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Foreword

As firefighters pick through the remains of what was the World Trade Centre, they, and the rest of the world, may pause to realise that once again firefighters are a symbol of all that is good in the world.  In particular, firefighters’ masculinity appears as a counter to the toxic masculinities that are the cause of the carnage where firefighters are currently proving themselves.  New York’s ‘finest’ are indeed a shining symbol of the very best in courage and humanitarian selflessness.  They were amongst the first to respond to the disaster and they will still be there at the point when the last lorry of rubble leaves the scene.  Sadly, their presence is no longer to save life, but to search for the signs that there once was life.  In some ways this is a personal mission, for amongst the 6000 bodies that this site has yet to give up, 345 are of their own dead.  For these firefighters, as with so many New Yorkers, the reminders of this terrible tragedy will never end.  Each day, now and in the future, their fire appliances  – sirens blaring and containing men and women just as prepared to help their public as they were before the 11th of September – will pass this site on route to other emergencies.  Firefighters are indeed a masculinity that needs to be celebrated, but in that typical irony that is the group who are proud to call themselves firefighters, many of those firefighters who are acting out this masculinity are females.    

This paper sets out to address the difficulties that occur when women act out a ‘masculinity’ and to ask what is masculinity?  It will do so in a way that hopes to bring ‘real world debates’ into sociology and to allow sociology to repeat them in a way that the ‘real world’ may understand.  

Introduction 

In his plenary speech to the BSA, Connell (1998) argues that there is reluctance amongst sociologists to enter into the ‘real world/commonsense’ debates in our society.  Connell suggests sociologists often leave journalists to provide the ‘facts’ on many subjects that sociologists could and should be commenting.  In my field, gender, it is more than apparent that despite sociology challenging any concept that gender is pre-given, there is a reluctance to challenge the concepts of masculinity and femininity in ‘commonsense’ terms.  Despite having considerable thoughts about patriarchy and its dividends (Walby 1990; Connell 1995), toxic masculinities (Karner, 1998), men that are violent to women (Hearn 1998) and their own sex (Hearn 1994; Canaan 1996; Willis 1977), the social construction of gender rarely get an airing in the ‘real world’.  

When men test themselves against their own (masculine) standards, sociology does not argue just how much this is a matter of individual choice and not a genetic fact (see Seidler 1997).  It leaves the field open for journalists.  Rarely do you hear that when men are violent, this is a choice; a way they choose to prove they have the power to do so.  In this context rape is a prime example (Brownmiller 1975; Dworkin 1981).  Nonetheless the commonsense view is that rape occurs when men cannot control their sex drive.  Hardly ever is it seen as an attack against women.  The negative effects of masculinity as a discourse are hidden.  Sociology appears to forget that ‘masculinity’ in common sense terms is often seen as positive and natural. The result is that “[m]ass culture generally assumes there is a fixed, true masculinity … inherent in a man’s body” (Connell 1995: 45; see also Kant 1959; Pateman and Gross 1986: 5; Cockburn 1991a: 206; Hearn 1994; Seidler 1997; HMCIFS 1998; Kimmel and Messner 1998).  Nonetheless, a reluctance to admit that such a view exists can result in sociology sidelining itself in debates about the social phenomenon that is masculinity.  

If Connell’s argument is to have any affect, and more importantly if gender theorists are to speed up change for women and men, then it is necessary for sociologists to be more political.  One way they may do this would be to use their expertise in such a way as to challenge, in ‘real world’ terms, the commonsense views that see masculinity and femininity as pre-given.  In this paper, I attempt to get involved in this type of politics.  

As a pro-feminist, I am spurred by the tragedy at the World Trade Centre to renew my efforts to assist men to improve their lives.  To possibly turn to some advantage the events that New York firefighters call the ‘9-11 tragedy’.  To make visible my findings about firefighters and to do this in such a way that contextualises gender theory (in particular Lorber’s (2000) call for feminists to start a degendering debate) within a ‘real world’ situation.  My research (Baigent 2001) argues that the fire service is a predominantly male
 and institutionally sexist organisation.  Firefighters are in commonsense terms a stereotype of all that is good about masculinity: a situation that male firefighters perpetuate in such a way as to make invisible the 0.8% of women who are firefighters.  The male presence then appears as a self-fulfilling prophecy; which in turn becomes commonsense proof of what is pre-given to men.  In firefighters’ case, perhaps even special men: men who can protect ‘others’ from fire.  Little is said about the ongoing harassment that makes a truth out of this suggestion (Baigent 2008; Baigent and O'Connor 2008).

The idea that a firefighter is male and special is supported by the public, who, by celebrating firefighters’ imagery, make it difficult to critique this situation: a situation made even more difficult by the death of 345 male firefighters at the World Trade Centre.  At that time it was difficult to criticise firefighters.  Such a move would have been equal to an attack on Father Christmas or Mother Theresa.  As an example, it will not be a popular argument to suggest that the reason no female firefighters died in the 9-11 tragedy, was not that women cannot be firefighters, but that firefighters’ sexism restricts the amount of women who become firefighters (in the case of New York, 0.6% of the workforce).  

In this respect, it is paradoxical that firefighters’ sexism is positive for women, because it prevented them from dying in equal numbers with male firefighters.  However, there is a far more negative outcome from this situation.  The special status that firefighters get from their self-sacrifice for the people of New York, then, because all the dead firefighters were male, comes a typical example to support the commonsense (essentialist) views about firefighters being men (and masculine).  This not only supports firefighters sexism but also provides firefighters as a popular image that supports the notion of male superiority and pre-given gender attributes, which ignores the possibility that it was only statistics and a certain element of luck, that prevented women from dying at that scene (Aitkendhead 2008; Faludi 2008).  Therefore, if it were possible to identify that firefighters’ masculine image were a social process (something that male firefighters actually construct and then defend against ‘others’), firefighters’ who were once the image of pre-given masculinity may provide a way to advance the degendering debate.  

