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(In)visibilising professional groups:
elements for a communicational
approach
La mise en (in)visibilité des groupes professionnels. Éléments pour une approche

communicationnelle

Pierre-Yves Connan, Guillaume Le Saulnier and Benoît Verdier

1 “We are no longer invisible”, said Rachel Keke, one of the subcontracted workers at the

Ibis  Batignolles  hotel  in  Paris,  interviewed  in  January  2020  during  a  campaign  to

improve  their  employment  and  working  conditions,  which  led  to  the  signing  of  a

memorandum of understanding after twenty-two months of struggle1. This testimony

clearly  conveys  the  condition  of  invisible  workers,  i.e.  that  have  been  invisibilised

(Krinsky and Simonet, 2012): namely, all the individuals who have been removed from

view because they do the “dirty work” (Hughes, 1996), being assigned to precarious

jobs,  denied  their  rights  and,  ipso  facto,  their  dignity.  In  other  words,  invisibility

supports and accentuates the forms of contempt and denial at play in the relations of

production. This also means that visibility is the instrument and, in many respects, the

goal of labour conflicts, in the sense that it is an integral aspect of collective action, but

also a ‘claim’ in its own right (Voirol, 2005a).

2 The concept of visibility here refers to all the “mutual modes of appearance whereby

social actors come to exist for each other” (ibid.: 112; Voirol, 2005b); in other words, the

ways of seeing, of presenting oneself to be seen and of being seen, inscribed in inter-

subjective mutual recognition, but also in strategic relations of power, in which these

modes play an active part (Brighenti, 2007). Visibility is established when the parties

interact  in  the  same  space  and,  increasingly,  in  “mediated  (quasi-)  interactions”

(Thompson,  2000).  The  growth  of  cultural  industries  and  the  proliferation  of

communication technologies are reconfiguring the infrastructure of public space, and

consequently  the  dimensions,  forms  and  experience  of  visibility.  Henceforth,

individuals and groups perceive each other through the prism of situated visibility and

media visibility, and orchestrate the way they “manage impressions” (Goffman, 1973) by
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means of both. More precisely, they become visible and intelligible within these two

spaces  of  public  appearance  and  attention,  in  increasingly  dense  and  complex

arrangements.  This  extension  of  the  field  of  visibility  concerns  in  particular  the

professional workers and cultures involved.

 

The representation of work

3 While  the  visibility  of  work  (which  here  refers  to  an  activity  and  a  production

relationship) in its formal or practical dimensions has been covered by a great number

of articles2, research into the visibility of professional groups in public media spaces

and popular cultures is gradually being structured3. One of the key contributions has

been the work done in the social  sciences  on the relationship between images and

work4. In particular, studies devoted to the cinematographic image emphasise its early

and enduring links with labour activities. Jean-Paul Géhin (2018) points out that the

cinema and industrial work emerged together in the 19th century, and that the former

used the latter  as  a  privileged subject,  from the inaugural  film La Sortie  de l’usine

Lumière à Lyon [Leaving the Lumière factory in Lyon] (1895) to contemporary fiction,

via  socially-concerned  cinema,  industrial  films,  activist  cinema  and  creative

documentaries. The camera is used as a medium to make work visible and intelligible,

but also to portray the workers, to preserve the gestures and cultures of a trade in

decline, or to denounce production relations, both in documentary films and in visual

sociology.  There are,  moreover,  frequent similarities between these two methods of

investigation (Eyraud and Lambert,  2010),  as  in Alain Cavalier’s  documentary series

Portraits (1987 and 1991), in which the director interviews working women. In the same

vein,  we should mention the studies  devoted to  the visibility  of  workers  on TV,  in

genres as varied as news, advertising, serial drama and reality TV (see in particular:

Peneff,  1998;  Jeantet and Savignac,  2010,  2012;  Savignac,  2011;  Cesaro and Fournier,

2018;  Perrenoud, 2018;  Verdier,  2018;  Verdier and Cailloux,  2020).  Other studies use

quantitative  methods  to  measure  and  compare  the  visibility  of  socio-professional

categories  on  TV  (Macé,  2006;  Bigeon,  Dosnon  and  Guichard,  2010).  These  various

studies reveal the role and place of the imagination in media, particularly television, in

the  construction  of  mental  and  social  representations  of  professional  groups,  their

members  and  their  activities.  Lastly,  the  rise  of  the  Internet  and  social  media  has

prompted  investigations  into  the  appropriation  of  screen  writing  by  work  groups,

whether to build an institutional “façade” or, on the contrary, to reveal their realities

and difficulties (Convert and Demailly, 2007; Boni-Le Goff, 2016).

