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TEXTE

1 The success of the Top Gun’s sequel reminds us of the appeal of the
glorious, reckless, non-conformist, seductive aviator who rides ever-
faster motorbikes and planes and is ready to go beyond the limits set
by his contemporaries. ! If a woman did slip into one of the cockpits,
Tom Cruise and his peers once again demonstrate the triumph of
muscular and seductive men wearing Ray-Bans and leather jackets
when not at the controls of fighter planes.? In the meantime, a quick
internet search using the key words “stewardesses” reveals numerous
more or less sensationalist articles revolving around the theme of
gender and associating these workers to the sexual potential of their
bodies: an Air France stewardess accusing pilots of “verbalised rape’, 3

an internal Transavia sex scandal in 2016, repeated sexual assaults on

cabin crew members during a Frontier Airlines low-cost flight in

2021...% The relationship between aircrew and the gender system is

strikingly strong. A historical analysis provides an insight into the

basis of this relationship. In fact, the entire aeronautical sector is ar-
ticulated around gendered representations, which are particularly
embodied in the emblematic figures of pilots - bastions of masculine
heroism - on the one hand, and stewardesses - archetypes of a cel-
ebrated and fantasised femininity - on the other. The latter have
already prompted a few works, particularly in the English-language
literature, where socio-historical analyses through the prism of
gender seem to be better established.® This thematic issue of Na-
celles aims to deepen this knowledge, without simply compiling data
on the various professions that make up the world of aeronautics. It



Gendered Airs?

explores how a social object as massive as aviation is structurally
linked to the gender system.

Flyers at the controls: climb and
dominate

2 The historiographical renewal brought about by cultural studies al-
lows for the balloon, then the aeroplane and the rocket, to be con-
sidered as the central artefacts of an aeronautical culture, which has
been at the heart of the discursive apparatus that has been shaping
modernity for over two centuries.® A display of Western technolo-
gical development, a mark of military and imperial power, a sign of
the widening of the world and the shortening of distances: the flying
machine has had a major influence on its socio-cultural environment,
from the first aerostat in 1783 to the Airbus aircrafts being halted due
to a global pandemic. The richness of this field of study explains the
development of an academic literature that has gradually shifted
away from strict economic or military history. The review Nacelles:
Past and Present of Aeronautics and Space has therefore valued, since
its foundation in 2016, the disciplinary and historiographic interplay
in order to apprehend the air in a global perspective, as it is both
source and recipient of the narratives that shape our current societ-
ies. Among the many studies focusing on these narratives, however,
few are dedicated to the gendered dimension of the airspace, and
even fewer draw on the conceptual tools provided by gender studies.

3 Luc Robene’s article in this thematic issue draws on more than
twenty-five years of personal research, striving to analyse female bal-
loonists from an intersectional perspective. It shows that women
were not rare among balloonists in the early nineteenth century, be-
fore the spectacularisation and development of the practice as a
sport transformed the way in which ballooning was perceived.” After
Gambetta’s escape from Paris in a balloon made the aerostat a mod-
ern patriotic symbol in October 1870, the aeronauts of the last third
of the century maintained a form of aristocratic distinction through
this elitist practice, associating sport and adventure while asserting
the control and channeling of their élan vital to serve a higher in-
terest, that of Humanity, as Patrick de Oliveira’s thesis has recently
confirmed. At a time when aeronauts were considered heroes, ad-



Gendered Airs?

orned with virile virtues, ballooning was increasingly perceived
through the lens of gender and the potential transgression of its in-
junctions by women who - when they entered aeronautical culture -
were a priori confined to the role of (pro)creators of a new genera-
tion of male aeronauts.® The same role was offered to female aviators
during the consolidation of the Nazi regime in the second half of the
1930s.9 The advantage of the synthesis offered by this issue lies in
highlighting these more or less striking continuities in Western aero-
nautical culture, from aeronauts to aviators, and to some extent even
to astronauts.

4 As a sportsman whose figure became established in fin de siecle
media culture, at a time of perceived crisis and potential challenge to
male dominance, the aeronaut and then the airman updated the
“image of the man” and provided new models of masculinity for the
young Western elite. 19 The control over body and machine, the taste
for physical effort and the demonstration of power, and the mastery
of his own destiny confirmed by the confrontation with dangers were
all virile characteristics that the aviator demonstrated to his contem-
poraries. The image of the pilot thus appears as a particularly obvious
avatar of the hegemonic masculinity theorised by Raewyn Connell to
designate the dominant and prescriptive form of masculinity in the
social space. ! This masculinity is in relation with alternative forms of
masculinities and femininities that are also defined in relation to this
dominant system of representations and that can challenge it by
claiming relative emancipation from patriarchal injunctions. Through
their mechanical performance, the “women of the air” grouped under
the La Stella association before 1914, and later the aviatrixes of the in-
terwar period, are examples of this challenge and are examined at
various levels in this issue by Luc Robene, Damien Accoulon and
Laure Bouglé.