This I am now going to attempt.  First, I provide evidence to indicate how firefighters construct their masculinity around their tests for achieving the accolade of being a good firefighter.  Second, I will suggest how they prove to themselves, their colleagues and the public they can do this, and during these explanations I will provide evidence which suggests that female firefighters too are proving themselves in similar ways to their male colleagues.  Finally, after asking, ‘what do you call the gender of female firefighters who pass the test of a good firefighter and accomplish the human capital to fulfil the requirements of firefighters’ masculinity’, I shall return to the debate about gender and discuss how my findings add to the degendering debate.  However, before any of this debate gets underway I wish to discuss the term masculinity.

Masculinity

‘Masculinity’ is a word that sociology frequently uses to describe men’s behaviour, but strangely, for a discipline that can be precise in its use of language, the word ‘masculinity’ describes little.  The dictionary suggests masculinity is ‘behaviour appropriate to a male’, but what exactly does that mean?  Surely, in deciding what behaviour is ‘appropriate to a male’ it depends on who the male is?  If a ballet star, a high court judge, a salesman, a manager and a firefighter were questioned about their masculinity, they are unlikely to come up with the same answer.  Probably there would be a range of answers.  We would expect to hear about: the male ballerinas agility; the male judge’s objectivity, integrity and rationality; the salesman and the male manager, may claim to be at ‘the cutting edge’ as ‘entrepreneurial captain of industry’; and male firefighters may claim that their extreme physical skills, determination and strong sense of public service are signs of their heroic masculinity.  This list of male occupations could continue and for each one men would have some way of linking their work with their masculinity.  In a similar way, sportsmen, would in a range of sports, claim their activity as masculine.  It seems that whatever men do, or whenever they get together, this is masculine or a form of masculinity (Connell 1987; 1995; 2000).  Perhaps it is time for sociology to think again, masculinity may not be a very good word (any longer) to describe men’s behaviour but we are stuck with it and should do something about explaining it. 

However, as I found during my research amongst firefighters, without a term to describe men’s social hieararchies, it is difficult to critique (or even recognise) their collective behaviour.  Indeed, without such a term, Walby (1986; 1990) would have had great difficulty in providing the debate about patriarchy as a collective (social) behaviour amongst men.    However, outside of sociology, the term still has currency (in a biological sense) as a way of supporting men’s hegemony, rather than a way of critiquing it.  Because outside of sociology the term masculine, which sociology uses as a symbol of the social, becomes something which frequently indicates an essence that lies within men: a definition exactly opposite to sociology’s use of the term.  This situation does not lead simply to confusion, but allows commonsense debates to be read into any (sociological) use of the word masculinity.  Sociology may need to look at this situation; to look at how the outside world may interpret the term masculinity.  To go back to basics and think about the words the public may use for the term masculinity and if sociology’s elevation of the word actually supports some commonsense agendas that sociology would not wish to be supporting.  

For example in my research about firefighters I talk about firefighters’ masculinity.  The public may not frequently use this term and they are more likely to use other words to describe firefighters.  They may use the terms ‘heroic’, ‘a night in shining armour’, ‘a real man’, ‘a hard man’, ‘a man’s man’, a ‘big man’, or they may say ‘he has got the balls to be a firefighter’.  Masculinity or ‘the balls’ is something that real men appear to have.  At least that is how the public may like to label firefighters’ social attributes.  Paralleling these words is a commonsense perception that would conform to the dictionary definition of masculinity.  But as a sociologist and the person responsible for this particular debate, I ask the question, ‘what do these expressions really mean’?  Is firefighters’ masculinity something genetic that men have as opposed to women?  Can all men have ‘the balls’ to be a firefighter, or is it something only special men have?  Certainly the commonsense view is that the latter is true.  Public tributes to firefighters, today and in the past, are as the heroic rescuer, the white knight who rescues them from the red devil: fire.  

As if meeting this expectation firefighters appear as reluctant heroes.  They shy away from publicity and explain that there is nothing special about their job.  Apparently it is just something they (naturally) do.  However, firefighters’ words may be a form of false modesty, an attitude that further enhances their status.  By digging deeper, it is easy to find evidence that firefighters do not believe just anyone can do their job.  Firefighters judge themselves at work against a variety of ‘others’ and are careful about who is chosen to join them.  In particular, the public at large are ‘others’.  Firefighters even have a word for them: “civvies”.  Civvies are the people who leave the building that is on fire and then stand outside and watch as firefighters get-in.  Civvies (the people who cannot fight fires) are the people who make firefighters’ masculinity special.  There has been no more potent symbol of this than the way that firefighters were going into the World Trade Centre as the ‘others’ were coming out.       

However, seeing firefighters’ masculinity as something special raises some important questions.  First, is firefighters behaviour genetically programmed into special men?  Could it be that when firefighters get-in to buildings that are on fire, as the public run-out, that their behaviour is a pre-given gift.  In much the same way as most people recoil away from fire, is firefighters’ ability to run towards it natural to them; an essential part of their makeup? 

I think not!  My research amongst firefighters has shown that firefighters’ masculinity is a learnt behaviour.  As with all masculinities, firefighters’ masculinity is not just a physical or genetic attribute.  When firefighters prove their image by behaving like ‘real men/with balls’, it is something they consciously choose to do, a learnt behaviour.  As boys, firefighters were not born with masculinity, nor at various stages in their life is it genetically programmed to drop in like their testicles.  

Masculinity or becoming ‘a real man’ is a learnt behaviour.  If it was not, why are there so many masculinities or types of ‘real men’?  For example, it is not only firefighters, ballerinas, judges, and managers who are ‘real men’.  ‘Real men’ drink beer; they also drink lager, whisky, wine, or indeed almost any type of alcohol.  As much as it is ‘manly’ to drink to excess; it can also be ‘manly’ to hold your drink or not even drink at all.  Arguments abound about fighting drunk is a manly expression of emotions and do ‘what a man must do’, and this test of male behaviour may also include hitting your wife or partner, the person who ‘real men’ are also supposed to protect.  It seems that being a ‘man’ can be anything that males want it to be.  