4 Research into the portrayal of work is mainly structured around two complementary

issues. The first concerns the representation of relations of production and domination,

forms  of  alienation  and  suffering  at  work,  and  the  social  struggles  of  workers.  It

generally  denounces  their  invisibilisation  or,  at  the  very  least,  the  way  they  are

reduced  euphemistically  in  the  news  media  and  mass  entertainment.  The  second

focuses  more  specifically  on  the  unequal  visibility,  and  hence  unequal  recognition,

between  prescribed  work  on  the  one  hand,  i.e.  work  that  is  formalised,  measured,

evaluated  and  valued,  and  real  work  on  the  other,  which  escapes  (and  sometimes

deliberately resists) conventional codification and control systems, but also systems for

valuing work. Visibility therefore involves the recognition of individuals, i.e. the inter-

subjective  validation  of  their  abilities  and  their  contribution,  in  this  case  in  work
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activities (Honneth, 2000). These two issues tend to examine imagination in the media

against the yardstick of a normative demand for veracity, with a view to establishing

their  propensity,  or  rather  their  inability,  to  render  visible  and  intelligible  the

complexity of  work activities  and professional  cultures,  as  well  as  the harshness of

production relations and the condition of workers.

 

(In)visibility and professionalisation

5 The aim of this Issue is to shift the conceptualisation process and open up new areas of

investigation, by sketching out a theoretical and conceptual framework that includes

the  sociology  of  professional  groups,  the  dramaturgical  perspective  and  the

information and communication sciences. The point here is not so much to consider

the  media  visibility  of  work  activities  and  relations  of  production,  but  rather  the

process of representation in public media spaces insofar as it contributes, in its own

way,  to  the  establishment  of  professional  groups  and  the  affirmation  of  their

professionalism. This presupposes a conceptual underpinning, with a view to breaking

with substantialist definitions of socio-professional categories and groups. Indeed, as

Luc  Boltanski  (1982:  58-59)  observes  with  regard  to  the  institutionalisation  of

managerial staff, social groups tend to “commune in the amnesia of their origins as if

attempting,  by  repressing  their  original  words  and  deeds  in  a  kind  of  collective

unconscious, to root themselves in the order of things”, i.e. in the order of technical

and economic necessity. In contrast to these modes of naturalisation, the sociology of

professional groups claims a processual and relational definition, and focuses on the

processes of professionalisation; it observes these processes at the level of collectives,

according to their extent and type of institutionalisation, and at that of individuals, in

the  construction  of  skill-sets  and  careers.  These  processes – which  are  always

unfinished  and  reversible – by  which  “professions  [and  their  members]  strive  to

transform  themselves  or  change  their  image”  concern  both  the  “pretentious

professions”,  independent  or  highly-educated  professionals,  and  the  “modest

professions”  (Hughes,  1996:  111  and  123-135).  Depending  on  how  much  they  have

accomplished, professional groups thus refer to “groups of workers carrying out an

activity  with  the  same  name,  and  consequently  endowed  with  social  visibility,

benefiting from identification and recognition, occupying a differentiated place in the

social  division of  labour,  and characterised by symbolic legitimacy” (Demazière and

Gadéa, 2009: 20).

