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Abstract 

 
 
Over the last few decades, the academic and public gaze has increasingly 

focused on military veterans. The extant literature has documented a wealth of 

problems that emerge once a service leaver enters civilian life, including 

homelessness, mental health issues, criminality, and substance misuse. 

Accordingly, the intention to improve the wellbeing of veterans in the UK has 

certainly been evident within various government-initiated strategies. 

However, most scholarly attention has concentrated on the few veterans who 

encounter these extreme transitions. The aim of this thesis was to shed light 

on the vast majority who are deemed to have an ‘unproblematic’ transition on 

account of their employment status and lack of serious social or health issues. 

It did so by drawing on data from 58 semi-structured interviews with Army 

veterans, spouses of Army veterans, and charity workers.  

 

By mapping participants trajectory from pre-military life to years after service 

at the time of interview, a holistic theorisation of the transition has been 

provided using the tenets of ultra-realism. It shows that for most, merely being 

in employment was not an accurate measure of success. Instead, entrance to 

the civilian job market was characterised by precarity and intense competition 

between employees. This served as a dichotomy to the work environment 

veterans were familiar with and, as posited in this thesis, caused tension 

between the subject and the ideology they were assimilated to. In putting 

forward this argument, this project advances the existing ultra-realist 

theoretical framework, and veteran research, in an empirically informed 

manner.  
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Glossary of Terms 

 
Adventure Training Training designed to develop leadership, resilience, and 

teamwork. E.g., caving, rock climbing, canoeing 

AFCAS Armed Forces Continuous Attitudes Survey 

ASM Artificer Sergeant Major – senior warrant officer 

Barracks Buildings used to house soldiers 

Basic Training A programme every soldier or officer undergoes at the 
beginning of service, regardless of trade 

Battalion A regimental sub-unit of infantry 

Beasting Army slang for being subject to harsh treatment to instil 
discipline  

Blackout Period of no communication following an incident on a 
deployment  

Bloodhound Camp Location in Cyprus used to host decompression for 
personnel returning from Iraq and Afghanistan 

Cap Badge Badge to be worn on uniform to denote regiment 

Civvy Street Slang for civilian life  

Civvy Civilian 

CO Commanding Officer 

Combat Fighting contact between Armed Forces 

Convoy A group of vehicles travelling together for protection and 
support 

CTP Career Transition Partnership 

Decompression Process following deployments to facilitate reintegration  

Deployments  The movement of armed forces, sometimes for operational 
purposes 

ESL Early Service Leaver 

Exercise Training for operations  

Full Screw Army slang for Corporal 

Infantry Section of the Army trained to fight on foot 

Medical Discharge Discharge from the military on the grounds that a medical 
condition prevents the service member from carrying out 
their role 

MoD Ministry of Defence 

Mortared Being attacked by mortars on deployments 

OC Officer in Command 

Officer Generally refers to a ‘commissioned’ officer, of senior rank  

Padre Generic term for chaplain or priest 

Pads Brat/Brat Child of personnel living in military quarters 

Paras The Parachute Regiment 

Passing Out Parade Celebration following the successful completion of basic 
training 

Posting An appointment to a job 

Patrolling Monitor an area by regularly walking or travelling around it 

PTSD Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

Quarters A place for personnel to live 

Rank Denotes seniority in the military hierarchy 
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Regiment A military unit, typically denotes operational speciality 

RCT Royal Corps of Transport 

REME Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers 

RLC Royal Logistic Corps 

Resettlement Process designed to assist service leavers prepare for 
their transition out of the military 

Soldier A person who serves in the Army 

Squaddie Slang for Army soldier 

Subalterns Reference to others of lower rank  

TA Territorial Army 

Theatre Refers to an area of warfare 

Tiffy A REME soldier who has undergone Artificer training 

Tour Slang for deployment 

TRiM Trauma Risk Management  

Vertus Body armour 

WRAC Women’s Royal Army Corps 
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Introduction  
 

As Simon watched his peers’ contentment with working and marrying locally, he 

realised that the town he grew up in had little to offer. Subsequently, Simon enlisted 

in the Army with the Royal Engineers in the late 1990s at 17 years old in the hope he 

would see more of the world. His wish was certainly fulfilled; Simon was deployed to 

Kosovo twice and Afghanistan three times, was posted to Canada and Gibraltar, and 

worked briefly in Kenya and Cyprus. Throughout his service, Simon knew he needed 

to prepare for his eventual Army exit, so took advantage of subsidies and completed 

a bachelor’s degree for a mere £300. In 2015, his health deteriorated and he spent a 

substantial portion of the next two years in hospitals and rehabilitation facilities. His 

wife, Joanne, reflected on the difficulty of this time when she and their children were 

travelling two hours a day to visit Simon in the hospital. Joanne recalled being on the 

brink of bankruptcy due to travelling and being unable to work herself from the 

stress. When I asked if they were provided with any support, I was met with a 

resounding no from both Simon and Joanne. After 20 years of service, Simon was 

medically discharged from the Army and was thrust into finding his way in civvy 

street. Within a year of leaving, he had completed one short fixed-term contract, 

relocated for another job which then fell through, and was signposted to a lecturing 

job at the university where he had completed his bachelor’s degree. At the time of 

our interview, Simon was working as a lecturer at a different university, ready to 

begin his own PhD, and ran his own business as a second job.  

 

Overall, Simon reflected positively on his time in the Army and the transferable skills 

that equipped him for civilian life. His colleagues would even comment on his 

productive and effective work ethic. On paper, Simon’s transition story was 

successful. He was not long-term unemployed, did not engage in criminality, was not 

homeless, had no mental health issues, nor dependency on alcohol or drugs. Yet, 

there was a deeper complexity to his account. Simon was frustrated that such a 

significant proportion of his job as a lecturer was dedicated to chasing down funding 

as opposed to teaching the next generation. He had endured precarious employment 

and recalled losing his confidence while navigating his physical recovery and new 

work endeavours.  
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Anecdotally, I knew experiences like Simon’s existed and that there was something 

to be learned from them or at least worth documenting and exploring. I watched my 

dad who had served with the REME for 22 years struggle to settle within 

employment, work out how the skills he developed in the Army could translate to the 

civilian sphere, gradually lose his confidence with each new job he applied for, and 

be frustrated with the civilian values and work ethic he encountered along the way. 

These issues are not unique to former Army personnel. Civilians, those who have 

not served in the Army, are subject to the same insecure and competitive job market 

which can negatively impact their well-being (Chan et al., 2013; Crowley and 

Hodson, 2014; Moore, 2019). What differed was the perspective from which these 

harms were observed. By comparison, the Army offered relatively secure 

employment, camaraderie, and an inherent sense of purpose and meaning. In many 

ways, this thesis studies the harms of the civilian world through this Army lens.  

 

Literature Overview  
 

Over the last decade, the intention to improve the welfare of veterans in the UK has 

certainly been evident within various government-initiated strategies. In 2019, the 

Office for Veterans’ Affairs (OVA) was launched with the aim of making the UK ‘the 

best place to be a veteran anywhere in the world by 2028’ (OVA, 2020). To achieve 

this goal, they sought to: facilitate collaboration between organisations that support 

veterans; ensure service is recognised and valued; encourage integration within 

communities; and assist with employment, finances, housing, and physical and 

mental health (Armed Forces Covenant, 2018). The Armed Forces Covenant, a 

promise to the military community to be treated fairly, was enshrined in law in 2011 

under the Armed Forces Act. Alongside thousands of businesses and charities, all 

local authorities across Great Britain and Northern Ireland have pledged to uphold 

the tenets of this Covenant. Furthermore, the NHS (2021) launched ‘Op Courage’ 

which sought to improve access and targeted support for veterans suffering from 

poor mental health.  

 

At this point, it is worth outlining who qualifies as a veteran and what issues they 

encounter which urged the initiation of the strategies detailed above. A veteran is 

defined as someone who has served for at least one day as a regular or reserve 
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within the Armed Forces (OVA, 2020). There is some contention around the usage of 

the word ‘veteran’, as those considered one may not themselves identify with that 

particular terminology (Burdett et al., 2013; Dandeker et al., 2006; McDermott, 2007; 

Treadwell, 2016). For the purposes of this thesis, the terms ‘veteran’, ‘former military 

personnel’, and ‘service leaver’ are used interchangeably, and all refer to an 

individual who previously served in the Armed Forces regardless of service length or 

operational experience. Using the above definition, approximately two million 

veterans are residing in the UK according to the Ministry of Defence (MoD)(2019), 

with an additional 15,000 personnel leaving each year (MoD, 2018).  

 

Evidence from academic literature suggests that the vast majority of veterans 

transition successfully into civilian life (Dandeker et al., 2003; Iversen and 

Greenberg, 2009). However, scholarly and public attention tends to focus on the few 

that struggle immensely (e.g., Black and Papile, 2010; MacManus et al., 2013; 

Phillips et al., 2016). Typically, this research considers: homelessness (Milroy, 2001; 

Johnsen et al., 2008); mental health issues (Murphy et al., 2017; Stevelink et al., 

2018); criminality (Brown, 2011; Murray, 2013); and substance misuse (Polusny et 

al., 2010; Verrall, 2011). There is validity in assessing these extreme transitions and 

remains a need to theorise these experiences further. This thesis, though, follows in 

the footsteps of others who sought to encapsulate what happens to the vast majority 

of veterans deemed to have an unproblematic transition (e.g., Caddick, 2016; 

McGarry and Walklate, 2015; Wilkinson, 2018).  

 

The markers used to signify a ‘successful’ transition are not too dissimilar to how the 

general well-being of civilians is measured by the government. Simply, if one is in 

employment, this must denote success. For example, Iversen et al. (2005: 181) 

summarised: ‘most people do well when they leave the Armed Forces. The vast 

majority of our cohort…were in full-time employment (87.5%). It was a minority who 

fared badly’. Yet, there is a wealth of literature that documents the tribulations of 

modern work (Chan et al., 2013; Lloyd, 2018; Tombs and Whyte, 2007). In the 

context of veterans moving into the civilian work sphere, they can struggle with 

reformulating their sense of belonging (Albertson, 2019; Maclean et al., 2014), given 

that they are no longer surrounded by peers who share intense camaraderie (Adler 

et al., 2011; Ramio et al., 2008). This phenomenon is exacerbated by the military-
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civilian culture gap identified by several researchers (Collins, 1998; Rahbek-

Clemmenson et al., 2012), whereby the social-cultural dichotomies between the two 

populations prompt feelings of isolation and alienation for the veteran attempting to 

find their place within the civilian world (Jung and Hecht, 2004; Pasupathi et al., 

2007).  

 

Alongside the evident need to investigate the experiences of those who had 

supposedly unproblematic transitions, the extant literature has a clear 

methodological gap. The majority of the existing research concerning the military-to-

civilian transition utilises quantitative data (e.g., Hatch et al., 2013; Sayer et al., 

2011; Woodhead et al., 2011). There are many benefits to this type of research; it 

provides much-needed prevalence rates to gauge the scale of the problem so 

subsequent interventions can be implemented. As quantitative researchers of 

veterans have conceded (Adler et al., 2011; Burdett et al., 2013), a qualitative 

perspective is vital for understanding the nuances and complexities of the transition 

to civilian life. Although there has been valuable qualitative research documenting 

this within the UK (e.g., Albertson, 2019; Atherton, 2009; Wilkinson, 2018), most 

have been conducted in the US (Brown, 2011; Hinojosa and Hinojosa, 2011; Smith 

and True, 2014). Furthermore, the differences between the US and UK military and 

civilian contexts highlighted by Sundin et al. (2010; 2014) confine the generalisability 

of this research.  

 

Perhaps as a consequence of the paucity of qualitative inquiry, theorisations of the 

transition are limited. Some focus on specific facets of the transition such as 

reformulating identity (Walker, 2013), or cultural integration (Bergman et al., 2014). 

Others have drawn on existing frameworks, such as Albertson's (2019) and 

Wilkinson’s (2018) utilisation of Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and capital. 

Nonetheless, there was marked space within the existing literature to offer new 

theoretical insights into the transition. McGarry and Walklate (2015; 2016) have 

justified the efficacy of criminology in evaluating military endeavours. Throughout this 

thesis, I operationalise the criminological framework of ultra-realism to make sense 

of the transition into veteranhood.  
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Original Contribution to Research  
 

The gaps highlighted above prompted the research question, ‘how do British Army 

veterans experience the transition to civilian life?’. This question is intentionally 

generic given the relative newness of the subject, but more specific aims are 

provided within Chapter 3. The empirical aspect of this project relied upon 58 semi-

structured qualitative interviews with Army veterans, spouses of Army veterans, and 

charity workers. The inclusion of spouses and charity workers derived from the need 

to contextualise and augment the veterans’ accounts, which provided a unique 

sample in comparison to previous research. Furthermore, the ultra-realist theoretical 

framework is tested against a population outside of its existing arsenal: those who 

were actors of the state’s monopoly on physical violence (Weber, 1919). Overall, this 

thesis hopes to aid the development of knowledge within both the veteran field and 

ultra-realist literature. 

 

Outline of Thesis Structure  
 

This section provides an outline of this thesis by offering a summary of what each 

chapter contains. Chapter 1 condenses and reviews the existing literature to justify 

the originality and necessity of this project (Machi and McEvoy, 2012). As the subject 

matter is not specific to any particular discipline, this involves drawing on a wide 

range of research from across the social science, humanities, and health fields. The 

chapter begins with an evaluation of the major components of a military career, from 

recruitment to resettlement, to provide context for veteranhood. Next, research 

documenting the transition into civilian work is presented, drawing particular attention 

to integration with civilian colleagues (Brunger et al., 2013), and the exposure to 

overtly neoliberal workplaces (Ricks, 2005). The notion of loss is used to 

encapsulate the absence of an inherent sense of belonging or personal identity in 

civvy street (Albertson, 2019; Romaniuk and Kidd, 2018). Despite this thesis seeking 

to understand the assumed unproblematic transitions, the assemblage of literature 

pertaining to extreme experiences could not be ignored (e.g., Black and Papile, 

2010; Lovatt, 2017; Van Der Kerkhof et al., 2015). Ultimately, some of the 

participants in this research encountered mental health issues, homelessness, 

criminality, or substance misuse, and the existing literature that discusses these 
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matters was needed to understand those accounts. Lastly, Chapter 1 summarises 

how veterans manage relationships with their families (Harkness and Zadar, 2011), 

and how those family members experience the transition themselves (Søndergaard 

et al., 2016).   

 

Ultra-realism, the theoretical framework employed within this research, is delineated 

in Chapter 2. To justify the utility of ultra-realism, the chapter begins by positing how 

it differs from other criminological frameworks. McGarry and Walklate (2015) warn 

that any exploration of the military ought to be multi-disciplinary due to the 

complexities of service. Fortunately, ultra-realism draws on evidence and thinking 

from across academia, from philosophy to neuroscience (Hall and Winlow, 2015). 

This positions it as a well-rounded tool for exploring social phenomena, as is 

evidenced in the latter chapters of this thesis. Furthermore, as ultimately veterans 

are entering the civilian world, ultra-realism sets the scene for what they are 

attempting to integrate into. Its analysis of the pitfalls of neoliberal capitalism and 

modern work contextualises the transition by demarcating the positive motivation to 

harm (Lloyd, 2021), fetishistic disavowal (Winlow et al., 2021), and social harm 

(Raymen, 2023). Importantly for the discursive element of this project, the concept of 

transcendental materialism is outlined with a focus on Lacan’s Symbolic Order and 

deaptation (Johnston, 2008).  

 

Chapter 3 validates the methodological decisions for this research, which comprised 

58 semi-structured interviews with Army veterans, spouses, and charity workers. It 

begins by justifying the aims of the project in light of the findings from Chapters 1 

and 2. The utility of a qualitative methodology and semi-structured interviews are 

outlined in the context of veteran research and ultra-realist inquiry. This meant 

assuring that the methodology and method aligned with the demands of the 

epistemological and ontological assumptions made within ultra-realism (Denzin, 

2002). Following this, the particulars of sampling and recruitment are summarised 

alongside discussions of the practicalities of carrying out the fieldwork. As ethical 

soundness is of the utmost importance when conducting empirical research (Miller et 

al., 2012), an overview is provided of how the wellbeing of the participants and 

myself was protected. Next, the steps taken to analyse the data, including assessing 

how data saturation was reached, are explained. Following the guidance of others 
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(Holland and Ramazanoglu, 1994; Willig, 2008), Chapter 3 ends with some 

reflections on my positionality as a researcher and my relationship to the researched, 

alongside considerations of conducting fieldwork during a global pandemic.  

 

Chapter 4 is the first of two empirical chapters which discuss the data collected from 

the fieldwork. The veteran experience is not merely a product of the resettlement 

process and the time following. Instead, one must understand how service life is 

experienced pre-Army exit. Thus, this chapter chronologically details the journeys of 

the participants, from pre-Army life through to their final postings. Along the way, the 

function of basic training is interrogated, tensions within the Army are presented, and 

the responses to participation in operational deployments are summarised. This 

chapter posits the Army as having its own Symbolic Order which centralises 

camaraderie and functions as a lifestyle as opposed to a job detached from other 

facets of life. Furthermore, it questions how the Army has changed over time and 

concludes that neoliberal thinking has infiltrated the barracks. The components 

covered within this chapter are all analysed through the lens of veterans, though the 

accounts provided by spouses give depth to service experiences. Throughout the 

chapter, the findings from this thesis are aligned with the extant literature but 

explained by ultra-realism.  

 

Chapter 5 presents the data relating to the participants’ transition into civvy street. It 

starts by documenting their engagement with the resettlement process and desire for 

a more effective procedure, whereby personnel cannot slip through the net and are 

offered targeted guidance that resembles the reverse of basic training. Next, the 

experiences of the transition into civilian work are summarised, with particular 

attention paid to understanding job hopping (Pranaya, 2014), insecure and 

precarious employment (Lloyd, 2013), finding meaning and purpose through work 

(Ahern et al., 2015), and frustrations with the individualised work ethic they 

encountered (Sayer et al., 2014). The concept of fetishistic disavowal (Žižek, 2006) 

is used to explain the impact of gaining autonomy, losing the acceptance of physical 

violence, and the absence of camaraderie. Kotzé’s (2019) theorisation of ‘degrees of 

assimilation’ is utilised to clarify how participants oscillated between attachment to 

their Army and civilian Symbolic Orders depending upon their proximity to harm and 

subsequent ability to disavow. The remainder of the chapter considers the function of 
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military charities in the UK, and questions the validity of relying upon the third sector 

to support those who have served the country.  

 

Chapter 6 culminates the thesis by amassing the discussions provided within the 

empirical chapters. It summarises the main findings and situates them amongst the 

literature gaps determined in earlier chapters. Additionally, Chapter 6 outlines the 

limitations of this thesis by displaying the demographics who were not recruited and 

the subsequent restrictions this places on the applicability of any theorisations. 

Following the identified limitations, recommendations for future research are posited. 

Finally, the chapter ends by considering what needs to happen next to alleviate the 

conditions highlighted throughout the thesis. Put briefly, it avoids offering trivial policy 

changes in favour of supporting the implementation of the job guarantee programme 

outlined by Tcherneva (2020). Although speculative, the endorsements are grounded 

in evidence from across the social sciences (e.g., Atkinson et al., 2017; Winlow and 

Hall, 2022).  

 

We turn now to the literature review which summarises the extant research regarding 

veterans.  
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Chapter I: Literature Review  
 

1.1 Introduction 
 

Research considering the challenges of the transition into civilian life is addressed in 

Rogers’ (1944) study concerning World War II veterans. By 1967, McNeil and Giffen 

noted that only seven further papers explored post-military life. The subject 

developed with each decade and conflict, and now veteran studies are prevalent 

across the social science, public health, and medicinal fields. The demand for 

understanding the military community urged several universities to open research 

hubs dedicated to military and veteran research, including Northumbria, Anglia 

Ruskin, and perhaps most prestigiously, the King’s Centre for Military Health 

Research at King’s College London. This chapter draws on contemporary research 

from these hubs, as well as the wider literature from academics, charities, and 

governmental organisations. It should be noted that unpublished doctoral theses 

were also examined, despite concerns regarding methodological rigour and the lack 

of peer review (McAuley et al., 2000). Moyer et al. (2010) found there was little 

methodological difference between published and unpublished theses, in that 

doctoral students are enormously exposed to scrutiny and tested for rigour in 

research before being granted the PhD. 

 

This chapter summarises the existing literature concerning the transition from military 

to civilian life. According to Hart (2001), researchers must acquaint themselves 

wholly with the topic they intend to study. The function of this literature review was to 

first, identify the nature and content of the existing research, and second, highlight a 

facet which had been under-researched (Machi and McEvoy, 2012; Pare and 

Kitsiou, 2017). Neuman (2011) suggested it is imperative to recognise the 

assemblage of studies that are similar to the intended research topic to ensure the 

researcher is making an original contribution to the academic field. As emphasised 

by Ruane (2016), reviewing literature provides the researcher with the opportunity to 

understand the methods, rationale, and theoretical standing others have utilised to 

answer similar questions. Although Beecroft et al. (200) recommended creating the 

research question before a literature review, researching veterans is a relatively 
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niche sociological topic. Thus, one needed to develop a thorough understanding of 

existing research to certify originality and a concrete rationale.  

 

As well as being arranged to identify the research gap, the studies introduced below 

were analysed for methodological and theoretical rigour. Doing so enabled a critical 

perspective of the literature (Booth et al., 2012; Cronin et al., 2008), and enhanced 

the consideration of the originality and credibility of this research. This involved 

taking elements of what Grant and Booth (2009: 3) refer to as a ‘critical review’, 

rather than the more traditional literature review or systematic review. It was 

essential to assess the dependability of existing research to ensure the findings 

could reinforce the rationale for this thesis (Barnes, 2005). However, the relative 

newness of this field meant that identifying the research gaps was in some ways 

more pertinent than critiquing existing literature.  

 

To contextualise the transition, the chapter begins by outlining the key stages of a 

military career. The following sections assess the research regarding the transition 

into civilian employment, the concept of loss, problematic transitions, and managing 

relationships with others. As this project sought to understand the experiences of 

veterans in the UK, the majority of the literature introduced in this chapter denotes 

research conducted in the UK. However, frequent references are made to research 

from further afield for perspective or where evidence from the UK was limited.  

 

1.2 Background 
 

Although the purpose of this research was to consider the transition to civilian life, 

the nature of Army life must first be explored to contextualise that transition. The 

following section outlines three major components of a military career: recruitment; 

basic training; and operational deployments. As Burdett (2013) highlights, the 

experience of transition is influenced by the biography of the individual. Pre-military 

life can be impactful, as well as the nature of service, any operational deployments, 

time of service, educational attainment, and support networks, amongst other 

significant features. Thus, the existing literature evaluating these key stages of the 

military career are summarised.  
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1.2.1 Recruitment 
 

Since 1960, the British Armed Forces has relied on an all-volunteer force following 

the abolishment of conscription. According to the Army Terms of Service Regulations 

(2007), recruits sign on for either: a ‘short service engagement’ of 6 months to 12 

years; or a ‘versatile engagement’, which is commonly 12 years or above, varying 

depending on circumstances. Due to its voluntary nature, the British military relies on 

a range of methods to appeal to potential recruits including advertisements and 

presentations within schools and colleges (Rech, 2014; Twigg and Murphy, 2012). 

Recent attempts to prompt enlistment have been fuelled by the ‘recruitment crisis’ 

(BBC News, 2018), which as Jester (2021) notes, may have driven the more 

inclusive, less masculine adverts seen in the last decade. This may also be 

attributable to the opening of close combative roles to women in 2018 (House of 

Commons Library, 2021), a mandate that has been sought after for a number of 

years (Nuciari, 2018).  

 

Enlistment age is a relatively contentious issue, with the ethics around recruiting 

minors being subject to debate (Abu-Hayyeh and Singh, 2019; Gee and Taylor, 

2016). As Gee and Goodman (2013) note, those enlisting as a Junior at age 15 and 

a half to 17 are at greater risk of harm than adult recruits due to their 

overrepresentation in combative roles and longer service length. Further, Cooper 

and Gee (2019) found that minor Army recruits are disproportionately from deprived 

areas, despite recommendations to protect the potentially vulnerable group (UN 

Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2016). Mid-adolescents are more at risk of 

developing mental health issues when exposed to stressful situations (Baker et al., 

2014; Giedd et al., 2008), which basic training undoubtedly is (Ursano et al., 2016). 

This is especially problematic when considering minors' ability to provide informed 

consent (Hackman and Farah, 2009), compounded by the increased risk of poor 

literacy skills for minors from deprived backgrounds and limited knowledge of the 

social and work sphere (Louise et al., 2016). However, most recruits join between 

the ages of 17 and 20, marking the shift between adolescence and adulthood (Arkin 

and Dobrofsky, 1978). This transition to adulthood has been identified as a critical 

and impactful developmental stage (Davis, 2003; Sawyer et al., 2018). It should be 

noted though, that Arnett (2000) posited that societal expectations around marriage, 
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parenthood, and career development have shifted over the second half of the 20th 

Century. Instead of assuming major life decisions are solidified in the late teen years, 

he argued that these developments are increasingly taking place in what he called 

the ‘emerging adulthood’ period, between ages 18 and 25. Regardless of when the 

transition into adulthood is considered to occur, the impact this has on service 

members remains an under-investigated area of military research.  

 

There is an assemblage of literature which considers the motivations for enlisting 

(Kleykamp, 2006; Woodruff et al., 2006), with particular attention dedicated to how 

the appeal of social mobility can attract individuals from poorer socio-economic 

circumstances (Bellany, 2010; Lutz, 2008). This is pertinent given the insecure local 

labour markets present in working-class areas of the UK and the selective targeting 

of military recruitment in schools located in deprived areas (Everett, 2013; MacLean 

and Elder, 2007), referred to in the US as the ‘poverty draft’ (Mariscal, 2007). Moles 

et al. (2013) found that for some personnel, enlisting was seen as one of the limited 

routes out of deprived localities. Thus, serving in the UK was a last resort, as 

opposed to an abundant desire to fulfil any patriotic tendencies as found in the US 

(Alonso and Lewis, 2001; Everett, 2013), although there has been evidence that 

recruitment in the UK can also be driven by patriotism and a desire to serve the 

country (Krebs and Ralston, 2020). Interestingly, Gibson and Condor (2009) found 

that some recruits may distance themselves from this motivation to dissociate from 

the fact they are acting on behalf of the government and policies they may not 

personally agree with. Further, macro-level economic and political tensions also 

seem to stimulate enlistment (Bellany, 2010; Hosek et al., 1989). Other research 

indicates that some enlist out of a desire for adventure, life-long aspirations, or 

through recommendations from family members who previously served with a 

specific regiment (Irwin, 2008; Thornborrow, 2005).  

 

The assessment of how pre-military life influences service experience, and 

particularly combat, has received growing attention in recent years (LeardMann, et 

al., 2010; Spiro III and Settersten, 2012). Scholars have noted how pre-military life 

can impact the success of service exit transitions (MacManus et al., 2013; Jones et 

al., 2012; Van Voorhees et al., 2012). Cabrera et al. (2007), for example, found 

childhood adversity to be a predictor of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 22 

military veterans. This is particularly concerning as research indicates that rates of 

childhood adversity are higher in the military population than in their civilian 

counterparts (Blosnich et al., 2014). Though, there are limitations to accurately 

establishing prevalence rates via reporting, such as fears of the reception by peers 

or being passed for promotion (Hoge et al., 2004; LeardMann et al., 2010). It must 

not be assumed, though, that issues from childhood are exacerbated by service. For 

example, Elder and Meguro (1987) and Elder and Clipp (1988) researched US 

service members from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. Both studies 

found that when the service members had entered the military at a young age, 

serving essentially negated the common consequences of a deprived childhood. The 

dichotomy between attributing pre-military hardship as a risk or protective factor can 

perhaps be explained by variances in the military career (Gordon, 2014), though it is 

evident this matter demands further exploration.  

 

1.2.2 Basic Training 
 

Every military career begins with basic training, which in the British Army for adult 

recruits is a 14-week course covering the common military syllabus (British Army, 

2022). Following basic training, recruits go on to do specified trade training which 

alters in length dependent upon their trade. Junior recruits typically undergo a longer 

basic training phase of 23-49 weeks which varies according to corps. Once formally 

enlisted within the military, members partake in a ‘passing out’ parade to celebrate 

their survival of basic training (Strachan, 1997). From the elimination of civilian 

clothing and personal property to the embedding of military values, induction into the 

military involves various procedures to essentially de-civilianise recruits (Joseph, 

1989). To an extent, socialisation is an inherent aspect of entering most 

organisations as an employee and allows the individual to integrate new norms and 

values into their self-identity (Griffith, 2009; Johnson and Scholes, 1993). Though, 

some academics contend that the socialisation process recruits undergo amounts to 

institutionalisation (Higate, 2001; Thornborrow and Brown, 2009). As Cockerham 

(1973) notes, the severe nature of basic training initiates recruits into what is, by 

design, an elite occupation.  
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There are several identified practical and logical purposes for basic training. At a 

base level, this process is designed to produce physically fit, proficient, and obedient 

service members, regardless of trade (Knapik et al., 2001; McMillan and Rachma, 

1988). Recruits undergo various drills to enhance their basic soldiering skills until the 

procedures become second nature to soldiers (King, 2013). The embedded skills are 

then complimented by the stoic warrior identity which is instilled to ensure that 

personnel can withstand the tribulations of combat (Keats, 2010). Furthermore, the 

basic training process often focuses on invoking problem-solving and solution-

orientated skills to prepare recruits for the flexible demands of service life (Tenhula 

et al., 2014). Atherton (2009: 824) notes that this stage is ‘shaped by a repertoire of 

ideas, emotions, and behaviours deemed to be “acceptable” for fighting men 

operating within what has been termed a “brotherhood”’. Essentially, the recruit is 

expected to solidify their position at the bottom of a strict hierarchy by demonstrating 

their commitment to discipline and honour (Bergman et al., 2014; Hermans, 2001). 

Perhaps the most fundamental purpose of basic training is the facilitation of cohesion 

(Brown, 2015), which is nourished by the deployment of ‘block punishments’ as well 

as team-orientated tasks. This connectedness is encouraged to facilitate immense 

levels of trust between recruits (Bondy, 2004). Interestingly, Vickers et al. (1996) 

assessed personality traits at the beginning and end of basic training and found that 

neuroticism decreased in recruits and conscientiousness increased by the final 

week. This signifies the reorientation from prioritising the self to prioritising the group, 

a contradiction to the promoted order of importance in civvy street.  

 

Hale (2008) argued that upon entering the military, recruits are socialised into a new 

socio-cultural world. Compulsory uniforms, for example, symbolically indicates 

legitimacy and affiliation, whilst subduing individuality (Joseph and Alex, 1972). 

Within the military identity and culture, traits of collectiveness, strength, and 

adaptability are promoted (Hockey, 2003; Shields, 2016). Extant literature suggests 

that this acceptance of the military culture and identity takes place during basic 

training (Redmond et al., 2015), and accepting a role identity can enhance self-

esteem via feelings of value and fulfilment (Burke, 2009). This process of 

socialisation is perhaps captured most succinctly by utilising Van Gennep’s rite of 

passage concept (1960) which consists of three phases: separation, from previous 

norms and customs; transition, where the individual assimilates to the new culture; 
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and incorporation, where the new identity is adopted wholly. Although the highlighted 

qualities above are beneficial for the military, Jackson et al. (2012) maintain that they 

can be problematic for the individual. For example, Palmer (2012) highlights the 

obsessional behaviours promoted in the military can create anxiety unnecessarily. 

Additionally, there is an abundance of academic literature that documents the high 

risk of injury during basic training (Blacker, et al., 2008; Robinson et al., 2016; 

Sharma et al., 2015). Overall, though, the literature establishes that the process of 

basic training conforms recruits to the military identity and cultural values that 

empower their efficacy in a military career.   

 

1.2.3 Operational Deployments 
 

Operational deployments are fundamentally the platform for personnel to enact all 

their training and prove their capabilities as a soldier (Lea et al., 2001). Booth and 

Lederer (2012) found that the regularity of operational deployments for personnel 

has increased since the inception of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. In 2008, it was 

noted that over ten thousand Army personnel in the UK exceeded the recommended 

maximum of thirteen months on deployments within a three-year period (House of 

Lords Debate, 2008). This was a consequence of personnel being deployed more 

frequently with shorter breaks in between (Rayment, 2007). Further, the Harmony 

Guidelines which determine deployment regularity and length do not incorporate pre-

deployment training despite personnel also being away from home for the training 

(Serlous et al., 2021). Furthermore, the risk of returning with more severe and 

complex injuries was higher in comparison to prior conflicts (Dharm-Datta, 2011). 

Combat exposure is thought to influence the transition from military to civilian life 

(Brown, 2009), as will be discussed in the following sections. Exposure to war can 

leave perpetual impressions on the human body and mind that persist long after 

combat experiences (Birmes et al., 2003; Hyer and Sohnie, 2001), though the 

consequences are not necessarily all negative. Hosek et al. (2006) note that 

deployed service members are compensated with higher rates of pay, and 

importantly, may feel a sense of accomplishment after performing their operational 

responsibilities. Personnel can feel as though they are making a positive difference 

and undertaking an important job, particularly when reflecting upon humanitarian 

duties (Britt et al., 2001; Litz et al., 1997).  
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Operational deployments can be immensely challenging both for the service 

member, and family members back home (Maguire et al., 2013; Marnocha, 2012; 

Wood et al., 1995; Vogt, 2011). First, it is pertinent to note that most military couples 

do not encounter relationship difficulties as a consequence of deployment (Karney 

and Crown, 2011; Keeling et al., 2015). Granted, there are certain stressors 

associated with the deployment period, such as the serving spouse’s absence from 

family events such as birthdays (Newby et al., 2005). Alongside worrying about the 

serving spouses’ well-being (Allen et al., 2008), spouses at home may refrain from 

sharing their concerns to prevent their loved one from becoming unfocused, and 

thus, spouses shoulder the burden of home life on their own (Carter et al., 2019). 

Some spouses may struggle to maintain their employment due to these stressors 

(Steelfisher et al., 2008). These tensions may lead to concerns around infidelity 

(Peebles-Kleiger and Kleiger, 1994), divorce (Negrusa et al., 2014), and mental 

health issues (Verdeli et al., 2011). All these issues may be exacerbated by the 

routine difficulties of maintaining communication whilst deployed (Hosek et al., 

2006), though the development of technology has circumvented some of these 

problems (De Soir, 2017). It must also be acknowledged that families of reservists 

may struggle with deployments due to their general detachment from the military 

(Faber et al., 2008; Segal and Segal, 2003), and loss of income from civilian 

employment whilst deployed (Caliber Associates, 1993). The reservists in Thandi et 

al.’s (2017) study, however, were less likely than their regular counterparts to report 

concern that their deployments would negatively affect their children. The 

consideration of the impact of deployments on family members remains an 

underdeveloped, though widening, field. Utilising research focusing on other forms of 

dangerous employment, such as on oil platforms (Mauthner et al., 2010), may prove 

useful in understanding how family members cope with intense periods of 

separation.  

 

Research has emphasised multiple factors that can influence personnel’s 

experiences of operational deployments. The general public’s perceptions of specific 

conflicts can impact service members’ experience of it, as support from the public 

can feed into the feeling of value, importance, and purpose (Hautamaki and 

Coleman, 2001; McCranie and Hyder, 2000). Furthermore, the specific role of a 

service member inevitably influences their experience of an operational deployment 
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(Bass and Smith, 2004; MacLean and Elder, 2007). For example, peacekeeping 

responsibilities where there are restrictive rules of engagement can elicit feelings of 

helplessness (Litz, 1996; Orsillo et al., 1998). Hotopf et al. (2006) document the 

stressors of war, such as coming under mortar attack, direct combat, discharging 

their weapon, and seeing peers wounded or killed. These elements are also 

highlighted as stressors in wider research (see Hoge et al., 2004; Polusny et al., 

2010; Vogt et al., 2004). Sustained exposure to such an environment can prompt 

anticipatory anxiety, or hypervigilance, in soldiers (Friedman, 2006; Litz et al., 1997). 

These strains can be somewhat combated by the presence of camaraderie which 

may offer a distraction from the demanding setting (Hinojosa and Hinojosa, 2011; 

Sherman, 2005). The bonds with fellow service members can be solidified by the 

collective experience of a traumatic setting (Whitehouse, 2012). Although the scope 

of this thesis does not allow for a thorough exploration of the nuances of operational 

deployments beyond these limited examples, it must be recognised that personnel’s 

experiences are individual, not universal.  

 

1.2.4 Decompression and Post-Deployment Reintegration 
 

Decompression, the period following an operational deployment before returning 

home, is crucial. In the British military, Hacker Hughes et al. (2008) note that 

decompression was first considered following the Falklands War after returning 

soldiers who spent more time travelling home fared better psychologically than those 

who returned quicker. They do go on to state that this claim is not corroborated by 

evidence, it merely informed the consequent progression of the decompression 

process. Now, standard practice is for returning personnel to ‘spend a short period of 

time in a third location, neither in theatre nor at home, where they can begin to 

unwind’ (Fertout et al., 2011: 136). The Armed Forces Continuous Attitudes Survey 

(AFCAS)(MoD, 2020a) found that 66% of the Army branch were satisfied with the 

training they received before an operational deployment. However, only 55% were 

satisfied with the support provided during decompression and upon return. If the 

stressors of deployments highlighted above are neglected, adjusting back to 

normality can be challenging (Braswell and Kushner, 2012). As Hoge et al. (2004) 

note, subsequent issues can manifest three months after returning. Others have 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 27 

found the onset of issues related to combat exposure to be delayed for up to 10-13 

years (Gade and Wenger, 2011).  

 

A large facet of this post-deployment reintegration process relates to the service 

member returning to their family unit, with approximately 30% of Wilcox et al.’s 

(2015) respondents reporting family reintegration issues. It must be noted that the 

reflections of post-deployment reintegration for military families are not all negative. 

Marnocha (2012), for example, notes that following deployments some spouses can 

feel closer to their partner, and their family members (Davis et al., 2011). 

Contrastingly, Drummet et al. (2003) found that spouses can lose their sense of 

autonomy when the serving spouse returns and interrupts the established routine. 

This can also cause the service member to feel like a burden to their family (Sayers 

et al., 2009). Furthermore, Pincus et al. (2007) caution that couples may have 

opposing positions about resuming a sexual relationship following a deployment, and 

this may incite tension within a relationship. Allen et al. (2011) note that tensions and 

concerns around attaining support were greater in military couples with a lower 

socio-economic status. Additionally, Marnocha (2012) found that children can 

struggle to accept their father’s return post-deployment. However, the research into 

the experiences of post-deployment reintegration on family members is still in its 

infancy, hence the call for further evidence from several academics (e.g., Creech et 

al., 2014; Bommarito et al., 2016).  

 

Upon returning home from an operational deployment, service members can find it 

difficult to relate to civilian life, assimilate to a non-threatening environment, and 

consolidate feelings of survivor’s guilt (Ormerod and Evans, 2008). Assimilation from 

a camaraderie-fuelled setting to one which stimulates individualism can be 

challenging (Adler et al., 2011). Returning personnel can participate in risk-taking 

behaviour (Drescher et al., 2003), potentially attributable to the feeling of invincibility 

after surviving a dangerous combat zone (Kilgore et al., 2008). Ashwick et al. (2018) 

found that fighting was the most common risky behaviour exhibited by their 

participants, soon followed by alcohol and drug misuse. MacManus et al. (2011) 

attribute this post-deployment violence to the experiences of combat and trauma. To 

prevent these issues, the research that focuses primarily on the efficacy of 

decompression and post-deployment reintegration stage points to the need for more 
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evidence so adjustments can be made accordingly (Fertout et al., 2011; Hacker 

Hughes et al., 2008), particularly to utilise the time as a screening tool for potential 

mental health difficulties (De Soir, 2017). Finally, the importance of utilising social 

support from family and non-military associates as well as military connections in this 

reintegration phase must not be undervalued (Cederbaum et al., 2016), with Doyle 

and Peterson (2005) recommending that family members should be included in the 

early planning stages of reintegration.  

 

1.3 Resettlement 
 

Lord Ashcroft (2014) commented that support must be provided for service leavers 

so that their time in service does not act as a hindrance to successful reintegration. It 

is argued that thorough planning can reduce the degree of difficulty that service 

leavers may endure in adjusting to civilian life (Wolpert, 2000). In essence, the 

socialisation process undertaken during basic training needs to be reorientated and 

replicated to resocialise leavers to the civilian world (Demers, 2011).  As 

summarised in government guidance (MoD, 2015), there are various resettlement 

routes which are determined by the length of service and the health of the service 

leaver. According to Higate (2001), this doubles as a reward and reverses the 

possible institutionalisation from lengthier service. The entitlements available to 

service leavers are available via the Career Transition Partnership (CTP)(2022), the 

provider of resettlement. Early service leavers (ESLs), who leave before four years 

of service, are entitled to the ‘Future Horizons Programme’ which focuses on 

identifying appropriate civilian employment as well as advice on benefits, housing, 

and signposting to services and educational activities. Those who served for 

between four and six years are entitled to an ‘Employment Support Programme’, 

which is accessible six months before discharge until two years following service. 

This includes access to a personal advisor for support, as well as workshops 

targeted to finding civilian employment. Those who served over six years are eligible 

for the ‘Full Support Programme’, including a personal career consultant and the 

entitlement to various courses and training programmes with Standard- and 

Enhanced- Learning Credits. This resettlement process should commence two years 

prior to service exit for those entitled to full resettlement.  
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Dandeker et al. (2003) found that over half of their participants were not satisfied 

with the resettlement they received, with most feeling their social needs were 

neglected. The current resettlement programme is largely centred around 

transitioning to the civilian workforce, as Burdett (2014) notes, employment is the 

only facet that the MoD formally assesses. Others have also recommended that the 

resettlement process should provide holistic advice and support beyond 

employment, which addresses social, psychological, housing, and financial needs 

(Brunger et al., 2013). The British Army (2008) concedes that although resettlement 

does not incorporate welfare concerns, service leavers may be directed to relevant 

non-military organisations. The National Audit Office (2007) survey found that junior 

ranks were less satisfied with the resettlement process than senior ranks. Fear et al. 

(2009) argued that this may be attributable to restricted access to the programme 

and having less job control. Various studies have shown that access to resettlement 

activities can differ in practice (Dandeker et al., 2003; Tregaskes, 2011). Dandeker et 

al. (2003) found that some were unable to utilise the resettlement programme wholly 

as they were still fulfilling their unit duties. Additionally, Maharajan and Subramani 

(2014) note that the commencement of the service leaver’s civilian role may impede 

their ability to access resettlement programmes. The specialised courses often take 

place in a single location for up to two weeks, and the cost of those courses is not 

always fully subsidized by learning credits and requires financial input from the 

service leaver. 

 

Some personnel begin thinking about their subsequent civilian careers in the early 

stages of their military service. Lutz (2008) highlights how some recruits opt for 

certain roles in the military due to their transferability to civvy street and will utilise 

time spent in the military building their employability. However, for some, the 

resettlement process illuminates the lack of transferability of their skills acquired in 

the military to the work available in civilian life (Finkelstein, 1996). This suggests that 

elements of the resettlement process may need to be instigated earlier in military 

careers (Caddick, 2016). Although members partake in the ‘passing out’ ritual upon 

formally joining the military (Strachan, 1997), there is no formal ceremony for when a 

service member leaves (Bergman et al., 2014; Caddick, 2016). Smith and Stewart 

(2011) argue that the rituals within organisations can provide meaning and boost 

cohesion for its members. Consequently, the lack of ritual upon leaving the military 
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may bestow feelings of anxiety and alienation onto service leavers (Thornborrow and 

Brown, 2009). Caddick (2016: 196) recommends the implementation of a formal rite 

of passage upon leaving, which ‘recognises both the service of the individual to the 

military and the contribution that they are about to make as a civilian’.  

 

1.3.1 Reasons for Leaving  
 

Outside of the basic four-year term and contractual endpoint, leaving the military is 

considered a voluntary action (Jones, 2012). There are, of course, exceptions to a 

voluntary exit, such as a medical, dishonourable, or disciplinary discharge, though 

the majority leave in a planned way (Burdett, 2014; Sundin et al., 2010). All service 

leavers are then placed under mandatory reactivation for up to six years following 

their exit (MoD, 2014). ESLs comprise an under-researched group. Research 

conducted by Buckman et al. (2012), one of the few studies to report on the 

transition of ESLs, found that they are typically younger, hold low rank, and come 

from a disadvantaged background. They note that almost 50% of ESLs were 

discharged from the military, in comparison to approximately 9% of non-ESLs. ESLs 

are thought to fare worse in the transition than those who leave after a longer period 

of service (Bergman et al., 2014). The empirical element of this project relied upon 

snowball sampling with no restrictions on the length of service and perhaps as a 

reflection of this sampling method, no ESLs were recruited. However, the evidence 

highlighted above suggests that their experiences ought to be examined elsewhere.  

 

In the AFCAS (2020a), 23% of respondents intended to leave the military before the 

end of their current engagement or commission. Additionally, 4 in 10 were actively 

seeking non-military employment. Reasons for deciding to leave were attributed to a 

variety of causes. The most prominent motivator was the impact of service life on 

family and personal life. Other factors included opportunities outside the service, 

spouse’s career, morale, and job satisfaction. Conversely, the primary motivations 

for staying in the military included healthcare provision (including dental and mental 

health), job security, and the excitement of the job. Lovatt (2014) highlights that the 

reasons personnel leave the military do not differ greatly from why civilians leave 

their jobs. As with several civilian professions, employees can struggle to balance 

their work and family life (MoD, 2020a; Burdett, 2014), with issues varying from 
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work-based stress to managing childcare (Adams et al., 1996; Byron, 2005). 

Furthermore, the military has enacted major redundancies since the onset of 

austerity measures (Hopkins, 2013), which was paralleled in civvy street.  

 

A study conducted by the King’s Centre for Military Health Research found that poor 

mental health and the decision to leave the military often coincided (Iversen et al., 

2005). For family members, frequent deployments and changing work patterns can 

be stressful (Keeton et al., 2007), and result in personnel choosing to leave the 

service. For those who are medically discharged, the suddenness of leaving can 

prompt feelings of unpreparedness as well as the compounded difficulty of 

potentially living with a disability (Harris et al., 2013; Jolly, 1996). Additionally, 

veterans with limb loss as a consequence of service, of which there has been an 

increase in the recent Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts (Wallace, 2012), are required to 

navigate the limited prosthetic care available (Murrison, 2011). Overall, the research 

demonstrated that reasons for leaving service are inevitably varied.  

 

1.4 The Transition into Civilian Work  
 

Most service leavers are required to seek employment upon leaving the military as 

they will be relatively young and will need an income (McDermott, 2007; Walker, 

2013), except for those who retire with a full pension (Burdett, 2014). There is a body 

of academic research regarding veterans’ transition into the civilian workforce 

(McDermott, 2007; Zinzow et al., 2012). This research exists within a variety of 

disciplines, such as health (Buckman et al., 2012), psychology (Iversen et al., 2005), 

and geography (Herman and Yarwood, 2014). According to the CTP (2019), 84% of 

veterans who utilised their resettlement services were in employment up to six 

months after leaving the military. However, as section 1.3 above demonstrated, 

some service leavers do not access the CTP packages, thus, these statistics do not 

capture some veterans. Further, the data does not establish the quality of the jobs 

attained. As the Forces in Mind (2013) research demonstrates, veterans can feel 

unmotivated or dissatisfied despite having employment, though this phenomenon is 

not exclusive to military personnel (Cartwright and Holmes, 2006).  
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The following section outlines the key differences between military and civilian 

employment and summarises the research documenting how the career transition is 

experienced.  

 

1.4.1 Nature of the ‘Career’ 
 

As Caddick (2016: 25) highlights, the military is somewhat representative of the 

traditional western ‘career’, in that most start at the lowest level and rise through the 

ranks. However, he notes that whilst this format has stayed similar within the military, 

the civilian workplace has changed drastically. The modern career is commonly 

regarded as ‘boundaryless’ (Lichtenstein and Mendenhall, 2002), in that it is 

characterised by multiple jobs, rather than the linear promotion route (Gunz et al., 

2007). Traditionally, a career would comprise a single occupation, such as a nurse or 

teacher (Torrington et al., 2017). The modern civilian career, though, is regarded as 

without loyalty (Berntson et al., 2010; Pranaya, 2014; Sennett, 2006), which opposes 

the ethos within the military (De Bere, 1999). Similarly, work in the neoliberal era 

demands flexibility which may be more advantageous to the employer rather than 

the employee, such as zero-hour contracts (Statt and Statt, 1999). This change to 

the civilian workplace also includes the decimation of the employee-employer 

relationship and the ‘psychological contract’ (see Johnson, 2004; Thomas and 

Anderson, 1999). Furthermore, Arnold and Jackson (1997) contend that job 

insecurity and the pressure to perform have become an inherent facet of the modern 

career. The loss of secure work and a comprehensive employee-employer 

relationship has had a negative impact on workers' psychological well-being 

(Brinkmann, 2008; Sonnenberg, 1997). These significant changes to the civilian 

workplace over the last half century encapsulate the purpose of continuing to assess 

how veterans experience the transition into the ever-changing job market. With the 

labour market and workers adapting to the demands of wider economic forces 

(Cazes, 2003; Lloyd, 2013), veterans’ ability to attain secure employment will be 

dependent upon the state of the workforce at any given time.  

 

A pertinent aspect to consider of the transition to civilian work are the perceptions of 

civilian employers on hiring veterans. The military-civilian culture gap discussed in 

section 1.7.2 exposes the general lack of understanding between the two groups. 
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McDermott (2007) argues that civilian employers will not understand the background 

of a veteran, and that those leaving the service over 40 years of age may be seen as 

too old to begin entry level work. The Forces in Mind Trust (2015) found that some 

employers thought veterans to be too ‘institutionalised’, and consequently could not 

perform effectively in their organisation. A study by Riviere et al. (2011) found that 

some US reservists did not perform as well in their civilian roles when their employer 

was unsupportive of their deployment experiences. Caddick (2016) found that 

service leavers often found difficulty in identifying hierarchical structures, new codes 

of conduct, and struggled to know how to interact with organisational superiors. 

There are routines embedded within military roles that are almost exclusive to the 

military, such as saluting and weapons training, as well as the hierarchy and rank 

structure (Bergman et al., 2014). Personnel are required to respect and trust those of 

superior rank and promise loyalty to their employer (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002). 

Due to the expectation of obedience and discipline in the military, Chargualaf et al. 

(2017) noted how service leavers establishing a new work-life balance in civvy street 

were required to learn how to say no to tasks. 

 

Unlike most civilian roles, service comes with a shelf life. Military careers tend to end 

when the individual is in their early 40s, which the general career transition literature 

cites as the end of the career establishment age and beginning of the career 

maintenance phase (Chourasiya and Agrawal, 2019; Katz et al., 2019; Super, 1978). 

In civilian life, workers tend to build their personal skills and qualifications to maintain 

an existing job or enhance their employability for future roles (Duarte et al., 2017). 

Within the military, emphasis tends to be placed on maintaining existing roles and 

progressing the ranks which are relatively meaningless outside the military. Similarly, 

obtaining civilian careers are frequently dependent upon personal networks, and for 

some veterans, the regular relocation expected whilst serving has prevented them 

from being able to form those networks (Clemes and Milson, 2008; Walker, 2013). 

Consequently, service leavers in their early 40s may be compared within the job 

market to those who have been developing their employability and network for 20 

plus years (Whybrow, 2020). Furthermore, some may undervalue the complexity of 

civilian work, and retain an idealistic perception of their significance in service 

(Walker, 2013).   
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1.4.2 Experiences of the Work Transition 
 

Jolly (1996) found that despite the advice offered during resettlement, most accept 

the first post-military position offered, regardless of suitability. Jolly noted that many 

veterans were not optimistic about their civilian careers and did not expect the level 

of satisfaction gained from a military career. These findings have also been echoed 

in more recent research (e.g., for UK, Albertson, 2019; for US, Orazem et al., 2017). 

The lack of self-reflection prompted during military service can lead to veterans being 

unsure of their capabilities, and consequently they take jobs that undervalue their 

competency (Jolly, 1996; Walker, 2013). This perhaps explains Loretto et al.’s (2010) 

finding that service leavers with high self-esteem were less likely to struggle with the 

transition into the civilian workplace. The strategic approaches ingrained within 

service members are typically in preparation for combative circumstances; thus, 

some veterans may be ill equipped to draw on the strategies in their arsenal in non-

combat situations (Brooks, 2021; Nindl et al., 2018). Nicholson (1984) postulated 

that service leavers may temporarily face confusion upon working in the civilian 

world, in that the adjustment involves navigating how to utilise their capabilities to 

their new role. This limits the control that some service leavers feel they have over 

their occupational transition (Walker, 2013).  

 

Service leavers may feel drawn to replicate elements of their military career by 

seeking roles that offer similar regimentation, recognition, and ontological security 

(Higate, 2001; 2013). This can be challenging for those in weapon orientated roles, 

such as infantry soldiers, due to the lack of similar roles in civvy street (Kelty et al., 

2010). The transition from a role which is dangerous by definition to an office job in 

civilian life with minimal risk can prompt confusion and involves a complete 

psychological readjustment (Adler et al., 2011). At this point it is worth outlining how 

the Army differs from its most comparable institution: the police. Whilst serving, 

police officers do face a heightened risk in comparison to most civilian jobs (Home 

Office, 2021a; Johnson, 2019). However, as most police officers retire at the end of 

their service (Home Office, 2021b), there is a paucity of literature assessing career 

transitions out of the police (see D’Angelo, 2017, for exception). The analogous 

nature of police work can attract military service leavers into the police where values, 

work ethic, and intensity can feel familiar to them (Gau et al., 2021). Similarly, Higate 
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(2013: 4) explores how former military personnel can be enticed to private security 

due to the proffer of ‘unspoken masculinised camaraderie’ and the ‘instrumental use 

of violence’. Hawks (2015: 33) refers to this transition into private security as 

assimilation to a ‘quasi-military environment’, where key aspects of the military 

identity can continue, such as language, beliefs, and behaviours. This identity 

arguably extends to similar public services such as the police or fire service (Tick, 

2005). Alternatively, those going into fields not dominated by veterans or a military-

like culture may seek out other veterans within their new environment to feel at ease 

(Rumann and Hamrick, 2010). However, the industries that service leavers go into 

are not widely tracked, and thus, it is unclear whether most stay within similar fields 

(Iversen et al., 2005). 

