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Dedication

This one is for me. I should have been there.
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Come On In, You’re Quite Safe Here

“Freedom is what you do with what’s been done to you.”

– Jean-Paul Sartre

If you’ve ever been the target of bullying, you’re in good company. Not only will some of those around you have been affected, but also many high-profile people have been through it: Prince Charles, Florence Welch (of she + the Machine) Jodie Marsh (model-turned-bodybuilder) Sarah Millican (popular British comedienne) Taylor Swift (you probably know who she is) Steven Spielberg (you definitely know who he is – FYI: his nickname in high school was ‘The Retard’. I kid you not.) Bill Clinton, of all people. Even Batman himself, Christian Bale. (I’d like to see them try it on him now.)

Welcome, then. Thanks for coming. My name is Calvin. I will be your guide. For some brief background: I was bullied, somewhat liberally, from pre-adolescence, right the way through to my late teens, so I’d say a good decade and more, covering the best part of my formative years.

Similar treatment then followed me into the workplace, albeit to a lesser extent. I am now firmly into my early fifties. Although bullying is no longer the distressing force I had to reckon with in my youth, many aspects of it, mostly the fallout, are still present, in both my personal and professional life. More than that, I’m witness to the more objective evidence out there in the wider world. I see bullying tactics on display all around me, especially in the tabloids, on the roads, and of course in social media, where ‘trolling’ behaviour has even come to be expected, as though it’s an integral part of the experience, which sadly it is. I see dominance games played out like a regular matinee performance in news reports and current affairs narratives.

You should know that this is not a self-help book; nor is it a misery-lit memoir, a tale of woe, a confession, or even some kind of proxy apology for your own mistreatment, offered on behalf of those who brought it about. It is certainly not a plea for sympathy.

This is a warning.

I’ve found that bullying is like energy: it never really goes away; it merely changes form. Today, instead of being on the receiving end of direct, sustained harassment – as though I was one of chosen few – I am now simply one of many millions of potential targets. We must all endure the somewhat scattershot approach of the stomping, glaring trolls who lie in wait for us, no matter who we are.

Indeed, not only has bullying moved online, but now it even resembles the very nature of the virtual world: it is relentless but indiscriminate until it gets a hit, whereupon a deluge will ensue from all sides.

Of course, I never was chosen; that’s not how it works. I was always just one of many. Unfortunately, I didn’t know that at the time. This makes a big difference when you’re going through it. I would have taken comfort from knowing I was not the only one. What I also didn’t know was that bullies don’t always grow out of it. I may be better equipped to fend it off now, but there’s no reason such treatment couldn’t happen again.

You may be reading this as a child still in school, a student in higher education or even a grown adult in the workplace. If you are being bullied, you must learn to recognise it and take action to stop it from going any further. This sounds obvious, but it’s more important than you might think.

Bullying is not isolated to a certain age or place; it is an ongoing social problem that not only affects you in your daily life, but also bears weight right through your education, occupation and personal relationships. The issue itself carries ramifications for learning institutions and other establishments, through to the function and profit of industry, and even our very social cohesion.

Bullying is steadily being taken more seriously in schools and workplaces, throughout industry, even all the way up to governments. However, systematic mistreatment does have deep and dire consequences, which I believe are still being underestimated and underacknowledged.

Study after study has shown that repeated abuse is at the root of much emotional distress and unhappiness, leading to low self-worth, failed relationships, missed opportunities, mental illness, even suicide. It can ruin your wellbeing, knock your confidence, twist your perspective and even alter your personality.

Looking back on it now and seeing the same tactics being played out on social media, even up through high-profile events portrayed on the daily news, it seems so weak to me that such petty behaviour is as prevalent as it is. It feels so small, so desperate, so obvious. Worst of all though, it’s so boring. Bullying really is just the same routine, performed over and over again.

Not that this will make it any easier for you, the individual reader, but bullying is very common. Research done by The Dept. for Education in 2024 found that 40% of young people in the UK had been bullied in the previous twelve months. In 2018, The Guardian reported that nearly half of children and young people are bullied about their appearance.

Before the pandemic, it was estimated that being bullied was cited in 160,000 UK schoolchildren missing school every day. In fact, for many schoolboys and girls, I suspect the lockdowns may have come as a blessed relief, as least in the short term.

Having said that, being separated from the bullies may not have made such a big difference, since physically being somewhere else no longer offers the respite it once did. Over three-quarters of teachers say that digital technology has made bullying in schools worse. More than that, over half of those bullied children will then go on to develop depression.