Let us return to firefighters’ masculinity, firefighting is what sociology would call a masculine job.  The public agree this and firefighters’ response at the World Trade Centre and to the bombings on the London tube provides proof of this.  Firefighters self-sacrifice, that too was also manly; a very positive image of all that is good about masculinity or real men.  But the carnage at the World Trade Centre also provides negative images of masculinity or being a man.  The hijackers who killed so many people took part in a cowardly attack on innocent people.  Or that is how we in the West see it.  On another side of the world it is possible that some saw their action as heroic.  No doubt there would be many who would use similar terms to describe the hijackers’ behaviour.  So where does that leave the term masculinity?  Is it something that all men have and if so what does it mean?  Clearly the word provides little in the way of understanding and in sociology, a discipline proud of its ability to describe social behaviour, ‘masculinity’ may no longer be a good word to rely on.  As Hearn says, masculinity is so ubiquitous as to have no meaning (Hearn 1994). 

I have no argument with Hearn’s thoughts.  For me the term ‘masculinity’ is just a political label, convenient to use, but like statistics in the hands of an unscrupulous researcher, it can ‘prove’ anything.  Its use may have helped feminists to raise consciousness about the negative behaviour by males, but, because of the opposite way that commonsense views use the term, the term also serves to perpetuate male power.  With this in mind, I shall continue to use the term ‘masculinity’, but I want it understood that this is because no new term is available and that I do so on the basis that masculinity is not something pre-given to men and that I wish to create a debate that makes its use clear.  

I wish ‘masculinity’ to be seen as a political term that men use to describe any socially acquired form of human capital they wish to protect for themselves: a hegemony from which males have managed to create and perpetuate a situation whereby the social attributes that they politically associate with ‘masculinity’ are in fact (falsely) seen as natural (Carrigan et al. 1985).  As part of this hegemony men create (as if it were pre-given) a gender hierarchy in which the term ‘masculine’ is used by men as a description for all the positive and material skills that they value.  Those skills that men do not value or do not want to be associated with, they label as feminine; something that ‘others’ do; something that is not masculine.  This has lead to a situation whereby femininity is that which is not masculine or what masculinity does not want to be.  

However, whilst men have the ability to label themselves as masculine and women as feminine ‘others’, there is no vice versa arrangement.  Women, rarely have the power to visibly label masculinity as an ‘other’; something that is not feminine, (nor to claim that everything women do is feminine).  Only men can do this, women are the object and it is men, as the subject who decide the gender hierarchy and order of the gender division of labour.  

The office provides an example of just how political this ordering is.  When a man sits at a keyboard he is masculine and when a women does so she is feminine (See Cockburn 1991a; 1991b).  In some circumstances, there may appear to be differences in how men do office work (see Pringle 1989), but again this is about a powerful (patriarchal) dividend that men can use and women cannot (see Connell 1995).  However, as a typical example of my earlier argument about the paradoxes of masculinity and masculine hierarchies, blue-collar men (see Collinson 1992), particularly firefighters (see Baigent 2001), feminise all men who work in an office.  

Men as a hegemonic group argue that their behaviour is at the essence of their soul, but when I searched for this essence amongst firefighters, I did not find it.  What I did find were a series of attributes that I labelled as firefighters’ masculinity.  These attributes are not pre-given in any genetic sense; they are learnt in a series of homosocial practices in firefighters’ environment (see Baigent 2001) and proved in a similar way that Calvinists might prove their predestiny (Weber 1971).  However, with the exception that most men (falsely) believe they have the essence for ‘masculinity’ and that they all try to prove their masculinity as pre-given (Seidler 1997), there are masculinities (see Connell 1995).  Moreover, in the same way that men label women as the ‘other’ that cannot achieve masculinity in its generic sense, the masculinities that men form have a hierarchy, where one group of men use their power (their masculinity) to label another group of men (and their masculinity).  

Some masculinities it appears are more important (or powerful) than ‘others’.  However, the hierarchy that men create between their different masculinities is not the end of the matter.  Within each of these masculinities there are further hierarchies and men form up in them according to their particular ability to allocate their skills above the ‘others’ that cannot achieve them – this is how it is with firefighters who order their hierarchy according to experience.  It appears as if males cannot exist without a hierarchy, an ordering in which they prove themselves through testing their abilities against a variety of ‘others’
.   

To firefighters and other blue-collar workers (see Collinson 1992) the gender labels attached to white-collar work may be feminine, but those men wearing white-collars still manage to masculinise their work.  This they do by dragging the term ‘masculine’ from its shop floor and proletarian roots to the office and sitting behind a desk with it.  They claim to be entrepreneurs, to be seen as captains of commerce and industry who work at the cutting edge to manage the challenge and tests set by capital (see Collinson and Hearn 1996).  

Some men take an Aristotelian line (see Coole 1993; Tong 1993) and claim that their rationality and astute business acumen is proof of their masculinity.  These males may have no need for physical attributes, they prove themselves by their ability to earn money or be in control (see Connell 2000: 142).  In many ways, this uses class debates about petty dividends (see Wright 1982).  However, to remain with the white-collar sector for just a little longer, when a women achieves the attributes required to be in charge she is often seen as deviant (she has balls) or as using her feminine wiles (as opposed to skills) to get to the top (Cockburn 1991b).  As I argue earlier, women rarely have the power to label themselves.  The possibility that these women are acting out masculinity in similar terms as their male colleagues is not even considered.  Alternatively, the possibility that white-collar masculinity may in fact be femininity if viewed through the eyes of women (or firefighters), is hardly considered during discussions by white-collar men.  