6 Consequently, it is a question of examining the modes of appearance and process of

representation  whereby  professionals  construct  and  consolidate  their  visibility  and

identity, their competence and legitimacy, within the flows of information and mass

entertainment. The main hypothesis of this Issue is that the rhetoric and performance

of professionalism, the spectacle of technical mastery and respect for ethics, emerge

and operate  locally,  within  work  situations  and interactions  of  people  in  the  same

space, but also globally, in a vast media ecosystem and addressed to an equally vast

public. This ecosystem forms a sui generis infrastructure and mediation for the staging

of  work collectives;  it  is  part  of  the “symbolic  apparatus” by which their  members

strive  to  define  the  situation  and  display  “all  the  dramatic  expressions  […]  of

competence and integrity” (Goffman, 1973: 29, 32).
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7 If  we  accept  that  public  media  spaces  are  one  of  the  main  theatres  for  making

professional  groups visible  and,  by the same token,  staging them,  then we need to

specify the forms and functions they take. All professions, even the most established,

are the transfigured product of a process of “symbolic unification” (Boltanski, 1982), by

which they minimise the heterogeneity of their composition and definitions, in order

to appear as coherent and cohesive wholes. This unification is supported by processes

of symbolic densification, in the sense that the professions equip themselves with a

whole set of signs, images, narratives and jargon, the function of which is to crystallise

the professional entities and identities and promote their recognition (Gadéa, 2016).

Similarly, their members are constantly engaged in dramaturgical representation, with

a view to controlling, individually and collectively, impressions and interactions with

different  audiences  (Goffman,  1973).  Finally,  the  professions  set  up  political

representation bodies, i.e. representatives who are mandated to embody the group, and

to express themselves and decide on its behalf within the framework of institutional

arenas and arbitrations.

8 These  symbolic  activities  have  eminently  rhetorical  functions;  as  such,  they  are

inseparable  from  the  ongoing  process  of  argumentation  and  ‘competence  building’

(Paradeise,  1985:  18)  that  makes  up  the  professionalisation  process.  The  activities,

prerogatives  and very  existence  of  professional  groups  depend on and derive  from

their ability to claim a set of skills based on ethical principles. They do this in order to

gain de facto or de jure recognition, to carry out, if not monopolise, certain activities

and,  as  far  as  possible,  to control  the markets in which they operate.  According to

Andrew Abbott (1988),  the construction of professional “jurisdictions” fuels ongoing

competition, between and within professions, to define and resolve the core problems

of  their  work.  This  process  operates  in  particular  in  public  media  spaces,  which,

alongside the state and legal fields and workspaces, provide “perhaps the most familiar

arena”  (Abbott,  1988:  60)  for  jurisdictional  claims  and  struggles.  Media  visibility

therefore  represents  a  specific  and  strategic  resource,  which  is  commonly  used  to

assert  skills  and  professional  legitimacy.  Think,  for  example,  of  psychologists,

sexologists or, more recently, coaches of all kinds who have popularised their expertise

on  personal  problems,  thanks  to  reality  shows  and  “television  of  intimacy”  (Mehl,

2003).

9 With this in mind, we need to document (a huge task) all the media formats, genres and

jargons  used  to  present  and  portray  professional  groups,  their  members  and  their

activities. In each case, this means establishing the conditions of eligibility for media

visibility  and,  in  the  case  of  the  news  media,  for  qualifying  as  a  public  event.

Conversely, it is important to describe the processes that condemn certain workers or

certain activities to invisibility in public media spaces,  as well  as the “struggles for

visibility” (Voirol, 2005a) that arise in response to this denial of existence and value.

These  interdependent  processes  of  visibilisation  and  invisibilisation  are  the  main

concern  of  the  articles  by  Ivan  Chupin  and  Pierre  Mayance,  Marc  Perrenoud  and

Samuel  Zarka,  focusing  respectively  on  the  professions  of  agriculture,  collective

catering and film and audiovisual  post-production.  Their  analyses remind us of  the

extent to which the joint work of representation and argumentation of work groups is

“clearly  constrained”  (Abbott,  1988:  61),  in  its  emergence,  content  and  formal

characteristics, by the logic, constraints and standards of production and dissemination

in force in the cultural industries,  and, more specifically,  in the field of journalism.
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Professional  rhetoric  and  dramaturgy  have  to  undergo  “media  formatting”  (Voirol,

2005a: 102) in order to gain access to public space and existence.

