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Social and Cultural Issues Take a Back Seat
Social and Cultural Issues in Aeronautics
Ongoing Research: Conference on 10 October 2014

TEXTE

Since the passing of Em manuel Chadeau and the re tire ment of
Claude Carlier, his tor ical re search on the avi ation and aerospace in‐ 
dustry in France have some what faded into the back ground of re‐ 
search ers’ favored top ics. In 2012, a small group was cre ated within
the CNRS re search group FRAMESPA (as part of the LABEX Pro ject
"So cial Worlds" (SMS)) to re vive the study of these sub jects, to bring
to gether dis persed ini ti at ives, and to pro mote new ap proaches, par‐ 
tic u larly on the cul tural and so cial his tory of act ors in aero naut ics
and space.

1

With these goals in mind, this group has already pub lished mul tiple
stud ies, such as a volume on the his tory of the French Air Force 1 and
an in ter dis cip lin ary spe cial issue of the journal En tre prises et His‐ 
toire. 2 In Oc to ber 2014, the group or gan ized a one- day sem inar at the
Uni ver sity of Toulouse Jean Jaurès titled, “Pour une his toire so ciale et
cul turelle de l’aéronautique au XX  siècle  [For A So cial and Cul tural
His tory of Aero naut ics in the Twen ti eth Cen tury,” which is the theme
of this journal’s first issue. This sem inar not only provided a space for
shared re flec tion on these sub jects, but was also the oc ca sion to cre‐ 
ate a net work of re search ers and to an nounce the launch of this in‐ 
ter dis cip lin ary journal on space and aero naut ics.
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So cial and Cul tural Is sues Take a
Back Seat
In re view ing the lit er at ure on avi ation and aerospace, we found that
cer tain is sues had already been the sub ject of de tailed stud ies and in‐ 
ter est ing ana lyses.

3

Firstly, there are the aerospace act ors, en thu si asts of "the con quest of
the air", in sti tu tional act ors, and journ al ists who have de cided to tell
their story or give their eye wit ness ac counts about spe cific events. 3

For ex ample, there are the pub lic a tions by the Groupe ment des In dus‐ 
tries Françaises Aéronautiques et Spa tiales [Group of French Aero‐ 
naut ical and Space In dus tries] (GIFAS), 4 the Comité pour l’his toire de
l’aéronautique [aerospace his tory Com mit tee] (COMAERO), 5 and
trade uni ons (es pe cially the CGT 6). Each in their own way and ac‐ 
cord ing to their own per spect ive in form us about the de vel op ment of
avi ation and point to the great trans form a tions in the in dustry,
whether eco nomic, in dus trial, so cial or cul tural.

4

Start ing in the 1970s, at least for Toulouse, geo graph ers be came in‐ 
ter ested in pro duc tion as pects and the im pact of this so- called high- 
tech in dustry on its local, na tional and even in ter na tional en vir on‐ 
ment. In par tic u lar, we should men tion Guy Jalabert, whose in dus trial
geo graphy dis ser ta tion ad dressed the vari ous sites of this in dustry
and their im pact on the ter rit or ies in which they were es tab lished. 7

More than thirty years later, in col lab or a tion with Jean- Marc Zuliani,
he ana lyzed the growth of avi ation in Toulouse in its vari ous di men‐ 
sions, and provided tools for un der stand ing the joint evol u tion of city
and in dustry in a con text of in ter na tion al iz a tion, off shore loc a tions,
and tech no lo gical trans form a tions. 8

5

Eco nom ists and man age ment and polit ical sci ence ex perts have also
con trib uted to our know ledge on the his tory of aero naut ics, in par‐ 
tic u lar ana lyz ing the changes in busi ness ra tionales, 9 the policies and
strategies chosen in pro duc tion, 10 the role of State, 11 the re gional
eco nomy, 12 the paths of in nov a tion, man age ment char ac ter ist ics and
or gan iz a tion of the in dustry, and its pro gress ive glob al iz a tion. 13

Through their de tailed stud ies of the stakes in volved and ra tionales
spe cific to this in dustry, they have stud ied the strategies de veloped
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by the vari ous so cial act ors that con trib uted to the ex pan sion of this
in dustry.