One further opportunity that sociology may miss, is in exploiting the political opportunity that women who access men’s work provide.  In these circumstances sociology may be supporting rather than denying the politics of the gender division of labour, because the behaviour of these women is seen as an intervention.  The argument goes that those women who are accessing male jobs, are able to do so because they are gaining the human capital to level the playing field (Walby 1997).  This argument is hardly extended to suggest that in accessing men’s work, women are actually achieving the skills that white-collar masculinity is founded on.  In effect, some women are seeking and achieving an equivalence with men and despite Lorber (2000) calling for a degendering movement, little is happening to use these women as examples to actually move Lorber’s (2000) argument forward.  

There seems a reticence to argue against a view that women do things differently to men (Pringle 1989; Cockburn 1991b).  Despite such a view teasing at the edge of essentialism (to claim something for all women in much the same way that masculinity claims something for all men) the agenda has been set.  Femininity according to feminists is positive and masculinity is negative.  Were feminism to argue that women could be masculine or that masculinity can be positive, it may appear as heresy.  But is feminism choosing to miss some important evidence?  Is it time for feminists to look again at their politics and build on what Lorber (2000) is arguing?  Perhaps it is time for sociologists to get involved as part of the real world debate rather than simply having their own internal debates (and leaving these to be hijacked by journalists.      

Therefore, whilst it is difficult to disagree with Hearn (1994) when he argues that masculinity has become a term so ubiquitous as to have little or no real meaning, it is time to move the debate on and get political with it.  One way to do this may be through a contextual base, to improve sociology’s access to ‘real world’ debates.  Although it may not be popular, the death of so many male firefighters at the World Trade Centre may be an example of a way forward.  Firefighting in almost everyone’s terms is a masculinity.  Yet, I have evidence to suggest that women too are achieving this masculinity.  But in similar terms to their white collared female colleagues, female firefighters do not yet have the power to label their behaviour as a masculinity.  Therefore to make a myth of pre-given gender hierarchies and masculine superiority is hidden.  Perhaps more importantly, sociology may be standing in their way of doing so.  

Giving sociology access to real world debates

As I said earlier I am going to try and change that situation by joining in on real world debates by looking at the high profile masculinity of the firefighter.  Although I am repeating some of my arguments it is important to reiterate that firefighting is an occupation that is seen as male, not only by the public at large, but also by many of those who should know better.  I have noticed that it is not only the public that use the term ‘fireman’ instead of ‘firefighter’, but also feminists.  It is also true to argue that whilst the term firefighter is androgynous, common sense views accept that this is work is masculine and therefore male.  I would like to stop these two understandings from continuing by raising an awareness in sociology that challenges the belief that firefighting is a man’s job.  

In my earlier description, I have set out as a poignant reminder that firefighters have a celebrated masculinity.  Firefighters are humanitarians whose actions serve the public in an extremely positive way.  Currently they hold such status that they can almost do no wrong; they really are the shining knights who enter buildings to protect the ‘others’ that are running away from the red devil: fire.  But, because firefighters (and the public) label their work as men’s work (masculine), firefighters also help to perpetuate the commonsense beliefs about pre-given gender attributes and the gender division of labour: a situation that is difficult to challenge, not the least because of the considerable esteem that the public give to firemen.  

It is at this point that sociology has a role, because using evidence from firefighters I am able to produce an analysis that indicates commonsense gender beliefs about firefighters are wrong.  In so doing I hope to damage, not the work that firefighters do, but the concept that real men are the only ones who can be firefighters.  To this effect, my research indicates that the skills male firefighters have sought to retain amongst the brotherhood, are not pre-given to men.  Firefighters skills are a just another form of human capital that is (homo)socially learnt and protected at work (and in the environment), and that like-minded women can achieve this human capital in similar terms.  

An introduction to my research amongst firefighters 

This paper will now attempt to discuss how firefighters form their masculinity and in so doing construct a basis from which to argue that when firefighters carry out their work, they are forming their masculinity.  

Methodology

Before coming to academia, I was a firefighter for over 30 years and as my research is about firefighters’ masculinity, I wanted to develop a methodology that would make best use of my experiences.  I also had to consider that my research had a political aim to assist the fire service with its equal opportunities difficulties.  To do this my writing has to be available to firefighters.  Consequently, my methodology had to be flexible enough to enable me to respond to any leads, use my experiential knowledge of the fire service with academic rigour and provide a thesis firefighters could understand.  

As a result, I collected the bulk of my data using qualitative methods of interview, observation and auto-critique, and some data I collected through quantitative/qualitative questionnaires.  Collation and analyse of this data took place using Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967) to provide a considerable ethnography of the fire service.  This became especially revealing because the actual analysis (my epistemology) took place using Hearn’s (1994) notion of pro-feminist auto-critique: a politically charged form of analysis through which some men hope to search back into their past to reveal some previously hidden processes by which men perpetuate their power.  In my case, this has given me the opportunity to reveal much about the fire service, including some of the previously hidden joint understandings that firefighters use to perpetuate their power
 and this has come about by using my experiential view of the fire service alongside the data I have collected during the analysis process. 

Gender construction in the Fire service: the use of the term Firefighters’ masculinity

At work firefighters develop skills/qualities/attributes in common and these generally associate with their main job, firefighting.  Because they are a mostly male group firefighters form an informal hierarchy, through which older firefighters pass down their knowledge about the skills/qualities/attributes necessary for firefighting to younger firefighters (see Baigent 2001).  However, the fire service is predominantly a white, male, working class, heterosexual, able-bodied and pseudo/para-military organisation that is institutionally sexist (see Baigent 1996; HMCIFS 1999).  Alongside the skills/qualities/attributes that firefighters might have to learn in order to become efficient firefighters, they are offered and frequently accept other forms of behaviour.  Much of this behaviour will be familiar to men and likely represents their chosen preference as boys (see Prendergast and Forrest 1998), youths (see Willis 1977; Canaan 1996; Connell 2000) and now as firefighters, to achieve the “false monolith of what men are supposed to be” (Hearn 1996: 211).  

