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“WORKING THE SKIES” PULLS BACK CURTAIN ON
THE DISORIENTING WORLD OF FLIGHT ATTENDANTS”

Commercial aviation was gendered virtu-

ally from the beginning. Men in the cockpit.
Women in the cabin, starting in the 1930s.
Female stewards were actually nurses, and a
good deal of their time was spent helping pas-
sengers vomit.

These women were white, young, slender, and
single. Over time, as passenger planes became
more comfortable, their nursing skills weren’t
needed. After World War II, airlines started mar-
keting their flight attendants to fill the seats. As
flight attendants became more central to the air-
lines’ identity, their appearance came under more
control.

Until the women’s movement of the 1970s,
girdles were mandatory, as were perfect teeth,
skin, hair, nails, figure, posture, and personality.
Pregnancy was grounds for dismissal. Marriage
was banned. And most left the cabin after work-
ing two years, but certainly by the age of thirty.

Despite these limitations and being sexu-
ally exploited in advertising campaigns, being a
flight attendant was one of the few jobs women
took and made their own, according to Drew
Whitelegg, author of Working the Skies: The Fast-

Being a flight attendant
was one of the few jobs
women took and made

their own. But all that
changed since 9/11.

Paced, Disorienting World of the Flight Attendant.
“What they did was turn it into a job where they
had a surprising element of control over their working
lives. And that enabled them to have control over their
home lives as well,” says Whitelegg, director of special
projects at the Emory Center for Myth and Ritual in

American Life (MARIAL).

They fought the marriage ban and age limits with
the 1964 Civil Rights Act and eventually turned the
job into a full-time career, Whitelegg says. As they got
seniority, flight attendants could create work schedules
that let them fly weekends and be home with their
children during the week. They took control of labor
unions, fought weight restrictions, and began to enjoy a
lifestyle that seemed glamorous to outsiders, what with
layovers in Paris, London, and Tokyo.

But the terror attacks of 9/11 changed all that, and
flight attendants have lost much of what they loved
about the job, he says. Thousands have left because of
layoffs, pay cuts, and the emotional toll of a high-stress
job.

“The industry has embarked upon one of the most
savage restructuring efforts in its short history, with
roughly 10,000 fewer flight attendants nationwide out
of a pre-9/11 total of 110,000,” Whitelegg says in the
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