My focus here will be primarily on juvenile bullying, since for most that’s where it starts. Mistreatment in your early life is the most unfiltered, the most severe in its effects, causes the most lasting damage and, oddly enough, is the least protected. At the same time though, adult bullying, especially in the workplace, is certainly no second fiddle; it contributes just as much misery, on both a personal and societal level.

If you are still in school, you read that correctly: bullying does continue to happen, even when you’re older. There is no expiration date for unwelcome attention. There is no identifiable, discernible division between your childhood and adult self; no line drawn to let you know that you’re all grown-up now, at least not in terms of being pushed around. Therefore, the principles covered here that ostensibly apply to ‘schoolyard’ bullying will also be transferable to later life.

If you are an adult and you don’t believe that bullying occurs in your life anymore, do something for me: jump in your car and head on up the road. Within ten minutes, you will be on the receiving end of some form of bullying behaviour. Someone will try to push you to go faster, move you out of their way, or force themselves into your way. They may even cut you off or aggressively overtake. They will do this for the same reason people bully each other off the road: you were there.

Again, this may not make it any easier for you, but if you are being bullied the first thing you need to know is that it’s not your fault. You may already know this, and you may not think it’s so important that you do know. However, if you start thinking that your mistreatment does have something directly to do with you, then you might come to accept it, which will bring you down to a whole other level of misery that you certainly didn’t deserve.

All I can tell you is that when it was happening to me, I did come to believe it was my fault. After all, why would they attack me unless I’d done something wrong? Unprovoked hostility is about them, not you. Something is going on with them, and they’re expressing it in your direction. You may be under attack but that doesn’t make you the bad guy. It doesn’t make you a sorry victim either; it just makes you that day’s target.

The second thing you should know is that you are not the first or last person who has ever been bullied. That is, you are not alone. Well, you’re likely reading this alone, but what I mean is, you’re not the only one it’s happening to. You may think this revelation doesn’t really help you. It certainly doesn’t immediately improve your situation. However, your wider perspective relies on you being aware that many others are having trouble as well. In fact, it’s happening to so many other people out there that the very phenomenon of bullying is often referred to as a ‘silent epidemic’.

As I say, I grew up thinking I was the only one it was happening to; that everyone else was just sailing through without a care in the world. At almost every turn I felt rejected, ostracised, isolated. The more I let it continue, the worse it became. I was increasingly unable to participate, and eventually became ‘detached’ from my environment.

The psychological isolation, as well as the physical, made the experience far worse than it could have been, had I known that I was merely one of many.

Obviously, being one of many who are isolated, lonely and scared, does not justify the fact that it’s happening to you. I am certainly not suggesting that your mistreatment is acceptable, simply because it happens to other people. In fact, knowing that so many people are being hurt just makes it all the more disturbing, since it means not enough is being done to stop it.

So, it’s not your fault and you’re not the only one. Of course, this awareness is not enough; you must steel yourself into doing something about it – and your first step is to tell someone what’s happening to you.

Nowadays, bullying is an issue that does benefit from increasing visibility. Therefore, more and more support is available. However, no one knows if you need this support if you don’t speak up.

Most bullying, and hopefully yours, will be transient; in that the phase will pass. Therefore, reading a whole book on the subject may seem like overkill. After all, you just want some advice on how to make it stop.

The problem is, since I don’t know you, your circumstances, or the severity of what you’re going through, it’s very difficult to offer bespoke advice. However, I can reiterate the three most important points I will make:

1. Don’t take it personally. It’s not about you; it's about them.

2. You’re not the only one. There is support but you do need to ask.

3. It won’t go away on its own – please tell someone what’s happening to you.

Everything else stems from these three things. It is my task to put these points across to you and hopefully empower you to respond effectively.

The advice has always been to not take it personally, to which my response has always been, “I shouldn’t have to take it at all!” This element brings its own frustrations. Having to make allowances for someone else’s lousy attitude will always be an unwelcome imposition on your day. However, if you understand that the attack is driven by them and not you, it defaults into merely another obstacle to overcome, and not something you should internalise.

Not being the only one does not lessen the impact of what’s happening to you. The point is made because the bully’s intent is to separate and isolate you; not just physically but socially and emotionally. No one is an island, so it stands to reason that others are being targeted as well. At least this way, you know you can find those others and make yourselves the obstacle.