My argument therefore is that firefighters’ ‘false monolith’ is one that they socially develop, both individually and as group, through their informal hierarchy.  They test themselves against, and become, their own and the public’s image of ‘real men’.  In particular, I would note again that whilst firefighters might talk about masculinity in a generic sense as if all men had it, they would, when pushed, identify their masculinity as characterising something different, even something special that ‘other’ men could not achieve.  This is because they are the people who run in whilst others run away.

Whilst I have no notion that firefighters’ masculinity is ‘pre-given’ in any biological or psychological sense, that is not how most firefighters see it. It may even be that male firefighters set out (similarly to Calvinists) to ‘prove’ their ‘calling’ (see Weber 1971).  As an example of why I say this, as some proof of why I believe firefighters masculinity is social and not given, I suggest that it is a pattern of firefighters’ behaviour.  Firefighters not only believe they must ‘prove’ to themselves that they can achieve the ‘false monolith,’ (possibly even their special status above ‘other’ men), but also to their watch and the community they serve.  Arguments about social construction become even more persuasive when held against the evidence that suggests that firefighters use a Foucaultian gaze (and harassment/bullying when necessary) to help them and their colleagues achieve their masculinity (Rabinow 1986).  Crucial in this process is the way that firefighters perform their operational duties, which can involve firefighters working in a dangerous and a risk-laden environment.  Moreover, their gender construction also continues at the station, where working environments are more relaxed and firefighters temporarily live together: a place where the gaze is no less stringent.  

However, despite most of the fire service taking for granted the commonsense view that only men could achieve the (masculine) standards to be a firefighter, this generalisation was broken in 1982, when, as a bolt out of the blue, women started to join the fire service.  The presence of female firefighters, in what had previously been an all male world, prompted a reaction from male firefighters: harassment, to make females unwelcome.  This has been successful because over 25 years later women only count as less than 2% of firefighters.  Even without the proof of harassment (see Baigent 1996; HMIFS 1999, 2008) these numbers alone suggest that the fire service is institutionally sexist (and racist
).  

As such firefighting remains a bastion of male standards, where a group of mainly white working class men follow the commonsense belief that gender is innate and that firefighters’ masculinity can only be achieved by men; in their case perhaps even ‘special’ men.  It may even be that the ‘absence’ of women firefighters is then seen (by male firefighters at least) as proof of their commonsense belief about ‘real men’/masculinity, a self-fulfilling prophecy, which in its turn supports the gender division of labour and so on
.  

The good firefighter
Status in firefighters’ informal hierarchy is greatly influenced by ‘time served’.  As in the military (Morgan 1987), firefighters will make initial judgements about other firefighters by asking, ‘how long have you done?’  However, whilst an important pointer, time served is not the only criteria and firefighters have to ‘prove’ to those they work with their ability as a ‘good firefighter’: a label applied only after peer group approval.  Hart (1982: 239-240) provides the following definition: 

The ‘good fireman’
, the emphasis is on the operational, active individual who can remain calm and sensible under pressure, and this is the dominant view of what a fireman’s identity involves.  He is defined by the type of work he does, dangerous demanding, operational tasks rather than such non-operational features of the work as Fire Prevention and admin.

Nearly 20 years later, the data I got from firefighters fully supports the arguments above.  What follows is an example: 

Alf:
I am there to do a job and I am trained to do that job and like anybody that's got a job, you want to do it to the best of your ability.  I would find i .. a .. a .. a humiliation; I would feel I was a failure if I didn't pursue my endeavour to the best of my abilities.  In other words I want to do my job the best I can.  Now if I get half-way up a flight of stairs and it just gets hot and I know it gets hot, I have experienced this .. and I turn round and go back and say ‘I can’t go back its too hot’.  I would be a failure .. in my own mind.  It might be too hot for a human to survive in and I have been in some hot places when it wasn’t a decision we made, it just happened when we retreated
.

[My emphases].

It is my view that Alf is (or has been) a peer group leader with status in the informal hierarchy and he fits with Hart’s (1982: 239-240) definition: ‘the good fireman … who can remain calm and sensible under pressure.’  Alf is a firefighter who cannot give in, but must continue, regardless of the heat, to get in.  When he does retreat, it is almost as if by divine intervention, ‘it just happened.’  Alf is a firefighter who will seek to improve his skills until he retires.  But Alf does not protect this knowledge, once a younger firefighter can fit-in by proving they are like him, in true homosocial tradition, Alf will pass on his skills.  These skills will include the knowledge that a ‘good firefighter’ will get as close as possible to the fire, regardless of the heat, before turning on the jet, otherwise you might cause ‘water-damage’ (a test Alf still applies to himself).

To improve understanding of firefighters’ term ‘getting in’, it is important to explain the following.  The most common medium for putting out fires is water.  There are two reasons why water will put the fire out: first, by smothering (blanketing) the fire by displacing the oxygen needed to enable combustion to continue.  Second, water will cool the material that is burning to below ignition temperature.  Most people do not realise that when firefighters get-in to a building, they do not indiscriminately spray water everywhere in the hope of extinguishing the fire.  Experienced firefighters teach probationers that to put out a fire efficiently, they must overcome the heat and get right up to the fire before they ‘open’ their jet.  Then the smothering and cooling effect will put the fire out; the water used to fight the fire will turn to steam
.  Excess water that does not turn to steam and damages buildings and their contents is recognised by firefighters as ‘water-damage’: a testimony to firefighters’ lack of skill at overcoming the heat and danger.  On return from fires the firefighters will hold a ‘post-mortem’
, to consider how ‘the job went’.  During this reflexive practice, the amount of water-damage is an important consideration.  It will indicate how skilfully the crews got in: if their nerve held and they overcome the heat to get close to fire before opening the jet, or if they panicked and ‘washed the building away’.  This is why Alf refers (above) to how it would be ‘a humiliation’ to ‘turn round’, because it would be an admission to the watch that he could not overcome the heat and reach the fire.  Alf appears to see firefighting as a personal challenge and he is sure to pass this understanding on to probationers.

