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1. INTRODUCTION
This chapter focuses on how firefighters organise as a group.  Simply put, how do firefighters ‘get on’ with each other.     The term ‘fitting-in’ will feature throughout because it is common currency in the fire service.  Everyone, from Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Fire Service to recruit firefighters, uses the term.  Ted provides an example of how a firefighter may explain fitting-in:  

Ted:
Like when we were new, until they think they can trust you, you are not going to be accepted.  You are, but it takes time to get in and when they know they can trust you and you fit-in. 

(Brigade 1, firefighter, 1.25 years’ service, age 23).  [My emphases].

When Ted refers to how a new firefighter might ‘get in’ or ‘fit-in’ with the watch he is talking about becoming part of the team.  Ted also uses the word “trust,” and this is partly about how firefighters form up to ensure that each of them have the same standards whilst firefighting.  However “trust” also involves trusting that newcomers will fit-in with the way the watch currently organise.  In previous chapters, I have hinted that apart from firefighting, firefighters form up in an unofficial hierarchy to organise other agendas.  ‘Trust’, can equally be about the taken for granted understandings that exist between men.  Firefighters do not publicly acknowledge that their relations are about men forming up according to men’s standards (patriarchal relations
).  But neither do firefighters acknowledge their informal hierarchy and I am unsure as to the extent that they recognise it themselves.  However, I am convinced that the notion of trust between firefighters extends to a point where they expect members of the team not to speak out to officers about the way the watch organise.  It seems that firefighters follow the common sense notion of boys club rules; “no grassing.”  This means that many of their norms and values they hide when an officer is about.  
The chapter starts by suggesting that informal hierarchies come as no surprise to trainees: their knowledge of such hierarchies has been part of their life in families and at school.  Prendergast and Forrest (1998) explain that it is at school where boys (and girls) learn about hierarchies (also see Willis 1977; Jackson 1990; Seidler 1997; Connell 2000).  It is clear that at school all children form up in a hierarchy.  This is normally set first, on age, then size, then on the toughness that leaders in the group are able to portray.  Prendergast and Forrest(1998) also suggest that although boys’ hierarchies are physical (embodied), proving your place in a hierarchy rarely spills over into actual violence.  Respect more often transfers through a series of messages and symbolic behaviours that younger children learn from their peers.  The outcome is that the alert younger child recognises that older children get respect from younger children in the playground.  The younger child then uses this observation to their advantage.  They recognise success comes with age and will defer their gratification: first, accepting the hierarchy; then when the time comes, they will get respect by displaying measured aggression (see Willis 1977; Jackson 1990; Seidler 1997).  Aggression can take different forms; it is more likely to be physical in the case of boys and psychological in the case of boys. 

The playground and life as children sets our understandings for future behaviour.  In particular firemen’s understanding of hierarchies learnt at school underpins a great many male (patriarchal and homosocial) relations. By homosocial relations I mean the way that older men hand down knowledge to younger me who they see in their own image.  It is clear that for people to hand on their skills is a positive thing.  However, if skills are only passed on if someone is seen to fit-in then this can be difficult in the workplace when someone is seen as different to the norm.  Women are clearly not the norm at a fire station and therefore it is possible that men use their homosocial relations to exclude women.  It is also interesting to question, when these homosocial relations occur, if they do so to ensure firefighters fit-in with fire related safety protocols or other agendas (in particular sexism, homophobia and racism).  
So this chapter will now look into this question.  First by investigating what are ‘the expectations and realities surrounding a new firefighter when they arrive on a watch.  Then I will try to follow how a firefighter might climb the hierarchy.  The emphasis of this chapter is that, despite sometimes being unhappy with the way the informal hierarchy operates, most firefighters appear to fit-in with it.  During the writing, I will attempt to form a series of hypotheses, which may help explain some patterns that reoccur in the way that firefighters react to the informal hierarchy.  This explanation includes some discussion on how new firefighters may resist the way the watch want them to fit-in.  Three types of resistance emerge.  The first and most common form of resistance, appears almost a rite of passage through which firefighters test their status as they climb the steps of the ladder to the top of the hierarchy.  The second form of resistance involves leaving the watch; some choose to do this by taking promotion or by transferring to another station or type of work.  The third resistance is very rare and involves an individual not accepting the authority of the informal hierarchy despite the enormous pressure for them to do so.

2. THE GAZE OF EXPERIENCED FIREFIGHTERS
2.1. Watching

The previous chapter has shown that efficient watches will develop trust amongst themselves by establishing protocols for firefighting, then testing themselves against those protocols to see if they measure up (submitting to their own gaze and that of the watch, to ‘prove’ they can be trusted not to let themselves and the watch down).  Therefore, any newcomer to the watch might disrupt these protocols and endanger the team.  Dominic suggests everyone will be watching him:

Dominic:
If a bloke joins a watch, obviously everyone is looking at him.  Whether he has come from training school or another station/watch.  Everyone is looking at him consciously, or not.  They’re sussing out his good points, his bad points.     

(Brigade 2, leading firefighter, 24 years’ service, age 45, in a focus group).  [My emphases].

Dominic’s language suggests he does not even consider that any newcomer might be a woman.  His reaction is a clear example of how male firefighters’ language marginalises women.  
Cockburn (1991a) suggests that women who join a predominantly male workforce, present a threat to the taken for granted trust that exists between males (see also Kanter 1977: 208-242; Salaman 1986: 38; Cockburn 1991b).  In the context that Cockburn talks about trust, she refers to men believing that women will undo their comfortable social relationships/understandings.  And it is this type of behaviour I have spoken of earlier; the way that males give order to their lives.  Something that men, particularly firemen have experienced (and presumably enjoyed) since their school days.  
Despite the evidence that male firefighters will respond badly to women in their workplace (see Hearn and Parkin 1987, 1995: 74; Walby 1990: 52; Howell 1994; Baigent 1996; Lee 1996; Richards 1996; Archer 1998; HMIFS 1999) it is necessary to look past Dominic’s sexism.  What needs to be considered is how difficult it is when ‘trust’ is about ‘safety’.  As the example of Ricky (the ‘tough guy’ in Chapter 3) has shown that any newcomer may endanger colleagues by running away when faced with danger.  Therefore, the watch will be watching; surveillance by the peer group will seek to identify if the newcomer presents a challenge to protocols that all firefighters develop in relation to safety.  However, it cannot be overemphasised just how much the watch will want to know if a new firefighter will also support their taken for granted masculine understandings.  The way that they form up in an unofficial hierarchy according to the groups own (unofficial) norms values and rules mentioned earlier.  It is difficult to separate the two but it is likely that the watch’s gaze will be testing for both, because the links between the two understandings make them currently contingent on each other.  

2.2. Advice

After the findings of Chapter 3, there can be little doubt that new firefighters should follow the advice of recruit-trainers and watch-commanders, and seek out an experienced firefighter to ‘teach them the ropes’.  The following explanation from Duke explains the advice that he might give.  Duke emphasises that the team already have rules for safety and that the new firefighter should not disrupt these.  New firefighters should listen and learn:

Duke:
You are not an individual; you are coming in straight away to be part of a team: a team that hopefully know what they are doing with regard to, first of all, to safety.  And you have got to come in and just accept, whatever age you are, however clever you are, that you have got to start and em, em, and absorb, absorb that knowledge.

(Brigade 1, firefighter, 25 years’ service, age 51).  [My emphases].

Duke’s argument emphasises the importance of the informal hierarchy and points out the relative unimportance of the new firefighter.  Duke may also be concerned that newcomers will try to interfere with current protocols.  
Christian’s approach is much clearer; what the team do not need is for someone to try to change things:   

Christian:
Well it’s the tradition.  They need to be able to fit-in .. without being lairy and start telling you .. how to do it.  If they have got a good idea, I listen, but I don’t like people who come along and tell me, yunnoo .. very loud and trigger happy
.

(Brigade 1, leading firefighter 20 years’ service, age 38).  [My emphases].

Ian’s answer is even more direct:

Ian:
Just keep your head down and keep your gob shut for a little while and see what happens.

(Brigade 2, firefighter, 8 years’ service, age 30, in a focus group).

It appears that the majority of experienced firefighters will expect new firefighters to conform with how they organise.  Forcing new firefighters to fit-in is hardly conducive to equal opportunities.  Nonetheless from day one a new firefighter has to be part of the team (see Chapter 3).  Therefore some may consider justifying Duke’s, Christian’s and Ian’s attitude as a temporary safety arrangement.  
However, Alf provides some indication that it is not only safety that new firefighters must fit-in with, but also social understandings: 

Alf:
Now there is a guy I work with, he has just joined, he is nineteen, I was eighteen.  I got these mirror images of me at eighteen and the way I had to behave.  I had to behave.  I wasn’t allowed to behave the way I wanted, I just had to conform.  This young guy has come in and he can sit around the table and have an opinion with serving members, even the OIC
 … He has only been out of training school six months … I had been in The Job five years’ before I would have dared to make some of the utterances that he has.

(Brigade 3, firefighter, 25 years’ service, age 46).  [My emphases].

Alf has a difficulty relating his early experience with that of the current new firefighter.  Alf’s comments may be simply nostalgic (for times past when he believes recruits were more respectful) and he may have difficulty in accepting that the norms, values and rules, which the informal hierarchy organises, will change over time.  
Alerted to some difference between expectation and outcome, I pursued this matter further by asking about watch organisation:

Alf:
I work on a watch strength of sixteen; if you take out the four officers, they have to administer, … You are talking about twelve firefighters, we have female, ethnic minorities, two of. … I am the longest serving firefighter … there is another guy who has got four years’ less than me and the rest go down from 15 years’ to 10 to 5 to six months. … I find that the 15 to 20 year intake resent the attitude that he has got far more than I do.  But, I am not so sure that is because I am 45 and they are 35 and they are still fiery and up for an argument.  I suppose that when I was 35 I was the same … let them argue it out, it’s not that important. … the five year blokes are well tuned in with the blokes who have only done two years’ … so they gradually step into line with each other.  So there is always somebody on the watch that you have got a rapport with; you know there is somebody behind you; somebody in front of you.  Somebody you can relate to or with, whether he has done a few years’ more or a few years’ less.  And there are outspoken personalities who dig their heels in and not accept any change, they are becoming rarer, more often than not people gradually come to accept change and reform.  You know there is somebody behind you somebody in front of you.

