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Introduction

The Gender Police

In October 1997, I heard on the radio that Luke Woodham, a sixteen-

year-old, had killed two classmates and wounded seven others in a 

school shooting in Pearl, Mississippi. In a note, Luke declared: “I am not 

insane. I am angry. I killed because people like me are mistreated every 

day.”1 He explained that he was tired of being called a “faggot”; he was 

additionally enraged that his girlfriend—whom he killed in the shoot-

ing—had broken up with him.

At the start of the Woodham case, I began examining school shoot-

ings. Two months after the massacre in Mississippi came a shooting in 

Kentucky, then one in Arkansas that same month, and then another in 

Arkansas three months later in March 1998. There was a shooting in 

Pennsylvania that April, in Tennessee that May, and then in Oregon that 

same month, where two students were killed and twenty-two wounded. A 

year and a half later, on April 20, 1999, as I was driving home from my job 

as a school social worker, I heard about the Columbine shooting on the 

radio. I pulled the car over and sat paralyzed as I heard the latest terror 

unfold.

I continued to study these cases and began to look at shootings 

prior to Woodham, while also watching one after another take place. 

This book covers shootings over three decades: 1979 to 2009. I am 

still struck by the similarities among them. In almost every one, per-

petrators targeted other boys who had called them names associated 

with homosexuality, girls who had rejected them, or both. Even in 

cases when the shooters lashed out against their schools for perceived 

injustices related to discipline or academic assessments, gender pres-

sures often played a role: the shooters talked about these actions as 

challenges to their masculinity.
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It became clear, as I uncovered the roots of these shootings, that chil-

dren and teens continue to feel forced to conform to a narrow set of 

gender expectations in order to be accepted. Things have clearly grown 

worse, however, since my own childhood, when the dozen or so school 

shootings that occurred in the seventies barely registered in the national 

consciousness. It is more common today for those victimized in school to 

pick up guns and turn them on fellow students.

Some difficult economic and social circumstances have developed over 

these three decades, and since the turn of the century new challenges 

have surely made life even harder for children and adults alike. These 

forces add pressure to school environments, which are often the only 

social spaces children have. In many of the towns and cities where school 

shootings took place, everyone attended the same school. For those who 

were tormented during the school day, extracurricular activities were just 

extensions of the same environment. Many of these children seemed to 

have no way out. They felt beleaguered by other youth in their school, as 

well as by some school faculty who spoke derisively to them or who even 

joined in the bullying.

Ideally students shouldn’t need to find alternative spaces to feel safe 

and accepted. Schools are responsible for helping students become 

self-reflective, self-actualized, compassionate, and civic-minded peo-

ple. Instead, teachers often become resented authority figures, while 

students become passive and docile, or rebellious and then accused of 

“acting out.” The obsession with gender, status, obedience, and compe-

tition that occupies our students undermines their relationships with 

themselves and with others, as well as their ability to learn and thrive. 

In many of our schools, precious opportunities for creating community 

and developing critical thinking are lost; instead, perhaps more than 

ever before, cutthroat competition, cruelty, isolation, and anxiety pre-

vail.

Over the last thirty years, school shootings have gone from a rare 

occurrence to a frequent tragedy. From 1969 to 1978, there were 16 school 

shootings in the United States. (Interestingly, 3 of them were commit-

ted by state police against student protesters.) From 1979 to 1988, there 

were 29 school shootings, almost double those in the previous decade. 

Between 1989 and 1998, school shootings just about doubled again, to 52; 

and from 1999 to 2008 they increased again, as 63 new shootings took 

place. Shootings continue to increase in number; there were 22 in 2009 

alone. By my count, there have been 166 shootings in schools in the last 
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three decades (182 in the last forty years). Yet even as they become more 

common—with more than 500 students and 150 parents, school faculty, 

and other adults killed or wounded—these cases are persistently viewed 

as “aberrations.” Each new incident provokes surprise and shock.