No matter what your situation, if you do feel there is something wrong and you’re not sure how to respond, don’t blame yourself and don’t take it to heart, but do talk to someone. Saying it out loud is only the first step but you never know, that might be all it takes. It’s just important to make a move before your mistreatment begins to settle in your mind.

The negative effect that bullying has on a young psyche is deceptively damaging to emotional growth, especially at a time when the emotions are still developing. It’s equally damaging to social growth, whereby the rejection discourages and sometimes even prevents social interaction.

You may or may not appreciate how mentally and emotionally destructive being bullied can be, especially if left unchecked. It has long-term effects that you may not realise or even be aware of. Any kind of sustained stress or deep trauma in your formative years, indeed at any point in your life, can’t help but affect and inform your developing personality, your emotional maturity, your consciously evolving psyche.

Therefore, and I do need to be direct about this: you must do something. I mean while it’s still happening. Otherwise, you’ll be dwelling on it for years to come.

If nothing else, I need to spur you into action, for yourself, for your future self, and most importantly, for your self-respect. That last one, you will carry with you and will inform your most pivotal life decisions.

Later, I will take you through some practical options, but even if the first thing you try doesn’t work (something will – you’re not useless) you will at least know in your mind, that you took the initiative and stood up for yourself. This is part of what will inform your self-respect.

Indeed, this is the key to all I will tell you. The one thing I need to put across for you to take away: your self-respect must remain intact. (It’s okay if you slip up from time to time; you can still get it back).

It’s also important to have self-confidence, but that’s more like the icing on the cake. Icing is just a coating of blended sugar: the stuff that makes the cake look pretty. Self-respect is the cake itself, which is always the fullest and most satisfying part. If you don’t have the foundation, the icing is just a shell of sugar; a toothache waiting to happen.

Along the way, I will attempt to reassure you that I do speak from experience, and not merely from studious, detached objectivity. After all, it’s not easy to relate to something you haven’t been through yourself.

In terms of formal qualifications that might relate to the academic study of bullying and its effects, I do have one A-level in Psychology (that’s not the only one I have; just the one that’s relevant). I’m also a BA Hons in Philosophy, which I suppose gives me a certain rational, analytic bent, but unless you’re going to record a series of contemplative, soft-voiced YouTube videos, the application of such instruction is not so clear.

If I could have my time over again, I’d go with Creative Writing (not sure why I didn’t). Otherwise, English or History. At one stage, there was such a thing as ‘Madonna Studies’. Seriously, that was a thing back then, although I expect it wasn’t as silly as it sounds. The modules must have covered things like name branding, marketing, demographics, iconography, and developing your instincts in the constantly shifting sands of the music industry. Missed a trick if they didn’t. Either way, I’m not sure what kind of qualifications are required to reflect upon having been bullied, so here we are.

So, I can’t claim to have formally studied human behaviour, at least not to any great extent. The information and advice I offer here is mainly derived from personal experience and reflection, tempered with having read a few books and a range of articles and websites, and having watched a good number of TED talks and other presentations, before they all started to repeat themselves. In this way, I was able to gain a better idea of perspectives and consensus on the issue. In doing so, I could also then reaffirm my own thoughts and analyses. That must be where the philosophy comes in.

Clearly, I won’t know to what extent you’ll personally be able to relate to my story. Hopefully not so much, and certainly less and less, the deeper you follow me in. However, you can take some solace from knowing that someone else has already been where you are now. Most of all, I want you to learn from my mistakes.

Thinking about it, I’ve always found it questionable: taking advice or guidance from someone who has no first-hand experience of what you’re seeking advice about. Therefore, I felt the need to demonstrate where I’m coming from. At least that way you’ll know I’m not just making this up.

I want you to read this without the nagging thought that no one else really understands what you’re going through; that everyone you speak to is simply giving you off-hand advice based on what they themselves have been told… by other people who also have no experience of it.

After all, most adults are busy in their own lives and in their own heads. Indeed, most children live this way nowadays. Someone outside of your situation may want to physically step in and stop what’s happening to you, but sadly they know it’s close to impossible to do that and it can be hard to explain why.

I don’t necessarily know any better than you. I’ve just been there before. I’m not preaching to you from a pedestal. I’m speaking to you from the other side.

