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ABSTRACT
Last year in Public Relations Review Kruckeberg argued for the need for professional-

isation of public relations. This article uses Heideggerian philosophy, Kuhnian

paradigm theory and social studies of knowledge to suggest that professionalism could

transform a heterogeneous, flexible, dynamic, communication-centred occupation into

a routine science characterised by paradigmatic protocols and techniques and

prescribed values and beliefs. I argue that the uniformity of thought and conformity of

behaviour that underpin professionalism can increase the gulf between PR theory and

practice, diminish the richness of experiences and undermine the identity of PR

professionals.  
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INTRODUCTION
Last year Kruckeberg offered his view of the future of PR education, arguing that PR

is a specialised professional occupation with its own set of values and beliefs. He

argued that PR should not be seen as a subset of other specialisations such as

journalism/mass communications, business, speech/communication, social or

behavioural sciences or liberal arts. Rather, PR should be its own academic and

professional specialisation, and PR education should be pedagogically unencumbered

by its placement in any specialist academic unit.1 He writes, “Public relations is an

occupation that requires its own identity as well as clearly defined professional

parameters.”2 In contrast, at about the same time, a special issue of the Australian

Journal of Communication (AJC) was devoted to articles arguing that PR researchers

should embrace the paradigms and discourses of social and cultural theory and other

disciplines because orthodox PR theory was often seen as academically weak and

irrelevant by scholars in the academic units that offered PR courses.3 

In this article, I suggest that both Kruckeberg’s and the AJC’s perspectives bode ill for

professional education of public relations practitioners. I suggest this because, from my

Heideggerian standpoint, both perspectives advocate professionalising PR by

embracing a Kuhnian paradigm or operating in “the dream worlds of science.”4

Embracing a professional paradigm threatens to transform a heterogeneous, flexible,

communication-centred occupation into a science characterised by paradigmatic

protocols and techniques as well as prescribed values and beliefs. 

The urge to establish a professional paradigm for public relations, whether it be a

unique one or one shared with other academic specialties, suggests that public relations

educators are unwittingly captured and influenced by a very powerful and pervasive

paradigm, the technicity paradigm on which all “scientific” paradigms are based.

"Technicity" is Heidegger's term (Technik in German). He refers to our period  in

history as "the epoch of technicity," a time of rationalism, anthropocentric scientism,

research and specialisation that characterise the technicity paradigm.5 

I ask whether Kruckeberg and other advocates of PR professionalism understand all

the dimensions of professionalism, especially those that threaten the freedom of PR

academics and practitioners and that might limit the learning experiences and job pros-
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pects of PR students. I look at professionalism in PR education from the perspectives

of Heideggerian philosophy and recent social studies of knowledge and science. I

advocate careful reflection and debate on the desirability and appropriateness of

professionalism in PR.

THE PUBLIC WORLD
As Kuhn pointed out in his formulation of the notion of paradigms, paradigm worlds

are “different worlds,”6 different from each other as Kruckeberg recognises, but also

different from the ordinary world in which non-specialists operate. Heidegger called

this “ordinary” world in which non-specialists operate “the public world,” the world

open to the public rather than to specialists.

Interestingly, Heidegger characterised the public world as the world of “wearers and

users,” in other words, as the world of commerce,7 although he didn’t understand

commerce in the crass way it is practised today. He was thinking of commerce as

conducted in the old fashioned community bazaar or craft exchange. Still,  I suggest it

is fitting that the ordinary and popular public world of commerce should be the world

of public relations because I think public relations should operate in the context of its

publics and its clients rather than in its own little world. Those who argue for a

stronger practical focus on the “real” world in PR education probably share this view.8

Operating in a specialised paradigm world makes it difficult to understand the public

world and to relate to the people who live there. Also, operating in a paradigm world

creates a rift between theory and practice that doesn’t have to (really shouldn’t) exist

in public relations. But that gulf is likely to get bigger if, in the pursuit of

professionalism, a PR paradigm increases its influence on PR education.

