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Management – The Ultimate liberal Art?

Cardinal John Henry Newman, the renowned Protestant-turned-Catholic priest and academician, stated that a university should provide liberal learning rather than vocational or professional instruction. He argued that university education is virtually, by definition, distinct from instruction for a vocation or a profession. There are many in the business profession who would beg to differ with Newman’s views. But the damage has been done and today the two disciplines, liberal arts and business, argue that one is above and independent of the other. This difference in opinions can be seen in many a university. Business uses knowledge for utilitarian purposes, proclaim the liberal arts citizenry and thus, it is a profession not consistent with the original ideals of a university and in fact, one that is independent of liberal arts. But are they really independent of each other? This is the pivotal question that needs to be asked. And it is in this context that I beg to differ with the liberal arts populace by focusing specifically on the discipline of Management. Management, the quintessential and central facet of business, is really a fine art, made up of a combination of many liberal arts disciplines. Management has borrowed heavily from the liberal arts, and that is why I state in no uncertain terms: management is the ultimate liberal art. 

When Karl Marx was beginning work on Das Kapital in the 1850’s, the phenomenon of management was unknown. On the threshold of World War I, a few thinkers were just becoming aware of management’s existence. But in less than 150 years, management has transformed the social and economic fabric of the world’s developed countries. It has created a global economy, and set new rules for countries that would participate in that economy as equals. And it has itself been transformed. As far as management becoming what it is because it borrowed from liberal arts, consider this: of the various people who through the centuries contributed to management

many of them were not even management theorists. They were mostly from the liberal arts!

Max Weber (1864-1920) is renowned for his naissance of the “Protestant Work Ethic,” and “The Spirit of Capitalism.” These concepts have facilitated the understanding of society’s view of work, which has been of immense help especially in the field of international business. Weber was not a management theorist but a sociologist whose concepts developed management. Chester Barnard (1886-1961) was not a businessman, and yet he wrote the book, “The Functions of an Executive.” Fredrick Taylor (1856-1915) was an intellectual from a very rich family. Although he had no business education, he is today called the “Father of Scientific Management.”  He used the principles of scientific management to measure and improve productivity.
 Elton Mayo (1880-1949), an Australian, was a very intelligent man who never finished medical school. But his work on Human Relations bought him accolades in the business world, and yet he was more of a sociologist than a student of management. It is said that Taylor discovered work, Ford discovered work on a massive scale, but it was Mayo who discovered the people doing the work! Mary Parker Follet (1868-1933), who had no education in business, is credited with discovering the various aspects of “Conflict Management,” “Team work,” and “Responsibility” that we tutor in business schools today. Abraham Harold Maslow (1901-1970), who developed various theories of motivation, was a Psychologist who invented the “third force psychology.” His theories of motivation have provided a wealth of information to the field of management and business. Alfred Chandler (1918-Present) and Igor Ansoff (1918-2000) are both credited with doing enormous work in the field of strategy and structure and corporate strategy respectively. But Chandler was a historian and Ansoff was an engineer and mathematician. 


Today we have several management theorists from the field of business who are contributing invaluable ideas to the development of management: Michael Porter (1947-Present) from Harvard, Jeffrey Pheffer (1947-Present) from Stanford, and Warren Bennis (1925-Present) are some of the forerunners. Many of their ideas are rooted in the theories of Henry Mintzberg (1939-Present), one of the first businesspersons to contribute to the growth of management. Mintzberg is credited with the honors of developing the concept of strategic planning. His many works are published in the book “Rise and Fall of Strategic Planning.”


While theorists of today are usually exclusively students of management, it is essential that we remember that management originated and developed through the contributions of thinkers from all areas of liberal arts.  Is it then erroneous to conclude that management is the ultimate liberal art?