My own case, if not ‘special’, hopefully was at least unusual. Having read other accounts of bullying, it does feel as though my own sequences of events were somewhat extreme. Not in the sense of being violent or intense, but more in the breadth of scope and longevity; just the sheer number of people who joined in with it and for how long. I’ll be able to relate specific incidents, but the individuals involved will remain unidentified (mostly because, for the most part, I didn’t even know their names).

Repeated mistreatment, especially rejection, will take a toll, not just on your self-worth but on your mental and even your physical health. Decades later, I still struggle with depression, trust issues and low self-esteem, and have the occasional wrestle with self-doubt.

In my twenties, I endured a persecution complex and several very unsettling periods of sleep stress and paranoia (both common side effects of PTSD). Even now, I can still be sensitive to negative comments, and I often feel like I’m some sort of random troll magnet (although everyone seems to get that nowadays).

Most people will go through a mercifully brief or at least isolated phase of bullying, before they work out the most effective way to respond, and simply move past it. The difference was, I didn’t. It just kept going throughout my later childhood and adolescence, before evaporating in college but morphing into something else entirely at university, and then doing its best to reinstate itself in the workplace.

If you are only going through a brief phase, then some of the more in-depth sections of my magnum opus may prove a little unwarranted for you. However, you won’t know whether it’s a brief phase until it’s over and you’re out the other side. Besides, the one point I do need to drive home is that it’s never over. It never quite goes away. The intensity may subside, and you can develop preventative measures, but you will continue to encounter bullies in your everyday life, right the way through adulthood. From here, I encourage you to observe, learn, think, respond.

As I say, a lot of this will likely go deeper than you need, as you may not be able to relate to all of it. At least, I hope not. However, I do need to show you how far it can go, at least on a, shall we say, ‘domestic’ level: at school or in the workplace. That is, I have no experience of warzones or intense political manoeuvring in the corridors of power, or even the kind of bullying you might find among competitive players on sports teams or among bored squaddies in barracks. I strongly suspect though, that the broad strokes will remain the same.

In terms of perspective, I can imagine that childhood bullying is nothing compared to growing up in gang culture or a warzone or even just a tough area, but that doesn’t mean it’s not challenging or unwarranted. It’s no service to you, to go through a deplorable ordeal at the hands of bullies, only to tell yourself that other people have had it much worse than you did. You are living your life, not someone else’s. Ask yourself how you feel about what’s happening to you. Then tell someone else and begin work on regaining perspective from there.

Seriously, as soon as you think (or feel) there’s a problem – tell someone. If you can, speak to the people in your immediate vicinity first: the other children or your work colleagues. Find out if the same individuals are causing trouble for anyone else around you. Find out if your peers are willing to speak up alongside you. Several voices together will have a stronger complaint than just you on your own. If not, at least you’ll have an idea of where you stand.

A couple more steps on from this is to speak to as many people in your circle as will listen. Discreetly tell the others that you don’t really care what the silly bullies are up to, but then describe their specific behaviour and make your new allies consciously aware of what to look out for.

Discuss the anticipated behaviour beforehand and then observe what happens. Afterwards, go back and debrief those to whom you spoke earlier. See if any of them think your concerns are warranted.

Always bear in mind: you’re a target, not a victim. You don’t even need to accept that much: you can think of yourself as a disgruntled client of the system. It is the system that benefits most from your active participation. Equally, it is the system that benefits from your silence. Just like the powers that be, the bullies want you to do as you are told. You will be committing an act of defiance, merely by speaking out.

In summary:

It’s not your fault.

Don’t take it personally.

You are not the only one.

Please tell someone.

With support, decide what you’re going to do about it.

 


What is Bullying?

“The measure of a man is what he does with power.”

– Plato

You are being bullied when you’re coerced or pushed around by someone stronger than you. ‘Stronger’ could mean through verbal, social, physical, emotional, hierarchical, or even financial superiority. In short, bullying is reality reminding you that life isn’t fair.

Bullying, by definition, is ongoing, unprovoked, targeted, aggressive behaviour. Someone can hassle you for no reason and it can feel like bullying but, to be considered as such, the behaviour needs to be repeated.

This does not mean you should wait until you’ve been thumped twice before you respond. If you’re on the receiving end of a one-off incident, even if you never see that person again, it was still an unprovoked attacked and so was still unacceptable.

Bullying as non-physical violence can be overt, like shouting, teasing, spreading rumours, intimidation or overloading you with work, or it can be more subtle, like exclusion or making you feel self-conscious, right down to rolling their eyes or turning away when you speak. Physical bullying is more easily identifiable and can even be considered assault, which then invites a more robust, legal response.

