
 Final Report Group 25  

1 
 

 

 

 

Foucault, Careers and Self-management 
 

‘career as an organising or regulative principle’ 

 

 

JOINT REPORT 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Course: Political Philosophy and Organization Studies (431014-B-6) 

 

Group:  25 

 

Date:  19 June 2019 

 

 

  



 Final Report Group 25  

2 
 

Introduction 

A career is a considerably significant concept which plays an omni present role in society. It 

is important for one’s identity, role and status in the personal social network or in society at 

large. People spend often more than 80% of their productive life at work. Almost every 

individual pursues some sort of career, especially in today’s fast-paced culture where success 

is of high importance. People used to join companies for a life-time job and worked their way 

up in the organization. Contemporary employees do not work their whole life for one 

company (Bersin, 2016) and job-hopping as a strategy to make one’s career is becoming 

increasingly accepted. So what influences do these trends have on the perception of career and 

it potential up and downside? 

Career is much more than just the profession that someone does, it is a complex concept and 

can broadly be divided in two approaches, the first one being the concept of an organizational 

and occupational career the second one being a project of self-management, a subjective 

strategy based on a series of choices made by the individual (Evett, 1992). Both conceptions 

of the career are subject of the essays in this report. The effects and the importance of a career 

are empirically analyzed, while also considering how this influence individuals and their way 

of living. The consideration of the concept of an organizational career and occupational career 

and the concept of a project of self-management, and how these are evaluated are addressed. 

It is further considered if these evaluations coincide with the trend ‘from life-time job’ to ‘a 

life of job-hopping’. The exploration of the idea of career as ‘concept of self’ improving 

diversity and amplify strengths, creates links to a myriad of economic benefits. The further 

interpretation of potential downsides related to fixed organizational career structures for 

organizations gives further insight to the complexities of a concept of a career.  
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Pursuing a career has potential downsides. It is linked to a burn-out like state in which an 

employee’s feels prolonged stress related to physical, mental and emotional factors that could 

lead to depression on the job” (“Job burnouts”, n.d.) and an employee burn-out crisis (Kraft, 

2018). Having a job burn-out is not only detrimental for employees, but also for the company 

– leading to absenteeism and staff turnover of personnel.  

Pivotal in all essays is how disciplinary power mechanisms (Hoffman, 2014) influence career 

systems. To what extent does disciplinary power make the people more obedient to the 

organization and how important are hierarchical observation and normalizing judgment in 

maintaining the corporate architecture. Or, indeed, is there an underlying trend in a shift away 

from hierarchical surveillance and normalizing judgement towards employee self-

management and autonomy? It is important to consider the inevitably of a career, and the shift 

away from disciplinary power to a more autonomous self-managing self. Both limitations as 

well as positive contributions of disciplinary power and its importance in career development 

will be addressed. 

The concept of self, a career and the interchangeable facets are that of which are explored, 

and how a career in modern society may be a self-brand (Grey, 1994). Consideration of 

industry leaders, modern literature, and news outlets increase the base knowledge of the role a 

career plays in society. It is understood that there is has been a shift in the movement from 

what was once considered a series of jobs, to what is now known as self-organization (Veloso, 

Trevisan, Silva and Dutra, 2018). Abolishing the idea of career has more intricate components 

which are carefully considered.  

Positions taken in the different essays are diverse. However, the career defined as ‘concept of 

an organizational and occupational career, more specifically linked to fixed career routes and 

career structures’ is being criticized and suggested to be abolished. Career as a project of self-

management receives more positive support, which possibly reflects general trends towards 
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‘job-hopping’, and further emphasis on self-realization then was the case with past 

generations. 
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Essay One 

Should organizations abolish the idea of a 'career'? 

 
Introduction & Thesis 

A burnout is a frequently used word nowadays. This phenomenon receives a lot of media 

attention. Buzzfeednews even recently published an article with the headline “How millennials 

became the burnout generation” (Peterson, 2019. para 1). But why do so many people struggle 

with a burnout and what is a burnout?  

“Burnout is a psychological response to work stress that is characterized by emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced feelings of personal accomplishment” (Halbesleden 

& Buckley, 2004. p.1). In this essay, the focus will be on job burnouts. The media warns us for 

an employee burnout crisis (Kraft, 2018). Having a job burnout is not only bad for the employee, 

but also for the company. This is because the cost of absenteeism and turnovers are enormous. 