 

A further issue that presents during the work transition can be the integration with 

civilian colleagues. Brunger et al. (2013) remarks how variances in language choices 

can serve as a barrier to forming working relationships and impede on the ability of 

each group to understand the other. Harris et al. (2013: 106) refer to this as 

‘linguistic identity’, and when surrounded by those unfamiliar with the various 

acronyms and distinctive vocabulary of the military, veterans can feel isolated. 

Beyond lexis, some veterans report that conversations within civilian workplaces felt 

non-specific and ineffective, as opposed to solution driven (Beech et al., 2017). This 

manifests in excessive meetings to facilitate minimal action (Edelmann, 2018). When 

considering the locus of informal conversations, service members often share stories 

to establish their position within the group (O’Brien, 1991). This act of storytelling is 

important to identity formation and navigating group dynamics (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2002; Woodward and Jenkings, 2011). However, evidence suggests that 

sharing military stories with civilians is complex and often requires modification to 

shield those who may not understand (Wolfe, 1991). Consequently, the service 

leaver is required to consciously limit their conversation to lessen that disparity, and 

proffer sanitised versions, much like Goffman’s (1978) ‘front stage’ presentation.  

 

Transitioning from an extreme ethos of comradeship in the military to a neoliberal 

society which champions individualism can be immensely difficult (Sayer et al., 

2014). These issues can manifest once a veteran has begun their career in a civilian 

workplace, as the work ethic promoted in institutions guided by neoliberal ideology is 
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so dissimilar to that of the military. Mainly, the embeddedness of individualism 

stimulates competition amongst colleagues that forces workers to put their own 

economic ambition ahead of the wellbeing of others (Bryerton, 2016; Lloyd, 2019). 

This is a trait that veterans have expressed their distaste for within research (Ricks, 

2005). Binks and Cambridge (2018) found that those who had more connections with 

civilians during their service may assimilate easier to civilian work life. This suggests 

that gradual exposure to the new ethos may be beneficial for service leavers and 

perhaps prompts a consideration for work placements during resettlement. 

Interestingly, a National Audit Office (2007) survey found that those who struggled to 

reintegrate the most were younger service leavers. This opposes the assumed 

hypothesis that lengthier exposure to military ideals leads to a more difficult transition 

out of the military (McNeil and Giffen, 1967).  

  

Overall, the literature documenting the career transition is relatively vast. It 

demonstrates that pursuing civilian careers takes considerable adjustment for 

service leavers, though lacks the theoretical lens which is applied in the latter 

chapters of this thesis.  

 

1.5 Loss 
 

Kilpatrick and Kilpatrick (1979) note the feelings of loss that service leavers can 

experience. Service life is often characterised by a systematized approach that 

allows personnel to lose their autonomy and focus solely on their job (Black and 

Papile, 2010), an opposing practice to most civilian roles which theoretically reward 

self-sufficiency (Elder et al., 1991). Personnel in the UK Armed Forces receive 

additional payment to ‘compensate for differences in lifestyle, working conditions and 

expectations compared to civilian equivalents’ (MoD, 2020a: 7). This payment is 

referred to as the ‘X-Factor’. The AFCAS (MoD, 2020a) found that 48% of personnel 

believe the X-Factor is not enough compensation for the service lifestyle. Ahern et al. 

(2015: 5) found that nearly half of their participants believed the military took care of 

its members, and the authors document the feeling of ‘normal is alien’ upon 

transitioning into civilian life. This feeling was partly attributable to the disconnection 

from supportive structures which is considered normal for civilians. As mentioned 

earlier, one of the motivations service members provide for staying in the military are 
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the healthcare benefits (MoD, 2020a). Lovatt (2017) emphasises how personnel are 

familiar with the structured health care offered on-site. Similarly, social networks and 

amenities, such as housing and food services, tend to be centred within a military 

setting.  

 

The holistic 24/7 existence resembles more of an all-encompassing lifestyle, as 

opposed to a job which remains detached from socialisation and service provision 

much like in civvy street (McClure, 1999; Soeters et al., 2006), and seemed to be 

attributable to the group dynamic of the military, as opposed to the individualised 

mentality of civilian life (Elliot et al., 2017). Access to these services and the base 

are lost once the individual exits the military (Herman and Yarwood, 2014). For 

service leavers, Black and Papile (2010) argue that this can make traversing to more 

autonomous services, such as the NHS, difficult. Similarly, Iversen et al. (2011) 

found that service leavers struggle to access the appropriate support from civilian 

facilities. As McClure (1999: 309) noted, transitioning from a state of reliance to 

independence can be ‘unsettling’, even with tasks as mundane as knowing what to 

wear. For some, this abrupt exposure to relative freedom can result in an extreme 

transition involving homelessness, substance abuse, or mental health issues 

(Iversen et al., 2005; MacManus and Wessely, 2011), as explored in section 1.6. In 

an attempt to counteract this rapid independence, Dandeker et al. (2003) 

recommends a gradual withdrawal as part of resettlement.  

 

It is also worth noting here that service leavers somewhat lose the symbolisation of 

the military as an institution. Bourdieu (1990) theorised that physical buildings 

maintain distinction by prohibiting groups of populations. In the military, barracks 

serve as a locale that exudes symbolic compliance, authority, order, and security 

(Legg, 2005; Smith and Bugni, 2006). Beyond being restricted to few populations, 

these locations often host secretive matters, further enforcing the superior 

environment (Ibarra, 1999). Upon enlistment to the military, recruits are physically 

isolated within this locale to nurture the individual’s connection to the institution 

(Elder et al., 1991). The spatial restriction with other recruits secondarily facilitates 

the camaraderie and cohesion which serves as a main aim of basic training 

(Campos-Castillo and Hitlin, 2013). However, membership to this exclusive space 
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and symbolic privilege is denounced once the individual leaves the military, 

signifying an explicit spatial conclusion of service.  

 

1.5.1 Loss of a Sense of Belonging 
 

Desire for a sense of belonging, according to Anthias (2006), stems from the innate 

need to be part of something greater than our individual selves. The pursuit of this 

feeling forms one of the motivations found for joining the military (Albertson, 2019; 

Park et al., 2017). The promised sense of belonging within the military can entice 

often deprived, disengaged youths to enlist (Housley and Fitzgerald, 2002), 

signifying the importance of this facet of military life. During the transition to civvy 

street, service leavers are potentially faced with losing their sense of belonging 

(Ormerod and Evans, 2008). For some, leaving the military means moving back to 

the location they so eagerly left upon enlisting (Moles et al., 2013). The extant 

literature suggests that the need for a sense of belonging should not be 

underestimated. Rather unanimously, research shows that belonging and social 

connectedness is a fundamental psychological need and contributes to positive 

mental health (Smith et al., 2016; Fisher et al., 2015; Baumeister and Leary, 1995). 

Thus, losing sense of belonging has been linked to various mental health issues 

(Sargent et al., 2002) and poor self-esteem (Maslow, 1968). Albertson (2019: 266) 

assesses experiences of this loss of belonging in the military exit and stressed the 

importance of ‘moving past the loss of belonging and identity in the military yet 

remaining distinguished from both serving military and civilian belonging’. Evidently, 

there is a need for reformulating an alternative sense of belonging in civilian life.  

  

Minnis and Wangs (2011) contend that the adjustment period is accompanied by the 

loss of proximity to those who have shared similar experiences. As Burdett (2014) 

notes, most service members spend significant time surrounded by others who are 

willing to put their lives on the line for each other. The friendships formed within a 

military setting are conducive to emotional regulation and promoting wellbeing, 

facilitated by the inherent sense of inclusion and cohesion (Boermans et al., 2014). 

Veterans often refer to their peers as family as opposed to friends, due to the 

camaraderie, shared purpose, and identity amongst the group (Forces in Mind, 2013; 

Holmström, 2013). This bond is characterised by a distinct shared sense of humour 
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which is both self-deprecating and mocking of others (Atherton, 2009), and often 

misunderstood in civvy street. Demers (2011) found that these friendships, alongside 

family support, can informally become part of coping strategies for veterans. They 

can serve as a protective factor against the effects of adverse childhood 

experiences, mental health issues, and repeated deployments (Rona et al., 2009; 

Skopp et al., 2011). These military friendships differ from most civilian working 

relationships in that they are characterised by regimentation and possibly life-

threatening demands (Caddick et al., 2015). 

 

It has been well documented that unit cohesion within the military is imperative for 

combat effectiveness (Sherman, 2005). Furthermore, Whitehouse (2012) notes how 

the collective experience of trauma, such as operational deployments, can produce 

robust interpersonal bonds. In general, the benefits of social connectedness and a 

sense of belonging are strongly correlated with positive health and psychological 

outcomes (Hawkley and Cacioppo, 2010; Raley, 2017). Losing that sense of 

belonging has been linked to poor mental wellbeing within the veteran community 

(Greden et al., 2010; Teo et al., 2018), although Pietrzak et al. (2021) found that 

some veterans displayed post-traumatic growth in the pandemic through enhanced 

social relationships and an amplified gratefulness for life. The importance of these 

friendships is perhaps illustrated by the constraints of the Covid-19 pandemic, where 

access to social circles were limited (Amsalem et al., 2021). Brooks (2021) found 

that lockdown restrictions did initially lead to reduced social networks amongst the 

veteran population, though those who had access were able to adapt and expand 

connectedness via technological means. This process of acclimatising to the new 

normality of connectivity seemed to progress comparably amongst the general 

civilian population as well (Gurvich et al., 2020). It should be noted here that 

although the extant literature proclaimed the benefits of unit cohesion, there was a 

paucity of discussion concerning the potential downsides of this intense 

connectedness. To offer the exceptions, some have acknowledged the presence of 

hazing rituals which humiliated personnel and in certain instances, amounted to 

bullying (Bourke, 2016; Hernandez, 2015; Walker, 2022; Wither, 2004). Alongside 

evidence from this thesis that intra-Army tension existed (section 4.5), news outlets 

have voiced alarming incidences of bullying and sexual abuse (Couzens, 2022; The 
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Economist, 2022), demonstrating the need for honest reflections of the realities of 

Army life.  

 

When entering the civilian world, day-to-day encounters tend to look a little different 

from the camaraderie evident within the military. The loss of those close personal 

relationships can impede on the formation of civilian friendship networks within civvy 

street (Hatch et al., 2013). Consequently, service leavers can feel detached from 

their new civilian counterparts, as well as their family and friends (Ahern et al., 2015), 

which may obstruct the success of reintegration to civilian life (Dandeker et al., 

2003). Maclean et al. (2014) observed that veterans can struggle to adjust when they 

do not feel as though they belong. Similarly, Thompson et al. (2013) found that those 

who felt part of a community exhibited better physical and mental health than those 

who felt alienated. Sayer et al. (2011) note that approximately 50% of combat 

veterans struggled to find a sense of belonging in the civilian world. The 

connotations of this are destructive considering Arthur and Pederson (2008) report 

that many veterans have experienced loneliness in their post-military life. For some, 

the lack of camaraderie present in the civilian world can provoke the desire to return 

to service, and specifically, to return to war zones, where cohesion is most evident 

(Ramio et al., 2008). This desire may be manifested through the maintenance of 

friendships with other veterans, who share cultural identity, and can consolidate that 

feeling on loss (Edelmann, 2018). Accordingly, research has found that those 

supported by other veterans reintegrate into civilian life with a higher rate of success 

(Ahern et al., 2015; Pfeiffer et al., 2012; Viverito et al., 2013). 

 

1.5.2 Loss of identity  
 

Explorations of identity seek to explain how structures and traditions affect the self 

(Dutton and Dukerich, 1991). Importantly for this setting, the understanding of 

identity extends to exploring the individual’s attachment to organisations and 

imperatively, their sense of self and place within those organisations (Harquail, 

1998). Undertaking a midlife career change can be challenging and necessitate a 

reformation of work identity (Barclay et al., 2011). Many academics have 

commentated on the loss of identity veterans can experience upon leaving the 

military (Brunger et al., 2013; Romaniuk and Kidd, 2018), and loss of confidence 
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whilst searching for civilian careers (Drier, 1995). As discussed earlier, the military 

identity is instilled from basic training, and these beliefs, attitudes, and language 

choices continue beyond service duration (Meyer et al., 2016; Zirker et al., 2008). 

However, Walker (2013) suggests that for the military work identity to be fully 

internalised, the individual must have served for at least 10 years.  

 

It is argued that traditional masculinity dominates identities and narratives within the 

military environment (Thompson, 1991; Hinojosa, 2010), and those who adopt the 

masculine features are innately rewarded by the institution (Thornborrow and Brown, 

2009). Hinojosa (2010: 192) highlights the risk of this, noting ‘constructing a 

hegemonic masculinity through discursive subordination is viewed as an exercise in 

wielding symbolic, rather than real, power’. Thus, although structures of domination 

may seemingly be symbolic, they provide the blueprint for violence. This is 

particularly pertinent for infantrymen and those on the frontline, where the act of 

killing can be considered a morally justifiable profession (Kretzmer, 2005). Atkinson 

(2004) argues that this validation of violence predicated by the purpose of an Army 

within society may lead to a somewhat normalised practice. Contrastingly, Everett 

(2013) purports that the act of killing and the psychological ramifications of that 

cannot be consolidated as normalised societally or occupationally. Regardless, the 

service leaver will lose this aspect of identity upon entering civilian roles which 

fundamentally admonish subjective violence.   

 

In essence, service leavers must deconstruct and rebuild their identity in order to 

navigate the civilian world (Walker, 2013). For some, this loss of identity manifests in 

a period of grief and mourning (Goodman et al., 2006; Ramio et al., 2008). This is 

then followed by either an adaption to the new identity, or the adoption of coping 

mechanisms such as avoidance of anything military related or opposingly, seeking to 

replicate the military experience within civilian life (Harris et al., 2013). Lovatt (2017) 

explored this through social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986), and found that 

some veterans wanted to dissociate with their military identity upon leaving in favour 

of their new civilian identity. Conversely, others maintained their military identity and 

thought negatively of their civilian counterparts. Both tactics can have positive 

outcomes and lead to a successful reintegration (Hatch et al., 2013). However, they 

can also merely delay facing inevitable identity reconstruction issues rather than 
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circumventing them completely (Harris et al., 2013; Herman and Yarwood, 2014). 

For example, Hatch et al. (2013) note that those who engage with veterans’ 

associations may suffer as a consequence of their lack of integration with the civilian 

population. Thus, those who are more devoted to military culture may undergo a 

period of disenchantment from their romanticised perspective (Zinn, 2011).   

 

For those who have served for over a decade and achieved rank and status, losing 

that position of authority and esteem can be daunting (McClure, 1999; Milowe, 

1964). Losing status can be particularly problematic when transitioning into a 

precarious and uncertain job market (Finnegan et al., 2010). To counteract this loss 

and retain a recognised identity, some veterans may perceive themselves as being 

distinct or better than their civilian counterparts (Walker, 2013). Similarly, Ahern et al. 

(2015) argue that veterans can struggle to attain the feeling of purpose and meaning 

in the civilian world, a finding echoed in other studies (Forces in Mind Trust, 2013). 

Owens et al. (2009) found that lack of purpose and sense of worth can contribute to 

poor mental health in veteran populations. 71% of personnel feel they offer an 

important service to the country, though only 37% believe they are valued by society 

(MoD, 2020a). 

 

In the extant literature, this loss of identity in the transition is typically theorised as 

the service leaver becoming de-institutionalised. However, Higate (2001: 447) 

perhaps more realistically argues that assuming institutionalisation is too 

generalised, and that assessments of the individuals ‘adaptability to environment’ 

and willingness to adapt is a more appropriate way of analysing the transition. This is 

reminiscent of the thought put forward by Jolly (1996) in her seminal work 

considering the transition. In that, she found that supposing institutionalisation meant 

the service leaver was perceived to be unable to think and act independently, yet 

states ‘it is nothing to be ashamed of; it points up no innate deficiencies of character 

or ability but is a giant handicap when the guiding hand of the institution is removed’ 

(ibid: 51).  
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1.6 Problematic Transitions 
 

Most veterans in the UK are thought to have a ‘successful’ transition to civilian life 

(Iversen et al., 2005), though the ‘problematic’ transitions that consist of severe 

mental health issues, homelessness, criminality, and substance misuse form the 

bulk of the academic literature (e.g., Browne et al., 2008; Murray, 2015; Stevelink et 

al., 2018). It should be noted that the various forms of problematic transitions do not 

always stand in isolation, they often co-exist. Many have linked issues like alcohol 

and drug misuse in veterans with poor mental health and the general difficulty of 

transitioning to civilian life (Black and Papile, 2010; Lovatt, 2017; Van Den Kerkhof et 

al., 2015). Similarly, social exclusion as a consequence of or leading to 

homelessness has been found to contribute to psychological struggle (Gale et al., 

2008; Walker, 2010). Although it will not be explored in the following sections, 

experiences of homelessness constitute one area of problematic transitions. There is 

an assumption amongst the general population that veterans are more likely to be 

homeless than civilians (Ipsos MORI and KCL, 2015). This belief stemmed from 

statistics in the 1990s which estimated that 20% of the homeless population in 

London were veterans (Forces in Mind and NHS, 2015). More recent research 

places this figure at between 3-6% (St Mungo’s Broadway, 2013; Johnsen et al., 

2008). Dandeker et al. (2004) found that the service leavers most at risk of 

homelessness were ESLs and those who leave involuntarily (e.g., 

disciplinary/medical discharge). Milroy (2001) notes that pathways into 

homelessness were not linear, and comprised social isolation, addiction, and 

institutionalisation. These findings are not exclusive to the veteran homeless 

community; further research has documented complex transitions into homelessness 

across the general population involving substance misuse, mental health issues, and 

adverse life events (Fitzpatrick et al., 2012).  

 

Those deemed particularly at risk of the problematic transitions outlined below are 

ESLs, those who were involuntarily discharged, and service leavers who were 

deployed (Cox et al., 2018). Previously, the Armed Forces Covenant served as an 

unofficial pledge to support the military community and is an attempt to offset the 

displacement of the psychological contract between the service member and the 

state (Lord Ashcroft, 2014; McCartney, 2011; MoD 2011). The Armed Forces Act 
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2021 enshrined those promises within law. This Act aims to prevent the military 

community from being disadvantaged in accessing healthcare, housing, and 

education. The recency of this legislation means that its effectiveness in practice has 

not yet been assessed though, in theory, veterans who are struggling with their 

transition should be able to access support.  

 

These problematic transitions feature more frequently within both fictional and non-

fictional forms of media. Caddick (2016) contends that from a political and charity 

perspective, only highlighting the negative experiences of veterans can be beneficial 

for harvesting support and fundraising. It must be noted that the purpose of this 

research is not to specifically explore these forms of complex transitions, though 

some examples did arise during the fieldwork. However, the wealth of literature 

concerning problematic transitions cannot be ignored. Thus, the following 

subsections provide merely a brief overview of this category of literature.   

 

1.6.1 Mental Health  
 

Research considerations of military mental health are thought to date back to the 

First World War with the creation of the term ‘shell shock’ (Mott, 1919), whereby 

soldiers ‘began to act like hysterical women’ (Herman, 1997: 20). Although originally 

ascribed to poor discipline and cowardice (Miller, 2000), it was not until 1980 that the 

American Psychiatric Association (APA) attributed shell shock to post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD)(APA, 1980), which the public often consider most associated 

with military personnel. Concerns around the psychological welfare of personnel 

escalated after the return of US soldiers from the Vietnam War (van der Kolk and 

Fisler, 1995), and again following the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan (Jones et al., 

2014). There has been a surge in research regarding veterans’ mental health over 

the last decade, specifically of those suffering with PTSD (Freytes et al., 2017; 

Phillips et al., 2016). For those who are diagnosed with a mental health condition, it 

is typically attributed to the stresses and trauma of combat (Litz, 2007; MacGregor et 

al., 2012). Other ascribed risk factors to veteran’s mental suffering have included: 

poor educational accomplishment and limited employment outlooks (Horton et al., 

2013); age at enlistment (London and Wilmoth, 2006); length of service (Riviere et 

al., 2011); and rank (Van Voorhees et al., 2010).  
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Evidence generally suggests that prevalence rates of PTSD are higher in UK 

veterans than civilians, with estimations between 4% and 6% for veterans (Stevelink 

et al., 2018). Combat veterans are thought to be the most recognised PTSD 

population (Miller, 2000); some have found higher estimations ranging from 8% to 

12% when considering combat experience (see Hines et al., 2014; Hoge et al., 2004; 

Sundin et al., 2014; and Ginzburg et al., 2010). Contrastingly, amongst the general 

civilian population in the UK, prevalence rates of PTSD are estimated at 3% (Bisson 

et al., 2015; Parry et al., 2021). Despite increased attention to PTSD within the 

military community, common mental health disorders such as depression and 

anxiety are the most prevalent with approximately 21.9% of the UK Armed Forces 

showing symptoms (Stevelink et al., 2018). The extant literature suggests that 

mental health issues present at higher rates in veterans than in civilians (Bruce, 

2010; Staden et al., 2007) and those who are currently serving (Hatch et al., 2013). 

Further, it is posited that the increase in prevalence could be attributed to the 

increasing awareness around military mental health and improving access to 

treatment through the third sector (Murphy et al., 2014).  

 

Veterans who seek treatment are assumed to experience poorer outcomes than the 

civilian population (Murphy et al., 2017). If mental health issues are identified whilst 

serving, the MoD are responsible for treatment, but if they are recognised post-

military, the NHS is liable after the last military hospital closed in 2003 (Hacker 

Hughes, 2009). As Briggs (2014) noted, there is a disconnect between the MoD and 

NHS, with many veterans falling through the cracks and not receiving adequate 

mental or physical care. Although the Armed Forces Act 2021 and Op Courage (an 

initiative to guarantee appropriate mental health treatment for veterans) promise to 

address this, the recency of their implementation means their impact cannot yet be 

assessed. Participants in Ahern et al.’s (2015) study commented that they felt 

alienated as their mental health problems were not addressed or suitably diagnosed. 

Lovatt (2017) found that veterans’ feelings of shame related to seeking help were 

elevated by the lack of understanding they faced from mental health professionals. 

Often, the NHS lacks specialist knowledge in how to respond to and support 

veterans of war (Hunt, 2001), and consequently, service leavers can have negative 

perceptions of the NHS (Kim et al., 2011; Siegel et al., 2018). Furthermore, referral 
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for support through work is less likely as Browne et al. (2007) note veterans suffering 

with mental health issues are more likely to be unemployed.   

 

Iversen et al. (2005; 2010) found that approximately half of veterans who struggle 

with their mental health will pursue professional and informal support, though some 

estimate that only 20-40% seek help (Hines et al., 2014; Sharp et al., 2015). One 

barrier which consistently arises in veteran research is the idea of ‘weakness’. As 

Brunger et al. (2013) found, asking for help was perceived as a weakness within the 

military which could result in a loss of confidence from peers (Iversen et al., 2011), or 

endanger their career progression (Zinzow et al., 2013). Subsequently, some 

veterans may not accept the label of their diagnosis and will not engage with 

treatment (Brewin et al., 2011; Kilshaw, 2008). Military culture is seemingly 

embedded with cogitations of stoicism and self-reliance (Vogt, 2011), with some 

noting the traditions of masculinity that promote aggression whilst avoiding 

vulnerability (Hinojosa, 2010). Some service leavers believe that admitting their 

mental health struggles will result in internal and public stigmatisation (Britt et al., 

2008; Ouimette et al., 2011). Lovatt (2017) found that some veterans felt shameful of 

their struggles and embedded themselves within the ‘putting on a façade’ culture 

prevalent in the military. Those who do try to avoid acknowledging their struggle, 

typically suffer from greater symptoms of illnesses like PTSD (Wolfe et al., 1993). 

However, Caddick et al. (2015) note that for some veterans, the prevailing self-reliant 

mentality can encourage those struggling to pursue support. Similarly, Green et al. 

(2010) found that those who had proven their ability through previous soldiering were 

more willing to display emotion.  

 

The existing research also highlights several facilitators to seeking help, such as: 

social and leadership support (Pfeifer et al., 2012; Zinzow et al., 2013); 

acknowledging a need for assistance (Murphy et al., 2014); disrupted relationships 

(Snell and Tusaie, 2008); and amplified severity in illness (Zinzow et al., 2013). 

Additionally, Coll et al. (2011) found that counsellors with an understanding of the 

military were more successful in developing a therapeutic relationship with a veteran.  
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1.6.2 Criminality 
 

Service members and veterans have been considered through a criminological and 

victimological lens in two ways. First, as a focus on those from the military 

community who offend and become part of the criminal justice system. Although the 

wealth of research in this area is a moderately recent development in both the 

criminological and veteran research fields, some connections between military 

service and criminality date back to the early 20th century (Bonger, 1916; Hamon, 

1918). These initial writings typically documented how the violence taught within the 

military could prompt individuals to be aggressive outside of the military setting. 

Contemporary criminological literature, however, has attempted to challenge the 

assumed violent criminal trajectory of service members (McGarry, 2015). The 

Howard League (2011) warns that causation must not be immediately attributed to 

service and argued that the veteran offender was motivated to engage in criminality 

in the same way as civilians. It is contended that veterans could be drawn to some of 

the assumed enticements of offending, such as a sense of belonging (Jankowski, 

1991), an alternative to legitimate employment (Zeittin, 1971), or a pathway out of 

poverty (Conklin, 1995). This is particularly relevant as Napo (2009) notes that many 

veterans transition back to disadvantaged communities. Some research, though, 

does support the notion that service experience, particularly deployments, may 

influence veteran criminality (Brown, 2011; MacManus et al., 2013). Further, 

Macdonald (2014) found that 70% of surveyed veterans on probation attributed their 

offending to difficulties with the transition to civvy street as opposed to their time in 

the forces.  

 

In terms of the types of offences being committed by the veteran population, 

MacManus et al. (2013) found that young male veterans disproportionately 

committed violent offences in comparison to their civilian counterparts. The Howard 

League (2011) corroborates this finding and note that veterans are twice as likely to 

commit sexual offences. With relation to assessing prevalence, the extant literature 

demonstrates that acquiring rates for the veteran offender is inherently difficult 

(Murray, 2013; Royal British Legion, 2014). DASA (2010) estimates that 3.5% of the 

prison population in England and Wales are veterans. However, others estimate this 

figure to be closer to 10% (NAPO, 2009; Treadwell, 2009). Despite these variances 
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in figures, Doward (2008) notes the military comprises the largest occupation within 

the prison system. Mottershead (2019) found similarities between the Armed Forces 

and criminal justice system by utilising Goffman’s (1961; 1970) concept of a ‘total 

institution’. He highlighted parallels amongst regimented structures, relative isolation, 

living amongst others with the same routine, and obedience to higher authorities. 

The experiences of living within those institutions, though, are different. Murray 

(2013) refers to this as ‘veteranality’ to represent the ways the criminal justice 

system interacts with the veteran offender. She notes that the professionals within 

the system must be understanding of veterans’ complexities to increase their 

chances of rehabilitation and to prevent recidivism.  

 

Secondly, Jamieson (1998) called for a ‘criminology of war’ as a subdiscipline rooted 

in his criticism that prior criminological literature neglected the complexities of war 

and crime. Subsequent attention has been drawn to service members’ and veterans’ 

‘victim’ or ‘criminal’ status, namely by McGarry and Walklate across various 

publications (McGarry, 2015; 2017; McGarry and Walklate, 2011; 2018; Walklate 

and McGarry, 2015). As opposed to assessing micro levels of criminality, this 

approach encapsulates the harms of wars, such as the death of civilians (Iraq Body 

Count, 2011), the illegitimacy of conflicts (Kauzlarich et al., 2001; Zolo, 2009), and 

the inherent duty of soldiers to violate rights (Ruggiero, 2005). Walklate and McGarry 

(2015) refer to this as the ‘paradox of soldiering’, noting the requirement to enact 

violence on behalf of the state, yet to suffer because of it. Singh and Cordeiro-

Rodrigues (2019: 1) emphasise the need for critically assessing the politics and 

ethics of war by addressing ‘the morality of killing and the possibility of violating a 

state’s sovereignty’. Scholars utilising ‘just war theory’ have debated the ethicality of 

specific wars and considered whether war is ever ethical (Elshtain, 1992; Moseley, 

2011). Although evaluating this here moves beyond the scope of this thesis, it is 

worth cogitating how the politics of wars influences its actors. Perhaps this is best 

illustrated by the lawfulness of the recent Iraq conflict being called into question 

(Berger, 2016; Michalowski and Kramer, 2016), and the labelling of the war as a 

potential state crime (Kramer, 2005). The consequent public inquiry, led by Sir John 

Chilcot (2016), found the invasion of Iraq to have been ‘unnecessary’. However, the 

British public remained mostly supportive of the personnel who served in Iraq (Park 

et al., 2012), despite opposing the war (Gribble et al., 2014; BBC News, 2003a). 
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Walklate and McGarry (2015) note that this framing of personnel and veterans as 

‘victims’ of the wars may be a consequence of the frequent news coverage of 

soldier’s deaths and the increasing awareness around the mental health difficulties 

faced by the military community. There are, however, some obvious dichotomies 

between the strong identity associated with soldiering and the assumed vulnerability 

and passiveness of victims (McGarry and Walklate, 2011). Interestingly, McGarry 

(2012) found that most veterans believed that they and their peers were undeserving 

of victim status partly because of the voluntariness of service. As has been 

discussed in Chapter 4 and section 1.2 above, the absence of a viable alternative 

employment opportunity meant enlisting was the only route out of often deprived 

locales. If one joined under such circumstances, does this truly remove their right to 

feel worthy of sympathy for the demands of the job?  

 

1.6.3 Alcohol  
 

During the Iraq war, the UK media drew attention to problematic alcohol use within 

the Armed Forces (BBC News, 2003b; Blake, 2006), though the academic literature 

has made associations between the military and alcohol for a number of years 

(Verrall, 2011). Bird (2007) found that the rates of discharge from the British Army as 

a consequence of random sampling tests had quadrupled. Research by the Royal 

British Legion (2014) established that 23% of participating veterans up to age 54 had 

a ‘problem’ with alcohol, and 4% had a ‘high level problem’. To contextualise the 

severity of this issue, it is worth noting that Fear et al. (2007) posit that rates of 

alcohol misuse are twice as high for service personnel than in their civilian 

counterparts in the UK. The notion that the military community consume more 

alcohol than civilians is echoed in further research (Henderson et al., 2009; Hooper 

et al., 2008; Rhead et al., 2022). Contrastingly, evidence suggests this is not the 

case in Canada and Australia where rates between military and general population 

samples were similar (Van et al., 2013; Waller et al., 2015). However, Verrall (2011) 

warns that these comparisons ought to be approached with caution due to 

methodological inconsistencies with definitions of alcohol misuse (Bray et al., 1991).  

 

Substance abuse has been highlighted as a coping mechanism for the stressors of 

operational deployments (Jacobson et al., 2008; Milliken et al., 2007), and has also 
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been attributed to pre-military adversity (Iversen et al., 2007). Research indicates 

that veterans may rely upon substances as an alternative to seeking professional 

support for mental health issues (Polusny et al., 2010). Furthermore, some veterans 

have reported that their existing alcohol misuse stems from a heavy drinking culture 

within the military (Johnsen et al., 2008). This culture is somewhat prompted by the 

UK military, as they have previously suggested that service members drinking 

alcohol moderately can be beneficial for unit cohesion (Browne et al., 2008). 

Particularly identified as at risk of alcohol misuse are ESLs (Fear et al., 2010), those 

suffering with mental health issues (Head et al., 2016; Thandi et al., 2015), and 

veterans with prior operational combat exposure (Fear and Wessely, 2009). Aguirre 

et al. (2014) recommend that veterans struggling with alcohol undergo a brief 

intervention and mental health support if necessary, though there is limited evidence 

from the UK documenting the effectiveness of such interventions (Wigham et al., 

2017). Researchers from the US have found that web-based interventions can 

reduce alcohol consumption in military populations (Pemberton et al., 2011; Williams 

et al., 2009), demonstrating the potential for successful support for veterans in the 

UK.  

 

1.7 Managing Relationships with Others 
 

Service leavers have described the ongoing difficulty of managing relationships with 

friends and family during service (Ormerod and Evans, 2008) and in post-military life 

(Black and Papile, 2010). Replicating the social connectedness felt within the military 

in the civilian world can be challenging (Tsai et al., 2016), though these connections 

with others have proven to lessen the tribulations of the transition, particularly 

contact with other veterans (Ahern et al., 2015; Hinojosa and Hinojosa, 2011). This 

facet of reintegration remains relatively under-researched, with few considering how 

veteran’s social networks and support structures are developed and maintained 

(Burnell et al., 2006; Gordon, 2014; Schok et al., 2010). As the importance of military 

friendships was considered extensively in section 1.5.1 concerning the loss of sense 

of belonging, the following sections only summarise the literature on relationships 

between veterans with family members and civilians.  
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1.7.1 Family  
 

Military families are required to manage numerous challenges (Nicholson, 2009), 

such as frequently relocating (Department of Defence, 1998), and deployments 

(Kavanagh, 2005). Much like in the civilian world, the formation of military families is 

ever-changing. Increased labour engagement for women and single parenthood 

have presented new concerns in welfare support provisions (Castaneda and Harrell, 

2008; Saltzman, 2011). Three quarters of the UK military are married or in long term 

relationships (MoD, 2020a). Research has indicated that service life presents several 

difficulties specifically for military spouses (Laurence and Matthews, 2012). Being 

provided with housing was dependent upon marital status until recently, though 

Selous et al. (2020) report that the new policy still imposes restrictions which can be 

problematic for unmarried long-term couples. For those who are granted access, the 

quality of the housing has been criticised by many military families (Stanley, 2021). 

Additionally, operational deployments present issues with communication 

(Chambers, 2013), anxiety over safety (Aducci et al., 2011), and managing 

household duties independently (Lara-Cinisomo et al., 2011). 

 

Burland and Lundquist (2012) note that there is an assumption that military life will 

impede upon the development and maintenance of romantic relationships. Yet 

military spouses have conveyed several positive attributes of military life, with many 

reporting gains in personal confidence and self-esteem (Aducci et al., 2011; Davis et 

al., 2011). Moreover, following deployments some spouses can feel closer to their 

partner (Marnocha, 2012), and to their family members (Davis et al., 2011). Military 

life can provide a supportive environment for spouses, particularly in facilitating 

strong friendships with other spouses (Centre for Social Justice, 2016). 

Contrastingly, the AFCAS (MoD, 2020a) found that only 29% of service members 

believed their family benefits from being a service family.  52% of Army personnel 

claimed to be satisfied with the welfare support provided by the military to their 

family, which is the highest level of satisfaction across all the branches (MoD, 

2020a).  

 

When the service member returns from deployments, Sahlstein et al. (2009) found 

that the couple can struggle to renegotiate the household duties to incorporate the 
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returning partner, as well as provide emotional support for their loved one (Elder and 

Clipp, 1989). Similarly, Mailey et al. (2018) note that spouses may refrain from 

seeking the support provided out of fear of being considered a burden or an 

incapable partner. Lovatt (2017) observed tension that unfolded between medically 

discharged veterans and their families. This was fuelled by a lack of understanding 

from family members, perpetuated by a paucity of resources to enable 

understanding. Military families can be required to assume the burden of their loved 

one’s struggle when the formal provision is inefficient, which for some, has led to 

family breakdown (Forces in Mind Trust, 2013). Research by Sayer et al. (2009) 

found that military families where the service member had a mental health issue 

were five times more likely to struggle with reintegration.  

Søndergaard et al. (2016) contended that veteran family research concerning the 

transition to civilian life was limited, with most focusing on service life more broadly. 

Yet, families also undergo a period of social reintegration upon leaving the military 

(Wolpert, 2000). For spouses, this experience can be influenced by their prior level 

of engagement with military life. Much like veterans, spouses may become reliant on 

the provision and lifestyle offered within garrisons, and struggle to consolidate that 

loss and reintegrate seamlessly upon their partners exit (Regan de Bere, 1999). 

Garrison life may also mean being geographically distant and isolated from their own 

family members and friends (Frank, 2014). Moreover, spouses may have refrained 

from furthering their own career prospects or educational attainment to prioritise their 

partner’s military career (Blakely et al., 2012). The military model is typically reliant 

upon a working father and stay at home mother (Selous et al., 2020). Upon the 

transition to civvy street, this may mean that both partners are embarking on new 

career paths with few qualifications (Centre for Social Justice, 2016). Harkness and 

Zadar (2011) found that partners may need to take on financial and practical 

responsibilities if the service leaver is briefly unemployed, which may prompt tension 

within relationships. This perhaps explains Forces in Mind’s (2013) finding that the 

transition is more successful when the spouse or partner is already in employment in 

civilian life. Overall, though, research has suggested that service leavers who are 

married tend to fare better in securing housing and employment than those who are 

single (Higate and Cameron, 2004; Kleykamp and Montgomery, 2014).  
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There is a growing body of literature which assesses the impact of service life and 

the transition to civvy street on the children of service members (Blaisure et al., 

2016). Evidence indicates that most military children adapt well to service life 

(Chandra et al., 2010; Rowe et al., 2014), though several stressors have been 

identified. The frequent relocations and long periods of separation can provoke 

greater levels of anxiety (Naval Families Federation, 2019). Perhaps the most 

prevailing concern is the educational attainment and development due to potential 

disruption from the relocations. For example, Selous et al. (2020) note that children 

struggled with having to repeat the same content multiple times or not partake in 

some content at all, and not being able to access the same subjects across schools. 

However, large scale data to evaluate attainment for military children is not available, 

or is limited methodologically (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2018).  

 

1.7.2 Civilians: The Military-Civilian Culture Gap 
 

A study conducted by Collins (1998) found that the military-civilian culture gap 

enhances the difficulty of a veteran’s reintegration. Prominently, he emphasises the 

importance of educating veterans and civilians in each other’s cultures. Disparity 

between the two cultures can emerge from discipline levels (Rahbek-Clemmenson et 

al., 2012), fitness levels (Ricks, 1997), political views (Shields, 2006), and a general 

lack of understanding (Hunt and Robbins, 2001). Former military nurses in the US, 

for example, noted that their direct approach to communication was not well received 

by civilians, and that they were required to adopt a gentler tactic (Chargualaf et al., 

2017). When a veteran experiences these cultural differences every day, Demers 

(2011) argues that they can feel alienated and trapped. Furthermore, Orazem et al. 

(2017) found that the military instil a standardised collective identity at the stage of 

basic training that centralises discipline and loyalty (Collins, 1998). Although this is 

beneficial for combat zones (Wessely, 2006), it drastically opposes the civilian 

identities formed under neoliberalism, which typically celebrate individualism rather 

than camaraderie (Hermans, 2001). Consequently, veterans can feel disconnected 

from the civilian identity and become socially inhibited (Jung and Hecht, 2004).  

 

Civilians are often only exposed to the military world during times of conflict and the 

resulting news coverage. The public perception of the Armed Forces has fluctuated 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 54 

throughout the decades and varying wars, with Iraq and Afghanistan veterans 

receiving a relatively warmer welcome home than Vietnam era veterans (Ramio et 

al., 2008). These varying perceptions can influence the way that veterans 

consolidate their experiences of conflicts (Brewin et al., 2011). For example, Pietrzak 

et al. (2009) note that support from the public following Iraq and Afghanistan served 

as a protective factor against mental distress for returning personnel. As noted 

earlier, this support came despite opposition to the conflicts (Gribble et al., 2014). It 

is thought that this respect for personnel stems from the acknowledgement of the 

professionalism and skill required to produce an all-volunteer force (Hines et al., 

2015), as opposed to the admiration for morality present for conscripted soldiers 

(King, 2010). Gibson (2012) purports that this association with occupational skill 

renders service apolitical, and thus, limits barriers to supporting personnel. Most 

civilians are unaware of what the Armed Forces do beyond war-fighting, because of 

the overexposure of operational combat through media (McDermott, 2007). Lord 

Ashcroft’s (2014) report found that around 90% of the public believed it was common 

for veterans to leave the military with physical or mental health issues.  

 

There are several efforts in modern society to bridge this gap between the military 

and civilian world (McCartney, 2010). For context, other countries integrate military 

appreciation within civilian culture to a much greater extent than the UK, particularly 

in the US (The Economist, 2017). In the UK, civilians’ exposure to the military world 

is usually confined to Armed Forces Day and Remembrance Day, although there is 

currently a debate regarding the politicisation of the days (Ariely, 2017; Harrison, 

2012), and portrayals in the media and by charities. McCartney (2011) found that 

these representations tend to depict veterans with physical and mental ailments. As 

Citizens Advice Scotland (2012) highlights, these attempts at unity still emphasise 

the severe instances of transition. Furthermore, Coker (2007: 2) postulates how 

those sob stories elicit more positive responses from the public than war stories, 

stating ‘in our post-heroic time, survival is considered the real act of moral and 

emotional worth’. Resultantly, civilians lack an understanding of military culture 

(Smith and True, 2014), and this inherently makes the reintegration to civilian life 

difficult (Feaver et al., 2001). This is perhaps attributable to the small percentage of 

citizens with military experience, and subsequent isolated life (Dandeker et al., 2003; 

Gegax and Thomas, 2005). Furthermore, veterans can feel alienated within their 
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community and home (Pasupathi et al., 2007), and often revert to only spending time 

with their military friends, or working in an environment similar to the military, such as 

the police force (Tick, 2005).  

 

1.8 Conclusion: Making Sense of the Literature  
 

Although this is still an emerging academic subject area, the wealth of research 

explored within this chapter cannot be ignored or undervalued. It has contributed to 

the ever-growing policy and protection available for the military community. An 

overwhelming body of literature suggests that most veterans adjust to civilian life 

relatively well (Dandeker et al., 2003; Iverson et al., 2005; Van et al., 2013), yet this 

majority is somewhat underrepresented in the extant literature. Academics have 

called for further research to encapsulate the nuanced, complex experience of 

transition. Regardless of the appearing ease or difficulty of a transition, the military-

to-civilian experience is still a transition (Forces in Mind Trust, 2013). This chapter 

has emphasised the paucity of qualitative research relating to the transition from 

military to civilian life generally (Lovatt, 2014; Verey and Smith, 2012). Moreover, 

Cox et al. (2018) directly stated the need for more qualitative research which 

documents ‘what works’ and acknowledges the benefits of studying ‘successful’ 

transitions.  

 

The majority of research that does qualitatively document the transition focuses on 

the experiences of US veterans, with relatively modest attention in the UK (Rona et 

al., 2009). The military experience and resettlement provisions are different 

worldwide (Burdett, 2014), which inhibits any direct comparisons of transition 

outcomes. Although the literature studying US veterans is useful, some research 

suggests that the challenges present differently in the UK (Iversen et al., 2009). For 

example, rates of common mental disorders feature more frequently in the UK 

veteran population than their US counterparts, with the reverse prevalence of PTSD 

(Iversen et al., 2008; Sareen et al., 2007). Contrastingly, Hawks (2015) found 

minimal differences between the way the transition was experienced by US and UK 

service leavers. Thus, the utilisation of the extensive US literature may not be 

rendered obsolete. However, to directly link experiences or recommend policy 
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transfer/diffusion would involve comparative analysis which is beyond the remit of 

this thesis.  

 

Most projects in the UK focused on either specific transition issues (i.e., mental 

health, housing, or addiction) or facets of reintegration (i.e., to work, to education, or 

within the community). Alternatively, the experiences of transition were limited to 

certain service lengths, roles, ranks, genders, or deployments. There was a distinct 

lack of investigation surrounding those who were not operationally deployed. 

Although there is a need and justification for this specified research, this thesis seeks 

to document the aspects of transition without filtering by certain characteristics. 

Lastly, there have been some developments in applying a theoretical lens to the 

military transition, but this is certainly still in its infancy. The utilisation of theory has 

so far tended to be limited to specific aspects of the transition, such as social identity 

theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986), and neglected to encapsulate the transition through 

all analytic levels. In my view, this theoretical gap is addressed by the adoption of an 

ultra-realist lens. Assessing the transition through a framework which operationalises 

components from criminology, victimology, zemiology, philosophy, and 

psychoanalysis allowed for comprehension of how veterans interacted with their 

military and civilian models of meaning making.  

 

This research is not the first to adopt a relatively holistic approach (MacLean and 

Elder, 2007; Woodhead et al., 2011), but is the first, to my knowledge, to implement 

an ultra-realist framework to make sense of those multifaceted transitions. This 

theoretical perspective will be outlined and justified in the following chapter.  
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Chapter II: Literature Review II – Ultra-Realism 
 

2.1 Introduction  
 

Developing and maintaining theories to make sense of complex socio-economic-

cultural phenomena has been a longstanding valuable tradition within the social 

sciences (Adams and Sydie, 2001). The extant literature proffers several theoretical 

explanations for the transition to civilian life, such as the identities-of-becoming 

framework (Walker, 2013) or the reverse culture shock model (Bergman et al., 

2014). There are also career transition theorisations that may be applicable to the 

military-to-civilian adjustment, such as work adjustment theory (Osipow, 1990) or the 

transtheoretical model for midlife career change (Barclay et al., 2011). Further, some 

have operationalised Bourdieu’s concepts (Albertson, 2019; Wilkinson, 2018), and 

McGarry and Walklate (2018) offer a critical criminological and victimological 

analysis of war. However, as established in the previous chapter, the theorisation of 

military-to-civilian transitions is only just beginning to emerge. The original 

contribution of this thesis to the study of veterans, then, lies within the application of 

a new, trailblazing criminological theory: ultra-realism (Hall and Winlow, 2015).  

 

There are two main purposes to this chapter of the thesis. First, to justify the utility of 

an ultra-realist theoretical framework and highlight how it differs from existing 

criminological theories. Second, to outline the fundamental components of ultra-

realist theory to contextualise discussions within the data chapters. This involves a 

background section which provides an overview of neoliberal conditions, capitalist 

realism, fetishistic disavowal, and social harm, facets which permeate the foundation 

upon which ultra-realism was built. Following that, the two cornerstone suppositions 

of transcendental materialism (Johnston, 2008) and the ‘pseudo-pacification process’ 

(Hall, 2012a) will be delineated and their applicability to this project, explained. 

Although ultra-realism was primarily developed as a criminological theoretical 

framework, it draws on assumptions from a variety of disciplines (Hall and Winlow, 

2015). So, one must strap in for a tour through intricate theorisations within 

philosophy, psychoanalysis, neuroscience, and, of course, criminology.  
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2.1.1 Why Ultra-Realism  
 

Littered throughout the ultra-realist literature is the claim that ultra-realism was born 

out of frustration with the existing theoretical offerings (Hall and Winlow, 2015; Kotzé 

and Lloyd, 2022). The standard theoretical approaches within the social sciences 

have been critiqued at length elsewhere in a much more sophisticated manner than 

can be achieved here (see Hall and Winlow, 2015; Hall, 2015; Hall and Winlow, 

2018a; Kotzé and Lloyd, 2022; Winlow and Hall, 2016). Nonetheless, a brief 

overview of the limitations will be offered within this section to illustrate the utility of 

an ultra-realist framework. Hall (2012a: 1) notes that post-war liberal-left criminology 

neglects the aetiological question of ‘why individuals or corporate bodies are willing 

to risk the infliction of harm on others in order to further their own instrumental 

expressive interests’. In the desertion of aetiology within the social sciences, 

scholars restrict their gaze to symptoms, and thus are limited in their ability to 

recommend preventative and curative action (Hall and Winlow, 2015). As Hall (2015) 

purports, the inattention to aetiology may be attributable to the supposed crime 

decline in the West since the mid 1990s, leading to an assumption from the liberal 

left that people are merely getting kinder, or, from the neoliberal right that the 

imposition of a stricter justice system has successfully reduced crime. However, it is 

evident through Kotzé’s (2019) research that this crime decline must not be 

dismissed as a success of the individual or of the state, and instead represents some 

poor methodological generalisations, but importantly, an absence of attention to non-

criminalised harms.  

 

Some extant criminological inquiry, such as left realism, has neglected to feature 

consideration of harm (Hall and Winlow, 2018b). The acceptance of harm within the 

ultra-realist framework paves the way for the adoption of a primarily criminological 

theory to explain non-crime phenomena, such as the military-to-civilian transition. As 

Lloyd (2019: 681) notes, ‘harms perpetrated in the workplace reflect ideological 

imperatives, motivations, and subjectivities that require the kind of etiological 

explanations critical criminology is well placed to provide’. Although considerations of 

social harm have been incorporated in criminological inquiry elsewhere, as Winlow 

and Hall (2016) note, those endeavours often fall victim to utilising findings for small-

scale harm reduction strategies. Consequently, they neglect to reform the causative 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 59 

structures which primarily facilitated the harm espousal (Kotzé, 2020; Winlow, 2012), 

and lack the depth critique required to transcend complicity within the destructive 

system (Winlow and Hall, 2019). Instead, the extant literature tends to offer 

negligible harm reduction strategies instead of true solutions (Lloyd, 2021). Moving 

forward, there is a need to answer ultra-realism’s call for honesty and transcendence 

of symptomology in diagnosing contemporary issues, an objective this thesis 

attempts to embody. 

 

As Raymen (2018a: 43) aptly encapsulates, standard paradigms simplify ‘domain 

assumptions about human nature, subjectivity, how ideology operates and the 

relationship between the subject and the wider generative forces of politics, economy 

and culture’. Ellis (2019) notes that modern conservative criminologists suppose that 

punishment and order processes ought to be employed to control the hedonistic but 

rational individual, manifesting in unaspiring situational crime prevention methods. 

Opposingly, modern left-liberal scholars point to cultural or societal responses and 

abstain from serious considerations of causative structural mechanisms (Horsley, 

2017). Ultimately, scholars tend to rely on theorisations from the previous century, 

devised prior to the instigation of neoliberal ideology which, as outlined below, 

heightened competitiveness and eroded community (Ellis, 2019). In particular, 

traditional approaches disregard the psychoanalytic consideration of how 

unconscious drives and desires motivate human behaviour and misinterpret the 

relationship between ideology and the subject (Kotzé and Lloyd, 2022). Without this 

dimension, the human subject is deemed more autonomous and inherently good-

willed than they, arguably, are. Ultra-realism differs by encouraging the widening of 

criminological inquiry by exploring how the unconscious interacts with society and by 

operationalising the concept of transcendental materialism (Hall and Winlow, 2015). 

Doing so moves beyond the confines of critical realist inquiry and assumes a degree 

of malleability within the human subject, influenced by their unconscious and socio-

symbolic structures (Johnston, 2008).  

 

Ultra-realism draws on some of the theorisations put forward by critical realism, 

which is rooted in the assumption that there is a reality that exceeds what is socially 

constructed and physically experienced. Thus, there is a gap amongst the object and 

our knowledge of it, between the intransitive and transitive dimensions. Danermark 
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et al. (2002) note that this acknowledgement is what moves critical realism beyond 

the traditional interpretivist and constructionist philosophies. To consolidate this gap, 

critical realism operates on Bhaskar’s (1997) three dimensions of ontological reality: 

the real, the mechanism that permeates the ground of contemporary society which 

retains significant causative potential; the actual, the events and subjective 

experiences of those exposed to the consequences of the causal powers of the real; 

and the empirical, which contains the direct or indirect experiences of those affected 

by the actual. To understand the interplay between the realms, Lloyd (2018b) 

emphasises the need to comprehend the causative latency of depth structures, as 

without doing so, our ability to understand the world and diagnose its problems is 

limited to symptomology (Kotzé, 2019; Winlow and Hall, 2016). For example, within 

Bhaskar’s real domain is the contention that an absence can have probabilistic 

causative tendencies (Hall and Winlow, 2015). This theorisation of absence as 

causative has proven useful in ultra-realist inquiry beyond what is observable at the 

actual or empirical level, such as the absence of stable and secure work provoking 

various harms for the working population (Lloyd, 2018b). The harms outlined in 

section 2.2.4 below must be recognised as the consequence of ‘actual social 

processes, which in turn must be attached to the generative mechanisms that, 

ultimately, produce the various harms experienced by ordinary people’ (Winlow, 

2019: 54).  

 

Ultra-realism diverges from critical realism in the adoption of Hegel’s ‘negation of the 

negation’, a notion which was famously employed by Marx and Engels (1967) in the 

development of dialectical materialism. Put simply, the negation of the negation 

represents the way in which thought continues to move forward, despite recurring 

denials against it. Where ultra-realism deviates further from its roots in critical 

realism is its assumptions of subjectivity. Bhaskar’s critical realism assumes that the 

subject is inherently good, but able to be corrupted into evil behaviour (Hall and 

Winlow, 2015). Alternatively, ultra-realism operationalises the transcendental 

materialist position of subjectivity, which posits that the subject is primarily neutral, 

capable of evil or good, and closely linked to ideology and the unconscious (Briggs 

et al., 2020; Lloyd, 2018; Kotzé and Lloyd, 2022)(section 2.3).  

 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 61 

In utilising Fisher’s (2009) theorisation of ‘capitalist realism’ and Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, ultra-realism offers an explanation for the unwillingness of 

individuals to solicit an alternative system (Hall and Winlow, 2015). Dissimilar to 

other criminological theories, ultra-realism ruminates not only on the shortcomings of 

right-wing politics, but also on the failure of left-liberalism to offer a sufficient 

alternative (Winlow et al., 2017; Telford and Wistow, 2019). Modern liberal-left 

criminologists have a tendency to misrepresent harm perpetrated by youth as 

displaced political objection yet are not able to articulate why this opposition 

manifests as harm towards others and the environment instead of legitimate political 

engagement (Treadwell et al., 2013). This unanswered question then leaves 

abundant space for the right to put forward their perspective of the problematic ‘evil’ 

individual and solution of the security orientated state (Hall, 2015).  