Many of these mass shootings or rampages took place in predomi-

nantly white, middle-class or upper-class suburbs or small towns and have 

been treated by other scholars and critics as an isolated and unique phe-

nomenon, sharing nothing with gang-related or single-targeted shootings 

or other forms of school violence. In my research, however, while there 

are some disparities, I found more similarities among these various forms 

of violence. Experts also tend to fix blame on factors external to schools: 

severe mental illness, access to guns, or media violence, especially video 

games. While these issues surely play a role in the high incidence of such 

events, we need to ask a more fundamental question: What occurs in 

schools themselves—the sites, after all, of the shootings—that causes so 

many students to become unhappy, anxious, depressed, and motivated by 

rage?

This book proposes that there are inextricable connections between 

school shooting outbursts, the “everyday” violence of bullying, and the 

destructive gender pressures and social demands created by the larger 

culture and endured by virtually all children in our schools. Although the 

forms of school violence may differ, the same patterns emerge. Boys (and, 

increasingly, girls) lash out to prove that they can fulfill their narrow gen-

der prescriptions. Nearly all the school shooters were violently reacting to 

oppressive social hierarchies in their schools.

As I will show, the conditions that have helped spark school shootings 

are not aberrations; they are the norm. The hurtful and violent bullying 

with which teens contend has become commonplace and has reached 

disturbing levels. Our ubiquitous zero-tolerance policies help schools 

suspend or expel students who commit violence, but they do not prevent 

the specter of violence from returning again and again. They certainly do 

nothing to halt the quieter violence—the violence students do to them-

selves, the depression and suicide, for instance, fostered by the same con-

ditions. To stop school shootings as well as the more common culture of 

despair in our schools, we will need to transform our schools’ cultures.

In addition to examining a wide range of studies, I conducted more 

than sixty interviews with children and adults in the United States between 

March 2006 and March 2008. Since I had worked in schools for over 

twenty years, I had access to people in school communities that I might 
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not otherwise have had. I found quickly that most people had a story about 

either being bullied or witnessing bullying incidents. I share their stories in 

The Bully Society to bring to life the common situations our children expe-

rience and to show the similarities between the school shooters’ complaints 

and those of average American children and adults from our schools.

My interviews included working-class, wealthy, and middle-class 

families from rural, inner-city, and suburban communities. Most of the 

people I interviewed were white, but I also interviewed people with 

African American, Latino, and other ethnic backgrounds. I conducted 

slightly more interviews with white middle-class students from suburbs, 

since most of the school shootings took place within this demographic. I 

also interviewed more people from the Northeast. Fewer school shoot-

ings took place in this region, yet the same bully cultures that led to so 

many shootings in midwestern and southern states persist there. Students 

ranged in age from approximately eleven to twenty-six. I also interviewed 

some teachers and related professionals in their thirties and forties 

who reflected on the bully cultures in their schools when they had been 

younger. They came from places including the inner cities of Manhattan 

and the Bronx, rural Maine, Connecticut, North Carolina, Texas, and 

New York State, especially Long Island and Westchester.

I have changed the names of my respondents, and I mention their 

demographics in general terms to protect their privacy. I refer to my stu-

dent and parent interviewees by a first name only and my school faculty 

respondents by only a last name. Actual first and last names are used only 

for those individuals whose stories have been reported in the media and 

for individuals who wanted to be named directly. I have allowed people to 

speak for themselves, both in public testimonies and in interviews I con-

ducted myself. Sometimes people used less respectful language in their 

anecdotes; but I am hopeful that both young people and their elders will 

speak more civilly when the concerns of so many students, school faculty, 

and parents are more effectively addressed.

As you will see, the stories and concerns shared here illuminate three 

key traits of everyday school culture discussed in The Bully Society.

The first is gender policing, or pressure to conform to gender expecta-

tions. Students (and adults) engage in constant surveillance of themselves 

and others to enforce boy and girl codes. Most people in a given school 

community tend to become members of the “gender police,” correcting 

their own and one another’s behaviors, attitudes, and dress according to 

their perceived expectations for proper gender performance.
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The second is a set of masculinity imperatives. Hypermasculinity is 

the dominant gender norm imposed by the gender police. Boys—but also 

girls—obtain status by displaying aggression and a willingness to demon-

strate power at another’s expense.

The third is normalized bullying. