditions under which it
is dif½cult for individuals to pursue non-
economic professional values. And since
these conditions show no sign of im-
proving–indeed, they may well contin-
ue to get worse–we need to strengthen
individuals’ ability to do good work un-
der less than hospitable conditions. Edu-
cation is the only realistic way of accom-
plishing this. 

To be both masterful and mission-
driven, students need to learn how to be
disinterested without being detached.
Finding the right equilibrium between
analytic distance and human connection
is a tension that appears in some form in
all professions. Professional schools also
must ½nd ways to balance the intellectu-
al rigors of the domain with its funda-
mental purposes, which serve for many
students as the inspiration for entering
the profession. This is another essential
tension that is not easily resolved: pro-
fessional education can err on either side
of the balance between intellectual rigor
and connection with the underlying so-
cial purpose of the profession. It takes
years of learning for students to develop
and integrate these capabilities success-
fully, and the most effective tools for this
learning are not obvious or well elabo-
rated in professional education at this
time–nor is most undergraduate educa-
tion attuned to this key task.

In what follows, we examine this task
with reference to two disparate ½elds:
law and journalism. Law is a formal pro-
fession in that it requires certi½cation
through degrees and licenses; journal-
ism is an informal one in that it has no
credentialing requirements. Three-
fourths of working journalists have
never attended journalism school, but
instead learned on the job by apprentic-
ing to experienced reporters and editors.
These two cases illustrate the need for
educational shifts within both profes-
sional schools and in-service settings.

Many commentators from within the
legal profession have pointed in recent
years to widespread declines in public
esteem and to dramatic increases in at-
torneys’ dissatisfaction with their work.
According to many observers, the ‘crisis
of professionalism’ can be seen in a de-
cline of civility and an increase in adver-

30 Dædalus  Summer 2005

William
Damon,
Anne Colby,
Kendall 
Bronk &
Thomas
Ehrlich
on 
professions 
& profes-
sionals



sarialism; a decline in the role of the
counselor and in lawyers’ competence,
including ethical competence; a loss of
calling or sense of purpose among law-
yers; and a new sense of the law as a
business, subject to greater competitive
economic pressures and answerable only
to the bottom line.

Survey data show that most lawyers
would choose another career if they had
the decision to make again, and three-
quarters would not want their children
to become lawyers. In addition, attor-
neys suffer from depression, alcoholism,
and drug addiction at signi½cantly high-
er rates than the general public. Of
course there are many reasons for law-
yers’ dissatisfaction with their work, but
lack of a sense of meaning is one central
cause. Only one-½fth of attorneys re-
port that their careers have borne out
their hope of contributing to the social
good.3

Although law schools are surely not
the primary cause of this malaise, at this
point they seem to contribute more to
the problem than to its solution. We
have said that professional education
can err on either side of the balance be-
tween an intellectually rigorous initia-
tion into the discipline and a connection
with the fundamental purposes of the
domain–in this case, the pursuit of jus-
tice. There is no doubt about which side
of this balance takes precedence in law
schools. Law schools excel in producing
intellectual mastery–teaching the spe-
cial brand of analytic thinking, close
reading, and careful use of language that
is known as ‘thinking like a lawyer.’ Dur-
ing the famously intense ½rst year of the
American law school, students from
widely different personal and academic
backgrounds, with different knowledge,

assumptions, and habits of mind, are
taught to master this powerful mode of
legal analysis. By the end of the year, the
ability to think like a lawyer is deeply
engrained, forming a common base for
more advanced learning and a central
element in the practice of law.