There are many factors that can cause a job burnout, however I think we need to take a closer 

look to the concept of careers. In my opinion careers play an important role in the rising amount 

of job burnouts. This essay will first explain why organizations have careers and that careers 

can be seen as form of disciplinary power. After this exposition, I will argument why 

organizations should abolish the idea of a ‘career’. 

 

Exposition 

Pursuing a career is not something special anymore and it is seen as normal. The definition has 

changed a lot. People used to join companies for life and work their way up within the 

organization. Contemporary, employees do not work their whole life for one company. They 

are continuously looking for new opportunities. This phenomenon is called job-hopping. It is 

becoming a more and a more accepted strategy to establish a career.  
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Having a good career is seen as something positive. Many people look up towards the 

CEO’s of big companies, however what they do not see are the negative consequences. One of 

these consequences is that it can create a lot of pressure. They can develop the idea that they 

continuously need to preform and that they cannot make mistakes. Besides the high level of 

stress, this will lead to a bad work-life balance, which in the end can lead to a burnout. Most of 

the time they have internalized the idea that they should be working all the time. This is why a 

career can be seen, in my eyes, as a form of disciplinary power. Before we dive deeper into this 

subject, we will look at why companies have careers at all.  

It all started with the idea of making employees work more efficient and obedient. They 

discovered that it was more efficient to divide the labor instead of letting employees do a lot of 

different tasks. That is why nowadays each person has his own function. Within these functions 

they became specialist who can do more in less time. This way of working was way more 

efficient and beneficial for the growth of the company. These specialized, separated functions 

grew in the careers we have nowadays (Bersin, 2016).  

 

As I mention above, I think that the concept of a career can be seen as a technique of disciplinary 

power. To be able to further explain my thoughts, we should first explain what disciplinary 

means. Foucault argues that disciplinary power targets bodies to make them more obedient and 

useful. It is all about the individual. Individuality is the goal and it is reached through the 

individual itself, because disciplinary power makes individuals very conscious about their own 

behavior (Hoffman, 2014). Subsequently, the individual will make sure that he or she will 

behave given the prevailing norm without a conflict.  

 

Disciplinary power is not something that occurs naturally, it needs certain circumstances to 

arise. One of those circumstances is the distribution of individuals. The individual needs to feel 
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divided from others. This can be accomplished through the use of separated spaces. For 

instance, employees can be placed in different offices based on their function. This is one of 

the first steps to their individuality and therefore towards disciplinary power. The deviation of 

spaces can also be based on the ranking of individuals, which explains the position of the 

employee in classification. In other words, this is why the CEO of the company usually has its 

own big office. 

 The second step is to control activities of the body (Hoffman, 2014). For example, you 

can think of time schedules that determine when you can have a break on work. Another 

example that shows how companies can control the activities of their employees are the 

instructions they provide to display how they should sit properly behind their computers. This 

can make the employee more efficient and useful for the company. Additionally, the controlling 

of the activities also forces the employees to unconsciously think of their work, because the 

controlling influences their behavior.  

 The third step is the organization of geneses (Hoffman, 2014). The idea behind this 

concept is that you train individual bodies to become a productive disciplined body. This goal 

can be reached when you attack the body with tasks that are repetitive, different and graded. 

For example, the teacher gives the students an exam to check if they really understand the theory 

and to see if they meet the current expectations. In the end, this will lead to a genetic 

individuality.  

 The final step is to combine all the forces of all the individuals. In this way they can 

reach a higher level of efficiency. In comparison with the other previous steps the focus is now 

more set on individuals as a group (Hoffman, 2014). 

 

Argument 
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If we compare the disciplinary power with the concept of career, we can see some similarities. 

Companies use careers to be able to control the activities of the employee. The career path that 

the company sketches for the employee can be seen as a timetable. In the beginning of your 

career they will give you a lot of tasks that are repetitive and which are graded. The company 

will present this as something which is beneficial for your career and makes you grow. 

However, a lot of companies just care about the profit. Using juniors is an easy and cheap way 

to get certain work done. When you deliver good work, you will get rewarded with a promotion. 

A lot of employees want this higher position and that is why they take foolish jobs for granted. 

This can be very dangerous.  

An employee can lose himself or herself if he or she focusses too much on building a 

career. Especially, when you are very uncertain about the future. They can get the feeling that 

they constantly need to preform and fulfill the prevailing expectations. Those thoughts will not 

only influence their working behavior but also their behavior outside work. If this is the case, 

your real friends will be replaced by social network contact and your partner needs to deal with 

all those work-related events and consequences (Grey, 1994). In addition, Grey (1994) argues 

that developing a successful career will influence the individual’s whole life, including the 

relations with friends and family. Instead of seeing a career as something which is work related 

it becomes an individual life-time project.  

Another issue which is related to the concept of careers and disciplinary power is that it 

shapes individuals in such way that they meet the current norm. However, who said that this 

norm will fit every individual. We are all different people, who have our own needs and values. 

This also means that some employees don’t match with the normal, standardized career path. 

Pursuing a career is often seen as getting the best position in the organization as possible. 

However, not every person is made for a job with so many responsibilities. In order to be as 
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efficient as possible they need to follow their own path, otherwise it can have negative 

influences for the employee.  

As mentioned before, there are not only negative consequences for the employee but 

also for the organization. There is a connection between the wellbeing of the employee and 

performance of the organization. When employees experience too much pressure within a 

company, it can lead to job burnouts and turnovers. This can cause high costs for the 

organization. Especially, in the current society, where job-hopping is very popular. In order to 

be able to keep the valuable employees, it is important that organizations give the employees 

the freedom to develop their own talent and do not try to shape them all in the same way. 

Furthermore, this will also give the organization more diversity which is beneficial for the long-

term performance of the organization.  

 

On the other hand, I don’t think that abolishing careers can help to solve the all negative 

consequences. There are more factors that cause the increasing number of burnouts. I think that 

we created a lot of disciplinary power outside the companies in our temporary society. Through 

the use of social media, we became very visible. This increased visibility makes it easier to 

continently compare ourselves. It made us more conscious about our own behavior. In fact, I 

think that we created own panoptical.  

 

Conclusion 

To summarize, should organizations abolish the idea of a careers? My answer to the question 

is yes because it can have a negative influence on the employee. Without really knowing he or 

she an be stuck in the trap of disciplinary power. However, I do not think that this is the solution 

to the problems, because our temporary society contains a lot of disciplinary power. 
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Essay Two 

Should organizations abolish the idea of a ‘career’? 

Introduction & Thesis 

Having an occupational career is an important topic in the lives of many people. It is important 

for one’s identity, role and status in the personal social network or in society at large. People 

spend often more than 80% of their productive life at work and the wish to develop a career 

(see for further explanation the exposition section) in the working environment is obvious. 

However, the question is whether a career should develop according to the concept of an 

organizational and occupational career (Evett, 1992. p.1) or rather be a project of self-

management, a subjective strategy based on a series of choices made by the individual (ibid). I 

will argue that organizations should abolish important elements related to the concept of an 

organizational and occupational career to avoid damage to their own organization. 

Exposition 

Career is a notion with broad interpretation and it is important for the argument that it needs to 

be clear what interpretation of career is targeted. Evett (1992) described several dimensions of 

career and distinguishes organizational and occupational careers based on organizational 

structures and fixed promotion systems, versus the subjective career and career strategy in 

which the subject develops a career based on a series of choices made along the way of a 

working life. Within the organizational and occupational career dimension, Evett recognizes 

‘career structures’ and ‘career routes’. The career structures refers to salary and promotional 

ladders within organizations which also reflect progress of ones career when going to the next 

level. These may exist at corporate level or national level, for example systems of progression 

of teachers, civil servants or nurses. Career routes concern the way people progress through the 

organizational career structure. An important drawback of organizational career structures and 



 Final Report Group 25  

11 
 

routes is the observation that these often ‘materialize’ within the organizations (reification) and 

as a consequence it becomes ‘normal’ to follow the structure or otherwise ones career is 

abnormal i.e. imperfect. It therefore leaves limited room for identifying the best fit between 

ones capabilities and skills and job-changes outside of the organizational structure. 

There are of course obvious examples where the progress through a fixed structure is needed, 

especially in case of professional education where the development of high expertise is needed 

to gain trust of the customers. For example, everyone will agree that a surgeon needs to follow 

several years for training with increasing complex operation to reach the qualification of a 

surgeon. However, there are also dimensions related to organizational career structures and 

career routes that are more dubious. Based on a case study (Grey, 1994) of a major accountancy 

firm, going through the ranks of the organization and reaching the ultimate goal of becoming a 

partner requires behaviors, social attitudes, and restraints in criticism which may well be the 

result of Foucault’s ‘disciplinary power’. 

The goal of disciplinary power is to make the body (individual) more obedient, because as an 

obedient body, it is more useful. Mechanisms of disciplinary power that are important in the 

context of this essay are: it breaks up collectiveness of individuals that may be incompatible 

with the goal, it gains more and more control over the individuals activities, it then constitutes 

uniformity of individuality. Finally, by combining these uniformed individuals it creates a force 

as means to its end (Hoffman, 2014). 