 

In terms of aligning with the topic of this research, ultra-realism offers unique insight 

into the formation of identity and the subject’s relation to ideology through work. 

Belsey (1980: 4) defines ideology as ‘the very condition of our experience of the 

world’.  Traditional thinkers, such as Marx and Gramsci, assume that the working 

class do not revolt because they are merely unaware of destructive capitalist 

ideology, and thus cannot oppose what they are oblivious to (Winlow et al., 2021). 

Conversely, ultra-realists propose that individuals are indeed aware of the 

maliciousness of capitalist ideology, but fetishistically disavow (section 2.2.3) this 

knowledge in order to continue living contently (ibid.). Žižek (1989) postulates that 

the postmodern thinker believes they are too perceptive to be deceived by ideology, 

though ‘stepping out of it is the very form of our enslavement to it’ (Žižek, 1994: 6). 

Lloyd (2013; 2017) illustrates this through evidence of resistance within the 

workplace that ultimately allows for the continuance of harmful practices. 

Furthermore, the utilisation of psychoanalysis to explore the relationship between the 

subject and ideology allows for the consideration of how workers may be ‘deeply 

attached to their own domination’ (Ekman, 2013: 1176). 

 

Although this section has been somewhat brief, it justifies the need to surpass 

traditional social science approaches in favour of one which facilitates a holistic, 

elaborate appraisal of the transition to civilian life. Additionally, ultra-realism’s 

embeddedness within conversations around political economy are crucial to this 
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thesis, due to the inherent political nature of the military. There are admittedly 

limitations to this approach (e.g., Lea, 2016; Wood et al., 2020; 2021), but as argued 

in section 2.5, they are largely attributable to its relative newness and, although 

growing, underdeveloped evidence base.  

 

2.2 Background   
 

To fully explore and understand the core assumptions of ultra-realism, several 

contextual matters ought to be outlined. Firstly, it is pertinent to consider how 

neoliberal ideals permeate civil society to predicate the service leaver’s transition as 

most of the participants in this research left the military after its initiation. Secondly, 

Fisher’s (2009) capitalist realism thesis is summarised to demonstrate the general 

lack of engagement with alternative political and economic structures. Thirdly, the act 

of fetishistic disavowal explains how individuals dissociate from their experience of, 

and participation within, harmful systems. Lastly, the tenets of social harm provide 

the backbone for administering a holistic diagnosis within the remit of ultra-realist 

inquiry.   

 

2.2.1 Neoliberalism  
 

Neoliberalism is a political system which has invaded the structure of society in the 

UK since the 1970s (Harvey, 2005), and has been branded by Pemberton (2016) as 

the most harmful practise of capitalist ideology. It was introduced as an alternative to 

the diminishing success of Keynesian economics and subsequent period of 

stagflation (Smith, 2014), characterised by rising rates of unemployment and waning 

wages. Fundamentally, it promotes marketisation with the promise of deregulation 

and limited state intervention to facilitate the flourishing of private enterprise (Bell, 

2011), or as Fisher (2009: 17) terms it, operating a ‘business ontology’ within every 

domain of society. This ideal then infiltrates traditionally public bodies such as 

educational institutions (Ingleby, 2021), the NHS (Pownall, 2013), and the criminal 

justice system (Whitehead and Crawshaw, 2012). As this system is thoroughly 

infused in everyday life, Harvey (2010) notes that it becomes the expected course of 

action in all domains. This societal upheaval was made possible, according to 

Harvey (2005: 61), by ‘working class solidarities waning under pressure and job 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 63 

structures radically changing through deindustrialisation, middle class values spread 

more widely to encompass many of those who had once had a firm working class 

identity’. Ultimately, the neoliberal system prioritises the market and pursuit of profit 

over individuals (Chomsky, 1999; Streeck, 2016), and its hegemonic status has been 

aided by the failure of the left to offer a viable alternative (Winlow et al., 2015). In 

their most recent book, Winlow and Hall (2022) articulated the dilution of left-wing 

politics in the last few decades. With the emergence of New Labour in the 1990s, the 

left’s political ideology gradually displayed acquiescence to neoliberal tenets. Despite 

brief glimpses of hope with the popularity of Jeremy Corbyn in the UK and Bernie 

Sanders in the US, the authors document how those campaigns were co-opted by 

the liberal-left middle class in their pursuit of cultural activism. As the working class 

watched the party formed to defend them discuss identity politics instead of matters 

impacting their reality, they turned to the political figures who were at least 

attempting to divert their discontent (Telford, 2022).   

 

To illustrate the pervasiveness and destructiveness of neoliberalism, it is worth listing 

some examples of recent research. Limited governance allowed criminal money 

managers to store and spend illicit finances with ease (Young and Woodiwiss, 2021). 

The marketisation of British universities has sublimated their very purpose, to seek 

truth and expand knowledge (Winlow, 2022). Workers within the healthcare sector 

compromise their own wellbeing for the benefit of the institutions they work within 

(Whiley and Grandy, 2021). Criminal punishment has been intensified despite limited 

governmental effort to address the causes of crime (Bell, 2011). We have seen 

unprecedented increases to food bank usage (The Trussell Trust, 2022), 

homelessness (Shelter, 2022), and in-work poverty (CIPD, 2022). At the time of 

writing, the UK is amid a cost-of-living crisis with no foreseeable end in sight. 

Presenting these bleak outcomes appears exceedingly cynical, but to truly reflect on 

the state of neoliberalism, they cannot be avoided.  

 

The consequence of this systemic transformation was the maturity of the neoliberal 

subject and an identifiable set of values which penetrate the modern human psyche 

(Hall, 2012b; Smith, 2014). The neoliberal subject is severely competitive in their 

work and social life (Beer, 2016; Gallacher, 2020), and accordingly thrives when 

observing the failure of others (Presdee, 2000). Adoption of the ‘cool individual’ ideal 
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accompanies the need to form a distinct identity which allows the subject to stand 

out, demonstrating narcissistic, hedonistic tendencies and a focus on consumption 

as opposed to political engagement (Hall et al., 2008). To illustrate with an example 

of how this competitiveness manifests, technological advances allow the individual to 

track their behaviour in the pursuit for self-knowledge, in what Lupton (2016) refers 

to as the ‘quantified self’. The ability to retrieve calculated data of the self provides a 

platform for competing with others which starkly denotes hierarchies of success, 

whether that be of fitness and health (Ajana, 2017; Yang et al., 2020), productivity at 

work (Lloyd, 2020a; Moore and Robinson, 2016; Moore, 2017), or disturbingly, 

sexual performance (Bown, 2022). Given that neoliberalism promotes the individual 

as their own marketplace and therefore capable of maximising their effectiveness by 

self-improvement and manufactured social conditions (Triantafillou, 2017), the 

quantified self allows the individual to identify where to direct that cultivation (Catlaw 

and Marshall, 2018). As highlighted below, this does not necessarily lead to positive, 

harmless practice.   

 

2.2.1.1 The Neoliberal Workplace 
 

Apart from one participant who retired following service, veterans in this study 

transitioned into civilian occupations. Consequently, it is pertinent to examine what 

the neoliberal workplace comprises. The extant literature points to a variety of 

problematic realities, such as: job precarity emboldened by the tracking of 

productivity through technology and auditing practices (Moore, 2018; Power, 1997); 

the attrition of responsibility for the employer and organisation to protect the 

wellbeing of the employee (Tombs and Whyte, 2007); workplace bullying and 

subsequent negative impacts to productivity and performance (Mawdsley and 

Thirlwall, 2019); and poor physical and mental health of employees (Chan et al., 

2013). These working conditions are then exacerbated by a job market dominated by 

precarity, inequality, instability, demands for flexibility, and involuntary 

unemployment (Crowley and Hodson, 2014; Dixon, 2020; Lloyd, 2018). Moving 

beyond Hegel’s conception of social recognition, ultra-realists note that 80/20 labour 

relations (Žižek, 2011) have fundamentally distorted the master-slave dialectic 

(Kotzé, 2019).  
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Through a series of empirical projects, Lloyd (2013; 2018; 2019; 2021) documents 

the harms of and at work and operationalises an ultra-realist framework to make 

sense of those harms. Therefore, his writings provide the foundation for examining 

the military-to-civilian work transition, and ought to be outlined. As ‘work’ does not 

inherently contain a criminal aspect and ultra-realism is a criminological framework, 

Lloyd’s work is primarily informed by interpretations of social harm and various 

concepts within ultra-realism’s remit. The following paragraphs highlight the relevant 

findings and theorisations from Lloyd’s work which are discussed within the latter 

chapters of this thesis.  

 

Several of Lloyd’s publications draw on empirical data from his thesis project (e.g., 

Lloyd, 2012; 2013; 2017; 2020), a covert ethnographic study of a call centre within 

Middlesbrough. Lloyd (2012) found that contemporary identity formation typically 

draws on consumerist ventures outside the workplace, unlike traditional working-

class identities which were closely associated with occupation. This provides an 

interesting starting point for this thesis and is discussed in Chapter 5, as military 

service still forms an inherent part of the veteran identity. Additionally, Lloyd’s (2017) 

article highlights several instances where participants demonstrated resistance 

within the workplace, such as continuing work despite having conflicting alignments 

with the values of the company. Consequently, the employee feels like a ‘knowing 

subject’, who ‘gets one over on her employer because they have failed to 

indoctrinate her’ (Lloyd, 2017: 11). In the context of this thesis, few participants 

identified themselves as a ‘knowing subject’ whilst serving, though some 

acknowledged that they upheld their role on operational deployments despite 

disagreeing with the politics of the war. This phenomena did emerge once 

participants had left the Army and struggled to consolidate the values they witnessed 

in the civilian workplace (section 5.3.1). Eventually, veterans desire to demonstrate 

resistance was diluted and their position as a ‘knowing subject’ materialised.  

 

In his chapter Work-Based Harm, Lloyd (2021) criticises the existing literature for 

neglecting consideration of the positive motivation to harm outlined by Hall and 

Winlow (2015). This is expanded upon below, but essentially refers to the individual’s 

willingness to inflict harm on others in their pursuit for success and defensively to 

protect one’s position (Ibid.), exacerbated by feelings of special liberty (see section 
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2.4). Drawing on data from observations and semi-structured interviews with 

employees from the service industry, Lloyd (2019) found evidence of violence and 

bullying within the workplace. Several participants within this thesis shared their 

experiences of bullying whilst serving (section 4.5), a finding consistent with the 

extant literature (e.g., Stuart and Szeszeran, 2021; Hendrix et al., 2021). Lloyd’s 

(2019) contribution is useful here by his explaining of the perpetration of such 

behaviour as a consequence of special liberty emerging from the competitive cultural 

environment seen within the neoliberal workplace. Further, he names those willing to 

steal sales or harm others for their advancement as ‘workplace bailiffs’. Within 

Chapter 5, this theorisation is applied to veterans transitioning into a work 

environment where the positive motivation to harm was present. In the civilian 

sphere, market-based, neoliberal managerialism and the subsequent demands for 

employees to operate competitively was thought to be the only manner of workplace 

on offer.  

 

2.2.2 Fisher’s capitalist realism  
 
The perceived absence of a viable, less harmful, alternative to competitive work 

environments mirrors what Fisher (2009) termed ‘capitalist realism’. Critiquing 

capitalism is not novel within the social sciences (e.g., Whitehead, 2015; Dorre et al., 

2015). In fact, the military industrial complex and subsequent wars of which 

President Eisenhower warned in the 1960s have been appointed as an outcome of 

capitalist ideology (Gouliamos and Kassimeris, 2012; Holcombe, 2015). Fisher’s 

(2009) theorisation moves beyond identifying the limitations of capitalism, and 

considers why, despite the problems, it continues its reign as the hegemonic model 

of political economy. Fisher (2009: 2) posits that built within the capitalist system is 

the dissemination of the belief that ‘not only is capitalism the only viable political and 

economic system but also that it is now impossible to even imagine a coherent 

alternative to it’. The perceived threat of eliminating capitalism is the potential loss of 

advancement, such as space exploration (Gunderson et al., 2021), or a departure 

from the supposed utopia we are experiencing now. Those who are unable to 

identify capitalism as a source of harm, or who have disavowed it, retreat into what 

Fisher terms ‘depressive hedonia’, whereby the individual continually seeks pleasure 

to consolidate their feeling of unfulfillment. Furthermore, Fisher (2009) notes that the 
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scale of issues or any plausible resolution may seem insurmountable to the subject, 

which leads to ‘reflexive impotence’. When combining these two conditions, the 

individual is asocial, nihilistic, and displays indifference towards politics, which 

means ‘the system can afford to dispose of elements of the population, quietly 

confident that they are sufficiently de-politicised, lacking in effective representation 

and fully absorbed in consumer culture to pose no real political threat’ (Ellis, 2019: 

873).  

 

As Briggs et al. (2021) note, the belief that an alternative system does not exist has 

diverted attention from questioning utility at the macro level, to a focus in politics of 

simply managing within the existing system. Built within the capitalist regime is an 

allowance for resistance, and so micro levels of opposition and activism are merely 

swallowed into the system, instead offering a slightly fairer version of capitalism 

(Lloyd, 2017; Kotzé, 2020; Winlow et al., 2015). This facilitates the acceptance of 

capitalism as the ‘least bad’ system (Badiou, 2013), one that does not elicit death to 

the extent of communism or fascism (Winlow et al., 2021). Though, this resistance is 

not on a grand scale; a revolution does not appear to be imminent (Winlow et al., 

2015). Winlow and Hall (2013) postulate that a ‘transformative event’ which edifies 

the destructiveness of the current system and indicates the need for an alternative 

must be experienced before necessary change will occur. Briggs et al. (2020) 

contended that the Covid-19 pandemic had the potential to be the event that 

demanded movement beyond neoliberal-capitalism. However, as expanded upon 

below, Fisher’s concept of capitalist realism is used by ultra-realists to contextualise 

the act of fetishistic disavowal, and the unwillingness to solicit a new Symbolic Order 

(Hall and Winlow, 2015)(section 2.3).  

 

2.2.3 Fetishistic Disavowal 
 

Ultra-realists embrace Žižek’s (1989) concept of fetishistic disavowal to explain why 

awareness of harm does not necessarily lead to constructive action (Winlow et al., 

2021). Fetishistic disavowal is the subject’s commission of ‘I know, but I don’t want to 

know that I know, so I don’t know’. In developing this term, Žižek draws on two 

assumptions. Firstly, he operationalises proponents of Lacanian psychoanalysis to 

purport how the subject makes sense of their discontent with the Symbolic (Žižek, 
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2006). Secondly, he explains the manifestation of this discontent by utilising 

Sloterdijk’s (1987) concept of ‘enlightened false consciousness’, whereby the subject 

is aware but does not change their actions as a consequence of this consciousness. 

Put together, the act of fetishistic disavowal allows the subject to mediate their 

awareness of an unfair system by acting as though they do not know. For ultra-

realists, the subject is also able to disavow their participation within a harmful system 

(Raymen and Smith, 2019a). As Kotzé (2016: 97) states, ‘a collective state of 

fetishistic disavowal of both knowledge and moral responsibility for socially mediated 

harms is secured by a politically facilitated distancing and mental suppression of the 

effects of such induced harm’. However, Winlow et al. (2021) note that this process 

of disavowal is not limited to dissatisfaction with ideology and harmful subjectivity, 

but may be undergone for any uncomfortable knowledge, such as the indicators of a 

partner’s infidelity.  

 

Evidence of fetishistic disavowal has also been documented within the workplace 

(Lloyd, 2017) or popular culture (Kotzé and Lloyd, 2022). Winlow (2012) 

conceptualised the ‘soporific effect’, whereby individuals are relieved of their sense 

of political agency by providing them with a representation of activism or revolt within 

their consumption. Thus, the act of consuming substitutes the need to enact any real 

opposition to harmful processes and allows the subject to continue their disavowal. 

Raymen (2018b: 441) operationalises this concept by demonstrating how The 

Walking Dead facilitates fetishistic disavowal by ensuring the most destructive 

elements of late capitalism are ‘ideologically exiled from our everyday reality and 

way of life by placing it within the impossible fictional realm of dystopia’. Similarly, 

individuals may wish to conspicuously brandish their dissatisfaction with the system 

by adopting subcultures which supposedly mirror that frustration, such as the hippie 

identity. However, as Hall and Winlow (2007) note, doing so only demonstrates their 

assimilation to the system, not exclusion from it, and these forms of micro-resistance 

are in fact predicated within the capitalist system. Kotzé (2020) illustrates how 

resistance is integral by pointing to the ‘gesture of refusal’, whereby participation in 

micro-revolutions allows the individual to feel liberation in displaying their opposition 

yet offers little real change. Instead of maintaining fetishistic disavowal and 

continuing to feed harmful capitalist ideology by partaking in micro-resistance, one 

needs to engage in enlightened catastrophism (Kotzé, 2019; Winlow, 2017). This is 
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the act of acknowledging the inevitable calamitous end point of neoliberal capitalism 

and thorough consideration of the radical interventions needed to avoid it (Winlow, 

2017).  

 

2.2.4 Social Harm 
 

Hillyard and Tombs (2005: 1) were the first to advocate for the adoption of social 

harm within the criminological field, encouraging the need to ‘move beyond the 

narrow confines of criminology with its focus on harms defined by whether or not 

they constitute a crime’. This challenge was accepted by ultra-realists, who readily 

document the array of non-criminalised harms present under neoliberal capitalism 

(e.g., Lloyd, 2019; Kotzé, 2018; Raymen and Smith, 2020). Further, the acceptance 

of a social harm perspective within the criminology discipline has increased since the 

millennium (Canning and Tombs, 2021). As Muncie (2000) purports, these legal 

harms can be more destructive and extensive than crime. Poverty, for example, 

continues to affect millions in affluent countries and is inherently harmful, yet not 

illegal (Dorling, 2010). The existence of homelessness, in-work poverty, and 

involuntary unemployment indicates a failure at the macro and meso levels (Lloyd, 

2012; Ward, 2004), though blame is often attributed to the individual. It is arguably 

the preoccupation with liberty and protecting negative rights that has put the onus on 

the individual to use their freedom to pursue economic mobility, leaving bystanders 

unaccountable for their negligence (Fagan, 2011; Persson and Savulescu, 2014). 

Importantly, Žižek (2009) notes that the marginalisation and exemption of individuals 

is an intrinsic function of global capitalism, not an aberration of it, and is a form of 

systemic violence. Kotzé (2018) warns though, inquiry should not be segregated by 

the perception of false alternatives between crime and harm and, accordingly, Kotzé 

(2021) identifies ultra-realism as a framework which is equipped to mediate the 

encapsulation of both.  

 

For ultra-realists, the perpetration of harm is not restricted to the state, and thus, the 

accountability of individuals ought to be recognised. Lloyd (2018: 5) emphasises this 

point by highlighting that ‘the negative motivation to harm accounts for the systemic 

violence of capitalist political economy while the positive motivation to harm fills a 

crucial gap that elucidates the subject’s willingness to inflict harm on others’. Hall 
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and Winlow (2015) identify social inequality as an illustration of the disposition for 

both the negative and positive perpetration of harm. By merely replicating and 

actively soliciting the socio-symbolic order that causes disproportionate societal 

suffering, the detrimental inequities organised by global capitalism continue (Hall and 

Winlow, 2012). The subject may attempt to consolidate this collective complicity in 

harm by donating to charity, for example, though charities serve to only temporarily 

alleviate suffering, not provoke the necessary systemic upheaval (Žižek, 2009). 

Furthermore, Winlow et al. (2021) highlight recycling as a method for individuals to 

feel as though they have contributed despite knowing the vast scale of 

environmental damage. Thus, the individual resumes their disavowed participation in 

the harmful system, eased by their contribution to treating symptoms. 

Fundamentally, there is a need to assess both the systemic and individual capacity 

to inflict harm on others and the self (Kotzé, 2021; Lloyd, 2018; Raymen and Smith, 

2019b). When doing so, Raymen (2019a: 134) proffers harm as ‘one of the most 

potentially potent and transformative concepts currently available to the social 

sciences’.  

 

As Lloyd (2018) notes, evaluating the positive motivation to harm is crucial for any 

scholastic pursuit for assessing harm. Interestingly, within the context of this thesis, 

when serving, participants had legal permission to inflict extreme harm on others as 

actors of what Weber (1919) called the state’s monopoly on the use of legitimate 

physical violence. Ultra-realist inquiry has primarily assessed the individual’s 

willingness to commit crime, perpetrate symbolic harm, or facilitate systemic harm, 

but with the exception of Gallacher’s (2020) thesis on children’s sport, does not 

assess legal forms of subjective physical violence and its actors. This thesis 

attempts to further operationalise this notion by considering the state’s harmful 

neglect of veterans who were employed to enact violence on the governments 

behalf, yet receive treatment for their subsequent trauma by the third sector. In the 

UK, there are approximately 1,800 Armed Forces charities with a total annual 

income of £1.1 billion (DSC, 2022). These charities assist the military community 

with housing, mental and physical health, addiction, finances, and employment. In 

Chapter 5, it is posited that we need to rethink who harbours responsibility for 

helping veterans with these issues.  
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In his latest book, Raymen (2023: 32) proposes that when we question the definition 

of social harm, we are ‘suggesting that it possesses a pure, objective, a priori 

ontological reality that is independent of whatever is being evaluated as the object or 

subject of harm’. In other words, without context, it does not really mean anything. 

The concept of harm is used frequently throughout the discussive chapters of this 

thesis. Thus, it is worth outlining here what precisely is meant when something is 

referred to as harmful. The lack of universal definition and dual-context within which 

this thesis was situated meant that the concept was applied rather generously. There 

were obvious examples of harm whereby participants were physically or 

psychologically injured as a consequence of their service or transition. As Canning 

and Tombs’ (2021) encapsulate, the ‘social’ of social harm tends to signify the 

distance between the victim and offender. Correspondingly, some instances were 

ostensibly more indirect, such as limited autonomy or demanding work and the 

restrictions placed on the liberty of service members and their families. Aligning with 

Lloyd’s (2018) research in the service sector, the absence of necessary structures 

produced instable and precarious conditions which impacted the economic wellbeing 

of participants. Clearly, the boundaries of the concept are vast. In a bid to present a 

clear argument, references to harm in the later chapters of this thesis are embedded 

within their relevant context.  

 

2.3 Transcendental Materialism  
 

Ultra-realism adopts the model inspired by Žižek and Lacan but established by 

Johnston (2008) of the transcendental materialist subject to illustrate tolerance of 

central harms and the relationship between the subject and ideology (Kotzé and 

Lloyd, 2022; Hall and Winlow, 2018a). The core principle of transcendental 

materialism assumes that, at a material level, the human brain is malleable, and 

alters according to the environment and the recognition of an external Symbolic 

Order (Winlow and Hall, 2013). As Hall (2012b: 376) summarises, the transcendental 

materialist subject is ‘hard-wired specifically for dysfunctionality and plasticity, vital 

prerequisites for the adaptability of the weakly evolved and equipped human being’. 

Thus, our brains are materially altered upon soliciting a model of meaning-making, 

and we can make decisions and adjust to our environment (Ellis, 2016), with those 

individual actions taken reciprocally altering the peripheral environment (Lloyd, 
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2021). Though, the ‘ideological socio-symbolic system is characterised by an 

enduring rigidity’ (Kotzé, 2021: 122). This diverges from the assumptions of a 

Cartesian self where certainty lies at the point of subjective thought (Michaels, 1977), 

or the postmodern subject who rejects the existence of a universal truth (Lyotard, 

1989). Instead, the subject is driven by a lack which they believe can be satisfied by 

a coherent Symbolic Order (McGowan, 2016). In other words, transcendental 

materialism supposes that subjectivity derives from a material beginning which is 

then influenced by exchanges with the social world (Lloyd, 2018), but becomes 

embedded within neuro-receptors and is consequently difficult to untether (Kotzé and 

Lloyd, 2022).  

 

The outcome of assuming this model of subjectivity for ultra-realists then, is that 

neoliberal capitalism has temporarily monopolised the drives and desires of Western 

individuals to instil norms centred around competitive individualism through pseudo-

pacified means (Hall, 2015)(section 2.4). In the later chapters of this thesis, 

transcendental materialism is used to explain conflicts and tensions within the 

military-to-civilian transition and demonstrate the boundaries whose ability to 

assimilate to a new way of life. But first, as transcendental materialism is rooted in 

the writings of Lacan, the remainder of this section outlines the necessary 

foundations of psychoanalytic theory.  

 

2.3.1 Lacan – the Real, the Imaginary, and the Symbolic  
 

Psychoanalysis attempts to make sense of the unconscious mind by examining its 

role in the formation of the self and relationships with others, a discipline traced back 

to Sigmund Freud and his writings in the late 1800s (Milton et al., 2011). The most 

notable psychoanalysts developed their theories within a clinical setting (Michels, 

1983), such as Anna Freud, who worked with separated and traumatised children 

during World War II (Shapira, 2015). Although initially it was only utilised within 

treatment settings, it has since been operationalised within wider social scientific 

inquiry since the 1980s (Callard, 2003; Ffytche, 2017). However, the utility of 

psychoanalysis within academia has been met with scepticism. Typically, critics point 

to the validity of examining the unconscious, for its supposed inability to theoretically 

examine cultural phenomena (Kingsbury, 2017), and are cynical about one’s ability 
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to truly know the mind of another (see Eagle, 2007). Gallacher (2020) notes that this 

appraisal may be due to the postmodern view that there is no universal truth which 

contradicts the search for certainty in the unconscious. Furthermore, scarcely would 

academics claim that we do not have an unconscious, but rarely do they 

contemplate how those desires and drives manifested within the unconscious guide 

behaviour (Raymen, 2018a). As McGowan (2016) demonstrated, understanding 

psychoanalytic theory is imperative to diagnosing the flaws of the political economy.  

 

For this thesis and the deployment of ultra-realist theory, the work of Lacan and 

Žižek’s interpretation of Lacanian psychoanalysis will be delineated. Firstly, we must 

turn attention to the work of Sigmund Freud (1914; 1949) and his structural model of 

the id, the superego, and the ego as they formed the foundation for both Lacan’s and 

Žižek’s considerations. This tripart model attempts to theorise the human psyche and 

was developed by Freud within the early 1900s. The id forms the unorganised 

fragment of the personality configuration that comprises a human’s basic primal 

instinctual or libidinal drives. It does not respond to the constraints of reality, it 

operates only in the unconscious part of the mind, and acts according to the 

pleasure principle, meaning it seeks pleasure, avoids pain, and expects gratification 

to be immediate. Opposingly, the superego espouses the moral bounds of 

behaviour, and attempts to control the id’s impulses if they are forbidden by societal 

norms. The superego works within the unconscious but is immensely influenced by 

the ethics of others. It is then the role of the ego to moderate the pleasure-seeking id 

and the imposition of a moral conscience by the superego by balancing them against 

the limitations of reality. Due to its consideration of the bounds of reality, the ego 

functions in the conscious part of the psyche. Similarly to the id, the ego seeks 

pleasure, but assumes realistic means of pursuit.  

 

Moving beyond Freud’s exploration of the individual’s drives, Lacan questions the 

very existence of reality and turns to structural explanations for the individual’s 

psyche (Gallacher, 2020). Over the course of his life’s work, Lacan consolidated 

these structural questions by providing three realms of reality: the Real; the 

Imaginary; and the Symbolic. It is pertinent to note that Lacan accentuated the 

mutual dependence of the three registers to one another.  
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The Real represents the elements of the subconscious that exist pre-birth that the 

individual does not have the linguistic or subjective ability to make sense of. Hall and 

Winlow (2012: 404) purport that, ‘the Lacanian Real is simply part of a natural world 

of raw impulses, forces and events that surround us and interrupt upon our senses, 

with no critical sense of self-awareness’. It is a ‘traumatic void that can only be 

glimpsed in the fractures and inconsistencies in the field of apparent reality’ (Fisher, 

2009: 18). Badiou (2007) notes that to comprehend the Real, one must imagine the 

feelings of a baby who is bombarded with raw impetuses and needs they are unable 

to express. Whilst initially within the Real, the subject is blissfully unaware of their 

inability to make sense of surroundings. Upon the individual’s development of 

language and assimilation to the Symbolic Order (discussed below), they are 

untethered from the Real. This is experienced as a traumatic severance, one which 

the individual is inured to avoid repeating. The threat of returning to an unsymbolised 

abyss stimulates the individual to continue pursuing an alternative model of meaning.  

 

The Imaginary provides meaning through the use of images to ascertain what the 

subject ‘imagines’ others and themselves to be. It is thought that this domain is 

principally influenced by the mother-child relationship (Hamilton, 1986). This realm 

comprises the individual’s idealised fantasy of the self (Raymen, 2018b), and the 

space within which the ego and images are aligned, in that the subject is continually 

wavering amongst their own self-image and how they are seen by others (Fink, 

1995). Thus, the idealised self present within the Imaginary is continuously at risk of 

being disrupted or evaluated by others (Catlaw and Marshall, 2018). Ego-formation 

then, takes place within what Lacan referred to as the ‘mirror stage’. The mirror 

stage represents the interaction between the Symbolic and the Imaginary, whereby 

the features of subjectivity are materialised. For Lacan, this is epitomised by the 

infant who is faced with their reflection for the first time and is able to exceed their 

idea of the self as a fragmented entity with needs by attaining an image. This ability 

to categorise the reflected image as themselves is facilitated by the accompanying 

gestural and verbal claims made by adults. This mirroring process is not limited to 

this example though, as Roberts (2005) contends, performance and auditing 

practices within the workplace provide employees with a reflection tool to identify 

their progress. The Imaginary, for ultra-realists, can represent the element of 

consumerism which denotes symbolic value to commodified objects and the desire 
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to improve one’s status (Briggs, 2013; Briggs et al., 2020). As expanded upon below, 

this desire cannot be fulfilled by the continuous engagement with consumerism, and 

only ‘intensifies the transcendental materialist subject’s sense of absence’ (Briggs et 

al., 2020: 835). When combined, the Symbolic and Imaginary form what the subject 

perceives as ‘reality’, and transcendence out of the Real. 

 

The Symbolic fundamentally signifies the attribution of meaning through language 

and narrative, and as notified above, denotes the detachment from the unsymbolised 

Real domain. The subject then, must ‘solicit the trap’ of a Symbolic Order to make 

sense of the world and circumvent facing the Real (Hall, 2012b), one which although 

does not represent ontological ‘truth’, does provide us with the relief of an organised 

elucidation of reality (Winlow et al., 2021). Primarily developed on theorisation 

provided by Saussure and structuralism, Lacan’s Symbolic also encompasses laws, 

rules, traditions, norms, and additional features present within culture (Johnston, 

2018). The adoption and acceptance of language and symbolisation by a child is 

then accompanied by the ability to communicate with others. As Golan (2018: 7) 

encapsulates, the ‘Symbolic Order is the linguistic structure into which we are born, a 

kind of net enveloping our lives’. This Symbolic Order which allows the subject to 

understand their reality is crucial to the construction of identity (Žižek, 1989), but is 

thrust upon them before they are able to critically reflect on the validity of the 

meaning-making devices (Hall, 2012b). In Chapter 4, participants accounts are used 

to conceptualise the existence of an Army Symbolic Order which they are socialised 

into during basic training.  As discussed below, the individual is able to traverse the 

fantasy of ideology and seek an alternate Symbolic Order (Žižek, 2014), however, 

this transition is accompanied by a confrontation with the Real. 

 

The big Other represents either an alternative term to denote the Symbolic Order, or 

notions of nameless authoritative power or knowledge, such as religion or science 

(Johnston, 2018). However, the big Other cannot provide the resolution for the 

subject’s existential questions (Catlaw and Marshall, 2018), prompted by an inherent 

lack. Building upon Freud’s initial writings around libidinal economy and drive, Lacan 

claims that the subject is driven by a lack which cannot be satisfied and that 

stimulates an unconscious desire to search for the ‘lost object’. This lack, as Žižek 

(2005) notes, will not be fulfilled by consumption, despite the marketing promise that 
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it will. As the lack fuels desire which remains unsatisfied and no amount of 

consumption successfully fills the void, libidinal drives gain satisfaction from the 

feeling of dissatisfaction (Johnston, 2018). This leads to what Lacan terms 

jouissance, finding pleasure in plain (Žižek, 2000), and mirrors scholarism from the 

deviant leisure perspective which assesses discovering pleasure in the infliction of 

harm upon oneself (Raymen and Smith, 2019a). Thus, the individual is ‘caught in a 

never-ending attempt to understand his or herself in relation to the world in which he 

or she lives’ (Brown and England, 2004: 69). The myth of finding oneself and 

satisfying the lack has been peddled as the ultimate objective (Žižek, 2002). For 

Lacan (1998: 235), this fundamentally represents ‘the desire of the Other’, as we 

concurrently wish to become ‘the object of the Other’s desire’ (Žižek, 1997: 29). The 

subject, then, pursues social distinction, but ultimately displays hyper-conformity to 

the capitalist regime (Hall et al., 2008; Treadwell et al., 2013), as exemplified in 

Raymen’s (2019b) assessment of parkour or Medley’s (2019) examination of 

feminist porn sites.  

 

The quest for distinction via consumerism is exacerbated by what Hall (2012a; b) 

refers to as objectless anxiety, whereby the growing wealth of the middle class 

produced an anxiety to which observers were unable to attribute a cause. The 

development of an objectless anxiety could be the result of a socio-economic system 

that encourages what Badiou (2002) refers to as ‘little evils’, on a daily basis. 

Emboldened by the influence of the various harmful consequences of neoliberalism, 

individuals perpetrating ‘little evils’, such as physical violence or financial crime, 

contribute to the general sense of objectless anxiety (Hall and Winlow, 2018b). ‘Little 

evils’ signify the existence of a problem perhaps more overtly to the individual than 

large evils like environmental degradation might, and exposure to both of those types 

of harm without an obvious source can prompt a sense of hopelessness. Although it 

would seem as though the expansion of objectless anxiety would be a cause for 

concern, the neoliberal system relies on this constant state of anxiety to ensure a 

successful consumerist market (Hall, 2014). Consumerism promises that feelings of 

hollowness and anxiety can be negated through commodified means (Lacan, 2006), 

and this leads to a constant cycle of emptiness and temporary fulfilment through 

consumption (Ellis et al., 2018). It is therefore beneficial for the system to reproduce 

the state of objectless anxiety and allow individuals to believe that repeatedly 
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consuming will fill the void, despite the inevitable failure once the desire to consume 

returns (Hall et al., 2008). Furthermore, along with feelings of anxiety and emptiness, 

the consumer feels envy towards their fellow consumers and the commodities they 

possess (Žižek, 2010). This replicates the violent status system prevalent in the Dark 

Ages (Veblen, 1994), but in a pseudo-pacified form (Hall, 2014)(section 2.4).     

 

Žižek (2008) comments that the role of the superego outlined by Freud has been 

reorientated, prompting guilt for not engaging or consuming as opposed to 

restraining desires and libidinal drives. Instead of endorsing the benefits of delayed 

gratification, the reorientated superego demands instantaneous satisfaction 

(Cedarström and Spicer, 2015). Žižek (2008: 30) highlights the limitations of this 

process, writing, ‘the very injunction to enjoy sabotages enjoyment, so that, 

paradoxically, the more one obeys the superego command, the more one feels 

guilty’. As the search for immediate pleasure continues with the cyclical behaviour-

reward/regret process, the individual feels an inability to feel truly satisfied. Instead, 

our desire dissolves and moves onto the next object to be consumed, driven by the 

need to satisfy the continuing lack and longing to transcend feelings of alienation 

(Hall et al., 2008), and facilitated by almost unbridled access to credit (Lloyd and 

Horsley, 2022). Ayres (2022) identifies alcohol and drugs as an illustration of this, 

whereby the diverse array of substances promise pleasure and removal from the 

disturbing void at the core of subjectivity. This immediate redirection onto the 

following product, or substance in Ayres’ example, is accelerated by the seemingly 

endless offerings, yet as Bauman (2007) highlights, the appearance of choice is 

merely an illusion.  

 

Individuals who may feel dissatisfied with the mundanity and artificiality of work and 

consumerism may actively seek some semblance of the Real, in what Badiou (2007) 

conceptualises as a ‘passion for the Real’. Smith (2014) offers drunkenness as an 

example of how the subject may attempt to experience the real, Real, though this 

only further deceives the individual within consumerism’s trap. Instead, alcohol and 

drugs are merely a ‘stand-in for the void of the impossible Thing’ (Žižek, 2012: 465). 

Thus, the subject is forced to accept smatterings of the Real within our simulated 

world, which only solidifies their attachment to the Symbolic (Badiou, 2007; Žižek, 

2002). In later chapters of this thesis, the notion of a passion for the Real will be 
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used to explain experiences of operational deployments, particularly with relation to 

Žižek’s interpretation of Freud’s, and later Lacan’s, ‘death drive’. Interestingly in the 

context of this thesis, Freud’s (1961) initial theorisations of the death drive were 

derived partly from the treatment of soldiers’ post-deployment and their eagerness to 

return to conflict. For Žižek (2008: 395), the psychoanalytic death drive does not 

represent self-destructiveness, but instead, denotes ‘a name for the “undead” eternal 

life itself, for the horrible fate of being caught in the endless repetitive cycle of 

wandering around in guilt and pain’.   

 

At this point, it is pertinent to outline the nature of the subject’s attachment to their 

Symbolic Order. Kotzé (2019) developed the concept of ‘degrees of assimilation’ 

after conducting interviews with participants involved with crime from a deprived 

locale. Throughout the book, he demonstrates the varying acceptance participants 

had to the ‘dream myth’ of modernity where crime is supposedly declining. Kotzé 

delineates three degrees of assimilation: full assimilation, whereby the individual has 

limited exposure to the adverse impact of crime and is subsequently able to disavow 

its existence; partial assimilation, for individuals with relatively close proximity to 

harm yet who are able to retain a cynical distance to partially accept the crime 

decline narrative being espoused; and the un-assimilated, whose proximity to the 

harm was so severe that acceptance of the dream myth was unobtainable. Put 

briefly, the relationship between the subject and a dream myth can be strengthened 

or weakened by their engagement with fetishistic disavowal and proximity to harm. In 

the empirical chapters of this thesis, Kotzé’s (2019) concept was used heavily to 

explain how participants assimilation to their Symbolic Order fluctuated throughout 

their Army career and exit.  

 

2.3.2 Deaptation 
 

When assuming a transcendental materialist subject, it can be supposed that upon 

recognising an ineffective Symbolic Order, the individual can seek a more suitable 

alternative. Johnston (2008) postulates that if the subject is faced with evidence that 

the Symbolic Order they are assimilated to is futile, redundant or even counter-

productive, it can become problematic if ideologies continue as hegemonic despite 

being disproven. For Johnston, this experience of adhering to an obsolete Symbolic 
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Order to circumvent facing the Real can be referred to as deaptation. We can take 

Fisher’s (2009) capitalist realism as an example, whereby individuals are led to 

believe that there is no viable alternative to capitalism. Hall and Winlow (2018a) 

contend that this is a form of managed deaptation, in that the subject is continually 

presented with evidence that capitalist and neoliberal ideology is futile yet they 

continue to participate within it and reproduce its damaging conditions. As noted 

above, the threat of returning to the Real demands that subjects latch on to 

symbolism that facilitates meaning making. Thus, to reflect and be dissatisfied may 

mean commencing a precarious conversion to an alternative Symbolic Order (Hall, 

2012a). For ultra-realists, the fetishistic disavowal of the unproductive ideology 

signifies a reluctance to risk the return to the terrifying Real if one should seek a 

more logical Symbolic Order (Raymen, 2018b; Žižek, 2002).  

 

This concept of deaptation was useful for explaining the findings in this thesis, as 

recruits are arguably required to solicit a Symbolic Order which prioritises 

camaraderie rather than individualism and rewards subjective violence upon 

enlistment, and have to reassess their attachment to this Symbolic Order upon 

leaving. Winlow and Hall (2013) note that the experience of a traumatic ‘event’ could 

stimulate the transition between Symbolic Orders. Briggs et al. (2020) considered 

whether the Covid-19 pandemic could be such an event and found that although 

desire for the ‘old normal’ prevailed, there is still causative potential once the dust 

has settled. However, as Temple (2016) has claimed when assessing desistence, 

this ‘event’ does not have to be of grand scale, such as a global pandemic, but can 

comprise micro happenings, such as a new job.  

 

2.4 Pseudo-Pacification 
 

To generate a comprehension of violence, Hall (2014) describes a ‘pseudo-

pacification process’. This process diverges from Elias’ (1982) theorisation of the 

‘civilizing process’, which posits that in the conversion from feudalism to capitalism, 

the civilizing forces stimulated by capitalism necessitated the cultivation of a 

repulsion to gruesome and physical violence. As individuals became more 

interdependent through trade and business relations in order to succeed, they 

exhibited physical violence less often and appeared to be amiable and civil towards 
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others, and thus, pacified (Ray, 2013). Hall (2014) argues that although Elias 

acknowledges that violence is not eliminated, he fails to recognise the exploitative 

viciousness that exists within socio-symbolic life and business to sustain a 

functioning capitalist society. The pacification process serves two primary goals for 

the market economy’s survival, a climate termed the ‘orderly disorder’ (Horsley et al., 

2015: 16). Firstly, the process ensures safe trading activity and the protection of 

property rights by reducing the threat of physically violent confrontation (Hall, 2014). 

Secondly, the consumerist qualities that are required to maintain a demand in the 

market are achieved through the repression of physical aggression, which 

transforms into a competitive and ‘functionally aggressive’ energy (Hall and Winlow, 

2015: 116).  

 

By the Industrial Revolution, the libidinal energy that previously channelled physical 

violence had been redirected to provoke competitive symbolic aggression for the 

pursuit of capital and commodities that represented social superiority (Hall, 2014). As 

a result, people in England became increasingly individualised and competitive 

(Bloch, 1967), and academics were concerned with these new forms of expression 

(Thomas, 2009). The acquisition of wealth and a pacified identity became widely 

desirable (Hall, 2014), and an individual’s success was measured by their ability to 

earn and symbolically display capital (Winlow and Hall, 2009). This identity can be 

projected as the powerful and intelligent business person seen on shows such as 

Dragons Den (Boyle and Kelly, 2010), whereby ethical norms and values are 

considered a barrier to the greed and socio-symbolic aggression that is necessary to 

become successful (Horsley et al., 2015; Winlow and Hall, 2009). Previously, these 

ethical values had been held sacred by society (Hall, 2012a), which did not become 

civilized, as Elias’ (1982) theorised, but redirected physical aggression into callous, 

interpersonal socio-symbolic competition (Hall, 2007).  

 

Inevitably, the ‘regulatory jacket’ that holds the pseudo-pacification process has a 

limited capacity (Hall and Winlow, 2015). This is referred to by Hall (2007: 91) as the 

‘breakdown of the pseudo-pacification process’. It is important to note that this is 

ingrained within the system, as opposed to being an abnormality of it (Hall, 2015). 

Furthermore, the process ensures that the value of pseudo-pacification is 

reproduced and reaffirmed constantly across society (Hall, 2007). This demonstrates 
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how Elias’ (1982) notion that society was merely becoming civilised is unsuitable. 

The presence of socio-symbolic violence is expected and essentially encouraged 

within a neoliberal capitalist society (Hall, 2012b), and represents the nature of the 

inception of liberal capitalism (Lusordo, 2011). Although the system is not 

encouraging a society dominated by serial murderers, it does rely on aggression to 

fuel an ultra-competitive socio-economic culture that pushes ethical boundaries (Hall, 

2012b, 2014). Hall (2014) contends that this stimulation of libidinal energy has 

diminished the level of trust and companionship within the family, and, consequently, 

the wider social sphere. If Elias’ concept of a civilising process was accurate, the 

public would retain an instinctual urge to act altruistically and pleasantly, and not 

view others as their competition (Hall, 2007).  

 

As discussed in Chapter 1, it is assumed that masculinity norms prevail within the 

military environment (Green et al., 2010; Shields, 2016). Ellis (2016) purports that 

masculine status may be attained through the exertion of violence. Following the 

pseudo-pacification process, masculine physical violence was displayed through 

rule-bound sports, many of which were created by England, and assembled what 

Whitehead (2002) refers to as the ‘muscular Christian’. Jump (2020) notes that 

violent sports can offer a lawful way to demonstrate capabilities in line with the 

masculine identity, though concedes they may still engage in displays of bravado 

and aggression to satisfy their Symbolic Order which is rooted in competition and 

status. Acknowledging the existence of the pseudo-pacified subject was useful in this 

research because, for veterans, their previous role required them to facilitate or 

enact physical violence on behalf of the state. Thus, success in their domain was not 

measured by the symbolic display of commodified wealth or merciless business 

tactics, but by their operational potential. Integrating with the pseudo-pacified public 

meant confronting hostility from those who could not consolidate potential war 

participation yet begrudged their own peers’ personal advancement.   

 

Once the pseudo-pacification process has reached full capacity, some individuals 

living in a symbolically aggressive and competitive society find themselves in a state 

of what Hall (2012a) refers to as ‘special liberty’. This denotes a position in which 

individuals feel entitled to act harmfully, whether that be through cutting corners in 

business pursuits or engaging in criminal practice, and feel that the rules do not 
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apply to them (Hall, 2012a). It allows the subject to feel permitted to act upon their 

feelings of desire and aspiration, as well as their discriminatory or revulsion fuelled 

judgements. Vitally, the concept of special liberty needs to be grounded within the 

context of the competitive individualist subject as described in earlier sections, who 

relentlessly chases economic and symbolic status (Ibid.). As the stimulation of 

libidinal energy tends to dominate the system marginally more than pacification for 

capitalism to transcend, an inevitable overflow of aggressive energy occurs (Horsley 

et al., 2015). These acts of special liberty then puncture holes in the regulatory jacket 

(Hall, 2014), and lead to the perpetration of harm, and sometimes crime. Lloyd 

(2019), for example, found evidence of behaviour enabled by special liberty within 

the workplace, with some employees feeling entitled to steal sales from colleagues in 

the pursuit for meeting targets and being awarded bonuses. The concept is further 

tested by Tudor’s (2019) application to fraud, Briggs et al.’s (2021) appraisal of 

behaviour within the Covid-19 pandemic, and Hall and Wilson’s (2014) assessment 

of serial murder. Furthermore, when business operators continue to justify their 

imposition of harm to society and the environment through claims of advancement 

and success, this rationalisation then permeates as a cultural norm (Hall, 2015). 

 

Importantly, the feeling of entitlement stems not only from the precedent set by 

businesses, but also the operationalisation of dissociation. As Hall (2015: 19) 

explains,  

‘Dissociation allows the individual subject to imagine a personalised 

state of exception, granting himself special liberty to attempt – 

compulsively yet always unsuccessfully – to gratify drives and the 

desires that connect them to external objects, which can range from 

the norm of pseudo-pacified socio-symbolic ambition to the extreme 

of irrational hatred and prejudice’ (p, 19).    

 

This proves especially problematic when contextualised with the subject who is 

objectless anxiety-ridden and has a reorientated super-ego promoting an injunction 

to enjoy (Hall, 2012c). 
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2.5 Limitations of Ultra-Realism  
 

Due to the recency of the development of ultra-realism, the articulated challenges to 

it are limited to book reviews (e.g., Carlen, 2014; Cooper, 2009; Lea, 2016), and 

scarce published articles (Clement and Mennell, 2020; Wood, 2019; Wood et al., 

2020; 2021). Those challenges will be outlined within this section as they ought to be 

acknowledged, though the justification for using an ultra-realist framework has, in my 

view, been well-evidenced and rationalised throughout this chapter.  

 

Carlen (2014) suggests that Winlow and Hall (2013) were overzealous in their claim 

that existing criminological theory fails to diagnose the issues with capitalism. There 

is an acceptance within ultra-realist literature that although it is not the first 

criminological endeavour to condemn capitalism, existing theories tend to undermine 

the severity and consequence of the ideology’s infiltration (Winlow et al., 2021). 

However, ultra-realism has also been critiqued for its failure to offer a cure for the 

diagnosis it eagerly bestows on capitalist ideology (Cooper, 2009). As Lea (2016) 

commented within his review of the seminal ultra-realist text Revitalizing 

Criminological Theory by Hall and Winlow (2015), the theoretical framework does not 

offer an obvious political strategy to counter the problems it identifies. Littered 

throughout this chapter are several indications of how we must progress as 

suggested within ultra-realist literature; primarily, abstaining from micro-refusals 

which only serve to further harmful realities (Kotzé, 2019), and engaging with 

enlightened catastrophism to identify what strides ought to be pursued (Winlow, 

2017). To offer a further example, Raymen (2019a) and Winlow and Hall (2022) 

advise that perhaps the revival of the community and search for the common good is 

the remedy to embedded harm.  

 

Ultra-realism is criticised, and suitably so, for its neglect of the theorisation of women 

despite apt attention to masculinity (Collett, 2020; Wood et al., 2020). There are 

exceptions; Lloyd’s (2013; 2018) empirical projects, for example, had appropriately 

representative samples to explore workplace harm, Hall and Winlow (2003) attribute 

the gender gap within offending to the gendered division of labour, and Raymen 

(2019a) draws on Lacan (2008) to highlight that girls are deeply aware that their 

value is connected to appearance. Furthermore, Hall and Winlow (2015) 
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acknowledge the importance of early feminist theory in the development of ultra-

realism. There is, though, negligible discussion of gender in the way presented within 

other criminological inquiry. 

 

As Carlen (2014) concedes, the originality of ultra-realism’s theoretical advancement 

falls within the considerations of subjectivity and adoption of Johnston’s (2008) 

transcendental materialism. This utilisation has been critiqued by Wood (2019), 

alongside eight challenges to the pseudo-pacification process (Wood et al., 2020). 

The critiques are perhaps best summarised by Wood’s (2019: 96) claim, ‘ultra-

realists do not go far enough’. He argues that, despite promises of an inclusion of 

neuroscience and psychoanalysis within the framework, the application is limited to 

rudimentary and limited understandings of existing theorisations. The rebuttal to this 

argument has been fleshed out well and in a much more sophisticated manner than 

can be allowed for here by Raymen and Kuldova (2021). Put briefly, perhaps as with 

most of these critiques, this does not represent a poorly constructed theoretical 

framework, but merely an under-tested one. Alongside emerging work from other 

ultra-realist thinkers, this thesis hopes to contribute to such development, and vitally, 

test its applicability to new social phenomena.   

 

2.6 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has provided an outline of the core components of the ultra-realist 

theoretical framework which underpin the later discussions within this thesis. It has 

determined that seeking understanding ought to be framed critically within the 

context of neoliberal conditions. Importantly, it has promoted the need for 

considering motivations for harm, without reproducing naïve accounts of inherently 

good-willed individuals who are subjugated by evil capitalism. Furthermore, 

throughout this chapter, although writings of transitions have not been embedded 

within the extant ultra-realist literature, discussions around the solicitation of an 

alternative Symbolic Order have been presented. These thoughts serve as a 

cornerstone for the arguments presented within later chapters, as service leavers 

navigate a complex, conflicting transition into civilian life. 
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Despite being in the relatively early stages of development and application, ultra-

realism has been successfully deployed to explain a variety of phenomena, 

including: work (Lloyd, 2018); politics (Telford, 2022); the Covid-19 pandemic (Briggs 

et al., 2021); the crime decline (Kotzé, 2019); violence (Ellis, 2019); and deviant 

leisure (Raymen and Smith, 2019a). Furthermore, there are many academics 

continuing to adapt and extend the existing body of work, this thesis included. The 

following chapter draws on the conclusions from the previous literature review, and 

this theoretical exploration, to justify and explain the methodological decisions made 

for this project.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 86 

Chapter III: Methods 
 

3.1 Introduction  
 

Situated amongst the research gaps highlighted in the previous two chapters, this 

thesis was built on qualitative data collected from in-depth semi-structured interviews 

with 58 participants from three groups: Army veterans; spouses of Army veterans; 

and charity workers. This chapter outlines the research design and procedures, 

ethical and practical considerations, and the methodological framework employed in 

the research, alongside the justification for each research choice. Furthermore, 

reflections regarding the fieldwork procedures are presented and discussed, 

particularly concerning the influence of the Covid-19 pandemic on data collection. To 

assure reliability and trustworthiness, reasonable transparency has been proffered 

throughout this chapter (Hiles, 2008).  

 

3.2 Research Question and Aims  
 

According to Denicolo and Becker (2012), determining the purpose and scope of a 

research project can be tremendously challenging. However, as found in Chapter 1, 

the paucity of veterans research lies in understanding the subjective experiences of 

reintegration into civilian world in the UK (Albertson et al., 2015; Verey and Smith, 

2012). Specifically, veterans who comprise the ‘unproblematic’ majority, who have 

not encountered the criminal justice system, received treatment for mental health 

issues, or suffered from the array of social problems often associated with veterans 

are under-researched (Caddick, 2016; McGarry and Walklate, 2011). Accordingly, 

this thesis attempts to document and make sense of the experiences of that 

‘unproblematic’ population, alongside the experiences of those undergoing extreme 

transitions.  

 

Conjured from the literature gaps highlighted in Chapters 1 and 2, and following 

Bryman’s (2014) steps for achieving coherent questions, the overarching research 

question is: 

• How do British Army veterans experience the transition to civilian life?  
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Research aims are devised to ensure the question is answered and often emphasise 

various themes that ought to be explored (Thomas and Hodges, 2010). According to 

Mason (2002), there are regularly multiple purposes to research beyond the 

overarching research question. As this research attempts to provide a multifaceted 

understanding of veteran’s experience, the following aims are put forward. To:  

a) Make sense of British Army life by considering the experiences of former 

Army personnel and their spouses. 

b) Develop a coherent understanding of the current framework employed by 

the military and charities to assist service members through the transition. 

c) Explore how former Army personnel make sense of their experiences in 

civilian life, particularly those who had supposedly ‘unproblematic 

transitions’. 

d) Consider whether the components of ultra-realism can explain the 

challenges and successes of Army-to-civilian transitions.  

 

The content gap also lies within focusing on more than just the career transition. 