5 René Schilling was the first to draw on the figure of the famous Ger-
man pilot Manfred von Richthofen to compare and contrast it with
some earlier models of “heroic masculinity” in the German-speaking
world.'? By combining ancient heroic models with technical modern-
ity, the aviator provides a relatively stable model of heroic masculin-
ity in a context of reconfigured gender structures. The autonomy dis-
played by the pilots in the skies of the Great War, an industrial that
engaged the masses, maintained a distinction and a mystique of
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strong souls who seized their destiny, as Damien Accoulon develops
in this issue. The study of the heroisation of the “knights of the air”
(Ritter der Luft) and their mythification between the two World Wars
highlights the evolution of the aviator’s masculinity according to the
socio-political context, which was particularly apparent in the case of
the Fascist and Nazi regimes, which made the airman an example of
the “new man”!3 Through the intersection of civilian and military
identities, the Great War was a decisive stage in cementing the
gendered perception of aeronautical technology and mechanics,
which, like other symbols of virility, quickly became an essentialized
expression of masculinity.™ Air raids and airline pioneering during
the interwar period thus helped to perpetuate this heroic masculinity

by overcoming human and technical limits. 1°

6 While an archetypal aviator has been developed on a relatively similar
basis in Western Europe, many nuances are observed by Martin Fran-
cis in his sophisticated analysis of representations of the Royal Air
Force (RAF) “Flyer” in British society during the Second World War.
Individualism and claimed independence, a sense of dandyism and al-
cohol consumption thus shaped the appeal of a homosocial male uni-
verse. The Second World War aviator therefore seems to be one of
the (last?) avatars of the passion for flight before its depersonalisation
and trivialisation in the context of post-war commercial aviation. 6

While the control and piloting of modern machines occupied a cent-

ral place in the construction of the airman’s masculinity, the increas-

ing automation of aircraft controls seems to participate, if not in a

crisis of the pilots’ virility as the American author Tom Wolfe sugges-

ted about the first astronauts, at least in a reconfiguration of this
masculinity on the basis of other attributes of greater importance,
such as technical mastery. !’

Gender and power relations: em-
pires and women

7 Several recent works have linked gender studies to British imperial-
ism in the context of civil aviation during the interwar period. They
analyse the place occupied by women within these non-Western
spaces, perceived as peripheral. The marginalisation of women in
aeronautical culture becomes all the more visible in that these mar-
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ginal territories offer some interstices for relative emancipation,
where gender issues intersect with those of race.® However, this ap-
proach to studying the marginal figures of women aviators in aerial
culture, based on gender studies, remains rather unique. Indeed, the
series of books initiated by the Smithsonian National Air and Space
Museum at the end of the 1970s was innovative in its subject matter -
women in aviation - and opened up a field on the particular case of
the United States.!? Since then, English-language historiography has
analysed women aviators from three major angles listed by Liz Mill-
ward.?% The first builds on the seminal work of Joseph Corn who,
while studying the relationship of North American society to aviation,
showed that women had been employed by commercial aviation
companies as a means of “domesticating” the aircraft and demon-
strating its safety during the inter-war period.?! The second ap-
proach consists of studying “women in the air” by comparing aerial
mobility with gender mobility. As they asserted themselves in the air,
which was dominated by men, women aviators demonstrated their
abilities through their performance and participated in the gradual
emancipation of the new woman during the interwar period.?? This
kind of analysis, which was essentially based on representations,
proved to be fruitful but seemed to overlook the practical nature of
the situations in which the actors found themselves - in particular
their socio-economic contexts. The third perspective examined
women aviators for their spectacular dimension at a time of in-
creased media coverage of flying. It highlighted the marginalisation of
these few women, who were maintained in a situation of economic
insecurity during the interwar period.

8 This final angle is the one Sian Reynolds chose to write her pioneer-
ing analysis of French women aviators during the interwar period,
based in particular on a detailed study of the holdings of the
Bibliothéque Marguerite Durand in Paris.?3 This chapter was comple-
mented to some extent by contributions from Guillaume de Syon on
civil aviation and Marie-Catherine Villatoux on military aviation. Nev-
ertheless, it calls for a systematic and in-depth study of French
women aviators beyond the inter-war period.?* In this regard, the
portraits composed outside academia, through their collection and
comparison of a large number of sources, offer many possibilities for
academic analysis.2> Laure Bouglé therefore crosses published
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sources with Hélene Boucher’s personal archives, offering a new and
detailed case study of the career of the emblematic French aviatrix.
Her paper shows the porosity between military representations, na-
tional identity and women’s identity, and demonstrates that the artic-
ulation between the gender system and aeronautics operated at vari-
ous levels in the early 1930s.

Evelyn Zegenhagen-Crellin’s thesis identified, on similar grounds, the
situations of some 180 airwomen that were active in Germany
between 1918 and 1945 - a number far higher than estimated in previ-
ous studies. %6 The comparison and dialogue between historiograph-
ies should enrich the analysis of aeronautical history according to
context. There are, for example, many inspirations to be drawn from
reading the collective work conducted by the Friedrichshafen Zep-
pelin Museum in 2004 on the “sisters of Icarus”, which is rich in in-
novative contributions and outlines a socio-cultural history of
women in aeronautics.?’ The conceptual tools of gender studies
allow for a deepening and development of these perspectives into the
wider universe of a gendered aviation culture.