Tell me about ‘The Job’
The public image of firefighting is of firefighters working in burning buildings in dangerous conditions, made even more dangerous because fire is unpredictable as the events in New York have shown.  I asked Ken about his first experience of firefighting and he told me it was not like training:

Ken:
I thought now we did this in training and it’s not too bad, but then stuff started to fall on top of you: em, I dunnoo plaster and bits of wood and stuff from the ceiling.  It all started burning and dropping on top of us and I thought ‘Oh’.  And that was a bit nerve racking, because, yunnoo, when you’re training nothing falls on you at all and it’s just one fire.  … And he said like, ‘hold on to me’ and went through and it was not what I had expected.  I had been in houses and that [in training] but, they didn’t really have furniture in and they were empty with one fire.  And this one, every room was on fire and you were tripping over stuff and it was very tight with stuff dropping onto you.  Once you got into it you just switched on to what you were doing.  But the first steps, as we were going in, I was a bit apprehensive.  But he was alright, he was just coaching me, saying ‘we are going to do this now, keep low’ and all that sort of stuff. 

[My emphasis and insert].

This was Ken’s first ‘real’ fire and it was not like training, ‘stuff started to fall on top of you … every room was on fire.’  Ken appears to be concerned for his own safety, but you can also identify his faith in the experienced firefighter he is ‘backing-up’, a position from where he will be taught The Job.  But Ken did not run away, all firefighters must overcome their fear and Ken is passing this test.  Alex’s reaction to getting in is similar, but she has more experience than Ken and yet she still has to ‘prove’ she can take it:   

Alex:
It was absolutely pitch black and you couldn’t see a thing. Couldn’t see my hand in front of my face and I was in there with this other guy .. fumbling about.  And yeah, I can feel it over here and I was giving it a squirt and suddenly the ceiling started coming down.  It was only the plaster board and for that split second I thought ‘shit, run’
 and then I thought of like, another part of me said, ‘no, no, don’t be stupid that’s not what you do’.  It was like for that split second, I sort of jumped into it and then gathered my senses and I remember saying ‘we will retreat a little bit, have a look round, take cover’ and then you know, went into procedures.

(Female firefighter).

Alex is describing a typical incident, (she is number 1 being backed-up by the rest of the crew): ‘pitch black … fumbling about … feel it … give it a squirt … ceiling started coming down … shit, run’ and then something prevents her from running.  Alex’s experience, including I am sure all those discussions at the station, takes over’: ‘retreat a bit … went into procedures.’  Procedures are the words that Alex uses to describe what I call protocols: the understandings/skills that firefighters develop to compare the current incident with previous ones and to help them get the confidence not to run away.  On this occasion protocols suggest she, ‘retreat a little bit,’ then Alex explains how she assesses the situation and when she considers it safe to do so she moves forward to extinguish the fire
.  Assessing the situation is clearly an important factor regarding safety and Jo’s extract gives an even more vivid description of what it is to get in: 

Jo:
Leave my tally on machine .. em .. yeah .. or drop it on the floor outside the job
.  Started up
.  The hosereel is hopefully there, if not I will grab the hosereel.  Assess before I go in, I will think: ‘that’s the bedroom; that’s at the front’ and you will know that the fire’s downstairs by the time you get to the front door.  You will know where the fire is, you just know.  So, and then you know how fierce it is.  Whether the stairs are going to be gone [burnt through or in an imminent state of collapse], if it’s just in the front room.  If the doors shut, just check the door [handle] and open the door and go in and put it out.  Assess everything as much as you can in the split second time that it .. you probably think, go back looking at the job, you had five minutes.  You had three seconds and you have taken in a zillion things.  And that's why when people say what do you do?  You've done a million things and you don’t realise you have done those million things.

(Female firefighter).  [My emphases and inserts].

Jo’s description is noteworthy, because it is how a good firefighter may describe getting in.  By combining my experiential knowledge as an ex-firefighter and a researcher, I can identify similarities between Jo’s methodology for firefighting and the grounded theorist’s constant comparative analysis (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 28-30; Henwood and Pidgeon 1993: 22).  Jo would be sifting, coding and analysing incoming data: the fierceness and visibility of the fire; temperature, state and travel of the smoke; the construction, layout and condition of the building, ‘a zillion things’, against all the knowledge (data) she has gathered since joining the fire service.  Jo was sure to, ‘check the door’ handle for heat before slowly opening it, foot held against the door ready to kick it shut again if the fire is too fierce; check the stairs and floors with her front foot warily, weight on her back foot in case they are ‘gone’.  In firefighters terms Jo appears to be well on her way to passing the test of a good firefighter, this I see as: 

A good firefighter is someone who can get-in to a building where they might be little or no visibility, in hot and dangerous conditions.  To do this safely firefighters will need to have confidence in their partner’s and their own abilities to keep a cool head, not panic and to follow watch protocols for firefighting as they compare what they are experiencing at the fire, against their prior knowledge, to hypothesis how to get safely into a position close enough to the fire to turn the water on.  If they do this successfully, they not only avoid ‘water-damage’, they have also taken part in a test to ‘prove’ themselves against the standards of a good firefighter.  

Good firefighters are of course masculine
.  

Conclusion

My research, although only briefly reproduced here, suggests that it may be possible to use the high profile public figure of the firefighter to help deconstruct gender.  I have built on earlier arguments that we all make choices and made visible some of the barriers that provide, ‘a structural, historical context that shaped [gender] options and their motivation to choose one option over another’ (Gerson 1986: 116; my insert).  I have also confronted the notion that masculinity, the behaviour of real men, is either negative or positive by suggesting how the positive example of a firefighter can work to advantage a degendering debate.  

