Chapter I

The Ethos of
Women’s Professions

INTRODUCTION: ETHOS, PROFESSIONAL
ETHOS, ETHOS OF WOMEN’S PROFESSIONS

he literal meaning of the word “ethos” in its enduring sense

must be understood in its relation to human action. By that I
do not mean a decree imposed from without upon the person but
rather something which is operative within himself, an inner form, a
constant spiritual attitude which the scholastics term habitus. Such
constant spiritual attitudes give a definite uniform character to
changing behavioral patterns, and the attitudes manifest them-
selves through this character in external action. Temperament is
an inborn habitus, a natural basic disposition of the soul such as
cheerfulness or melancholy. There are attitudes acquired on the
basis of natural tendencies; here all natural proficiencies and vir-
tues are important. There is, finally, the established habitus: these
are, above all, the divine virtues which constitute the holiness of a
human being. And just as these virtues can be acquired, so can they
also be lost; they do not belong to the soul permanently since they
are modified easily.

Along with ethos, this general concept of habitus is made spe-
cific by focusing on values. To speak of ethos is to designate habitus,
one or several, which possess positive value and satisfy certain ob-
jective requirements or prescriptions.

By professional ethos I mean to signify the abiding spiritual at-
titude or the totality of habitus which emerges from within as the
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formative principle in a person’s professional life. We are able
spei'lk of this ethos only when the professional life demonstrates oly
jectively a definite uniform character. Indeed, this charactes
emerges as a moral force from within; it is not imposed upon the
professional life from without either by the authenticity of the work
itsell or other regulations. Loyalty and conscientiousness are
among such abiding attitudes which can be decisive for profes-
sional life. A person’s attitude toward his or her profession cleariy
helps determine the results achieved in it. Whoever regards hiy
work as a mere source of income or as a pastime will perform il
differently from the person who feels that his profession is an authen-
tic ocation. Strictly speaking, we can only accept the term “profes-
sional ethos” in this last instance. l
‘Finally, we must recognize that every profession has an ethos
peailiar to its own purpose. (This is somewhat like the helpfulness
of the nurse, the circumspection and determination of the under-
taken etc.) The ethos can be displayed by the person’s nature (that
is, he has a natural inclination for his profession); or, it can grow in
himthrough constant practice of its required activities; and then it
canbecome a standard of behavior independent of external con-
trol
Wher'l this evening’s topic was suggested to me, it precluded
two supposnions: first, that certain abiding attitudes are unique to
thefeminine soul and form woman’s professional life from within
out;second, that the very nature of woman draws her to certain
proftssions. Let us now discuss these two points.

I. WOMAN’S NATURAL VOCATION
AND ITS CORRESPONDING ETHOS

-Are we able to speak of vocations which are specifically femi-
nint! In‘ the beginning of the feminist movement, the radical lead-
ers (enied this, claiming that all professions were suitable for
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nan. Their opponents were unwilling to admit to this concept,
nizing only one feminine vocation, woman’s natural vocation.
¢ subject requires discussion of both points of view. To begin
I, we must ask: Is there a natural feminine vocation of woman?
Jt spiritual attitude does it demand?

~ Only the person blinded by the passion of controversy could
that woman in soul and body is formed for a particular pur-
‘_e. The clear and irrevocable word of Scripture declares what
ily experience teaches from the beginning of the world: woman
destined to be wife and mother. Both physically and spiritually
¢ is endowed for this purpose, as is seen clearly from practical
xperience. However, it follows also from the Thomistic principle
{ anima forma corporis that such a spiritual characteristic does ex-
4. Of course, woman shares a basic human nature, but basically

nine spiritual attitude are quite familiar to us, we will trace it only
ery briefly.

Woman naturally seeks to embrace that which is living, per-
sonal, and whole. To cherish, guard, protect, nourish and advance
growth is her natural, maternal yearning. Lifeless matter, the fact,
can hold primary interest for her only insofar as it serves the living
and the personal, not ordinarily for its own sake. Relevant to this is
another matter: abstraction in every sense is alien to the feminine
nature. The living and personal to which her care extends is a con-
~ crete whole and is protected and encouraged as a totality; this does
not mean that one part is sacrificed to another, not the mind to the
body or one spiritual faculty at the expense of the others. She as-
pires to this totality in herself and in others. Her theoretical and
her practical views correspond; her natural line of thought is not
so much conceptual and analytical as it is directed intuitively and
emotionally to the concrete. This natural endowment enables
woman to guard and teach her own children. But this basic attitude
is not intended just for them; she should behave in this way also to
her husband and to all those in contact with her.