[My emphases].

Alf suggests that officers “have to administer.”  He then explains how firefighters’ informal hierarchy organises during officers’ absence.  
Alf’s explanation provides a considerable insight into firefighters’ hierarchy.  The watch organise to “gradually step into line with each other” is tradition in the fire service.  The way that men have historically organised and whilst in many modern organisations such behaviour would be unacceptable, in the fire service and most other uniformed services it is the way “things are done around here.” Away from the public spotlight, firemen are still organising an informal hierarchy linked to ‘time served’.  Such an arrangement is positive when it allows experienced firefighters to provide an example for ‘younger’ firefighters to follow.  Less so, when the knowledge handed down relates to maintaining outdated male practices.  
It is also interesting how Alf also recognises that he may (currently) be handing down this responsibility to the next cohort who are “still fiery and up for an argument.”  This suggests that getting the watch to fit-in may not always be so easy, or important to him as he nears retirement.  This is of course how leadership is passed on in such informal but very powerful forms of control.   

Frequently, firefighters will give the impression that their informal norms, values and rules are there to support their operational safety.  However, what Alf is talking about is the way that firefighters organise themselves on the station.  Often this so called informal arrangement, which sets its own norms, values and rules, leads overrides the official views on how things should be done.  To a large extent, out of the site of senior managers official norms, values and rules can often be put on hold by firefighters.  This puts the team leader into a difficult situation.  On the one hand senior managers expect life at the station t o be organised in one way and on the other hand the watch have their own ideas.  Given that the team leader has to ‘live’ with their team and came up through the same process the watch-commander will frequently come to an ‘arrangement’ with their team and life at the station can then be very comfortable.  
From a firefighter’s perspective, such a comfortable arrangement provides a considerable incentive for maintaining the informal hierarchy.  Given that length of service provides status in the hierarchy, then it should come as no surprise if those who have power are reluctant to let it go and that those who recognise they will soon have power are also prepared to fit-in.  Recognising this dividend can then become an important motivator to maintain the informal hierarchy.  It provides for stability and a progression to status (as it did at school).  It may also explain why Alf and the other experienced firefighters have such strong views regarding new firefighters’ behaviour.  New firefighters (or any other newcomer) can always be somewhat problematic in that they bring the possibility of resistance to the informal hierarchy.  In addition, if they do not fit-in, they may well threaten the whole process.  Resistance might even threaten the way that firefighters develop their firefighting protocols.  Nonetheless, “sussing out .. bad .. good points,” cannot be merely seen in a safety context, although firefighters frequently speak as if it is.  Firefighters’ surveillance of newcomers may also be a concern that they will not fit-in with their social arrangements.  

2.3. Fitting-in    

Chapter 3 suggests that new firefighters arriving on a watch have expectations and perhaps a little trepidation about fitting-in.  I asked some firefighters who had recently experienced this situation about their thoughts at that time.  Jack is clear about what is expected: 

Jack:
Keep your head down .. and .. and be quiet and what have you, and then gradually.  Yunnoo like .. that .. yunnoo, you feel allowed to be yourself a bit more and more.

(Brigade 1, probationary firefighter, 1 year’s service, age 27).  [My emphases].

Richard expresses a very similar understanding to Jack:

Richard:
I have been biting my tongue with a lot of it while I am on probation; I think it is a requirement.  Em, you just take it and say nothing.  One, I don’t want to make it worse for myself and two, I think it is a bit of respect for the blokes who have been in The Job longer than I have.  Em .. but eh .. after a while, especially after I have done my probation, finished that .. then … maybe.  If I think that something needs saying then I will probably say it, but at the moment I am quiet happy with, eh, quite happy with not saying anything. There is a lot of stuff that is a bit unfair, but that is the way it is.  I would like to think I would like to treat someone slightly better than I would be treated myself.  Not that I have been badly treated.

(Brigade 1, probationary firefighter, one year’s service, age 26)  [My emphases].

As with most the firefighters I interviewed, both Jack and Richard realise that the watch expects new firefighters to be ‘seen and not heard’.  One feature of the language that is common to firefighters, regardless of their brigade, is the use of the term “keep your head down.”  This metaphorical use of language originates in the military where such action was necessary to avoid being killed by snipers.  However, the meaning is clear.  Richard’s comments provide some indication that he realises the potential the watch have to make life ‘difficult’ if he tries to tell the watch how to organise.  
Jack and Richard appear to understand that if they bide their time, they can ease their way into the hierarchy, and their views will eventually count.  Ken, in contrast to Jack and Richard, has had little experience of paid work.  However, he also appears to hear a similar message and accepts his ‘novice’ status:      

Ken:
What they are saying is …’keep your nose, keep your head down, keep enthusiastic, ask questions and be busy’.  And that, and that is what I am doing and I spoke to the leading firefighter who I am following everywhere.  If we get called to a job I am going to be backing him up, always getting to go in. I was chatting to him and he says ‘that, at the moment, I seem to have the right attitude; doing really well’.

(Brigade 3, probationary firefighter, seven months’ experience, age 19).  [My emphases].

Ken’s relative youth is no barrier to his accessing knowledge about informal hierarchies and he accepts what is happening, apparently without resistance.  Roger is in little doubt about how the watch expect him to behave and then suggests a reason for his compliance:

Roger:
Kept me mouth shut, kept me head down sort of thing; tried to get on with my work and that and do what ever I was told .. the senior members and that.  You have just got to fit-in with them haven’t you? 
I asked Roger why he had to fit-in.

Roger:
Yeah, you have heard stories and that, of people who come in and mouth off and that and so.
DB:
And what happens to them?
Roger:
You never really shake that in The job, once you get known as a tosser
.

[My emphasis].

Roger may be explaining one example of what Richard describes as “making it worse for myself.”  

Labelling people with a negative name is a common way that groups use to enforce their will.  Labels, once attached, are difficult to loose and just knowing you could be called “tosser” for the rest of your service is a good reason to avoid the wrath of peer group leaders.  This is what Roger recognises - that the watch will provide a negative label to people who stand out against their informal and its norms, values and rules.  In particular Roger’s life experience serves to provide him with the skills he needs to keep his “head down,” not “mouth off” and to support the informal norms, values and rules.  Most firefighters attempt to avoid the negative labels and chase the positive ones; experience has taught them this and by this simple process the informal hierarchy retains its authority.  All the new firefighters I spoke to would understand Ian’s message: “keep your gob shut.”  
The data so far suggests all firefighters will respect the informal hierarchy: Richard’s and Jack’s respect is equivocal; Ken’s acceptance is automatic; Roger’s expectation is enforced.  This respect for the social dictates of the watch hierarchy occurs without any formal requirement for recruits to do so: a similar arrangement to the process which makes probationary firefighters go to experienced firefighters for their knowledge about firefighting (see Chapter 3).  

2.4. Previous experience

New firefighters may already have some ideas about how to fit-in from their experience during initial training (see Chapter 3).  However, I did not expect that the potential recruits Frank and Lee would have the insight they so clearly have:  

Frank:
Probably the same way as I did coming to college.  I changed slightly .. just a bit, yunnoo, to get-in with people. … You don’t come and just, don’t go in straight away.  I suppose once you have been there, you loosen up a bit more, you just become yourself.

(Potential recruit to the fire service, age 17).

Lee explains his understanding of how informal hierarchies reinforce their power:

Lee:
Not bullying as such, but piss taking and all that sort of thing at the station.  I don’t think it would be bullying, just a wind up like … like everyone does at college.

(Potential recruit to the fire service, age 17).

Ken’s understanding about who is charge is even more surprising:

Frank:
Em .. responsibility lies with the officer, but then it’s the men.  I think its the men, cos they are sort of one.  If they don’t want to do something or they don’t agree with something, then there going to say .. make the officer’s life a misery if they don’t think he is right.  But then it is going back to the rules.  It is like the officer who is in charge, it’s like the college, sometimes the class can rule over the teacher.

(My emphases).

Before joining the fire service, potential applicants appear to have some understanding about the need to fit-in.  Their knowledge about the workings of informal hierarchies could indicate that they have been talking to the experienced firefighters who provided the earlier evidence, but they have not.  More likely, their experience of work, family life and socialising, reinforces their recognition of the playground hierarchy.  
Willis (1977) suggests, school often prepares working class boys for their life at work.  Frank and Lee are examples of this.  Frank, in particular, relates his experience of the big boys at school who control the playground to the ‘older’ hands at the firestation.  Frank understands that a hierarchy based on legitimate authority (teacher/officer) is not always as powerful as the organisation would wish.  There are grey areas when a powerful informal group finds its accepted ways of working are challenged by the organisation; particularly if this involves unpicking traditional norms and values that both the organisation and the workers had in common.  Frank is using his experience of how it worked at school to the firestation.  
Jack, Richard, and Roger appear to have the same understanding; they all appear to recognise that as probationary firefighters that they will need to first fit-in by respecting  ‘older’ hands; then they can start to climb the hierarchy.  This recognition is just one of the understandings that develop between men to underpin their patriarchal relations.  The arguments of Chapter 3 suggest firefighters’ informal hierarchy facilitates protocols for safety on the fireground, but there can be a considerable argument that these understandings have their origins in the much wider set of relationships between men.  