I have made visible the way firefighters construct their masculinity and also suggested examples that indicate female firefighters can also achieve similar human capital.  From this I suggest that people of a like mind (regardless of their sex) who set out to become good firefighters can do so.  However, I do not have the space to explain, other than briefly, how male firefighters actually keep their skills in the brotherhood.  This involves many negative practices, and I have given some flavour of these by suggesting that protecting their work from ‘others’ is a homosocial practise (Lipman-Blumen 1976) in which male firefighters will only share their skills with those who fit-in with their image.  

Another point that I have not been able to emphasis as much as I would wish, is the possibility that experienced firefighters not only pass on skills for firefighting, they also have other agendas that younger firefighters must fit-in with.  Again, this is often a negative process, but these agendas are constructed locally, peculiar almost to the watch on which a firefighter serves.  This cellular behaviour can occur throughout the country (and internationally) and each watch will have its own ‘agreed’ way of fitting-in with these (see Baigent 2001).  

Some watches will require a high commitment to fitness, others may follow extreme forms of heterosexuality and sexism and sit up all night watching porn videos.  Others will have a strong connection to the union and some will be avid fund raisers.  Whatever these local arrangements are they are generally obsessional and because they are a local construction the provide further ‘proof’ of the social way in which firefighters construct individual masculinities.  Nonetheless all feature around gathering all firefighters under the umbrella of a central attribute of a good firefighter.   From this stage it is only then a small step to accepting that passing the test of a good firefighter may also involve some attributes that have little to do with firefighting and more to do with male (white) hegemony.  What the dictionary suggests is ‘behaviour appropriate to a male’ and what sociology calls ‘masculinity’.  

Firefighters’ masculinity may appear as something special when compared with the civvies who they pass as they get-in to a fire.  However, when I described this situation earlier I did not completely discuss why many of these civvies (especially women) cannot fight fires.  I would like to comment on that now by suggesting that civvies not only make firefighters’ masculinity special by recognising that firefighters get-in as they run out.  These civvies who then stand on the pavement and watch, encourage firefighters to ‘prove’ themselves as real men who do what the ‘other’ cannot; fight fires.  But it is necessary to emphasise that it is often firefighters who actually prevent these ‘others’ from joining their ranks.  Because what will not be reported in the press in the praise of firefighters at the World Trade Centre, and in comment about the 345 dead firefighters, is the fact that it is firefighters’ sexism which restricts the numbers of women that become firefighters and made it more likely that no female firefighters died on that day.  

Given time, firefighters will turn the 9-11 tragedy to their advantage and it is right that they do so.  Nothing in what I argue is intended to take away firefighters’ sacrifice at that and at other times.  Such critique as I have made is of a far bigger thing than firefighters’ work, which is used because it provides a very real example of sexism at work.  Subsequently firefighters’ resourcefulness and stoicism will turn tragedy to good effect.  Firefighters will turn tears into pride in the numbers that died on this occasion.  Throughout the world all firefighters will gain a dividend from this tragedy in New York.  What I hope though is that when firefighters turn sadness into pride and take a subjective/narcissistic view of themselves (as an object they admire, they believe their peer group and the public admire and then test themselves against this view) they remember that women too can do this.  

One outcome I expect and will oppose, is that firefighters will substantiate their masculinity around the statistics of the 9-11 tragedy.  They will use their self-sacrifice, in carrying out the service ethos, as a further proof that firefighters are real men and that their masculinity is pre-given.  But as stated earlier, statistics cannot always be trusted, and there are only social not genetic reasons for why no women may appear in New York’s role of honour.  

It is within this process of subjective self-objectification that firefighters form their masculinity.  However, I do not think this is something new, but a way that firefighters historically have ‘proved’ themselves to be good firefighters: a learnt behaviour passed down homosocially by one cohort of firefighters to those selected to be the next.  As with all contextual bases that are handed down in similar circumstances, firefighters’ are active subjects in this process.  What I am suggesting may not apply to all firefighters, and it is clear that some firefighters do not develop their individual view of a good firefighter in circumstances they would choose.  

However, those that do join the hierarchy, which sets the standards that they will effectively test themselves against, then these individuals reflexively view themselves as objects to see if they have achieved these standards from the perspective of: 

 themselves;

 fellow firefighters; 

 the community they serve.

The community firefighters serve is essential to this whole process, because it is vital for firefighters to not only fulfil the image that the public expects, but to ensure this image is also a public expectation: a circular process, which becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy of mirrored images (see Goffman 1997b, 1997c).  Using the eye/I of Kondo (1990) I suggest that to firefighters their masculinity is:  

Firefighters masculinity is a social construction and has a central feature that firefighters achieve by passing the test of being seen as a good firefighter.  The standards for this test are set by the watch in the form of ‘universal’ protocols for firefighting and individually each firefighter has their own subjective interpretation of what these standards are, and when they get in at a fire they set out to achieve them in their own, their watch’s and the public’s eyes.  The other elements are a more local construction, variable and peculiar almost to the watch on which a firefighter serves, and throughout the country each watch will have its own ‘agreed’ way of fitting in with these.  Those who firefighters see as failing to achieve these standards then become an ‘other’, someone who firefighters marginalise and judge themselves against.  This combination is what firefighters call their masculinity.  

Epilogue

In my own pro-feminist way, I have been attempting to challenge the notion of gender.  I have built on arguments that identify that there is no single masculinity but masculinities and femininities (see Connell 1995) and that the term masculinity is so ubiquitous to have little actual meaning (see Hearn 1994).  I have effectively used firefighters own words to describe their masculinity.  Although space prevents me from providing all my evidence I have given some flavour of an argument to suggest how firefighters form and sustain their masculinity at work.  Then I have indicated how women have come to this physical industry to achieve the accolade of a good firefighter.  This they have done by accessing the homosocial processes that men use to protect their human capital and having done so these women are participating in the learning curve to become a good firefighter.  