Accomplishing this transformation
entails a concentrated focus on the de-
tails of particular legal cases disconnect-
ed from consideration of the larger pur-
poses of the law. First-year students are
repeatedly told to set justice aside, not to
let their moral concerns or compassion
for the people in the cases they discuss
cloud their analyses. This practice does
seem to be effective in helping free stu-
dents from misconceptions about how
the law works. But moral concerns are
seldom reintroduced in the second and
third years of law school, even though 
by then students have mastered the ana-
lytic skills for whose sake these concerns
were stripped away. Over and over, stu-
dents express dismay and confusion
about the implications of this dispas-
sionate perspective: “It seems like legal
thinking can justify anything.” “When I
took criminal law, I started to think of it
in technical terms and stopped looking
at the human side.” “Law schools create
people who are smart without a pur-
pose.”

For many students, the single-minded
pursuit of intellectual mastery effective-
ly shuts out mission-driven passion. In
law schools’ top students, a different
kind of passion emerges–the sheer
delight of intellectual virtuosity as an
end in itself. Since these virtuosos tend
to become the next generation of law
school faculty, the system reproduces it-
self; it has remained largely unchanged
for more than a hundred years.

It is true that, in order to comply with
accreditation guidelines, law schools
require all students to take a course in

Dædalus  Summer 2005 31

Passion &
mastery in
balance:
toward good
work in the 
professions

3  Deborah L. Rhode, In the Interests of Justice:
Reforming the Legal Profession (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2000), 8.



legal ethics. Most often this course is
structured around legal cases that con-
cern alleged violations of the American
Bar Association’s ethical code. Students
apply their analytic skills to these cases,
approaching them the same way they
deal with challenging legal cases in torts
or contracts. This approach, known as
the law of lawyering, is valuable in
teaching an area of law that should be 
of immediate concern to every practic-
ing attorney.

Unfortunately, however, legal ethics
courses taught this way inadvertently
send some ethically counterproductive
messages. When these courses focus ex-
clusively on the law of lawyering, they
can convey a sense that attorneys’ be-
havior is bounded only by sanctions
such as the threat of malpractice
charges, and can give the impression
that most practicing lawyers refrain
from unethical behavior only when it is
in their immediate self-interest to do so.
These courses, in essence, teach students
what they can and can’t get away with.
No wonder Stanford Law School profes-
sor Deborah Rhode calls these courses
“legal ethics without the ethics.”4

Beyond the law of lawyering, many
law school faculty doubt both the feasi-
bility and the legitimacy of educating 
for ethical development and passion
grounded in the mission of law. Based 
on research in developmental psycholo-
gy, we know they are wrong about the
feasibility of educating for ethical matu-
rity, and we believe they are wrong about
its legitimacy. Some faculty at virtually
every law school–though admittedly a
minority–agree and have begun to de-
velop creative ways to teach with ethics
and passion in mind. 

Some faculty have adopted the ‘perva-
sive method’ of teaching ethics, in which
ethical issues speci½c to particular ½elds

of law are incorporated into substantive
courses. Some law schools provide spe-
cial experiences in the ½rst year that in-
troduce students to the broader context
and signi½cance of the law. To address
the limitations of legal ethics courses as
they are traditionally taught, many law
schools offer courses in ethics that go
beyond the law of lawyering to a deeper
consideration of the complexities of law-
yers’ roles, the context of meaning for
legal work, and the kinds of social capac-
ities lawyers need to be fully competent,
including the ability to listen carefully,
to work collaboratively, and to question
stereotypes and assumptions. In addi-
tion to these curricular programs, all law
schools offer extracurricular experiences
that support a deeper understanding of
the contributions law can make to the
social good.

A program at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill illustrates the
kinds of experiences some law schools
are developing to help students ½nd an
inspiring vision of what it means to be a
lawyer. In the unc Law School Oral His-
tory Project, students interview practic-
ing lawyers and judges who represent
the highest ideals of the profession–
“lawyers and judges who [are] living
lives dedicated to a higher purpose, who
love what they [are] doing, and who
[½nd] intellectual richness and creativity
in lawyers’ work.” These are lawyers and
judges who are “proud of being mem-
bers of the profession, who [feel] that
being a lawyer involves a deep moral
commitment, that it is a position not
only of prestige but of honor.”5 Through
ongoing relationships with the inter-
viewees, students who participate in the
Oral History Project have the opportuni-
ty to internalize heroic images of profes-
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sionalism, and to draw on these when
confronting dif½cult moral problems.

In his acclaimed book The Lost Lawyer,
Anthony Kronman argues that the
American legal profession “stands in
danger of losing its soul.”6 If law schools
are to help counter this trend, they will
need to adopt programs like the Oral
History Project on a larger scale. But
unfortunately, this kind of creative edu-
cation for ethical-social learning is the
exception rather than the rule on most
campuses. And given the central place of
the legal profession in American society,
this relative lack of attention to ethical-
social learning does a disservice not only
to a great but troubled profession, but
also to the nation and the world.

What can be done to turn the many
available elements into a formative ex-
perience that reaches all who enter the
practice of law? In our view, what is
needed above all is the conviction that
shaping professional responsibility and
identity is the duty of legal education,
along with the will to make this agenda
a high priority. If this foundation were
in place, creating a more intentional,
integrated, and powerful preparation for
good work would be within the grasp of
law schools within the next ½ve to ten
years.

However great a commitment law
schools make to this agenda, they can-
not entirely insulate students against the
harsh realities of inhumane structures
and contexts in legal practice. But de-
spite their own sometimes inhumane
structures and contexts, law schools
do not seem terribly far from being the
kinds of institutions that could create
committed, visionary individuals that
can change those realities. 

Passion guided by ethics and balanced
by impartiality is as important, and
probably as elusive, for journalists as it 
is for lawyers. Journalists frequently use
the same words as lawyers to describe
their loss of the ideals that drew them to
the ½eld in the ½rst place. And journal-
ists who do maintain their passion face
the same risks as lawyers who become
overzealous. 

In our journalism research some years
ago, we interviewed a rising young star
who wrote about life in African Ameri-
can communities with a sensitivity and
understanding that captivated readers.
The reporter’s fearless, passionate col-
umn won numerous awards and attract-
ed a new urban readership to the paper.
There was just one problem with his
writing–some of it was ½ction. The
reporter believed that creative writing
could enhance factual reporting in con-
veying the essence of the narrative. In
this conviction, he ignored one of the
most basic tenets of his ½eld: truthful,
accurate reporting is an absolute stan-
dard. We might guess that the reporter
had an amateur’s passion but not a pro-
fessional’s grasp of the standards and
methods necessary for doing good work
in the domain. We also might guess that
the problem lay more with the training
(or, more precisely, the lack of training)
that the reporter received as he rose
through the ranks than with his own
skills and passionate concerns, which
were formidable.

In contrast, some seasoned veterans
with an expert grasp of journalism’s best
practices get so frustrated with poor
working conditions, low pay, or escalat-
ing demands for ‘leads that bleed’ that
they become cynical, apathetic, and
burnt-out. Most academic programs for
journalists do not provide instruction 
on how to sustain idealism or make it
more sophisticated, robust, and usable
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amidst the moral ambiguities and practi-
cal complexities of real life. In any case,
as we noted at the outset, the majority of
practicing journalists never go near jour-
nalism schools, except perhaps to give
occasional lectures or to teach once they
have retired. 

In-practice education may offer the
best hope of rekindling the flame that
brought working journalists to the pro-
fession, while also reinforcing the basic
tenets of the domain. In-practice educa-
tion is important for all professions, and
especially for those that do not require
specialized degrees. One program that
attempts to foster both passion and mas-
tery has been developed in collaboration
with the Washington-based Committee
of Concerned Journalists (ccj).7 The
program is an interactive workshop cen-
tered on three half-day ‘modules’ chosen
from among twelve options by the news-
room’s editor. The workshop–whose
goals are to reawaken the commitment
to the mission of journalism and to help
journalists overcome the barriers that
prevent a sense of mission from infus-
ing their work–has worked with print,
broadcast, and Internet newsrooms. To
address the barriers in ways that are con-
sistent with the deepest values of the
mission, the workshop also pays close
attention to the ethical principles under-
pinning high-quality journalism. The
participants share strategies for bring-
ing together the vigor and passion of
the amateur with the methodological
knowledge, technical know-how, and
sober commitment of the expert.

