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The ethos of management as an academic science

Abstract: Ethos (from the Greek word meaning ‘order’) is the lifestyle of a gi-
ven community, the general orientation of its culture, the hierarchy of values 
adopted by the community that are directly formulated or deduced based 
on human behaviour. Numerous authors point to the symptoms of a crisis 
in science, paradoxically resulting from fast social changes caused to a large 
extent by scientific development. Consequence of restoring confidence in 
public, civil and social institutions such as universities, political parties and 
social organisations should be an increase in civic engagement. Perhaps, the 
key in this case is orientation towards an increase in social capital and civic 
engagement, which will lead to the development of ‘network communities’ 
based on sustainable development and restoring of management academic 
ethos.
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Introduction

Ethos (from the Greek word meaning ‘order’) is the lifestyle of a given com-
munity, the general orientation of its culture, the hierarchy of values adopted 
by the community that are directly formulated or deduced based on human 
behaviour [Encyklopedia PWN, http://www.pwn.pl/]. 

The ethos of an activity provides people who perform the activity with 
a collective identity. The ethos of management sciences is mostly related to the 
increasing professional and academic significance of our science in the modern 
world. Representatives of management science bear the responsibility connec-
ted with the creation and development of the identity of the largest group of 
people exercising power, i.e. managers. Apart from the issues of instrumen-
tal rationality, such as the effectiveness of organisational activities and the ef-
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fectiveness of management, the issues of the social and moral responsibility 
of managers and organisations are equally important [Machan 2007, Visser, 
Matten, Pohl, Tolhurst 2007]. From the point of view of the development and 
reinforcement of the identity of our discipline and its image in today’s world, 
the issue of social responsibility of organisations and business ethics should 
be the core subject of management science [Gasparski 2003]. It seems that 
such a humanist perspective is becoming more and more significant, as both 
organisational researchers and managers in Poland and around the world are 
becoming increasingly sensitive to ethical problems in management [Społeczna 
odpowiedzialność biznesu 2007].

Academic ethos

Academics are employed in academic institutions which are key to the creation 
of scientific identity and ethos. According to the modern ideal, science is an ac-
tivity based on a sense of mission. Society expects the highest ethical and pro-
fessional standards from researchers and academic teachers. Universities create 
and disseminate scientific knowledge which contributes to the improvement of 
the human condition, and so should be based on the norms of selfless develop-
ment of human thought. However science, like all institutions, is a reflection 
of social and civilisation problems of the present time. Developed consumerist 
societies, although built upon the works of science and technology, act to per-
form deep transformations of the ideal and institution of science. One of the 
significant elements of this change is the erosion of the ethos of science, leading 
to the decline of the role of universities and academics. 

Looking for the criteria that distinguish academic science, one can point 
to the intellectual ethos and norms of academic science. Of course academic 
ethos is a cultural construct flowing out of the norms of modern, European 
concept of science [Sułkowski 2008]. The ethos of intellectuals, protected by 
independent academic centres, assumes broad horizons, creativity, indepen-
dence and sovereignty, engagement in social life and impeccable ethical atti-
tudes. An intellectualist-scientist is subject to the strict discipline of their aca-
demic community, which should respect independence, critical sense and the 
autonomy of research. R. Merton put forward four norms of academic science 
[Merton 1996]:
1. universalism;
2. communalism;
3. selflessness;
4. organised scepticism.

Universalism assumes impersonal criteria for scientific cognition, which 
are accepted or rejected only from the point of view of their veracity or falsity. 
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Communalism requires openness and common access to both research results 
and methodological methods. Selflessness means the actual independence of 
science from social interests, guaranteeing the freedom of research. The last 
norm, organised scepticism, is based on a striving for the falsification of pro-
posed scientific solutions by a community of researchers, thanks to which true 
theories can survive the crossfire of tough factual criticism. 

Norms reflected in academic institutions and the social roles of scientists 
form a coherent social system stemming from modern science, which – once 
upon a time – provided an opportunity to understand a significant part of the 
reality people live in and to introduce changes improving people’s standards of 
living. However, with the development of post-industrial society in the second 
half of the 20th century, the model of the academic institution was criticised 
as anachronistic.

Crisis of academic ethos

Numerous authors point to the symptoms of a crisis in science, paradoxically 
resulting from fast social changes caused to a large extent by scientific develop-
ment. According to J. Ziman, as early as in the second half of the 20th century 
there was a departure from modern academic science towards ‘post-scientific’ 
norms. Ziman describes this post-academic (or ‘industrial’) science using five 
adjectives: proprietary, local, authoritarian, commercial and expert. These form 
the concept of developing practical, limited and proprietary knowledge, focu-
sed on the analysis of very detailed, often technical or administrative solutions 
to problems. Scientists become contracted, dependent experts who do not have 
the liberty of performing basic and less pragmatic research. ‘Post-science’ is 
characterised by a  negation of academic norms, which leads to a  very high 
level of scientific pathology and questions the moral honesty of science [Ziman 
2002, pp. 28–50, 67–68, 330]. As P. Sztompka noticed, in recent decades we 
have faced a crisis of confidence in science, being a result of the negation of 
academic science norms [Sztompka 2007, p. 373]. 