Interestingly, governmental publications often gauged the success of a transition on 

the ability to find civilian employment within six months of leaving the military (Lord 

Ashcroft, 2014; MoD, 2017). To attribute a successful transition to finding 

employment – particularly without considering the quality of that employment - 

discredits the complex experiences that veterans have. A further aim of this research 

was to consider the role of a spouse within the reintegration process and how their 

accounts can be utilised to propose a more successful method of helping families 

through an intricate transition. As many spouses are integrated within the military 

community, when a soldier leaves the military and enters the civilian world, spouses 

are often faced with a new bout of pressure and stress. Families living in barracks 

are required to move house and those who did not live in barracks typically need to 

adjust to their loved one being home full time (Binks and Cambridge, 2018).   

 

A further identified gap lies in the geographic location of the existing research. A 

substantial portion of veteran research is conducted in the US (Hargreaves, 2014; 

Milroy, 2001). However, the dichotomy between the US military and UK military 

meant that the findings of US studies cannot plausibly be representative of UK 

veterans (Sundin et al., 2014). For example, US service members usually go on 
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operational tours for longer than the UK military personnel (Sundin et al., 2010), and 

time spent on deployment and in combat can have an immense influence on the 

success of their reintegration (Kok et al., 2000). The final gap is a theoretical one. 

Researchers of veterans have employed various theoretical influences to make 

sense of the transition, including: Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and capital 

(Alberton et al., 2015; Wilkinson, 2018); the military transition theory (Adler et al., 

2011; Bowes et al., 2018); grounded theory (Hitch et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2018); 

feminist perspectives (Elcher, 2016); intersectionality (Meade, 2020); life course 

perspective (Taylor et al., 2020); and critical theory (McGarry, 2015; Phillips and 

Lincoln, 2017). To date, the Army-to-civilian transition has not been considered 

through an ultra-realist lens, thus creating the space and need for this thesis as 

justified in Chapter 2.  

 

3.3 Approach and Methodology  
 

Although there is little doubt regarding the importance of social science (Neuman, 

2011), within the field, there has been an ongoing debate as to whether it can be 

considered a true ‘science’ (Walliman, 2006: 11). The interpretation of the ‘science’ 

in ‘social science’ should be considered malleable, as people often undervalue the 

complexity of social science and the pursuit of generalisation to replicate the natural 

sciences can be destructive to social research (Collins, 1989; Wittgenstein, 1958). 

This continuing tension permeates the ground on which the philosophical 

underpinnings of social research are built (Jarvie, 1970). Philosophical paradigms 

within the social sciences provide distinctive devices to understand social life (Jarvie 

and Zamora-Bonilla, 2011). These philosophies cultivate throughout the years, 

parallel to contemporary issues within society (Benton and Craib, 2011). Each 

paradigm entertains preferred methodologies and their corresponding methods, 

although it is not restricted to them, which should represent the most efficient way of 

gathering information to match their respective standpoints (Winch, 1990).  

 

Before fieldwork can begin, the researcher must consider what philosophical 

framework and subsequent methodology is most appropriate for answering the 

research question and aims (Walliman, 2006). As Della Porta and Kealing (2008) 

highlight, cogitating an approach rather than a methodology independently prompts 
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the researcher to think epistemically, and consider the true purpose of research. 

Beyond philosophical underpinnings, the fundamental difference between each 

methodology is the type of data collected. This section firstly outlines the 

methodological and philosophical demands of using an ultra-realist theoretical 

framework, and goes on to provide rationale for the pursuit of qualitative data.  

 

3.3.1 Ultra-Realism 
 

Perhaps the utility of a criminological theory seems nonsensical when studying Army 

veterans, in that veterans are not all criminals or victims. The attraction to ultra-

realism stems from the integrated lens of both criminology and zemiology to guide 

empirical exploration (Kotzé, 2018). McGarry and Walklate (2011) acknowledged the 

complexity of veterans being regarded as ‘criminals’ and ‘victims’ through the nature 

and demands of their former role, as well as the importance of recognising and 

understanding those who do not engage in criminality in civvy street. This 

demonstrates the need to transcend beyond traditional criminological theory, and 

towards a new ultra-realist perspective that uses advanced notions of harm and 

returns focus to aetiology to make sense of the world (Hall and Winlow, 2015). Of 

course, this research was not the first to utilise ultra-realism as a criminological 

theoretical framework to understand non-criminal social phenomena. Lloyd (2017; 

2018; 2019; 2020) has explored the harms of and at work in the service industry, 

Raymen and Smith (2020) consider harms associated with indebtedness, consumer 

culture, and gambling, and Telford and Wistow (2019) investigated dissatisfaction 

and the working class in relation to the EU referendum, thus predicating the 

boundaries for using ultra-realism for social exploration, as was done in this 

research.  

 

Telford and Wistow (2019: 559) encapsulate the purpose of ultra-realist inquiry, 

noting, ‘it moves beyond the “symptoms” offered by abstracted empiricism and 

encourages the researcher to identity the “generative processes” which shape the 

observable world’. Further, the theoretical tools upon which ultra-realism draws can 

provide a stimulating and expounding insight into the military world, particularly the 

use of Lacan’s three realms of reality and the documented consequences of socio-

economic structures.  
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As epistemological and ontological understandings shape the trajectory of social 

inquiry, researchers must be reflexive and then transparent in their position (Denzin, 

2002). Epistemology generally considers what we can and cannot know, what 

constitutes valid knowledge (Caulfied and Hill, 2014), and importantly, what are the 

limits of knowledge attainment (Danermark et al., 2002). Ontology concerns the 

study of the nature and structure of reality (Guarino et al., 2009), as Smith (2003: 

155) defines, ‘the kinds of structures of objects, properties, events, processes, and 

relations in every area of reality’. Put simply, ontology tells us ‘what is’, and 

epistemology postulates ‘how we know’. A positivist epistemology, often 

complimented by an objectivist ontology (Gray, 2018), seeks to establish cause and 

effect by replicating the natural sciences and using quantitative methods (Walliman, 

2006). Contrastingly, an interpretivist epistemology, most commonly associated with 

a constructivist ontology (Gray, 2018), prioritises a rigorous understanding of a 

specific phenomenon above the ability to generalise findings (Ritchie et al., 2013). 

This is often achieved through the use of qualitative methods (Tuli, 2010). However, 

these traditional philosophical standpoints do not offer the robustness and 

understanding of reality encompassed by critical realism (Danermark, 2002).  

 

Although this research employed an ultra-realist theoretical framework, the 

methodological and philosophical grounding firmly aligns with critical realism. Ultra-

realists have made provision for doing so (Ellis, 2016; Kotzé, 2019), on the basis that 

it draws on the influential precursor of critical realism. Critical realism does not fit into 

the traditional form of epistemology or ontology, and provides an advancement in 

social science that alleviates the limitations of alternative philosophies (Roberts, 

2014). It considers ontology to comprise three domains of reality: the empirical, 

which pertains to what we individually experience; the actual, where events happen 

regardless of our relationship to them; and the real, the fundamental mechanisms 

that produce events (Bhaskar, 1978). Critical realists then, explore the experiences 

of those in the empirical, in order to understand the underlying generative 

mechanisms that permeate the ground upon which society and reality is built 

(Blundel, 2007; Danermark, 2002). Importantly, it acknowledges the causative 

potential at the empirical level (Clark et al., 2008), including the latency of absence 

(Hall and Winlow, 2015). In the context of this research, applying individual 

experiences of the Army-to-civilian transition can give insight into the causal 
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processes inherent within the ‘real’ domain (Bhaskar, 2009). As discussed in the 

previous chapter, ultra-realism moves beyond critical realism methodologically in its 

understanding of subjectivity. Through the lens of transcendental materialism 

(Johnston, 2008), the ultra-realist position assumes the subject is primarily neutral, 

capable of evil and good, and closely linked to ideology and the unconscious (Lloyd, 

2018; Kotzé and Lloyd, 2022). Working upon this supposition, participants’ accounts 

were explained via the assessment of their assimilation to a Symbolic Order.  

 

3.3.2 Doing Qualitative Research 
 

As Silverman (2014) highlights, selecting one methodology does not mean that the 

other is inferior; quality research merely utilises a methodology dependent on what 

the researcher is aiming to study. Textual data can give insight to individual 

experiences (Ritchie et al., 2013), and in this instance, understanding how the Army-

to-civilian transition is experienced could not thoroughly be capsulated by 

quantitative data. When hoping to make sense of potential causative mechanisms, 

and their influence at the event level, quantitative approaches lack sufficient depth or 

articulacy to identify this (Sayer, 2000). Qualitative expression allows participants to 

impart the meaning they ascribe to a social or human problem (Creswell, 2009), 

whilst sharing how they make sense of their own lives and experience (Hammell, 

2001). Furthermore, ultra-realist inquiry has repeatedly operated qualitative methods, 

typically ethnography (e.g., Ellis, 2016; Lloyd, 2013), due to their compatibility with 

the tenets of the theoretical framework. Thus, the decision to conduct qualitative 

research as the empirical aspect of this project was in keeping with ultra-realist 

traditions.  

 

There are, of course, critiques of qualitative data that question the scientific rigour, 

subjectivity, and lack of generalisability of findings (Leung, 2015; Rose and Johnson, 

2020), and measures have been taken to circumvent these issues as outlined in this 

chapter. However, as qualitative inquiry does not pursue generalisability and theory 

testing, in favour of the utilisation of empiricism to develop and advance theoretical 

understanding (Jacques, 2014), some of those critiques are fundamentally 

extraneous.  



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 92 

3.3.3 – Methodologies in Veteran Research 
 

When studying veterans, quantitative methodologies have been the most commonly 

utilised (Adler et al., 2011; Mulligan et al., 2012; Sayer et al., 2011). Verey and Smith 

(2012) argue that the relative ease of quantitatively monitoring mental health issues, 

such as PTSD, may explain the lack of qualitative veteran research. Quantitative 

veteran research in the UK has provided data regarding employment following 

reintegration (Iversen et al., 2005), social networks (Hatch et al., 2013), and the 

frequency and treatment of mental health issues (Fear et al., 2010; Harvey et al., 

2011; Murphy et al., 2016). This research has proved vital in understanding the 

veteran demographic and highlighting the issues they face. However, researchers 

themselves have acknowledged the limitations of collecting quantitative data.   

 

As the veteran population in both the US and the UK is diverse and complex, 

creating widely generalisable numerical data is difficult. Adler et al. (2011: 45) 

acknowledged their research could only be representative of veterans ‘whose 

primary care provider determined that they needed further mental health or 

substance abuse assessment’. Similarly, Burdett et al. (2013) highlight how further 

qualitative research could enable an understanding of self-identification in UK 

veterans. Several other researchers encountered sample size and generalisability 

issues in quantitative studies (Bowes et al., 2018; Burdett et al., 2013; Woodhead et 

al., 2011). Using a quantitative methodology in veteran research does not allow for in 

depth, subjective data collection. This is not an aim of quantitative research, so does 

not mean studies have been conducted poorly.  

 

There has been an increase of research utilising a qualitative methodology 

(Atherton, 2009; Caddick, 2015; Wilkinson, 2018). However, the majority of the 

extant qualitative veteran research was conducted in the US (Brown, 2011; Hinojosa 

and Hinojosa, 2011; Smith and True, 2014), and their experiences are not fully 

comparable to UK veterans’ (Sundin et al., 2014). As well as a dichotomy between 

US and UK military culture, the conditions around deployment and reintegration 

processes differ too greatly to offer direct comparison (Sundin et al., 2010). US 

academics have demonstrated the benefits of collecting qualitative data when 

researching veterans by documenting the challenges of the transition into civilian life 
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(Ahern et al., 2015; Demers, 2011). After evaluating the extant literature and 

observing a clear methodological gap requiring evidence from the UK, and satisfying 

the theoretical approach, a qualitative methodology was selected for this research.  

 

3.4 Method  
 

Methodological choices were guided by experience from my previous dissertations, 

assessments of existing research, discussions with fellow researchers, and 

requirements for the theoretical framework. It is essential to think openly and 

imaginatively about method possibilities at the beginning of research, though as 

Mason (2002) notes, the choices will often be streamlined later by practicality and 

appropriateness. Several methods were considered for this research, based on the 

success of similar research. Previous qualitative veteran research has utilised a 

variety of methods. Most have opted for the more traditional interview or focus group 

format (Caddick et al., 2015; Demers, 2011; Hinojosa and Hinojosa, 2011), whereas 

others have operated expressive writing methods (Orazem et al., 2017), or the 

inclusion of photo and object elicitation (McDermott, 2007; Wilkinson, 2018). 

Furthermore, ultra-realist researchers have set the precedent for operationalising 

ethnographies (Ellis, 2016; Lloyd, 2013; Raymen, 2018b), interviews (Telford and 

Wistow, 2019; Tudor, 2019), and case studies (Kotzé, 2019). The remainder of this 

section outlines why the most appropriate alternative methods were excluded, the 

rationale for conducting semi-structured interviews, and the procedure for the 

fieldwork.  

 

3.4.1 Why Other Methods Were Excluded 
 

Focus Groups  
 

In focus groups, participants can prompt discussion threads between each other that 

may not occur in individual interviews (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999). Moreover, they 

can produce data thoroughly and relatively quickly in comparison to alternative 

qualitative methods (Singer, 1992). Kitzinger (1994) argues that focus groups allow 

the researcher to understand group dynamics which may be beneficial in veteran 

research, as service members often share a unique bond, unmatched in the civilian 
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world (Hinojosa and Hinojosa, 2011). There are, however, several issues with 

conducting focus groups. Although focus groups are thought to prompt directions of 

discussion not facilitated by the researcher, evaluating whether similar responses 

and perceptions would be provided in a one-to-one format is complex (Zorn et al., 

2006). As Wellings et al. (2000) state, discussing sensitive topics can be problematic 

in groups. Participants may refrain from sharing potentially polarising or triggering 

information (Kaplowitz, 2000). For example, Wutich et al. (2010) found that 

participants were more likely to volunteer political or vulnerable information through a 

self-completion open ended questionnaire as opposed to a group method. The 

authors attributed this to participants not benefitting from sharing opinions that may 

lead to stigmatization or judgement from other participants within the group. This is 

particularly relevant for veterans, as research has demonstrated that military men 

may be hesitant to share their emotions due to the masculinity culture in the Army, 

and concern with being labelled as weak (Hale, 2012; Wenger, 1998). Several 

participants in this research disclosed that they would not have shared their 

traumatic experiences in front of other veterans. Many stated that although they 

thoroughly enjoy exchanging military stories, they would feel apprehensive about 

discussing private, emotional matters which often characterise the reintegration 

process.  

 

Ethnographies 
 

The favoured method used by ultra-realists, ethnography, was not appropriate in this 

research; an ethnography being the utilisation of several methods, importantly 

observations, to make sense of a particular social or cultural group (Scott-Jones and 

Watt, 2010). The quality and depth of data attained from ethnographic research is 

indisputable, and methodically is unreservedly compatible with an ultra-realist line of 

inquiry (Hall and Winlow, 2018a), as Lloyd (2020) demonstrated through the 

investigation of a call centre, which exposed harms at the micro, meso, and macro 

level, a fundamental necessity to the ultra-realist ambition. But as Treadwell (2018) 

reflects, although ethnographic research facilitates the connection of the empirical 

and theoretical, it is ‘not for everyone’. That reflection was rightly embedded in 

cogitating the biography of the researcher and their ability to assimilate in the places 

and spaces of study. Had the pandemic allowed, that would have been a 
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consideration of mine, and hopefully the reflections within section 3.8.1 around my 

position as having dual ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ status can address those potential 

barriers to ethnographic research.  

 

The few studies with veterans that do operate an ethnographic approach either have 

a very specific transition focus, such as Dalcher (2014) who documented the 

experiences of US veterans in higher education or are location specific so as to 

target a particular type of veteran, like Kohrner’s (2016) utilisation of G.I. coffee 

houses to assess trauma and resistance amongst US soldiers and veterans. These 

entirely valid and successful explorations advance the empirical and theoretical 

understanding of military-to-civilian transitions, but the method was not compatible 

with this project. The aim of this project was to make sense of Army-to-civilian 

transitions particularly, though not exclusively, of the ‘unproblematic’ majority 

(McGarry and Walklate, 2015). Most of those who did not have extreme transitions 

characterised by mental health issues, homelessness, criminality, or addiction do not 

reach out to services, and thus, could not be accessed or observed through charity 

settings like others have (Williams et al., 2021). Research into serving military 

personnel focuses on a localised environment with an obvious shared purpose (Ben 

Ari, 1998; Tortorello, 2010). Veterans, however, are dispersed across the UK, in 

different occupations, at different stages of life, and there is no spatial or social 

dwelling that unites all, except, perhaps for specific events such as remembrance 

day, Armed Forces Day, or reunions. Ultimately, the exclusion of ethnographic 

research emphasised interviewing as the method for data collection.  

 

3.4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 
 

The rationale for using semi-structured interviews as opposed to structured or 

unstructured methods was grounded in experience and recommendations from 

veteran and research methods literature. According to May (2001), interviews can 

produce rich data which thoroughly encapsulate one’s experiences, opinions, and 

values. As discerned in Chapter 1, the paucity of existing literature means this 

research is still in exploratory stages. Using semi-structured interviews allowed the 

participants to generally guide the content (Punch, 2001), though I still retained a 

guide which ensured the research objectives were addressed. The pursuit of deep 
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reflection meant giving participants enough space to share narratives with little 

intervention from me. Researchers of veterans who do use interviews have 

commonly opted for a more unstructured approach (Caddick, 2016; Nicholson, 2009; 

Wilkinson, 2018). Using a semi-structured format gave me the flexibility to defer the 

participant from discussing seemingly irrelevant content whilst remaining in the 

constraints of the format (McCracken, 1988).  

 

Semi-structured interviews allow participants to voice their own reflections and 

interpretations of their experiences, whilst dually permitting researchers flexibility to 

prompt and uncover potentially disavowed lived experiences (Iosifiedes, 2011; Miller 

and Glassner, 2011). Doing so can facilitate connections over Bhaskar’s (2009) 

three domains in the pursuit of the Hegelian ‘concrete universal’. As Adorno (2005: 

71) purports, ‘isolation as precisely a product of the universal’. Aligning with a realist 

approach, the triangulation of data is vital to evade risks to validity (Robson, 2011). 

This meant corroborating processes and experiences by cross-checking within and 

across all interviews, drawing on publicly available documentation from the MoD, 

and extant research (Rothbauer, 2008).  

 

3.4.3 Procedure – Prior Planning and Preparation Prevents Piss Poor Performance 
 

According to Mason (2002), rigorous prior planning in qualitative research is not 

usually necessary. Design is often driven by the data and by practicality, so any pre-

fieldwork planning should be flexible for ongoing adaptations or interruption via 

global pandemics. Holliday (2007) warns that researchers utilising a qualitative 

methodology can regularly undervalue the importance of a meticulous description of 

their procedure. Thus, this section will outline the procedure followed within this 

fieldwork, supplemented by the issues and subsequent adaptations that arose.  

 

Once the participants had been identified as outlined in section 3.5.4, they were 

contacted by phone or email and a convenient interview date was arranged. At this 

initial point of contact, participants were provided with the consent form and 

participant information sheet. This allowed participants to forward any concerns they 

had in the time before the interview. Most of the participants did not follow up with 

concerns regarding their participation, though some were interested in the purpose 
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of a thesis, and how their contribution could lead to change for future veterans. The 

interviews took place either via Microsoft Teams or telephone and lasted between 50 

minutes and 4 hours, though most were between 90 minutes and 2 hours. All of the 

interviews were voice recorded both with a Dictaphone and a laptop, dually to 

diminish the possibility of lost recordings and to uphold the conversational nature of 

the interviews (Fielding and Thomas, 2008). Fortunately, all the interviews were 

recorded successfully, though the quality of the video/voice connection did 

occasionally impede on my ability to transcribe some interviews verbatim.  

 

The influence that recording interviews can have on the validity of the data obtained 

must be acknowledged here, as researchers have highlighted potential issues. The 

reliance on an audio recording device can make researchers complacent in the 

fieldwork notes that often supplement and enhance interview data (Lee, 2004). Thus, 

I kept a research diary and documented reflections immediately after interviews.  

These fieldwork notes became important when reflecting on the research, because 

as Wengraf (2001) notes, contextual and seemingly innocuous memories of specific 

interviews can be lost when the brain is trying to make sense of the data. There is 

reasonably some concern as to whether the presence of an audio recorder 

influences the participants responses. A small number of participants did jokingly 

make reference to the recording, Neal, for example, when describing decompression 

stated, ‘it was basically, and I know you’re recording this, but it was a piss up’. 

However, existing literature has found that, if anything, the presence of an audio 

recorder has limited the distraction of note-taking for researchers and participants 

alike (Rutakumwa et al., 2019).  

 

Before each interview, the participants were talked through the consent form and 

information sheet and given the opportunity to ask any questions. Following the 

completion of the interviews, participants were reminded of the support services 

available should they need assistance and sent a debrief form. The voice recordings 

were transcribed verbatim within a month of the interview whilst conversational 

context remained familiar (Arksey and Knight, 1999). To limit the possibility of an 

error or misrepresentation of meaning (Tessier, 2012; Tilley, 2003), I worked on each 

recording/transcript three times. On the first round, I listened to the whole recording 

and transcribed without identifying intonation, expression, emotion, or quoting. The 
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second time, I corrected any mistakes, and added in comments to denote the 

aforementioned characteristics. Finally, a thorough check to ensure the transcript 

provided an accurate representation of the audio recording was completed, and this 

was corroborated with any field notes. Participants were given the opportunity to 

review their transcript and offer further comments or correction, although only one 

participant did to clarify a date he could not remember at the time of interview. The 

data was then analysed as described in section 3.7 below.  

 

3.4.4 Preparing the Interview Guides 
 

In research utilising semi-structured interviews, the creation of the interview guide is 

an important stage. I operated Bryman’s (2014) recommendations for creating the 

interview guide, involving: ensuring the flow between themes; allowing for the 

overarching research question to be answered; not asking leading questions; and 

using language that is accessible for the participants. In my view, one benefit of 

interviewing veterans is that they have no qualms in expressing their dislike for the 

wording of questions or seeking further clarification. Fortunately, the flexibility of the 

method meant that questions could be adapted throughout the research process, 

both for comprehensibility and to permit a greater consideration of interesting lines of 

inquiry in subsequent interviews (Hennick et al., 2011).  

 

The interview guide for the veteran group was, in some ways, the most complex to 

develop. It was important that I ensured the questions facilitated the encapsulation of 

all their experiences, regardless of length of service, gender, rank, and civilian roles. 

Consequently, the questions had to be relatively general and adaptable dependent 

upon the participant interviewed. The guide for the spouse group had many similar 

qualities to the veteran guide. Due to relationships beginning at different points of 

their respective partners’ military careers, the guide had to be adaptable to cater to 

this. The questions for both groups were structured in chronological order which 

allowed the interviews to follow a story- and narrative-like flow.  

 

The guide for charity workers had to take a notably different format to the other 

groups. In preparation, I looked at the aims and objectives of several veteran-related 

charities to develop an awareness of what services they can provide. Although the 
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charities all had a similar target audience, the support offered, and scope, differed 

immensely. Consequently, the questions were devised to be open and flexible so 

they could cater to each charity worker.  

 

3.5 Participants  
 

Participants play a crucial role in the data collection stage. When appropriate, some 

researchers strive for a ‘representative’ sample to generalise findings to the wider 

population. In this research, the aim was not to produce findings that could be 

statistically significant when applied to the veteran population, but instead could 

facilitate the growth and generality of theoretical explanations (Yin, 2009). Easton 

(2010: 13) sums this up, ‘it is possible that understanding one instance in depth can 

offer universal understanding that millions of cases cannot’. There were three groups 

of participants involved in this research: former Army personnel; spouses of Army 

veterans; and charity workers. In total, 58 participants were recruited, some of whom 

fell into more than one of the participant categories and were subsequently asked 

both sets of questions. The table below delineates how many participants fell into 

each category.  

 

Participant 
Category 

Army 
Veteran 

Army 
Veteran and 
Spouse 

Army Veteran 
and Charity 
Worker 

Spouse Charity 
Worker 

Total  

# 39 3 9 6 1 58 

Table 1: Group classifications of participants 

 

The following section outlines the rationale for including each group, the 

demographics of participants, and the methods of recruitment. 

 

3.5.1 Former Army Personnel 
 

The first group of participants comprised 51 British Army veterans. The House of 

Commons Library (2022) states that in October 2021, 56% of military personnel were 

within the Army, with the remaining service members split equally between the Royal 

Navy/Royal Marines and the Royal Air Force. This ratio has remained relatively 

consistent over the last several decades. Although the Army being the largest branch 
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of the British military does not serve as motivation for researching it exclusively, the 

ratio contextualises the formation of the modern military. The culture in the Army is 

different to that in the Navy and the Royal Air Force. This manifests in different social 

characteristics, Army personnel have higher rates of smoking (MoD, 2020b) and 

binge drinking (Fear et al., 2007) for example, but this also extends to differences in 

organisational culture and disciplinary tactics (Elliot, 2015; Hale, 2008). 

Consequently, the experience of reintegration may be different for veterans from 

other branches. As the scope of a PhD requires some degree of specificity, the 

decision was made to focus on Army veterans in order to gain greater depth. 

Although identifying contrasts between branches would provide an interesting line of 

inquiry in itself, the other branches should be studied independently in future 

research before thorough comparisons can be made.  

 

Participation was not dependent upon length of service, number of deployments, 

rank, or role within the Army, as these characteristics provided a lens for analysis. 

This meant that the participants had undertaken various levels of resettlement, with 

some not utilising any programmes or courses, and others using their full 

entitlement. Lovatt (2017) highlighted contentions within the literature regarding the 

length of time it takes veterans to adjust, and the barriers that they face. Herman and 

Yarwood (2014: 41) defined the transition as an ‘ongoing spatial process rather than 

a singular event that marks a disjuncture between the different lives lived in the 

military and civilian spaces’. As this research considered veteran’s experiences of 

reintegration, it is logical to ensure there has been some gap between them leaving 

the military and the time of interview. Thus, it was essential that participants had left 

the Army at least two years ago. During this time period, veterans have usually had 

at least one form of civilian employment and encountered potential reintegration 

issues (Ahern et al., 2015; Sheffler et al., 2016). The last criteria for this participant 

group was that they were former regular soldiers rather than former reserves, though 

some participants served in the reserves after leaving the regular Army.  

 

The nature of an Army career and the transition to civvy street has changed quite 

significantly over the decades. Basic training evolved, various operational 

deployments were undertaken, updates were made to the resettlement process, and 

ever-changing socio-economic-cultural dynamics in the civilian sphere produced new 
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challenges for service leavers. Consequently, it was important for this study to gain 

perspectives from throughout the decades. The table below provides contextual 

information for the veteran participants.  
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Name Age at 
joining 

Length of 
service 
(Yrs) 

Years of 
Service 

Corps Deployments Main Reason 
for Leaving 

Aaron 18 14 1998-
2012 

REME*** Iraq, Afghanistan Voluntary 
Redundancy 

Adam 20 25 1990-
2015 

Royal 
Engineers 

Northern Ireland, 
Bosnia, Iraq x3, 
Afghanistan 

Full Service 

Alan 17 24 1991-
2016 

REME Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq Full Service 

Alistair 18 15 1977-
1992 

REME None Voluntary 
Redundancy 

Anthony 17 22 1979-
2001 

REME Bosnia x2 Full Service 

Ben 21 13 1998-
2011 

Royal 
Logistics 

Bosnia, Iraq, 
Afghanistan x4 

Medical 
Discharge 

Bill 17 30 1982-
2012 

Royal 
Signals 

Falklands, First Gulf, 
Bosnia, Northern 
Ireland, Iraq 

Voluntary 
Redundancy 

Bruce 16 25 1986-
2011 

Royal 
Engineers 

Bosnia x2, Northern 
Ireland x2, Iraq, 
Afghanistan 

Full Service 

Charles 17 14 1995-
2009 

REME Bosnia x2, Iraq Family 

Daniel 22 23 1988-
2011 

Royal 
Engineers 

Bosnia x4, Iraq, 
Afghanistan 

Full Service 

Dennis 17 22 1983-
2005 

Army Air 
Corps, 
REME 

Northern Ireland, First 
Gulf, Bosnia x2, 
Kosovo 

Full Service 

Edward 21, 34 23 1987-
1995, 
2000-
2015 

REME First Gulf, Bosnia, 
Iraq x2, Afghanistan 
x2 

Full Service 

Eric 16 27 1988-
2015 

REME First Gulf, Bosnia, 
Northern Ireland x2, 
Iraq, Afghanistan x2 

Full Service 

Frank** 16 24 1988-
2012 

Infantry First Gulf, Northern 
Ireland x2, Iraq 

Full Service 

George 18 22 1985-
2007 

REME Northern Ireland, 
Bosnia x2, Iraq 

Full Service 

Henry 17 4 1965-
1969 

Royal 
Artillery 

Aden Medical 
Discharge 

Jack 20 19 1988-
2006 

REME Northern Ireland, 
Bosnia x3, Kosovo 
x2, Iraq x2, 
Afghanistan x2 

Mental Health 

Jason 18 10 2003-
2012 

REME Afghanistan Voluntary 
Redundancy 
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Name Age at 
joining 

Length of 
service 
(Yrs) 

Years of 
Service 

Corps Deployments Main Reason 
for Leaving 

Jeremy 16 33 1983-
2016 

Army Air 
Corps 

Northern Ireland x2, 
Bosnia, Iraq, 
Afghanistan 

Medical 
Discharge  

Jill** 17 22 1991-
2013 

WRAC, 
REME 

Bosnia, Kosovo Full Service 

Jim** 18 22 1977-
1999 

Royal 
Engineers 

Northern Ireland, First 
Gulf 

Full Service  

Joe 16, 18 4 1995-
1995, 
1997-
2001 

REME Northern Ireland Medical 
Discharge 

Julie** 24 19 1994-
2013 

REME Bosnia, Northern 
Ireland x2, Iraq 

No Longer 
Enjoyed It 

Keith 16 8 1992-
2000 

Royal 
Artillery 

Northern Ireland Civilian 
Career 

Kimberly* 21 14 1997-
2011 

Royal 
Military 
Police 

Northern Ireland, 
Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq 

Mental Health 

Lewis 15.5 18 1989-
2007 

Armoured 
Corps 

First Gulf, Northern 
Ireland, Bosnia, 
Kosovo, Iraq x2 

No Longer 
Enjoyed It 

Liam 16 8 2008-
2016 

Infantry None Medical 
Discharge 

Lisa* 20 8 1993-
2001 

Royal 
Medical 
Corps 

Kosovo Family 

Malcolm 20 22 1989-
2011 

REME First Gulf, Bosnia x2, 
Iraq x2 

Full Service 

Matthew** 15.5 9 1985-
1994 

Infantry Northern Ireland x2, 
Bosnia 

Family 

Max** 16 9 1985-
1994 

REME None Voluntary 
Redundancy 

Nathan 20 7 2011-
2018 

REME None No Longer 
Enjoyed It 

Neal 20 22 1987-
2010 

REME Iraq x2 Full Service 

Nick 17 10 1977-
1987 

REME Northern Ireland x2 Medical 
Discharge 

Owen 18 27 1978-
2005 

REME First Gulf Full Service 

Phil 19 12 1977-
1989 

Royal 
Engineers 

None Option Point 

Rachel 17 12 2002-
2014 

Royal 
Medical 
Corps 

Iraq, Afghanistan Option Point, 
Family 
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Table 2: Service information of veteran participants 
*Army Veteran and Spouse 
**Army Veteran and Charity Worker 
*** Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers 
 

Of the 51 former Army personnel interviewed, 45 (88.2%) were men and 6 (11.8%) 

were women. The extant research has demonstrated that women’s experiences 

within the military and of leaving the service may be different to men’s (McGraw, 

2016; SSAFA, 2018; Worthen et al., 2015), signifying the need for understanding the 

experiences of both genders. Following a drive to recruit women into the British 

military since the shortfall of personnel in the 1990s (Woodward and Winter, 2004), 

Name Age at 
joining 

Length of 
service 
(Yrs) 

Years of 
Service 

Corps Deployments Main Reason 
for Leaving 

Ray** 17 18 1982-
2000 

Infantry Bosnia, Northern 
Ireland x5 

Family 

Rebecca 20 12 2002-
2014 

Royal 
Medical 
Corps 

Iraq, Afghanistan No Longer 
Enjoyed It 

Roger 16 20 1972-
1992 

REME Northern Ireland x3 Civilian 
Career 

Ryan* 23 9 2001-
2010 

REME Iraq, Afghanistan Medical 
Discharge 

Samuel 18 12 2000-
2012 

REME Kosovo, Iraq, 
Afghanistan x2 

Civilian 
Career 

Scott 18 22 1989-
2011 

Infantry Northern Ireland x2 Civilian 
Career 

Shaun 17, 37 22 1987-
2005, 
2007-
2011 

REME Northern Ireland x2, 
Bosnia x2, 
Afghanistan 

Full Service 

Stan 17 4.5 1984-
1989 

REME None Wanted to 
Avoid 
Deployment 

Thomas** 19 38 1974-
2012 

Royal 
Artillery, 
Army Air 
Corps 

Northern Ireland x3, 
Bosnia x2 

Retirement 

Tim** 20 13 2002-
2015 

Royal 
Artillery 

Iraq x2, Afghanistan 
x2 

Mental Health 

Toby 17 22 1988-
2010 

REME Bosnia x2, Iraq, 
Afghanistan 

Civilian 
Career 

Wayne 25 5 2000-
2005 

Infantry Iraq No Longer 
Enjoyed It 

William 16 10 1983-
1993 

REME Northern Ireland x2 Voluntary 
Redundancy 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 105 

10% of Regular Army personnel are now women (MoD, 2022a), up from 7.2% in 

2001 (DASA, 2002). It must be noted that only 70% of roles in the Army were open 

to women prior to recruitment into close combative roles in 2018 (House of 

Commons Library, 2021; Woodward and Winter, 2006). This research then, has a 

proportional overrepresentation of women. However, of the six recruited, only one 

served as an officer in the REME, three were nurses, one was military police, and 

one was in the REME. Due to the large sample size, recruiting a larger statistical 

representation of women to allow for varying roles made sense. After all, I was not 

seeking generalisability, but depth and quality. Only one veteran participant was from 

a mixed ethnic background, and the other 50 were White British. The latest statistics 

suggest that 13.8% of the British Army are from a BAME background, thus, the lack 

of ethnic diversity must be acknowledged as a limitation of this research. This was 

not a deliberate recruitment choice, but instead seemed to reflect the nature of a 

convenience and snowball sample. Again, the intention of this research is to 

exploratively understand the transition through an ultra-realist lens, not produce 

widely generalisable findings.  

 

Since leaving the Army, participants had engaged in multiple different kinds of 

employment. At the time of interviewing, participants worked in healthcare, 

engineering, manufacturing, security, education, business, amongst many other 

profession types, and six were retired. Initially, participation was going to be 

restricted to those residing within the UK, due to the practical confines of travelling 

for interviews. As the interviews needed to be moved online due to the pandemic, 

the recruitment of participants living abroad became attainable, and no limitations 

were placed on location. Of the 51 veterans interviewed, locations spanned the UK, 

Cyprus, Spain, the Balearic Islands, Canada, and the US.  

 

3.5.2 Spouses 
 

The second group of participants were all spouses of former Army personnel. The 

rationale for including spouses in this research largely stemmed from experiences in 

my other dissertations. In my undergraduate dissertation, several of the veteran 

participants disclosed that their partners would be able to give further insight into 

how their behaviour changed following deployments and resettlement. After 
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considering this, I incorporated spouses into my postgraduate dissertation. As the 

veterans predicted, there were behavioural and mood changes that spouses noticed 

that the veterans had not. A total of nine spouses were interviewed, three of those 

were also Army veterans themselves, eight were female, and one was male. They 

were all spouses to veterans who fell into the selection criteria outlined in the above 

section, and were with their partner for at least two years before their resettlement 

period. Two of the spouses had been with their partner since before they enlisted, 

and seven met their partner whilst they were already in the Army. All of the spouses 

were in heterosexual relationships; same sex couples were not recruited due to 

access. Furthermore, research indicates that homosexual service members have 

different barriers than their heterosexual counterparts, both in and out of the military 

(Blount et al., 2017; Cochran et al., 2013; Ray-Sannerud et al., 2015), thus, their 

experiences should be considered independently.  

 

3.5.3 Charity Workers 
 

The final group of participants in this research were charity workers. There were two 

main reasons for including this group of participants. Firstly, they were able to give 

insight into the issues that veterans had encountered. As the support they offer is 

catered to the demand, understanding what services they provide suggests what 

problems exist. Secondly, acknowledging what work charities do highlights what the 

military does not provide. The only selection criteria for this group was that they had 

worked for a charity who support veterans directly for at least one year. A total of 10 

charity workers were interviewed. The respective charities were located all over the 

UK, and had differing aims and objectives. Some had specified fields of assistance, 

such as supporting those engaged with criminality, whereas others were more 

generalised. Most of the charities operated nationally, though two were set up locally 

but accepted referrals nationally. The number of years working for veterans charities 

ranged from 2-10 years. Furthermore, the participants held a variety of roles, with 

some supporting veterans one to one, and others in an operational or director 

positions. Nine of the charity workers were Army veterans themselves, and 

subsequently were also interviewed as veterans. The remaining one had served for 

33 years in the Royal Navy.   
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3.5.4. Gaining Access  
 

By not placing restrictions beyond having served in the Army branch of the military 

and having transitioned at least two years ago, veterans were not a difficult 

population to access. Due to this, albeit limited, selection criteria, all sampling routes 

were purposive and non-probability to ensure the appropriate participants are 

selected to fulfil the demands of the research objectives (Kumar, 2011; Suri, 2011). It 

should be noted that some potential participants were not interviewed on the basis 

that they were too close to myself, and the validity of the research may have been 

compromised (Caddick, 2016; Nicholson, 2009; Siedman, 2006). Participants from 

all three groups were recruited via snowball sampling, thus reliant upon gatekeepers 

and existing participants putting forward potential participants (Vogt, 2005). 

Participants from my previous dissertations often introduced me to others who they 

thought would be appropriate for future research, and those introductions were 

utilised to recruit the initial participants for this study. Snowball sampling as a 

recruitment technique is generally used to access ‘hidden’ or ‘invisible’ populations, 

such as drug users (Fitzgerald and Hamilton, 1997) and in conflict environments 

(Cohen and Arieli, 2011). The ‘unproblematic’ majority of veterans who do not have 

severe issues during the transition are potentially not in touch with veterans services 

of charities, and essentially a ‘hidden’ population (McGarry and Walklate, 2011). 

Consequently, I limited my recruitment approach to informal snowball sampling, so 

as to access the ‘unproblematic’ population. Furthermore, recruiting via existing 

networks allowed me to build trust and rapport in a somewhat exclusive social group.  

 

One limitation of snowball sampling is the potential for selection bias (Groger et al., 

1999; Heckathorn, 1997). To mitigate this, multiple steps were taken. Firstly, I did not 

recruit more than two participants from each initial participant, to limit social network 

‘clusters’ likely to have numerous shared characteristics (Johnston and Sabin, 2010). 

Similarly, participants who were second in the chain were asked not to recommend 

someone from within the social network shared with the person who recommended 

them, and so on. Secondly, I somewhat cherry picked the initial 10 participants 

based on referrals I had received from my dissertation research, or veterans I had 

met at conferences. I knew the role, time and place of service, and gender of 

approximately 20 potential participants who were interested in taking part. The 10 
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eventually recruited from this group were varied in demographic characteristics and 

service history, as others have recommended ensuring a diverse initial sample to 

reduce selection bias (Audemard, 2020; Cohen and Arieli, 2011). Lastly, I limited the 

information given about the project to prevent participants from stratifying the 

individuals they put forward to guide the research a certain way (Caulfield and Hill, 

2014; Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999). 

 

Like former Army personnel, charity workers were also easy to recruit. I had met four 

of the participants at conferences over the last five years, a further five were 

veterans who founded or worked for charities following their service, and the last one 

had been identified as a potential interviewee by a previous participant from my 

dissertation research. However, spouses were by far the most difficult participant 

group to recruit. For this research, I had three spouses identified from previous 

participants, and further relied upon the veteran participants to refer their spouses. 

The latter is not an uncommon form of recruiting spouses in military research and is 

not thought to introduce bias, though this remains an understudied area of 

methodological research (McMaster et al., 2018). Of the 21 veterans who had a 

spouse that fit the inclusion criteria, only six of those spouses were interviewed. The 

other 15 I either did not hear from, did not wish to participate, or could not find time 

to do the interview. I was deliberately not too persistent in pursuing the recruitment of 

spouses, as the connection was so indirect and felt somewhat intrusive. However, 

the role of spouses in this research meant that the sample was appropriate for the 

scope and nature of this project.   

 

3.6 Ethics 
 

Ethical approval for this research was gained from Teesside University, and the 

‘Policy, Procedures, and Guidelines for Research Ethics’ document was strictly 

observed (Teesside University, 2020a). This process took a total of 20 months to 

validate and approve, due to the continual revisions necessary in line with Covid-19 

restrictions. As Miller et al. (2012) highlight, researching ethically is not limited to 

preparations made as part of an ethics application. The academic should 

continuously be reflecting and ensuring their research is conducted in an ethical 

manner. Furthermore, the participants wellbeing must take priority over data 
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collection (Barbour, 2007). All of the participants in this study were potentially 

discussing sensitive content, some of which I could not anticipate prior to conducting 

the research. Using ongoing ethical reflexivity meant I frequently re-evaluated the 

appropriate advice dependent on the participants’ and my needs.  

 

3.6.1 Informed Consent  
 

With any overt social research, participants must give informed consent (Walliman, 

2006). There is contention within academia over whether participants can truly give 

informed consent. As Piper and Simons (2005) discuss, researchers may refrain 

from providing potential consequences of the study, to avoid limiting their access. 

Furthermore, situations may arise during the research that the participant did not 

consent to. Several steps were taken in an attempt to mitigate this issue. Each of the 

participants were given an information sheet at least a week prior to the interview 

detailing the rationale for research, an overview of the interview content, a 

description of how the data would be used and protected, and their rights as a 

participant. This allowed the participants time to read, process, and contact me 

regarding any concerns. The information was also relayed at the beginning of 

interviews. I ensured that the language was accessible to address trepidations that 

participants may not understand the legalities of research (Ennis and Wykes, 2016). 

I was apprehensive that participants who were referred may consent to take part as 

a consequence of peer pressure from the recruiter. Consequently, I made sure to 

emphasise that they did need to take part should they choose not to. Participants 

were made aware that they were able to withdraw up until April 2022.  

 

3.6.2 Anonymity and Confidentiality 
 

Protecting anonymity and confidentiality in veteran research is vital. As Wilkinson 

(2018) highlights, the socio-political context surrounding veterans’ acts, and their 

potential critique of the government, puts them at high risk of criticism. Interestingly, 

some of the participants indicated that they were nonchalant about the promise of 

anonymity, and offered to assist disseminating the research by identifying 

themselves and sharing their story. Although this offer was appreciated, I still needed 

to sustain my promise, and took various steps to ensure the anonymity of 
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participants from potential civilian readers and those in the military community who 

may be more likely to recognise individuals (Damianakis and Woodford, 2012). 

Pseudonyms were used throughout the thesis, as is standard practice in qualitative 

social science. Though, it must be noted that some consideration went into balancing 

the protection of anonymity and the risk of further de-personalising those who have 

experienced a somewhat impersonal organisation (Heaton, 2021; Saunders et al., 

2015). Following Fazio et al.’s (2011) approach, pseudonyms were chosen to 

maintain the cultural and gendered background of the participants.   

 

What is difficult in researching the military, is knowing whether to de-identify ranks, 

regiments, deployments, and postings. Removing too many characteristics can 

distort or clean the data to the extent that it loses its meaning (Edwards, 2019). 

Moreover, although this research concentrates on the experience of Army-to-civilian 

transitions, the nature of a participants’ Army career contextualises their transition. 

Ultimately, the data was analysed with only the participants names substituted, 

though quotes presented throughout this thesis have any identifiable information 

redacted. This allowed me to maintain the integrity and context of the data through 

analysis, but protect the participant’s identity from any readers. For spouses, their 

occupation and location were changed where necessary, and their partners were 

provided anonymity in the same way as veterans were. For charity workers, the 

charity, location or specific aim of the charity was not disclosed where it would make 

the charity recognisable.  

 

The assurance of confidentiality can allow participants to feel secure in sharing their 

personal experiences (Johnson and Clarke, 2003). To ensure confidentiality, I 

abided by the research data management policy outlined by Teesside University 

(2020b), such as storing any digital data of participant information in a password 

protected file. As other researchers have highlighted, the instances requiring a 

breach in confidentiality must be considered prior to commencing fieldwork with 

veterans. Prior to the fieldwork, I became familiar with the requirements and 

implications of breaching confidentiality, should the need arise (Israel, 2004). 

Fortunately, there were no instances that required any further action from myself. 

Assuredly, participants were aware of their obligation to observe the Official Secrets 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 111 

Act 1989, and some commented on how they could not disclose certain information 

because of this obligation.  

 

3.6.3 Risk to the Participant  
 

According to DePrince and Freyd (2004), ethical committees can be reluctant to 

approve research where traumatic experiences are considered. The role of the 

researcher is to ensure that the interview is centred around a generally positive 

outcome for the participants (Becker-Blease and Freyd, 2006; Cook and Bosley, 

1995). Fundamentally, questions about any topic or subject can trigger distress in 

certain people (Gomm, 2008), and participants were informed of this risk prior to the 

interview. Allmark et al. (2009) found that potential psychological harm to the 

participant can be negated by the therapeutic nature of interviews. As people rarely 

get the opportunity to share their life story with an individual outside their close 

relationships, in-depth interviews can replicate therapy in this way (Siedman, 2006). 

This sentiment of a cathartic interview has been noticed by other researchers within 

the field (Caddick, 2016). As Wilkinson (2018) highlights, what civilians perceive as 

traumatic experiences are often vastly different from what veterans view as 

traumatic. Neglecting to ask the difficult questions regarding potentially traumatic 

experiences out of fear of psychological harm can have an adverse effect (Becker-

Blease and Freyd, 2006; Cromer et al., 2010), and the research is consistent in 

endorsing the pursuit of difficult research (Abu-Rus et al., 2019; DePrince and Freyd, 

2004; Newman and Kaloupek, 2004).  

 

Needless to say, precautions were still taken to minimise and respond to potential 

harm to the participant. These provisions were devised by guidelines set out within 

trauma-informed research and discussions about harm considerations with 

academics and veteran researchers informally. There were three ways these 

precautions manifested. Firstly, contact details for a number of charities that support 

veterans and their family members directly were provided on the information sheet, 

on a debrief form sent out following the interview, and mentioned during the 

interview. Secondly, the interview guide was created with recommendations from 

trauma-informed research, such as allowing for rapport development through asking 

questions with a low level of significance and emotionality that are factual in the first 
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section of the interview, and gradually building to potentially triggering questions 

(Sandick, 2012). Lastly, prior to, during, and after the interviews, participants were 

made aware of their right to withdraw from the research. Similarly, I offered breaks 

throughout interviews if a particularly emotional conversation had taken place 

(Nonomura et al., 2020), though no participants chose to take one.  

 

As far as I know, no participants needed to contact one of the recommended 

charities as a result of their participation, and no participants withdrew from the study 

during or after an interview. Moreover, following the interviews many participants 

stated that they enjoyed their interview and felt as though their contribution could 

facilitate the pursuit of better transitions for future veterans. Some, though, were 

concerned that their participation would not be valuable, with one claiming ‘I have 

had a very straightforward transition so I’m not sure I’ll be of any use to you’. It 

became important to assure all participants that their input was valuable and that 

having a successful or seemingly easy transition did not mean that there was nothing 

to learn from their experience, but rather to the contrary. After one of the first 

participants shared this worry, I ensured to always reiterate the significance of 

documenting all types of transitions before each subsequent interview.   

 

3.6.4 Risk to the Researcher  
 

At the inception of this research project, interviews were going to be conducted face-

to-face. Subsequently, the initial concerns around my wellbeing were focused on my 

personal safety during the fieldwork and planning measures to check in with my 

supervisory team or loved ones before and after each interview. However, the move 

from offline to online eradicated these concerns and I was required to consider the 

alternative risks to myself. It is imperative to consider any potential risks to the 

researcher, though the ethical recognition for emotional stress following sensitive 

interviews is only just emerging (Berger, 2020). Auspiciously, the pandemic forced 

this type of ethical reflection and ensuing precautions were taken to minimise the 

potential for emotional risk. For example, practicality often requires researchers to 

conduct multiple interviews in one day, which I did, but acknowledged that it needed 

to proceed with caution (Isobel, 2021). The risk of vicarious traumatisation can be 

somewhat buffered through consciousness and reflection (Lloyd, 2020b), thus, I 
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routinely checked in with colleagues and family, took long breaks from the research 

to regroup, and kept a research diary to document my reflections and responses to 

interviews.  

 

3.7 Managing Data  
 

I am frequently reminded by my peers that conducting 58 interviews for a PhD was 

ambitious. The sum of data from this amount of interviews is undeniably sizeable. In 

total, I had over 100 hours’ worth of audio and 600,000 words worth of transcriptions. 

Thus, I needed robust procedures for managing, storing, and making sense of the 

data. This following section details my process for assessing data saturation and the 

method of data analysis used.  

 

3.7.1. Reaching Data Saturation  
 

As Fusch and Ness (2015) note, there is no one size fits all approach to reaching 

saturation and also no standardised definition. In general, it is accepted to mean that 

no new themes or codes are being generated by further data collection (Guest and 

Clark, 2006). Guidance differs on how many interviews this typically arises in, with 

some suggesting around 30-50 being sufficient (Morse, 1994), and others noting 

between 20-30 (Marshall et al., 2013). With this project having three participant 

groups – former Army personnel, spouses, and charity workers – I knew that I would 

be recruiting at the high end of these estimations. Perhaps due to my desire to hear 

as many veteran voices as I could and unwillingness to turn away people eagerly 

wanting to help, it was not until I came towards the 50th interview with a veteran that I 

felt as though data was regenerating. Objectively, I know that seems obtuse. 

However, there were so many factors that influenced the transition, that even 

comparing two participants with seemingly similar trajectories, having served in the 

same corps in similar decades and deployed on the same tours, the data produced 

was not the same. The issues confronted in assimilating to civvy street were not the 

same. Although I was not seeking to produce wide statistically generalisable 

findings, it was still important to recruit according to the contextual factors that 

potentially affect transitions. Further, as Charmaz (2006) notes, the aims of a study 
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ultimately guide research design and thus, sample size. In my view, understanding 

the complex transition required many voices, and for me, 58 was the magic number.  

 

3.7.2 Data Analysis  
 

Analysing qualitative data is, justifiably, a time consuming, arduous facet of social 

research (Pope et al., 2000). A thematic analysis is a regularly employed mode of 

assessing qualitative data (Bryman, 2014), and involves representing the meaning 

and sentiments put forward by participants through themes and codes (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006). As a method of qualitative data analysis, it is not informed by any 

specific theoretical framework. This allows the researcher to initially, somewhat 

neutrally, make sense of the data, before imposing any theoretical boundaries or 

interpretations (Barbour, 2008; Robson, 2011). Due to the desire to seek deeper 

subjective understanding, elements of Holloway and Jefferson’s (2000) approach 

were employed in the pursuit for Adorno’s (2005: 69) ‘objective reason’. 

Fundamentally, this meant transcending mere descriptive level codes of data, and 

acknowledging the limits of subjects to part unconscious drives and desires. This 

aligns with ultra-realism’s advocacy of using theoretical psychoanalysis to 

understand subjectivity.  

 

In practice, this meant that each transcript was analysed multiple times. A first read 

through, without any coding, of all the transcripts allowed me to become familiar with 

the data. Although I did not code at this stage, I extrapolated biographical information 

to contextualise codes upon analysis. For example, age at joining, corps, operational 

deployments, reason for leaving, and civilian roles were noted in a separate 

document that served as context in the later stages of analysis. During the second 

read through, I assigned descriptive, surface level codes to the transcripts which 

were then categorised thematically. In the last read through, a deeper analytical 

coding process was used, allowing for the uncovering of tensions within participants’ 

articulations (Holloway and Jefferson, 2000). It should be noted that the coding was 

primarily done in the traditional pen-to-page manner but transferred to NVivo 

afterwards. The rationale for doing this was that it allowed me to manage what 

became a lot of data, despite my reluctance to rely on software and preference for 

tangibility. It became clear throughout the coding process that presenting the data 
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chronologically would be the most logical structure. Themes then emerged in relation 

to specific events or periods of time. For example, when I asked participants why 

they decided to join the Army, answers revolved around the absence of something in 

civvy street or the desire for something the Army had to offer. Absence and desire 

were then used to explain and summarise how participants framed their entrance to 

the Army.  

 

3.8 Reflections on the Fieldwork   

General critiques towards qualitative social research have questioned subjectivity 

and rigour, thus prompting the query, should social research be void of subjectivity? 

Bluhm et al. (2011) posit that social research of any methodology has an inherent 

researcher bias. Furthermore, there is an acknowledgement in qualitative research 

that the researcher cannot be wholly objective. Recently, scholars have argued that 

reflecting on positionality and recognising biases can, seemingly paradoxically, only 

serve to reduce subjectivity (Wakeman, 2014; Wattis, 2020). If we ignore our 

inherent biases, that does not mean they cease to exist. According to Holland and 

Ramazanoğlu (1994: 133), the researcher should have ‘continuous critical reflection 

on the research processes we use to produce knowledge’. As recommended by 

Altrichter and Holly (2005), a research diary was kept to provide reflective comments 

on the process and methods. Doing so allows the researcher to understand the ways 

in which they have shaped the research (Willig, 2008). Representing the 

researcher’s experience acknowledges the inherent relationship between the 

researcher and the researched (Nicholson, 2009). When the academic reflects on 

their research process and analytical decisions, they are able to hold themselves 

accountable (Brunero et al., 2015).  