Cer tain so ci olo gists, es pe cially Yvette Lucas, have rather ex tens ively
re searched such sub jects as the im pact of tech no lo gical change,
changes in qual i fic a tions, and the er go nom ics of work. 14 These stud‐
ies focus on the spe cifi cs of this in dustry, par tic u larly job char ac ter‐ 
ist ics, train ing, and the changes that new tech no lo gies cause for so‐ 
cial groups work ing in air craft con struc tion. Re search ers have also
ex amined the in dustry's re la tion ships with re search and train ing cen‐ 
ters in a given re gion and their con sequences for the main so cial act‐ 
ors (work ers, re search ers, busi nesspeople, etc.). 15

7

Start ing in the 1980s, his tor i ans began to have the ne ces sary chro no‐ 
lo gical dis tance for schol arly ana lysis of this in dustry. 16 They began
to study the de vel op ment of mil it ary air craft 17 and provided fine- 
grained ana lyses of in dus trial, 18 eco nomic, 19 and polit ical 20

strategies em ployed by the so cial act ors in aero naut ics and space. A
great deal has also been writ ten about the pi on eers and her oes of the
‘con quest of the air’ 21 and the com pan ies in volved. 22 Yet so cial is‐ 
sues, and to a lesser ex tent cul tural ones, have lagged far be hind 23

and have not been the ob ject of pre cise and de tailed stud ies, as if
they were con sidered to be merely sec ond ary sub jects.

8

Yet, it is clear that it was not only tech nical de vel op ments and the
paths traced out by the pi on eers that shaped avi ation, but also
choices made by the many so cial act ors in volved in the ‘con quest of
flight,’ both eco nom ic ally as well as so cially and cul tur ally. Thus, this
field, which re mains un ex plored in com par ison to the auto mot ive
sec tor 24 for ex ample, must now as sume its proper place in hu man it‐ 
ies and so cial sci ence re search, in par tic u lar his tory. The goal of this
journal, there fore, is to help fill these la cunae and to pro mote new re‐ 
search ap proaches. If we do not ana lyze so cial is sues, it is dif fi cult to
see how we can un der stand the is sues, the polit ics, and the power re‐ 
la tions that oc curred through out the twen ti eth cen tury and greatly
in flu enced the de vel op ment of avi ation.
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So cial and Cul tural Is sues in
Aero naut ics
There fore, re search ers in so cial sci ences now need to study these is‐ 
sues from a mul tidiscip lin ary per spect ive. Without a de tailed ex am in‐ 
a tion of so cial and cul tural as pects, we can not have a deep un der‐ 
stand ing of this in dustry. We must give em ploy ees a space to speak
about their liv ing and work ing con di tions, their sug ges tions and con‐ 
tri bu tions to the de vel op ment of avi ation, and the in ter con nec ted
and com plex eco nomic, so cial and cul tural is sues at the heart of this
sec tor. Oth er wise, we will only have a frag men ted and in com plete
un der stand ing of work- related is sues, both for the act ors in air craft
con struc tion, as well as for those in volved in using and main tain ing
air craft, and man aging and ori ent ing this in dustry.

10

There fore, there is a real in terest for re search ers here. In deed, the
avi ation in dustry, as well as the air craft them selves, draw on ad‐ 
vanced tech no lo gies and are spaces for in cub a tion of ideas and so cial
ex per i ment a tion. The State, in its role or der ing planes, as ad min is‐ 
trator and cus tomer, has con sid er able im port ance in the evol u tion of
the in dustry, at least in the French case. Moreover, we need to keep
in mind that avi ation (and space) are also in dic at ors of a coun try’s
eco nomic de vel op ment and since the 1960s, a marker of European
con struc tion. 25 Fi nally, it is also a mode of trans port a tion that has re‐ 
vo lu tion ized travel, short en ing time and space and con trib ut ing to a
re l at ive uni form iz a tion of the planet and the emer gence of a ‘global
vil lage’.