Of course, if you’re the one being mucked about by random halfwits, you’re not going to find much comfort in the mere definitions used to define your experience. You can leave that to the bureaucrats, when they come to decide how they’re going to ignore the problem.

There are grades to how bad it can be. You may simply go through a brief phase, which you find passes with support. Otherwise, you may contend with continuous maltreatment that you can’t seem to shake off, no matter what you do.

As mentioned, my own phase did not pass so easily, but took place over many years, throughout most of my childhood and beyond. It followed me like one of those spiteful rainclouds you see in old cartoons, pouring down on the hapless character’s head, not only when they’re outside, but beneath the ceilings of schools, workplaces, even certain social gatherings.

Since I was being targeted so consistently, clearly I was doing something wrong. After all, in England, we have a saying: ‘If everywhere you go you can smell dogshit, it’s time to look at your own shoes.’ It’s a touch crude, but I believe there’s a lot of truth in that maxim. I don’t believe I deserved or wilfully invited the combative behaviour; I just didn’t learn to recognise or rebuff it. However, these are skills that can be learned. Hopefully, you’re making a start here.

I’m in danger of sounding over-dramatic but, eventually, each institution felt like a day prison or even an asylum where the inmates were in charge. After all, you don’t have any choice in going to school or work, your days are strictly structured, and you can’t leave without permission.

Of course, the same could be said of society at large. Communities function in a similar way, with personalities and relationships that are mirrored on the outside. Your school or workplace is merely a microcosm of the wider world; a condensed version: intricate, layered, intense.

Children are supposed to be safe in our schools. Many of them are not. It’s often stressful to be a young person navigating a potentially hostile population. In turn, it can be distressing to know that your own child is now at their mercy, with remarkably few protections in place.

Even at my age now, occasionally there are still people who try it. Not necessarily bullying in the classic sense, but certainly dominance behaviour. There are bullies in all age groups and there will always be unhappy people seeking to make you feel the same way.

Nowadays, I can usually see them coming. At least, I recognise certain familiar personality traits and can take (proportionate) corrective action. Also, resilience has grown with age. On the odd occasion where they do reappear like a malignant growth, they’re not very successful. Unfortunately, since any long-term or traumatic experience will affect you, the damage has already been done. This is what I encourage you to avoid.

Being treated badly for so long in my formative years and, more significantly, the way it feels, became not just a part of my life, but a part of me and who I am today. You must not let it become a part of you. You need to live your own life, not play the punching bag for someone else.

Bullying is often allowed to continue because it’s done so others don’t see it happening. The perpetrators know that others will turn a blind eye because they won’t want to deal with it, or don’t want it coming around to them, or may even benefit from it themselves. You may then find that when you do complain to someone, the bully and their cohorts may claim that they don’t know what you’re talking about or will downplay the effect it’s having on you.

In this way, bullying is one of those problems that does suffer from being routinely disregarded or even ignored. One reason for the easy dismissal could be the very word ‘bullying’. The term itself conjures images of playground hijinks, rather than the horrors of psychologically damaging harassment and abuse.

I can’t say if there is a direct link between the juvenile association of the word ‘bullying’ and the manifest phenomenon not being taken seriously in some quarters. However, people do often underestimate the socially destructive impact of bullying, and more significantly, the long-lasting psychological effects. I can’t help but wonder if we used terms like ‘harassment’, ‘exploitation’ or even ‘persistent abuse’, fewer people would merely shrug and turn away.

Bullying is dominance behaviour, which relies on the exploitation of a power imbalance. The imbalance doesn’t need to be physical. It’s often relative. For example, being a big, strapping lad might give you the advantage in a dark alley, but it would mean nothing in an office or another environment where physical attributes aren’t as important as rank, social connections, experience, or financial influence.

In fact, if you were physically imposing but complained of being bullied or harassed, some people might wonder why you couldn’t handle someone half your size having a go at you. Thing is, if that person has more social power than you do, or direct influence over your presence there, the balance will tip in their favour.

Social dominance behaviour has its own hierarchy. Hostility and disrespect can come from any direction: those older or younger than you, physically stronger or weaker, taller or shorter, financially richer or poorer, onto a social class higher or lower than yours, because they’re insecure and want to put you in your place. At the same time, it can also come from those who are the same age, same size, same income, and on the same social level as you, because they’re insecure and you represent their direct competition.