When we transpose these mechanisms to the case study of the accountancy firm (Grey, 1994), 

we can observe that competition between new recruits, rating system etc., are mechanisms that 

break up the collectiveness of the new recruits. Based on the fixed organizational structure of 

ranks, the assignment to more and more complex projects with more responsibility and the 

expectation of the firm to always show enthusiasm and commitment can be seen as gaining 

more and more control over the individuals. Because all new recruits went through the same 
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system, they are all molded towards the same ‘role model’ the accountant the firm desires and 

with an increasing number of people fitting the organization and assuming it delivers good 

work, the organization may well gain market force. 

Argument 

It has been explained how disciplinary power exerts its effect on people, how this creates 

uniformity among people within an organization. And together with the hierarchical 

observation, the ‘organizational discipline’ becomes entrenched in the employee’s life, 

sometimes even beyond the working environment (Grey, 1994. p. 492).  Because of the strong 

identification with the employer’s culture, being a member of that subculture, one becomes 

more and more dependent on it, because the barrier to switch to another corporate culture 

becomes increasingly difficult. The dependency on the organization and the uniformity and 

hierarchy within the organization are breeding grounds for ‘lack of diversity’, ‘non- 

transparency’, ‘self-satisfaction’, ‘lack of self-criticism’, ‘a culture of ‘yes-men’ or ‘paladin 

behavior’.  

All these mechanisms may create risks for the organization in the long run. These mechanisms 

are potential outcomes of fixed organizational and occupational career systems and should 

therefore be abolished. 

I will substantiate this with two examples from recent Dutch history, the ABN-AMRO scandal 

(Smit, 2008) and the downfall of Philips in the end of the 1980s (Metze, 1997). But it is easy 

to imagine that comparable mechanisms have played a role in other recent scandals1. 

Smit describes detailed and extensively how ‘blind pride breaks ABN-AMRO’ (Smit 2008, 

subtitle). He describes that emphatic leadership is rare within the organization. The top-200 

                                                 
1 Ahold accounting crisis 2003; Worldcom accounting scandal 2002; Shell oil reserve scandal 2004; Enron 
scandal 2001; Financial crisis 2008. 
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managers had been reviewed upon their leadership-style based on a 360-feedback methodology. 

The far majority had the same profile which is in line with the above argument of uniformity. 

Being ‘pace setting’ managers they tell people what to do, expect them to follow and they do 

not look back. They are perceived as arrogant, non-communicative and not interested in others 

opinions (Smit, 2008. p. 222). The people below the board perceive the style of the CEO as 

‘divide and concur’ with which his own position is safeguarded. In other words there is no room 

for ‘self-criticism’,  from within the organization and, because of the uniformity of the people, 

limited room for opposition. Finally, because the top-management was caught up in internal 

conflicts for years and was not listening to the employees, shareholders and customers, the bank 

became, instead of the desired role of predator in a competitive market, prey for other banks. 

In the period 1990-1992 Operation Centurion was initiated to lead Philips NV through a major 

crisis that slowly developed over many years. In his book ‘short circuit’, Metze (1991) describes 

extensively the whole process, internal dynamics and many other factors that eventually 

culminated in the crisis. The organizational career structure (before 1990) was through: family 

connections, a career in the research department or a career in the country organizations (Wetze, 

1991. p. 126). In the 50-60s there was no clear structured selection process for management 

positions and careers depended more on coalition forming, inbreeding and favoritism/nepotism 

(ibid. p. 127). Later on, when more structured human resources policies were introduced, career 

structures and promotions were not based on objectified results and qualifications, but were 

driven by two factors: as many people needed to advance through the fixed career ladders and 

as many people as possible needed to earn more money, based on a fixed system of salary-

scales which is in line with Grey’s observation of fixed salary scales as mechanism of career 

structures. Everyone, when not clearly failing in his/her job, needed to advance yearly through 

the salary-scales (ibid. p. 129-130). Philips’ ‘cultural’ need to advance many people, construed 

an extensive and complex system of hierarchical layers and functional roles. Managers were 
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following each other’s career suspiciously, kept oversight of new potential next moves for 

themselves and others, what positions would become available and who would be candidates 

for these. And cultivated their network to increase chances for a next promotion. Clearly a 

mechanism of disciplinary power at work. 

With the examples above I have substantiated that extensive and fixed organizational career 

structures and routes can lead to detrimental results for the organizations and should therefore 

be abolished. 