10 The investigation then extends to the operations and operators of  (in)visibility,  the

control  of  representation  and  the  management  of  perceptions.  Professional  groups

have massively drawn on communication specialists,  who claim expertise in “image

portrayal” (Mawby, 2012), in a public space configured and saturated by “generalised

public relations” (Miège, 1997). While this specialisation of communicative skills and

activities reinforces the established distribution of the legitimacy to speak, the staging

and storytelling is by no means the monopoly of communication experts or authorised

spokespersons. It is done and spills over on all sides, during the appropriation, within

work  groups,  of  digital  self-publishing  arrangements;  and  this,  even  in  the  least

expressive professions, following the example of the “tweeting” lawyers mentioned in

this issue by Isabelle Huré. Many professionals are taking advantage of the Internet and

digital social networks to portray, often through the prism of an avowed subjectivity,

the  spheres  of  work  and  their  behind-the-scenes  stories.  We  might  mention,  for

example, the accounts of life at work published, under pseudonyms, on blog platforms

by  police  officers,  lawyers,  doctors,  teachers,  managers,  and  ordinary  employees

(Connan, Le Saulnier and Verdier, 2016). In any case, this discursive and demonstrative

effervescence  marks  a  re-appropriation  of  the  power  of  expression,  but  is  also  a

reaffirmation of professional identities, against a backdrop of crisis in representation

and the weakening of intermediary bodies.

11 While the media visibility of professional groups is increasingly shaped and formatted

by the circumscribing effect of communication, it can nonetheless lead to them being

vulnerable and put to the test. Any representation is a fragile edifice, which requires

teamwork and is threatened by “breakdowns” (Goffman, 1973), whether accidental or

intentional.  Some  breakdowns  arise  from  internal  struggles  for  control  of

representation.  Professional  groups  are  made  up  of  different  “segments”  (Strauss,

1992), with more or less competing definitions of the activity, ideologies and interests

at  play.  These  internal  divisions  can  emerge  in  broad  daylight,  or  even  become  a

spectacle, at the risk of undermining the façade of homogeneity that the professions

pride themselves on. Other ruptures are triggered by the discovery of errors, failings,

faults,  or  even  unmentionable  professional  practices.  Such  revelations  fuel  public

controversy and even outright scandal (Thompson, 2000), contradicting the rhetoric of

competence  and  ethics  that  legitimises  professional  groups.  This  is  illustrated,  for

example, by the cases of mistreatment in retirement homes5, or, in this Issue, Édouard

Bouté’s analyses of the publicising, on Twitter, of police violence committed during the

Gilets jaunes (yellow jackets) social movement. It is thus necessary to examine the work

and argumentation of professionals, in response to the tests that visibility incurs. More

specifically,  as  Catherine  Paradeise  (1985)  suggests  with  regard  to  the  rhetoric  of

medicine, while the visibility of expert knowledge to a wide audience is the foundation

of authority and the symbol of the achievement of learned professions, it  also risks

trivialising them, or at least costing them some of their charisma. This suggests that

the authority of expert pronouncements could be discredited by publicising it, with all

the formatting, shortcuts and stereotyping that this entails.

12 The difficulty of visibility also lies in the way workers perceive the representation of

their  profession and their  activities  in public  media spaces.  Indeed,  media visibility

shapes their perception, and above all their intelligibility, in the eyes of the public. The
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imaginative images disseminated on a large scale by the cultural industries, of all types,

provide  the  general  public  with  operators  that  mediate  its  understanding  and

standards  for  appraising  professionals  and  their  work.  The  latter,  starting  with

professions  in  contact  with  the  public,  are  confronted  with  representations  of

themselves that are more or less abundant and stereotyped, conceived and experienced

as  an  indicator,  or  a  negative  image,  of  the  way they  are  perceived by  the  public.