I suggest that if we reflect more deeply on what it means to “have a professional

paradigm,” we will come to the conclusion that it is less important to have and teach a

professionally prescribed collection of beliefs and values as Kruckeberg argues and

more important to have our own individual beliefs and values and to teach our students

to respect their own diverse and unique beliefs and values and those of their clients and

publics who live in the public world. I suggest that public relations practitioners who

operate in the public world and relate individually to publics as aggregates of indivi-

duals are more likely to produce publishable news releases, to organise successful



4

events, and to connect meaningfully with stakeholders because such practitioners share

the world of their publics and can understand them more sensitively and humanely, as

fellow human beings, not as abstract constructs from some professional dream world.

THE TECHNICITY PARADIGM
At the root of the epoch of technicity lies a belief in rationality as a solution to almost

every problem, but especially to problems of control.9  The belief in rationality leads to

anthropocentrism and scientism. The epoch of technicity is characterised by "research,"

a special way of making, acquiring and evaluating knowledge based on specialisation,

efficiency of knowledge production and detachment of what is studied from its usual

context so that researchers can focus on the area of special interest and be most

efficient.10  Detachment is the source of the “different worlds” that constitute specialist

paradigms.

Rationalism
Heidegger suggests that the seeds of technicity were sown by Plato when Plato

changed the meaning of the word, "idea" (eidos). Heidegger says "idea" used to refer

to the visible aspect of something, but that Plato

extracts of this word...something utterly extraordinary: that it names what

precisely is not and never will be perceivable with physical eyes...[idea] names

and is also that which constitutes the essence in the audible, the tastable, the

tactile, in everything that is in any way accessible.11

When "idea" no longer refers to the concrete phenomenon that appears but to the

invisible form of it, then our own experience becomes questionable and we need a

higher source to validate our experience. Descartes provided this in the convenient

form of self-certifying rationality. No longer could knowledge emerge from some

mysterious but pure revelation of reality. Now knowledge could emerge only when

some knowing subject thought it. Not only did we now have access to self-confirming

certainty through our newly discovered rational minds; we also had created a

powerfully generative nexus of subject (mind) and object (idea) that constituted an

efficient closed system that excluded concrete phenomena and replaced it with

abstract, rational constructs.
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Our inheritance from Plato and Descartes, via a coterie of other rationalist thinkers

including the phenomenologist Husserl, is a belief in "rational" thinking that

(a) deprecates "unsupported" (irrational) common sense and individual

experience,

(b) denies the existence of phenomena that do not conform to the

rationalist account of the world, and

(c) dismisses any thinking that departs from rationalism's methodological

prescriptions.

This is Heidegger's description of  science,  Kuhn's description of paradigmatic science,

and modern social studies of knowledge's description of science.12 But the description

also fits the notion of professionalism which leads me to my interpretation of

professionalism as a form of rationalism and science.

Anthropocentric Scientism
"Anthropocentric" refers to the belief that, at its heart, knowledge is a human creation,

whether that belief takes the form of orthodox realism that believes people discover

reality, or orthodox constructivism that believes people create "reality," or some

intermediate hybrid of these positions, like the belief that people negotiate meaning.

Hence, anthropocentricism is not confined to laboratory and field sciences or social

sciences. It takes in all specialist disciplines, including communication studies and other

humanities and business disciplines that believe in people as knowledge makers.13

The scientism comes in not just because people count and measure empirical pheno-

mena but because, from their standpoint of belief in one people-centred scenario of

knowledge production or another, an entire schema of operation emerges that

determines their research. Heidegger calls such a schema "the rule and law of science"

and says science requires "binding adherence" to that rule and law.14 Kuhn calls this

schema a paradigm. People who don't toe the paradigm line (accept the schema) are

considered incompetent and unreliable outsiders; to be an insider is to understand and

accept the rule and law of one's paradigm.15 The rule of science refers to the

prescription of a domain, a set of practices and an attitude to the world. The law of

science manages the match between the rule of science and the knowledge emerging
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from that rule, ensuring that the rule adjusts so that it is never too out of sync with

what is known. Kuhn discusses the rule and law of science in terms of how "normal