Due to its entanglement in a network of economic and political interests, 
modern science is becoming more and more detached from the ideal of sel-
flessness. It serves the interests of great business, power, owners and managers, 
which makes it increasingly dehumanised and instrumental. What acquires 
significance now is the research and education in practical disciplines, while 
the educational profile is narrowed to education within one specialisation. The 
decision-makers’ demand for research and the financial dependency of resear-
chers on banks also limit the scientific freedom of speech, and usually violate 
the norms of communalism. People who order research do not want to make 
the results available to competitors, as their aim is to use the knowledge to 
achieve competitive advantages. The commercialisation of science is also ma-
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nifested in the marketing of intellectual property, which assumes the sales of 
intellectual property rights, often perceived as commercial brands, and the use 
of techniques of social engineering to propagate one’s own concepts. Extreme 
examples of such activity in management science are the unethical practices 
of some ‘management gurus’ and consulting companies [Micklethwait, Wo-
oldridge 200]. 

The academic ethos in management, from the very beginning of the di-
scipline, was of an ambivalent character. Eminent originators of theories were 
usually also practitioners and advisors, which determines the specificity of our 
science and is the source of dangers related to its selflessness. The norm of uni-
versalism is undermined by the development of bureaucratic power structure 
and an academic corporation creating authorities based on influence, often 
reducing the amount of valuable research by ritual appeals to methodologi-
cal purism. The bureaucratisation of science also entails the transformation 
of scientific ethos into technocratic ethos, focusing on career and scientific 
administration, and limiting creative activity. Distrust of scientific institutions 
and authorities then increases. Often, the opinions of scientists, who are not 
entirely blameless in this respect, are perceived as biased and dictated by per-
sonal interests. The popularisation of science loses its significance, as ordinary 
people have given up their ambition to understand the fundamentals of know-
ledge about the world, focusing their interests on other aspects of social life. 
Escapism and the scientific ignorance of the average citizen are now more and 
more alarming, as they take forms related to the influence of irrationality, an 
example of which is the fashion for ‘alternative medicine’ or paranormal phe-
nomena. 

An in-depth cultural change is also connected with the gradual disman-
tling of academic institutions. Although new universities and research centres 
are opening, and existing ones are developing quickly, they are often losing 
their academic character. The diagnosis of reasons for this crisis of academic 
institutions is related to economic and socio-cultural factors. I. Wallerstein 
believes that in the second half of the 20th century the growth in the world’s 
university system became exponential, while the economic foundations were 
weakened [Wallerstein 2007, p. 81]. Most developed countries have already 
questioned the model of pro bono universities, i.e. institutions that encourage 
researchers to perform scientific work and take part in social life, making the 
world a better place; knowledge for the human good, with the purpose of uni-
versities being to solve the most important social problems, such as fighting off 
diseases, environmental pollution and poverty [Krimsky 2006, p. 266].

Academics are increasingly often taking the position of ‘academic capi-
talism’, rejecting pro bono activities for market values (such as profit) [Slau-
ghter, Leslie 1997, p. 179]. Within the structure of university management, 
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this means focusing mainly on generating income from trading knowledge, 
technology and intellectual property rights. 

The directions of research and education then depend on ‘sponsors’ and na-
tional policy. Research centres are able to develop mostly due to industrial ap-
plications, which in most cases are a result of basic research taking many years, 
which the state does not want to subsidise. In subsequent decades, universities 
will cooperate more and more closely with enterprises, which on the one hand 
will result in education adjusted to the labour market’s demands, but on the 
other hand entails a danger of the complete rejection of general and humanist 
education in favour of deepening specialisations. 

Universities focus only on education, which has gained an egalitarian cha-
racter. On the one hand, this means a great profit for society, as there are more 
and more people with higher education, but on the other hand it is a naturally 
mass education, focusing on specialists and not intellectuals. This is confirmed 
by the statistics concerning the choice of fields of study, as well as the construc-
tion of curricula and the selection of the teaching staff. If the current tendency 
is maintained, a definite majority of universities will become certified training 
companies, focusing on vocational subjects. 

The crisis of confidence in science is closely related to the appearance of 
post-modern consumerist society [Sułkowski 2006]. In consequence, the role 
of science and academic institutions has declined. Striving for truth and under-
standing reality have been substituted by pragmatic and market values, as well 
as power and social control. Academic science has turned into ‘post-science’ or 
‘industrial science’. Let’s hope it will not change into ‘pseudo-science’. 

However, it seems that the change of the role of science is not ‘a histo-
rical necessity’ and both scientists and its supporters should make an effort 
to re-build its image and ethos – P. Sztompka indicates that it is necessary 
to restore confidence in science and scientific ethos [Sztompka 2007, p. 376]. 
This is possible only through the implementation of high academic standards, 
the popularisation of science and an increase in the quality of functioning of 
scientific institutions.

Conclusion

Consequence of restoring confidence in public, civil and social institutions 
such as universities, political parties and social organisations should be an in-
crease in civic engagement. Perhaps, the key in this case is orientation towards 
an increase in social capital and civic engagement, which will lead to the deve-
lopment of ‘network communities’ based on sustainable development [Castells 
2004, pp. 367–376] and restoring of management academic ethos.
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