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The three articles I’ve chosen for my project are Firefighters: America’s real-life superheroes by Beth Nissen of CNN (2001), Sept. 11 tape shows FDNY response from inside WTC from CNN (2002), and the introduction to the book Firefighters: Their story in their own words (1988), by a retired firefighter named Dennis Smith. My paper will attempt to examine both the differences and similarities between the opinions and reporting of the authors. I will mainly look at what sort of information they provide to describe the attitudes and reactions of the general public, the media, and firefighters themselves to firefighters and the risks they take in everyday life.

 The CNN article Sept. 11 tape shows FDNY response from inside WTC, describes the contents of a tape shot by two French filmmakers on 9/11 that show the rescue operation being organized by the FDNY shortly before the WTC towers collapsed. 

The article by Beth Nissen (2001) describes how in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, people are looking to firefighters as new-age heroes. She explains why people look up to them, because they possess the characteristics that make them such ideal heroes in the clear non-ambiguous nature of what they do for a living. Dennis Smith’s work takes a personal look into the nature of firefighting. Smith being a former firefighter brings life to his article with interesting examples from his personal experiences.  The two CNN articles involve a good deal of plain reporting with very little author-expressed opinion. The CNN articles are post-September 11 and hence discuss the topic with specific reference to the events of that day and especially to the Fire Department of New York (the FDNY). The three articles share a common perspective in that they all describe firefighters as exemplary people, who possess all the elements that define heroism. Beth Nissen (2001) says “Firefighters seem all the more noble because they are motivated by service, not reward. Full-time firefighters are only moderately paid – and 74 percent of the nation’s firefighters are volunteers.”  Smith (1988) touches upon that very same idea when he says “Firefighters like going to work, and there are few jobs at any level of pay about which this can be said with such certainty.” The other CNN article (2001) also expresses that idea throughout the article. I feel that the journalists who wrote the CNN articles adopt a more or less objective attitude toward the stories of bravery and sacrifice in firefighting. Smith (1988) on the other hand acknowledges it with passion. 


An interesting thing about the articles is that they describe how the general public reacted and acknowledged the acts of firefighters. Smith’s article written in the 1980’s describes the behavior of people with regard to firefighters in different cities in the US. He explains how in New York, people then showed little or no respect and courtesy toward firefighters, while in Boston, people would go out of their way to make firefighters feel more comfortable. Nissen’s (1988) article written after the events of 9/11 describes the way people look at firefighters in New York, and says that there has been a major attitude change, and people now look up to them as heroes, with great respect. 

I feel that the contrast between the articles is interesting, not just because of the differing time-periods of their publication, but because of the differing context of the circumstances they describe. 


Another thing the articles cover is the attitude of the firefighters themselves

The CNN article titled Sept. 11 tape shows FDNY response from inside WTC describes both the pride and sorrow in firefighters as they reflect on the heroism of their colleagues who died on September 11. Nissen’s (2001) article describes firefighters as normal people who appreciate but do not really want the outpouring of appreciation that came for them after 9/11. Smith (1988) written in the 1980’s says that firefighters in New York and some other parts of the country don’t have their sacrifices acknowledged enough by the public, the government or the media, and he says firefighters sometimes find that sad. However, he says, most firefighters feel that firefighting is a reward in itself. He says firefighters are content despite all the adversity they face, and that they truly feel that their role in society is important and necessary. I feel Smith does the best job of explaining the way firefighters feel about their role in society.


I feel that Beth Nissen’s article Firefighters: America’s real-life superheroes is the most convincing, as it draws its information from a number of sources, from the average New Yorker on the street to interviews with people from leading organizations such as the Institute for American Values, to even a comic book artist. You get the feeling after reading Nissen’s article that it gives you the big picture on most of the issues covered.  I do come away from this project feeling that it has contributed a great deal to my research, because I now have a great deal of information and wide-ranging opinion. So far I feel that I can grasp the nature of the demands of firefighting, and the problems and triumphs associated with it. The things I’ve learnt have me convinced that I can tackle the interview, and have the necessary questions ready.