science" deals with minor anomalies between paradigm-sanctioned "facts" and

emerging, contrary ones. The rule and law of science (paradigms) create a closed

system of knowledge making that permits what Hacking calls "the self-vindication of

science.”16

While this closed system facilitates efficient knowledge production and the profession-

alism (uniformity and conformity) that Kruckeberg and others long for, it also excludes

and rejects experience and understanding that doesn’t fit the schema, and it requires

that paradigm struggles occur in the pursuit of uniform thinking and conformist

behaviour. People like Kruckeberg and others are seeking to establish a PR education

paradigm that can be the basis for accreditation and subsequent “professionalisation”

of the public relations discipline.17 Other scholars are interested in establishing a

theoretical or practical paradigm for public relations.18  PR journals are the sites for the

paradigm tussles that characterise the struggle for paradigm supremacy. These

paradigm struggles over what knowledge is important and how it should be passed on

are characteristic of the scientism of the technicity paradigm because they reflect a

desire for control over PR knowledge, over what students learn and over how

practitioners operate. Such control is the basis for professionalism (uniformity and

conformity), but I wonder whether it is appropriate or even achievable in a field that

many argue should be devoted to accommodating rather than controlling diverse

human and social relations.19

Research
"Research," as a manifestation of the epoch of technicity, is distinguished from

"scholarship" as a way of acquiring knowledge.20 Research involves the frantic

accumulation of specialist knowledge for its own sake, as the basis for expertise and

for the power to control the territory defined as the specialist discipline. Research is

paradigm-serving rather than altruistic. To facilitate the accumulation of specialist

knowledge, research relies on agreed and controllable methods for gathering and

evaluating knowledge, to permit division of labour and a faster aggregation of a body

of knowledge valuable to the discipline.21
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The most effective way to improve the efficiency of research is to narrow the field of

study and increase the numbers of knowledge-makers who can work cooperatively on

the task. The most effective way to do the former is to detach (physically or

conceptually) the objects of study from their complicated contexts. This is the essence

of the reductivism that characterises Western research in the epoch of technicity. To

enable more people to work cooperatively in the same discipline, it is necessary to

render their diversity uniform or immaterial to the work. This is the origin of the myth

of objectivity as an aim and prescription for effective knowledge making.

Reductivism and objectivity are two often unacknowledged values behind the push for

professionalism. Professionalism requires reducing one’s focus to a specialised domain

and prescribing how it is to be seen. Kuhn called this a paradigm’s “world view” and

suggested it actually defines the reality recognised by a discipline.22 In just the articles

cited so far, it is interesting to note that articles arguing from an academic perspective

invariably focus on a single theory to the exclusion of others23 while articles describing

practitioner perspectives have multiple foci and seem more holistic and inclusive.24

Even the issue of the Australian Journal of Communication, which was arguing that

public relations needed to be open to multiple perspectives,25 was filled with articles

that each advocated only one perspective or theory.26

The reductivism of professionalism is apparent in the many articles already cited that

focus on PR skills and techniques that need to be developed. Focusing on skills and

techniques is much easier than grappling with the complex and diverse beliefs, values

and assumptions that defy reduction (and easy teaching) but that students will

encounter when they venture into the “real world” of public relations practice.

Professionalism also requires objectivity because objectivity is essential to generalised

prescriptions of uniform behaviour. Without such prescriptions, what do academics

teach? Without prescribed uniform behaviour, how can there be professionalism? Of

course, most PR academics deny the possibility of objectivity. By acknowledging and

embracing their own subjectivity instead, they imagine they have escaped the myth of

objectivity. But they are simply on the other side of the same coin.

The aim of objectivity in "scientific" research is to enable the efficient production of

generalisable knowledge by eliminating the most unreliable variable, the "subject

position." In science, knowledge can only be sanctioned if it can be replicated by
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anyone, anywhere, using the same sanctioned methods. The individual scientist is

irrelevant and immaterial to the knowledge produced. While scientistic researchers

persist in this belief, most other researchers, especially postmodern humanities

researchers, no longer believe in the possibility of such absolute replication. Yet many

still seem to believe in the generalisability of their subjective knowledge, much to the

amusement or dismay of scientistic researchers. Believing in the generalisability of their

own subjective experiences means they believe their own experiences to be the same as

those of others whom they expect will see things their way. An interest in generalising

one’s subjective experiences into prescriptions for professionalism represents

postmodernity’s unique and ironic refinement of “objective” research under the

influence of the technicity paradigm.