11

Fu ture schol ar ship in the field of avi ation his tory may take sev eral
paths. To cite a few ex amples, re search ers could study air line staff
and their work ing con di tions; in dus trial growth strategies pro posed
by the act ors them selves (trade uni ons, em ploy ers, politi cians, the
State, so cial act ors, etc.) and their in flu ence on the emer gence of a
unique in dustry; the long- term im pact of the plane on men tal it ies
and the col lect ive ima gin a tion, with for ex ample the role played by
avi ation in the ab ol i tion of bor ders and the lev el ing out of cul tural
prac tices and the sense of uni form ity that res ults; a so cial his tory of
avi ation safety; an en vir on mental his tory of avi ation and con sid er a‐ 
tion of the en vir on ment by stake hold ers and the pub lic; or fi nally, a
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so cial and cul tural his tory of the users of this kind of trans port a tion.
These are only a few sug ges tions for fu ture re search as the av en ues
opened up in this field are mul tiple and re main largely to be defined
as well as stud ied.

On go ing Re search: Con fer ence on
10 Oc to ber 2014
This first issue pub lished by the journal HEPAS presents some of the
cur rent re search avi ation is sues, in par tic u lar so cial and cul tural his‐ 
tory.

13

The art icle by An drea Sei gnier 26 (UMR FRAMESPA), a doc toral stu‐ 
dent in con tem por ary his tory at the Uni ver sity of Toulouse Jean
Jaurès, of fers meth od o lo gical re flec tions on value of using sources
from the private sphere. She ex am ines cor res pond ence among avi‐ 
ation pi on eers to provide a so cial and cul tural his tory of the air plane’s
in vent ors (here the Wright broth ers) and thus to bet ter un der stand
the net works mo bil ized by act ors and their im port ance in spread ing
avi ation world wide.

14

Luc Robène 27 (UMR THALIM), a sports his tor ian and pro fessor at the
Uni ver sity of Bor deaux, ana lyzes the growth of avi ation and the con‐ 
struc tion of a new ima gin ary through cul tural rep res ent a tions that
the press (here La vie au Grand Air) helped forge be fore 1914. These
cul tural im ages res ul ted in dis sem in at ing an image of avi ation as a
sport and its main rep res ent at ives, the pi lots, as sports men and fig‐ 
ures of so cial mod ern ity dur ing the Belle Époque.

15

Claude Abzac- Epezy 28 (UMR IRICE), a teacher of his tory, geo graphy
and geo pol it ics at the Lycée Louis le Grand Pre par at ory School, is in‐ 
ter ested in the in flu ence of storytelling on the pos it ive and high- 
value image con veyed by the so cial act ors in volved. In par tic u lar, he
fo cuses on the résistencialiste dis course that began at the end of the
Second World War and still today largely cov ers over the Franco- 
German co oper a tion in aero naut ics.

16

Marie- Madeleine Ro telli and Sophie Rousseau, who have just de fen‐ 
ded their Mas ter’s thesis in so cial his tory, 29 sum mar ize their re‐ 
search con duc ted over two years on the changes in jobs and work in
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NOTES

1  OLIVIER Jean- Marc (ed.), His toire de l’Armée de l’air et des forces aériennes
françaises du XVIII  siècle à nos jours, Col lec tion Avi ation, Privat, Toulouse,
549 pages.

2  SEIF FERT Marc- Daniel, KECH IDI Med (eds.), L’in dus trie aéronautique
mon diale entre an crage étatique et glob al isa tion, En tre prises et his toire,
n° 73, Éditions ESKA, Paris, Décembre 2013, 192 pages.

3  Such as BÉNICHOU Michel, CAR PEN TIER Jean, CHAM BOST Ger main,
GALAN Robert, MARC Yves, MARCK Bern ard, PO LACCO Michel, and
SPARACO Pierre, among oth ers, who have greatly con trib uted to schol ar‐ 
ship on aero naut ics.

4  https://www.gifas.asso.fr/con tent/pub lic a tions.