Ethnographic surveys of doctors, teachers and police officers thus establish that these

groups form distinct “audiences that are particularly concerned” (Chalvon-Demersay,

1999,  2003;  Perlmutter,  2000;  Le  Saulnier,  2011)  by  television and film dramas  that

feature and narrate their profession. In the way they are interpreted, these fictions can

function  as  their  own  space  for  reflection,  fuelling  the  subjective  and  collective

construction  of  professional  identities.  Similarly,  imaginative  media  campaigns  can

intrude into direct interactions between workers and their audiences, eliciting social

representations and expectations with which the former have to negotiate.

13 In short, thinking about the ways in which professional groups appear in the media

requires  a  break  with  the  communication  specialist  mavens,  who  tend  to  reduce

visibility  to  a  problem  and  an  issue  of  rational  “management”  of  the  “image”  of

organisations, which is in fact elusive (Le Moënne, 2008). In contrast to this self-serving

reductionism, we hypothesise that media visibility extends and supports the work of

representation  and  argumentation  that  are  intrinsic  to  individual  and  collective

processes  of  professionalisation.  The  issues  at  stake  are  therefore  fundamentally

political and normative. At a first level, it is a continuation, within the public media

spheres,  of  the  “social  drama  of  work”,  i.e.  the  “ongoing  struggle  for  status  and

personal  dignity”  (Hughes,  1996:  83-84)  that  underpins  interactions  between

professionals and their audiences. At a higher level, through the symbolic construction

of  skills  and  the  legitimisation  of  professional  jurisdictions,  it  participates  in  the

production and reproduction of the social and ‘moral’ division of labour, i.e. the social

order.

 

Complementary perspectives

14 In the first article of this Issue,  Charles Gadéa continues his sociological analysis of

“elementary  forms’  (Gadéa,  2016)  and  the  social  uses  of  ‘the  figurative  idiom  of

professional groups”. This concept refers to a specific jargon of the particular social

form of professional groups, which contributes to their identification and recognition

by means  of  ritualised  visual  representations.  This  visual  expression constitutes  an

iconographic genre, around which formal conventions, visual habits and social practices

are organised and stabilised. Through a diachronic approach, the author examines the

workings  and uses  of  this  figurative idiom,  based on a  vast  corpus of  iconographic

sources that are themselves part of specific historical and cultural configurations. He

identifies “transformations in the way we look at work and workers”, one of the most

striking features of which is the contempt shown by intellectual professions for manual

trades.  His  programmatic  contribution  thus  highlights  the  need  to  integrate  visual

studies into the analysis of work and professions, with a view to elucidating the modes

of semiotic construction that support their visibility and intelligibility.

15 The following articles examine inequalities in media distribution of the visible and the

invisible, the structural conditions that give rise to them, and the mobilisations they
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instigate,  within  distinct  socio-professional  spheres  and  staging.  I. Chupin  and

P. Mayance  have  examined  the  agricultural  trade  press,  a  subject  which  is  usually

neglected,  and  which  is  studied  here  on  the  basis  of  archives,  interviews  and

observations. Far from reflecting the heterogeneity and difficulties of a profession in

decline, this press perpetuates the “myth of unity” of agricultural spheres, but also that

of  individual  “success”,  where  technical  rationality  goes  hand  in  hand  with  an

entrepreneurial  ethos.  In  so  doing,  it  tends  to  make  socio-economic  determinants

invisible and to play down certain social issues. This neo-liberal prism is explained by

the conditions  under which information is  produced in  this  specialised sub-field  of

journalism.  Similar  processes  are  highlighted  by  M. Perrenoud,  as  part  of  a  wide-

ranging survey of community cooks. While TV cooking shows celebrate the charisma

and  virtuosity  of  the  ‘chefs’  of  gourmet  cooking,  converting  media  visibility  into

genuine capital (Heinich, 2012), canteen cooks are perceived as “repulsive figures” in

the collective imagination. This highly polarised representation is combined with their

invisibilisation, in a professional press that is subservient to the agri-food industries.