Specialisation
Professionalisation begins with specialisation. Both are responses to a desire for

control that characterises the technicity paradigm. It is easier to control the small and

simple than the big and complex. In rendering phenomena manageable through

reductive specialisation, the domain of interest narrows. In mastering a narrow domain

of interest, the possibility of prescriptions for uniform thinking and behavioural

conformity – for professionalism -- increase. But specialisation and professionalism

come at a cost. From my Heideggerian perspective, both reduce the richness of our

experiences and insights and both diminish us as human beings. This happens because

specialisation and professionalism detach us from the holistic public world and confine

us to a specialised dream world that Heidegger calls “deficient” because it has lost

some of its complexity.

Heidegger described a holistic, concrete world constituted by all life experiences, even

the mundane and fleeting, and both personal experiences and those handed down by

others through education and socialisation. This is the public world. In the public

world, the phenomena of all these experiences (the stuff of them) are linked together to

create their significance, to create the concrete, pre-rational world of our experience.

The concreteness of phenomena depends on their connectedness to other phenomena;

this connectedness constitutes their significance. The connectedness of the holistic

public world is undermined by thematisation which detaches phenomena (and people)
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from their places within its context. Thematisation makes phenomena and experience

less concrete and more abstract. It also makes them less significant.

 Thematisation is the rationalist mechanism for delimiting domains (or themes) of

disciplinary interest. It reduces how much of the holistic world we experience because

thematisation determines how open we are to the holistic world, how much we are

prepared to consider significant. Researchers (unlike scholars) are usually open only to

experiences that fit the pre-determined paradigm parameters of their research specialty.

These parameters effectively detach phenomena from their holistic context by

rendering other phenomena in that context insignificant or irrelevant to the research

task. This rationalist reduction simplifies the phenomena of interest to make them

easier to study, but it diminishes their concreteness by ignoring their full contextuality,

often substituting a paradigm-specific, rationally constructed context in its place. This

is the essence of abstraction -- taking something away from its rich, concrete context,

reducing and simplifying it, and often “throwing a signification”27 (a new rationally

constructed context) over the deficient abstraction. This is how researchers create

abstract theory on which professionalism is often based.

For example, public relations researchers (and even some practitioners) regularly

reduce people to abstract stakeholders by detaching them from their holistic context

which includes experiences and phenomena unrelated to the PR organisation or PR

matters. They then place these abstractions into their rationally delimited context of a

PR issue or problem. In this, there is no difference between postmodern PR

researchers and scientistically-oriented PR researchers. Different paradigms and aims,

perhaps, but the same professional detachment (abstraction). I believe this detachment

is the source of the perceived gulf between theory and practice, between academic PR

and PR practice. Kruckeberg’s push for professionalism has the potential to increase

that gulf if the domain of PR education is thematised to remove it from the worlds of

journalism/ mass communications, business, speech/communication, social or

behavioural sciences or liberal arts, and especially if PR education is thematised to

further remove it from the public world of PR practice in the pursuit of

professionalism.

Besides reducing the rich significance of the world, thematisation also reduces

researchers (and even practising professionals) who feel compelled to conform to the
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parameters and interests of their professional discipline, to confine their interests and

efforts to their specialised, abstract, professional world. This is so because, in a

Heideggerian scheme, we are the world we experience. Without a concrete world to fill

our lives with meaning, we are an empty space, what Heidegger calls "the there." 