2.5. Behaviour learnt at work

Collinson (1988, 1992; see also Cockburn 1991a) describes how in the engineering workshop the younger man’s respect for the older man’s skills establishes a hierarchy between them at work.  This formal authority then transfers to an informal hierarchy, consolidated by the pranks that reinforce an apprentice’s inferior status.  Then, informal secondary agendas support what Collinson (1994: 33) calls “resistance through distance.”  These include compulsory heterosexuality and feminising everyone who works in an office.  For these newcomers to an organisation, adopting the informal norms and values become almost as important part of the apprenticeship as the formal one.  I discuss this area extensively in Chapter 5 but it may be that male firefighters, engineers and printers have chosen their career because they want to continue the male rituals and behaviours they have recognised at school.  It is unlikely that those in the playground who shrunk away from such processes and were the real victims of it would willingly join an organisation recognised for celebrating it masculinity.  Those who have chosen to join are aware that after deferring their gratification by keeping their heads down there is a considerable long-term gain from lining up with the informal hierarchy.  The process may even be two-way, with employers looking for people who will have such understandings: a self-fulfilling prophecy
.  

2.6. Some recruitment criteria

Throughout the whole of my research, despite making considerable noises to the contrary, the fire service appears to be an organisation that is looking for the type of person who might understand (even enjoy) masculine hierarchies.  Many  of the application forms used by uniformed organisations still ask for skills that are more often used by the type of men that have been discussed above.  

Answering any of these questions negatively will ensure that applicants do not get to the next phase, the physical tests.  These physical tests are becoming more inclusive, but despite the best of intentions unofficial pressures (institutional processes) may intervene.  I observed some of these processes whilst observing physical tests in Brigade 5
 where two recruitment officers had very clear opinions:
Frank:
Would like to look for people like us, [then with cynicism] but not allowed.

(ADO).

Duncan:
[To be successful, recruits needed] intuition; teamwork and stickability; obeying and understanding orders.
(Station Officer).

Frank’s ‘nod and a wink answer’ left me in no doubt that he would be looking “for people like us.”  When an application form for the fire service recognises that recruits are required who have, “worked as part of a close knit team”, it is easy to see that even during the recruitment process that the fire service is looking for people who will fit-in: males.

The data so far suggests that a number of factors may be in place before a new firefighter arrives at a station.  These can lead to: 

· recruits being picked who have experience of men’s informal hierarchies; 

· the recruitment process being self-fulfilling;

· the training centre preparing the recruit for firefighters’ informal hierarchy by pointing out that only firefighters can teach them their job and that the group will sanction anyone who resists fitting-in (see chapters 3, 5 and 6).

2.7. The link to the operational

The evidence so far has been mostly related to how firefighters may fit-in with (and be chosen to fit-in with) informal hierarchies at the station.  There has been some suggestion that this process may link with firefighting protocols (and masculine standards).  The next extract relates to getting advice on operational skills and this will improve the insight that Chapter 3 provides about the (homosocial) way firefighters pass on their firefighting protocols.  Ray explains that some experienced firefighters freely gave their knowledge and others expect to be asked:

Ray:  
Maybe they are not always forthcoming, as say you want, to [say] ‘do this’ like and ‘this like that’ and the end of the night you have to come up to them and say ‘I am not sure what I am doing here’ or ‘should I be doing this or doing that’?  You do get certain people who are willing to put themselves out to help yuh and others you have to sort of ask them.

(Brigade 1, firefighter, four years’ service, age 24).  [My insert].

I asked Ray why this was:

Ray: 
I think with a lot of people, they are expecting to be asked.  It’s probably from their point of view, it is a bit to do with you’re coming in as an outsider on to their sort of territory. … Then it shows you are willing to work for getting some knowledge, as opposed to sitting there and telling you everything and not getting anything back in return.  If you have got to go to them and ask them, it shows you respect them in the fact that they have been in longer than you.

[My emphases].

Chapter 3 argues that new firefighters learn the skills they need to become firefighters from experienced firefighters.  It is self-evident that this is in the interest of experienced firefighters, because sharing their knowledge makes their work safer.  It also provides younger firefighters with a skill they might want to join in on defending (against a variety of others).  However, Ray’s explanation suggests that before he can access the skills of firefighting from experienced firefighters, he may have to show them respect.  This situation may apply to a great deal of the data already reviewed.  One explanation that fits with Ray’s account, is that knowing the new firefighter needs their skills encourages experienced firefighters to first require them to ‘bend the knee’, before they can ‘sit at the knee’.  In this way, respect afforded to gain access to firefighting skills extends to an acceptance of the experienced firefighters’ authority per se.  Such a situation enhances the experienced firefighters belief in their own importance, confirms the informal hierarchy and encourages the new firefighter to fit-in with all the watch’s norms (positive or negative).  It may even be that officers reinforce the informal hierarchy’s influence by suggesting to new firefighters that they should fit-in on the watch.  

Apart from Alf, it is common for the watch to expect the new firefighters to wait for about six months before starting to get a voice in the hierarchy.  However, this is conditional and to gain some sense of order out of my data I will start to construct a numbered list of categories that may help identify the different reactions probationary firefighters may have to the hierarchy:

1. Accepters: Ken, Roger and Ray accept the hierarchy and both Ray and Roger provide some reason for why this is. 

2. Conditional accepters: Richard indicates he is not entirely happy deferring to such social pressures, but has done nothing to resist publicly. 

Jack provides evidence of a possible further reaction:

Jack:
I just started sticking my head up a bit earlier … You see what you can get away with and you take it from there.  If they say to you ‘you’re getting a bit too, a bit too game’.

(Brigade 1, probationary firefighter, 1 year’s service, age 27).

Jack’s resistance appears measured: a test to find out the extent of the boundaries laid down by the informal hierarchy for his behaviour.  When senior members cautioned him for being too familiar, he accepted their authority.  But this might not continue for much longer:   

Jack:
… once the probation is over you can do what you like, but you don’t want to start standing up to people while you are in your probation.

[My emphasis].

Jack’s test indicates the possibility that not all new firefighters keep their resistance to the informal hierarchies private.  Jack’s example suggests a third reaction to the hierarchy:  

3. Testers: Jack and the recruit mentioned by Alf, indicate how new firefighters might test the hierarchy.  

2.8. Theoretical sampling for resistance

At this point in the data collection I wanted to find if any firefighters would openly and persistently resist informal hierarchies.  Using my networks, I theoretically sampled (Glaser and Strauss 1967) for such firefighters.  One firefighter was identified to me as not only resisting the informal hierarchy, but also as being harassed by peer group leaders for his resistance.  I interviewed him about his experiences:

Colin:
There are sheep and there are shepherds, or a shepherd.  And a lot of people only see that way and anything that this person says is always right.  And they have got to have their own minds and you get appreciated for it at the end of the day.  If you have got your own mind and people realise that you don’t mind standing out from the crowd, at the end of the day you will gain respect.  It will take time, but you do gain respect at the end of the day.

(Brigade 4, firefighter, six years’ service, age 25).

How did the ‘shepherd(s)’ operate?

Colin:
Just overpowering .. it’s hard to explain, ‘come on lets do this’ and it just rolls.   Starts, it’s like a snowball and it just gets bigger and bigger and you get caught up in it as it rolls and gets bigger.  And that’s the only way I can explain it in our watch.

Colin’s description of new firefighters’ behaviour, as like sheep following a leader, is common in the fire service.  However, when officers use this language they are often being more derogatory, alluding to all firefighters as a mindless flock, as opposed to a bonded group.  This can particularly apply when officers talk about the Fire Brigades Union’s (FBU) influence over firefighters:  

Shaun:
[Firefighters] are like a shoal of fish, they dart here and there
.

(BCC student).  [My insert].

The context in which this officer makes his comment suggests that firefighters blindly follow the FBU (see Chapter 5).  Despite being pejorative, these metaphors reinforce the informal hierarchy by promoting a view that individuals should conform/bond and that new firefighters should simply follow their leaders.  The politics of what Shaun was saying will become more obvious in Chapter 5.  As far as Colin is concerned his ‘goatish’ behaviour may be a reaction to the watch’s refusal to accept his previous experience, not a resistance to the informal hierarchy per se.  Colin is finding it difficult to accept that age or experience before joining the fire service counts for little on the watch: it is ‘time served’ that counts (see Morgan 1987):  

Colin:
It’s been hard to start again, it means nothing to the fire service what I done.  I am back to square one again.  I am the new boy.  I was the new boy for a couple of years’ at my first station in the Army.  Well you know what its like.

It was Colin’s desire not to go through the process of earning respect again in the social hierarchy, rather than a resistance to the social hierarchy, which made him a subject of my theoretical sample.  The firefighter who pointed Colin out to me had not realised that Colin accepted the informal hierarchy in the civilian fire service.  Colin’s difficulties arise because he served his time and presumably fitted-in with the Army fire service.  Now he does not consider he has to go through the same process again.  To the so ‘real’ firefighters, Colin’s time in the military fire service provides little kudos.  Colin must start again.  

Colin’s resistance is similar to Jack’s, a conditional resistance, unlikely to challenge the informal hierarchy; a test of his status made more difficult because of his previous experience in the Army Fire Service.  What follows from Colin and Jack suggests they ‘fit’ within category 3: 

Colin:
You have got to get on, there are no ifs or buts, you have got to get on with people and if you don’t fit-in you have got to change your way, or you’re not going to fit-in.  But you can change your way to such an affect that you don’t change completely, but you change to please them, but in your own mind you’re true to yourself, if you see what I mean.

[My emphases].

Jack:
I will always fit-in because I have got to work with them, so.  I don’t mean it in that way, because I have got to work with them, I wouldn’t want to alienate myself, because I think you have got to have on a watch, you have got to be tight. … I will just be myself.  I have no reason to want to be anyone else.  

[My emphases].