Conclusion 

The focus of this essay was not the subjective career and career strategy chosen by the 

individual. I argued that fixed organizational career structures and career routes are sensitive to 

reducing diversity, constraining refreshing thoughts in the organizations and non-transparent 

behavior. The ‘corporate organizational career system’ leads, in line with disciplinary power 

mechanisms, to behavioral change of people so they fit the career system, but can ultimately 

not be beneficial for the long term goals of the organization and should therefore be abolished. 
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Essay Three 

Through careful analysis of the contextual sphere and consideration of a myriad of academia, 

it is made evident that organisations abolishing the idea of a career is both illogical and 

detrimental. The importance of organisations clearly defining and constructing a career is 

substantial, and acknowledging a career as being interchangeable with the ‘concept of self’ is 

necessary. Examination of industry-based leaders suggest that there is an underlying trend in a 

shift away from hierarchical surveillance and normalising judgement towards employee self-

management and autonomy. Further, we examine the importance of the idea of careers 

improving diversity and amplifying strengths, which in result contributes to economic benefits. 

The interdependent components of a career allow for the advantages of employees developing 

a self-brand. The combination, criticisms and responses to these arguments play a crucial role 

in highlighting the importance of the idea of a career. 

 

The way a career is defined in this paper in subjective, however recognition of a career as 

concept which has progressed from a series of jobs to a concept of self is necessary. We contrast 

the difference between modern literature and the work of Grey (1994), allowing us to draw 

insights of the progression of the idea of a career. Analysis of industry leaders such as Google 

help explore core concepts of diversity and inclusion in the workplace.   

 

Grey (1994) suggests that the ‘concept of self’ overlaps significantly with what is encompassed 

with a career. A career acts as an organising principle of existence, and in modern context, it is 

evident that a career plays a significant role in being a vehicle for individuals to form into their 

identity (Grey, 1994). It is important to acknowledge that these overlaps take form in a myriad 

of situations. A career plays an active role in both an individual’s private and working life, 

where friends act as contacts, your identity acts as a brand, and social activity resonates 
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networking. It is especially important to clearly define that the idea of a careers cannot be 

abolished as they are and will remain omni-present. Most interaction which occurs, both 

professionally and leisurely, are transaction based to some degree. In light of this, it can be 

derived that the overlap between what we consider a career, and what we consider the project 

of ourselves, does not differentiate drastically. The notion of a career however is ever changing 

with technological advancements, freedom of communication and economies of scale. It is 

especially important to consider that Grey (1994) provide insights which are outdated, and that 

the idea of career at current, is more fluid than that which it was associated with 25 years ago. 

Recognising modern literature, we understand that there is has been a shift in movement from 

what was once considered a series of jobs, to what is now known as self-organisation (Veloso, 

Trevisan, Silva and Dutra, 2018).  

To properly analyse the extent of which components of a ‘career’ must be transformed by 

organisations, organisations must first recognise the importance of defining what a career is, 

and how interchangeable the name is with the project of oneself. It is more evident that self-

governing entities exist, and individualism has flourished as a result of capitalism. Through a 

critical lens, abolishing what is not defined is neglecting a concept which evidently needs more 

attention. Abolishing an idea which is not in any way concrete or cemented, will achieve 

minimal benefit. Transforming, developing and communicating what a career is, is the first 

necessary step to economic success.  

 

The evolution of the concept of a career has in itself moved towards higher degree of autonomy 

and self-management, however there still remains component of a career which are toxic in 

nature, such as hierarchical surveillance and normalising judgement and disciplinary power 

(Grey, 1994). With the prevalence of rating and appraisal systems, which criticise employees 

in effort to improve the direction of one’s career, acts as a disguise of what is truly aimed at 
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being achieved - productivity. Productivity is a key primary goal of any organisation, however 

using quantitative data is a small proponent of what is required to further one’s career. Creating 

systematic processes which accounts for an employee’s strengths, allows for a higher degree of 

self-management, focuses on measuring and improving the general health, improving external 

relationships and adding to quality of life, is what is necessary to strengthen the idea of a career 

(Schwartz, 2018). To discover and capitalise on the strengths of an employee is organically 

improving one’s career, where the search for an ideal career is almost similar to an on-going 

investigation. Industry leading organisations recognise this important facet of a career, and 

companies such as Google and Amazon have a strong culture as a result. Google recognise the 

need that employees thrive invested confidence by their employer, rather than acting like 

watchdogs. For this reason, they offer extended amounts of personal time to work on 

independent project, and even offer financial services to allow employees to focus more time 

on their strengths (Google, 2018). Google simply recognised the natural progression of a career, 

and as an industry leader, recognised that the idea of career needed to continue its 

transformation, rather than to be abolished. Abolishing the idea of a career is similar to 

abolishing the idea of freedom, as both have progressed to a point which suits the contextual 

environment. This is not to say that appraisal and performance measures do not play an active 

role in the successfulness of one’s career, however self-discipline and management should be 

the core focus of one’s accountancy career.  