Interestingly, Heidegger claims the world does not have meaning; it has only

significance. Only people have meaning. Only people can be meaning-ful, full of the

significance of the world.28 When we are filled with a thematically reduced world of

significance, a rationally constructed, deficient, abstract, professional world,  we are

less meaningful. When we thematise, we reduce ourselves to a discipline-defined

professional identity. We become merely PR researchers or PR professionals rather

than whole and diverse individuals with a more meaningful identity and a more

significant world in which to exist.29 

Researchers are also reduced in another way by thematisation. To be human, in a

Heideggerian scheme, is to be in-the-world, to be involved with the holistic world from

a unique place in it. Each person has the existential potential to experience the world

from their unique perspective. But when people create abstract worlds through

identification with a discipline or profession, their unique place in the public world

disappears and is replaced by a generic place in a dream world. Their individual

experiences are transformed into generic experiences sanctioned by their professional

paradigms. This loss of a uniquely personal role or place in experiences is acknowl-

edged in paradigm beliefs in objectivity or at least in the generalisability of knowledge.

This loss represents another surrender of personal identity in favour of a professional

identity. Professionals are prepared to surrender their will and judgement to a

collective will or judgement. In conforming to paradigm-sanctioned beliefs, values and

behaviour, professionals give up their uniqueness. 

Perhaps this wouldn’t be perceived as a great loss by PR academics like Kruckeberg,

or it might be seen as a small price to pay.  After all, PR researchers are no different

than other researchers in wanting to have their insights and experiences accepted as

generalisable knowledge that becomes definitive of professionalism. Also, as a function

of academic career structures, it is important to been seen as thinking and acting as a

PR academic does. And as educators charged with indoctrinating students into the PR

paradigm, it is helpful to have a clear and uncontentious idea of the skills, techniques

and values graduates need to be defined as PR professionals.
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But I see a real danger of defining PR professionals in terms of generic skills, tech-

niques and values rather than in terms of the complex world in which they participate

as individuals. In the face of generic, toolbox definitions of the PR occupation, how do

individual PR graduates distinguish themselves from each other in pursuit of their

career aspirations? And is it appropriate for any educators to be advocating approaches

that are more likely to encourage mindless compliance than critical and creative

thinking?  These are the dangers of professionalism.

I suspect PR practitioners (unlike most researchers) would not be eager to have their

practices adopted by their competitors, thereby diminishing any competitive advantage

they have based on their unique approaches to PR practice. A push for professionalism

always involves a degree of homogenisation and a reduction in diversity, which is

probably desirable in professions like medicine or law which are mostly based on

empirical science or centuries of convention, respectively. But mandated conformity

does not sit well within the capitalist paradigm to which most businesses (including PR

consultancies) subscribe. Even the business paradigm has shifted away from

“scientific” management to leadership and diversity management, both of which are

concerned with encouraging unconventional behaviour, creativity and personal

empowerment in both managers and staff.30 

And how can the pursuit of theoretical, practical, educational and personal uniformity

and conformity that characterises professionalism be appropriate for communicators

who must be sensitive to the diversity of others and in tune with their own uniqueness?

 The pursuit of professionalism conflicts with the PR profession’s belief in the

desirability of diversity, the inevitability of different interpretations of the same event or

message, and the importance of thinking and acting freely or even in one’s own

interests. Why can’t PR education continue to reflect the heterogeneity of PR theory

and practice? Who actually values professional uniformity and conformity? How will

professional uniformity and conformity make PR theory, practice or education better

for academics, students, practitioners or clients?
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CLOSING REMARKS
I believe this article has issued a philosophical challenge to Kruckeberg and others who

see professionalism as desirable. In a sense, this desire is understandable because we

traditionally equate professionalism with mastery or efficiency or effectiveness, the

prime values of the epoch of technicity. But I hope this article has shown that

professionalism can also involve a narrowing of vision, a denial of human capacities

like intuition, feeling and creativity, a restriction on interpretive and operational

freedom, and an imposition of an identity that denies the value of human uniqueness. 

If we don’t reflect more deeply on what we are asking for when we seek to

professionalise public relations, we might lose sight of the complexity and diversity that

characterise PR projects, and we might deny ourselves the personal and creative

challenges that make PR work so enjoyable. Embracing professionalism can transform

our untidy and interesting occupation into a mechanistic one characterised by

inappropriately prescriptive protocols and techniques that can be applied mindlessly.

The more mindlessly compliant one is, the more professional one becomes. In the end,

someone creates an expert system to replace you!
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