Both Colin and Jack have indicated that they are not sheep; they are testing boundaries.  They will have developed boundary testing skills throughout their lives from school, during sport and in earlier forms of work. As individuals they are accepting the existence of the informal hierarchy as a framework of control, but remain “true to yourself” by negotiating their place in the hierarchy
.  Jack’s extracts suggest he decides to submit to the hierarchy, accepting that better things will come in the future: a form of deferred gratification.  However, in the future, after the socialising effect of the watch, “doing what you like” and “staying true to yourself” are unlikely to have the same meaning.  The structural controls established by the informal hierarchy in regard to ‘it’s’ norms, values and rules will have become so much a part of Jack’s life that he is likely to just follow them without noticing how much they have changed his identity.  

2.9. The experienced firefighter

Most, but not all, the data collected supports to the point of saturation the hypothesis that most firefighters (for a variety of reasons) are prepared to fit-in with watch understandings.  Some firefighters (like Jack and Colin) did appear to have a need to explain to me that they had their own minds and could resist watch norms if they wanted.  This indicates they were reflexive enough to be aware of the structural  processes going on around them.  However, combining my observations, interviews and experiential knowledge provides a strong body of evidence to suggest that generally resistance is sporadic and more about establishing boundaries of where to fit-in, rather than a challenge to the expectation that watch members should fit-in.  Therefore, I shall provide a category that the experienced firefighter may recognise:

4. Conformers: Christian, Dominic and Ian who ‘maintain’ the watch norms and fit-in; expect others to fit-in as well.

2.10. Retiring firefighters

During my fieldwork, it was possible to observe watch members ‘disappearing’ from communal areas/activities.  These firefighters tended to be the older more established watch members, but could also include younger but experienced firefighters.  Alf in particular described how he is not so interested in the cut and thrust of communal behaviour (and Duke may be similar).  Retreating to the more isolated corners of the station, to read a book, or have a snooze, were perhaps better options than admitting they no longer wanted to ‘play’, or be sociable.  This is not a stereotype for older firefighters, because sometimes they will ‘play’, and most will definitely involve themselves in ensuring the traditional norms, values and structures that they were given by their elders are not overly diluted by new leaders.  In particular this will involve telling the stories that add an almost essential nostalgic element that tradition gives to culture (see Strangleman 2000).  
The research has benefited from the experience of talking to some of these ‘elder statespeople’.  Apart from some reluctance to get out of bed during the night for false alarms, or other ‘time wasting calls’, there were no noticeable features about their behaviour or attitudes to suggest anything other than they were taking an opportunity to spend time alone, or slow down when the space was available.  Their ‘dedication to firefighters’ professional ethos was as much a paramount feature of their interviews as it was for ‘younger’ firefighters.  ‘Older’ firefighters, of course, have less need to fit-in, because they already have a firm grasp of how to fight fires and are part of the watch social structure.  ‘Disappearing’ once they have earned your right to do so, is unlikely to threaten the hierarchy and is a dividend for time served.  This suggests a fifth category:

5. Elder statespeople: Duke and Alf, once established on the watch some firefighters move away from mainstream social activities and this causes no problems in the informal hierarchy. 

2.11. A first exception

There was one particular exception to the way that an established watch receive a new firefighter.  This is when a female turns up instead of the male that Dominic (above) expected.  Then firefighters are confused about how to behave:

Terri:
It was awful actually, the first couple of weeks, ‘cos they hadn’t had a girly on this station.  They were all pussy footing around, “don’t swear; don’t do this; don’t get undressed’.  You know things like this, ‘Terri is about’ and then three or four weeks into it they all realised I was one of them and did the same as them, it was good.

(Female firefighter).  [My emphases].

DB:
What did you feel would have happened if you hadn’t?

Terri:
What if I didn’t fit-in  with them?  I’d been miserable.

[My emphasis and insert].

Terri’s evidence could suggest firefighters can simply turn on and off their beliefs that new firefighters must fit-in, but I think that would be an oversimplification.  Terri may have been fortunate to meet a ‘sympathetic’ watch, but I consider that if the firefighters had not soon “realised she was one of them” their behaviour would have changed.  “Pussyfooting around” was more likely an artificial environment that male firefighters probably would not sustain.  To a certain extent, particularly as equality and diversity have such a high profile in the formal organisation of the service, when someone different turns up the watch need to treat warily as they look for the boundaries.  Evidence suggests that this somewhat atypical behaviour is unlikely to last and soon the male firefighters would have revert to type and be less understanding (IT 1995, 1996
; Baigent 1996; HMIFS 1999).  Terri’s watch played a waiting game; as soon as they realised they could impose their will on Terri, they treated her just like any other new firefighter.  
Interestingly, it also appears that this was what Terri wanted.  She wanted to become one of the boys and fit-in.  As new firefighters many women adopt this approach of trying to be one of the boys but later in their service some of them regret it as they try to lay down new boundaries and find they are so much part of the group it is difficult to do so.  In Chapter 1 I suggest that females are making their own decisions (at least as much as male new firefighters) when they fit-in.  Terri’s reaction matches with previous findings (Baigent 1996), which suggest inclusion is what many female firefighters want most of all.  However, that does not mean that the behaviour they ‘have’ to adopt and the treatment they receive is ideal, or their first choice.  Two female firefighters explain:

Jayne:
A long hard tough way of doing it.  I don’t regret it now, but it should have been easier, a less outgoing person would have given up.

(Female firefighter).

Sue:
Just get on with the job and fit-in with your watch.

(Female firefighter).

These are complicated issues, but Jayne’s and Sue’s comments are really no different to Jack’s and Colin’s.  However there is one difference, they are women and in a man’s world there may be less opportunity to gain the benefit of increasing status.
3. REAL RESISTANCE
During the research, despite my efforts at theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss 1967), I have not met any firefighters who refuse outright to accept the authority of the informal hierarchy.  However, during the interviews there were occasionally references made to support my view that such individuals exist; this evidence was always secondhand - about others.  Firsthand evidence is always to be preferred under these circumstances, especially when I am sampling for information about a politically charged area.  Even more so when the informant is talking about someone who is challenging their group norms.  I had to make a choice, whether to use the reported data about third parties, or not.  Eventually I decided to do so, thus there were three examples of individuals who have resisted the hierarchy and have not fitted in.  The evidence starts with a focus group in Brigade 2, consisting of firefighters from two stations discussing an individual that both groups knew:    

3.1. ‘Tubby Taffy’

Isaac:
On my training course we had one guy out of twenty people who isn’t a team member and it shows.  He’s been moved around.  Now he’s only been in two and a half years now, same as me, went to his watch they did not like him, so he got moved.

(Brigade 2, firefighter, 2.5 years’ service, age 25).
Ian:
He probably is on his way to wrecking another watch is he? 

(Brigade 2, firefighter, 8 years’ service, age 30).

Michael:
Tubby Taffy.

(Brigade 2, firefighter, 8 years’ service, age 30).

Keith:
No comment, I had a barney with him last week.

(Brigade 2, firefighter, 15 years’ service, age 40).

Isaac:
Didn’t fit at training school, he didn’t fit at his station, obviously he doesn’t fit at another station, he is isn’t fit for the job.

Ian:
He came in thinking he was an officer and he doesn’t fit-in.

From their comments, you can sense the hostility these firefighters have for ‘Tubby Taffy’.  One reason for this was that he resisted their right to give him the nickname ‘Taffy’.  It is not difficult to imagine the treatment that ‘Tubby Taffy’ would receive in return for his resistance.  The term ‘tubby’ in a fitness-orientated world is pejorative and ‘Taffy’ has overtones of institutional racism.  Anti-racism, anti-harassment and equality training is so undeveloped/unsophisticated at most firestations that few in the fire service would probably even recognize that ‘Taffy’ could be a racist term.  Firefighters would more likely point to all those in the fire service who willingly accept such a nickname and this clouds the issue even more
.  However, Taffy did not accept the watch’s nickname and because he was new the watch would see his resistance as an outright challenge to their authority.  Then the name-calling would fuel a spiralling circle of harassment.  ‘Tubby Taffy’ moved stations to avoid the harassment but it followed him and follows him still.  ‘Tubby Taffy’ is an example of how, “once you get known as a tosser” the name sticks.  

3.2. ‘Charlie’

An example from Brigade 3 illustrates how a watch can create a circle of harassment around a firefighter who refuses to show deference:

Ken:
He is giving it all mouth and that he is the best at this and that and he was doing simple things wrong and they thought ‘yeah’.  They said to me ‘he made the mistake, he came in thinking he was the kid and he shouldn’t have done’.  Em, because of that they really give it to him and anything.  If you see a spazz
 or someone walking down the road, they say, ‘oh look there is Charlie, there is his wife’ and all this sort of stuff and he takes it now.  He says stuff back, but they just give it back to him even more.  He is not going to win.

[My emphases].

This example provides a view of the depths firefighters will go to enforce their informal authority.  It is also an interesting example of the paradoxes at work when an able-bodied group, who might well collect money for children suffering from cerebral palsy, are prepared to use the same children as a term of abuse.  Charlie is not in the same brigade as those earlier informants who warned that new firefighters should be ‘seen and not heard’, but I am convinced that if they thought it necessary to push a new firefighter back into line they would act similarly.  Recently a separate source told me that Charlie had moved stations.  However, either his reputation went before him or he is just unable to fit-in, because Charlie is still being harassed.  

3.3. ‘I am a mild man’

Pete is a watch leader with the respect of other members of his watch; he is viewed as a category 4 (conformer):

Pete:
I am fairly norm, normally I am a mild man, but this kid [Arthur], he got me wound up and I had to have a word with the sub about this fella.  Em, well, what I said to the sub was that ‘I would stab him’ [laughter]
.  He’s moved on. … He was always, yunnoo, cocky, lairy, know it all, yunnoo.

(Brigade 1, firefighter, 18 years’ experience, age 43).  [My emphases and insert].