In the cabin: users and profes-
sionals in the jet age

As the airplane became the privileged means of transport of post-war
globalisation, the stewardess occupied a significant part of the media
space by becoming the commercial muse of most of the major air-
lines. She therefore contributed to reinforcing the glamour of jet avi-
ation in the 1960s, becoming a key vector of the “Jet Sex” imagination,
whose symbols spread well beyond the narrow circle of aircraft con-
sumers. %8 The pilot and stewardess duo still form part of the aviation
imagination, as recent film productions show. For example, the mod-
erately successful television series Pan Am reinvests the sexy image
of the stewardess of the 1960s, while the Top Gun franchise (1986,
2022) and, on a different scale, Sky Fighters (2005), continue the line
opened by Wings (1927), enshrining the heroism of the pilots with
breathtaking aerial scenes, which combine speed, danger and con-
trol.2% The media centrality of these two characters also tends to
make all the other professions that form the large and diverse world
of aeronautics invisible, particularly those of women.3? One of the
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fundamental challenges of gender history is to rehabilitate the exist-
ence of extraordinary female figures - such as the female pilots of the
early twentieth century - as well as all ordinary female employees,
whose absence from the historical narrative is often compounded by
the silence of the archives.3! Nathalie Lapeyre’s recent book also
shows that the feminisation of the Airbus workforce, despite being on
the company’s political agenda, contributes to the gendered essen-
tialisation of professional qualities and thus confines women to pre-
defined productive roles: women are more present in mid-level man-
agement and human resources jobs.3? Some of this gender bias is
partly rooted in aviation culture, which can be reduced to the follow-
ing statement: “If women were meant to fly, the sky would be pink”33

However, gender-scanning the history of aviation is not just about
bringing women’s work out of invisibility. Joan W. Scott made clear
that “established as an objective set of references, concepts of gender
structure perception and the concrete and symbolic organization of
all social life’34 The dynamic relationship between the feminine and
the masculine is superimposed on other social interactions, particu-
larly in the hierarchical relationships that shape the work environ-
ment. From this perspective, the limited universe of the cabin be-
comes an original field for social history: the professional ethos that
develops there during the second half of the twentieth century is
largely invested by culturally influenced gender identities, intercon-
nected and reconfigured in relation to each other. Raewyn Connell’'s
theory is enhanced by an examination of the relationships between
pilots, stewardesses and stewards, as it is impossible to understand
the formation of an avatar of hegemonic masculinity such as the pilot
without taking into account the professional realities that connect
him - or, as a matter of fact but to a lesser extent, her - to the other
members of the crew and to the clientele (the relationship of com-
mand over the stewardess and steward, who is responsible for the
safety of passengers, etc.). This analytical approach has not yet been
fully explored, but various studies have already provided a significant
historical framework, particularly when considering cabin crew. Phil
Tiemeyer, for example, analyses the situation of American airline
stewards from a queer studies perspective in a profession that has
been identified as homosexual since its formalisation in the 1930s.
The reactions to the alternative masculinity of these stewards and
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their struggles highlight the dynamics of a heteronormative aero-
nautical culture and provide a better understanding of the sexual and
racial discrimination at work in the United States in the second half
of the twentieth century.3® In the current thematic issue, Tom
Dufour’s article discusses the savoir-étre of the Air France stewardess
from the perspective of rational corporate action. It shows that the
commercial diffusion of the myth of the stewardess - based on
caring, availability and eroticism - is the result of a historical process
of selection, training and supervision.

In a professional environment that has been progressively deterior-
ated by the emergence of low-cost airlines, the commercialisation of
the image of flight attendants provokes some resistance. 36 The work
of Louis-Marie Barnier has revealed the inherent tension in the pro-
fessional group of cabin crew, whose function structurally oscillates
between a security imperative (valued skills) and a commercial agent
role, which tends to downgrade their status in the eyes of the unions.
Therefore, his article in this issue reassesses the place of the host-
ess’s body in this evolution, whose excessive publicity impacts her
professional environment.

This issue provides a reflective and in-depth follow-up to the discus-
sions that took place during the workshop held on 22 October 2020
at the Maison de Recherche of the Université Toulouse-Jean Jaures.
Unfortunately, the initial parity of the colleagues invited to contrib-
ute to a publication on gender did not withstand the double-blind
peer-reviews, which - to the regret of the coordinators of the issue -
left a clearly unbalanced male/female ratio. However, as most of the
contributors are at the beginning of their research career, we hope
that similar initiatives will flourish and, in the long run, that the pro-
duction of scientific knowledge will progress. It should be re-
membered that the analytical tools provided by gender studies are
not intended to be limited to specific fields of application, and that
deploying them in new fields of study will renew our understanding
of the broader issue. Thus, with this issue on gender, from aeronauts
to stewardesses, a whole side of aeronautical culture is now on dis-

play.
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