Of course, very often it’s not so simple. The power imbalance that bullies exploit does not necessarily derive from pre-existing physical, financial, sexual or societal factors. That is, the imbalance is not static. The disparity comes from the bully recognising and exploiting advantages they can claim in their current circumstances, combined with short-sighted assumptions about the lack of adverse consequences.

Most bullies operate on a short-term lease. Any kind of long-term planning on your part, in response to their actions, will come as a shock to them. Nurture collaborative relationships with those around you, encourage transparency and co-operation, and you will always be one step ahead of those who mean you harm.

After all, the most common imbalance of power is greater numbers. If bullies do come in a group, there will be a leader, who will be perceived by the toadies as higher status. Said sycophants will then benefit from association with that higher status. It works the same way as when courtiers benefit from their closer association with the Crown.

Anyone else present, although not active members of the gang, will still benefit by default from your (the target’s) perceived lowered status, since the bullies are now focussed on you and not your peers.

It's a bit like poker: if you look around the table and can't see who the sucker is… it's you. The only way to win is not to play. Therefore, stop trying to win, if indeed you were doing that in the first place. Even if you do find yourself unwittingly placed in a low status position, you don’t need to like it, and you certainly don’t need to take it.

Unfortunately, at any one time, someone in the group will find themselves pushed to play low status because that's how human hierarchies function. Observe any social group: family, company, military unit, government, the class system itself; all rely on several strata of influence, headed by the ‘top dog’ and tailed by the grunts at the bottom.

In turn, people tend to treat you according to your relative value. If you are perceived as having low value for them, they will often be dismissive or even hostile, whereas if they think you're worth something, they'll be more receptive and present themselves more agreeably.

Something to bear in mind though, is that the ‘elite’ at the top spend most of their time placating the proles at the bottom. Corporations need ever-expanding marketing budgets to persuade us to part with our money. Governments have whole departments dedicated to chasing our votes. After all, there are far more of us than there are of them. Most of them instinctively know, that come a Revolution, those at the top are the first to be taken out and shot.

We all play status games to a certain extent, but a domineering, bullying person will take advantage of their elevated position to impose themselves further than you’re willing to accept.

There is also a difference between banter and bullying, testing and teasing. Being able to tell the difference between those who are goofing around with you, and those with malicious intent, is usually down to recognising tone and attitude.

There is a remarkable level of nuance, which is difficult to convey in text, but is mostly expressed in sustained eye contact and insincere smiles. Like almost all aspects of social interaction, interpreting the subtleties will come with experience.

No matter how big, strong, fast, funny or clever you think you are, there’s always someone out there willing to challenge you. Very likely you don’t go around with such an attitude yourself, but the hostile and insecure will often find a way to project their own interpretation onto you, and it’s all the excuse they need.

Try to retain the perspective that the world is bigger than your school, your workplace, your family, your hometown. As such, it doesn’t care about your problems and will often leave you to deal with them yourself. I’m not telling you this to be dismissive or to denigrate what you’re going through; it’s just something you will most likely be told by someone else.

There is a big, wide world out there, and your little slice of it is very small. However, you’ll have trouble throwing yourself out there if you aren’t able to face what’s going on around your own corner. Although I’m sure you’re aware there is far worse out there, the difference is that your life is happening to you.

Consider what you’re going through now as training. Learn to respond appropriately today. What you discover will serve you a hundredfold in your days to come. I’m telling you: it doesn’t stop. It doesn’t go away. There is no magical cut-off point where people stop pushing each other around and start acting like grown-ups.

The strange thing about bullying is that everyone knows what it is and how it happens. Most people will have gone through it at some stage in their lives, so they’ll even know how it feels. There are books and articles and videos and talks and policies. Year on year, the issue benefits from increased visibility in our schools, our workplaces, and other regular gatherings… and yet it still happens. A lot.

People openly bully each other on the roads, in the street, on social media. You may have trouble with your classmates, your colleagues, your boss, your neighbours, even your own family members.

Going beyond the individual: rogue companies and other questionable organisations often use similar tactics. Heck, supposedly legitimate and respectable companies do the same thing, especially if you attempt to make a claim.

Bullying is a much deeper issue than most people seem to acknowledge. Domineering behaviour reaches all the way back from your schooldays, through to the workplace and across your social life, continually informing who you are and how you are perceived. The way people push each other around, and more pertinently, the way they respond to it, crawls up through whichever hierarchy you happen to have been placed in, right up to the higher echelons of multinational corporations and international politics.