Acknowledging my own bias came with understanding my favouring of military 

personnel. As a pads brat, I spent my formative years living on Army barracks. This 

meant that I encountered very few civilians growing up, other than family members, 

and essentially lived in a vacuum characterised by the shared experience of the 

military. My eventual exposure to the civilian world was rather unfavourable. Upon 

moving to a civilian town, I was called a Nazi by my peers in school as I had lived in 

Germany, and bullied for my non-descript accent in the midst of a North East town. 
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These events are fairly innocuous examples, but the animosity escalated once my 

dad was deployed to Iraq on Operation TELIC, and ultimately, this hostility 

blemished my view of the civilian world. I was no longer protected by the security I 

felt living in barracks. I do not mention this self-indulgently, but to illustrate the need 

for reflexivity in this thesis. It took little research to demolish the rose-tinted glasses, 

obviously bullying occurs within the military world too, however, I still maintain a 

somewhat optimistic view of military life. Marrying the reflections of my experiences 

and my empirical understanding allow me to attempt to counteract these biases, 

though I am not naïve enough to believe this form of reflexivity alone transcends 

subjectivity (Cumming-Potvin, 2013; Pillow, 2003).  

 

3.8.1 Positionality 
 
In preparation for my PhD, I read a lot of theses to become familiar with the structure 

and content. Most doctoral researchers who had explored the transition or specific 

veteran-related issues included considerations around their position and how that 

may have influenced their data (Caddick, 2016; Murray, 2015; Walker, 2015; 

Wilkinson, 2018). Some researchers had issues with being of the same demographic 

as their participants. For example, Caddick (2016) was a veteran interviewing 

veterans, and Nicholson (2009) was a former military spouse interviewing former 

military spouses. Although they encountered difficulties in separating the research 

from their own experience, it did also alleviate their ability to navigate fieldwork and 

connect with participants. Contrastingly, Brunger et al. (2013) had to take measures 

to circumvent their ‘outsider’ presence in military research, as did I in this project. 

This prompted me to consider how my biography as the child of an Army veteran 

would impact my fieldwork, relationship with participants, and fundamentally, the 

validity and quality of the data collected. Positionality refers to the relationship 

between the researcher and the field of research (Berger, 2015) and evaluating my 

positionality served as, in my view, the most appropriate way to assess how data 

may have been affected. Often, this is characterised by the notion of ‘insider’ and 

‘outsider’ status and recognition that each position comes with its own advantages 

and disadvantages. Originally, discussions around this status were rather linear, 

though recently there has been an acceptance that it is much more complex 

(Merriam et al., 2001). This was somewhat represented in my research, with my 
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status seemingly changing depending on the participant and their views. I would 

argue that I had dual-status for several reasons.  

 

As described in the literature review, military culture serves almost as a dichotomy to 

the civilian world. Barracks are characterised by a strong sense of community and 

shared experiences, which no amount of claps from doorsteps has revived in civvy 

street. My experience growing up in barracks reflected an ‘insider’ status as I was 

exposed, almost solely, to this culture for my formative years. However, my 

comprehension of the military world was of course limited by my ability to make 

sense of the world as a child. Growing up on military barracks meant that I lived 

amongst countless military families and all the children I went to school with had 

parents in the military. There was an unwritten rule to not get too attached to peers, 

as either they or I would be relocating shortly. Sure enough, I moved around every 

18 months or so and went to seven different primary schools. My parents often joke 

now that two years after we lived in our ‘forever home’ I had questioned why my best 

friend had not moved and packed up my room ready for our next posting. One skill I 

developed as a consequence of moving was assimilating amongst new people and 

building rapport relatively quickly. This undoubtedly proved a useful tool throughout 

the fieldwork. Similarly, timeliness is vital for veterans, due to the infliction of 

punishment for tardiness whilst serving. Many commented on me calling ‘on the dot’ 

of our arranged time, a principle my dad imparted. Neal observed, ‘when you rang 

up, you were smack on, I think as my phone changed to 11 o’clock, my phone rang’. 

Interestingly, the impact of military life on children is a much-needed emerging 

research area (Pedro et al., 2011; Park, 2011), and served as a sometimes difficult 

position to navigate in the field. For example, some participants disclosed that their 

reason for leaving the Army was because they believed it was unfair on their children 

or future children to be subject to the strains of Army life. After listing the challenges 

of frequently relocating and deploying, Rachel stated, ‘I always said anyway that if I 

had a child, I would never be in the Army’. As I believe my experience in the military 

world was positive, this prompted reflection on my parents rather than me which was 

not the reflexive activity I was anticipating in this research.   

 

Serving and transitioning into civvy street was not something I could claim to have 

‘insider’ knowledge of as I had not served myself. Some participants rightly told me 
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as such too. For example, in an email exchange leading up to an interview, Phil 

wrote, ‘my concern is, without being rude to you at all, is that as you have not served 

you cannot fully understand the ties/bonds between service people’.  Whereas 

others articulated how my position and level of insider-ness would serve me well in 

the research. Duncan stated, ‘it’s hard to talk to somebody that doesn’t know, but 

you’re an ex-brat so it’s easier’. These quotes highlight the ineffectiveness of 

ascribing positionality linearly, as it differed depending on the participants’ views. At 

this point, my position as a female civilian researcher investigating a male-dominated 

matter is worth noting, as academics have commented on the potential difficulties of 

such a dynamic (Atherton, 2016; Williams et al., 2021). Murray (2016) found that 

male veterans were more likely to share their personal and emotional experiences 

with a female researcher. However, they were more likely to describe their violent 

war stories to male researchers. In my research, most participants, both men and 

women, did not seem to refrain from sharing gory details. Of course, I could never 

know for sure, but as the aim of this research was not to uncover ‘war stories’, I did 

not view this as a potential limitation to the study. Some participants though, were 

critical of the purpose of women serving in the military and one participant in 

particular shared some quite extreme sexist views. This was somewhat difficult to 

receive, but in some ways, reflected the cultivation of an environment conducive with 

sharing potentially polarising views.  

 

One method of attempting to conceal my lack of awareness was to become more 

familiar with the military. The military has its own lexicon, and most participants 

spoke of the need to learn ‘civvy speak’ upon leaving the Army, particularly within a 

work environment. Before conducting the fieldwork, I knew I needed to expand my 

military vocabulary. Fortunately, my friendly neighbourhood veteran, my dad, was 

eagerly on hand to get me up to scratch in a manner only Duolingo could rival. As we 

live separately and Covid-19 restrictions limited face-to-face interaction, this meant 

many long phone calls leading up to and during the fieldwork. Alongside learning the 

jargon, I became thoroughly familiar with proponents of basic- and pre-deployment 

training, rank hierarchy, operational processes, and importantly, the resettlement 

process. Doing so limited the need to seek further clarification, and thus highlight my 

‘outsider’ status. Daniel clarified had it not been for my family connection, ‘I’d feel like 

I’d have to explain it all like I do to people at work’. However, this was not a perfect 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 119 

system, participants who had served in different corps and had drastically different 

roles to my dad inevitably exposed me to new terms. It must be noted, though, at no 

point during the fieldwork did participants seem to be irked by needing to explain 

terminology or the ins and outs of their roles. Berger (2015) notes that as 

researchers become more familiar with the milieu they are studying, their position 

blends towards ‘insider’. I think this is true in my project, as I became more 

acquainted with the dynamics of corps and roles towards the end of the fieldwork.   

 

3.8.2  Adapt and Overcome: Conducting Interviews During the Covid-19 Pandemic  
 

At the beginning of this project, I – rather extensively - anticipated practical issues; 

cars breaking down, documents lost in the abyss of the cloud, Dictaphones 

spontaneously combusting mid-interview. There was, though, one blindsiding 

circumstance that indiscriminately altered the practicality for social research in the 

last three years: Covid-19. Admittedly, the issues the pandemic presented for a 

thesis pales into insignificance when compared to the devastation the virus 

continues to cause worldwide. Nonetheless, the contours and implications of the 

pandemic cannot and should not be explored here, but the bearings it had on this 

project need to be articulated.  

 

Alongside concerns around the logistics of fieldwork arose a question about the 

ethics of conducting research amidst a global pandemic. As veteran research often 

requires recalling traumatic experiences, Hatch et al. (2013) suggest a face-to-face 

encounter is the most suitable approach. Conducting interviews within the 

participants home is beneficial for multiple reasons. Being in their own home can 

allow veterans to feel some degree of comfort and relaxation (Caddick, 2016; 

Downey et al., 2009; Graham et al., 2007). Furthermore, when interviewing in the 

participant’s home, the researcher is able to gain a more encompassing 

understanding of the participant (Elwood and Martin, 2000). Being in the home would 

have enabled me to see how relevant their military career was in their everyday 

lives. Are the walls adorned with pictures from Army days, or is there a distinct lack 

of evidence of military life within their decoration? The restrictions of the pandemic 

required most social research to be shifted online, referred to aptly by Briggs et al. 
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(2021) as a ‘data curfew’. For this research, this meant conducting interviews via 

Microsoft Teams or phone calls.  

 

Prior to the pandemic, interviewing face-to-face was held as the ’gold standard’ of 

research, with many questioning the validity of phone and video interviews (Novick, 

2008; Oltmann, 2016; Taylor et al., 2015). However, as Self (2021) notes, potential 

participants are equally becoming familiar with interacting online as standard. 

Several participants did comment on the platform used to facilitate the interview, as 

Bill shared, ‘remember I grew up with the medium of the pencil’, whereas others 

noted their proficiency on video software, such as Charles who commented, ‘I’m a 

big fan of MS Teams’. I also became relatively concerned with my own ability to 

manage conversations online. During the pandemic, I rarely spoke to anyone apart 

from my partner as I was working from home. It became apparent that my social 

skills needed sharpening following conversations with colleagues and family, which 

would leave me feeling drained. This fear was exacerbated by the emerging 

literature on ‘zoom fatigue’ (Shoshan and Wehrt, 2021). Throughout the fieldwork, I 

did become more resilient at overcoming such fatigue, and was upfront with 

participants about this shortcoming. After the recordings had ended, I had informal 

conversations with participants about using online formats. From these discussions 

and reflections from the fieldwork, I believe the data would have mostly been the 

same had it been attained from face-to-face interviews.  

 

As research was limited to online formats, new literature emerged documenting the 

unique practical issues faced when interviewing online. For example, Burgoyne and 

Cohn (2020) note the opportunity for distraction, and Murphy (2020) comments on 

the disruption to responsiveness attributable to technological difficulties. My fieldwork 

notes remind me of the, sometimes comical, interferences to interviews. Thankfully, 

the disruptions were all rather innocuous ruckuses, dogs barking or deliveries 

arriving, and some more major interjections, such as the internet cutting out and 

intervening with conversational flow. Although this only happened a few times, it did 

require some prompting on my part to re-establish dialogue. The silver lining was, 

though, not being limited by location meant that I could interview a wider variety of 

participants than I thought possible. Participants were dispersed across the UK and 
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some were living abroad. Although travelling within the UK would have been 

somewhat feasible prior to the pandemic, researching abroad would not.   

 

3.9 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has outlined the methodological foundation that guided this research, 

and grounded each of the decisions made throughout the project. The utilisation of a 

qualitative method allowed me to map the participants’ attachment to ideology, as 

was necessary to apply an ultra-realist theoretical lens and to truly understand how 

veterans experienced the transition. It was only through these decisions that the 

following chapters were able to address the aims of this research. Fundamentally, 

the ambition was to make sense of the Army-to-civilian transition in the most 

informed and ethical manner and hopefully that desire was reflected throughout this 

chapter. I am certain that other researchers may have approached this project 

differently, whether that be theoretical or methodical alterations. However, the wealth 

of data obtained through the fieldwork was robust and, in my view, the judgements 

made were the most appropriate given the confines of a pandemic. The following 

chapter discusses participants’ time spent before and in the Army to contextualise 

their experiences of leaving.   
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Chapter IV: You’re in the Army Now: Conceptualising the Army 
Symbolic Order 
 

4.1 Introduction  
 

‘Society will always ask young people to do things,  
it doesn’t realise what they’ve asked them until it’s too late.  

But that’s the nature of the beast’.  
 

Daniel 
 

This is the first of two empirical chapters discussing the data collected from 58 semi-

structured interviews, which have been structured to reflect the aims of this thesis: to 

explore the transition from the Army to civvy street through the lens of ultra-realism. 

As pre-military life and service have been found to influence post-military 

experiences of working and socialising in civilian life (MacManus et al., 2013; Brown, 

2009), it is pertinent to consider how the participants in this research lived prior to 

their Army exit. The chapter starts by outlining pre-military life by assessing 

participants’ motivations for enlisting in section 4.2. Section 4.3 outlines experiences 

of basic training and considers the use of isolating recruits as a tactic for 

socialisation. In section 4.4, the Army is framed as a ‘way of life’ and the key 

differences between the Army and civvy street are posited, whilst section 4.5 

evidences the presence of the positive motivation to harm (Lloyd, 2019). Section 4.6 

documents examples of thrill-seeking behaviour, followed by an analysis of 

operational experiences in section 4.7. Section 4.8 explores the changing Army and 

permeation of political correctness and loss of camaraderie. Finally, section 4.9 

summarises participants’ journeys through the Army by mapping their assimilation to 

Army life and speculating on the need for further research to consider the impact of 

the increasing presence of civilianised ideals. Overall, this chapter provides the 

foundation for analysing the Army-to-civilian transition by conceptualising the Army 

Symbolic Order.   

 

4.2 Pre-Military Life  
 

As outlined in Chapter 1, motivations for joining the military are not uniform. For 

example, Krebs and Ralston (2020) found evidence of patriotism as a stimulus for 
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enlisting; whereas Moles et al. (2013) state the military was viewed by some as the 

only viable employment opportunity to remove the individual from their deprived 

locale. Participants in this study shared various reasons for joining that aligned with 

previous findings, nonetheless, the concepts of absence and desire are used here to 

explain participants’ stimuli for enlisting.  

 

As Lloyd (2018) established, the absence of secure and stable employment has 

probabilistic causal tendencies. The lack of alternative employment opportunities 

was prominent as a motivation for joining the Army for several of the participants, as 

Moles et al. (2013) found. Most frequently, those who had joined in the 1980s stated 

that they were expected to work in the coal mines upon leaving school. However, 

with the closure of mines and weakening of trade unions across the country under 

Thatcher’s government (Stepney, 2013), the former secure employment route was 

not as accessible. Thus, the Army presented itself as the only viable alternative 

stable form of employment for some veterans. Malcolm, who joined in 1989 and 

served 22 years with the REME, noted, ‘there was a recession in the late 80s after 

the pits closed down, and my town was predominantly a mining town and it became 

one of the most unemployed areas, or towns, in England. So I couldn’t get a job, I 

was on the dole for six months’. Malcolm’s experience was consistent with other 

participants who joined in the same era, though those with a stronger aspiration to 

pursue an Army career had observed the impact this had in basic training. George, 

who had enlisted in 1985 after being in the cadets, commented that others in his 

intake did not share his desire for Army life: ‘a lot of people were joining the Army 

because it was a job. They just wanted a job, they didn't care what it was. I had a 

guy on my course who was quite open about it, he said “as soon as a job comes up 

outside of the military, I’m gone”’. Although George did not display any frustration 

towards those who had enlisted due to the absence of an alternative career, it was 

clear that their presence was noticed.  

 

Similar to previous findings (e.g., Murray, 2016; Wilkinson, 2018), some participants 

had begun engaging in low level criminal activity in their adolescent years and saw 

the Army as an opportunity to prevent an escalation to a criminal career. As Ben (13 

years, RLC) remarked, ‘it was either join the Army or you’ll end up in prison for a 

very long time’. Matthew (9 years, Infantry) observed through his engagement with 
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charity work, ‘their reason for joining up was to get away from something far more 

dangerous to their life’. At this point, it is worth reintroducing the concept of degrees 

of assimilation. Established by Kotzé (2019), this acknowledges that the relationship 

between the subject and a ‘dream myth’ can be strengthened or weakened by their 

engagement with fetishistic disavowal and proximity to the harms of liberal 

capitalism. Kotzé delineated between the fully, partially, and un- assimilated 

subjects. This was originally used in the context of the assumed crime decline but is 

utilised within this thesis to consider how participants displayed varying allegiance to 

the Army Symbolic Order. Those who had engaged with criminality had ‘event 

knowledge’ of the harms present within their current life course and hence, were only 

partially assimilated to their Symbolic Order. Once the criminal career was 

acknowledged as non-viable, this partial assimilation laid the foundation for a 

transition to the Army Symbolic Order (section 4.3).  

 

Lloyd’s (2018) writings convey the absence of secure work as a catalyst for work-

based harms, and in almost all cases, participants had indeed experienced some 

form of harm as a consequence of their service. As presented throughout this thesis, 

these harms varied from adverse physical and mental health to strains on 

relationships, demanding roles, and vastly limited personal autonomy. I do not wish 

to brand an Army career as an inherently harmful endeavour here. Instead, the onus 

must be placed on the lack of occupational choice that may prompt the pursuit of a 

career with an abundant potential for harm. Absence, though, was not limited to the 

paucity of promising work. The lack of positive family connections was also listed as 

a motivation for joining. Anthony (22 years, REME) stated, ‘I needed somebody to 

push me to do something as a kid. I didn’t have a father for a lot of my life, from the 

age of 9’. Furthermore, as Max (9 years, REME) reflected,  

‘If you look at you know 16 year olds now, what choice have they got 
if they don’t want to stay on at school, if they want to get away from 
family life? Where are they going to go, it’s either on the streets or in 
the military. I think that has an influence on decisions and I certainly 
think it was an unconscious process but I think a strong process for 

me’.  

 
Participants frequently mentioned the lack of stimulation or excitement in their 

hometown, and for some, this projected a feeling of dissatisfaction within their 
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present Symbolic Order; a sense of, ‘this cannot be all life has to offer’. Simon (20 

years, Royal Engineers) noted, ‘I grew up seeing so many people who would be 

born, live, marry, die, within 15 miles of home, which wasn’t really that exciting to 

me’. For others, it was merely the absence of something from their civilian life that 

inspired enlistment, illustrated by Tim and Phil: 

‘I was just in my factory one day thinking you know what I’m like 20 
and I just can’t be working doing this all my life…I was into taking 

ecstasy every weekend, and it started creeping into the week. And I 
wanted more for my life and my family’.  

Tim (13 years, Royal Artillery)  

‘I needed a different life, hippie life is great. I’ll tell you now. But, it 
doesn’t go anywhere. We just had an open life which I think is 

luxury. But there’s no purpose. And you need something more’.  

Phil (12 years, Royal Engineers)  

 

The yearning for ‘more’, which was also present for other participants, inherently 

signifies an absence of something, which was not gratified by engagement with 

civilian work, family ties, or illicit drug use in Tim’s case. This resembles Lacan’s 

claim that the subject is driven by an unsatisfiable void which prompts an 

unconscious desire to search for the ‘lost object’ (Fink, 1995; McGowan, 2016). In 

essence, lack and desire are two sides of the same coin. Although some participants 

did not overtly attribute their enlistment to a lack or an absence, they did cite a desire 

for something the military could offer. This ranged from the want for training for a 

specific trade, to a desire to satisfy an unerring calling for military service. It included 

the desire to continue family tradition, to travel, to belong, to serve, to shoot guns, 

although few openly declared aspiration for the latter. In most instances, participants 

attributed their enlistment to satisfying several of these desires, exemplified by the 

following quotes:  

‘I think there is just sort of innate fascination with all these sorts of 
things. I guess you would call it, it’s quite a natural thing that a lot of 
people feel drawn towards, this lifestyle. I like the idea of travel and 

challenge. I think I also like the idea of being in a close-knit 
community, working very closely with people that you can rely on. 

But there’s also a fascination with action man that I didn’t really grow 
up from’.  

Ryan (9 years, REME) 
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‘From about the age of about 5 or 6, I was always destined to go in 
the military. I don’t know what it was, it was like people that go into 

theology, it’s a calling. And it was just in me. I was never going to go 
anywhere else. It was just inside me, it was an itch that needed to 

be scratched’.   

Dennis (22 years, Army Air Corps and REME)  

 
Although each of these participants provided different desires, it was evident that 

they believed the Army might satisfy them. This section was important as it 

established the pre-conditions necessary for soliciting the Army Symbolic Order. The 

Army offered travel, training, friendship, excitement, community, belonging, and 

purpose. It also indicated that the participants were in a state of deaptation 

(Johnston, 2008). In other words, it was clear that what participants had desired was 

absent from their pre-military milieu, and this exposed a fundamental flaw in their 

model of meaning. Instead of declining into a state of managed deaptation, whereby 

the subject continues participating in and reproducing the damaging conditions of 

their Symbolic Order (Hall and Winlow, 2018a), participants risked an encounter with 

the Real by seeking sense elsewhere. This perhaps indicates the severity of 

dissatisfaction with pre-military life. For someone who is struggling to find coherence 

within their current Symbolic Order, any alternative, even if it is the only one on offer, 

may entice those eager to satiate the void.  

 

4.3 Basic Training: ‘Pain is the civilian leaving your body’ 
 

Upon enlisting in the Army, all recruits undergo a process of basic training. As 

outlined in Chapter 1, it is used as a means of imparting basic soldiering skills and 

military values (Joseph, 1989; Knapik et al., 2001). Participants were asked what 

they believed the purpose of basic training to be, and most mentioned the old adage, 

‘to beat you down and build you back up again’, or more specifically, ‘to beat the 

civilian out of you and build you in to a soldier’. There was some scepticism as to 

whether this was the case, Max shared, ‘I’m not sure people knew who they were 

before hand to know what was being broken down’, and Toby (22 years, REME) 

stated, ‘they want to break you down a little, not completely, there was no 

indoctrination. We’re not robots and we’re not in some kind of terrorist jihad-based 

camp. We’re imprinted with certain doctrine but it was nothing like that’. Generally 
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though, basic training was supposed as a process which instilled responsibility, 

respect for others, discipline, collectiveness, and confidence. Further, it was thought 

that basic training ‘levelled the playing field’, in that it counteracted any prior 

adversity or potential disadvantage. Nathan (7 years, REME) talked about how this 

facilitated collectiveness: 

‘You need to make sure that you’re all on the same wavelength. If 
you’re all on the same wavelength and you’re still bad then you need 

to improve. You can’t just leave that one guy out, so you end up 
making friends subconsciously by helping people out, showing 
people how to iron their sleeves and cuffs a bit differently. It just 

happens almost naturally’.  

 

Enabling connectedness and trust between recruits is a vital function of basic 

training (Bondy, 2004; Brown, 2015), as Aaron (14 years, REME) summarised, ‘their 

objective is to almost adjust your way of thinking from the individual to the team’. 

This statement, which was echoed by other participants, acknowledges the 

individualistic mentality present in civvy street. Over the course of centuries, we have 

witnessed the erosion of community as the individual’s focus increasingly turns 

inward in the name of liberalism, though rooted in the tenets of Christianity (Raymen, 

2023; Siedentop, 2014). Since the onset of capitalism, the individualist subject arose 

from the socio-economic-political system which prioritised profit and competition 

(Beer, 2016; Hall et al., 2008). Now enshrined with the permeation of neoliberal 

ideology, this allegiance to oneself has sequestered the co-operative, genuinely 

affable workplace (Lloyd, 2018). In the Army, perceiving colleagues as a threat to 

oneself has potentially fatal consequences, and this exposes the harms of the 

subject’s prior Symbolic Order. This highlights the need for facilitating trust and 

camaraderie at the inception of a military career. Throughout this chapter and the 

next, the argument presented will build upon this by establishing camaraderie as one 

of the indicators that the Army operates its own Symbolic Order.  

 

Soliciting an alternative Symbolic Order requires the recognition of the subject’s 

existence within a deapted current Symbolic Order (Johnston, 2008). The threat of 

returning to Lacan’s theorised Real, a terrifying unsymbolised abyss, prompts a state 

of managed deaptation, whereby the subject continues to participate and reproduce 

the conditions of the harmful Symbolic Order (Hall and Winlow, 2018a). To transition 
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Symbolic Orders, Winlow and Hall (2013) establish the need for experiencing a 

traumatic ‘event’, and Temple (2016) determined that this ‘event’ can be a micro 

happening, such as changing jobs. This process of transitioning Symbolic Orders, 

though, is not easy. It involves a potential confrontation with the Real, and is in itself, 

a trauma. Basic training was anticipated to be, and was, extremely difficult for most 

of the participants. Neal (22 years, REME) describes it as being ‘sucked out of your 

comfort zone’, Liam (8 years, Infantry) movingly advises, ‘it sucks dick, but you’ll get 

used to it’. Interestingly, Wayne (5 years, Infantry) who went through basic training at 

age 25 observed,  

‘looking back, being that age, especially in an infantry battalion, age 
was a distinct disadvantage. Far too old. Especially with life 

experience. You go into something that, you’re literally treated like a 
child. I owned a house, had good jobs, held responsible positions, 
and now I couldn’t do anything, told how to do everything. It was 

pretty awful’. 

 

This indicated that Wayne’s lengthier, and full, assimilation to his civilian Symbolic 

Order allowed him objective proximity to the harms of the Army Symbolic Order 

during basic training (Kotzé, 2019). Essentially, the loss of liberty and negative rights 

he experienced threatened the neoliberal Symbolic Order he was fully assimilated to 

(Persson and Savulescu, 2014). Wayne went on to leave the Army after five years 

stating he ‘didn’t enjoy it enough to stay in’. Others who joined at a later age also 

reflected on some difficulty with accepting new remits of discipline and hierarchy, 

though not as strongly as Wayne. Age, then, may not be principally indicative of an 

inability to assimilate.  

 

For others, basic training was rather anticlimactic. Samuel (12 years, REME) 

explains, ‘I got to the end of it and thought “is that it?” You build it up as being so 

difficult in your head, when you get to the end of it “oh it’s done that wasn’t that bad’’. 

Unfortunately for a small number of participants, basic training was a much more 

serious trauma, consisting of abuse and violence. Joe (4 years, REME) remarked, ‘it 

was horrific for a lot of people… the abuse that went on, and people being raped and 

people dying and it was just not a nice fucking place then’. The variance in 

experiences did not appear to be attributable to trade, location, or year. However, 

there was one commonality amongst almost all of the participants; the end justified 
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the means. The hardship of basic training, excluding the severe violence, was 

warranted and accepted in light of what would potentially follow, illustrated by Bill (30 

years, Royal Signals):  

‘It was a shock to the system, but we’d been designed, and made to 
be a product that would be able to do what we were told in the 
Falklands. We had to be a robot. It was hard, very hard. Not so 

much physically, more mentally I think. It was brutal you know. The 
staff were only doing what they thought was right’.   

 

Ultimately, the process was difficult by design, and for most, initiated and facilitated 

the movement from a civilian Symbolic Order to the Army one. This manifested as 

the feeling of an identity formation. Jim (22 years, Royal Engineers) framed basic 

training as the creation of his identity, stating, ‘most of the chaps like me were from 

dismembered families, and suddenly we were somebody. We weren’t a Smith a 

Cooper or whatever, we were “I’m a soldier”’. These findings align with what the 

extant literature covered in Chapter 1 imparted, that fundamentally, recruits undergo 

a change during basic training which embeds values of collectivism and discipline 

(Brown, 2015; Knapik et al., 2001). That change has been theorised as a 

resocialisation (Hale, 2008), identity reformulation (Keats, 2010), or in some 

instances, institutionalisation (Higate, 2001; Thornborrow and Brown, 2009). Instead 

of these approaches, it is argued here that the basic training process amounted to 

the implementation of the Army Symbolic Order. To use Kotze’s (2019) delineation in 

this context, the framing of an identity formation reflected the participants’ full 

assimilation to the Army Symbolic Order and importantly, detachment from a civilian 

Symbolic Order.  

 

4.3.1 Isolation  
 

As highlighted in section 4.2, the precursor to adopting the Army Symbolic Order is 

the existence of a deapted one. Regardless of whether the participants enlisted as a 

consequence of an absence or desire, they displayed a sense of discomfort within 

their place in the world. Alongside this foundation of tension, basic training is 

deliberately a difficult process. Given theorisations of transitioning Symbolic Orders 

(Temple, 2016; Winlow and Hall, 2013), it is not surprising that basic training was 
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challenging for most. However, the Army deployed a specific method that 

accelerated this transition: isolation. 

 

As a tactic, isolation has been used by cult leaders (Kets de Vries, 2020), dictators of 

totalitarian states (Stein, 2021), and perpetrators of domestic violence (Bornstein et 

al., 2006; Stark, 2012). I approach drawing these similarities with precaution, as I do 

not want to undermine the seriousness of these issues. These examples are, 

though, the few bodies of literature that consider isolation as a purposeful tactic, 

granted in a sinister manner, as opposed to a lack of positive social bonds. Isolation 

is utilised in these instances as a way to maintain control and partly to prevent the 

targeted individual from being exposed to an alternative perspective which may 

contradict the harmful narrative being imparted. Although the Army is a vastly 

different matter, the data from this research suggests that the isolated nature of 

basic training enabled and hastened the resocialisation process.  

 

The intensity of basic training allows the recruit to be almost exclusively exposed to 

the Army way of life for a short period of time. Jill (22 years, WRAC and REME) 

described how basic training physically distanced recruits from the external world:  

‘you can't walk out the gate or anything like that, you are doing 
exactly what they say when they say it. And then the further you get 
down through your training, you've got a bit more freedoms. You can 
build up yourself a bit of a life then really. So the beginning was a bit 

hard’. 

 

Jill mentions being confined to camp here, which was common practice within the 

first month of basic training. Elder et al. (1991) purport that recruits are physically 

isolated to nurture their connection to the institution. Similarly, Dennis explained the 

isolating nature of his experience:  

‘for that nine weeks, you didn’t see a television, you had no idea 
what was going on in the outside world. The only thing you had in 
them days was letters. So unless friends and family wrote to you, 
you were completely cut off. So for that nine weeks it was sensory 

deprivation, in so far as you didn’t have a clue what was going on in 
the outside world. And it was full on. It was 24 hours a day…the fifth 
weekend, they gave us a weekend pass to go back to family. It was 

a mistake, I should never have gone back. Because the 
indoctrination was almost completed by then’.  
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These testaments from Jill and Dennis recount the intensity and consequence of the 

isolation period in basic training. For them, being physically and mentally removed 

from the civilian milieu allowed them to focus on the task at hand. Furthermore, 

isolation had relinquished access to the tools which typically enable the subjects’ 

commission of fetishistic disavowal from the harms of their civilian Symbolic Order 

(Winlow, 2012). For example, consuming commodities can expedite the 

psychological repression of those harms via subliminal promises to satisfy the 

unsatisfiable lack (Žižek, 2005). Similarly, the Covid-19 pandemic, which had the 

potential to sever the subject’s attachment to their Symbolic Order via the exposure 

of systemic harms, was disavowed by shopping online (Briggs et al., 2020). During 

basic training, recruits do not have access to acts, such as consuming, which may 

mediate their attachment to their civilian Symbolic Order. Subsequently, recruits are 

able to fully assimilate with the Army Symbolic Order, whilst proximity to its harms 

were disavowed through the presence of camaraderie (section 4.7). Additionally, 

participants discussed how the basic training regime was designed to keep recruits 

very busy, as Anthony notes, ‘there is so much going on, that you don’t really have 

time to think. You’re knackered’. Combining isolation from external perspectives with 

a lack of time or energy to critically process experiences created the ideal conditions 

for recruits to transition to a new Symbolic Order. 

 

As discussed below (section 4.8), the year of enlistment may influence assimilation. 

Dennis and Jill both joined in the 1980s, but the process of basic training, and the 

civilian world, have changed rather significantly since then. The degrees of isolation 

and intensity have been diluted over the decades due to pressure on the Army to 

treat soldiers better following the exposure of abuse and bullying within basic training 

(Wither, 2004). Additionally, maintaining connection to the external world became 

easier with technological advancements. Most of these changes happened after the 

participants in this study had enlisted; the participant with the latest start date was 

Nathan, who was mentioned earlier. He joined in 2011 after family encouragement 

as his use of illicit drugs and alcohol had escalated. During basic training, he 

recounts being able to keep his phone, but ‘it was pretty much under the threat of 

death that they made an appearance. Certainly for the first four weeks if they saw 

your phone you’d get a beasting’.  
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As a limitation of this study, I acknowledge that those who did not solicit the Army 

Symbolic Order would probably not have volunteered to take part. Kiernan et al. 

(2015) found that some infantry recruits left during basic training after struggling to 

conform to the military identity and finding their place in the group. Although I did not 

place any limitations on the length of service when recruiting, those that left during 

basic training may not have formed connections, and thus not been put forward by 

other participants. The collected data does suggest that overall, basic training, with 

the right conditions, represents a transition from one Symbolic Order to the Army 

Symbolic Order.  

 

4.4 Army as a Way of Life  
  

In Chapter 1, the literature review showed that when leaving, veterans suffer from 

the loss of the military lifestyle (Ahern et al., 2015), as well as the loss of their sense 

of belonging (Greden et al., 2010) and identity (Brunger et al., 2013). In line with the 

framing of service as a lifestyle, the Army was described as a ‘way of life’, as 

opposed to a job, by most of the participants. Joe stated, ‘it's not just a job, by a 

longshot. It's a way of life and if you can't cope with that way of life, you're not going 

to enjoy yourself at all. If you can cope with it, then it's freaking awesome’. Similarly, 

Toby reflected positively on the routine of Army life:  

‘I probably didn’t really appreciate at the time but a little later on 
realised that the military is the most balanced lifestyle you could 

ever possibly imagine. With that mixture of work, time off, it’s very 
generous. The intensity and then the periods of nothing going on. 
The education, the training, the medical support. And the social 
aspect of it. It really is an incredibly balanced lifestyle I think’. 

 

Toby mentions the holiday allowance here which is higher than the average civilian 

role. As a standard, the Army offers 30 days leave plus bank holidays, though 

soldiers are also given periods of leave following deployments and during relocations 

(British Army, 2020). However, a small number of participants felt as though they 

were unable to take their leave. Jason (10 years, REME) stated, ‘you lose a lot of 

your life. You can’t plan something because at the drop of a hat you’ve got to be 

available. I never went on a holiday when I was in the military because you just 

couldn’t. You were needed’.  
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Workload differed between participants. When not on deployments, workload 

seemed to be determined by corps or role. Those who were in the infantry described 

their dynamic day-to-day work life, such as Frank (24 years), ‘the work rate in an 

infantry regiment is next to nothing you’ve ever seen. Erm, especially if you have 

rank…life in the regiment is a 100 miles an hour, and I got to teach the TA, and it 

was like five miles an hour. It’s so weird’. The hectic nature of the infantry was also 

commented on by participants who had served in other corps. Bill who was in the 

Royal Signals but briefly attached to an infantry battalion stated, ‘Royal Signals on 

occasion can be very 9 to 5. The infantry soldier is 365, one minute they’re patrolling, 

the next minute they’re on a plane’.  

 

Contrastingly, several of the participants in non-infantry corps described the 

mundanity of everyday life in the Army. Joe, who served in the REME, noted, ‘it can 

at times be pretty tedious. It's not all guns and glory. Most of it is just the same shit 

day in day out’, and Henry (4 years), who was in the Royal Artillery, commented, ‘we 

finished work at half 12 when we were in Malta, 1 o’clock we’d be in the bars…That 

was your life in the forces, unless you was in places like Aden or North Africa, it was 

just boring. So you used to crack a few bottles just to relieve it’. As the section of the 

Army associated with close combat, it is perhaps not surprising that the infantry’s 

workload would be so chaotic. The other corps did not quite meet expectations, 

given that a lot of participants cited the desire for an exciting career as a motivation 

for enlisting. This is explored as an explanation for thrill-seeking behaviour in section 

4.6.   

 

Ray (18 years, Infantry) explained how this holistic and occasionally demanding 

lifestyle impacts the individual:  

‘we all become conditioned by our nature of employment. If you 
work in the NHS for a certain number of years, you become 

conditioned. If you work in the police, become conditioned. But the 
impact of that, so ultimately most people work a 40 hour contract, 8 
hours a day, you’re there. But then you’re away from it and you’re 
home and you’ve got other things going on. But in the military, it’s 

24/7. 3 years in the military is going to equate to 9 years of 
conditioning in civilian street. That’s how quick it can happen, it’s 

very intensive’. 
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Ray highlights here how a civilian job is generally detached from other facets of life. 

Access to healthcare, food, and housing tends to be provided by the Army during 

service. Within the extant literature, this was acknowledged as a tool to facilitate 

camaraderie by eliciting socialising (Elliot et al., 2017), or as a method to allow 

personnel to cease autonomy in favour of solely focusing on work (Black and Papile, 

2010). The former was certainly more acknowledged by participants than the latter, 

particularly by those who were posted abroad. For abroad postings, most soldiers 

and their families would live and socialise within the confines of the base. In home 

postings, personnel with civilian homes would leave Army grounds at night and on 

weekends. These different environments influenced the experience of personnel and 

their spouses. Whilst recounting a home posting where he lived outside of barracks, 

George stated, ‘it was very much Monday to Friday work for me’. Furthermore, 

Melissa, a spouse, felt isolated as she was not living alongside other military 

spouses: ‘I’m not near an Army camp, I’m here. Very much a civilian married to a 

guy that’s in the Army. Not being part of that Army, it felt like two separate things… It 

was me stepping into his world with very little preparation or understanding’.  

 

In contrast, Eric (27 years, REME) reflected on a posting in Germany, ‘it’s a good 

quality of life in Germany, you get more money, it’s more of a community in the 

married quarter. Obviously in the UK everyone just leaves at weekends, but my wife 

had a better social life with the families and kids’. Here, it is evident how being 

restricted to a physical locale enables social bonds. Furthermore, this was an 

environment which allowed families to build connections and was mentioned by 

spouses. Michelle, for example, stated, ‘there was a bit of a family atmosphere, 

especially when you were in the likes of, we were posted to Germany…they invited 

everybody in, you met everybody, you had big days which was really good, yeah I 

really enjoyed that’. Time spent in Germany was reflected upon positively by most of 

the participants, Owen (27 years, REME) encapsulated this: ‘cheap booze, cheap 

fags, cheap petrol. What wasn’t to like about it’. Overall, the abroad postings were 

seemingly the epitome of the 24/7 military lifestyle that Ray described; personnel and 

their family members bonded with their peers through constant exposure to one 

another. Contrastingly, UK postings were more frequently characterised by a 

disjointed work and social life, and this was acutely pertinent for spouses.  
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Evidence provided throughout this section has indicated that the Army served as the 

big Other – as the institution which provides the blueprint of how to live (Myers, 

2003; Winlow and Hall, 2013). The holistic nature of Army life described by 

participants seemed to enable full assimilation to the Army Symbolic Order; while 

personnel retained proximity to the benefits, they were distanced from the harms of it 

(Kotzé, 2019). When there was proximity to harm, camaraderie served as a buffer to 

facilitate fetishistic disavowal and allowed personnel to maintain full assimilation to 

their Symbolic Order (Kotzé, 2019). In Chapter 1, it was suggested that military 

friendships are fundamental to emotional wellbeing and combat effectiveness 

(Boermans et al., 2014; Sherman, 2005). This aspect of military life attracted some 

participants to enlist, particularly if bonds to their biological family were fragile. 

Furthermore, as Dennis summarised, ‘I’ve got more affinity to the regiment, than I 

have my family. In a nutshell’. This likening of military friends to family is consistent 

with findings from the literature review (Holmström, 2013). Yet, Ben noted, ‘when 

you’re sat in your room on your own at night, that’s when you start having your 

nightmares. Your friends aren’t good enough to help you if that makes sense’. 

Camaraderie was important for enhancing performance and providing comedic relief. 

It did not, though, negate all the harms of Army life, instead, it temporarily assisted 

the disavowal of those harms. This is important in the next chapter as the service 

leaver becomes detached from their network and lifestyle into civilian life. At this 

point, it is worth outlining what some of those harms were that required disavowal.  

 

4.5 Intra-Army Tension and Harm  
 

Intra-organisational competition is documented within existing wider research 

(Baumann et al., 2019; Chen et al., 2015; Fletcher et al., 2007), and evidences 

discrepancies of advancement due to gender, race, and class (Acker, 2006; Bhopal 

and Henderson, 2019). Furthermore, academics have provided positive and negative 

consequences of stimulating competition between colleagues (Kazperczyk et al., 

2015; Kilduff, 2014; Stark and Hyll, 2011). There were some examples of positive 

competition within the data, as Daniel (23 years, Royal Engineers) commented,  

‘It was a really good environment because all the Corporals and the 
other instructors in my place were competing with each other to see 
who could be the best instructor. Not the meanest, not the hardest, 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 136 

not get the most people to leave, but actually who could win the 
most prizes, who could get their recruits going “yeah you’re brilliant”, 

that sort of thing. Leading by example, it was fantastic’.  

 

Most participants though, disliked the presence of rivalry within certain facets of the 

Army. Competitiveness and harmful conduct amongst service members seemed to 

be prevalent in three ways, between: corps; ranks; and genders. There were also 

other more benign instances of competitiveness within sport and in PT. Additionally, 

Jim, who was mixed race, was met with hostility by other members of his unit: ‘the 

first day, two of the full Corporals came, they were a bit bigger than me, stood in my 

bed space and said “we don’t want you here, we don’t do your colour in our 

squadron”…I survived it, just kept going’. Jim joined the Army in the 1970s, and 

since then the Army has introduced a series of anti-racist policies (King, 2021). 

However, as Jim was the only participant who was not white, I cannot attest to how 

ethnic minorities have experienced the Army since the implementation of those 

policies.   

 

Given the body of literature that documented the intense camaraderie within service 

(Albertson, 2019), and the struggle of service leavers reintegrating into a competitive 

and individualised job market (Sayer et al., 2014; Ricks, 2005), it seemed surprising 

that some participants discussed intra-Army tension. This perhaps threatens the 

positing of the Army as having its own Symbolic Order. As stated above, 

camaraderie forms one of the major differences between the Army and civilian world. 

Lloyd (2019) identified the willingness to act harmfully in the pursuit of individual 

success or to protect one’s position as the positive motivation to harm, which is a 

largely neglected phenomena in the literature (Lloyd, 2021). This occurrence will be 

explored throughout this section.  

 

4.5.1 Corps   
 

The British Army is divided into corps which pertain to specialised functions. Several 

of the participants within this research mentioned the tension between corps. For 

example, Phil who served with the Royal Engineers, stated, ‘RCT don’t like the 

Engineers, Engineers don’t like the RCT, neither of us like the Paras, so when you’re 

out drinking, we end up having a little bit of fisty cuffs…that’s when we gelled’. Unlike 
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the rank structure which denotes a clear hierarchy, the division between corps was 

unwritten. Ben, who was in the RLC but completed a Paras course, reflected on his 

experience:  

‘I felt even more untouchable. I got to wear a Para beret with my cap 
badge. We’re in the elite regiments. I can’t be touched… I felt bigger 
and better, especially when I got back and I was wearing a maroon 
beret and everyone else was wearing a navy beret. I felt better than 
everyone else, even though I wasn’t, I was still exactly the same’.  

 

Ben shared here his feelings of superiority once he had completed his Paras course. 

Overall, there were two ways in which corps were ordered: by ‘elite-ness’, which 

seemed to be referring to physical and operational skill; and by intelligence. In both 

hierarchies, the infantry were at the bottom (excluding the Paras). There was an 

acknowledgement that although the infantry were neither the most elite nor 

intelligent, they were ‘good soldiers’. This was exemplified by Scott (22 years), an 

Officer in the Infantry, and Jack (19 years), who served in the REME:  

‘a private soldier in the infantry isn't expected to think for himself and 
is treated like a moron, because we aim at the lowest common 

denominator. And some of them have a reading age of 11. And the 
only thing they’re good at is drinking and fighting. Well, do you know 
what not so much the drinking, but that's what we employ them for’.  

Scott 

‘As the old saying goes…the REME is normally the top 5% of the 
British Army, intelligence wise apparently. Infantry if you couldn’t get 

a job anywhere else you joined the infantry, so they weren’t the 
brightest sparks in the box. And some of them were really really 

thick, but they were damn good soldiers’.  

Jack  

 

These quotes illustrate the most common perspectives of corps hierarchies given by 

participants. There was an acknowledgement that an order existed, but respect for 

the necessity of each level of intelligence and elite-ness. Thus, the majority of 

participants did not display the positive motivation to harm in light of corps, but the 

division between corps was certainly noticeable. Mostly, the rivalry between corps 

solidified the individual’s association to their own corps. This phenomenon is not 

limited to the Army, there is a body of literature documenting how intergroup 
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competitiveness solidifies identity (e.g., Hamilton et al., 1998; Hogg and Abrams, 

2007; Ramiah et al., 2011). For example, Cikara et al. (2011) found alignment with a 

sports team was visible in neural responses, particularly Schadenfreude, pleasure in 

witnessing a rival team lose. Others have documented this in relation to music 

(Tarrant et al., 2001), religion (Ysseldyk et al., 2010), and national identity (Lalonde, 

2010).  

 

4.5.2 Rank   
 

Within the Army, rank provides a clear denotation of hierarchy and a small number of 

participants shared their dissatisfaction with the consequences of this. Firstly, there 

was a divide between officers and soldiers, though this was only commented on by 

soldiers. The soldiers interviewed identified one main way that officers were 

distinctive from soldiers, as summarised by Bill, ‘I had a bit of a problem with the 

officers, I thought they were privileged toffs’. Additionally, Nathan commented, ‘if you 

meet a solider, you assume he’s from the North, an officer and you assume he’s 

from the South’. There was an assumption that officers were from advantaged 

backgrounds, though the research to evidence this claim is limited and outdated 

(Otley, 1973). However, the entry requirements for officers do demand higher 

educational attainment, which has been correlated positively with socio-economic 

background (Croll and Attwood, 2013; Early et al., 2019). It would seem then that 

broadly speaking, Nathan’s claim rings true, as the prevalence of persistently 

disadvantaged students is more concentrated in the North of England rather than the 

South (Education Policy Institute, 2019).  

 

For some soldiers, this divide amounted to the belief that, as Jack notes, ‘officers 

aren’t real soldiers’. In one instance, the tension between an officer and Jim, a 

soldier, resulted in physical violence and disciplinary action, ‘just after the Falklands 

we had a display and I punched an officer, did 28 days in a parachute regiment jail 

house. He slapped me, because I’d sort of started laughing when he was trying to lift 

something and he couldn’t lift it…I forgot I was quite strong and he went down’. 

Within the interviews, a small number of participants disclosed cases of (non-

operational) physical violence. Above, Phil shared his experience of fights on nights 

out with other service members, and further participants proffered similar events. 
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Typically though, fighting between service members was limited to pre-planned 

violence on post-operational decompression (section 4.7.3).  

 

Much like in the civilian work force, promotion in the Army was usually dependent 

upon years of service, qualifications and trade, and ability. Nathan explained the 

desire to be promoted:  

‘It’s not a democracy, the Army is very much a dictatorship. The guy 
at the top tells everybody below them what’s going to happen, and 

everyone tries their best to do exactly what they’ve been told. And if 
you’re at the bottom of the pile, you just take shit and hope someday 

that when you get promoted you get a little less shit’.  

 

Alongside getting ‘a little less shit’, being promoted was accompanied by a better 

salary, pension, and greater leadership responsibility. For most, promotion was a 

sought-after development. For those who had been promoted, there followed an 

assimilation period where former peers were now subordinates. Competitiveness 

was dependent upon the group structure the participant was in. Battalions were 

considered more internally competitive than other group formations. For reference, a 

battalion typically comprises 300-1000 soldiers, whereas a company, sub-unit, or 

squadron holds fewer than 250 soldiers. Alan (24 years, REME) noticed, ‘there are 

too many back stabbers in a battalion. It’s a lot of people to try and promote for the 

same job if you know what I mean. In a unit it’s different. If you do your job you get 

recognised for it’. Others shared similar experiences to Alan. These observations 

indicated that the greater number of individuals within a group, the fewer promotional 

opportunities and vaster presence of competition amongst colleagues. This level of 

competitiveness was not well perceived. Shaun (22 years, REME) noticed that ‘quite 

a lot of people actually got out due to being posted to a battalion’.  

 

Similarly, Scott, who was an officer with the infantry, reflected on his experience as 

an instructor in his last posting in 2010: ‘there were 120 young officers, young 

captains on the course…the ethos on the course was stab somebody in the back to 

further your own career. And I just found that I wasn't like that, and I didn’t want to 

associate with people like that. And it killed the Army for me’. He left shortly after this 

experience. This contradicted the camaraderie driven ethos that all participants 
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claimed to be present and signified the existence of the positive motivation to harm 

(Winlow and Hall, 2016). In civilian work-based research, Lloyd (2018) found that 

insecure work bred insecure workers amongst whom there was a distinct absence of 

obligation for the Other. This manifested as acts fuelled by special liberty (Hall, 

2012b), whereby individuals felt entitled to shirk their colleagues of opportunities, or 

treat them harmfully, to protect their own position and accelerate their advancement. 

The accounts presented within this section certainly mirror what Lloyd found within 

the civilian workforce; the conditions which generated fewer prospects, and thus 

more insecurity, heightened the tension between personnel. Notably, participants 

who spoke of backstabbing and blatant careerism tended to have served after the 

1990s and subsequently, their concerns seemed to reflect the civilianisation of the 

Army (see section 4.8.2).  

 

4.5.3 Gender 
 

Throughout the interviews, it became apparent that sometimes women were treated 

harmfully within the Army both by the institution and their colleagues. The opening of 

roles to women was a gradual process (Woodward and Winter, 2006), and at the 

time that participants within this study served, only 70% of roles in the Army were 

open to women. Alas, the equipment evolved at an even slower pace. Rachel (12 

years, Royal Medical Corps) was issued male underwear, thermals, and socks to go 

to Afghanistan. Similarly, Jill shared how her beret, shirt, boots, and Vertus were all 

male issued. Beyond inappropriate clothing or protective gear, all of the women 

interviewed spoke of at least one encounter with a colleague who disliked women in 

the Army. Julie (19 years, REME) reflected, ‘the CO, he was a misogynist, I was 

formally asked in an interview why I wasn't shagging one of the subalterns. But that's 

a bit of arrogance. But it was the fact he thought that was okay. And he’d also 

spoken to a previous Commanding Officer to check I wasn't gay. Because that was 

illegal at the time’. Julie also shared that when attending a reunion for her basic 

training cohort, she found out that several of her former colleagues had been victim 

to sexual violence during their service. Max, who served for nine years but then 

started a military charity, spoke of his observations of sexual violence:   

‘I don’t know if I’m yet to meet a female who has come through the 
charity who was in the Army that wasn’t sexually abused in some 
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way. If you look at what you’ve got, thousands of you know, I mean 
the bulk of the Army is in the 16 to 25 age range, men are running 
riot, and then you drop a female into that sort of environment. The 
pressure that’s placed on her to have sex with whoever, and if she 
does, everyone gets to know about it, she gets a name for herself, 
and it’s just a horrific environment for a female to be exposed to’.  

 

Although none of the participants disclosed any personal experiences of sexual 

violence, Max’s account was rather startling. Emerging literature documents Max’s 

observations of the presence of sexual violence within the British Armed Forces 

(e.g., Centre for Military Justice, 2022; Morgan, 2022), prompting the need for further 

research.  

 

These tensions around gender were also noticed by spouses. Joanne stated, ‘I find 

the Army way of life, I find it very sexist. And it's just from a different era’. She 

concluded this in light of the assumption that she would attend events, ‘because he 

gets judged on what I am willing to participate in or not, which I didn't think was fair, 

like, I didn't sign up to be in the Army’. Furthermore, Amy noted,  

‘I found it extremely sexist, and not at all progressive. And I 
remember it bred a culture of drinking and the possibility I think for 
families to have domestic violence and all of those things. Because 
it made women feel that they had to be really needy, and that they 

didn't have any independence and that they didn't have anyone 
around them…and I remember thinking, what era are we living in 

here?’.  

 

Joanne and Amy had both intentionally distanced themselves from Army life by 

building and maintaining their own careers and social circles. In doing so, they 

circumvented any indirect assimilation to the Army Symbolic Order. Subsequently, 

their diagnosis of the Army as a sexist institution from a different ‘era’ was steered by 

their attachment to liberal capitalism. For them, misogyny was visibly brandished in 

the traditions and cultural foundations of Army life.  

 

Some of the women interviewed experienced harm from colleagues. Julie, who was 

an officer in the REME, spoke of the ways in which her promotion trajectory was 

determined by the actions of others. In one posting, ‘another Major got posted in who 

was on the career fast track… and his job wasn't going on the tour and because he 
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was a career thruster the CO wanted to give him my job’. For reference, participation 

on operational tours bodes well for officer’s promotion. Julie went on to, ‘formally 

challenge him. I didn't often stick up for myself on that kind of thing, which is a failing 

in my career. But that would have been a career ender’. Julie mentioned several 

other situations where she was required to ‘prove herself’ in order to be respected by 

her colleagues and given meaningful tasks. She attributed this to scepticism about 

her ability to lead as a woman, not as general officer rivalry. As the male officers 

interviewed did not share similar experiences of overtly harmful interactions with 

others, this certainly implies that gender played a role.  

 

It is worth noting that Julie joined the Army immediately following the disbandment of 

the Women’s Royal Army Corps (WRAC), meaning women were integrated into the 

existing corps. This meant that women were competing for promotion against men 

and women, not exclusively women. At the beginning of Jill’s service in 1986, she 

served with the WRAC, and upon their disbandment was moved to the REME. Jill 

noticed tension arising as a consequence of that change, including ‘verbal abuse, 

physical abuse, you know, a lot of bullying’. For example, Jill observed how ‘they’d 

give a woman a job physically that they knew she couldn't do. And then they’d all 

stand round and watch her struggle and laugh when she failed. That was a normal 

thing’. Furthermore, Jill noticed how personnel were responding to the evolving 

promotion dynamic:  

‘So who's gonna be the first female Tiffy, who's going to be the first 
female ASM, and it was a competition…and you know, guys would 
complain, “why is she getting promoted before me? She’s been in 
half the time as me”. And seniors were writing discriminatively for 

reports for females to push them in the promotion direction. Above 
the men, when the men were better. And then the purpose of doing 

it, I mean I know a woman who was the first ASM, and it was a 
major splash. But she was rubbish at her job. And that’s coming 
from another female. How she got it I don’t know, well I do know 

how she got it. There was a little competition between Colonels, “I 
got the first female ASM”. the men resented that, and then we got it. 