 

The notion of a career has transitioned from what may be seen as a rule book, to what instead 

is now a developing map. There are certain stigmas which have been associated with successful 

career which promote standardisation and artificial qualities. Having to dress, act, and work in 

a certain manner which is seen as professional prevents individuals from developing a ‘know 

how’ ability, and instead a ‘know what’ ability (Veloso, Trevisan, Silva and Dutra, 2018). 
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Further, Grey (1994) conducts research with a sample of employees with less than one percent 

being of foreign ethnicity, and three percent of women holding a management, exemplifying 

lack of diversity. The change in the idea of career has allowed acceptance for individualism, 

diversity and paradigm development. Most influential and successful organisations recognise 

the importance of a diversity in a workplace and allow for strong policies to promote this. It 

however can be argued that low skill labour remains lagged behind in terms of autonomy of 

work and individualism, however the trickle-down effect creates a ripple for which even fast 

food workers are now able to express themselves in the workplace. This has been seen through 

McDonalds, who offer employees the ability to expand and develop skills which are funded by 

the company itself, where diversification and skill building is a core competency. Abolishing 

the idea of a career is unnecessary and detrimental, as modern aspects of a career hold notions 

that are in itself inclusive and fluid.  

The factors of diversity are of course contextual and environmental factors such as government 

policies, greatly influence the associations of a career. It must be noted that when examining 

careers, we examine them through a lens of western culture. It is clear the Asian culture does 

not allow for the same autonomy, as the core focus of individuals in high skill labour is 

productivity, and low skill labourer maintaining an income and meeting basic needs. The trend 

however is progressing towards more individualism, with influential companies in Japan such 

as Honda and Kodak, promoting a more relaxed, ability building workplace. In essence, 

organisations have position themselves them in a direction which promotes diversity, provides 

direction and allows for individualism, which improves the overall success and frugality of an 

organisation.  

 

Grey (1994) suggests that a career is an aspect of the project of oneself, however it is evident 

that the progression of a career has resulted in a career being the project of oneself, acting as a 
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personal brand. A career as a personal brand allows you to not only embrace a strengths-based 

career (Schwartz, 2018), but also define what sets you apart from other professionals (Shatto, 

2019). Abolishing the idea of a career for organisations acts detrimentally, as it would also 

mean abolishing the development of individual brands. Economically, personal brands can very 

easily be capitalised on, especially in high skill employment; such as lawyers and architects. A 

personal brand that is credible, authentic, reliable and effective adds extraneous value to 

organisations, and allows organisations to fill positions in the company with professionals who 

have made it evident they are suitable for the position (Shatto, 2019). A personal brand is the 

result of what is an idea of a career, and abolishing such an idea would drastically standardise 

the workforce and limit distinguishability between professionals.  

 

In essence, recognition of the importance of defining a career is instrumental in the role the idea 

of a career plays in organisational environments. Capitalising on strengths is supported by 

careers, which is essential to the success of organisations in the modern context. The idea of a 

career has progressed towards self-management, which is recognised in the literature and 

industry leaders. The promotion of diversity, inclusion and self-branding are extremely valuable 

to the production of economies of scale and accountability system. The insights clearly suggest 

the abolishing the idea of a career is unnecessary and anti-productive, and organisations should 

recognise this. 
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Essay Four 

Should organizations abolish the idea of a career?  

 

Career is such a common and familiar term used in our modern-day society and has been over 

many years. Almost every individual pursues some sort of career, and for many people it takes 

up a big part of their overall life. Especially in this fast-paced culture where success is of high 

importance, career is much more than just the profession that someone does, it is a very complex 

concept with many facets and has a great influence on an individual’s life in general and not 

just job wise. But what is the effect of the importance of a career? How does this influence 

individuals and their way of living? Is it a way for organizations to imply power over 

individuals? This essay will reflect on some of the positive and negative aspects of the idea of 

a career as a project of the self. But it will mostly be influenced by my argumentation that the 

idea of a career should not be abolished by organizations, however it should not be used as a 

means to mask disciplinary power.  

