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What are the essential features of the word “travail” (work) for a 

Frenchman? 

 

In my attempt to relate my thoughts about the word “work” and its surroundings, I believe that 

a “summa divisio” can be done in order to highlight the key ideas I have about this specific 

word.  

Actually two main ideas can guide us through this short dissertation: the word “travail” on the 

one hand, and the “monde du travail” on the other hand, or to put it in another way, the word 

versus its reality.  

 

I: the word “travail” and its lexical surroundings 

II: the “monde du travail” and its evolution in the scope of the health 

sector.  
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I- The word 

A- Definition:  

 

What is the “travail”?  

 

Of course I could have given a definition of this word from a French dictionary, as for 

example the Larousse in which it is written:  

 Travail (masculine noun) :  

I. 1. activité de l’homme appliquée à la production, à la création, à l’entretien de quelque 

chose (…) 

2. effort que l’on doit soutenir pour faire quelque chose.  

3. ouvrage réalisé ou qui est à faire.  

(…) 

II. 1. activité professionnelle, régulière et rémunérée.  

2. exercice d’une activité professionnelle.  

(…) 

in English it goes this way:  

I. 1. human activity applied to the production, the creation or the maintaining of sthing.  

 2. effort that you have to stain in order to do something.  

 3. work,  already done or which is to be done.  

II. 1. professional regular and remunerated activity 

2. practice of a work  

 

Nevertheless, this approach does not reach its goal insofar as it is a far too formal definition, 

which does not outline the peculiarity of this word.  

 

To take this peculiarity into account, we must follow an etymological approach.  

 

B- Etymology  
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The French language as we know it is a latin-rooted tongue, but what is to be noticed as far as 

our topic is concerned is that to represent in its way the working activity, it is not the latin root 

“labora” (think of the Benedictine rule “ora et labora”) which has been used, as in Italian for 

instance (“lavoro”) or even in English for some senses (“labour”), but another latin word, 

created quite lately (near the VIth century): the word “tripalium” or “trepalium”, which has a 

totally different meaning.  

A “trepalium” is a instrument of torture, made of three stakes (tri-palium), and seems of 

having been useful in farming in order to immobilize the beasts when branding them for 

example.  

 

The work as a torture. The etymological evolution has just smoothen this etymology, for if 

during the XIIth century it was still a torment, a suffering, four centuries later it was only a 

effort you have to do in order to obtain something.  

In spite of this allieviation of meaning, the word “travail” has not completely forgotten its 

roots. Two examples can be given to illustrate this assumption. The first one is the strong link 

that this word (noun or verb) has kept with some adjective, as “travailler dur”, “travail 

pénible”… Another example, to some extent more convincing, is given by some political 

leaders. For the far left wing (formely the French Communist Party, today the Trotskist 

parties), they do not utter “the people” but “les travailleurs et les travailleuses”, thinking of 

course of the working class, and not the CEOs… To their mind the “travailleur” is someone 

facing a tiresome job, an exploited person, who is not the master of his activity, more or less 

finally a tortured person.  

 

C- Polysemy 

 

We must go further now, and dive into the depths of its various meanings.  

The definition gives us some ideas, as seen above. But it was just an introduction. .Let us now 

develop.  
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One specific meaning, in link with health care besides, is the “travail” during the delivery of 

a woman. For the last hours of pregnancy, the woman suffers contractions and stays usually in 

a room called “salle de travail”, sometimes for hours, before being transferred to a delivery 

theatre nearby. Thus, even if we are far from the “tripalium” instrument, the meaning of 

suffering is still alive and kicking, as far as health care is concerned.  

 

Nevertheless, this is only one the various meanings of this words.  

These remaining meanings can be split into two main definitions.  

One focuses on the object made during this “travail”, which could be called an “ouvrage”, a 

handcraft could be a correct translation of it. And the expressions linked with this meaning are 

a kind of comment: “Quel beau travail! C’est un beau travail!” and so forth.  

The other one has to do with the process in itself, or the activity. “Avoir (to have) un travail” 

means that you are not unemployed, even if you are not precisely working at this time. One 

could be off duty, on holidays… Yet he has a “travail”, which is here synonymous with “job”.  

 

This double meaning if we can say is well pinpointed by the words surrounding the word 

travail.  

 

D- Surroundings 

 

On another aspect, the word “travail” is not alone in its lexical domain, and it could be of 

some use to emphasize now on its “neighbours”.  

In French a lot of words are linked with work. Let’s make a short list of some of them:  

 

Un métier, 

Un emploi, 

Le boulot, a popular word,  

Le turbin, a slang word,  

Un « job », 
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Un « business », 

Un/du TAF (travail à faire), a youngish expression but which is increasing  

Un devoir, 

Une besogne, 

Une tâche, 

Une profession.  

 

And now for the antonyms words :  

Le (ou or les) loisir(s), leisure ;  

Les vacances, holiday, or la vacance (of a job), vacancy;  

Le repos, rest ;  

La retraite, retirement, which is another kind of rest…  

L’inaction, inactivity 

Le chômage, unemployment 

La paresse, laziness, or sloth, because it has these two meanings, hence it is a sin for 

Christians, or it could be translated by idleness, which is said to be “the mother of all the 

vices” in French.  

Le désoeuvrement, which again is hard to translate into English. Actually, it is the lack of 

anything to do, close to idleness so.  

 

So, if we try to make a classification of these words, we can merger them in two main 

categories:  

Those in link with the social status,  

Those in link with the specific activity;  

No matter their positive or negative connotation.  

Words referring to a social status Words referring to an activity 

Un métier Du boulot 

Un emploi Le turbin 

Un “job” Un/Du TAF (travail à faire) 

Une profession Un “business” 

Un boulot Un devoir 
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 Une tâche 

 Une besogne 

  

Chômage Inaction 

Vacances  Désoeuvrement  

Retraite  Loisir  

Congés  Paresse 

 Repos 

 

As seen above, we can say that the word “travail” in French is something which correspond 

both to “work” and to “job”, in some senses, but which is in the same time strongly entangled 

with the idea of suffering, due to its etymology.  

Regarding its antonyms we can see two groups as well: those who are a kind of break in link 

with the “travail” paradigm (vacances, retraite, conges payés) and those which refer to other 

models, highly critized by the serious-honest-and-responsible-working-people. A fable by La 

Fontaine presents its two figures: the forgetful cicada versus the industrious and thrifty ant.  

 

Yet, a word does not exist for the sole pleasure of linguists. It is related to a certain reality, 

which is called in France “le monde du travail”.  

 

II- The Working World 

 

Before focusing on the “monde du travail” in health care, it is of some importance to put the 

current reality of the whole “ monde du travail” in perspective.  

 

A- General perspectives 

It would be a truism to say that reality of working has changed without telling how, and more 

precisely in which specific senses which affect our topic. Two main points are to be 
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developed: the social role of working; and the increasing domination of a model of working in 

crisis.  

 

First, it is to be said that working has a role in society, let apart the production of goods.  

According to Abraham Maslow (1943), the (salaried) job (which is commonly translated in 

French by “travail salarié”) has to cover five main needs, in an incremental way.  

1. physiological needs 

2. safety needs,  

3. a sense of social belonging and recognition 

4. self esteem 

5. self achievement.  

Still on an individual level, and according to Marie Jahoda, the “travail”:   

- imposes a temporal structure of life,  

- creates social relationships out of the family scope,  

- proposes outcomes which go past personal aims, 

- defines our personal identity,  

- forces to action.  

 

This social dimension is so important that Didier Deleule can write in Le paradigme de 

Pénélope (the Penelope’s paradigm) : “this “travail”, useless on an economic basis, is useful 

on a social one, and it is nothing else but this”.  