I was surprised at Pete’s reaction and I asked what happened.  Pete was clear, the whole watch ganged up against Arthur, but he did not give in:

Pete:
No, he was just too lairy.  He just, whatever you said he, yunnoo, ‘I don’t care’, yunnoo and all this lark.

In isolation each occurrence of name calling may be distasteful but it is unlikely to be recognised as damaging. If challenged about what they are doing at this time firefighters will argue that it is just a joke.  However, this is far from the truth when it happens continually.  Most people that have provided data on harassment point out that the constant drip of name calling is the most damaging thing that they experience.  Humour it is not; it is specifically designed to bring people into line and to marginalise that will not conform.  

There clearly are some firefighters who do not want to fit-in and will resist whatever the cost.  From these three examples it is possible to suggest that there are some (however few) firefighters who actually resist the informal hierarchy, but they all appear to move on:    

6. Resisters: firefighters who would openly and persistently resist informal hierarchies like Tubby Taffy, Charlie and Arthur.  These firefighters may constantly move from watch to watch.

   These examples are all men; were this research to be targeting women then there would be a larger sample.
4. HUMOUR
The three examples of firefighters who have not fitted-in and those whose fitting-in has apparently been mostly to avoid the gaze of the watch, leads me to talk about fire service humour.  In particular, how firefighters use what they term as humour to police their norms (see Walby 1991; IT 1995; LFCDA 1995; Baigent 1996; HMIFS 1999).  It was my intention to have a chapter on fire service humour, but to keep this work to an acceptable size it was not possible to accommodate everything.  Therefore, a whole chapter’s worth of research is reduced to a small section.  The focus will be on how firefighters use the dark side of humour to test each other and as a weapon against firefighters who do not fit-in.  I will take as given that sexist
/racist/disablist remarks/jokes are common on a firestation and that this is one-way in which firefighters point to ‘their superiority’ as white, able-bodied males.  In common with other masculinity projects, fire service humour often appears to be about the social survival of the fittest (see Collinson 1992: 110), although firefighters will romanticise their humour as just a laugh
, time filling
 or stress relieving
.  

4.1. Humour in dangerous occupations

Humour in dangerous occupations can be explained as “caustic wit and rudeness [that] is symptomatic of the close relations between the men” (Pitt 1979: 38 cited in Collinson 1988).  It has already been established that the firestation is not an area patrolled by managers and firefighters have the space to talk throughout the shift.  This space allows firefighters’ informal hierarchy to use humour to colonise not only the breaks (see Goffman 1959; Linstead 1985), but also most of the working day.  
Equal opportunities workers clearly acknowledge the purpose of homour:

Hilary:
The vehicle for bullying is humour.

(Senior civilian equality adviser).

Chris:
Firefighters join as nice people, yet to a greater or lesser extent this is lost in service.  The organisation must knock it out of them.

(Senior civilian equality adviser).

 Perry:
… wouldn’t be tolerated in most workplaces.  Heavily influenced with racism heavily influenced with sexism.  On some occasions it can be the most incredibly dry laconic humour you can ever get, which has always been true of people who every now and again face dangerous situations.  But I think generally the undercurrent of humour has always been very internal; wouldn’t be the type of humour they would get away with indoors around their mum and dad, or their children.

(Senior FBU representative).

These equality workers have no doubt that firefighters’ humour is not fun (see LFCDA 1995; FBU 1999a).  Humour is the enforcing arm of firefighters’ hierarchy and firefighters use it to bully those who do not follow their rules.
4.2. Teamwork and the windup

Most firefighters do not recognise their humour as bullying.  Most firefighters defend their humour by suggesting it is a means of testing each other.  Chapter 3 has spoken of operational tests, but the “windups,” as firefighters call their attempts to get a reaction from their colleagues, are openly acknowledged as a test.  At the start of this chapter we heard from Dominic about the watch’s gaze: a subject he returned to later in the focus group discussion:

Dominic:
Em, everyone has got to be looking at you.  They have got to be testing you out in all different ways.  And the bullying you mentioned earlier on, I would not call it bullying, but I would say piss taking and everything else to see how you react. 

(My emphases).

Guy:
That builds up the teamwork doesn’t it. 

(Brigade two, firefighter, 10 years’ service, age 37).

Dominic:
To find out how you react to a given situation.  To find out if you can take it or whether you can’t.

Words, around firefighters, can become confusing, but it is clear to me that what I define as bullying is my current subjective view of my own behaviour when I was a firefighter.  I then thought of it as “piss taking” (also known as ‘humour,, banter, windup’).  
Dominic and most firefighters are very clear-“piss taking” to see “how you react” is an inclusive process.  Testing each other is about teambuilding.  No one seems to recognise that their behaviour is excluding of individuality, diversity or difference.  Testing processes are common amongst men and designed to identify if another man has the necessary masculine understandings to ‘prove’ they can ‘take it’ (see Mac an Ghaill 1996: 68
).  Firefighters argue they are testing to see if the recipient has the strength to control their emotions and not ‘bite back’.  
However there is another view that suggests the victims are mostly the same person and occur to make an individual demonstrate they are prepared to subordinate their views to the group.  Firefighters know that if they are woundup (react), they not only provide their colleagues with a laugh, they have also failed a test of their (masculine) reliability.  To react to the windup is to crack under the pressure and be seen as weak and irrational (feminine).  It is difficult not to consider that females might feel completely excluded by such behaviour (see Collinson and Hearn 1994: 3
; FBU 1999c).  Humour though does not only wear down women who want to become firefighters.  In an astoundingly frank discussion evidence emerged of the strain that firefighters humour places on the individual: 

Cliff:
You have just got to learn to live with it.

(Brigade two, firefighter, 5 year’s service, age 27).

DB:
Is it something that you enjoy?

Cliff:
Not all the time.  No it can get to a stage when you are just fed up with it.    I am sure we all get to that stage as well.

Guy:
Yeah you can do, but just like Cliff says, you just learn to live with it and adjust. 

Cliff:
You need a break sometimes, like your four days off, after you come back you feel refreshed again.

Guy:
And you start all over again.

[My emphasis].

I visited these firefighters several times and they were a closely bonded watch, with very ‘good’ working relationships and mutual understandings.  It may be possible that there were hidden undercurrents I did not find, but I do not believe so.  It was this watch whose ‘boob test’ I passed (see Chapter 2) and they trusted me as much as any watch I observed.  This trust allowed them to use me as someone who could mediate their thoughts without bringing down any retribution from the others.  Their explanations suggest that their humour got out of control; that the watch had created a dynamic that was bigger than any individual.  It is important to acknowledge this was not a group of new firefighters talking to me, but experienced firefighters.  This is a particularly difficult type of group think (Janus 1977) and leads me to suggest that a group of firefighters may only act in a particular manner because they believe the rest of the group want this to happen.  

Humour appears as a considerable ‘force’ behind firefighters’ informal hierarchy.  This may have various positive outcomes for firefighters, but there have been a number of incidences when the informal hierarchy have acted to use humour as harassment.  It is easy to see (but not defend) why ‘fire service humour’ is aimed abusively at certain groups (women, new firefighters, others and male firefighters who resist): it is an attempt to drive them out or bring them into line.  Not quite so obvious is the way firefighters use humour to patrol their hierarchy as a constant test of the masculine understanding that it is weak to be woundup. 
The windup is a rite of passage for new firefighters to pass through, what some in the fire service may see as an initiation ceremony.  However this form of policing may never actually end but serve as a reminder (and example) to firefighters of how uncomfortable life can become if they were to challenge watch norms and draw the full gaze of the watch upon themselves.  However, firefighters have not generally seen their humour as harassment, despite having a victim and an audience.  They acknowledge that humour can be difficult to handle, but consider it a price they have to pay to prove they are part of the watch.  For the majority of firefighters, being part of the watch is integral to their work and while they may not fully recognise it, humour is actually a resource they use to ensure the watch adopt and comply with a variety of norms.  It may be that notions of a dynamic that is out of control are not so misplaced, particularly when firefighters humour forces them to fit-in and they then replicate the same ‘harassment’ on the next generation almost without thinking.  

5. OFFICERS

5.1. Leaving the operational watch 

It is surprising that anyone resists the informal hierarchy in the fire service and overtly refuses to fit-in.  The examples above clearly indicate it is possible, but this may always involve the resister moving on at regular intervals, presumably as the pressure/humour from the watch becomes too much for them.  However, there are other ways to avoid the informal hierarchy that do not involve direct resistance, including seeking promotion, or moving sideways away from a station to areas of work that the watch would feminise as ‘non-op’.  The explanations that follow are from officers who, having shared the experience of being a firefighter, might experience the pull, or push, of the watch.  

Patrick explains that right from the start he did not enjoy being on a watch:

Patrick:
I was quieter than most and I didn’t altogether like the practical jokes.  I was never one really for practical jokes. Fortunately they never played too many on me.  I didn’t like it, but I understand it’s part of the way of the firebrigade.  

(Residential Officer attached to FP).

Patrick provides some data to support a view that humour on a firestation can be a form of harassment.  I asked Patrick why he sought promotion:

Patrick:
Well I think we all joined for the same sort of reason, we all wanted to render assistance to the people.  Our clients as they like to call them these days, our customers.  It was all very well, but in those days it was a matter of: clean the fire engine, wash it out, make sure the tyres are pumped up; clean the floors; do the cooking, which I never used to like anyway.  Always seemed to make a mess of it for the watch and I don’t think they thought much of it anyway.  So I wanted some better job satisfaction, so I looked at what the Lf’s
 were doing and found that that was a bit more interesting, a bit more demanding.  So I took promotion and eh, enjoyed it.

[My emphases].