The  author  then  examines  the  struggle  of  community  cooks  to  become  visible,  by

promoting  “another,  better  canteen”,  according  to  on-line  and  off-line  publicity

strategies adjusted to their resources and social leanings. S. Zarka investigates one of

the “obscure functions” of the entertainment industry, namely film and audiovisual

post-production. Using a socio-historical approach, he identifies the structural causes

of  their  diminished status  and current  vulnerability,  and analyses  recent  collective

action to (re)enhance their status. These mobilisations are based firstly on the rhetoric

of the “profession”, a positive and normative referent, and then on the affirmation of a

post-production  “team”,  through  a  process  of  aggregation  that  emphasises  the

collective and creative dimension of their activities. In the socio-cultural facilitation

sector, Pascal Laborderie is investigating film clubs and film training courses organised

by a regional chapter of the Ligue de l’enseignement. On the basis of a semiotic study of

film club posters and a biographical analysis of the careers of socio-cultural facilitators,

he shows how this profession “on the fringes of the dominant cultural models” asserts

the value of its commitment and its specific approach.

16 Digital  technology  now plays  a  dominant  role  in  the  mobilisations  orchestrated  by

workers. Two articles highlight the extent to which digital self-publishing systems are

broadening the possibilities and methods for constructing professional skill-sets and

identities.  Isabelle  Huré analyses the forms of  social  involvement of  prosecutors on

Twitter,  based  on  a  corpus  of  four  prosecutors’  “twitter”  accounts.  Their  on-line

publications  and  interactions  help  to  construct  the  ‘social  sphere  of  the  legal

professions’.  They shape a  professional  ethos that  is  both individual  and collective,

combining legal competence, legal and public service ethics, but also the stereotype of

repression. By focusing on the pairings between textual and visual signs, Isabelle Huré’s

article identifies screen writing as an extension of the figurative idiom of professional

groups, echoing the analyses of C. Gadéa. Pierre-Yves Connan and Angélica Rigaudière

then examine the staging and narrative of the profession of school teachers, based on

manual  and automatic  content-analysis  of  three blogs  published by teachers.  These

first-person accounts  reaffirm the commitment of  school  teachers  and the value of

their work, focusing in particular on “making the hidden dimensions of the profession

visible”.  Like  the  prosecutors  mentioned  above,  writing  about  oneself  engages  the

profession  as  a  whole  and  expresses  a  demand  for  recognition,  going  against  the

depreciative  stereotypes  associated  with  it  and  those  who  practise  it.  From  one
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profession to  another,  screen writing,  by  virtue  of  its  materiality  and conventions,

brings out specific ways of (re)affirming professional identities, nurturing a sense of

community  and,  more  specifically,  forming  and  embodying  an  authoritative  image.

Digital public spaces are becoming one of the main theatres for definitional struggles

between professional groups and their audiences, but also within them, depending on

the extent and intensity of their segmentation (Strauss, 1992).

17 The last two articles focus on the operations and operators of (in)visibility, and remind

us that these processes are far from unequivocal  in their uses and effects.  Édouard

Bouté looks at the on-line controversy about the use of the police force to deal with the

Gilets jaunes social movement, which began at the end of 2018. More specifically,  he

examines the ways in which images of police officers are circulated on Twitter, from a

semiotic perspective that focusses on the materiality of digital writing devices, whose

design and affordances strongly structure controversies.  The author considers three

complementary bodies of work in order to map the communities concerned and their

relations, to identify the producers and distributors of the most “viral” images, and to

examine the dynamics of (re)interpretation as they are reused. Representations that

are critical  of  the police (and,  by extension,  of  the authorities  and the mainstream

media) appear to be ‘hegemonic’ on Twitter. The media visibility of those in uniform

shifts  here  into  vulnerability,  in  the  sense  that  it  supports  the  demonstration  and

denunciation of police violence, at the expense of the legitimacy of the police force and

the  professionalism  of  its  members.  Laurent  Camus  reveals  the  mechanisms  of

audiovisual  production,  or,  more  precisely,  the  fabrication  of  the  “naturalness”  of

media events filmed “in real time”. This simulacrum of naturalness presupposes the

invisibilising of the bodies and equipment of the technicians involved, as well as the

demarcation between stage and backstage of media events. The author examines two

types  of  production – live  and  post-production – through  the  prism  of  ethno-

methodology and conversational analysis. He defines the invisibility of technicians as a

practical problem arising through action, and hence as an “endogenous and collective

production”, arising from incorporated know-how and constant adjustments with the

stage management.  He breaks down the practical  and interaction-related aspects of

invisibility,  by  proposing  an  original  application  of  the  Goffmanian  concepts  of

