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SEMINAR SERIES AT THE BRITISH MUSEUM’S CENTRE FOR ANTHROPOLOGY 

The British Museum’s Centre for Anthropology, in collaboration with the Royal Anthropological Institute, is 
delighted to present for the 2nd seminar of the series a discussion between Prof. Nigel Rapport author of ‘Of 

Orderlies and Men’ and Prof. Wendy Gunn who reviewed the work for the JRAI. 

Of Orderlies and Men is an account of a working hospital, its institutionalism and hierarchy, as seen from the 

perspective of the hospital orderly or 'porter' who works at the base of the specialized division of labour. Where 

the hospital organization esteems medical skill and managerial efficiency, the male, ancillary staff is involved 

with tasks calling for physical stamina more than an acquired skill. The book is an exploration of a portering 

community or sub-culture through which one particular group of male ancillary staff resist their classification as 

unimportant, unskilled or lacking the wherewithal to make a significant contribution. The porters resist, subvert, 

transcend the hospital regimen and, individually and collectively, exercise the power to effect their own con-

struction of 'wellness' at work. The ethnography is set in the Scottish port-city of 'Easterneuk'. Famous in its day 

as a centre of both imperial production and global exploration, Easterneuk more recently has represented a 

post-industrial urban landscape with a high rate of unemployment, especially for men. In this setting, 

'Constance Hospital', part of the National Health Service run by the British Government, with a work-force of 

thousands (including some 135 porters), remains one of the key local employers. The ethnography was under-

taken in 2000 and 2001, shortly after Scotland regained its own legislative assembly (Parliament) for the first 

time in some 300 years. Issues of national identity, of devolution and local employment, regionalism and global-

ism, represent a backdrop to the issues of wellness and respect which the hospital porters make central to their 

day-to-day working lives. The account is based on participant-observation fieldwork. For some ten months the 

author worked as a porter and for a further two he interviewed other hospital employees: the medics, adminis-

trators and technicians. 
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