 

However, and that is our second point, if working is important, even on a social ground, the 

dominating models faces a deep crisis.  

The “monde du travail” is now structured, for a few decades, on a dominating basis, the salary 

payment.  

Liberal workers, craftsmen, farmers, who would represent an alternative model, have 

plummeted in number, and still survive, but in the margins of the dominating model.  

Thanks to the feminisation of the working population, another model, the woman who stay at 

home to bring up her children,  which is said in French “la femme au foyer”, has decreased as 

well in so far as the women who adopt this lifestyle today are more isolated than her parents, 
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because of the disappearance of all a social network which used to maintain this women 

society.  

 

There would be a few comment to utter to this evolution if this model would have provided a 

successful way of life to everyone. The problem is that it is not the case today, in France al 

least.  

For thirty years now France has entered the contemporary industrial crisis, and has been glued 

to it. It is to be noticed that even during some periods that our economists call “lull”, France 

has not erased her unemployment rate, which for 15 years now has hardly decreased below 

the 8 or 9% of unemployed people. It has not been the case for example in the UK.  

More than ever, and more than other countries as well, the “travail” is linked with suffering. 

An physician in charge of occupational medicine, Christophe Desjours, wrote a book ten 

years ago entitled Souffrances en France. His topic was not about unemployment, or better 

said not directly about it , but dealt with the new management in modern companies, and its 

consequences on personal health and well-being of workers. Due to the fear of unemployment, 

more important in lower working classes (the “travailleurs” mentioned above), each worker 

has to accept new tasks or new rhythms of production he cannot refuse, and to boot is obliged 

to be more and more selfish to others’ sufferings if he just wants to overcome his “personal 

outcomes”. Even the socialising aspect is to some extent jeopardized.  

 

B- in health care.  

How is it then in the health care “monde du travail”?  

First of all we have to keep in mind its deep specificity. People at work there are facing 

diseases, illnesses, and social troubles of patients. But moreover, their object of work is 

human beings, no matter their levels of competencies (doctors as well as auxiliaries). The 

difficulty of this “monde du travail” must not be denied, and in a sense its advantage as well, 

in so far as people knows directly the use of what they do everyday, they can see it and touch 

it. It is a high privilege not shared with a lot of trades and professions.  

This contact should have inclined people in a human approach of their job, and to some extent 

it HAS been the case. However, the devotion in their job that they have had has been 

questioned by a major national reform: “les 35 heures”. With this reform people are expected 
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to work 35 hours per week, or a certain amount of hours per year, in order, according to the 

political leaders, to share this working time with the unemployed people. The economical 

effect is not here to be debated but what is important to know for now is that people in 

hospitals had been forced to count precisely the time they spent to work. Even the break (at 

lunch, for coffees…), are counted, and by minutes! Thus, the hospital staff, who usually was 

not really aware of its working time (but this has to be qualified; it was not a paradise of 

devotion either) have played a counting-each-very-minute game with the managerial staff, 

and the time clocks have reappeared in all the health institutions, while previously the time 

was grossly counted.  

And with this management the old fashioned expressions have re-emerged as some phoenix, 

like in phrases in which trade-unionists have insisted on the etymology of the word “travail”, 

as well as with its closeness to a special punishment named “travaux forcés”, a common 

punishment in the XIXth century, as Hugo’s hero Jean Valjean experienced it for example.  

 

Therefore, if we try to summarize we can say that the word “travail” has to see with a hard 

reality, the “monde du travail”, hard for jobless as well as for overloaded people. In health 

care, a specific culture of travail, due to the importance of human being at the core of their job, 

had preserved another reality, but is now questioned by national laws. Would it be correct 

then to conclude with a saying by La Fontaine: Ttravaillez, prenez de la peine, c’est le fond 

qui manque le moins”  (« Work on! Make effort! It is the matter which less lacks”)  ?  

 

 

 


