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I have this vague impression that it was illegal to flog officers, but I don't recall where I found it.
There's at least one 19th-century account of a naval officer being flogged, in Fraser's magazine, but the circumstance is exceptional. The admiral who ordered it was impaired by alcohol and brain damage, and went to great lengths to atone for it after he recovered his senses, while the author implies that the flogging was illegal but was carried out anyway because no one dared question orders. It's not clear whether the illegality lay in the victim being an officer, or the many other irregularities surrounding the case (such as the fact that the victim wasn't even accused of any crime or offense). I also see some evidence of British Army junior officers being flogged occasionally, around 1903, but again it's not clear whether this was legal. Indeed, by the time the British Army case occurred, flogging had been outlawed altogether on British merchant vessels.
So what was the situation during the GAoP? Was it legal to flog officers, and how often (legally or illegally) was it done?
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On a merchantman the rules were laid down entirely by the master and/or owners (within the parameters of the law), so it was perfectly theoretically possible to flog merchant officers. I can't think of evidence, but I'm pretty sure that while midshipmen might endure a beating, and petty officers could certainly be flogged, RN officers were not in danger of a flogging - but don't necessarily take my word for it. I can't think offhand of any GAoP examples of officers being flogged in either service.
The real issue is one of practical application though. It was essential on a sailing vessel for the crew to respect their officers as their superiors in order to maintain discipline and efficiency. It would be a rash captain, therefore, who allowed his men to witness the flesh-and-blood nature of his officers by ordering them to be flogged
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Not sure how accurate the series was, but in Horatio Hornblower, a midshipman was flogged, but was done below decks before a selcted few officers and the master-at arms, not before the crew on the main deck. IIRC.
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  On 12/21/2009 at 2:00 PM, Capt. Bo of the WTF co. said: 
Not sure how accurate the series was, but in Horatio Hornblower, a midshipman was flogged, but was done below decks before a selcted few officers and the master-at arms, not before the crew on the main deck. IIRC.
Bo
And in the Patrick O'Brian novels there are several mentions of Jack Aubrey lashing the midshipmen if they misbehaved, though I don't know if it counts as a full-out "flogging" in the litteral sense. Brobably just a belt or somesuch. But I can't recall any mention in the naval fiction I have read of a full officer being flogged (I have read very little non-fiction on the subject. Something that must be remedied, but I digress).
I agree with Foxe. If it could be done, it probably wasn't, because it would destroy the moral superiority of the officer in question, likely rendering them an innefectual leader.
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The "caning" of midshipmen was permitted. It was to be witnessed by the officers and ship's surgeon, the caning was either done by the First Lieutenant or the Bosun (usually the bosun). It was supposed to be a fatherly reprimand not a torturous punishment as was depicted in Hornblower but in that episode the Captain was quite mad.
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Thank you for all the replies. It does make sense that flogging an officer would gneerally have been foolish and extremely rare, regardless of whether it was legal.
Was there also a distinction between officer and man when it came to inflicting capital punishment? I think of common sailors as being hanged for capital offenses, while the first example that comes to mind of an officer being executed is Admiral Byng, who was shot. Was there a general rule that officers were shot while foc'sle hands were hanged? 
But I also remember Ducasse telling Benbow after their battle something along the lines of, "as for those cowardly captains who deserted you, hang them up, for by God they deserve it." So maybe officers could be hanged too, at least in the French sea services.
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Kirby and Wade, the captains who deserted Benbow, were shot IIRC.
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An interesting fact that I'll throw in the mix. Commodore Uriah Leavy, USN, fought for several years to abolish flogging in the American Navy. His reasoning, that as a Nation of Free Men we were not to be beaten as slaves. As a result of this campaign and some anti-Semitism he fought and was aquitted of five or six Courts Martial. Twice with Presidential influence, Lincoln being one! He was a P.O.W. of the British. 
He ran away to sea at twelve but came home for his Bar Mitzvah then went back to sea. After his Navy Career he purchased a rapidly decaying Monticello and restored it. He made it a gift to the American People. His mother is buried on the grounds.
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