Whole countries merrily bully each other into and out of certain actions and interference. US Foreign Policy is essentially a manifesto for bare-faced bullying. What’s worse, the UK has frequently been the wiry sidekick who stands next to them, pulling faces and cackling. Knowing my own country is doing that on the world stage is very disappointing.

So, as a country, what do you do if your bully is heavily armed, but you can’t just physically move away? After all, if you as an individual answer back, the result can sometimes be an argument or even a fight. If another country resists, the result can be all-out war. It’s the same principle; just a matter of scale.

Dictatorships and totalitarianism start out this way: intolerance of others who are different or simply have an alternative political view to those who have claimed power. The dominant forces will then turn on those who speak out against them, starting with the soapbox leaders and gradually working their way down to the citizens in the streets, until everyone is too terrified to speak at all.

Repressive regimes begin with the bullying of those who are not just weaker or more vulnerable, but those who are not compliant: who dissent, who lack effective defence, and who can be identified, separated and attacked. Again, this may sound a touch dramatic, but domineering, bullying personalities would make very good Nazis.

To put it more simply: bullying is bigotry. The bullies simply don’t recognise you as one of them. In fact, to them, you are lesser; not as important, possibly not even a complete, thinking human being. I’d press even further than dramatic: everyone thinks the Nazis were somehow separate; an anomaly in history. They weren’t. They were merely the bullying code taken to its logical extreme. They convinced themselves they were superior to those who were different to them. They then identified, separated and destroyed those people in some of the most brutal ways ever devised.

Quick sidebar:

Duncan Bannatyne is a Scottish entrepreneur, best known for his appearances on the BBC’s Dragon’s Den. In his book Anyone Can Do It, he wrote, ‘Business isn’t hard; people make it hard.’

You could extend this sentiment to life in general. You’ll be told that life isn’t fair; that it’s challenging or hard. It’s only hard because people make it that way. If we didn’t insist on tripping each other up at every turn, it wouldn’t be nearly so bad.

End of sidebar.

I always thought of bullying as a ‘crabs in a barrel’ mentality. In seafood markets, when several crabs are trapped in a bucket or barrel, no lid is needed to keep them from escaping. This is because, as soon as one of them makes a break for it, the others immediately reach out and pull them back down again. This happens over and over, until the escaping crustacean simply gives up and lies still.

A similar thing happens with bullying. An insecure individual will see that you are vulnerable or simply different to them, in whichever way that difference may be perceived. That person will then use that difference to drag you down, the idea being that you will eventually stop trying to reach out and instead will simply lie still and take it. They drag you down because they're concerned you might have the drive and talent to escape.

Suffice to say, human beings are not crabs. We might catch crabs, in whichever sense of that phrase you wish to go with (!) but I do like to think we have more going for us than that (unless you’re the kind of person who says things like, “Better out than in,” in which case I’ll need to revise that sentiment).

Bullying is the path of least resistance. Your remit then, is to put some resistance in their path. Make it harder for the bullies to get to you and they will lose interest. Otherwise, if you do simply roll over and take it, they’ll never leave you be.

Bullying in our schools and workplaces is depressingly common, and judging by the lack of media coverage, still not being addressed in a manner even slightly proportional to the issue. Individual cases are occasionally reported, but only when they’re so extreme they garner national interest. The issue itself is barely mentioned.

Not only have mental health issues such as depression and suicide already reached worrying levels across the developing world, but they are also on the increase. Although these are complex issues with no single cause, bullying can often be found at their heart.

Bullying is obnoxious, unwarranted, predatory and arrogant, but it’s also downright dangerous. Social cancers, such as spree-killing, especially in the US, are showing no signs of abating, and bullying is frequently implicated in such incidents.

Historical bullying is often found at the root of many social issues and tragic events. Mistreated, disillusioned and disturbed individuals turn on their tormentors – and often themselves – with lethal force.

Sudden bursts of apparently inexplicable but extreme and devastating violence are committed by disaffected individuals who were almost all bullied at some point. Many leave behind blogs or messages where they openly consider their actions to be justifiable revenge for their mistreatment.

Retaliation is dark, primal. In its base form, bullying is very primitive behaviour. As mentioned, it is the establishment of dominance: the recognition and imposition of hierarchy. Before we had cities and nations, society was comprised of disparate communities and nomadic tribes. Today, people form cliques, gangs and social circles, in between the strata of the greater social order. People even enjoy being part of a group a lot more, if they know that someone else is being excluded.