From Patrick’s answer it is possible to suggest he did not fit-in on a firestation: he did not enjoy cleaning, cooking or the humour.   However, he did want to “render assistance.”  Rather than leave, Patrick chose promotion, spending 18 years’ serving in areas that avoid the informal hierarchy.  The opportunity is available to any firefighter who may prefer to escape and still serve in a variety of ‘non-op’ jobs/promotions.  I have formed a category for those who choose to leave the watch either as resistance or for promotion:   

7. Careerists or Movers:  Patrick who does not fit-in with the watch, but still wants to ‘serve’ and resists by moving sideways.  There are a variety of opportunities to escape the operational side of the fire service by moving to different spheres such as: administration, personnel, Fire Prevention, Communications, Research and Development, Training and Senior/Principal Management.

Patrick was not the only officer to explain his dislike for working on an operational watch.  Rob (Fire Prevention Station Officer from Brigade Eight) told me that he considered firefighters behaved like “animals” at stations and changed “from children into men when the bells actuated.”  Rob did not want to return to operational duties and his reference to children relates to firefighters’ ‘childish’ humour.      

5.2. Careerists

Not all officers leave the station because they have difficulties with firefighters.  The considerable opportunities for promotion (Flanagan 1998) can pull officers.  Alistair’s view is a familiar one: 

Alistair:
The watch officer is the best job in the fire service.

(BCC, student).

In an extended set of quotes, watch-commander Barry explains the type of quandary Alistair faced before he chose  to leave the “best job in the fire service” for senior rank.  Barry joined the fire service specifically to become an officer:

Barry:
I really wanted somewhere I could progress through and that is really, what appealed in the firebrigade.  

(Brigade 1, Watch Officer, seven years’ service, age 34).  

Barry also displayed very similar reactions to the informal hierarchy as many firefighters:

Barry:
A bit of a shock, but you know the ropes.  Get in, head down and em.  I settled in quite well and I had a couple of ups and downs with certain people, certain things.  I think I was quite lucky .. I think you are lucky when you come in a bit later in life and you have got a bit of experience behind you and you can adjust a bit more.  You see the younger blokes, perhaps it takes a little bit longer.

[My emphases].

Barry might be seen as passing through categories 1, 2, 3 and 4 of being a firefighter before choosing promotion.  Barry had been an engineer, but he identified fire service humour as extreme: 

Barry:
Yeah, it’s eh .. the engineering trades a bit lairy, but not as lairy as this job.   This job is totally unique.

[My emphasis].

Barry’s quandary is that he joined to become an officer but he enjoys firefighting:

Barry:
Yeah that’s the sort of quandary I am in with the promotion at the moment.  Cos, once you take [further promotion], where I am, you sit in the one seat
, and you’ve got to detach yourself a certain amount.  And you have got to take one step back and control the situation, rather than be part of the situation.  And I still like sitting on the front of the pump, or in the back BA
.  I have only been in The Job for seven years’ and I still enjoy it.  Yunnoo, that sort of .. it’s not what I joined the job  for, but once I joined The Job I really enjoy it.
[My emphasis].

Barry’s suggestion is that as a ‘rider officer’ he enjoys being part of the firefighting team.  However, Barry realises that if he stays true to his original reason for joining and seeks further promotion, he will arrive at fires by car.  Then he will be, “one step back.”  Barry then went on to explain why he enjoys firefighting: a view which accords with firefighters who do not choose promotion:  

Barry:
It’s the text book answer, sense of achievement, pride and all those sorts of things.  You actually really enjoy what you are doing, yunnoo, you’re there to help people and enjoy helping people.
[My emphasis].

DB:
And that’s the reason that you enjoy it?

Barry:
Well there is also the other reason, the buzz, the thrill, yunnoo.  I have been a bit close to the wire a couple of times and eh I think it, actually when you have been in a couple of situations where it gets a bit close to the wire, it makes you appreciate life a little bit more.

[My emphases].

Barry ‘enjoys’ the “buzz”, the realisation of what it is like to be in danger “close to the wire.”  However, Barry has a plan for his progression: 

Barry:
Eh I think once .. I would like to actually .. the ideal route is to do your ops [operational] bit and then go sideways to Fire Safety.  I done five months in Fire Safety, not last year the year before and really enjoyed the job, but don’t enjoy the nine day fortnight.  But I think once I take the move, I perhaps put the going out and riding machines a little bit behind me.  Em, get settled, do me bit where you actually take the responsibility on board and then I think I will slide across quite happily … I  would perhaps go across to tech
.

[My emphases and insert].

Barry realises that further promotion will involve him in moving away from the watch.  Then he will work alone at a desk: a situation that will not only remove him from the action, but will probably lead to him being seen as different.  Barry, after fitting-in with a number of categories, is currently an example of a watch officer who must decide whether to stay in “the best job in the fire service” or move on.  There are at least two possible options open to Barry.  These are suggested by hypotheses 8 and 9: 

8. Reluctant Careerists: Torn between the watch and the desk: firefighters who join the fire service as a career intending to be promoted, but become acculturated/happy on a watch and do not leave.

9. Sympathetic Careerists: Barry and Shaun, who are prepared to leave their station to further their career, but their reluctance to do so may always make them sympathetic to the informal hierarchies operating on a station.    

Now with nine categories that might explain the routes that firefighters take within the informal hierarchy and how some move into the formal hierarchy, it is time to look for an analysis of what the evidence suggests about fitting-in.

6. LINKS BETWEEN GETTING-IN AND FITTING-IN 
There is what appears as two ‘ubiquitous’ processes on watches, getting-in and fitting-in, and it may be helpful to summarise these at this stage.  In its operational organisation the fire service applies well-tried and tested national standards and procedures, which ultimately focus on getting fire appliances to a fire.  Firefighters then collectively adapt some of these procedures at watch level as they develop the protocols for firefighting.  This they argue is the best way to support their professional ethos: to provide an efficient service to help the public.  This mix of both formal and informal firefighting protocols may vary between watches, but are so similar that they enable firefighters to work together at large fires.  However, arguments that firefighters’ professional ethos is the driving force behind their informal adaptations have been qualified by suggestions that firefighters may not only be serving the public when they get-in.  Protocols for firefighting are also protocols for being a good firefighter and there are many other agendas at work here.    

6.1. At the station/fitting-in
It also appears the formalised structure, of written orders, uniform, saluting, ‘yes sir/madam’ discipline learnt at training centre, is subject to an informal mix by firefighters’ hierarchy.  This hierarchy also provides some order to ensure, as much as possible that firefighters fit-in with each other, ostensively, so they can develop and adhere to their firefighting protocols.  For new firefighters this can involve a period of adjustment, during which they must first show respect to experienced firefighters.  Next, they can gradually participate in the hierarchy and in the development of firefighting protocols.  This process seems logical enough, if it was not for the possibility that some firefighting activities are considerably influenced by firefighters’ attempts to maintain/test their ability to be seen as a good firefighter (in their own, their peers’ and the public’s eye).  If this argument is only partly true, then the informal hierarchy may reinforce firefighting protocols and masculine ones as well.  Further complicating this issue is the way that firefighters might be developing their more personal agendas in the shadow of firefighting; making the two almost indiscernible from each other.  

Whilst firefighters are always prepared for a fire, there will be many days, even on the busiest of stations, that there are no fires.  This leaves a great deal of social space, both formal and informal, and firefighters’ hierarchy helps to organise this.  During at least part of the shift most watches will be involved in improving their group ties and fitness.  However, some watches have little interest in physical fitness at all, preferring instead sedentary group activities.  Group activities can also be paradoxical and one watch actually celebrated its diverse dynamics by suggesting that they were all individuals.  On this watch, the peer group leaders were big muscular men who spent a considerable amount of time in the gym.  Weightlifting is an individual sport and this would support their contentions about being individuals.  However, the ‘whole’ watch were obsessional about their fitness activities: the ‘weak’ as well as the ‘strong’ were individuals together.  One almost calculable sign of the diversity of how different watches develop relates to trade union activity.  In Chapter 5 a senior FBU official considers some watches will be active trade unionists, others less so and it came as no surprise to find this might depend on if the peer group leader is a union activist or not.   

Despite spending most of the shift in situations where firefighters can chat without restraint, meal breaks are normally important areas for ‘reaching out’ to the whole watch.  I have observed many meal breaks and these provide a further example of how similar (even in its diversity) a watch can be.  At one extreme, an interview I was involved in overran and the watch waited for the two of us before eating.  At the other extreme, one watch had no communal system for preparing meals and each firefighter brought in their own food; some even ate in separate rooms from the others
.  However, as this report will continue to argue, while not all firefighters are social actors and some will stand aside or resist group norms, there always appears to be a core group, which provides the group dynamic.  This core group may be friends off duty as well as on, and some watches will socialise together off duty, playing sport and meeting in the pub.  Many firefighters work together in their ‘fiddle jobs’ and some firefighters even employ other firefighters (see Chapter 1).  Charity work is also common amongst firefighters who use their public profile to good avail
.  

6.2. Why is there so little resistance?

It appears that most firefighters enjoy firefighting, their informal hierarchy supports their professional ethos, sustains their social relationships and possibly other agendas.  This report so far has shown (with some notable exceptions) that if you fit-in with the informal hierarchy in this mainly white male workforce, life can be happy, stable and rewarding.  But, as any visitor to a watch will quickly recognise, firefighters have very different characters and are inclined to be strong willed.  Whilst one might expect personalities to be put on one side at operational incidents, it is surprising that they fit-in so well at other times.  The same may be said of new firefighters who arrive at a station: they too fit-in — a round peg in the right hole as it were.  It could be argued that the informal hierarchies are so powerful that they not only subsume individual resistance, but they can also overcome individual firefighters’ will.  I dispute this possibility; firefighters’ hierarchy is not a reified phenomenon, its existence is a joint act of will of the watch.  I accept that firefighters may give up some agency to the group, but the watch is not a shoal of fish and it is difficult to understand why the group remains so harmonious.  Consequently, I ask myself a further question: how do groups in such close proximity manage to sustain their harmony?  