“backstage”  and  “framework  of  participation”.  Ultimately,  and  more  generally,  the

invisibility  of  work  can,  in  certain  professional  configurations,  constitute  a

requirement and a skill, particularly for undercover police officers or illegal activities:

a French intelligence officer recently told us in an interview that “we shine under cover

of darkness”6, combining the need for invisibility with a sense of pride. Invisibility can

also  be  a  way  of  expressing  resistance  and  subjectivity,  like  using  the  employer’s

resources during working hours for your own benefit (faire la perruque) or taking “tiny

advantages of specific jobs” that can be found even in production-line work (Linhart,

1978: 13).
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NOTES

1. A.-R. Kokabi and N. Cadoret, “La femme de chambre en grève à l’hôtel  Ibis :  'La sous-

traitance,  c’est  la  maltraitance'”,  Reporterre,  8  January  2020,  updated  25  May  2021.

Available  at:  https://reporterre.net/Femmes-de-chambre-en-greve-a-l-hotel-Ibis-La-

sous-traitance-c-est-la-maltraitance

2. See Y. Schwartz (2004: 63) on work as a “mixture of the visible and the invisible”, and

its  irreducibly  opaque  dimensions,  in  the  sense  that  they  evade  codification  and

supervision. 

3. See the bibliographical review in the Issue entitled Quand l’art saisit le travail. Cinéma,

théâtre,  BD,  séries…,  [When  art  depicts  work.  Cinema,  theatre,  comics,  series,  etc.]

Sociologies pratiques, 33 (2016). We should also point out the contributions of cultural

history, literary studies and research into organisational communication. 

4. See Leblanc (1983), Blangonnet (1996); Cadé (2000); Rot, Hatzfeld and Michel (2007);

Eyraud  and  Lambert  (2010);  Bidet  and  Schoeni  (2011);  Géhin  and  Stevens  (2012);

Travailler, “Cinéma et travail”, 27 (2012); Gadéa (2016); Savignac and Rey (2016), as well

as the journal Images du Travail, Travail des Images published on-line since 2016. 

5. See C. Didier, Ces retraités qu’on traite si mal, Le Parisien, 20 Sept. 2018. 
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6. Interview with a French intelligence officer, Lyon, 1 July 2021.

ABSTRACTS

Abstract:  This  introduction  offers  a  communicational  approach  to  the  (in)visibilising  of

professional groups in the public sphere. In addition to the analyses devoted to the portrayal of

labour that focus on the invisibilisation of “real work” and relations of production, we aim at

suggesting new research issues. We have thus developed a theoretical and conceptual framework

that  breaks  with  substantialist  definitions  of  professions.  It  replaces  such  definitions  by  a

processual  and  relation-based  approach  that  focusses  on  professionalisation  processes.  We

suggest studying the ways social groups are represented and debated within the public sphere

insofar  as  they  contribute,  through  their  own  specific  processes  to  the  construction  of

professional groups and an affirmation of their professional standing.

Résumé :  Cette  introduction  propose  une  approche  communicationnelle  de  la  mise  en

(in)visibilité des groupes professionnels dans les espaces publics médiatiques. En complément des

analyses consacrées à la mise en image du travail,  qui se concentrent sur l’invisibilisation du

« travail  réel »  et  des  rapports  de  production,  elle  entend  frayer  de  nouvelles  questions  de

recherche. Nous esquissons pour cela un cadrage théorique et conceptuel, consistant à rompre

avec  les  définitions  substantialistes  des  professions,  pour  leur  substituer  une  définition

processuelle et relationnelle insistant sur les processus de professionnalisation. Il s’agit de penser

le travail de représentation et d’argumentation à l’œuvre dans les espaces publics médiatiques,

en tant qu’il participe – selon ses modalités propres – à la constitution des collectifs de travail et

à l’affirmation de leur professionnalité.
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