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CONSTRUCTIONS OF ‘BULLYING’ IN THE BRITISH ARMY

Abstract

‘Bullying’ in the British Army has attracted a great amount of media and polit-
ical attention in recent years. However, whilst there is near-universal agree-
ment that ‘bullying’ is morally wrong and bad for individual and institution-
al morale, the implied or assumed meaning of the word ‘bullying’ seems to
vary among those making statements about it. In effect, uses of the word ‘bul-
lying’ when applied to the British Army are constructed in different ways by
different observers, their constructions often remaining implicit and so closed
to discussion. This paper, based on the study of the British Army’s organiza-
tional culture over many years, offers an initial attempt at a framework for
description, analysis and explanation of events where oppressive coercive
behaviour is used, to provide an objective means to address cases where ‘bul-
lying” might appear to have taken place. It is hoped that this framework can
be developed through further research.
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Introduction

Corporal Jenson" was a fit and strong young man, smartly turned out and extrovert,
and a skilled soldier. He was also a prominent sportsman, boxing for his unit. He
seemed a highly suitable man to be a training NCO in a recruit training unit, and was
accordingly posted to such a unit in the late 1970s.> He did well in his first year. His
section was always efficient and smart and sharp on the up-take. He delivered results.

Something rather odd happened in his second year, though. The parents of
one of his recruits complained to his Commanding Officer (CO) that their son was
being ‘bullied” by an NCO called Jenson. The accusation was investigated, but no evi-
dence was found and the subject was dropped. Clearly, the recruit had been misinter-
preting the hard regime of the training regiment — after all, the task was to turn soft
young men into soldiers, a demanding job for which toughness was essential.

A few months later, Corporal Jenson was spotted by one of his superior offi-
cers hitting a recruit behind one of the accommodation blocks. A day or so later this
recruit’s parents complained loudly to the CO about Corporal Jenson’s behaviour and
threatened to go to the press. Given the unequivocal report given by the officer to the
CO and the threat of press involvement, this case had to be properly, formally, and
publicly investigated. Corporal Jenson was court-martialled for assault, a serious
civilian offence, dismissed from the service, and sentenced to a two-year term in a
civilian prison. His only defence, and one which he clearly believed was sufficient
until he was found guilty, was that informal punishments of the type he had handed
out were ‘normal’ for the situation, and, indeed, such punishments delivered to him
when he was a recruit had made him the good soldier that he (undoubtedly) was. In
private, his peers agreed with him, and felt a serious injustice had been done but none
were prepared to say so at his Court Martial.



