CULTURE

BULLY,TO TOUGHEN

by Robert Watt

YOU UP OR BEAT YOU DOWN

iu Lizhu was not aware her shy,
15-year-old son had been bullied at
school until he ended up in hospital
with a ruptured spleen.

So begins another article in a series of
news stories that have reported beatings,
burnings and forced strippings in what CNN
described as‘an epidemic of bullying in China!

The term‘epidemic’suggests that
bullying is something new and these horrific
examples are a frequent occurrence.
‘nobullying.com’an online forum for helping
stop bullying, shows that it is a worldwide
problem as ancient as society itself. Moreover,
examples that result in assault are thankfully
rare, more typically, the bullying behaviour
goes unnoticed and unreported. What is new,
is the open discussion of the issue in Chinese
news and particularly on social media.
Discussion changes attitudes

In the west, bullying has been a recurring
media topic for decades. Over time it's
definition and scope has grown, it is no longer
confined to playground and classroom
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behaviour, it is now recognised to exist on line,
in the workplace and between corporations
and countries. Recently, a popular soap opera
in the UK ran a story about bullying behaviour
within a marriage.

The gradual change in its recognition as a
type of behaviour has been accompanied by a
shift in attitudes and response. High profile
stories, like those emerging in China,
campaigns by concerned relatives and friends
of victims, realistic story lines on children’s TV
programs and popular celebrities revealing
their own bullying experiences, have helped
educate and to change the image of those
involved. The debating of the issues involved
have created an increasing awareness of the
harm it causes and slowly lead to changes in
attitudes and the law. Today, there is a
generation of young people who are more
able to admit to being bullied and a society
that has a better awareness and tools in place
todeal with it.

Certainly attitudes in the west have
changed. As a boy, repeated name calling and

intimidation were considered part of growing
up. They toughened you up for the hard life
ahead. Wearing glasses, being fat, short or
poor, or in any other way different, prompted
taunts, exclusion from friendship groups and a
reason for being picked out and picked upon.
Books and movies were replete with the casual
bullying by peers that made the behaviour a
societal norm. A teacher or parent’s response
was typically the children’s rhyme ‘Sticks and
stones may break your bones, but names will
never harm you!
Denial and trivialising

China has just begun this process of
discussion. I asked some young people about
the topic, hoping to get some opinion of how
common it is. But they all told me it doesn't
happen. Their notion of bullying is still like the
extreme examples they've read on line rather
than repeated harassment or intimidation'as
it's defined in the UK. The common response
to name calling and habitual teasing is still to
grin and bear it, to keep their heads down and
be part of the crowd. That it's an unavoidable
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AS A BOY, REPEATED NAME
CALLING AND INTIMIDATION WERE
CONSIDERED PART OF GROWING
UP.THEY TOUGHENED YOU UP FOR
THE HARD LIFE AHEAD. WEARING
GLASSES, BEING FAT, SHORT OR
POOR, OR IN ANY OTHER WAY
DIFFERENT, PROMPTED TAUNTS,
EXCLUSION FROM FRIENDSHIP
GROUPS AND A REASON FOR
BEING PICKED OUT AND PICKED
UPON.

or essential part of growing up. Possibly for
many parents and teachers, being a child in
China during the 1980s and 90s presented
other concerns, name calling may seem
comparatively trivial.

Likewise, nuisance calls and more
recently on-line bullying, provoked the same
dismissive response by those brought up
without telephones or social networking. The
early advice was blow a whistle into the
receiver, ignore the messages, leave the social
group, delete or un-friend someone. The initial
reaction to bullying is to expect the victim to
deal with the problem themselves.

Actions and reactions

At present, most of the action against
bullying is coming from the family members of
the victims. For Lizhu's son, it was his angry
cousin who took to social media, posting
graphic images of the injuries. The result
received much public attention, prompting
other cases to come forward and sparked
heated discussions about the lack of legal
protection for victims. Schools responded to
most of these incidents by penalizing
perpetrators with a mark on their school
records. The most serious, including Lizhu's
son, have been settled by compensation to
the family of the bullied child. The apparent
lack of punishment of the bully has caused the
Chinese public to demand the government
reform Child Protection Laws because under
the age of 14 a child cannot be charged with a
crime.

In the west, although bullying is a crime,
the police aren't contacted where children are
concerned, unless it involves physical assault.
Typically, the school is involved because they

are required by law to have in place policies
that includes measures to prevent bullying
among pupils. Schools are legally responsible
to do all they reasonably can to stop and
prevent bullying it knows (or should have
known) about. Policies include training
teachers to identify signs of bullying and
producing procedures for dealing with it.
Punishment such as detention and exclusion
from activities and classes are possible, but the
primary interventions are counselling and
education. The approach is less about
punishment and more about understanding
and addressing the reasons behind the bully’s
behaviour.

Reasons to solutions.

Addressing the causes of bullying is
difficult as it requires the behaviour to be first
identified. Chinese people don't share the
same view of society we have in the west. You
won't hear someone being challenged by a
stranger about dropping litter, or spitting, nor
complaining about the neighbours BBQ
smoke because, as I've heard said, ‘they have
no relationship with them!Equally, Chinais a
society where people are less forward about
discussing their problems with strangers.
Consequently, the victim is reluctant to come
forward with the problem and bystanders are
less likely to intervene.

Some research suggests that many of the
perpetrators are part of the "left behind
generation." Children who barely see their
parents because they are working far from
home in China's factory boomtowns. Or have
been sent away to school - so called
parachute kids.

In response to the online pressure, the
Chinese government launched an
anti-bullying campaign for schools last May.
The approach was to put requirements on
Education departments and schools to create
policies and procedures along similar lines to
the legal obligations in the west.

However, the campaign only lasted until
the end of 2016. It takes many years of
continuous effort to change the beliefs and
attitudes that prevent us from recognising and
addressing bullying. If contemporary stories
are a barometer of current attitudes then this
year's Hollywood movie'Hacksaw ridge’shows
there is still progress to be made. The funny’
name calling, routine ridiculing and belittling
of army cadets illustrated the archaic notion

that it was a necessary part of the toughening
up required. - We should have been appalled
instead of amused.

So long as bystanders do nothing, in the
belief that it's harmless, or character building,
or think that we have no relationship to those
involved then bullying will continue. It starts in
playgrounds, but such habits persist into the
workplace and into relationships. We stop it by
taking the issue seriously, by recognising the
signs, by reporting and openly disapproving of
the behaviour; especially when we're not the
target of the bully.
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