The ones who weren’t getting the promotions. You know, ‘oh you 
just have to lie on your back and you’ll get recommended for 

promotion”’.  
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The presence of positive discrimination, quotas, and tokenism within workplaces is 

contentious (Choundhury, 2015; Gröschl and Takagi, 2016), as it targets the core 

assumption that promotion reflects the ability of the worker (Kim and Kimm, 2015; 

Waldman, 1984). There is, though, an acknowledgement that these policies are 

sometimes necessary to overcome inequality in the long term (Gürtler and Gürtler, 

2019; Noon, 2011). Ovseiko et al. (2017) found that positive discrimination can lead 

to resentment across colleagues who do not directly benefit from such practice, as 

was evident in Jill’s observation. Correspondingly, those who have been promoted 

can feel undervalued, or like a fraud (Bratton, 2005; Klein, 2016). Georgiadou et al. 

(2019) found that in the defence industry, this can lead to a sense of being incapable 

of proving value. This was echoed by female participants within this research, such 

as Kimberly (14 years, RMP), who stated, ‘whatever you did, it was never going to 

be good enough’. 

 

Throughout these sections on intra-Army tension, evidence has been displayed 

which documents competitiveness and harm within the workplace. This potentially 

threatens the argument made earlier that the Army harbours its own Symbolic Order 

which is permeated by collectiveness. However, those who spoke of harmful 

interactions also emphasised the presence of camaraderie. I propose that the 

camaraderie all the participants discussed was merely localised rather than across 

the entire Army. Instead, participants found intense levels of companionship within 

units, courses, regiments, corps, and importantly, on operational deployments. This 

resembles what Lloyd (2019) described as ‘cliques at work’, whereby inside 

members felt empowered to enact harm to those outside. The way this differed from 

alignment with Lloyd’s assessment, was that the divisions ceased once serious 

aspects of their role commenced. As Liam noted, ‘you’re all brothers, even if you 

don’t get on with people you know they’ll still be there to help you when you need it’. 

On tours or exercises, rivalries were halted in the pursuit of common goals.  

 

4.6 Thrill Seeking   
 

Another aspect of Army life that was frequently mentioned by participants was the 

longing for a thrill. Earlier in this chapter, the desire for or lack of excitement was 

cited as a motivation for enlisting in the Army. Some participants disclosed examples 
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of the exciting activities they experienced during service, ranging from adventure 

training in the jungle to the frontline in Afghanistan. Ben stated, ‘I suppose you could 

say I was an adrenalin junkie. I jumped out of a helicopter, what can beat that. I 

needed to push my mind, my body and my soul as far as I could’. Ben provided other 

examples of incidences where he engaged in risk-taking behaviour, including 

reckless driving and drinking too much. Although Ben’s choice of thrill-seeking 

behaviours were not all illicit, his account was reminiscent of what Lyng (2004) 

termed ‘edgework’, whereby the individual practices risk-taking behaviour to situate 

oneself and escape from dominant socio-political structures. Several other 

participants mirrored this desire to test their physical and emotional limits. There was 

an assumption that engaging with exciting activities would be enticing to anyone, as 

Adam (25 years, Royal Engineers) summarised: ‘I’m not going to lie, who’s not going 

to love blowing something up’.  

 

Contrastingly, as noted in section 4.4 above, some participants disclosed that their 

day-to-day life was rather mundane. Badiou’s (2007) notion of a ‘passion for the 

Real’, which was outlined in Chapter 2, is useful here for explaining why the 

participants may have been searching for excitement. He postulated that those who 

may feel dissatisfied in mundanity may actively seek some semblance of the Real. 

With Ben and others who shared his view, this manifested as a desire to push 

personal boundaries and pursue risky ventures. Furthermore, Matthew who served 

with the infantry stated, ‘I was volunteering for everything. I think I had a death wish 

in my 20s’. Continually volunteering for deployments and engaging with risk-taking 

behaviour certainly resembles Badiou’s passion for the Real, Lacan’s interpretation 

of the death drive, and the parasuicidal pursuit noted within deviant leisure literature 

(Raymen and Smith, 2019b). Participants displayed the desire for something that 

may fill the void. For some, this was presented through the over-consumption of 

alcohol. Lewis (18 years, Royal Armoured Corps) reflected:  

‘I’ve never been a camp soldier, I used to get bored on camp, I 
enjoyed going on tour if that makes sense, because you’re busy. On 

camp you’re bored and not achieving anything. That’s why I said I 
got in trouble a lot, I used to go out drinking and partying a lot just to 

pass the time’. 
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Almost all participants mentioned alcohol as an integral aspect of Army life, 

particularly as a tool to facilitate socialising. Jones and Fear (2011) note that drinking 

culture is promoted within the military to enable unit cohesion. To provide an 

example from this research, Joe commented, ‘the military is one of those places 

where alcohol use is institutionalised. Nights out used to get put up on orders, so 

technically if you didn't go on the night out and drink you could be pulled up on going 

against orders’. The pervasiveness of alcohol seemed to differ within the Army, with 

a notable decline of social drinking over the decades, though this is discussed in 

more detail in section 4.8.2.  

 

As established in Chapter 1, the collateral from the permeation of alcohol within the 

military has been greatly detrimental to service members and veterans’ wellbeing 

(Fear et al., 2007; Johnsen et al., 2008; Polusny et al., 2010). Most of the 

participants reflected on alcohol use within the Army positively, as part of a 

celebration or a tool for decompression following deployments. A small number of 

participants had to receive treatment for their alcohol misuse, including Jack.  

 

Jack joined the REME when he was 20 years old and served for 19 years. 

Throughout his career he struggled with alcohol, and has since been diagnosed with 

PTSD. He did 10 operational tours, from his first in Northern Ireland to his last in 

Afghanistan. For reference, this was more than any other participant had done. He 

began drinking after a gruelling deployment to Bosnia, where he described ‘the 

scenes of the massacres, a lot of blue hearts suffer because you couldn’t do 

anything, just stand and watch’. Jack took steps to limit his drinking by re-engaging 

with the church and visiting the padre. However, ‘that was the Army’s way out, they’d 

send you to the padre. But if you asked your dad, 9 out of 10 padres are bigger 

pissers than the soldiers ever was’. After his work and home life were affected by his 

drinking, Jack was sent to ‘dry out for a month’ in an RAF hospital for service 

members with alcohol problems, where he describes sneaking over the wall at night 

with peers to buy alcohol. The treatment Jack was offered was embedded in cruel 

optimism, with basket weaving favoured over addressing the causes of his desire for 

alcohol. Later in his life, Jack received help from charities, and reflected,  
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‘It was an escape, getting drunk. If you had a hard week at work, 
you couldn’t turn around to your boss and say “I think you’ve been 
nasty”, you’d get punched, but you could get drunk, get into a fight 

with the local Germans. As long as you didn’t get arrested’. 

 

Many participants cited alcohol as an ‘escape’ from either mundanity or the darkness 

of reliving deployments. Using alcohol as a coping mechanism is not a phenomenon 

limited to the Army (e.g. Hasking et al., 2011), and has been discussed within the 

ultra-realist literature as an example of Badiou’s (2007) passion for the Real. 

However, as Smith (2014) concluded, alcohol only solidifies the subject’s position 

within the Symbolic Order they were attempting to escape. The cases provided 

above have illustrated how participants sought proximity to the Real through risky 

behaviour. The following section considers the ultimate form of thrill seeking within 

the Army: operational deployments.  

 

4.7 Operational Deployments: (En)Tropic Thunder  
 

Of the veteran participants interviewed for this research, only five did not go on an 

operational deployment. The rest had cumulatively accrued over 160 operational 

deployments. There was a huge wealth of data pertaining to experiences on 

deployments, all of which cannot be explored in full depth here as to not distract from 

the thesis aims. However, the key relevant themes that emerged are summarised 

and discussed.  

 

Tours were framed as a rite of passage within an Army career. In line with Lee et 

al.’s (2001) research, a deployment was viewed as a platform for personnel to 

sanction their training and prove their capabilities as a soldier. As Owen described, ‘if 

you don’t go on operational tours, you can spend your whole career just pretending’. 

For those who did not go on any tours, there was a sense of missing out. Phil 

explained this feeling:  

‘You want to know if you can do your job, can you pick your rifle up 
and shoot somebody, it might sound really stupid, but you train for it. 
During the First World War most people shot over their heads. But 
you just wanted to know if you could do your job. I was missing that 
little bit that the others had, now I go on parade, everybody else has 

medals, and I haven’t got one’. 
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Others used analogies to explain this, such as doing all your driving lessons and not 

sitting your test, or training to be a mechanic and never working on a car. Relatedly, 

Liam (8 years, Infantry), who could not deploy following an injury he attained during 

pre-deployment training, described his feelings, ‘I joined to go to war…when I 

couldn’t go I felt very depressed. Drinking a lot, going down town, fighting a lot, just 

trying to…numb the feeling a little bit maybe’. For Liam, the potential of an 

experience which may have filled the void was removed. As a consequence, he 

engaged in other hazardous activities in what Žižek (2008) demarcates as the 

continuous search for relief. This evident feeling of missing out from something 

prompted the question, what exactly was it that deployments promised?  

 

4.7.1 A Glimpse of the Real  
 

Littered throughout the 58 transcripts from this research were brutal, distressing, and 

shocking experiences from operational deployments. The level of exposure did seem 

dependent upon the participants’ role, in line with other research (Bass and Smith, 

2004; MacLean and Elder, 2007), though no one appeared to be immune from the 

horrors of war. Several participants spoke of their fellow soldiers being killed in 

action. Jim reflected, ‘when I was in bomb disposal, the guy behind me got shot. I 

remember it took me about 6 weeks to get over that’, and Malcolm noted, ‘three 

people in my regiment were killed out there. So it was obviously bad, seeing the 

aftermath of that and seeing it happen’.  

 

The protocol for dealing with deaths in combat has been adapted over the years, 

with trauma risk management (TRiM) assessments being utilised in Iraq and 

Afghanistan (Frappell-Cooke et al., 2010; Greenberg et al., 2008). TRiM 

assessments are also used within the police and ambulance services to build 

psychological resilience and prevent secondary PTSD (Dodd, 2017; Watson and 

Andrews, 2018). Both TRiM assessors and those who had been assessed were 

interviewed and reflected positively on its usage. However, it was acknowledged that 

the repercussions of trauma outlast the assessment period, as Jim noted above. 

Similarly, Gade and Wenger (2011) found that issues following combat exposure 

may not present until 10-13 years after the event. Thus, the lack of follow up 

exposed a fundamental flaw to the assessments for some participants. Prior to the 
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implementation of TRiM, participants said they were ‘lucky’ to receive any support or 

guidance following particularly traumatic events. Adam described one incident when 

he was working as part of an incident response team in Bosnia: 

‘we got the nickname of ‘team death’. Unfortunately, one of the guys 
from our troop that was out there, he was dealing with a hand 

grenade taking the detonator out and the hand grenade went off, 
killed him outright…the day of the incident we helped ourselves 

through by getting absolutely hammered, punching the crap out of 
each other quite rightly, went to bed drunk and then woke up in the 

morning, and carried on. As you do’.  

 

Adam received no support or guidance during or after that deployment, despite 

struggling to cope with what he had seen. Other participants also spoke of difficult 

times in Bosnia, where the British Army were unable to intervene, so as not to be 

seen as ‘taking a side’ (Cassidy, 2004). Although a detailed history of conflict within 

the Balkans is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is worth briefly recounting the 

British Army’s involvement. In the 1990s, tensions arose in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

which was home to Muslim Bosniaks, Orthodox Serbs, and Catholic Croats during 

the breakup of Yugoslavia (Glenny, 1999; Ogata, 2005). Initially, the UN deployed 

troops, including British Army personnel, to provide humanitarian aid, though they 

were prohibited from protecting civilians (Watters, 2017). As the civil war escalated 

into ethnic cleansing through genocide, NATO actively intervened until the Dayton 

Peace Agreement was signed in 1995 (Ogata, 2005). Participants spoke at length 

about the cruelty and destruction they witnessed in Bosnia, exemplified by Lewis and 

Shaun:  

‘it’s the first time I saw bodies lying around. The country was 
decimated. Truly truly decimated. You’re walking into a town that’s 

supposed to have had 2,000 people there and there’s nobody there. 
Just burnt out buildings, wrecks, and bodies in streams’.  

Lewis  

‘I think that was the first time I ever realised how cruel people could 
be towards each other. There’s things I saw out there that still affect 
me now, not to the point where I’ve got PTSD or anything like that. 

But yeah, I just don’t think about it, I don’t really talk about it’.  

Shaun  
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In Bosnia more than any of the other deployment locations, participants recalled 

feeling as though they had made a positive difference. This mirrors Hosek et al.’s 

(2006) finding that operational deployments can evoke a sense of accomplishment 

amongst service members. Participants spoke of building play parks and schools for 

children, and providing medical aid to injured civilians. Lewis, quoted above, 

reflected on this:  

‘it’s the only tour I did that I truly felt that we’d achieved something 
by the end of it. When we left ,we left a better country. People were 
coming back into the towns, I’d love to go back to Bosnia now and 

see it. People are living there again. People are alive again. 
Whereas other tours I’ve done, I’ve never thought were worth it I 

suppose. It was a country that was destroyed’.   

 

Similarly, with reference to Iraq, Malcolm stated,  

‘I saw the humanitarian problem there…I saw a father who’d lost two 
kids, they’d died because of a lack of medication in this modern 

world. In the UK would’ve been trivial stuff. I find that sad that people 
only see that side of it. We went out there to do the weapons of 

mass destruction but also because of what Saddam was doing to his 
own people’.  

 

At this point, it is worth noting how participants had engaged with the politics of the 

wars they were serving in. During the interviews, I asked participants whether they 

were influenced by politics, and was met with a resounding ‘no’, or at least, ‘not at 

the time’. Most of the participants reflected that it was about protecting the people by 

their side. For example, Scott commented, ‘when you're actually living it, you're 

doing it for your mates. It could be Jesus Christ picking a fight, but if he’s picking a 

fight with your mates then he's gonna get it’. There was a strong sense across 

participants that camaraderie drove action, and that engaging with politics was not 

the responsibility of the soldier. As Neal summarised, ‘let the politicians sort out the 

politics, I’m just a war fighter now’. Furthermore, the evidence indicated that the 

politics behind interventions was disavowed during the deployments, particularly in 

relation to Iraq and Afghanistan. Although the participants were interviewed prior to 

the withdrawal from Afghanistan, news outlets have postulated that veterans who 

had served there may mentally suffer with the cataclysm that followed (Glenton, 

2021; Grierson, 2021). This would be worth investigating through research as 
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frustrations with political intentions did not typically emerge for participants until after 

they had left the Army, exemplified by Jack and Ryan:  

‘I was a firm believer that we went where we were told, and we were 
doing the right thing at the right time, it wasn’t until I left the Forces 
that I started to think about why we were there…why are there boys 
and girls being brought home in boxes? We weren’t there for a war 

of democracy. I look back on Iraq and Afghanistan now and think we 
shouldn’t have been there. At the time I didn’t have any thoughts, 

my thought was when I went to Iraq, I was acting platoon Sergeant 
so I had 32 men on my command, and my thought was to take 32 

out and bring 32 back’.  

Jack   

‘I think both Iraq and Afghanistan had some question marks over 
whether we should be there in the first place. And that’s a really 
difficult thing to deal with. So, now clearly you join up to serve 

ultimately the government and their decisions. It doesn’t mean that 
you can’t challenge those, but it’s really difficult…afterwards you’ve 
got to be able to come to terms with the fact that people have been 
injured or died, and you’ve got to question whether it was worth it. 

That’s something that to be honest I still wrestle with’.  

Ryan   

 

What Jack, Ryan, and other participants described mirrored the Žižekian concept of 

fetishistic disavowal outlined in Chapter 2. This will be discussed in greater depth 

later, but briefly, participants were able to fetishistically disavow the potentially unjust 

motivations behind deployments in order to dissociate from what they were seeing 

and importantly, doing. In other words, they were able to repress uncomfortable 

knowledge and act as though they did not know (Žižek, 2006). In line with the extant 

literature (Litz, 1996; Orsillo et al., 1998), participants also felt frustration at their 

inability to act. Bill reflected on a Bosnian tour: 

‘the UN wasn’t being effective. We were sick and tired of supporting 
a convoy, a convoy would go into a village and there’d be nobody 
there, they were all killed. So it was quite bad for British morale. It 

was very exciting, very eye opening seeing like villages and 
everybody killed. Total different perspective on materialistic things 

and life’.  

 

The notion that experiences on deployments put ‘normal’ aspects of life into 

perspective was a common theme amongst participants. Some struggled with this 
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when engaging with civilians at home, everyday frustrations seemed arbitrary in light 

of what they had seen.  

 

Politics aside, deployments were seen as an opportunity to escape the mundanity of 

everyday life, and participate in something ‘exciting’. This, seemingly, was the 

something that deployments offered. Operational deployments represented an 

extreme situation which allowed the participants to test their physical and emotional 

ability and resilience; it was the ultimate form of thrill seeking. Ray commented, 

‘there's no buzz, no excitement, like having a round buzzing past your head’. There 

were some examples of mundanity within deployments, but as Thomas (38 years, 

Royal Artillery and Army Air Corps) noted, it was ‘a mixture of intense boredom 

punctured by frightening excitement’. This excitement coexisted alongside the threat 

of death or serious injury. Bill, after being told to expect a 20% death rate during the 

First Gulf War, reflected, ‘that’s when we realised it was real. But again, we were 

excited’. The deviant leisure literature considers the phenomena of discovering 

pleasure in the infliction of harm upon ourselves (Raymen and Smith, 2019b). There 

are some obvious limitations to how the deviant leisure perspective can be applied in 

this context, given the lack of leisure associated with work. However, this alongside 

Lacan’s jouissance, finding pleasure in pain, provide an interesting lens to make 

sense of excitement on deployments. This is perhaps best exemplified by Tim’s 

story.  

 

Tim served with Royal Artillery as a gunner for 13 years, and completed two tours of 

Iraq and two of Afghanistan. Tim stated that he ‘was very institutionalised. I was very 

green, I was a killing machine. That’s what I did’. Of particular relevance here,  

Tim described the excitement of tours:  

‘People were getting killed, people were getting legs blown off, 
blown up, killed by bombs they were stepping on and all sorts of 

shit. It was scary times like…then in a weird way…it was what I was 
trained for. I loved it, and I miss it. I know it sounds ridiculous but I 

think it’s the adrenaline that I miss. It’s like a drug. The adrenaline of 
being there and not knowing…this is like real shit man, I could die 

today. So you’ve got to really be on it’. 
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Lacan’s jouissance is clear within Tim’s quote here. In search for the lost object, he 

was frequently exposed to harm yet thrived within that environment; the adrenaline 

and excitement of theatre allowed him to feel truly alive in a way which was absent 

from normal routines. He also spoke of his participation within deployments, the way 

he had harmed others, and how that impacted him:  

‘I’d killed a lot of people out there which didn’t sit well with me. By 
then we was using precision strike weapons which we’d fire a 

weapon and we’d just use like a drone if you like, and we could see, 
we could guide the missiles straight into packs of the enemy. So 

you’d see a lot of kill TV we used to call it’.  

 

A small number of other participants also reflected on the bearing of killing on a 

deployment. As Matthew stated, ‘it’s a very soul destroying thing taking another 

human life. It’s not a normal thing to do’. Additionally, Frank reflected:  

‘At 18 when you take a life, there’s so many different reactions. 
Some were like bragging about how many they’d got. Some were 

deeply…not ashamed but, what’s the word, it had just affected them 
badly…And some people like me were just quiet about it and didn’t 
really talk about it at all. But the thing with that is, it affects you all 
the way through your life in different ways. In the first moment you 
take a life, it affects you one way, and then 20 years later it can be 

totally different. If that makes sense’.  

 

Here, Frank further highlights the limitations of the TRiM assessment mentioned 

above. This finding is also augmented by the literature that documents the long-

lasting effects of combat exposure (Birmes et al., 2003; Gade and Wenger, 2011; 

Hyer and Sohnie, 2001). The experiences shared throughout this section have 

exemplified the horrors participants had witnessed and partaken in. They amount to, 

in my view, a glimpse of the Real, and proximity to the harms of their Symbolic 

Order. Various participants described their inability to process what they were 

seeing. The Symbolic Order to which they were assimilated could not help them 

rationalise what they were seeing and doing. This is perhaps best summed up by 

Dennis, who reflected on his thoughts after the First Gulf War, and stated, ‘I think 

what we did in the Gulf, we stopped caring. Nothing made any sense to us anymore’. 

As the mechanism for making sense of the world, Dennis’ Symbolic Order could not 

provide any answers. 
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4.7.2 Family  
 

In Chapter 1, it was ascertained that deployments are challenging for family 

members at home (Maguire et al., 2013; Marnocha, 2012; Vogt, 2011). Spouses who 

were interviewed spoke of the difficulties they encountered. Amy noted, ‘we always 

said and he agreed that it was harder for me at home than for him away. Because he 

was doing something totally different that I was never part of, whereas I was living 

my life that he was just removed from for a while’. Spouses and former personnel 

spoke despondently of missed birthdays, Christmases, and other major life events, 

as also highlighted in Newby et al.’s (2005) research. Although mode of 

communication was dependent on the place of deployment, most participants 

commented on the general easiness of maintaining contact. The system was not 

perfect, Alan mentioned one incident,  

‘I remember when I first went to Iraq and I was on the phone to my 
mum saying “yeah we’re safe”, and when I was on the phone to her 
we got mortared, and it’s just like, the siren went off, my mum goes 
“oh whats that noise”, and I said “oh we’re getting mortared I’ve got 
to go”, and just hung up on her. When you think about it, the worry 

that I caused her’.  

 

When a serious event happens on a deployment, the military protocol is to initiate a 

‘blackout’, where communication with home is suspended until family members are 

informed. Consequently, news coverage would typically reference the incident, but 

not be able to confirm any details or name those involved. Although there was an 

acknowledgement that this blackout needed to happen to respect the involved 

families, Kimberly, who served on four operational tours with the Royal Military 

Police, noted the issue with this,  

‘when it came on the news, it was just six military police had been 
murdered. And obviously, then our families are thinking like, “oh my 
god” and then because we couldn't phone home and let them know 

we were okay. It was just like, the worst. I think it was about two 
days, before we could call home’.  

 

During deployments, spouses mentioned actively disengaging from any news outlets 

or social media due to the heightened anxiety of the wellbeing of their deployed 
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spouse. This mirrored findings from the extant research (Allen et al., 2008; Carter et 

al., 2019).  

 

Steelfisher et al. (2008) found that some spouses may struggle to maintain their own 

career due to the stress of deployments. There was only one spouse to whom this 

applied in this research, Angela, and the demands placed upon her exceeded 

reason. Her husband, William (10 years, REME), was posted to Northern Ireland on 

covert operations. Angela was required, with two children in tow, to move with 

William to Northern Ireland where they stayed for three years. This posting was not 

unusual, however the covert nature of William’s role meant that Angela was unable 

to integrate with other spouses, get a job, and was victim to the same hypervigilance 

many Northern Ireland veterans describe. Her identity as an Army spouse had to be 

kept hidden from every person she interacted with, and she described the difficulty of 

this:  

‘I mean, emotionally I was a wreck at the end of that tour. I couldn't 
have taken any more, I really, you know, it's having to think about 
everything you say, having to be very careful about what you say, 
you never tell anybody where you live. You never go to the same 
shop at the same time. You're always, you know, checking the car 
for bombs, that sort of thing. You know, it all sounds very dramatic, 

but that's what life was like’. 

 

William would frequently disappear for days at a time, appear at unexpected hours, 

and one night, left a duffel bag of guns in the middle of the kitchen which Angela 

tripped over. When I asked William and Angela in their interviews whether she was 

given any support by the Army during the posting or afterwards, they both laughed, 

and Angela stated, ‘I was just abandoned, basically’. Other spouses interviewed 

were left discontented by the support offered by the Army whilst the serving spouse 

was deployed. The help offered was considered patronising by some spouses, who 

were provided with reminders to put the bins out and keep up to date with insurance. 

As Melissa commented,  

‘for me that was something I’d been doing for a long time, as a 
grown woman, I felt it was almost a bit patronising, they didn’t think 

that women could do that. It perhaps just demonstrates how 
cocooned they are in their little…that kind of spills over in to the 

wives as well’.  
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Similarly, Amy described the wives meetings hosted by the Army whilst her husband 

was deployed to Iraq as patronising and inadequate:  

‘I used to think that you don't really get that we are people in this. I 
always felt that we were just a bit of an inconvenience within it. And 

it was just lip service. I never felt that it was very helpful. But I 
always felt that I ought to attend. Because I was representing 

Charles. So I ought to do it. And I would do it for him. Of course I 
would. But I never felt that it was helpful process for me’. 

 

Overall, deployments for spouses were difficult and without support, the Army was a 

clique that the spouses were outside of. Although Lloyd’s (2019) theorisation of 

cliques found in the retail sector was between co-workers, the tenets can be applied 

in this context due to the assumption that spouses were merely an extension of their 

serving partner. It is worth mentioning here the spouses’ unique position. Their over-

proximity to the harms of the Army Symbolic Order solidified their un-assimilation to 

it (Kotzé, 2019), particularly in Angela’s case. As civilians, they were not equipped 

with the tools which facilitated the fetishistic disavowal of those harms. Personnel 

who had undergone basic training and solicited the Army Symbolic Order were able 

to use camaraderie or their position as a legitimate actor of physical violence to 

mediate the repression of their harmful conduct. These coping mechanisms were 

merely not available or accessible to spouses.  

 

4.7.3 Decompression  
 

Following an operational deployment, personnel undergo a period of decompression. 

As highlighted in Chapter 1, this process attempts to reintegrate the service member 

into their regular routine (Drummet et al., 2003; Wilcox et al., 2015). This process 

has become more formal over the years after the consequences of combat to service 

members were documented (Hacker Hughes et al., 2008). Several of the participants 

referred to the changes made to decompression. Those who had served prior to the 

implementation of Bloodhound Camp in Cyprus noted the lack of provision in place. 

Eric explained his experience of returning from the First Gulf War, ‘literally got back, 

had a couple beers in the camp, then we was on leave. Had about 8 weeks leave I 

think. None of this decompression like you get now. Just go out and wreak havoc on 

town to relieve the stress and tension from the war’. Similarly, Alan was emotional 
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when I asked whether he received any decompression following a deployment to 

Bosnia: 

‘Obviously after the things you see, mass graves and stuff like 
that…We used to talk about it between ourselves. When we got 

back, people just used to get drunk and try forget about it…you don’t 
really speak to your family about it because you don’t really want to 

pass on those sort of things if you know what I mean…If you see 
someone get injured or killed or whatever, there was nothing. Just 

“you’re a soldier you know what you signed up for get on with it” kind 
of thing’. 

 

For those who did receive decompression in Cyprus, activities were described as 

‘enforced fun’ by many participants. Despite acknowledging why time to decompress 

was important, some were frustrated that the process meant delaying going home. 

Ormerod and Evans (2008) note that assimilating to a non-threatening environment 

can be challenging for returning personnel. Several of the participants mentioned the 

stark contrasts they experienced within a short period of time. Bruce (25 years, 

Royal Engineers) missed decompression in Cyprus due to flight delays on his way 

home from Afghanistan, and reflected, ‘I was on patrol that morning, straight into a 

chopper, and then gone. Next thing I’m taking my kids to school’. A small number of 

participants shared similar circumstances which meant they did not receive any 

decompression, such as logistical errors. Others merely ‘slipped through the cracks’. 

Bill described returning to his family after the First Gulf War,  

‘One minute I’m in a desert, the next minute I’m on a plane, the next 
minute I’m in the UK, and the next minute I’m in the front room. You 
know, that’s it. I didn’t have my weapon in my front room, I wasn’t 

used to that because your weapon was with you at all times. It was a 
very strange environment to come back to. I had to have a couple of 

days away from my family, because I couldn’t cope. I just wasn’t 
prepared for the anti-climax. I came back and did my washing. So 

yeah, quite strange’. 

 

The feeling of an ‘anti-climax’ following a deployment was common for participants, 

Henry observed, ‘we were all high on adrenaline. You come back to normal duties. 

Which is pretty boring believe it or not Emma…I used to look for courses to go on 

just to break the monotony’. In the previous section, it was determined that 

deployments offer excitement to otherwise mundane work. Thus, the deflation 
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experienced after the eruption of excitement is logical. Transitioning from an intense 

and extreme environment to normal life was akin to coming off a motorway onto a 

30mph road, to offer an innocuous analogy; it was logical that such an abrupt 

change would bring discomfort.   

 

Part of the period following a deployment involves reintegration to the family unit. As 

summarised in Chapter 1, this can be a difficult process for personnel and family 

members (Allen et al., 2011; Sayers et al., 2009; Wilcox et al., 2015). Michelle 

reflected on her husband returning from deployments,  

‘it was like starting all over again. And I wouldn’t say into your new 
married life because, I don’t know, you’d already built that 

relationship, got married into that, but then he was just, I don’t know, 
gone and then you had to restart again…I mean there was good 

parts about that, it’s probably made us stronger and why we’re still 
here today. But some people didn’t make it that far, a lot of our 
friends didn’t, and they didn’t deal with it and their relationships 

came to an end, which was a shame’.  

 

The sense that enduring the challenges following deployments contribute to stronger 

and closer relationships, as Michelle described, was also found in further research 

(Davis et al., 2011; Marnocha, 2012).  

 

Anthony told his wife he just wanted to go to Blackpool and drink lager after he 

returned from Bosnia, ‘I suppose really that was me wanting to try normalise myself 

after seeing everything that you see. You just want to get back to a stable England’. 

Additionally, Toby reflected, ‘it was strange, it was difficult to come to terms with the 

things that you’d just done and seen and been a part of. Back then, there was no 

support’. Here, Anthony and Toby highlight one of the key components of 

decompression, to consolidate experiences and return to normality. This implied that 

Anthony, Toby, and others who had shared similar reflections, had questioned the 

validity of their Symbolic Order. What they had witnessed, and as Toby emphasised, 

participated in, did not make sense. Hall (2012b) notes that to reflect on the 

soundness of a Symbolic Order and be dissatisfied may prompt the precarious 

conversion to solicit an alternative. In this instance, the search for normality reflects 

the perceived threat of returning to the Real and subsequent desire to latch on to an, 
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albeit deapted, Symbolic Order. The decompression phase served a function here, 

by allowing the subjects time and space to disavow what they had seen and done.  

 

Drescher et al. (2003) established that post-deployment, personnel may participate 

in risk-taking behaviour. This was certainly reflected in the guidance provided to 

returning soldiers, as Dennis commented, ‘the briefing was, “don’t get too drunk and 

don’t get arrested”’. Almost all of the participants referred to decompression as an 

opportunity for, as Ryan summarised it, ‘basically two days of drinking and fighting’. 

A small number of participants cited the time immediately following deployments as 

the inception of their problematic alcohol use, such as Jack who was mentioned 

earlier. He recalls, ‘there were times I couldn’t sleep so I drank to go to sleep. It 

totally changed me Bosnia, completely. I just couldn’t believe that things like that 

were happening in the world’. The alcohol use described by participants was 

accelerated by financial savings accrued over deployments, and as drinking alcohol 

was banned from most deployments, low tolerance levels.  

 

Where alcohol served the function of helping participants escape or forget, fighting 

was seen as a mode of releasing tension from the long period of high adrenaline. In 

other cases, aggression was a consequence of a lack of participation, such as 

Matthew who described returning from Bosnia, ‘we were a very angry group of young 

men, probably because of our inability to do anything effective out there’. Ashwick et 

al. (2018) found that fighting was the most common risky behaviour exhibited by their 

participants following a deployment. The pseudo-pacification process outlines the 

progression since the implementation of capitalist ideology from an acceptance of 

physical violence to the adoption of symbolic violence (Hall, 2014). The Army offers 

one of the few remaining legitimate exceptions where the espousal of physical 

violence is legal and required. However, as an exception to that exception, the 

violence was not legal in decompression, yet was facilitated by the Army. Treadwell 

(2016) notes how the boundaries between legitimate and illegitimate violence are 

blurred within the military. Importantly, decompression allowed personnel to fight 

each other, as opposed to civilians. As Frank summarised,  

‘you get the lads, as daft as it sounds, you isolate them somewhere, 
give them loads of beer, and you let them fight it out amongst 

themselves. Because they’re never going to hurt each other, well 
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they might hurt each other but they’re never going to really hurt each 
other. It’s one of them where you just beat the crap out of each other 

and then start telling each other you love each other and hugging 
each other. That’s what it’s like’. 

 

Similarly, Neal acknowledged that fighting was the purpose of decompression, but 

conceded, ‘I think they'd like it if you didn't fight. But of course when you've got beers 

and egos and the last seven months of pent up aggression and missing home and 

everything else’. For one participant, the violence continued following 

decompression. Tim, who was introduced earlier, was coerced by superiors into 

medically upgrading after a period of poor mental health so he could be deployed on 

a second tour to Afghanistan. He stated, ‘they knew that I wasn’t well, but they didn’t 

care. And me being me, I didn’t want to let anyone down’. Upon returning from 

Afghanistan, 

‘I ended up getting into a fight in a nightclub. I ended up battering 
like three guys, it was all on camera. Got arrested for it…I ended up 
with ABH and a £6000 fine. I had to pay that back, and 100 hours 
community service. That was the end of me then. I was fucking 

done…things just deteriorated massively for me’. 

 

Kilgore et al. (2008) note that personnel may feel a sense of invincibility once they 

have survived combat. Tim acknowledged this sensation, stating, ‘you think you’re 

some sort of He-man, I’ve just been to Afghan for seven fucking months and I’m still 

alive’. In Tim’s case, it seemed that special liberty had been unlocked. The libidinal 

drive to act harmfully was evident within his words, emboldened by seven months of 

sustained violence. As Tim was the only participant who had engaged with 

criminality post-deployment, I cannot reasonably verify this theorisation. However, 

this ought to be explored elsewhere.  

 

4.7.4 Making Sense of Operational Deployments  
 

As noted in earlier sections, the pre-military life ‘lack’ or ‘desire’ for something, 

combined with the mundanity of general Army life made a cocktail of conditions to 

stimulate a passion for the Real. Operational deployments presented as an 

opportunity for proximity to the Real. For those deployed, exposure to traumatic 

events led to excitement, despair, and disbelief. What must be considered in the 
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context of this thesis is how, or if, this altered the subject’s attachment to their 

Symbolic Order.  

 

The evidence suggested that what the participants experienced was brief contact 

with the Lacanian Real. Witnessing and participating in combat and brutal violence 

forced the subject to reconsider the validity of their Symbolic Order, their tool for 

making sense of the world. Earlier in this chapter, I proposed that induction to the 

Army facilitates the transition from one Symbolic Order to the Army Symbolic Order, 

which prioritises camaraderie and legitimises the use of physical violence in certain, 

operational, circumstances. Several participants spoke of how they were able to put 

their feelings aside and let their ‘soldier side’ kick in, which was thought of as 

‘second nature’. Basic training, transcendence to the Army Symbolic Order, had 

equipped them with the ability to mentally ‘switch off’ and do their job. This 

represents the first presence of fetishistic disavowal within the operational 

deployment process. Fetishistic disavowal, the subject’s commission of ‘I know, but I 

don’t want to know that I know, so I don’t know’ (Žižek, 2006), allows the subject to 

renounce both the ways they are harmed by the Symbolic Order and their own 

participation in reproducing those harmful conditions (Raymen and Smith, 2019a). 

However, as highlighted in the previous section, once the dust had settled and the 

disavowal wore off, personnel were left to consolidate their experiences. Jeremy (33 

years, Army Air Corps) reflected on this process, ‘I felt I’d been not imprisoned but, 

because I’d not been able to have my feelings and be who I wanted to be, I was 

really looking forward to getting back to that person’.  

 

Scattered throughout the data was evidence that, although exciting, deployments 

disrupted the subject’s attachment to their Symbolic Order. What they were 

witnessing and participating in meant that nothing made sense anymore, their 

primary model of meaning making had failed them. However, decompression – 

drinking and fighting – provided the perfect conditions for the facilitation of the 

second presence of fetishistic disavowal. A short period of risk and violence allowed 

the subjects to consolidate the disturbance of their deployment to their sense of 

meaning, disavow their participation in the harmful environment, and continue their 

assimilation to the Army Symbolic Order. Ultimately, decompression signified the 

soldier’s return to Symbolic repression and uncovering of what they had repressed 
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during the tour. Whilst their ‘soldier side’ had taken over during the deployment, the 

seeds were subconsciously being sewn for a later explosion. After their temporary 

encounter with the Real, an eruption of violence, whether to the self or onto others, 

abetted the return to where things made sense again.   

 

Although it has not been applied before in this context, this process is not new 

theoretically. Badiou (2007) notes that the subject is forced to accept smatterings of 

the Real, which although they never satisfy the void (Žižek, 2012), do facilitate their 

continual attachment to the Symbolic. The smatterings are an integral part of Army 

life: adventure training, exercises, deployments, alcohol. Furthermore, once holes 

are punctured in the veil of the Army Symbolic Order, the tools to enable fetishistic 

disavowal are readily enforced. However, all of these elements of Army life are 

withering.   

 

4.8 Generation Wars: The Civilianisation of the British Army  
 

Participants described various ways that the Army had changed over time, such as 

improved technology or better learning and training. Since the oldest participant, 

Henry, had left in 1969, the Army became open to homosexuals in 2000, and more 

roles became open to women (MoD, 2021b). These advances were not always 

accepted openly. Jack shared a comment from a superior, ‘the Sergeant said “I’ve 

got two rules, rule number one is no pufters, rule number two, look at rule number 

one”. And that was when you were allowed to be homosexual in the Army’. 

Participants mentioned the effort to ensure these changes were respected and 

supported, Jill stated, ‘they do a lot of training on inclusivity and diversity now’. Some 

changes, though, were considered potentially detrimental to the effectiveness of the 

Army and the wellbeing of its personnel. They revolved around two main themes: 

political correctness and the decline of camaraderie.  

 

4.8.1 Political Correctness - ‘it’s much softer now’ 
 

As the British Army is an all-volunteer service, they are required to devise new ways 

to entice potential recruits (Twigg and Murphy, 2012). Earlier in this chapter, it was 

noted that in the 1980s, the military was perceived as the only viable option for 
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some, for stable employment. By the early 1990s, recruitment in the British Army 

was down (Dandeker and Strachan, 1993; Woodward and Winter, 2004), thus, the 

Army needed to cast a broader net. Since the 2000s, there have been recruitment 

advertisements focused on homosexuality (Baker, 2022), women (Jester, 2021), and 

recently, ‘snowflakes’ (Mohdin, 2019). Scott commented, ‘there's a new Army advert. 

They talk about, you know, failure and making mistakes…I've never heard more 

bullshit in my life. The Army doesn't allow you to make mistakes, you make one 

mistake, and you get nailed to the cross for it’. Thomas observed the purpose of 

these advances,  

‘Over time, the military has become much more sensitive to the 
conundrum that you’ve got to get the people through, you’ve got to 
persuade the gatekeepers – the mums and dads – that it’s okay, 

and then you’ve got to look after them. And you can’t afford to break 
them in the way that we used to. And so, I think now it’s a much 

more sensitive, much more progressive training regime’.  

 

It was unclear exactly when these advances happened, though each generation 

assumed training was easier and more progressive for the next generation. This 

tension is not exclusive to the Army or the most recent generation though, after all, 

Aristotle wrote circa 350 B.C of the over-confidence and arrogance the younger 

generation possessed. The assumption that workers are getting ‘softer’ has also 

been voiced regarding teachers in schools (Adams, 2014) and police officers 

(Gillespie, 2022). These intergenerational perceptions persist despite increasing 

evidence that values and work ethic barely do differ between generations (Lester et 

al., 2012; Zabel et al., 2017). Nathan, who was the latest participant to enlist in 2011, 

highlighted this by stating, ‘I did it the old fashioned way…not the very old fashioned 

way, the sort of semi-old fashioned way’, and consequently, when referring to a First 

Gulf War veteran, observed, ‘he doesn’t think I’m a real soldier’. Furthermore, Nick 

(17 years, REME) who joined in 1977 commented on modern basic training, ‘it’s still 

tough, but not half as tough as it was 30 odd years ago’. For a large number of 

participants, the progressive and less ‘tough’ training regime was thought to have led 

to a ‘softer’ Army. There was concern as to whether this would impact combat 

effectiveness. Tim reflected,  

‘I do think it’s quite fluffy now. I’m quite worried actually about the 
military and what it’s trying to portray itself to be. You need strong 
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men and women who are going to stand up and fight, but they’re not 
breeding that, so god knows where we’re going to be. They’ll be in a 

fire fight and offering Werther’s Originals to the enemy’. 

 

There was an acknowledgement, though, that there was a need to develop some 

level of sensitivity. Several participants noted that the attitude towards mental health 

in the Army was unacceptable. Anthony who joined in 1979 observed, ‘in those days, 

nobody suffered from PTSD or, nobody was allowed to be mentally struggling…It’s 

developed, it’s changed, not necessarily for the better. But for necessity’. 

Complexities began to rise in the assumption that the Army was becoming ‘softer’ as 

a consequence of measures taken to ease the mental suffering of personnel. Julie, 

who enlisted in 1994, stated, 

‘there is a reason that staff shout at soldiers in training because it's 
to reflect the pressure of that war environment. And when they took 
it out, those soldiers then suffered when they went into combat…It 
has to be done constructively and not in a bullying manner. And I 

think a lot of staff find that very difficult to do’. 

 

This is a complicated matter, which moves beyond the constraints of what this data 

can attest to, though ought to be explored further elsewhere. As well as to protect 

the mental health of personnel, these changes were believed to reflect the infiltration 

of political correctness. The advertising campaigns to address enlistment shortages 

and attract a wider diversity of recruits by covering gender, religion, and sexuality 

illustrated the Army’s commitment to adopting an inclusive approach (Calderwood, 

2018). Shaun observed, 

‘I’ve found over the last few years it’s become too politically correct. 
In my eyes, that’s not something you need in an Armed Forces. You 
can’t have people running around all politically correct crying at the 

slightest little insult or something like that, when the chances of them 
being sent to a war, where they’re not going to get this nice little 

namby pamby lifestyle. Reality is going to be a lot tougher to accept. 
They’re trying to civilianise the military far too much’. 

 

Shaun’s thoughts were also echoed across other participants, and most civilians 

agree that in general, political correctness has gone too far (Duffy et al., 2021). The 

concept of civilianisation has been used within the policing literature to explain how 
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gradually, roles within the police have been replaced by civilian workers (Kiedrowski 

et al., 2017; Whelan and Harkin, 2019). The data from this thesis suggests that we 

are witnessing the civilianisation of the British Army, but in a slightly different manner 

to how policing academics have operationalised the term. Instead, soldiers who are 

taking the oath of allegiance are increasingly retaining their civilian Symbolic Order. 

Shaun’s hypothesis that the permeation of political correctness leads to a 

‘civilianised’ Army reflects the belief that basic training aims to ‘beat the civilian out of 

you’. If the ‘beating’ is diluted, and the values of the Army mirror the liberal capitalist 

civilian world, it follows that the civilian remains intact. Moving forward, we must 

monitor how the next generation of soldiers cope with and adapt to the demands of 

Army life.  

 

4.8.2 The Decline of Camaraderie  
 

Throughout this chapter, the importance and prevalence of camaraderie has been 

littered within the quotes presented, a feature which is now threatened. There are 

two conditions in place that have facilitated the loss of the social element of Army 

life. Firstly, the elimination of alcohol. Despite the few instances of problematic 

alcohol use discussed above, the majority of participants reflected on alcohol 

positively as a tool for enabling socialising. However, they also observed that the 

drinking culture had dwindled in recent years. The ‘old days’, which mainly related to 

the 1970s-1990s, were referred to by several participants as the ‘big boys drinking 

club’. Charles (14 years, REME) commented on how that attitude appeared to have 

changed,  

‘they don’t seem in the same mindset of getting shitfaced every night 
of the week as I remember being when I was their age. You’re 

chatting to them and they’d be like….they have other things to do. 
They’re just on their Xbox or something. At the time it [drinking] was 

absolutely the culture’. 

 

The second major way camaraderie was affected was through the declining 

opportunities for social connection. As was described earlier with relation to the 

difference between abroad and UK postings, participants commented that most 

personnel went home on weekends now. Additionally, there was a move towards 
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individualised accommodation. Aaron, who served from 1998 to 2012, summarised 

the consequences of single rooms that he observed:  

‘when they brought in the ensuite single living accommodation, 
you’d finish work, and people would just go back to their room and 
that was it you wouldn’t see them… chatting to people who are still 

in or have recently left, they said there isn’t the social that there 
used to be….When that’s gone, I don’t think that’s good for the 

military in general. It’s more of an individual again’.  

 

Furthermore, Julie, who was introduced earlier, shared an example which overtly 

documents the lack of social connection between soldiers whilst referring to her 

experience in the 2010s: 

‘They had 4 man rooms. I had a problem with a lad who was having 
mental health issues. And I wanted to speak to his roommates to 

see how he was doing. They had a HD TV at the foot of every bed, 
with headphones. They couldn't even tell me his name and they had 

roomed with him for months, never mind what frame of mind he 
might be in…Looking at it for the right reasons, everybody wants 
their own room. But actually is that the right answer, given the job 
and the closeness that we need those soldiers to have… But it got 

rid of a lot of the alcohol problems, but it probably increased the 
mental health issues because nobody's got friends. They're not 
mixing, you're coming from work to your room. You've nobody to 

speak to…they weren't friends, so they didn’t know each other, we 
then went to Iraq, they didn't know each other, none of that social 

was there. And it was almost like creating a new unit’. 

 

This resembles the concerns participants had over the increasing presence of 

political correctness within the Army, that the individualised mentality would 

negatively affect combat effectiveness. Others were less concerned about how the 

changes would influence combat effectiveness, but still concurred that the Army has 

become more civilianised. Bill, who served from 1982 to 2012, remarked:  

‘It’s not really a career now. I don’t see it as a career, I see it as a 9 
to 5 job, where you might go away and get killed in action or 

operation. You’re not guaranteed to get 22 years anymore. The 
pension schemes changed, it’s just like a civilian job. And a lot of the 

young guys that I’ve spoken to have served, leave after four years 
because they’re not doing anything. There’s budget cuts, they’re not 
doing what we did. Haven’t got any of that. And so, they get bored of 

it. The leadership style has changed, they live in single 
accommodation now, they don’t bunk up in eight man rooms 
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anymore. The way that they’re trained is different. When they step 
foot on the battlefield, I’m sure that they would be just as good as we 
were, even better in certain areas. But it’s not the band of brothers 

that I know’. 

 

Overall, the accounts from participants did suggest that over the decades, 

camaraderie has withered in the Army. The unintended consequences of the 

civilianisation of the Army introduced throughout this section pose quite the dilemma. 

However, it is a problem that cannot be solved here, as part of the equation is 

missing. The data collected for this thesis can attest to the experiences of the times 

the participants served in. Nathan was the latest to leave, in 2018, yet he also 

commented on how the Army was becoming ‘softer’. The general assumption 

amongst participants was that traditional methods led to effective combat but poor 

mental health, and modern progressive methods led to poor combat effectiveness 

but better mental health. At the time of writing, there are no deployments with active 

British Army engagement where combat effectiveness can be measured. Mental 

health data which tracks trends is available (e.g. MoD, 2021a), but requires 

advanced data analysis which acknowledges the limitations of such data. However, 

the AFCAS (MoD, 2020a) found that a mere 45% of service members were 

‘satisfied’ with their service life. This satisfaction rate has seen a gradual decline 

since 2009, where it was 61%. On a speculative note, the increase in dissatisfaction 

over time could be attributed to more service members retaining their civilian 

Symbolic Order during service. Though this theorisation cannot be substantiated with 

the available data, this demonstrates the distinct need for this to be researched 

further.  

 

4.9 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has presented important facets of an Army career which contextualise 

the discussion in the next chapter. Enlisting was recognised as the consequence of 

lack or desire, with the Army promising camaraderie, excitement, and structure. 

Basic training facilitated assimilation to the Army Symbolic Order by using isolation 

as a tactic. The Army was presented as a ‘way of life’, as opposed to a detached 

career and social as seen in civvy street. There were also several ways that Army 

life was similar to civilian life, particularly around work. There was frustration with the 
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mundanity of day-to-day life, disdain for the boss, the positive motivation to harm 

(Lloyd, 2019), and competitiveness between colleagues. Operational deployments 

offered an exciting, but frightening, encounter with the Real. Decompression allowed 

the subject to fetishistically disavow the harm that they had witnessed and 

participated in through the commission of violence and alcohol use. The cumulation 

of these conditions ensured that the soldier or officer could do their job, and the next 

chapter discusses how they influenced the transition to civilian life.  

 

However, similarly to how ultra-realism developed as a consequence of prior 

theoretical frameworks being inept at explaining neoliberal capitalism, there is a 

need for researchers to accept the changing Army. As a notably traditional 

institution, there is perhaps an assumption that the Army remains as it was pre-

neoliberalism. The evidence from this research suggests that is no longer the case; 

elements of neoliberal, individualised thinking have infiltrated the barracks and are 

dissolving the band of brothers.  
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Chapter V: It’s Out with the Old, and In with the New…Or Not?: 
Transitioning into the Civilian Symbolic Order  
 

5.1 Introduction  
 

‘I’ve led platoons on operations in combat in warzones,  
I’ve done the lot right.  

But getting into civvy street is the scariest thing I’ve ever done’  
Frank 

 
The previous chapter summarised and discussed the findings from the empirical 

data from this thesis regarding Army life. It concluded that the Army harbours its own 

Symbolic Order and demonstrated how participants were inducted into and retained 

that model of meaning making which explained their social reality. This inference 

provides the foundation for the considerations presented throughout this chapter, as 

service leavers are prompted to confront their assimilation to this Symbolic Order 

once they begin navigating civvy street. The chapter starts by documenting the 

participants’ Army exit in section 5.2 and cogitates the limits to the resettlement 

process. Section 5.3 explores how the transition into civilian work was experienced 

and articulates the frustrations observed regarding civilian values. In Chapter 4, the 

ways in which participants were able to disavow the harms of their Army Symbolic 

Order were outlined. Section 5.4 posits that within the transition, service leavers lose 

the tools that facilitated the disavowal, namely the loss of camaraderie and their way 

of life. Given the delineation of the Army hosting its own Symbolic Order, section 5.5 

theorises how participants moved between the Army and civilian Symbolic Orders by 

oscillating between various degrees of assimilation. Importantly, this section 

contends that participants existed within both Symbolic Orders simultaneously, which 

moves beyond preceding theorisations. Section 5.6 abridges the need for Armed 

Forces charities, and questions whether provisions should be the responsibility of 

charities or the State. Finally, section 5.7 offers a conclusion by connecting these 

sections and summarising the Army-to-civilian transition. Overall, this chapter draws 

on the theorisations proposed in Chapter 4 to make sense of how participants 

experienced the transition. 
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5.2 Leaving the Army: Cutting the Umbilical Cord  
 

Most participants left the Army voluntarily or at their contractual end point; however, 

of the 51 veterans interviewed, eight had received a medical discharge. Harris et al. 

(2013) found that personnel who are medically discharged can feel unprepared to 

leave given the suddenness of their Army exit. There was no standardised amount of 

time between being informed of their discharge and their end date. Joe was not told 

of the medical board meetings regarding his injury and being discharged came as a 

surprise: ‘at that point my knee had been wrecked for over a year, it was the first 

point that it ever really occurred to me, but it might end my career in the Army. And 

then when I left Emma, I was in tears, crying down the road’. Jeremy, who was being 

treated for PTSD at the end of his career, stated, ‘I came out of the mental hospital, 

and 6 weeks later I was out the Army. I barely had time to catch myself’. When I 

asked Jeremy if he had been offered any resettlement, he stated, ‘I didn’t have any 

of that. I was just gone, never spoken to ever again’. Only three of the medically 

discharged participants had received any formal resettlement, and all spoke of a lack 

of preparedness for their abrupt transition to civvy street.  

 

Whilst Nick was waiting for his medical discharge paperwork to be completed, he 

worked behind the bar in the Corporal’s mess and was treated appallingly by his 

soon-to-be former colleagues:  

‘That was absolutely soul destroying. Because, then, the machine, 
the military machine, they all gang up on you. Calling you all sorts of 
names like glass back and all the other stuff that goes on. So that’s 

not a nice time, before you get discharged…once they find out 
you’re leaving, you are discarded and you are now a civvy and no 

one gives a so and so about being a civvy’.  

 
Nick had become an outsider and there was clearly a sense of superiority amongst 

his colleagues with an explicit dislike for civilians. This phenomenon is reminiscent of 

Lloyd’s (2019) findings of cliques amid retail sector workers, whereby excluded 

members are subject to harmful competitive behaviour from those protected and 

emboldened by safety in numbers. This is explored later in section 5.3.1. In line with 

extant literature (Bergman et al., 2014; Thornborrow and Brown, 2009), the last day 

of service was denounced as unceremonious for most of the participants. Malcolm 
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recalled the anti-climax on his last day, ‘it was like…oh is that it…You were done, 

hand your uniform in and you’re off’. Caddick (2016) recommended employing a 

formal rite of passage to celebrate service leavers, which Max echoed after 

describing the current method, ‘it’s sort of sneak them out through the back door’. As 

well as being disappointing, the last day was emotional for some participants. Dennis 

recollected, ‘I drove out the camp gate for the last time, and I ain’t gonna lie, I cried 

all the way home…I felt like I’d lost my family… it’s like you’ve lost your left leg’. The 

feeling of loss was a consistent theme within the existing literature (Greden et al., 

2010; Ormerod and Evans, 2008), but is framed later as the loss of tools to facilitate 

fetishistic disavowal (section 5.4). Put briefly, service leavers lost the comforts of 

Army life, such as camaraderie, which allowed them to dissociate from the harms of 

it, leaving those harms exposed to the veteran.  