6.3. Self-selecting groups and transfers

I almost missed one explanation for why there is so little disagreement on a watch, because it was so obvious to me: firefighters form self-selecting groups
 and can transfer almost at will between watches.  Transferring allows firefighters who do not fit-in on one watch to move on.  Tubby Taffy, Arthur and Charlie have done this, although apparently they have not put their past behind them as successfully as the following example.  This is taken from an article in London Firefighter (Jones 1999: 27) where a black female firefighter is asked, “what’s been your best/most memorable moment at work?”  Her answer was “Joining Acton blue watch and leaving my old station behind.”  Self-selection through transferring may also explain why different watches can have a professional ethos in common with ‘all’ firefighters and similar protocols for firefighting, and yet each watch can be individual and have different social relationships, interests and patterns of behaviour.  It might even suggest that outside of the operational sphere each watch develops its own unique ‘personality’.  This is not to reify the watch, but to suggest that a watch is likely to comprise of people who have ‘chosen’ to serve together because they have similar views.  What follows then becomes a circular process, in which ‘proving’ that you belong/fit-in is self-perpetuating/fulfilling.     

6.4. The right to transfer

Transferring is a Grey Book condition of service and is usually a relatively easy process, which allows firefighters to transfer from watch to watch, station to station and brigade to brigade.  Most brigades publish a transfer list at regular intervals and in essence, all a firefighter has to do is to find someone who has similar qualifications and they can then ‘mutually exchange’ stations.  The process can become very sophisticated when direct transfers cannot be achieved and can involve a whole chain of firefighters moving to different watches.  Officers, who may wish to ‘help’ an unhappy (and potentially disruptive) firefighter to transfer, can frequently facilitate these complicated transfers.  Choosing the right watch to transfer to is also made easier by the way that temporary shortage of firefighters, are filled by ‘outduties’.  Outduties, as can be imagined, are not popular, because they can involve a firefighter being an outsider with an unfamiliar watch.  However, the firefighter who is not happy on their watch can get some respite by volunteering for the outduty.  Moreover, whilst on outduty the unhappy firefighter can take the opportunity to identify if this watch is one they may want to transfer to and if anyone there wants to transfer.  

Firefighters do not only transfer when they are uncomfortable, they could transfer for a whole host of reasons.  For example they:

· consider it is time for a change;

· consider they would like to work at a busier or quieter station;

· would like to live nearer to their work;

· have found a watch that displays similar interests to their own;

· wish to be stationed with their friends or their ‘fiddle job’ companions.    

Leaving/transferring can be an important feature in maintaining watch harmony, because unhappy firefighters can ‘choose’ to join another watch, and this is an alternative to seeking promotion or leaving.  Transferring can also prevent the abusive behaviour of a watch against someone who does not fit-in from developing or even being recognised publicly.  This can have a variety of impacts, not the least of which is that the watch can actually set out to force someone to transfer (this may have happened to Arthur, Charlie and Tubby Taffy).  Rather than interfering in this possible harassment, officers can prefer to leave the informal hierarchy to organise watch relations.  This sort of recognition by officers enhances the authority of the informal hierarchy and reduces the requirement for officers to manage difficult situations.  

7. CONCLUSION
This chapter indicates that most firefighters share an overwhelming desire to fit-in with watch norms.  In doing so they tend to follow well trodden paths, almost rites of passage and whilst what follows may not apply to everyone, it is possible to provide a list of categories that help to understand how firefighters experience fitting-in on a watch.

7.1 New firefighters:

1. Accepters: Ken, Roger and Ray accept the hierarchy and both Ray and Roger provide some reason for why this is. 

2. Conditional accepters: Richard indicates he is not entirely happy deferring to such social pressures, but has done nothing to resist publicly.  This may be a similar reaction to that of the female firefighters, Terri, Jayne and Sue.

3. Testers: Jack and Colin indicate the first real signs of public resistance to the peer group’s expectation, but this may more a testing of boundaries and almost a rite of passage.  

7.2 Experienced firefighters:

4. Conformers: Pete, Dominic, Ian and Christian who ‘maintain’ the watch norms; fit-in and expect others to fit-in as well.

5. Elder statespeople: Duke and Alf, who once established on the watch move away from mainstream social activities and this causes no problems in the informal hierarchy. 

6. Resisters: Tubby Taffy, Charlie and Arthur who would openly and persistently resist informal hierarchies.  These firefighters may constantly move from watch to watch.

7.3 Officers:

7. Careerists or Movers:  Patrick and Rob, who do not fit-in with the watch, still want to ‘serve’ and resist by moving sideways to different spheres of the fire service such as: Administration, Personnel, Fire Prevention, Communications, Research and Development, Training, Communications, Training and Personnel, or take promotion to senior rank.  These firefighters may actually never have fitted-in and may in part comprise of ‘Resisters’ above (and may not have joint understandings with firefighters about their professional ethos; see Chapter 5).  

8. Reluctant careerists: who are torn between the watch and the desk.  These include firefighters who join the fire service as a career intending to be promoted, but become acculturated/happy on a watch and do not want to leave.

9. Sympathetic careerists: Barry and Shaun, who are prepared to leave their station to further their career, but their reluctance to do so may always make them sympathetic to the informal hierarchies and family life at a station.    

It may be that fitting-in is not so much an outcome, but different stages or processes that firefighters pass through.  First and foremost, the new firefighter has to fit-in by accepting the informal hierarchy.  Second, the new firefighter learns their work-related and social skills.  At the same time firefighters have to fit-in with the social behaviour on watches, which in any formal sense may not always be work-related.  However, it should come as no surprise that the majority want and do fit-in, because most people have a strong desire to either be part of, or at least not be excluded from a social group (see Morgan 1987: 48).  In particular, this chapter recognises that most firefighters experience a considerable pull and push to fit-in.  Most of those who join The Job do so for a number of dividends.  Work (in the shape of firefighting) to a firefighter is not a four-letter word (see Collinson 1992) and firefighters push themselves to do their work according to the protocols their hierarchy lays down.  In turn this hierarchy pulls them into a circular process, that first encompasses each new member, and those members become part of the process that makes (and polices) the hierarchies norms and then reaches out to the next cohort of firefighters.  

My findings concerning ‘the pull’ are not surprising and this reflects in the overwhelming number of applications those ‘others’ outside of the fire service make to join when vacancies occur.  However, the high retention rates suggest that firefighters are happy to stay and accept the ‘the push’ to fit-in exerted by firefighters’ informal hierarchy.  Firefighters’ hierarchy is capable of exerting considerable influence over the new firefighter, because experienced firefighters control access to the skills needed to become a firefighter (see Chapter 3).  However, in their role as gatekeepers, the firefighters in the hierarchy also require the new firefighter to respect them before they will pass on these skills.  In this way the hierarchy appears to have a dynamic of its own, but in reality it is firefighters who make up the hierarchy and appear to give it life and who are the culture: a culture comprised of firefighters who replicate themselves by fitting-in successive cohorts of firefighters.  Fitting-in appears to be a dynamic few firefighters can avoid and most new firefighters are likely to make a conscious decision to fit-in.  In doing so new firefighters are caught up in the “snowball” (Colin above) that watch leaders use to sweep away opposition and collect everybody together.  It is clear that socialisation into the watch involves accepting the way the watch acts, and has the outcome that the group increasingly fit-in. a dynamic that forms the watch norms and in turn persuade others to fit-in.  

Many probationary firefighters have shown their awareness of the potential of the informal hierarchy to make life difficult if they do not fit-in and have done so without experiencing any harassment themselves.  Supporting this analysis is further evidence from prospective recruits to indicate that at least some of those applying to join the fire service already have an existing expectation that they will need to fit-in with informal hierarchies.  There is also evidence to suggest that the fire service actually filters for recruits who have some awareness of masculine hierarchies/understandings.  Until 1982, these gatekeeping practices managed to exclude females from becoming firefighters.  However, gaining entry to the fire service has led and continues to lead to serious consequences for women.  To some extent, the fire service may be moving from gatekeeper’s outright refusal to accept women as firefighters and thus the direct and vile harassment that males use to try to deny women access may be reducing.  Evidence from Terri, Jayne and Sue, hardly varies from their male counterparts; both male and female firefighters want to fit-in, but do not altogether enjoy the process (category 2).  What may be different is that male firefighters probably have insider experience of male hierarchies before joining the fire service (see Willis 1977, 1995; Canaan 1996; Prendergast and Forest 1998).  This experience may allow them to realise the benefits in terms of patriarchal dividend (see Connell 1995) if they “keep their heads down” and defer their gratification until they have fitted-in.  In particular, it may be that male firefighters are likely to see their treatment as a rite of passage and not as personal, or as harassment.  However, for Terri at least, it was not her first time working with men.  Her words indicate she wanted the “pussyfooting around” to stop, so she could become “one of them.”  I prefer not to view Terri’s behaviour as being forced, but her own decision (see Chapter 1).  Terri and other female firefighters may be developing human capital (in line with prospective male firefighters) to enhance their career prospects in a male organisation: a further example to add to those Walby (1997) notes earlier.    