For most of us, our gender was offered by those who taught us how to behave at home, in school, at work and at play.  We also draw on images provided by the media.  As sociologists we call these arrangements structural and might argue the way we act is considerable influenced by the structures around us.  However, these structures are not manacles, we are not chained to them by our genes (Giddens 1979).  They are social structures and as such we make choices about our behaviour, although not always in circumstances of our own choosing.  It is into this world of hierarchies that I was first introduced as a child and then went on to form my masculinity as I grew up and went to work as a firefighter.  But I was not aware of this process, or at least at that time I was not aware of how I was actually socially forming my masculinity.  I thought I was only proving that which was pre-given, until, on retirement, sociology gave me the tools to identify this was not true.  I have now shared some of my experience in this paper and my thesis.  I hope others have heard my message for it is time to make it public.  And when firefighters scorn me for taking advantage of the deaths of their brothers, I hope they remember they were my brothers too, but I know they could equally have been my sisters, or even my daughter.    
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New York 74 women on 20 departments(29 on New York City)  2 fire marshals, 5 lieutenants, 1 captain http://www.wfsi.org/status01.html
11,495 Uniformed Firefighters and Fire Officers , 2,677 EMTs and Paramedics, 222 Fire Marshals, 195 Fire Inspectors, 1,741 Administrative Support Personnel (Dispatchers, Mechanics/Tradespeople, Technologists, Civilian Professionals, Etc.) http://www.ci.nyc.ny.us/html/fdny/html/general/mission.html
11,495 males 74 females = .064375%

� In the UK only 0.8% are female and in New York 0.6%.


� Whilst space prevents me from doing this, there may be much to be gained from looking at this whole paper again through a class (structuration) analysis from the perspective of petty dividends (see Wright 1982). 


� During my education as a working class man, I learnt that there were understandings and forms of behaviour that men support and test themselves against, what I will later generalise as ‘masculine standards’.  The fact that these standards had to be achieved, rather than that they were natural, is something that men do not publicise, nor particularly discuss, but nonetheless the groups they form do police these standards.  As an example when I joined the fire service I was expected to conform to the way the experienced firefighters operated (what I later explain as conforming to firefighters’ hierarchy), this was in effect a very similar situation to that I had accepted as a working class boy, but these standards were rarely if ever formally discussed, they were just policed.  Keeping to these standards and yet not publicising them is what Goffman (1959: 216) identifies as dramaturgical loyalty.  


� There are also less than 400 Black and Asian firefighters and many of these are women.


� One reason for why male firefighters reject women who try and join them at work may be that they have concerns about women not having the necessary male understandings (human capital), which firefighters develop into their protocols for safety.  I cannot emphasise enough my concern that I might be misunderstood to be ignoring the important hegemonic reasons why male firefighters would want to exclude women.  I am not emphasising these because it is necessary to try and move this debate on to a situation that might explain to men why their actions are so unnecessary and in turn damage their outlooks on the world.  To a degree, this can be true: a case where the stereotype ‘proves’ the stereotype, because women who have not been given the opportunity to achieve physical skills, or manoeuvre in male hierarchies are being denied the human capital to become firefighters.  However, despite sometimes appalling harassment some women have stayed as firefighters and my research suggests that they are achieving the very same standards whilst firefighting that Western societies might class as masculine standards.  


� There were no women in the fire service when Hart carried out his research, but most firefighters still use the term and I am not following their lead in this article.  


� Alf’s acknowledgement that he can retreat is discussed later.


� As the water turns to steam this requires what is termed as latent heat and the transfer of heat in this transformation is an additional factor in cooling the fire, what might be called an ‘unintended consequence’.  


� This is my term, not firefighters’. 


� The expression ‘shit’ in this context, in common with other walks in life, probably relates to the possibility things are getting dangerous or going wrong.  Firefighters often use the term shit as shorthand for having diarrhoea, something they relate to fear, for example metaphorically they will say ‘I was shitting myself with fear’, meaning they were scared.  


� The ‘procedures’ Alex refers to is likely to be the way that firefighters’ act when in danger from falling masonry.  They move closer to the wall or into a doorway, which is likely to be a safer part of the building should the ceiling collapse.  From that safer position they will then judge how to proceed, following the example perhaps best explained by Jo (below).    


�The ‘tally’ is a safety device, which Brigade Orders require the BA wearer to leave outside the building with the BA control officer.  Jo has broken this procedure and followed what must be her watch protocol and dropped the tally in a prearranged place.


� ‘Started up’ refers to turning on the air supply to the BA set, which she is wearing and will allow her to breathe in the toxic atmosphere she is entering.  There is an official method of starting up but I doubt that Jo follows this, she will save the two minutes this takes by carrying out her own safety check as she walks towards the fire.  


� Paradoxically, firefighters’ informal hierarchy and the way they develop their masculinity, develop together as a resistance (what Weber (1971) might call an ‘iron cage’) to the formal, bureaucratic and authoritarian hierarchy, which white-collar officers would appear to have you believe controls the fire service.  Firefighters’ resistance may appear as a classic case of revolutionary consciousness to protest against their economic disadvantage (see Giddens 1982: 163-164), but, firefighters’ resistance may be more to do with the action of a group of workers who are aware that they need to act conservatively against officers to protect their masculinity: a situation which improves firefighters ability to resist their officers because firefighters believe they are only proving what is given; part of their uniform so to speak and after Thomas (Janowitz 1966: 301) a belief that becomes real in its consequences.  However, firefighters masculinity and the metaphorical uniform they wear to ‘prove’ it, is similar to the Emperor’s new suit, it is an illusion.  It is also true to say that firefighters do not sit happily with the thought that their officers, who do the paperwork and stand outside at fires watching, also wish to be seen as masculine or real men (see Baigent 2001). 