 

The term career can be interpreted and explained in multiple ways, however this definition will 

be used: an occupation undertaken for a significant period of a person's life and with 

opportunities for progress (English dictionary). However, the idea of a career functions as a 

broader concept like Grey (1994) mentions; ‘work is a part of the entrepreneurial project of the 

self: a place where the self may become that which it truly is or desires to be. It is in this sense 

of a process of the achievement of self through work which is offered within organizations as 

career and which is expressed by individuals through career’ (p.482). 

Which implies that career functions as an overall concept and helping hand to allow the person 

to grow in what he or she desires to be in life. Also people make career choices based on the 

belief that different jobs and organizations will provide new opportunities and experiences that 

are of a great meaning for the individual, and can be very satisfactory (Greenhaus et al, 2010). 
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Which again highlights the fact that individuals want to grow and develop in life, and not just 

change jobs for the sake of having a different occupation, but with the intention to really gain 

something.  

 

Disciplinary power is a theory found by Foucault. And he explains it as ‘Disciplinary power 

strives to make the body more obedient as it becomes more useful, and conversely’. This 

increase entails the augmentation of the skills and aptitudes of bodies without at the same time 

allowing these skills and aptitudes to serve as a source of resistance to disciplinary power’ 

(Hoffman, 2014, p.29). This can be implied to this case because organizations may force 

disciplinary power on their employees and disguising it by the idea of a career. Which will 

result in controlling the behavior of the employees without them even realizing it as it is 

presented in a way that it serves as a benefit for their career.  

 

One of the reasons careers are important for individuals is because it provides a meaning and 

thus gives guidance to people’s work and personal life. Like Grey (1994) says ‘careers play a 

particular role since they offer a relatively well-defined scenario within which individuals may 

develop, express and create themselves’ (p.481). As the concept of career covers so much more 

than only a having a particular job, it helps the individual’s overall life in a broader sense which 

is of high importance. The environment of the individual thus becomes essential in the 

development of the career like Grey (1994) mentions; ‘the transformation of the non-work 

sphere into a specific aspect of professional career development is seen as crucial to success’ 

(p.492). Having guidance in life is very important for the mental state of a person, because this 

enables the person to gain clear visions of what is expected and what the rewards are and 

therefor will maximize potential. ‘In societies where work, and especially hierarchically 

organized work, is important, career can offer one of the most obvious sites for realizing the 
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project of the self ‘(Grey, 1994, p.482). I think that the idea of a career functions as an incentive 

for individuals to develop themselves, it motivates to achieve goals and grow on both personal 

and professional level. Without having this type of backing, people may feel lost and 

unmotivated to achieve things in their professional life which will also eventually reflect in 

their personal life and can lead to a downward spiral where people will reach a plateau and are 

less likely to develop themselves. 

 

Besides that the idea of a career is beneficial for individuals, I think it also has high 

consequences for the societal level as it moves the society as a whole. As careers function as a 

huge motivator in life and pushes to achieve goals and be successful it influences big aspects 

like innovation and modernization. It has driven the society to seek for more information that 

has led to many ground-breaking innovations. Without the constant urge of society to extent 

it’s limits and seek for more, we might have been at a very different stage in life at this moment. 

This can all fall back to the idea of a career, and the drive to grow in life, which influences our 

behavior and actions.  

 

However, careers may also have a negative effect on individuals. As careers pushes the 

individual to thrive for growth and positive development, it can also be a great burden and a 

great cause of stress. There are many more instances nowadays of burnouts and over achieving 

individuals. This can be caused by the urge of people to keep up with the fast-paced life and 

trying to always achieve more and be better than others. As this can have very negative 

consequences for the mental state and also the physical health, it is crucial to be aware of this 

so that it will not capsize in a negative force. To counter this argument, I think that the idea of 

careers should only be used as a positive means to help individuals maximize their potential, 

but only to a certain extend as it should not have the power over individuals that it can be bad 
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for the overall health. This ensures that it still functions as a motivator, but it does take the 

pressure off.  

