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The adolescence of a profession

The early attempts to create the idea that Conservation was a profession were based on a desire to improve the status of conservators compared to other specialist workers in the area of  cultural heritage. Unity of spirit was more important than commonality of aims, skills or methodologies. The writing of codes of practice was an attempt to define a profession in terms of behaviour that is either acceptable or unacceptable. The drive to define a profession in terms of ethical behaviour, rather than knowledge and competence, has led to the belief that there is one set of ethics for all occasions. This has resulted in current codes that are too vague to be useful in guiding practical intervention, yet too ambitious in defining the status of the conservator to be applicable in most workplaces.

The conservation movement, as exemplified by organisations such as Icon, has grown up sufficiently to be taken seriously by employers and to attract the ear of Government. But the profession, as represented by groups of individuals, is beset by internal intellectual conflicts.  Examples are the need for standards but desire for freedom of action, the certainties of the scientific paradigm compared to the uncertainty of intangible values, the wiling abandonment of practical skill to gain management status conflicting with sorrow at the loss of the individual ability to make a practical difference. This could be mid-life crisis but the profession is not that old. It is the confusion of adolescence.