If you are not part of a tribe, you are easy prey. At the extreme end of this spectrum there are whole suburbs, often in otherwise affluent, conservative nations, that have succumbed to outlaw gangs, wherein if you are not affiliated, you are automatically a target, punished simply for not being a member of a gang.

Not being affiliated to a group in some way does make you stand out. In fact, the more you try to hang back and remain unthreatening, the more noticeable you become, because most people are doing the opposite. Tribalism is part of our DNA, and bullying is built into our society. I’d go as far as to say that bullying is a reflection, even a manifestation, of the class structure. It is certainly a symptom of our society’s fetish for competition.

On a more grounded level, the way most social groups function, especially the more niche ones like clubs and cliques, is less about forcing your presence through dominance, and more about confirming that you’re already member material, even before you’re presented for review and acceptance.

That is, in some environments, individuals already embedded will have decided whether your face fits. If they have decided that yours doesn’t, they will let you know, one way or another. After that, depending on the toxicity of said environment, you can decide what you should do next: navigate your way through or simply leave them to it and go somewhere else.

Too many individuals do seem to feel the need to exercise their social dominance in some way. They exhibit a strange desire to feel superior, or at least avoid looking inferior. They want to feel as though they have it better than you in some way, or preferably, that you just have it worse.

You see this attitude in many aspects of our own culture and around the world. People will be attacked for aspects of themselves that they have no control over; what they are but not who they are. For example, their race, gender, sexuality, even their hair colour or choice of music. (I would argue that you have no choice over your taste in music. After all, you don’t choose what you like to listen to; what kind of music ‘speaks’ to you, any more than you choose what you like to taste or smell. You’re drawn to what appeals to you, and then you either like it or you don’t.)

Some bullies will manipulate through dominance, while others are more subtle and do it through charm. One giveaway is when someone treats you like you don’t exist, until they want something from you. Then suddenly they’re all smiles. The moment they get what they’re after, they go straight back to giving you the cold shoulder.

I always found this kind of behaviour that much more insidious than straightforward bullying. Tell you what, instead of trying to manipulate me into giving you what you want, how about you just treat me like a person and ask me? I’ll most likely be glad to help you out, if only because it means you’ll go away that much quicker.

I realise that few of these observations will help you in a pragmatic sense. However, hopefully I’ve shown you that most people have seen bullying first-hand and find such behaviour unacceptable. People know that bullying happens, and they understand what it is. They will know what you mean when you tell them what’s happening to you. Some people will be more supportive than others, but you won’t know what can be done unless you approach them and find out. Speaking up will always be your first step.

In summary:

Bullying is defined as repeated, targeted, abusive behaviour.

Bullying is reductive, in that it reduces your personality to its base form.

There is a difference between ‘just playing around’ and open hostility.

Bullying has deeper implications that you may not fully appreciate.

If you feel that something is wrong, tell someone who will listen.

 


Bullying in the Workplace

“When someone is rude, keep a smile on your face. When you stay on the high road and keep your joy, you take away their power.”

– Joel Osteen

(Amer. pastor and author)

We tend to think of bullying as something that’s confined to our schooldays. Unfortunately, emotionally speaking, some people never left the playground. Bullying characteristics usually reveal themselves in early development but can manifest throughout adolescence and progress into adulthood.

According to a YouGov poll, 29% of UK employees have experienced bullying in the workplace. That’s around 9.1 million people, or more than the populations of Scotland and Wales combined. Another 30% have witnessed bullying at work.

It’s also expensive. Royal & Sun Alliance, the UK’s largest commercial insurance company, has reported that, due to bullying, UK business loses approximately £18 billion annually in lost productivity and sick pay, from 18.9 million lost working days. This equates to around 8-10% of a company’s profits.

Workplace bullying is just as big an issue as schoolyard bullying, and clearly isn’t being sufficiently addressed, despite the obvious heavy damage being done to the bottom line. Since employees mistreating each other does affect profits, it is in your company’s interest to at least acknowledge the issue, and not bury it under HR policy.

Many schools, companies and other organisations do have anti-bullying policies, but such documents are drawn up by people in positions of power, who have never been bullied, don’t understand how it happens, can’t relate to it, and therefore won’t be motivated to take it seriously or investigate it very thoroughly.
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