 

Another objection may be that it enables organizations to use the idea of a career as some sort 

of power tool.  The idea of a career seems to function as an organizing principle which 

demarcates acceptable and desirable behavior from the unacceptable and undesirable behavior 

(Grey, 1994). As it is such a prominent concept it makes it a lot easier to use it as a cover and 

allows to make the employee assume that the organizations actions are implemented to benefit 

their career, when in fact this is not the case. So as the things that are forced upon the employees 

are disguised by the thought that it is beneficial as it helps to develop their career, the employee 

allows itself to be taken advantage of by the disciplinary practices to the intensity that is seems 

normal and spontaneous (Hoffman, 2014). This is very concerning as it takes advantage of an 

idea that is of high importance to individuals. An example of using career as a coverup for using 

disciplinary power is described by Grey (1994) ‘The rating procedure is transformed to a 

benevolent process of the realization of this perfection, a technique to assist individuals to 

become their true selves and to realize their aspirations. So being fired is also seen as a 

supposedly mutual career decision for the employee to leave the firm’ (p.489). This seems 

rather extreme and shows that employees are not rationally aware of what organizations force 

upon them as they change the meaning of these practices and label them as beneficial for their 

career which seems unfair.  

However, even though it is quite a concerning thought that careers are used as a cover to use 

power I don’t think that if organizations would abolish the idea of a career, trying to seek power 

over employees will be eliminated through this.  
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The idea of a career is very important for individuals but also for the society as a whole as it 

provides guidance in what people want to achieve in their life. So, it functions as a motivator 

to grow and reach goals, and this reflects in all facets of the individual’s life. Of course, as it 

seems such an important factor in our society nowadays, this also comes with disadvantages 

like the increase of stress and burnouts which is a growing problem in our society. And that it 

can be used as a distraction to force disciplinary power on individuals. 

 

Nevertheless, I think that the benefits of careers outweigh the disadvantages. Specifically,  I 

don’t think the problem lies in the meaning and the idea of the word career and what it implies, 

however I think that the problem lies in how this concept of a career and the importance of this 

word is misused by organizations as a tool to yield power over individuals and how it is forced 

upon individuals as it seems that one of the most important things in life for many individuals 

is to have a great career.  

Therefor I don’t think that organizations should abolish the idea of a career, however it should 

not be used as a means to mask disciplinary power.  
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Conclusion 

In essence, it is seen that careers are a very prominent and significant factor in both an 

individual’s life and within organizations. A career is a prominent and significant factor in 

modern culture and how it operates, and embodies a myriad of dimensions and different 

interpretations. Two different approaches and views that stand out are the concept of an 

organizational and occupational career which is based on organizational structures and fixed 

promotion systems (Evett, 1992), and career as a project of self-management. In modern 

context, it is evident that a career plays a significant role in being a vehicle for individuals to 

form into their identity (Grey, 1994). The main difference in these approaches is that the concept 

of an organizational and occupational career is mainly organizational driven, and career as a 

project of self-management is driven from a personal and behavioral aspect. If it was to be 

assumed that career is interchangeable with the concept of self-management, it evidently 

positive and should be supported, thus suggesting the idea of a career should not be abolished. 

Contrastingly, organizational and occupational career may be seen as detrimental, even further, 

a violation of freedom. Therefor this perspective embodies a view that the concept of careers 

should be abolished. Considering both approaches highlights that there is a very thin line 

between the positive and negative forces and this makes it such a complicated concept. The 

advantages of careers as a project of self-management is that it motivates the individual to 

achieve goals. Careers will serve a purpose of guidance and push individuals to develop in their 

work life; which will then also reflect in their personal life. A major downside however, is that 

it can be a burden of pressure that some individuals cannot handle, which may result in 

burnouts.  Another disadvantage of the concept of an organizational and occupational career, is 

that it can be seen as enabling a form of disciplinary power. One of the reasons why an 

organizational and occupational career can be seen as enabling disciplinary power is because 

organizations use careers to be able to control the activities of the employees. Moreover, the 
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career pad shapes  employees in such a way that they internalize the norms and values of the 

organization. The goal is to maximize the efficiency and obedience of the employees when 

examining career through this lens. However, the negative side of this organizational career 

system is that it can reduce diversity and that it can lead to a ‘culture of yes-men’, who do not 

necessarily act according to their free will. In other words, the organizational career system will 

not only have negative consequences for the employee itself but potentially for the 

organizations long term. If an organization wants to survive and be prepared for the future, 

diversity will be necessary to adapt to the global environment. Especially, it is important for 

organization to have employees that differ from the norm because they can give new insights, 

which can lead to new innovations and create economies of scales. Abolishing the 

organizational and occupational careers will not necessarily remove all aspects of these negative 

associations, however it may prevail in limiting some. A career as a project of self-management 

can also lead to a lot of negativity and lack of fulfilment, especially in the modern era, as lack 

of satisfaction with current states and constant self-criticism may dampen overall quality of life. 

Therefore it is important that making a career is a decision of the employee itself and that 

employees find ways how to deal with the negative consequences.  
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