What I call ‘the push’ to fit-in could be seen as homosociality (see Lipman-Blumen 1976; Cockburn 1991b; Roper 1996; Chapter 1).  This could be particularly true if fire service ‘gatekeepers’ have hidden agendas concerning: how firefighting should be done (see Chapter 3); who should be firefighters (see Chapters 1, 5 and 6); firefighters’ status/imagery (see Chapters 3 and 5) and a variety of localised watch norms.  Much of the behaviour of the informal hierarchy in introducing and policing its complex homosocial practices of fitting-in can also be formally labelled as harassment (see MacKinnon 1979; Walby 1990; Cockburn 1991a, 1991b; Morris and Nott 1991; Palmer 1992; Herbert 1994).  At least four firefighters have clearly been harassed (Tubby Taffy, Charlie, Arthur and Ricky/tough guy), but it is unclear if this harassment was because officers did not take action against firefighters who endangered the watch.  These examples and the example of Patrick and Rob also indicate that not everybody fits-in.  Despite possible abusive attention being focused on them, some have survived outside of the informal hierarchy.  Two have made careers away from the watch and they have ‘fitted-in’ as Fire Safety Officers  (it is also possible that Bob (Chapter 3 may find himself led to non-op duties).  Officers, in a similar way to female firefighters, bring different evidence to this research.  This evidence may help in identifying how masculinity develops socially in the fire service.  Officers’ evidence indicates how for some promotion has been a means of escape from the watch: they have almost been levered off the watch to pursue their own individual objectives.  This situation does not apply to all officers and some have almost taken promotion reluctantly.  These officers know they are giving up a job they enjoy, and sitting behind a desk may not be so glamorous, but it pays better and you are less likely to get injured.  However, it is interesting to note that officers may leave a watch for two almost opposite reasons and this possibility needs further investigation at another time.  

� See Lipman-Blumen 1976; Willis 1977; Hartmann 1981; DiTomaso 1989: 88; Jackson 1990; Cockburn 1991a, 1991b; Hearn 1994; Connell 1989, 1995; Collinson 1992, 1996; Office for Public Management 1996; Seidler 1997; Walby 1986, 1990, 1997; Grint 1998.  


� This use again of military language is similar to another fire service expression ‘shooting off your mouth’; both suggest speaking out inappropriately.


� Officer in charge of the watch: the watch-commander.


� This derogatory term for men that masturbate, or women who do it for them is typical of language used by males to feminise and thus subordinate other males (see Jackson 1990; Lewis 1991; Dixon 1994) by suggesting they cannot get proper sex.  The term ‘wanker’ might easily have been used and individual’s attempts to avoid such negative labels are a powerful social process (see Goffman 1997a).


� I will return to this subject in Chapter 5, but it may be that organisations, which seek to deskill employees might wish to break informal hierarchies by a “corporate colonisation” (see Strangleman and Roberts 1999: 51), which weeds out all those that keep the informal cultures alive, and employ people with no experience of informal hierarchies.  It might be too much of a conspiracy theory to identify that equality (or health and safety) legislation may be one way of breaking firefighters’ hierarchy, but it has to be considered.  If female firefighters, do in effect break firefighters solidarity, it may be that they will unwittingly help the employers, because then firefighters may not be so able to resist cuts in the fire service. 


� During my visit I watched officers treat the one female applicant very differently to the male applicants.  She was not picked on for wearing jewellery and the males were.  She was given a lighter hose to run-out than the male applicants.  Criticism was not levelled at her for not pulling her weight in the team exercises, as it was on the males (and she failed). 


� This extract was collected during a debate by the Brigade Command Course on the Grey Book dispute (see Chapter 1 and 5).  These officers had a view, challenged by the data from the FBU in Chapter 5, that the FBU were able to blindly lead their members: to an extent they even supported a view widespread amongst officers in the fire service that there is strong element of radical politics influencing the leaders of the FBU.  These officers took no account of the fact that members of the FBU actually vote to take part in their resistance to employers/officers when national disputes occur, or vote, as it were, in their informal hierarchies when the resistance is more local.


� Goffman’s work analyses how individuals operate to provide and create image and how in ‘total institutions’ the “indignities he or she must suffer from others, such as teasing, poking at negative attributes, and name-calling … adopting a stance is compatible with their conception of self”  (Goffman 1961: 23).  The fire service may not rank as a total institution, but the process is somewhat similar. 


� The fact the fire service appealed what was a such a blatant case of harassment might be seen as providing evidence to support the view that the fire service is institutionally racist (see also HMCIFS).


� ‘Tubby Taffy’ is a firefighter with 3 years’ service, aged 33.


� Collinson (1992: 108) argues that taking the piss out of each other and the acceptance of nicknames is a sign that real men can laugh at themselves.  Tubby Taffy is not prepared to accept this behaviour and those who do may just be supporting a hegemony that leads to a spiral of violence to those who will not.  


� Age 30, 1 year’s service.


� ‘Spazz’ is a shortened term for ‘spastic’ (cerebral palsy sufferers), and one form of humour I heard on many stations prior to the research is to tell a story with actions about the group of spastics who are told if they can clap their hands they can have an ice-cream.  When one eventually does this and is given an ice cream they miss their mouth and push the ice cream into their face.  The way this story is then turned around on Charlie is a clear example of fire service humour used to inflict pain on those who fail to submit to the informal hierarchy.  Once again, the use of language that would be totally inappropriate in many environments provides a good example of lack of equality training or its effectiveness and puts firefighters close to those dominant groups in the classroom who use similar language to label those with academic inadequacies as others (see Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 1996: 56).   


� This is the only overt reference to violence that I found in during my research and I have no idea if it was real or not.  It is so accepted within the fire service that firefighters do not fight, that I consider this was a metaphor to explain just how upset Pete was.


� Sexist humour, innuendo and pin-ups/pornography has always been a fact of life on a firestation: ‘a laugh’ (see Howell 1994).  To a large extent this behaviour is now outlawed by management, but outlawing something in the fire service does not stop it happening.  More often, when a female firefighter serves on a watch the viewing of sexually explicit material is likely to be covert, but not always.  Female firefighters can acquiesce to or accept the presence of pornography.  Even when ‘hidden’ most female firefighters are aware they are never far away from pornography on a firestation and the effects of this knowledge are almost as much a harassment as if it were visible.  It may even be more of an harassment, because it is more difficult to challenge covert material than visible examples.  As a visitor to a firestation I would not have expected to see such literature, but I cannot remember a visit I made when I did not manage to find some visible evidence of sexist material.


� I attended a retirement function of a popular senior FBU official during the course of this research.  The function was attended by several hundred firefighters and their families; a range of senior officers including The Chief; a FBU National Officer and several Executive Council members.  During an entertaining speech lasting over one hour made by an officer he said, “Alfred was a good firefighter.”  Someone in the crowd called out “fireman” and the speaker replied, “thank you for that”; Alfred raised his hand in acknowledgement and the audience murmured in support.  This was not the only example of sexism in the speeches and cameos played out to the receptive audience.  One of the cameos involved an overt example of racism, where a blacked-up man ran onto the stage in grass skirt carrying a spear; another involved an ongoing joke at the expense of disabled wheel-chair users.  The FBU National Officer was visibly ‘squirming’ and the occasion did not really provide him with a platform to speak out, but when his turn came he did make a reference to the difficulty he had speaking on such a platform.  


� Firefighters get bored at the firestation whilst they are waiting for calls.  They will look for ways of filling these spaces by playing tricks on their colleagues.  Many, like Rob later in this chapter, would describe firefighters’ behaviour as childish at these times.  Jokes are often spontaneous, but can also be part of a carefully laid plan: a windup involving contextual and repetitive humour that tests a firefighters’ reactions, only funny at the time, such as touching someone’s shoulder and making them look, or walking into a room and saying, ‘he has got a big head hasn’t he’.  When someone replies ‘who’ saying ‘humpty dumpty’. 


� Firestations are also at the cutting edge of black humour, and they will develop jokes to turn round tragedy.  If someone loses their arm they will say he is [h]armless.  By contextualising any tragedies, especially those involving loss of life, into another form, the watch can re-group to avoid the personal anguish such circumstances could create: a diversionary tactic which avoids facing the pain victims suffered by erecting a wall between them and the situation.  Firefighters have the advantage they are not directly involved at a personnel level with work related tragedies, but they do witness these tragedies at close hand and they are caring people with families of their own.  There is a whole body of evidence to support my view that firefighters use humour to control their emotions at incidents and break ‘the ice’ of silence that can descend after being involved in tragedy (Hassard 1985: 189; Wallington 1989: 177; Docherty 1991: 71; Hall 1991: 33; McLeod and Cooper 1992: 27; Delson 1996).  Other professions use diversionary tactics as well.  “Black humor, an appreciation for the absurd or the bizarre, allows nurses to detach from extremely stressful situations, survive emotionally, and continue to give good care.  Such humor is often a source of embarrassment to the staff, in that it makes them question their own feelings of tenderness and caring.  On the other hand, they all readily admit the humor permits them to survive and serves as a cohesive force in the unit during times of stress” (Hutchinson 1986: 201).   


�“New members are teased incessantly and tested to see whether they are ‘man enough’ to take the insults couched in the humour of ‘piss taking’ and the embarrassment of highly explicit sexual references. Those who display a willingness to ‘give it and take it’ are accepted into the masculine subculture, while those who ‘snap’ have failed this particular test of manhood and are likely to be kept at a distance”  (Mac an Ghaill 1996: 68; see Goffman 1959: 211; Hearn and Parkin 1987; Collinson and Collinson 1989: 95; Collinson 1992: 111).


�“Within organizations, many men do not seem to recognise their actions as expressions of men’s power and male identity.  Where men see humour, teasing, camaraderie and strength, women often perceive crude, specifically masculine aggression, competition, harassment, intimidation and misogyny” (Collinson and Hearn 1994: 3).


� Leading firefighter, a JO (junior officer), increasingly called a crew-commander.


� This indicates he is the officer in charge.


� ‘The back’ is the position the firefighters occupy en route to the fire and the two outside riders wear BA and ‘get-into’ the fire.


� Technical services.


� It may be that I missed the opportunity to find out some something very important from this watch, but it was not possible to return and look again at the consequences of this behaviour. 


� In a sign of both their ability to collect money and the public’s trust of firefighters, one station spontaneously decided to collect for Children In Need and stood at the traffic lights outside their station.  They took with them the buckets off the appliances and collected over £3000 from passing motorist in under three hours.  Such was the trust that the public have in firefighters that no one asked them what they were collecting for.   


� Grint (1998: 279) uses this term to explain how miners used to pick who they worked with underground (see also Owen 1996).
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