5  Pub lic a tions by COMAERO are avail able in open ac cess at: http://www.3a
f.fr/art icle/comaero.

6  Among many oth ers, in par tic u lar we would men tion BERNARD- ROIGT
Mar tine (ed.), L’aéronautique. Une his toire so ciale en Midi- Pyrénées, IRHS
Midi- Pyrénées, Toulouse, 2010, 295 pages; BOUCHENY Serge, Chro nique
ouvrière. Le moteur d’avion. Des hommes, des luttes, Le temps des cerises,
Paris, 2006, 183 pages.

7  JALABERT Guy, Les in dus tries aéronautiques et spa tiales en France, Privat,
Toulouse, 1974, 520 pages.

8  JALABERT Guy, ZULIANI Jean- Marc, Toulouse, l’avion et la ville, Col lec tion
Avi ation, Privat, Toulouse, 2009, 349 pages.

9  GOR MAND Claude, L’in dus trie aéronautique et spa tiale, L’Har mat tan,
Paris, 1993, 236 pages.

aero naut ics. Spe cific ally, they high light the in flu ence of tech no lo gical
change on cer tain rep res ent at ive trades (lofts man, sheet metal
worker, turner, milling ma chine op er ator) and on the ex pert ise
needed, from the 1960s to 1980s.

Each of these stud ies cre ates new per spect ives and a bet ter know‐ 
ledge of avi ation. It is our strong hope that they may be fol lowed by a
great num ber of col lect ive and in ter dis cip lin ary re search ini ti at ives.
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longue durée  : l’étonnante his toire d’Euro copter  ; MULLER Pierre, Air bus  :
l’am bi tion européenne  : lo gique d’État, lo gique de marché, Lo giques so ciales,
Com mis sariat général du Plan, L’Har mat tan, Paris, 1989, 254 pages.
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métamorphose annoncée, Éditions du Seuil, Paris, 1997, 334 pages.
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européenne, Géographies en liberté, L’Har mat tan, Paris, 1996, 222 pages.
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l’aéronautique, Géographies en liberté, L’Har mat tan, Paris, 2006, 250 pages.

14  See LUCAS Yvette, BE SLAY Chris tophe, DI H OU ANTESSA Jérôme, Le vol
du sa voir, Muta tions/so ci olo gie, Presse Uni versitaires de Lille, Lille, 1989,
256 pages  ; LUCAS Yvette, L’auto ma tion, Le So ci ologue, Presses Uni‐ 
versitaires de France, Paris, 1982, 232 pages.

15  See GROS SETTI Michel, Sci ences, In dus tries et Ter ritoires, PUM,
Toulouse, 1995, 310 pages. (ver sion HAL SHS : https://halshs.archives- ouver
tes.fr/halshs- 00719731)

16  FRIDEN SON Patrick, La France et l’aéronautique, Le Mouvement So cial,
Éditions Ouvrières, Paris, 1988, 150 pages.

17  Voir par ex emple FACON Patrick, His toire de l’Armée de l’air, La Doc u‐ 
ment a tion française, Paris, 2009, 558 pages.

18  CARLIER Claude, L’aéronautique française (1945-1975), His toire/doc u‐ 
ments, Lavauzelle, Paris, 1983, 647 pages
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21  For ex ample, see CHADEAU Em manuel, Mer moz, Éditions Per rin, Paris,
200, 365 pages  ; CARLIER Claude, Mar cel Dassault  : la légende d’un siècle,
Éditions Per rin, Paris, 2002, 582 pages.

22  See CARLIER Claude, SCIACCO Gaëtan, La pas sion de la conquête
d’Aerospa tiale à EADS (1970-2000), Éditions du chêne, Paris, 2001, 304 pages.

23  Hey are not en tirely ab sent, how ever; a mul tidiscip lin ary col lect ive
volume deal ing with the cul tural his tory of avi ation was pub lished in 2013�
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128 pages.
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spor tifs bour geois, 2 tomes, L’Har mat tan, Paris, 1998, 495 pages.
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