Given the centrality of journalism’s
public mission to this educational effort,
it is important to begin with an articula-

tion of that mission. To this end, the ccj
conducted twenty-one nationwide pub-
lic forums over the course of a year. Af-
ter this extended examination of the
character of journalism at the end of the
twentieth century, a consensus emerged
that “The central purpose of journalism
is to provide citizens with the accurate
and reliable information they need to
function in a free society.”8 Journalists
widely acknowledge this mission, but 
it is often obscured by the press of dead-
lines, limited resources, and competing
objectives.

To help reconnect journalists with 
this mission, workshop participants are
asked to reflect on their initial decision
to pursue the profession: Why did they
choose this work? What interested them
about it? What did they hope to accom-
plish? Responses are invariably enthu-
siastic and idealistic, reflecting respect
for the mission articulated through the
ccj public forums. Participants then talk
about how successful they feel they have
been in accomplishing their original
goals. Responses here tend to be more
muted, focusing on barriers to working
in ways that unambiguously serve the
mission.

The remainder of the workshop ad-
dresses issues that are key to responsible
journalism, such as achieving a deep
understanding of exactly what unbiased
reporting is and how it can be accom-
plished. Discussions of what journalists
call independence, for example, focus 
on the relationships journalists establish
with the people they cover. Ful½lling the
mission of journalism requires just the
right balance between impartiality and
involvement. In the political domain, 
the curriculum presents cases such as
Jim Lehrer of pbs, who claims he hasn’t
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voted in an election since 1964, and Leo-
nard Downie, executive editor of The
Washington Post, who goes even further,
not allowing himself to decide which
candidate he favors. Both believe these
practices keep them from becoming too
emotionally engaged in the issues they
cover, protecting them from bias. In
contrast, the workshop considers jour-
nalists who cover rallies or demonstra-
tions they attend. These contrasting
practices provide the stimulus for lively
discussions about political journalists’
proper relationships with the objects of
their reporting.

Another activity that helps partici-
pants think through the delicate issue of
balancing personal connection and pro-
fessional detachment asks staffers to
share their personal biographies and dis-
cuss the ways their backgrounds might
have influenced past coverage. Personal
experience relevant to the content of a
story can be helpful. As one participant
remarked, “I think my background as a
½rst-generation American born to immi-
grants from the West Indies has bene-
½ted me when interviewing newcomers
to this country. As a reporter for one pa-
per, I wrote several stories about refu-
gees from Kosovo and a Kurdish family
that fled Iraq. My own experiences have
given me a certain respect for and sensi-
tivity toward other cultures and prevent-
ed me from lapsing into stereotypes.”
However, personal connections with the
issues can also threaten responsible cov-
erage, as indicated by another workshop
participant: “After a miscarriage and
several years of fertility treatments, I
was sensitized to stories involving chil-
dren. As a page 1 editor, I could not bring
myself to print a story in the paper about
a heinous crime involving the abuse and
murder of an infant.” Group activities
such as this encourage participants to
apply lessons to their daily work.

We have talked about two professions,
but it is clear that they are not alone in
facing challenges to the integration of
passion and professionalism. Concerned
organizations and individuals from
within many professions have described
the current moment as a turning point.
As William Sullivan points out, profes-
sions are at risk of becoming technical
services for hire, unmoored from the
ethical features that help to make them
professions. 

New forms of regulation are being de-
vised as one strategy for preventing the
harm this can do–but ultimately profes-
sions are made up of individuals. If the
professions are going to become more
hospitable to good work, this will come
about through the efforts of inspired and
creative individuals. Education both be-
fore and after entry into the ½eld can
increase the likelihood that such individ-
uals will emerge.
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