 

The remainder of this section documents how participants experienced resettlement 

and the various limitations to it.  

 

5.2.1 Resettlement  
 

The resettlement process, which was outlined in Chapter 1, provides support and 

guidance to service leavers. Participants shared positive and negative experiences 

regarding resettlement. There were reflections of kind bosses who were lenient with 

allowing leave for job searches, or workshops which helped with preparing for 

interviews. However, some participants for various reasons could not access 

resettlement, which mirrored findings from the existing research (Dandeker et al., 

2003; Maharajan and Subramani, 2014). Ray explained, ‘we were on an operational 

tour, and if you’re on an operational tour, it takes precedence over resettlement’. 

Others described not being able to work resettlement around normal duties or afford 

the courses even with subsidies. Additionally, there was a sense across participants 

that they were largely left on their own to navigate what can be a complicated 

process. Julie stated, ‘I was a Major with a master's degree, I can't get it right. What 

chances has a soldier got. So I was furious’. To circumvent these issues, and 

unpreparedness for abrupt Army exits such as the medical discharge summarised 

above, most participants concluded that elements of resettlement needed to be 

introduced earlier in service.  
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As well as the lack of accessibility, participants described several ways that the 

resettlement process was not fit for purpose. Upon leaving, some participants found 

that the trade courses they had completed within resettlement were not applicable or 

of value in the civilian job market. Max, for example, was proud of an IT course he 

had received a distinction in only to be told by a civilian employer that it was not a 

recognised qualification. Similarly, William determined the courses needed to be 

updated to mirror the ever-changing civilian job market, ‘look at what the future 5 to 

10 years look like. Not what is the latest technology today, it’s too late. You’ve got to 

look for an industry that is looking to hire people, not an industry that’s already hired 

people’. William’s concerns are exacerbated by labour displacing technologies 

(Jacobs and Karen, 2019), the replacement of industry with the service sector (Lloyd, 

2013), and increasing demand for graduate workers (Holmes and Mayhew, 2012). 

Additionally, Simon was concerned that the courses provided could not appropriately 

prepare leavers for specific trades:  

‘You can't train to be a bricky in three weeks. There is a reason why 
people do spend a couple of years at college, learning how to do 
that stuff. I just think it's a complete travesty in the CTP. A set of 

people have failed for it because it's not too many people do one of 
those courses then go off and get a job, because they just get 

laughed at because they’ve just got no experience at all…and if you 
get it wrong, you’ll kill someone’. 

 
As outlined in Chapter 1, the Career Transition Partnership (CTP), which Simon 

mentioned here, is a partnership between the MoD and Right Management Ltd, a 

private company (CTP, 2022b). The validity of hiring a private civilian company to 

deliver training to service leavers was questioned and several participants 

highlighted the conflicting values at play. Jim noted, ‘there’s a huge amount of 

corruption because if you don’t spend your money it goes back to the company’. 

Further, Julie commented, ‘they're paying an organisation to do resettlement that's 

the lowest bidder. And the whole thing with the resettlement officers, they're not 

being audited’. There is a wealth of literature that documents the harms of profit 

driven enterprise (Besser, 2002; Chomsky, 1999), spanning from unethical privatised 

probation (Whitehead, 2015), to compromising the physical and mental health of 

workers (Chan et al., 2013). These issues that Jim and Julie emphasised were a 

natural consequence of neoliberal ideals which promote marketisation, deregulation, 
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and competition (Harvey, 2005; Bell, 2011). By outsourcing resettlement, the Army 

has blatantly prioritised their efforts away from imminent service leavers in the name 

of efficiency, a phenomenon which is becoming more common within militaries 

(Hartley, 2004; Heinecken, 2014).  

 

Some participants felt as though the resettlement support neglected the individual in 

favour of standardised guidance. Part of this stemmed from the pigeonholing of 

service leavers based on their role and rank in the Army. Those who had put effort 

into establishing their civilian career goals prior to resettlement were left frustrated 

when the generic guidance was still provided. Nathan summarised the 

consequences of the lack of targeted support for individual needs, ‘they just need to 

tick the box to make sure if I then go and hang myself two weeks later, they can say 

oh well we checked with him and he said he was alright. He said he has a place to 

live, he said he was doing alright for money’. These concerns resembled the 

depersonalisation warning issued by Weber (1904) of the iron cage as the end point 

of a process of rationalisation. Whilst they were serving, their assimilation to an Army 

Symbolic Order allowed them to disavow the depersonalised elements of service 

(section 5.4.1). Though the Army as an institution is assumed to thrive on the lack of 

focus on the individual (Raz, 1990), the presence of collectiveness acted as a buffer 

to the potentially harmful consequences of flouting the individual. As evidence of that 

connectivity diluted towards the end of service, the uncomfortable reality of 

depersonalisation could no longer be repressed. Engagement with a resettlement 

process riddled with bureaucracy presented a snapshot of what was to come. Thus, 

it is important to reiterate that these reflections were being espoused by individuals 

who had already solicited the civilian Symbolic Order in some way. It was through 

this lens that they were able to articulate the depersonalisation of resettlement.  

 

5.2.2 The Need for Basic Training 2.0  
 

In line with the extant literature (Dandeker et al., 2003; Burdett, 2014), there was an 

acknowledgement across participants that the resettlement process needed to offer 

support beyond guidance for the work transition. Housing and financial support was 

provided for some participants, but particularly, there was a desire for a process 

similar to basic training, which would de-militarise them in preparation for civilian life. 
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As Dennis summarised, ‘it’s at that point that they should have made some form of 

attempt to take the Lego man to bits. And rebuild them how you were’. There was an 

acceptance here that the Symbolic Order they had been assimilated to would not 

serve them in the civilian world. In the previous chapter, the legitimisation of physical 

violence within the Army was outlined. For some participants, reverting back to their 

pre-military mentality seemed unsurmountable, as Tim reflected, ‘they train you to 

kill, you can’t un-train a killer really. Do you know what I mean? It’s impossible…all 

the adrenaline that you felt on tours, all the shit that you’ve been through, how do 

you start to un-train that?’. Furthermore, de-militarising to return to their pre-Army 

self neglects to acknowledge how civvy street has changed whilst they have been 

removed from it. In Dennis’ case for example, he joined in 1983 and left in 2005. For 

Dennis to harbour his pre-Army Symbolic Order in 2005 would be rather perplexing 

and more importantly, impossible. Transcendental materialism assumes that the 

adoption of a Symbolic Order alters our material being to the extent that it becomes 

embedded within neuro-receptors (Johnston, 2008; Kotzé and Lloyd, 2022). Thus, 

the permanence of the Army Symbolic Order’s imprint to Dennis’ brain - albeit to 

varying degrees – prevented him from simply erasing it and continuing his pre-

military existence; there was no Symbolic Order factory reset button.  

 

Some questioned whether it should be the responsibility of the Army to facilitate 

anything more that which is currently available. Daniel stated, 

‘other public servants don’t get anything like what we do. Although 
it’s not very good, we get something and someone’s thought about 
it. The police, the fire service and emergency services get nothing. 
You could spend 50 years in the police and then they just drop you. 
Why are we complaining? The career transition workshop they teach 
you how to write a CV and how to interview, coppers and firefighters 

don’t get that’. 

 
Daniel raised a valid point here. The resettlement process does offer far more than 

most employers. Research assessing career transitions for the police, fire service, 

and emergency services is extremely limited (D’Angelo, 2017; Howes and 

Goodman-Delahunty, 2014). There is perhaps a reasonable explanation for this, 

though. As outlined in Chapter 1, the standard Army career expires before retirement 

age (Caddick, 2016; Whybrow, 2020). However, in the police, for example, 
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retirement is the most common exit (Home Office, 2021), which may not eliminate 

the need for support, but the lack of evidence illustrating the need renders this 

parallel futile. Furthermore, the assumption that others are simply ‘worse off’ is not 

grounds for complete inaction or complacency; the answer could well be that other 

public sector workers need their own resettlement process. At this point, it is worth 

documenting how this pre-exit provision equipped participants for their civilian roles.  

 

5.3 The Transition into Civilian Work  
 

McDermott (2007) noted that most service leavers are required to obtain 

employment upon leaving the military. Aside from one participant who retired, all 

needed to seek civilian employment. The type of work that participants solicited 

varied drastically. Some went into fields that would draw on their experiences in the 

Army, such as Bill who left the Royal Signals and went on to work within the 

telecommunications industry. Others retrained, went to university, started their own 

business, or worked in low-skilled jobs. The CTP (2019) uses being in employment 6 

months after service as an indicator of a successful transition, which in 2019 was 

84% of service leavers. Mirroring the existing research (Forces in Mind, 2013), 

Samuel highlighted the limitation of utilising this measure, ‘even though it wasn’t the 

job that I left to do, or that I’m satisfied with, that was no doubt a statistic to say “yes, 

successful, he’s sorted”. I think I lasted a month and a day in that job’. Vast evidence 

of in-work poverty and increasingly precarious jobs substantiates Samuel’s claim 

(Felstead et al., 2020; MacDonald and Giazitzoglu, 2019), alongside employment 

figures which neglect to demonstrate this reality. As is exemplified throughout this 

section, merely being in employment was not an appropriate gauge of success.  

 

Several participants spoke of how their Army career and resettlement guidance had 

prepared them for applying for civilian job roles. This ranged from the preparation of 

CVs to projecting confidence in interviews. For some, applying for civilian jobs meant 

assessing the transferability of their Army role, and being left concerned. Service 

leavers from the REME may have worked exclusively on tanks, of which there is a 

distant lack in civvy street, at least at the time of writing. Frank highlighted how those 

in the infantry are particularly vulnerable to this phenomenon, due to the paucity of 

combative civilian roles: ‘nothing is transferable from the infantry unless you want to 
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go work in security. If you’re at the top end of your career at the end like I was, it’s a 

bit of a come down to do that. You need to find a new path’. This experience was 

echoed across participants who served in the infantry and within the existing 

literature (Kelty et al., 2010). Similarly, there was a distinct desire to not begin back 

at the bottom of the hierarchy. In applying for more senior roles, issues oscillated 

between being underqualified or overqualified based on their education or 

experience. This was acutely relevant for those who applied for managerial roles but 

could not translate how their Army experiences amounted to managerial level 

responsibility. As Jill reflected, ‘I could get a degree in Taylor Swift and get a 

manager’s job in Amazon, but the fact that I’ve got 31 years’ worth of logistics 

experience…And I just thought, what’s the point…They’ve undervalued me’. 

 

For some, their Army exit was followed by a period of unemployment. Being 

unemployed can negatively impact self-esteem (Shamir, 1986), and physical and 

mental health (Wanberg, 2012; Zuelke et al., 2018). Stan described continually 

applying for jobs unsuccessfully as being ‘soul destroying’. Some attributed 

unemployment to their lack of understanding of how applying for civilian roles works, 

particularly given how the application process has changed significantly over the 

decades (Kircher, 2010). When reaching out for help, they were met with certain 

barriers which depended on the trade the participant had within the forces and the 

field they were attempting to enter. Other participants spoke of not having access to 

benefits due to their Army pension, or to job centre facilities because they were not 

on benefits. Overall, finding and applying for jobs was a difficult process to navigate, 

though these grievances were not too dissimilar to how civilians experience the job 

search (Moore, 2019; Petrongolo, 2009).  

 

Beyond struggling to find work at all, most participants could not find a role to settle 

in to and subsequently would go through a series of short-lived jobs. Some lasted as 

little as 2 weeks, but most would find themselves seeking new opportunities after 18 

months to 2 years. Alan ascribed this to, ‘if I’m not happy I won’t stay. That’s a 

military thing. They won’t stay and they won’t take the bullshit off someone. They’ll 

just like “shove your job” and be out the door’. Moving positions frequently is known 

in research as ‘job hopping’ (Pranaya, 2014), and is considered a standard facet of 

the modern ‘boundaryless’ career (Lichtenstein and Mendenhall, 2002). Although 
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multiple short-lived roles can be attributed to the domination of precarious and 

insecure employment opportunities (Wilson and Hadler, 2016), it is also thought to 

reflect a lack of satisfaction within work (Mahamudal et al., 2019), which was 

certainly the case for most of the participants who job hopped. Their dissatisfaction 

though, was attributed to differing matters. Nick reflected, 

‘I ended up going from job to job, not finding any of them anywhere 
near as satisfying as being in the Army as a vehicle 

mechanic…because I just got bored of it, you sort of get itchy feet 
after a year, two years…you do well at a place and the next thing 

you want to go. You want to change, there’s no buzz’. 

 
As contended in the previous chapter, an Army career was considered exciting. This 

was something that most participants pursued in civvy street, though a small number 

of participants actively chose mundane work to decompress following a hectic 

career. Jolly (1996) found that many veterans were not optimistic about their civilian 

careers. Discourse relating to the mundanity of work was more prevalent when 

discussing civilian careers as opposed to service. Whereas others job hopped to 

circumvent boredom, Joe commented how despite the mundanity within his role at 

the council, the easiness of it prevented leaving, ‘the biggest problem with this job, is 

that it is so easy and the conditions aren't exactly stressful…so there's a lot of 

reluctance with trying to find another job’. What participants described went beyond 

mundanity though, most civilian jobs lacked something. As Max explained,  

‘Because they’re looking for something where they feel they belong 
again. But it doesn’t exist…There was something missing for me, in 

terms of fulfilment. Money was good, you know, nice cars, nice 
money, but there was something missing in me’. 

 
Max’s words are reminiscent of the Lacanian lost object; at their core, the subject 

holds an unsatisfiable lack, with the void becoming clear through such infinite 

discontent. Participants cited their source for dissatisfaction as the loss of respect, 

and implied that accompanied the loss of meaningful work. The struggle to find and 

maintain employment seemed to coincide with the lack of understanding between 

civilian employers and veterans. McDermott (2007) found that civilian employers and 

colleagues may not understand how work experiences in the Army translate to 

present capabilities. Similarly, Nicholson (1984) noted that veterans may be unsure 
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of how to utilise their capabilities within their new role. Ryan, a former Officer in the 

REME, recalled, ‘people who had not been in the Army didn’t really know how to 

treat me, or how to task me. So I ended up doing very very little work, the 

assumption was that I had no relatable or transferable skills’. Others spoke of how 

civilian employers would either assume that veterans would make dedicated, loyal, 

and committed employees, or would be volatile and mentally unwell. Additionally, the 

Forces in Mind Trust (2015) discovered that some employers assumed veterans 

would be too ‘institutionalised’ to perform effectively. When I asked Ben why he 

thought civilian employers were wary of veterans, he responded, ‘because we’re 

broken’.  

   

Ahern et al. (2015) identified that attaining positions with purpose and meaning can 

be difficult for service leavers. Correspondingly, a further observation some 

participants had made in the transition to civilian work was the loss of an inherent 

purpose associated with career. As Charles summarised:  

‘I genuinely felt as a squaddie that I had a real purpose. A real role 
in society. I didn’t have to explain what I did, I’m a soldier. That was 
my role, and I could tell people that… But now…erm…it’s not that 

being a teacher is not my job. I feel that’s my job but not my kind of 
purpose if you know what I mean? I’m doing it because it pays the 
bills. But I’d stop doing it just like that. So I feel like I don’t have my 

vocation. I’m now doing a job as opposed to a vocation. When I was 
a squaddie, I felt like that was the job for me’. 

 
Academic literature documents the importance of meaning and purpose within work 

(Baumeister, 1991; Frankl, 1946; Steger, 2016), alongside an array of self-help 

books to guide individuals to find or create said meaning and purpose (Leider, 2015; 

Sinek, 2009). Martela and Pessi (2018) found that work was meaningful if it was 

perceived as significant, a contribution to the greater good, or allowed the individual 

to realise their own potential. Participants had described pushing themselves to their 

limits, testing their physical and mental capabilities, and serving Queen and country1. 

Jason reflected, ‘even though you were just a number, you were a number that was 

doing something of great importance. Whereas when you’re in civvy street you’re 

 
1 To preserve the voices of participants, the reference to ‘Queen’ and country was maintained here, as this was 
the appropriate phrasing at the time they had served.  
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just another average Joe ain’t you’. Transitioning from this to roles where meaning 

and purpose had to be found or created as opposed to an intrinsic feature of work 

was difficult for some participants. As with Charles’ quote above, civilian work was 

simply a means of paying the bills, not an obvious contribution to society.   

 

Participants were now subject to the same harms of work as civilians, they went 

through periods of unemployment and struggled to find meaningful work. Most had 

taken a pay cut, some a very significant drop in wages, in their first civilian roles. Bill 

recalled going from ‘about sixty thousand pounds down to twenty six’. This issue 

transpired through both moving into different industries and the loss of the ‘X-Factor’ 

payment, an additional supplement to an Army salary which aims to compensate 

service members for the unique demands of service life (MoD, 2007; MoD, 2020a). 

Additionally, George described his experience of being made redundant as ‘the most 

traumatic thing that’s ever happened to me’. This was a significant statement 

considering George did operational tours of Northern Ireland, Bosnia, and Iraq, and 

demonstrates how harmful the impact of precarious work can be. Others spoke of 

job insecurity, struggling to pay bills, an abundance of long meetings, or being 

unable to get time off. This was reminiscent of what Shildrick et al. (2010) termed the 

‘low-pay, no-pay cycle’, whereby people become trapped in a series of low-paid jobs 

with bouts of unemployment. The authors argue that being subjected to recurrent 

poverty in these circumstances destroyed the self-esteem of otherwise motivated 

individuals. Unsurprisingly, being exposed to these conditions of the civilian 

neoliberal job market prompted a reluctance to solicit the Symbolic Order they were 

being presented with.  

 

5.3.1 Frustration with Civilian Values  
 

‘Some people say when you’re in the Army “you’re just a number”,  
but when you’re a civilian you’re just making numbers’ 

Liam 
 
As established in Chapter 2, the infiltration of neoliberal ideals prompts a ‘business 

ontology’ within every domain of society (Fisher, 2009: 17). The extant literature 

assessing military-to-civilian work transitions found that assimilating into that 

environment can be challenging for service leavers (Ricks, 2005; Sayer et al., 2014). 
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A large number of participants displayed frustration with the profit-driven mentality 

they became exposed to in civvy street. It was perceived to be in direct contrast with 

the ideals promoted by the Army. As Scott summarised:  

‘everything was about profit. And coming from the Army where 
everything is about people. You know, it doesn't sit well… nobody in 

the Army is driven by profit…I saw the Army very much as on the 
good side of that, because they cared about people. Here, I think it's 

the military culture is preventing people from taking opportunities 
within civilian business’. 

 
Scott implied here that military values are not conducive with pursuing profit, and that 

this may impede on the advancement of veterans within the civilian workplace. 

Rebecca provided an example from her experience,  

‘I was led to believe it was like a nurse advisor training role. And 
actually, it wasn't, it was just a sales job. And I hated that. Because I 
found it was very pushy, to push people into buying the products. I 
didn't like that…it was all about the targets, and I just felt it was a 

very pushy position. That wasn't me’. 

 
This was one of Rebecca’s first roles after leaving the Army, at which point she was 

still assimilated to the Army Symbolic Order. Thus, it makes sense that she was able 

to identify the harmful reality of her role, and she subsequently left that position after 

6 months. The harms of practices within sales positions have been documented 

within Lloyd’s (2020) research and were found to expedite overworking which 

negatively impacted the employee’s physical and emotional health. Furthermore, in 

the workplace, neoliberal ideals have been recognised as facilitating competitiveness 

(Beer, 2016), and the presence of the positive motivation to harm (Lloyd, 2019; 

2021). Several of the participants commented on how they had observed these traits 

within their civilian colleagues. Liam stated, ‘everyone’s just…happy to stab you in 

the back, and step on you to go to where they need to be without even thinking 

about you’. These characteristics were not regarded positively by participants, and 

typically led to frustration and a sense of alienation from colleagues.  

 

Additionally, evidence of Lloyd’s (2019) cliques which he documented within the 

retail sector were present within participant’s experiences. As Alan recalled, 

‘someone tried to bully me I went to see my team leader, and he just sort of swept it 
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under because it was his mate’. There was a sense across participants that work 

comfortability and promotions were driven by ‘who you know’, and not the assumed 

camaraderie between colleagues they were familiar with. This lack of team-driven 

behaviour within the workplace was acknowledged by the majority of participants:  

‘I’ve always felt like if one person’s in, then I’m obliged to be in as 
well because it’s a whole part of the team thing. One in all in that 

sort of thing. A lot of my colleagues don’t feel that at all. They think if 
someone’s there, it means they don’t have to be’. 

Charles 

‘Military is about teams working together. And the civilian world is 
very much more a selfish environment, it’s more about me, myself, 
and I. And I’m not saying one’s right and one’s wrong, it’s just the 

difference’.   

Max 

 
The pursuit of individual success reflected liberal values which most participants did 

not align with, which was echoed in wider research (Ricks, 2005; Sayer et al., 2014). 

In the Army, personnel are expected to forego several of their rights. As Forces 

Watch (2011: 1) noted, service places ‘severe restrictions on rights and freedoms 

that are available to the rest of the UK population’. By law, an employee is not 

required to work more than 48 hours on average per week, though they can opt to 

exceed that (Home Office, 2022). Although the Army (2022) website claims an 

8:30am until 5pm, Monday to Friday job, participants spoke of how their work week 

had often surpassed this. The Continuous Working Patterns Survey (MoD, 2022b) 

found that on average, Army personnel spent 63.6 hours a week on duty, with 27% 

of personnel working over 70 hours a week. Several participants were initially 

frustrated that civilians would only work the hours they were paid for, and not stay 

late to get the job done. Nathan described observing this, ‘it just knocked me off my 

feet, I just couldn’t believe it’. Anthony commented that the 9-to-5 mentality affected 

the quality of the work being produced, 

‘A lot of them will not do a good job, they’ll do an adequate job. 
They’ll do the minimum that’s needed to get to the end of the job so 

they can go home. A lot of civilians I find have no pride. And that 
affects me because if your manager doesn’t have any pride, then 

I’ve got my personal pride and I try and keep that going, but at 
points I think why bother’.  
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Charles noted how over time, he began conforming to this way of work, ‘initially I was 

very much “need to get it finished, needs to be done before the morning”, but now it’s 

like well no, you do what you can do in work and when you don’t you don’t’. 

Adjusting behaviours to align with the new normal will be explored further in section 

5.5, as a consideration of being stuck between two Symbolic Orders.  

 

As Anthony stated above, he found it difficult to maintain his personal pride when his 

managers were not exhibiting professional pride. Caddick (2016) noted that 

identifying hierarchical structures in civilian work can be challenging for services 

leavers. Participants frequently displayed frustration with civilian managers, 

especially managers who had attained their position through education or nepotism, 

not experience or skill. Nathan commented, ‘they don’t know what it’s like to be 

stepped on every day of the week. They don’t know what it’s like to graft your arse 

out and you just get no thanks whatsoever’. There was a sense that civilian 

managers lacked ‘people skills’ and respect for their staff. For some, this led to 

abrupt conversations with managers about their ineffective practice. When I asked 

Dennis why he had decided to go self-employed, he stated, ‘because the thought of 

being told what to do by some 21 year old scrote that doesn’t know which way is up 

didn’t fill me with any deep joy’. Conversely, participants who had been in senior 

positions found that their staff would not respond to their method of working or 

acknowledge the hierarchy. Rachel noted,  

‘the only thing I found difficult was being in charge of civvies. 
Because in the military you’ve got rank, and structure and 

obedience, they have to listen to you…being in charge was such a 
shock because they say no to you. And you don’t do that. And this is 

asking them, I was never horrible. But they just go “no”’.  

 

The loss of a meaningful hierarchy, discipline, and obedience blatantly shocked and 

disconcerted participants and was also documented within the extant literature 

(Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Chargualaf et al., 2017). Yet, there was a 

contradiction within how participants described their distress with civilian work 

hierarchies here. They wanted there to be respect and obedience for the hierarchy, 

but not to submit to a ’21 year old scrote’. Furthermore, the presence of 

individualised liberal practices, such as not working beyond designated hours, 
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threatened the subject’s attachment to their Army Symbolic Order. There was a 

conflict with how participants described civilian workers and what data tells us; for 

example, despite policy to limit over-working, many are still working over 48 hours a 

week (Anttila et al., 2021). Yet, increasing evidence documents the damage of 

working long hours to productivity (Collewet and Sauermann, 2017), and physical 

and mental health (Afonso et al., 2017). For veterans, working long hours 

demonstrated a strong work ethic, an ethos surely integral to the Army Symbolic 

Order, as opposed to a practice which may put others and oneself at risk. 

Participants seemed frustrated that civilians were not willing to be overtly exploited 

by their employer.  

 

Overall, these experiences of integrating within the civilian workforce revealed 

dissatisfaction but were not too dissimilar to how civilians perceive work. Instead, 

participants seemed to identify themselves as a ‘knowing subject’ in the civilian 

workplace, which Lloyd (2017) conceptualises as an employee who continues work 

despite having conflicts with the values of the company. Veterans felt as though they 

were imbued with more effective practices and showed small bursts of resistance by 

continuing to work late, which paradoxically only benefit the employer. Eventually 

though, commitment to perform demonstrative actions diluted, and veterans 

succumbed to the accepted norms. Participants knew that teamwork was more 

efficient than the individualised competitiveness they were witnessing yet conformed 

as a ‘knowing subject’. Clearly, there was a sense that the way things worked in 

civvy street was improper, and subsequently they yearned for the comfort of Army.  

 

The discontent and frustration expressed throughout this section has illustrated the 

limitation of assuming that service leavers who are able to secure employment have 

‘successful’ or ‘unproblematic’ transitions, as previous research has suggested 

(Iversen et al., 2005). When the quality of the work attained was explored as it was 

here, the ‘unproblematic’ transitions were noticeably deeply problematic.  

 

5.4 Loss of the Tools of Disavowal: The Hurt (B)Locker  
 

Undoubtedly service leavers face loss upon their Army exit; this was echoed 

fervently across the extant literature (e.g. Ormerod and Evans, 2008). Albertson 
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(2019) posited the loss of belonging, Goodman et al. (2006) proffer the loss of 

identity, and Herman and Yarwood (2014) document the loss of access to services. 

Participants within this research spoke of loss, but it is framed here in a different 

manner to the existing literature. Here, several negative aspects of Army life were 

highlighted. They revolved around participation on operational deployments, 

mundanity, poor support during resettlement and for those who had been medically 

discharged. However, there were a series of conditions that enabled the disavowal of 

these factors during service. Decompression served to facilitate the disavowal of 

experiences during deployments. Similarly, the promise of camaraderie exploited the 

individual’s desire for belonging and reigned superior to any dissatisfaction with the 

Army Symbolic Order. For the vast majority of participants, these damaging features 

were recognised at some point either through personal reflection, a struggling friend, 

or assimilation to the civilian Symbolic Order. Some participants described a moment 

towards the end of service where they became disenchanted with Army life. As Jim 

summarised, ‘I realised the Army didn’t love me and I didn’t love them’. Bruce 

described the lead up to his exit,  

‘I didn’t get promoted on the Friday. On the Monday, my best mate 
was killed in Afghan. Erm, and at that point, I just went “that’s it, 

that’s me done”. Decided I was signing off, and the way I look at it 
was “you only have a certain amount of lives”, and I’d had loads’.   

 
Bruce displayed ‘event knowledge’ here, a concept Kotzé (2019) used to illustrate 

how experiencing the reality of crime influenced his participants’ assimilation to the 

Symbolic Order of liberal capitalism. For Bruce, his ‘event knowledge’ reflected his 

proximity to the harmful effects of Army life; the loss of his best friend combined with 

frequent threats to his own life could not be disavowed anymore. Furthermore, Bruce 

had struggled with his mental health following deployments in the latter years of his 

career. Although he presented the events that elicited his Army exit chronologically, 

it was interesting that the first trigger mentioned was not being promoted. Bruce’s 

other prompts were rooted in a threat to life, not to his career advancement. It 

seemed as though this trigger was perhaps acknowledged in hindsight; it was only 

through the lens of civvy street that not being promoted would be listed alongside the 

death of a friend. If it was something Bruce was concerned about at the time, it may 
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indicate that he had already begun retreating from the Army Symbolic Order before 

leaving.  

 

In line with the AFCAS (MoD, 2020a) findings, participants gave reasons for leaving 

that often related to family. Mainly, this revolved around concerns that frequent 

relocations and periods away from home were not conducive with a career for 

spouses, or stability for children. Charles reflected, ‘I didn’t want to be like this whole 

part-time dad thing, missing everything, and so I started having doubts’. His wife, 

Amy, corroborated this, ‘his catalyst for leaving was us having children. And him not 

wanting to be like an absent parent’. Other participants cited similar reasons for 

leaving, often recalling how many years they had spent away from home throughout 

their service. As a consequence of the demands placed on spouses during service, 

several participants suggested that they should also receive some form of 

resettlement. George stated, ‘she was a fully independent woman when I met her. 

But seven years in the Army took all that away from her…whereas I got the career 

transition workshop…she just sort of followed along just sort of picking up whatever 

pieces have fallen off’.  

 

For most participants, enlightenment to the harms of Army life occurred sometime 

after service. The time passed, and consequent proximity to the harm, was 

important. Frank noted,  

‘there are obviously the dark sides when we had to fight, and you 
took lives, and you saw bad things, trauma basically. And the older 

you get, the more it hits you. This is what I don’t think civvies 
understand. It’s bad when it happens, but it can get worse over time. 

The first man I shot, I see his face as clearly as I see my wife’s 
sitting in the room now. To this day. That was over 30 years ago’. 

 
Others displayed awareness of the harms but also explained how they were able to 

renounce them. Jason stated, ‘I never took anything that happened to heart, and it 

kind of just, is cold hearted. I just let it drift over my head, and that’s what happened, 

that’s what I signed up for’. For those who were unable to ‘let it drift over their head’, 

it is argued in this section that what participants experienced was the loss of tools to 

disavow the harms of Army life.  
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5.4.1 Gaining Autonomy: The Loss of the big Other   
 
In Chapter 4, it was determined that the Army represented a ‘way of life’ as opposed 

to merely a job. Seemingly, the Army constituted the big Other – the external 

authority that provided the coordinates for service member’s lives (Myers, 2003). 

Accommodation, healthcare, food, and social spaces were provided by the Army, 

which Black and Papile (2010) contend allows personnel to focus exclusively on 

work. However, it is argued here that ridding service members of their autonomy 

operated a further function. Above, it was posited that existence within the Army 

Symbolic Order allowed personnel to disavow the harmful behaviour they had 

witnessed and participated in on operational deployments. In part, one of the tools 

that facilitated this disavowal was the lack of autonomy present within the Army 

Symbolic Order. The provision of food, housing, healthcare, and so on were granted 

with little input from the individual and this set the precedent for a relatively decision 

free existence. Placing trust in the Army to deliver standard daily living measures 

accompanied a limited desire to question the validity of the political motivation for 

their role. I do not want to imply here that personnel were merely mindless robots, 

but these seemingly innocuous facilities provided the blueprint for disavowal. This 

section documents what happened when participants left this environment of limited 

liberty and they witnessed the loss of their big Other first hand.  

 

Most of the participants had described a standardised daily routine, excluding for 

deployments or exercises. Jill, after reciting designated meal times and work 

procedures, highlighted the consequences of this: ‘that is your day, and it’s every 

day for 22 years. So when you come out and you’ve got choices, people don’t know 

how to make choices…I have a different life. But I’ve still got some of the military in 

it. If you understand what I mean. And I’m not sure if I prefer the life that I’ve got now 

to the Army one’. Without an external authority to provide order and structure, Jill 

sought after the remanets of what Army life imbued. Like Jill, a lot of participants 

grappled with the greater sense of autonomy they felt upon leaving. As well as losing 

access to services (Herman and Yarwood, 2014), service leavers are entering a 

workspace which theoretically rewards self-sufficiency (Elder et al., 1991). Nathan 

stated, ‘it’s been a long time since we’ve been a civilian. I really really struggled my 

first three months just purely down to nobody was telling me what to do’. From 
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navigating household bills and the NHS to knowing expectations within the 

workplace, some participants struggled to ascertain what was required of them. Keith 

described Army life as being ‘cocooned’ and the subsequent exposure to relative 

freedom as, ‘your brain’s like about to explode’.  

 

Despite the initial struggle to acclimatise to newfound autonomy, participants 

eventually appreciated aspects of relative freedom. In a quote presented earlier from 

Charles, he recounted learning to limit his attachment and dedication to work in 

favour of spending time with family. Importantly, being exposed to the sovereignty on 

offer highlighted the harms of Army life. This was expressed by Samuel:  

‘there’s a lot of benefits of not being in the military. So if someone 
says “I need you to work this weekend”, you can say no. Whereas if 

you was in the Army and told you were working a weekend, it 
doesn’t matter what your wife had planned, you’re working aren’t 

you’. 

  

Over time, the perceived benefits of civilian work began to shatter the idealised Army 

mentality. With limited autonomy serving as a tool for disavowal during service, the 

gaining of relative freedom exposed the harms of their former existence. This 

partially signified the subject’s loss of a big Other and their retreat from the Army 

Symbolic Order, and adoption of a civilian one. Some participants actively chose 

paths which would provide the most freedom, such as going self-employed, though 

this liberty was sometimes used to mirror desired qualities of Army life. Through this 

route, participants were able to have both relative flexibility within their role alongside 

standards around timeliness and work ethic. The transition into a more autonomous 

life was also observed by spouses, as Melissa noted:  

‘I think they think they’ve got free will but in some ways, they so 
don’t. Everything is laid out for them, to the point where they don’t 

have to think so much for themselves. It’s so regimented, and so to 
come out and have people being able to do what they 

want…They’ve not been entitled to an opinion for so long. It’s all 
very ranked in their eyes’. 

 
Furthermore, spouses who had lived on barracks noted the restrictions that had 

been placed upon their own liberty whilst their partner was serving. This ranged from 

being unable to paint their homes to limited career opportunities given the frequent 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 187 

relocations. Although they were generally more engaged with the components of 

civilian life, they too had to learn how to manage private housing and search for long-

term careers. Other spouses had maintained their position and attachment to civilian 

life whilst their partner was serving by working, living, and socialising outside of Army 

territory. These spouses were more critical of the Army way of life, as highlighted in 

the previous chapter.  

 

Having a civilian spouse proved useful for veterans leaving the military by providing 

insight into the job hunt, seeking healthcare, and paying bills. As Thomas noted, 

‘almost all through your career your wife has relied on the civilian world, if you’re 

paying the slightest bit of attention you know what it’s like’. In some instances, this 

support extended further. Several veterans spoke of how their spouse acted as their 

‘barometer’ or ‘moral compass’. The spouses, being knowledgeable of both the Army 

and civilian mode of living, could prepare their loved one for what to expect in work 

and social situations and importantly, tell them when their behaviour was 

inappropriate. Amy provided an example of this:   

‘when he got his first teaching job working in a college, I'd say like, 
“you can't talk to them like that. They're not soldiers. They’re 

civilians, you've got to talk to them like civilians”. And he was like, 
“What do you mean?”, and it took him ages to get into like, “oh, 

actually it is different”’. 

 
It is posited here that spouses who had retained their connection to the civilian world 

acted as a tether between the veteran and civvy street. Thus, their presence and 

support enabled a gradual introduction to elements of civilian life, as opposed to an 

unmediated full-on encounter. Correspondingly, those who had left the Army single 

noted the disadvantage they felt from being unfamiliar with housing and bills. This 

finding makes sense considering the extant literature has shown that having 

connections to civilians throughout a military career can ease assimilation upon 

leaving (Binks and Cambridge, 2018). Participants who had worked alongside 

civilians during their Army career, such as the nurses interviewed, noted that they 

were somewhat primed for the transition. Their engagement with civilians, 

particularly within a work environment, had already exposed them to the work ethic 

and mentality within civvy street.  
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MacManus and Wessely (2011) identified the abrupt exposure to relative freedom as 

a potential risk factor for an extreme transition. To use the ultra-realist terminology, 

gaining autonomy meant the loss of a big Other, of an external authority to command 

meaning and structure (Myers, 2003; Winlow and Hall, 2013). Whilst participants 

were imbued with the ‘freedom’ of liberalism (Raymen, 2019a), they were 

encouraged to navigate a world without a big Other, without a blueprint for how to 

live. Although having a spouse with attachments to civilian life or engaging with 

civilians during service could somewhat mediate that cliff-edge, participants 

immediately mourned the loss of their structured lifestyle. Over time, they disavowed 

the harms of an absent big Other and praised their newfound freedom.  

 

5.4.2 Loss of the Full Metal (Regulatory) Jacket 
 

Weber (1919) claimed that the state has a monopoly on the use of legitimate 

physical violence. It is worth considering here how the actors and perpetrators of that 

violence are able to consolidate their involvement. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, participants were able to ‘switch off’ on operational deployments and allow 

training to take over. To renounce the political motivations for their actions, the 

presence of camaraderie allowed participants to rationalise violence as fighting to 

protect a friend as opposed to on behalf of the government. These tenets which 

facilitated disavowal on deployments are core components of the Army Symbolic 

Order. However, the transition into civvy street exposed a Symbolic Order which did 

not defend their experiences or explain the Real that they witnessed. The regulatory 

jacket which justified violence was non-existent (Everett, 2013), and the tools that 

helped disavow its consequences were weakened. Participants encountered various 

responses from civilians regarding their operational experiences. Partially aligning 

with Gribble et al.’s (2014) claim that civilians supported troops returning from Iraq 

despite opposing the war, Ryan reflected, 

‘I think the British public on the whole is relatively good at separating 
the warrior from the war. I think there are some people who 

justifiably oppose the war, and they will say “yes well it couldn’t have 
happened unless you were there”. And I sort of get that, but again 

one of the complexities is that in theory, we are fighting for their right 
to have free speech. So yeah, I would never get upset either way, I’d 

always give people the validity of their judgements’. 
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Ramio et al. (2008) established that the public perception of veterans changes 

alongside different wars, this was echoed by Samuel: ‘before Iraq and Afghan 

everyone hated squaddies because they just got pissed and had a fight. And then 

Iraq and Afghan happened and they saw us coming back without arms and legs and 

they loved us again’. Pietrzak et al. (2009) found that support from the public 

following Iraq and Afghanistan served as a protective factor against mental distress 

for returning personnel. As posited in the previous chapter, participants were able to 

disavow their operational experiences, including their political view, through the 

presence of camaraderie, public support, alcohol, and violence.  

 

Some found that civilians were generally accepting and grateful of service, as 

Jeremy noted, ‘I have had a huge amount of support in this country from civilians’, or 

that they were merely not interested. William stated, ‘nobody is interested. Because 

it’s so far away from their level of experience’. Others found that civilians were 

hostile, such as Jack: ‘I came back from Bosnia after one tour, and one girl I went to 

school with…she called me a baby killer and a murderer. And that hit home, and I 

thought I’m never coming back here to live, if people in my own town think that of 

me, then nah’. Jack and others who shared these experiences were being exposed 

to a Symbolic Order which did not share the same values as theirs, but also actively 

detested the things that they had justified within their own Army Symbolic Order. 

Drawing attention to the harms of their Army Symbolic Order, whether justified or 

not, encouraged Jack to retreat from examining them. Thus, the cycle of disavowal 

continued.  

 

This hostility, though, was reciprocated in some instances and was documented in 

the existing literature (Hatch et al., 2013; Lovatt, 2017). As Henry stated, ‘there’s no 

love lost between forces and civvies’. This divide between the Army and civilians 

was also noticed by spouses. Joanne commented, ‘it's almost like everything is 

second class to the Army’. In their research, Doncaster et al. (2019) found that 

spouses resented the heroization of soldiers, in that it excused them from menial 

household roles but also facilitated their partners distinguishment from civilians.   

 

A large number of participants disclosed that they felt as though they were superior 

to their civilian counterparts. Malcolm noted, ‘I look down on civilians… I cannot get 
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away from that at all’. This derived from a sense that veterans had seen and done 

things that civilians would be unable to comprehend. Neal reflected,  

‘they don't see what we've been through, you know, so picking up 
the body parts as I did abroad in Iraq, when they were tucking into 

their Sunday dinner, you know, they've got to understand what 
you've done what you've been through before they can, as they say, 

walk a mile in my shoes’.  

 
Walker (2012: 292) found that service leavers felt as though they were ‘a cut above’ 

civilians, in that they would be more effective employees. A feeling of superiority is 

not a phenomenon limited to the Army though, with research documenting its 

underpinning of various forms of prejudice (Feagin and Ducey, 2018; Savigny, 

2020). There were, though, limited examples within literature that consider this issue 

as a consequence of occupation. To offer evidence from a role similar to the Army, 

police notably feel distinguished from their civilian counterparts through pride and a 

sense of mission within their work (Reiner, 2010). Research by Bucknall et al. (2015) 

in a UK hospital found surgeons displayed significantly higher levels of narcissism 

than other healthcare professionals. The presence of superiority amongst the military 

community was partially attributed to the famous Army slogan of ‘Be the best’, which 

in recent years has been criticised for its elitist and non-inclusive connotation (BBC 

News, 2017). Max reflected: 

‘I think because of the military training at the beginning of sort of 
this, ‘we’re different we’re better, we’re superior to civilians’. There’s 
a real reluctance when people leave, to become one of the enemy, 

even though they’re not the enemy. It’s almost like you’ve got to 
cross the line. Even now, if you put two doors in front of me and one 
door said military and one said civilian, I’d walk through the military 

door. And yet I’m not military’.  

 
Most acknowledged that this belief of superiority was not a positive trait, and 

negatively affected their ability to integrate with civilians. On some occasions, this 

animosity was emboldened by negative interactions with civilians, such as in Jack’s 

case which was mentioned earlier. When Jill first left the Army, she had a 

considerable number of hostile encounters with civilians and consequently reflected, 

‘people demean being a soldier. They demean being a veteran. But if it wasn’t for 

people like me, we would have all kinds in this country. We’d have all the bombings, 
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all the Afghan Taliban’. In line with the existing literature (MoD, 2020a), there was a 

sense across some participants that civilians ought to recognise the sacrifice that 

veterans had made, beyond receiving discount cards. When I asked participants 

whether they felt acknowledged by society for their service, many said ‘the 

Americans do it better’. Others felt as though the American approach was too ‘over 

the top’, and felt that recognition for service was not needed or expected. Daniel 

commented, ‘I don’t feel that I need to be validated by people openly expressing their 

thanks to me for doing a job that I chose to do anyway…I don’t want special 

treatment, but I think some people deserve fair treatment, which is what we’re not 

getting’.  

 

Overall, the transition into civvy street represented exposure to a Symbolic Order 

which did not justify subjective violence. The pseudo-pacified civilian society into 

which they were attempting to integrate was not equipped with the same tools of 

disavowal as them. Instead, civilian society has sublimated subjective violence and 

replaced it with an acceptance of symbolic violence (Hall, 2015). As a consequence, 

a number of participants were met with hostility and admonished by civilians for their 

potential former acts of violence. For others, it was evident that civilians had 

undergone their own process of disavowal, whereby they had separated the warrior 

from the war. Feelings of superiority emerged primarily out of the branding of the 

Army as an elite institution, but also as validation of the harms that they had 

encountered. They had faced the Real so that civilians did not have to.  

 

5.4.3 Loss of Camaraderie: The Last of the Bro-hicans  
 

Throughout the extant literature (Boermans et al., 2014; Holstöm, 2013) and 

discussion thus far, the importance of camaraderie has been emphasised. Upon 

transitioning into civvy street, participants spoke of how they had become disjointed 

from their community. As Jill described, ‘you’re leaving a massive family that look 

after each other. And you’re coming out and you’re on your own. And it is 

frightening’. Furthermore, the sense of community they felt within the Army was not 

replicated in the civilian world. Participants spoke of work friendships not extending 

beyond the confines of work hours and a general lack of neighbourliness. Suddenly, 

they were exposed to a population who talked, worked, socialised, and thought 
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differently. Collins (1998) contended that these differences can be challenging to 

navigate in the transition out of the military. Similarly, Hunt and Robbins (2001) 

highlight a general lack of understanding between the two groups. Evidence from 

this research certainly echoed those findings and this exposed not only the loss of 

camaraderie, but also the proximity to others with an alternative Symbolic Order, with 

most of the participants displaying frustration with how civilians interacted with each 

other. These exchanges were mainly observed within the workplace, but also 

through socialising. Generally, the vexation revolved around a differing sense of 

humour, an abundance of political correctness, and a veneer of politeness. These 

issues are interlinked, but are worth exploring independently.  

 

Throughout the interviews, participants spoke fondly of the sense of humour present 

within the Army. Atherton (2009) found that the dark humour within the Army 

symbolised friendships between personnel. It was thought to enable bonding and 

serve as a coping mechanism for dark moments. Using humour to cope at work has 

been documented within the existing literature (Moran and Hughes, 2006; Plester, 

2008). Particularly, there is an acceptance that this phenomenon is present in certain 

occupations where workers are frequently exposed to trauma, including paramedics 

(Christopher, 2015), emergency room staff (Scott, 2007), and sex workers (Sanders, 

2004). Rachel, who was a nurse, noted how despite the presence of dark humour 

amongst civilian nurses, the Army offered more, 

‘nurses have humour because you have to, to do our job like you 
literally do. But Army humour is so much better and playing jokes on 
each other and team building and adventure training and stuff, like 
we don't do that as civvies. And it's not as fun. I miss that feeling of 

knowing that you're in something’. 

 
The humour represented a shared value within the group which solidified their 

attachment to each other and accentuated their distinctness from others. For 

veterans, there was an absence of dark humour within civvy street, or at least an 

absence of an assumed shared humour. Neal commented,  

‘that sense of humour, sometimes civilians don't get, you know, 
where we laugh at adversity, something goes wrong, and we'll find it 

amusing because that’s our safety, you know. So a lot of people 
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struggle going into civvy street because civvys of this age don't get 
us’. 

 
The sense of humour that Neal and others described was considered ‘non-PC’, an 

attribute which they believed to be in contrast with the dominant narrative in civvy 

street. Keith explained this: ‘we’re in a society now where everyone is so frightened, 

careful, and liberal. You’re walking on egg shells aren’t you, but it’s the way the world 

is’. In adjusting to this liberal politically correct environment, some of the participants 

were disciplined by their employer for being ‘offensive’. Many spoke of having to 

censor themselves around civilians, or refrain from sharing potentially divisive 

thoughts. However, most did not believe that their humour or behaviour was 

offensive, or at least was not motivated by prejudice. As Bill reflected,  

‘you’ll come out and you’ll have this military sense of humour about 
ethnic minorities and stuff like that, which in the military isn’t 

offensive. It’s never meaning to be offensive, we’re not racist…What 
ends up happening is you just isolate yourself from that faction of 
people that you will offend. Now if you look at a lady in the wrong 
way, that’s sexual harassment, you don’t know where you stand 

anymore. So we’re in this dilemma of being old, not going with the 
flow and understanding society today, and not really wanting to be a 

civilian. Because we’re proud of where we’ve come from’.  

 
This point made by Bill, which was echoed by others, demonstrated a clear 

distinction between the Army and civilian Symbolic Orders. The meaning attributed 

to words differed, and service leavers were forced to confront how their primary 

model of communication had harmful potential. Thus followed a period of adjustment 

whereby the service leaver had to re-learn the rules of civility, so as to not offend 

‘snowflakes’. Lewis (2008) noted that feeling offended aligns with other ‘self-

conscious emotions’ like humiliation and shame in that it stems from an upset to an 

individual’s self-image. When participants were asked what they had learned from 

service, most responded by explaining how they had gained confidence and a sense 

of belonging. This critical identity quality allowed them to have ontological security, 

meaning they could be the butt of a joke without feeling any disruption to their sense 

of self or their place in the world (Poggi and D’Errico, 2017). It should be noted, 

though, that the concern with political correctness extended beyond language, with a 

small number of participants expressing trepidation around minorities receiving 

priority above them for benefits, healthcare, and housing.  
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Perhaps as an outcome of their own quenching of true thoughts, participants 

observed how civilians employed a veneer of politeness. Beech et al. (2017) found 

that veterans can become frustrated with non-specific and ineffective communication 

in civvy street. Similarly, participants in this research remarked that conversations 

between civilians were inoffensive, yet embroiled with passive aggressiveness and 

insincerity. Participants mentioned how they were criticised for being ‘abrasive’ when 

they verbalised their thoughts without surface civility. Ben and Daniel summarised 

this, 

‘When you’re in the Army it is what it is, you say it as it is. Bottom 
line if you’ve got a problem, you either go toe to toe, or you get it off 
your chest and get it done and dusted. I can’t treat civilians in that 
way I have to put kid gloves on and walk on egg shells sometimes 

because I don’t want them to cry’. 

Ben 

‘You’re just not allowed to speak directly to people, if I think you’re 
talking nonsense, I’m not allowed to say it, even though I’m 

absolutely right. If you’re completely useless at what you’re doing, 
I’m not allowed to say it because I’ll hurt your feelings’.  

Daniel 

 
At this point, it is worth reintroducing the pseudo-pacification process to explain how 

these behaviours manifested. The pseudo-pacification process denotes that using 

physical violence to facilitate trade was not conducive to a successful market 

economy (Hall, 2014), thus was replaced by symbolic violence (Hall and Winlow, 

2015). As mentioned in the previous chapter, Army personnel are subject to a 

different process due to the presence of physical violence within their role. This 

physical violence seemed to extend to communicative inclinations. There was a clear 

preference for being upfront, telling others outright that they were doing poor work 

instead of prevaricating or going above their head. Correcting civilians transparently 

was assumed to cause offense or upset. This extended beyond the work domain, as 

Malcolm shared,  

‘My wife’s uncle, his partner used to be a university instructor, and 
he’s very lefty, you know softy softy, ok he’s gay, he’s got all that, 

but he’s like living in a bubble. Because he’ll have a go at me saying 
“you’re too violent”, and I’m like “you haven’t lived my life or seen 
what I’ve seen, seen what people can do to each other”. It’s not a 
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little bubble, it’s not a nice world, and if you’re nice to people they’re 
not always going to be nice back to you. They’re not and that’s the 

reality of it'. 

 
Participants were being faced with the outcome of the pseudo-pacification process, 

an aversiveness to blunt speech in favour of symbolic, disingenuous interaction. This 

is not to say that all communication between civilians operates in this manner, 

merely that participants learnt to work on this assumption so as to avoid 

repercussion.  

 

As a consequence of the issues outlined in this section, veterans felt as though they 

had to temper themselves and adjust their behaviour to assimilate to civilian life. 

Harris et al. (2013) refers to this as ‘linguistic identity’ and notes that veterans can 

feel isolated when surrounded by a population that do not share their distinctive 

vocabulary. Accordingly, Lewis described his feeling when amongst Army friends as 

‘a bit freer I suppose’. Alongside adopting the civilianised jargon of their trade, they 

were relearning how to interact with others in the workplace and in their social life. 

This forced veterans to confront the potential harms of their Army Symbolic Order in 

light of how civilians had responded to their perceived callousness. In the interviews, 

I was able to witness this process take place. Several veterans would begin a 

sentence with ‘no offence’ or ‘this isn’t very PC but’, working on the assumption that I 

would be unreceptive to their conservative or gender critical views. Phil reflected, 

‘eventually it really starts to get to you. Then you start circling downwards, you start 

thinking a bit too much, you lose your friends, you become isolated, and then you hit 

the bottom’.  

 

Importantly, the adaptations they had made to their communication had also 

exposed the loss of proximity to others with shared values and humour. This was 

also found within the extant literature (Minnis and Wangs, 2011), and framed as 

losing a sense of belonging (Albertson, 2019) followed by the search for belonging 

within their new community (Demers, 2011). As Tim noted, ‘our coping mechanism 

back then was each other. We had the same stories and that was ok… It’s only 

when you leave and you haven’t got that support of each other that shit becomes 

tough’. It was acknowledged across participants that losing those close friendships 
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prompted difficulty in the reintegration process, which Rona et al. (2009) highlighted 

can prompt extreme transitions. Throughout Army life, the presence of camaraderie 

served as the frontline between the subject and the harms of their Symbolic Order. 

Correspondingly, this tool of disavowal averted a descent into unassimilation. Losing 

proximity to those with an assumed shared model of meaning making resulted in the 

exposure of those harms, and fluctuation between degrees of assimilation.  

 

5.5 Stuck in the Middle with Two…Symbolic Orders  
 

‘We’re in the abyss really.’  
Bill 

 

Phil asked, ‘how do you change a brain?’, when reflecting on how to prepare for 

civilian life. He poses an important question, one which transcendental materialism is 

equipped to answer. As outlined in Chapter 2, transcendental materialism assumes 

that the human brain is malleable and alters according to environment and the 

recognition of an external Symbolic Order (Johnston, 2008; Winlow and Hall, 2013). 

In the previous chapter, it was posited that the Army harboured its own Symbolic 

Order, one which prioritised camaraderie, functioned as a lifestyle instead of a 

detached job, and legitimised physical violence. Throughout this chapter, the 

participants’ reactions to transitioning into the civilian Symbolic Order have been 

summarised. At this point, it is worth noting that there is not one singular civilian 

Symbolic Order. Instead, the civilian world comprises an indeterminable number of 

Symbolic Orders, diverging in religion, science, language, politics, and so on 

(Johnston, 2018). There are certainly elements of the Army Symbolic Order within 

some of these; for example, physical violence is lawful within combat sports. Yet, the 

function of the Army within society and combined tenets to facilitate its success puts 

the Army and its personnel in a unique position. Furthermore, the thread that binds 

the civilian Symbolic Orders is neoliberal, capitalist ideology. Participants were faced 

with transitioning into an individualised and competitive population (Beer, 2016), who 

prioritised their own advancement with a limited vision of the greater good (Hall et 

al., 2008). This is not to say that neoliberal principles are absent from the Army. 

Examples of neoliberal thinking were provided in the previous chapter, though the 

Army’s own practices tended to displace its presence. For the purpose of this 
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chapter, I refer to the ‘civilian Symbolic Order’ knowing that there is not merely one, 

but on the assumption that the variations participants were exposed to centralised 

liberal values.  

 

This section argues that service leavers are stuck between two Symbolic Orders, 

explained using Kotzé’s (2019) concept of ‘degrees of assimilation’ which was 

theorised in the context of the crime decline. All of the veterans interviewed noted 

that they had undergone some form of personal transformation during the transition 

to civilian life. They described becoming less rigid, calmer, and more relaxed. Yet, 

there was an assumption that service leavers would always retain aspects of their 

Army life. When I asked Stan if he felt settled into civvy street, he responded, ‘yeah 

probably after what 25, 30 years, yes settled, but not completely aligned with. I can’t 

really say it any better than that’. This finding echoed evidence from the existing 

literature (Harris et al., 2017). Similarly, as Dennis noted, ‘it’s that old adage, you can 

take the man out the Army but you can’t take the Army out the man’. The Army 

remained relevant in participants lives to varying degrees. This ranged from a vow to 

maintain strict timekeeping to frequently engaging with the Army. Ryan stated,  

‘I went through a phase where I wanted to tell everybody 
immediately because it was such an important part of my identity, 
because I was so insecure about having left the Army. Now, I’m 

really glad I did it, it’s an important part of my life. It’s been a really 
formative experience. But I feel a bit more comfortable just being 

myself. I happily identify as a veteran but it’s not the first and 
foremost of how I see myself’. 

 
Conversely, the extant literature demonstrated that those who do continue 

attachment to the Army after leaving may delay facing inevitable identity 

reconstruction issues rather than circumventing them completely (Harris et al., 2013; 

Herman and Yarwood, 2014). To some degree, this was reiterated within the data 

from this research. Jason reflected,  

‘Shaving every day for 10 years, it was kind of like “oh I don’t have 
to do it now”. But I think it was just a fact of, the more that I kept in 

contact with that military side of things, with shaving all the time, with 
being in that military routine, I don’t think you accept civvy life as 
much. Whereas I think the more you kind of look like a civvy, you 

kind of get integrated a little bit easier into it’. 
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Furthermore, there was some reluctance to become one of those ‘types to just hang 

on to things’, as Samuel stated. Roger described this as using service history ‘as a 

crutch’. However, there was not a linear timeline nor process within which 

participants retreated from their Army identity and adopted a civilianised one. 

Instead, the identities appeared to exist somewhat concurrently in fluctuating 

gradations. In the context of the Symbolic Order, there is limited precedence for 

assuming existence within two Symbolic Orders. Given the function of a Symbolic 

Order to relieve the subject of the trauma of the Real, it perhaps seems 

counterintuitive to suggest that one could live precariously balanced between two 

models of meaning making. Nonetheless, the evidence from this research inferred 

merely that. Throughout the interviews, participants would often contradict 

themselves. They would complain about being unable to call colleagues an idiot for 

what they considered poor work, yet feel disgruntled if civilians would call them out. 

In some instances, there was a mismatch between their behaviour and what they 

were saying. This suggested a flaw in their model of meaning making, and seemed 

to represent drawing from opposing Symbolic Orders. Participants were never fully 

assimilated to both Symbolic Orders. There were obvious dichotomies between their 

core values which have been outlined throughout this chapter. Subsequently, to be 

fully assimilated to one inherently exposed the harms of the other, though, 

participants fluctuated between their assimilation to two Symbolic Orders. The table 

below outlines what attachments they were moving between.  

 

Army Symbolic 
Order 

Civilian Symbolic 
Order 

Explanation 

Fully assimilated Unassimilated This state of assimilation was first 
evident within most participants 
reflections of completing basic 
training. Being inducted to the Army 
way of life illuminated the limitations 
of thinking and acting individually as 
opposed to as a team. Most 
participants retained this combination 
throughout their service whilst they 
were equipped with the tools to 
disavow the harms of Army life. 

Fully assimilated Partially assimilated As participants were leaving the 
Army, their connection to the Army 
Symbolic Order highlighted the flaws 
of a civilian Symbolic Order. This 
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prevented them from being able to 
fully assimilate to any civilian 
Symbolic Order, but they still 
adopted some of its tenets as they 
settled into their new normal. This 
combination was also evident in 
those with civilian spouses who 
acted a tether to the civilian world 
and those who worked alongside 
civilians as part of their Army role.  

Partially assimilated Partially assimilated Sometimes, participants were able to 
recognise the harms of both 
Symbolic Orders, whilst drawing on 
the relevant facets of their meaning-
making to negate, or disavow, the 
harms of the other. This usually 
occurred immediately after an Army 
exit as the subject began attempting 
to make sense of civilian life.  

Partially assimilated Unassimilated This combination was mainly evident 
in the decision to leave the Army for 
participants who had become 
disenchanted with Army life, but were 
unfamiliar with what the civilian world 
offered. It was also present when 
participants were on operational 
deployments and were especially 
proximate to - and responsible for - 
harmful conduct.  

Partially assimilated Fully assimilated Movement into this state of 
assimilation was commonly 
prompted by the subject spending 
time with other veterans in a social or 
work capacity. Despite being 
established within their assimilation 
to a civilian Symbolic Order, 
proximity to others who had shared 
allegiance to the Army Symbolic 
Order facilitated a brief partial re-
adoption of it.  

Unassimilated Partially assimilated Evidence of this grouping of 
assimilation exhibited before the 
participants had joined the Army and 
they had recognised the problems 
with their model for making sense of 
the world. This state of deaptation 
prompted some participants to then 
enlist. Additionally, some participants 
moved into this combination once 
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they had left the Army but were close 
to the harms of the civilian world.  

Unassimilated Fully assimilated Some participants fully assimilated 
with their civilian Symbolic Order 
when leaving the Army, and in doing 
so, did not retain any connection to 
their Army Symbolic Order. This was 
also characteristic of one participant, 
Wayne, whose attachment to his pre-
military civilian Symbolic Order 
prevented him from soliciting the 
Army Symbolic Order. His case is 
outlined in the following section.  

Unassimilated Unassimilated This classification refers to an 
encounter with the Real. An 
extremely small number of 
participants displayed evidence of 
this, though it manifested as a mental 
breakdown. It typically occurred 
following a traumatic severance from 
the Army, before any civilian 
Symbolic Order could present itself 
as an alternative. This is discussed 
further in section 5.5.2 below.  

Table 3: Explaining Degrees of Assimilation to Two Symbolic Orders 

 

As is clear throughout these explanations, most participants did not stay rigidly within 

one of these categories. It is perhaps simpler to clarify this flexible movement 

through a series of examples.  

 

5.5.1 Examples of Movement Between Symbolic Orders  
 

It was evident that the sense of identity drawn from an Army career was long-lasting. 

Jim, who left the Army over 20 years ago, stated, ‘I am a veteran but I don’t see 

myself as one. I see myself as a soldier in waiting’. Other participants echoed this 

categorisation of themselves, Scott affirmed, ‘I’m still a soldier, I’m just not in the 

Army’. Their attachment to who they were whilst serving was not lost, but merely 

diluted. However, it was also evident that civilian traits had been accepted and 

implemented. Liam described, ‘I’ve adapted to civilian street a lot more…It is a dog 

eat dog world, and in all honestly, it’s probably made me more confident and…not 

ruthless, but I take no shit’. Some never appeared to assimilate, partially or fully, to 
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the civilian Symbolic Order, though I could not reasonably attribute this phenomena 

to any particular factor. This is perhaps best exemplified by Henry’s story.  

 

Of all the participants, Henry served for the least time (4 years) and left the Army the 

longest ago (1969). He joined the Army to honour family tradition of service and 

spoke fondly of the friends he made whilst serving. He took to Army life quickly and 

told me of his initial intention of completing 22 years’ service. Henry was deployed to 

the Aden Emergency, which he described as ‘good fun, it was proper soldiering. It 

was Cold War soldiering, proper soldiering. That’s what you joined up for’. Upon 

returning, he was hit by a car and suffered various serious physical injuries, including 

traumatic brain injury, and was ultimately medically discharged. Henry did not 

receive any type of resettlement and observed that after leaving ‘it’s like you don’t 

exist anymore’. Immediately following his service exit, Henry recalls ‘going off the 

rails’ and being a ‘completely different person to what I was in the forces. I was 

fighting, I’d been arrested’. He expressed that he had no interest in finding a job at 

this point.  

 

Throughout the course of the interview, Henry shared a series of perturbing life 

events. He had attempted suicide three times, been to prison, and lived rough for 

two years. Henry had reached out for help several times to be told he had 

‘concentration problems’ which were attributable to his traumatic brain injury. After 

re-engaging with an Army friend who was also struggling, he found some work as a 

driver and started a family. However, he suffered through several breakdowns and 

got divorced in 1987. Henry has not seen his children since 1987, to which he 

revealed, ‘they’re frightened of me, they think I might hurt them, but I won’t’. 

Following his divorce, he job hopped until his retirement in 2013. Henry remained 

constantly dissatisfied within work, and told me ‘even after all this time, I still don’t 

know how to be a civilian or how to talk to civilians’. He explained a severe 

frustration with his inability to assimilate to civilian life, stating ‘you can’t become a 

civilian because you’re still military minded. But you try, you try and try, but I can’t 

relate to civilian life’. Consequently, Henry felt his happiest at reunions or when he 

was socialising with other veterans.  
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Despite leaving over 50 years ago and only serving for a relatively short period of 

time, Henry remained un-assimilated to the civilian Symbolic Order. Instead, he 

fluctuated between partially and fully assimilated to the Army Symbolic Order and 

believed his attachment to it made living within civvy street irreconcilable. There was, 

of course, a possibility that Henry’s traumatic brain injury contributed to his 

unwillingness to conform to civilian life. Research has documented the increased 

likelihood of mental health difficulties in veterans who have sustained a traumatic 

brain injury (Jones et al., 2014; Rona et al., 2012; Turgoose and Murphy, 2018). 

Malabou (2009) notes that when assuming neural-plasticity, we need to 

acknowledge how such injuries to the brain influence ontological security and 

identity. Importantly, she deviates from the customary supposition that plasticity is 

always positive. For Henry, it could be argued that his brain injury rigidly solidified his 

connection to his current ontological reality. In various phases throughout Henry’s life 

he was exposed to the harms of the civilian Symbolic Order he was being presented 

with. He detested the values he witnessed, was brushed off by experts who were 

civilians, and attributed his hardships to failings of civil society. Henry used these 

encounters to justify his attachment to the Army Symbolic Order, and his frequent 

association with fellow veterans facilitated the disavowal of any Army related harms 

to further solidify this assimilation. Thus, his Symbolic Order was never deapted and 

he had no reason, or perhaps ability, to solicit a new one.  

 

Similarly, Wayne was identified in the previous chapter as being unassimilated to the 

Army Symbolic Order. As he joined at age 25, his former attachment to his civilian 

Symbolic Order called in to question the validity of losing autonomy during basic 

training. Once the interview progressed to discussing his time post-Army exit, Wayne 

reflected on the benefits of this dissatisfaction with Army life, stating, ‘I couldn’t 

integrate whilst I was in, but coming out, no problem. It was very much, it helped a 

lot. I could just reintegrate back into society and I knew what I was doing anyway’. 

He described his first post-Army civilian role as a truck driver as ‘the start of my life 

because everything took off from there’. He went on to work as a manager and 

consultant. It was clear that Wayne maintained his full assimilation to the civilian 

Symbolic Order throughout his life. However, it is pertinent to note that as Wayne 

only served for 5 years, the civilian world may not have significantly changed in the 
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time he was removed from it. The transition may have been less successful if he had 

served for longer and was faced with an unfamiliar civilian milieu upon his exit.  

 

Henry and Wayne’s stories resonate with the first categorisation listed above. Their 

full assimilation to one Symbolic Order exposed the harms of the other and 

prevented transcendence between the two. For some, soliciting the civilian Symbolic 

Order was relatively smooth though a yearning for Army life gradually developed. 

Kimberley stated,  

‘I never missed the Army when I left at all. I was involved in Uni life, 
I've got a family, got all my friends back here and really liked my job. 
And it's probably only these last sort of two, three years, I'm sort of 

not missing the work, but missing the environment’. 

 
Kimberley served with the Royal Military Police and moved into social work positions 

once she left the Army. At the time of interviewing, she was becoming frustrated with 

the politics of working with local authorities and was applying for roles where she 

could support members of the military community. As she was working with families 

in desperate need, the system was unprepared and unwilling to provide necessary 

provision. Kimberley’s event knowledge prompted a retreat into partial assimilation of 

the civilian Symbolic Order, and subsequently, she sought familiarity by attempting to 

re-engage with the military. Despite initially fully assimilating to the civilian Symbolic 

Order, gradual exposure to these harms facilitated the recognition of deaptation. In 

other words, Kimberley’s closeness to the deleterious effects of neoliberalism forced 

her to acknowledge the existence of a flawed Symbolic Order and subsequently 

latch on to something that would prevent contact with the Real.  

 

Lewis enlisted as a junior leader in 1989, served for 18 years with the Royal 

Armoured Corps, and completed six operational tours. During his service, he 

oscillated between being fully and partially assimilated to the Army Symbolic Order. 

After describing basic training as a ‘form of brainwashing’, I asked if he believed it 

was successful in its aim. Jokingly, he responded ‘I never behaved in my career so I 

don’t know if it was 100% successful’. Lewis went on to attribute the mundanity of 

camp life as the stimulus for his misbehaving, which was drinking and partying. 

Following his last deployment to Iraq, he decided that he had had enough of Army 
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life and left voluntarily. At this point, Lewis was partially assimilated to the Army 

Symbolic Order, but unassimilated to any civilian Symbolic Order. He went through a 

series of roles upon leaving, from being the landlord of a pub to a binman. Lewis 

described being unemployed, the frustrations of working night shifts, and recalls 

having ‘no money for the electric, stealing power from the hallway, sitting with my 

dog next to me with no lights on’. Despite these hardships, it was clear that over time 

he began soliciting the civilian Symbolic Order. Lewis spoke of learning to integrate 

amongst civilians, though never enough to amount to full assimilation:  

‘I don’t think there’s a Lewis shaped hole for me to fit into it. It never 
feels quite right. I know it’s that I haven’t got the same community 
around me…I’m not part of that gang anymore. You lose that, it’s 
lost to you forevermore. You’re no longer part of the gang or the 
group. And a lot of people spend, even me, I haven’t found my 

place, you’re trying to find your place again. Once you leave, it’s 
took from you’. 

 
Eventually, Lewis found enjoyment in roles that allowed him to reconnect with the 

Army in some way, at the time of interviewing he was working for a team comprised 

mainly of other veterans. He mourned the loss of the community and friendship he 

enjoyed whilst serving, and this highlighted the problems of the civilian Symbolic 

Order. Thus, he always remained partially assimilated to the Army Symbolic Order 

and fluctuated between un- and partial assimilation to the civilian Symbolic Order 

depending upon his roles and exposure to harm. 

 

Further participants mirrored Lewis’ trajectory, where the absence of assumed 

shared values prompted the search for elements of the Army in civilian life. This 

manifested in various ways, and was echoed within the existing literature (Higate, 

2001; Rumann and Hamrick, 2010). Some would actively reengage with military life 

by attending veteran breakfast clubs, seeking work opportunities alongside other 

veterans, or joining the Army Reserves. Other participants sought to replicate 

specific features of Army life in a civilian environment, such as thrill-seeking or 

camaraderie. A small number of participants were able to find short bursts of 

excitement within their roles which mirrored the exciting faction of Army life. Matthew 

described his experience of working with the police during the riots, ‘every once in a 

while they’d open up the shields and we’d dash out to grab a bit of kit to fingerprint or 
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take a photograph of somebody and while you’re doing that you’re getting bottled, 

which is brill. It’s just like being in the Army again’. The search for camaraderie was 

less successful, though some were able to form close bonds with civilians once the 

dust had settled. Clearly, there was something favourable about what they had 

experienced in the Army. Whilst still assimilated to the Army Symbolic Order yet 

operating within the civilian sphere, some attempted to latch on to something that 

would make sense again or provide a level of familiarity (Edelmann, 2018; Ramio et 

al., 2008).  

 

These examples have demonstrated how participants existed within two Symbolic 

Orders. As with Kotzé’s (2019) findings in the context of the myth of the crime 

decline, their assimilation was contingent upon their proximity to the harms of the 

relevant Symbolic Order and their ability to fetishistically disavow those harms. They 

would move between being un-, partially, and fully assimilated to either Symbolic 

Order depending upon their environment. Spending time with old Army friends, for 

example, allowed participants to return to their full assimilation of the Army Symbolic 

Order, as Keith noted, ‘I’m a completely different person, now I’m running my own 

business, I’ve got my own staff. But, I think what I like is that when I do get with the 

lads, I go back to being what I was. I go back to just being one of the lads’. Events 

triggered reflections of the validity of their Symbolic Order or highlighted the harms of 

the other, which explains the oscillation between them. The final example that ought 

to be explored, though, lies within those who experienced complete unassimilation.  

 

5.5.2 Complete Unassimilation  
 

Throughout this chapter, the harms of both Symbolic Orders have been 

demonstrated. The examples provided above of fluidity between Symbolic Orders 

denoted the contact to the harms of one Symbolic Order which could not be 

disavowed. However, in a small number of instances, the harms of both Symbolic 

Orders were so explicitly displayed, and the ability to disavow them removed, that 

participants descended into complete unassimilation. To be unassimilated from both 

the Army and civilian Symbolic Orders meant an encounter with the Real, thus, it is 

argued here that complete unassimilation manifested as a breakdown. In the 
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remainder of this section, Jeremy’s story is used to illustrate how this deterioration 

into unassimilation occurred.  

 

Jeremy joined the Army at 16 in 1983 and served for 33 years. Throughout his 

career, he was deployed to Northern Ireland twice, Bosnia, Iraq, and Afghanistan. 

Towards the end of his service, he had spent a lot of time working with the RAF, and 

subsequently ‘drifted away from the Army’. It was in this period that he oscillated 

from full to partial assimilation to the Army Symbolic Order. In 2014 when he 

returned to a role centred within the Army,  

‘I don’t know what happened, but I began sobbing at night, I don’t 
mean crying, I’m talking sobbing, that absolute noisy sobbing, where 

you are in the corner of the room with your head in your hands in 
absolute floods of tears and I had no idea why…I couldn’t talk, 

couldn’t find the words, and it was really weird’. 

 
Following this episode, he was sent to a psychiatric hospital and received a 

diagnosis of PTSD. At this stage, Jeremy observed the dangers of the Army 

Symbolic Order: ‘the Army revolves around teamwork…If one person is sick, that 

breaks down that team because there’s a weak link in that team…they are treated 

like an absolute leper. They are chastised, ridiculed and made to feel like they are 

weak’. He described being ignored by his colleagues following his diagnosis, and 

being told by a superior to ‘go and break my arm and have a proper injury’. When I 

asked Jeremy if there was anyone there to support him during this time, he 

responded ‘I wasn’t really reaching out to people because I didn’t really know 

myself’. It was clear that Jeremy’s model of meaning making had failed him, the 

malice Jeremy witnessed following his breakdown catapulted him into unassimilation 

and he no longer had access to tools to facilitate disavowal. Importantly, he had not 

been a civilian for 33 years so had no alternative Symbolic Order to latch on to. 

Jeremy was medically discharged from the Army on account of his mental health 

which he recalled as being ‘sordid and unkind’. His breakdown seemed to reflect 

what Winlow and Hall (2013) referred to as the ‘event’: an occurrence so traumatic it 

can interrupt the subject’s connection to their Symbolic Order. He commented on 

how the overt exposure to the disregard for individuals during his medical discharge 

eased his transition to civvy street:  
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‘I think that possibly made it easier to deal with not being a soldier, 
because I still meet friends today and they say “I’d go back in a 

heartbeat”, and I’m like no I wouldn’t even consider it. I’m not full of 
animosity, in lots of ways it did me a favour, because it drew that line 

categorically’. 

 
As a consequence of his PTSD, Jeremy has not worked since he left the Army. He 

has been through a series of treatments via the NHS and charities, none of which he 

felt successfully helped him. He continually struggled to make sense of the world and 

his experiences. One day, he found himself sitting over the motorway intending to 

throw himself off the bridge:  

‘it’s pretty weird but this car came past, and there was a little girl sat 
in the front of the car, looking up at me on the bridge, and she 

waved. The sheer simpleness of that wave was what snapped me 
out of it, and I thought my god, heavens, I could’ve jumped off this 

bridge a second before she waved, and she could’ve seen me. And 
then I could have transferred all of my PTSD to that poor child. And 

that stopped me that day’. 

 
This grounding experience began Jeremy’s journey into assimilation to the civilian 

Symbolic Order. He found his new tool of disavowal in writing poetry every day; the 

creative outlet allowed him to acknowledge and investigate his pain without risking 

an encounter with the Real. In doing so, he began engaging with civilians through 

disseminating his poems. Upon reflection, Jeremy was grateful for his breakdown, he 

refers to it as the stimulus for his ‘second life’. Although only Jeremy’s account has 

been outlined in this section, it is important to note that other participants had framed 

their breakdown in a similar manner. Matthew, for example, noted ‘some people call 

them breakdowns, I’m calling mine a breakthrough, because it’s when I realised it 

was me that needed to change and not the rest of the world’. When a breakdown or 

severe mental health issue had occurred, the subject had lost the ability to make 

sense of the world through either lens. The destructive nature of both Symbolic 

Orders were so blatantly brandished that disavowal was unobtainable. Thus, the 

breakdown represented complete unassimilation whereby the subject was levelled 

by their unconscious.  

 

Part of the aim of this thesis was to uncover and theorise the experiences of 

‘unproblematic’ veterans, as defined by McGarry and Walklate (2016). Jeremy’s 
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transition, and that of others who had experienced complete unassimilation, fell out 

of this aim. However, their accounts were vital in the formulation of this theoretical 

advancement and demonstrated the applicability of it.  

 

5.6 The Need for Charity  
 

The vast majority of participants demonstrated the need for charity, whether through 

their own personal experience or what they had witnessed in others. As highlighted 

in Chapter 1, only a small percentage of veterans undergo problematic transitions 

(Iversen et al., 2005; Stevelink et al., 2018). However, the scope of most charities’ 

provision extended beyond supporting these few extreme cases. They aided more 

generally with minor financial difficulties, common mental health disorders, and 

unemployment. For the charity workers interviewed, the issues they were faced with 

ranged drastically. Jim stated he mainly encountered ‘poverty…everybody is in 

bloody debt’. Patrick recalled helping ,’the old soldier who needs a stairlift, or a 

mobile scooter. People who need support when they’re terminally ill. It’s a whole 

range’. Furthermore, the issues they confronted changed over time. For example, 

the pandemic presented a new variety of problems with isolation, finances, and 

unemployment. This meant that the participants in more senior positions in charities 

were required to keep up to date with recent research, and consequently alter their 

practice, to appropriately support those in need. Thomas, who worked in a senior 

position for a national charity, noted that often the cases he was presented with were 

complex:  

‘These days we kind of see that most clients are not just needing 
money, they’ve possibly got some kind of mental issue…How do 

you address that? Marriage break up, battered wives, lots of falling 
on hard times, need help paying the bills, with mobility, and care 

home fees. Not many charities are happy about that…it’s got to be 
quite defined and limited’. 

 
A lot of the national charities are specific in their remit, targeting mental health, 

homelessness, or injury. Alternatively, they operated a signposting system where 

they would either receive guidance from specialised sources or send the person in 

need directly to another charity. Moreover, participants from smaller charities 

appeared more equipped to deal with complex cases. As Max, who founded his own 
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local charity, stated, ‘we try to do it the other way around of ‘well what do you need’, 

and we’ll work with you, we’ll help. So there was a lot of initially different training, 

what we didn’t want to be was an organisation that just signposted to someone else’. 

Throughout the interviews, various limitations of charities were emphasised. 

Veterans spoke of having to ‘jump through hoops’ to access services, waiting lists 

were vast, and there were inconsistencies with how support was delivered across 

the UK. Furthermore, there is a greater dominance of Armed Forces charities located 

in the South of England (Pozo and Walker, 2014), though, both veterans and charity 

workers commented on the oversaturation of different charities. There are 

approximately 1,800 Armed Forces charities in the UK (DSC, 2022). Once valiantly 

deciding to reach out for support, veterans were overwhelmed by the vast array of 

charities on offer.  

 

Regardless of where and how the support was provided, the need for charity was 

clear and participants who had worked for charities cited this as their main motivation 

for seeking their role. Some volunteered part time as case workers, others were in 

senior paid positions or founded their own charity. However, one question 

consistently arose when I spoke to participants about charities: should addressing 

these needs actually be the responsibility of charities?   

 

5.6.1 All Quiet on the Welfare State Front  
 

Since the onset of neoliberalism, public services have increasingly been delivered by 

the third sector (Alcock, 2012; Peck and Tickell, 2002). Winlow and Hall (2022) 

described how Blair’s New Labour demonstrated commitment to neoliberal tenets by 

granting operational independence to the Bank of England. Alongside facilitating 

marketisation, Blair’s government did introduce some initiatives to protect the 

working class, such as Sure Start (Bouchal and Norris, 2014). The entrance of the 

coalition government in 2010 was accompanied by the retreat of funding pledges to 

such initiatives (Watt, 2011), signifying Cameron’s ‘big society’ agenda (Kisby, 

2010). In the speech announcing his proposal for a ‘big society’, Cameron hoped 

that instead of relying on the state to provide support, the public would, ‘feel both 

free and powerful enough to help themselves and their own communities’ (Cabinet 

Office, 2010). We were on our own now. Given the inherent link between veterans’ 
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former occupation and the government, there was an assumption amongst 

participants that the state should be dealing with the ramifications of service. This 

was observed both by veterans and those who had worked for charities. Veterans 

Jack and Eric noted,  

‘it’s bad when charities have got to help us when our own 
government can’t… It gets to you because we’ve done so much for 
our country, and our country has just turned around and said “we 

don’t care”’.  

Jack  

‘The MoD make you and break you, they turn you out and then just 
leave you to rot. It shouldn’t be down to charities. To support what 
the MoD have produced. The government should be supporting, it 

shouldn’t be down to charities’. 

Eric 

 
Charity workers noted that sometimes their roles involved reminding councils or 

governmental departments of their obligations regarding housing and benefits after 

veterans had been turned away when approaching them directly. To illustrate this 

point, it is worth providing an example.  

 

Alan left the Army after 25 years’ service in 2016 and could not settle in civilian work. 

After being sacked from one job due to a stress-related hernia and subsequent sick 

leave, he lived precariously as an agency worker. The absence of security and 

protection in his conditions of employment urged movement into equally unstable 

work. At the time of the interview, Alan worked as a social carer and emotionally 

described the trauma of witnessing the deaths of clients during the pandemic: ‘I don’t 

want to lose more clients…you start thinking “what if”, could I have done 

something?...I know it’s not me, I know I do everything right, but you still have that 

thing in the back of your head’. Additionally, after struggling to pay bills, he lived in a 

caravan for a year. When he applied for housing support and benefits through the 

council, he was told his Army pension rendered him ineligible for provision. Alan 

reached out to several charities for assistance and received varying amounts of help. 

He was able to obtain food, a cooker, and a dash camera for the caravan he was 

living in.   
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Fundamentally, Alan had issues with precarious employment, in-work poverty, and 

housing. There is deeper question here around the responsibility of the State to 

support the welfare of its citizens which moves beyond the scope of this thesis. 

However, as a bare minimum, eradicating homelessness and poverty surely fall 

within the remit of governmental provision (Alcock et al., 2008; Cousins, 2005). 

Rationalised and well-evidenced solutions have been outlined elsewhere, such as 

the job guarantee (Tcherneva, 2020), or a universal basic income (Bregman, 2017), 

though these are yet to be implemented despite burgeoning support following the 

pandemic (Hensher, 2020; Nettle et al., 2021). If these measures had been in place 

when Alan was in desperate need, he may not have needed to navigate multiple 

charities to attain minimal assistance. This will be considered in greater depth within 

Chapter 6, the conclusion.   

 

Furthermore, there was an obvious disadvantage to support being provided by 

charities as opposed to the State. Charities needed funding. This meant that working 

for a charity in a paid position was a risky venture. Jill recalled leaving her secure job 

for a role within a local charity where she was made redundant after 3 months due to 

lack of funding. Additionally, Caddick (2016) found that in order to harvest support 

and funding, charities may only highlight the negative experiences of veterans. 

Participants within this research echoed this finding. For example, Julie commented 

on how some charities used ‘emotional blackmail’ to gain donations, and Samuel 

observed how doing so may lead to negative perceptions from civilian employers. To 

counteract this, Max relayed how he ensures the privacy and dignity of his service 

users by avoiding the ‘high street approach’ and: 

‘I’m not going to put someone out on social media just to raise funds 
for the charity. I’d rather not have the funds. I don’t want to 

showcase distress, I also don’t want civilians thinking that veterans 
are broken or damaged because we keep posting the same pictures 
or the same sort of stuff all the time. Unfortunately, that’s what the 

big charities do…and then we wonder why recruitment starts 
dropping. Well which parents are going to encourage their children 

to go into the military if all we’ve got are the big service charities 
saying, ‘here are the guys who lost limbs, here are the guys who’s 

lives fell apart’. All they get is negativity. What about all the veterans 
who are millionaires. Where are they?’. 
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Mumford (2012) defends that sharing veterans’ narratives humanises them whilst 

emphasising our social responsibility for them, though, there is an endless catch-22 

situation here. Balancing raising awareness to gain funding without classifying 

veterans as a problematic population seems an exceedingly perilous challenge. In 

the interest of returning to aetiology (Hall and Winlow, 2015), there are unmistakably 

structural solutions which would prevent reliance on charitable intervention. As Žižek 

(2009) warns though, this requires a radical withdrawal of donations.  

 

5.7 Conclusion 
 

As outlined in Chapter 1, most veterans are thought to have a ‘successful’ transition 

into civilian life (Iversen et al., 2005). When using the metric of ‘able to attain 

employment’ as a measure, the vast majority of participants had indeed been 

successful. However, the issues presented throughout this chapter illustrated the 

need to broaden this definition of successful. Leaving the Army was a traumatic 

severance for some, particularly those who had been medically discharged. The 

process which was supposed to facilitate the transition, resettlement, was sometimes 

inaccessible, unsuitable, and plagued with the destruction of private corporations. 

Furthermore, the resettlement process paled in comparison to basic training for its 

ability to stimulate the solicitation of a new Symbolic Order. There was a yearning for 

a programme which would de-militarise service leavers in preparation for integration 

to a civil society with opposing values. The transition into civilian work highlighted 

those values to veterans, and most participants were left frustrated with the ‘every 

man for himself’ attitude they witnessed. However, there were contradictions in how 

the participants spoke about their perceptions of civilian values. It was clear that, in 

some ways, they had assimilated to the principles of the Symbolic Order they 

claimed to detest. Thus, it was theorised that sometimes, veterans existed within two 

Symbolic Orders. Oscillation between the two Symbolic Orders was prompted by the 

exposure to harm and varying ability to disavow those harms. Examples were 

provided of how specific participants moved between their assimilation based on 

particular events, such as Kimberley’s retreat from the civilian Symbolic Order once 

she had witnessed the lack of provision for families in need. It should be noted 

though, that this theorisation was built upon reflections provided by participants who 

viewed their assimilation through the lens of how they were assimilated at the time of 
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the interview. If participants were fully assimilated to the Army Symbolic Order during 

the interview, this would inevitably have influenced how they spoke of the Army and 

civvy street. This does not undermine the value of the theoretical arguments made 

here, but does point to the need for further, perhaps longitudinal, research. The 

following and concluding chapter attempts to offer recommendations in light of these 

theorisations. 
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Chapter VI: Conclusion   
 

6.1 Finding Clarity within the Charlie Foxtrot 
 

This thesis represents a rare qualitative study of veterans’ transitions and is the first 

to offer an ultra-realist interpretation of the transition into civilian life. By drawing on 

semi-structured interviews with 58 Army veterans, spouses, and charity workers, this 

thesis has documented the journey through service life and the transition into civvy 

street. In line with the extant literature (Moles et al., 2013), enlisting in the Army was 

seen as the only viable alternative out of deprived or ordinary locales where 

prospects were narrow. It promised travel, excitement, camaraderie, and structure to 

those who felt their social or familial conditions would not allow for such 

gratifications. Those features highlighted the limitations associated with their 

assimilation to an existing Symbolic Order. Johnston (2008) refers to this process 

whereby the individual becomes aware of the problems with their model of meaning-

making as deaptation. For those enlisting, being in a state of deaptation provided the 

necessary preconditions for seeking a new Symbolic Order. Instead of being faced 

with the potential threat of the Lacanian Real, the subject was exposed to the 

possibility of an alternative, more appealing, Symbolic Order. 

 

However, the solicitation of the Army Symbolic Order was no easy feat; basic 

training was intentionally challenging. It relied on physically and psychologically 

isolating recruits from what they had known by geographically quarantining them and 

limiting contact with the outside world. It was within these conditions that most were 

able to sever their attachment to their former Symbolic Order and adopt the Army 

one. In summary, the Army Symbolic Order differs from the liberal capitalist civilian 

Symbolic Orders in three main ways: 

 

1) Camaraderie: The Army ethos prioritises camaraderie as opposed to 

individualism. There was a functional purpose for this ranking, social 

cohesion has been identified as essential to combat effectiveness 

(Sherman, 2005; Wessley, 2006). Participants spoke of how when they 

were on operations, they were fighting for their peers, not their 

government. This level of companionship lies in stark contrast to the 
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neoliberal individual who is severely competitive and hedonistic (Hall et al., 

2008).  

2) Lifestyle: Serving in the Army was framed as a way of life whereas civilian 

jobs were viewed as detached from the social. In addition to being a 

career with high demands for time (Soeters et al., 2008), this partly 

referred to the facilities provided by the Army to personnel whilst serving, 

such as accommodation, health care, and social spaces. Thus, 

involvement with the Army was considered a 24/7 commitment, not merely 

37 hours a week.  

3) Violence: The state’s monopoly on physical violence grants the Army as 

one of the few remaining lawful sites for violence. The pseudo-pacification 

process outlined by Hall (2014) documents the sublimation of physical 

violence in favour of symbolic aggression to facilitate trade. With the Army 

operating as an exception to that norm, its personnel are equipped with a 

different rule book to civilians.   

 

The combination of these three mechanisms served as the foundation of the Army 

Symbolic Order. Moreover, each of those components armed personnel with the 

tools to facilitate the fetishistic disavowal of the harms associated with that same 

Symbolic Order. To provide an example, operational deployments were a 

challenging facet of participants’ Army careers. Most described the many ways 

combative environments exposed harm, both through witnessing and participating in 

cruelty. Deployments demanded camaraderie, required 24/7 attention, and 

exemplified personnel’s capacity to legitimately enact physical violence. 

Concurrently, these characteristics also allowed participants to disavow the harms of 

operational deployments. Thus, the three features that distinguish the Army from the 

civilian world also served as the foot soldiers between personnel and the harms of 

their Symbolic Order, the tools which facilitate fetishistic disavowal.  

 

Although this system worked successfully for most whilst serving, in essence, they 

lost those three tools upon their Army exit. In line with other research (Ricks, 2005; 

Sayer et al., 2014), participants displayed frustration with the individualistic mentality 

they were exposed to in civvy street. The profit-driven and self-serving attitudes they 

witnessed opposed the values they were familiar with. Eventually, contact with these 
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principles emphasised the harms of their Army Symbolic Order; having relative 

autonomy and being able to clock out at 5 p.m. on the dot seemed appealing in 

comparison to the restrictions of Army life. Of course, civilians do frequently work 

beyond their designated hours (Sang et al., 2015; Weston et al., 2019), but the 

finding was rooted in what veterans had witnessed whilst working with civilians. This 

realisation that they could work less and keep their job prompted the withdrawal from 

the Army Symbolic Order and the adoption of a civilian one. Using Kotze’s (2019) 

delineation of degrees of assimilation which he developed in the context of the myth 

of the crime decline, I outlined a framework in the previous chapter which explains 

participants' journey between the two Symbolic Orders. I must stress that this 

particular trajectory was not universal. Instead, participants oscillated between their 

ability to disavow the harms of one Symbolic Order and their proximity to those 

harms. Some retreated from their attachment to the Army Symbolic Order before 

leaving, others maintained their full assimilation to the Army Symbolic Order decades 

later. In other words, the strength of attachment to the Army or civilian way of making 

sense of the world was dependent upon how close they were to harm and how able 

they were to repress knowledge of those harms. There was no linear progression 

that each participant followed. However, the flexibility of the framework allows for 

these fluctuations.  

 

As stated in the earlier chapters of this thesis, I sought to understand how those 

deemed successful by the typical measure of ‘in employment’ faired in their transition 

to civvy street. The majority of participants in this research fell into that category; 

they had not encountered homelessness, addiction, criminality, or severe mental 

health issues. Thus, the theorisations made have largely been a consequence of 

those ‘unproblematic’ transitions. Clearly, these experiences were not linear or free 

from struggle. Instead, participants were confronted with not only the harms of their 

Army Symbolic Order, but the harsh reality of civilian life. The work on offer was 

often insecure, precarious, and manned by employees willing to stab others in the 

back to advance their own progression (Lloyd, 2019). Ultimately, the issues faced by 

veterans were not too dissimilar to what civilians encounter. In the small number of 

instances where participants had experienced a ‘problematic’ transition, the outlined 

framework still applied. For the few who had descended into complete unassimilation 

from both Symbolic Orders, such as Jeremy whose account was provided in Chapter 
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5, this represented an encounter with the Real, an unsymbolised abyss, and 

manifested as a breakdown. However, the framework still ought to be tested on 

further populations as summarised below.  

 

6.2 Limitations and Future Research Recommendations  
 

Ross and Bibler Zaidi (2019) posit the need and obligation for academics to provide 

honest and complete limitations for their research for the benefit of readers and 

future studies. This section expands upon the shortcomings of this project which 

have been mentioned throughout the thesis and suggests how those confines can be 

addressed through further research. It is worth stating though, it was necessary to 

have restrictions on the demographics of participants given the scope and length of 

the project, so the points identified below may reflect a still under-researched area as 

opposed to a weak methodology.  

 

With relation to the sample, there was only one participant who was not white and 

none who identified as LGBT+. This was not an intentional recruitment method, but 

perhaps revealed a limitation of snowball sampling. In light of research that suggests 

the transition is experienced differently dependent on race and sexuality (Eichler et 

al., 2021; Saunders et al., 2021), the framework for explaining the transition provided 

in the previous chapter must be tested on these demographics.  

 

A further population that was not accessed via the use of snowball sampling was 

early service leavers (ESLs). As acknowledged in Chapter 4, those who did not 

serve for long would possibly not have formed strong connections with fellow 

soldiers. Consequently, they would not have been put forward by other participants. 

My hypothesis would be that aside from ESLs who left involuntarily through a 

medical discharge, most were unable to solicit the Army Symbolic Order and this 

prompted a swift exit. In Chapter 1, it was discerned that ESLs are particularly at risk 

of difficulties post-service (Bergman et al., 2014; Buckman et al., 2012; Fear et al., 

2010). Thus, it would be worth investigating this population in future research.  

 

Despite these missed participant demographics, I do not want to discount snowball 

sampling as a poor method for researching veterans. Fundamentally, this manner of 
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recruitment produced 58 participants and worked particularly well for inviting 

spouses to take part. As this was the first scholarly attempt to make sense of 

military-to-civilian transitions through ultra-realism, I deliberately chose broad 

research boundaries. I did not place any limits on the length of service, age of 

enlistment, operational experiences, corps, gender, rank, and so on, as the purpose 

of this research was to explore the utility of using ultra-realism to explain the 

transition generally. This led to the production of a theoretical framework, using 

Kotzé’s (2019) degrees of assimilation, which proposed service leavers fluctuate 

between their attachment to the Army and civilian Symbolic Orders. Further research 

could stratify the recruitment of participants and question the validity of this 

framework, but also assess whether movement and assimilation are influenced by 

certain characteristics. The main caveat that was placed on the participation of 

veterans related to the branch of the Armed Forces, as only Army veterans were 

involved. Future research could test the applicability of the conclusions made here to 

veterans of the RAF and Navy, or other international Armed Forces. Without wanting 

to overstate the potential of this framework, it could possibly assess other career 

transitions within a similar context, for example, those leaving the police or fire 

service.  

 

Due to the essential short-term nature of PhD research, this study could not have 

been longitudinal. Some limitations of the inevitable snapshot method were exposed 

following the completion of the fieldwork. Approximately 6 months after the 

interviews, I followed up with participants to check in and provide them with a copy of 

the transcript if they wanted it. In that brief time between the interview and follow-up, 

one participant had been divorced and diagnosed with PTSD. Following my 

analytical understanding that service leavers fluctuate in their assimilation to their 

Symbolic Orders dependent upon their proximity to harm and ability to disavow those 

harms, this lends itself to a longitudinal observation. Furthermore, the participants 

will have provided their accounts based on where their assimilation was at the time 

of the interview. Researching this participant group longitudinally would more 

accurately facilitate the mapping of movement across and between Symbolic Orders.  

 

Methodologically, there is an opportunity for potential research to utilise alternative 

methods in investigating this field. For example, the preferred method of ultra-
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realists, ethnography, would certainly be worth considering. It was disregarded from 

this research mainly due to constraints from the pandemic and as Treadwell (2018) 

warned, the need for the researcher to biographically integrate with the researched. 

Throughout the interviews, it became evident that there would be occasions for 

ethnographic inquiry at veterans' breakfast mornings, remembrance day parades, 

reunions, and so on, many of which I was invited to. Although it was not feasible 

given the limitations of this thesis, ethnographic research could provide insightful and 

necessary observations of the veteran community in the future.  

 

Hopefully apparent throughout this section is the scope and need for more evidence 

within this field. Despite increased scholarly attention, the nuances and complexities 

of the military-to-civilian transition are not fully documented or analysed. As noted in 

Chapter 4, the Army is changing. Traces of neoliberal thought are infiltrating the 

barracks, and research needs to keep up with this intrusion. Although this thesis 

contributes to that growing knowledge base by providing a theoretical framework to 

make sense of the transition, it still ought to be tested and examined further. Looking 

beyond potential research endeavours, the following section ventures into what the 

future may need to hold in light of the findings of this project.   

 

6.3 There’s the Way it Ought to be and There’s the Way it is: Speculating 
What Ought to be 
 

Typically, at this point in a thesis, the author looks forward, makes suggestions for 

refining practice or policy, and hopes the next generation is not subject to the same 

problems as their own. There are certainly recommendations that could be made 

here that would marginally improve the chances of future service leavers. The 

resettlement process could be amended to more adequately prepare soldiers for 

their exit. It could, as Caddick (2016) endorsed, be introduced earlier in service to 

diminish the chances of personnel slipping through the net. It could be run by those 

with lived experience, who could share anecdotes of working alongside lazy and 

liberal civilians. It could even mirror basic training, a harsh isolated process which 

facilitates movement between Symbolic Orders. However, I do not wish to overstate 

the potential impact of these types of recommendations. They resemble what 

Whitehead (2018: 92) referred to as ‘tinkering at the edges’. Service leavers may 
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fare better, they might feel more equipped to live soundly alongside civilians. 

Nevertheless, they will still be attempting to navigate the same harmful neoliberal 

environment. These small alterations would perhaps merely make us complacent in 

demanding more. In the interest of returning to aetiology as Hall and Winlow (2015) 

advise, the recommendations made here must address the problem, not the 

symptoms. Doing this, though, calls for some speculation.  

 

At the risk of sounding like a pageant contestant, I could naively hope for world 

peace. A world in which the Army is obsolete, thus ceasing the dilemma around 

balancing operational effectiveness and soldiers' well-being. Yet, this answer is 

illogical. After all, the function of the Army cannot be ignored. Furthermore, the 

presence of war is not the only contributor to a harmful society. As has been 

delineated throughout this thesis and in writing elsewhere (e.g., Hall, 2014; Lloyd, 

2018; Winlow et al., 2016), the civilian world is riddled with harmful practices. The 

majority of participants from this project reflected positively on their experience in the 

Army and it was only upon their exit that challenges emerged. So, we must look 

elsewhere for a solution.  

 

To begin this theoretical exploration, I would like to draw attention to a point made by 

one of my participants, Matthew:  

‘We need a military. We need some kind of arm to keep us safe from 
something. If say, pre-joining up, someone had dealt with all my 
issues, which were all pre-military obviously, I probably wouldn’t 

have joined up. I probably would’ve stayed at school, and I definitely 
wouldn’t have been the good soldier that I was, I wouldn’t have been 
able to do what needed to be done. So there’s a danger there, and 
it’s a great moral or ethical question, when is it ok to help somebody 
psychologically? Is it before they join up, in which case, there’s no 

need for them to join up and the country becomes potentially 
unsafe? Because nobody in their right mind would run towards a 
machine gun post whilst it’s firing. One of the reasons why people 

like me are ideally suited for soldiering, is that our experiences 
growing up in childhood make us more amenable to taking very very 
great risks. Let’s face it, running towards a machine gun post is a big 
risk to your life. And if I hadn’t have had those life experiences or if 

they’d have been resolved before joining up, there’s no way on earth 
you’d get me doing anything like soldiering. So sadly, in the current 
climate in the world, we need a military. And for that, you’re going to 

need semi-broken people to man the ranks as it were’. 



Emma Armstrong  PhD Thesis 

 221 

Matthew raises a valid point, and it does indeed pose a great moral and ethical 

question. When is the right time to prevent harm if sometimes that harm is the 

stimulus for participation in a necessary evil? Furthermore, the brief respite of 

service life only temporarily alleviates those harms until the individual is returned to 

the society that neglected them in the first place. It is worth bearing in mind here that 

although a lot of participants echoed Matthew’s reason for joining, there were some 

whose motivation for enlisting was not grounded in a traumatic or disruptive 

childhood. As highlighted in Chapters 1 and 4, quite often, joining follows the 

absence of a viable alternative (Bellany, 2010; Moles et al., 2013). For others, it was 

rooted in a desire to honour family tradition or serve the country. However, it seems 

the desire to serve the country as it is now is dwindling. Bill stated, ‘I look at the 

society of today and it’s certainly not the society that I was prepared to defend in 

1982’. If we were, as Matthew mentioned, to resolve childhood issues to prevent 

joining the Army alongside ensuring decent alternative occupations to the military, 

we may be left with an under-manned Armed Forces. At this point, I would like to 

consider the potential solution suggested by a large number of participants: national 

service.  

 

6.3.1 What we can Learn from National Service  
 

At the end of the interviews, I asked participants whether they would recommend an 

Army career to anyone else. Most responded with a ‘yes, but’, the ‘but’ typically 

being that they would advise getting a trade which was conducive to succeeding in a 

civilian career. One possibility I did not introduce, yet was consistently mentioned, 

was national service. When this topic did arise, most were in favour of its 

reinstatement. This was surprising to me. My dad always told me that if we brought 

conscription back we would turn the world’s best Army into the world’s worst and I 

wrongly assumed other veterans would hold this same perspective. However, a 

significant number of participants spoke fervently of the potential benefits.  

 

In modern British history, national service has been utilised to ensure manpower 

during the First and Second World Wars. Gradually, Britain and other European 

countries transitioned to an all-volunteer professional service in line with the 

decreasing demand for a large reserve pool. At the time of writing, we are not in 
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imminent need for a large Armed Forces. Yet, there have been rumblings of the 

return of conscription to various European countries in recent years, such as France 

(Zaretesky, 2018), Germany (Janjevic, 2018), and even here in the UK (Fisher, 

2020). Where politicians hope conscription would prompt respect for the state 

amongst citizens (Bove et al., 2022), scholars favour promoting the latent societal 

development from compulsory military service (Deverell et al., 2015; Forster, 2006). 

For example, Krebs (2004: 89) notes it may ‘reinstill the sense of shared national 

mission and community’, and Choulis et al. (2019) contend it would diminish the 

military-civilian gap and lead to greater public support for the Armed Forces. 

Ultimately, the call for conscription from some academics seeks the return of the 

desire for the common good and community-driven values.  

 

For participants, national service would mean the universal instillation of ‘good’ 

values, camaraderie, and devotion to the country. Some participants suggested that 

instead of national military service, we implemented a national public service, 

whereby citizens would spend a small portion of time in young adulthood working for 

a public service such as the NHS or police. It was thought this could cultivate respect 

for public sector workers and compassion for others in the same way military service 

would. Transitioning into a civilian society, but one where all of their peers had 

served, would subsequently be easier. This is where the argument began to 

deteriorate for me. There would be, of course, some obvious limitations to this type 

of framework. Those who value individual liberty will curse the lack of voluntariness 

and those without dedication to their country or its citizens will resent having to serve 

it. Would the adaptations made that would satisfy the liberal left and neoliberal right 

counteract any benefits from such a programme? Probably. The presence of liberal 

capitalism is so ubiquitous that, perhaps in my pessimism, it seems that enforcing 

public service would not facilitate movement towards a shared sense of the greater 

good. As highlighted in Chapter 4, the Army is not free from competitive, 

individualised thinking. Further research concludes this ethos is also present within 

other public services (De Maillard and Smith, 2011; Leech and Matthews, 2008). My 

concern is that the desired values would be diluted over time. This is acutely 

pertinent given the civilianisation of the Army noted in Chapter 4. If the Army is 

already bearing increasing resemblance to the civilian world, it follows that forcing 

civilians to enlist would only escalate that process.  
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Overall, I was not convinced national service could guarantee the revival of the 

community and national striving for the ‘good’. To truly address problems, not 

symptoms, it seems we ought to be pondering the radical upheaval of the fabric of 

civil society. The following, and final, section draws on existing arguments to 

speculate what this might like look.  

 

6.3.2 In the Midst of Chaos, There is Also Opportunity 
 

In their most recent publication, Winlow and Hall (2022) presented the deleterious 

effects of identity politics to the political left. What I did not want to do here was 

argue that veterans are merely another identity that we need to pander to. Thus, the 

solutions proposed within this section cogitate what is best for society on the whole, 

though the specific impacts for veterans are considered.   

 

In the previous chapter, Alan’s story was used to emphasise how charities were 

required to step in where the state had failed. Reliance upon the third sector to treat 

society’s ails has increased in the last four decades (Alcock, 2012). Without 

diminishing the efforts and kindness of those working within charities, the 

unsustainability of this model cannot be ignored. In a bid to relieve the third sector 

from unprecedented demand (Refuge, 2020; Sosenko et al., 2019) and dwindling 

funding exacerbated by the cost-of-living crisis (The Guardian, 2022), our 

expectation must turn to increased governmental action. The blueprint for where we 

should go next has already been written, and defended, successfully elsewhere 

(e.g., Atkinson et al., 2017); the following paragraphs outline those proposals.  

 

Dewey (1939: 420) wrote, ‘the first great demand of a better social order, I should 

say, then, is the guarantee of the right, to every individual who is capable of it, to 

work’. The job guarantee summarised by Tcherneva (2020) resolves how we 

eradicate involuntary unemployment by ensuring state facilitated employment with a 

specific focus on care, community, and the environment. As a method of eradicating 

poverty and unemployment, the job guarantee is cheaper and more effective than its 

alternatives (Harvey, 2012; Tcherneva, 2012). It offers a guaranteed living wage, as 

a universal basic income does, but is accompanied by the documented personal 

benefits of secure work, such as higher self-esteem (Krauss and Orth, 2021). The 
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implementation of such a programme can be financed by governments who are the 

monopoly issuer of fiat currency (Mitchell and Mosler, 2002), as in the UK where the 

state solely manufactures the pound. Modern Monetary Theory details the 

economics of governmental spending before taxes and borrowing (Kelton, 2020), 

and this paves the way for initiatives like the job guarantee.  

  

What needs to be considered further is where the Army and its personnel fall into 

that idealised future vision. As has been found in this research and further literature 

(Dandeker et al., 2003; Iversen and Greenberg, 2009), the majority of service 

leavers are capable and eager to contribute to society. Service leavers would be 

entering a job market where living wage jobs would be readily available, thus 

eliminating concerns around unemployment following service (Burdett et al., 2019). 

However, the latent benefits extend much further than work opportunities; after all, 

merely being in employment is not a sufficient indicator of success. By instigating a 

job guarantee, we could potentially co-opt some of the perceived advantages of 

national service by instilling community driven values through engaging in public 

service. As more people work in roles of direct social value, the sense of purpose 

disseminated can foster the desire to support others (Hassan et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, stable and secure work produces happier and healthier, and hopefully 

less competitive, workers (Duffy, 2017; Witteveen and Velthorst, 2020). If veterans 

were attempting to integrate into that environment, perhaps the issues identified 

within this thesis would be lessened. The elements of the Army Symbolic Order that 

veterans appreciated would be present within civvy street. Conceivably, if we build a 

better society permeated by the desire for the common good, the transition into it 

would not be so challenging and citizens might be willing to sacrifice a portion of their 

lives to defend it.  

 

When explained how it is above, the solution sounds simple; guarantee jobs and the 

restoration of the community will follow. How exactly do we get there? Although 

millennials are diverging from the traditional trajectory of growing more conservative 

as they age (Burn-Murdoch, 2022), the younger generations are very much invested 

in the culture war and identity politics (Bang, 2009; Duffy, 2021; Kimberlee, 2002). 

This fixation on social justice for the few has only led us to a more divisive social-

political sphere (Lilla, 2018). Winlow and Hall (2022) postulate the need for a ‘truly 
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new left’ which fights for the common good to emerge which disregards the existing 

lefts submission to neoliberalism. Yet, the challenges this would bring cannot be 

ignored. The difficulty of this major upheaval perhaps explains the reluctance of 

others to recommend such change; why bother suggesting a transformation that 

appears unattainable, when small modifications to policy which slightly better the 

lives of the target population are much more likely to be accepted? In answer to that, 

I will end with a quote from Sun Tzu, Chinese General and author of The Art of War: 

‘do not repeat the tactics which have gained you one victory, but let your methods be 

regulated by the infinite variety of circumstances’.   
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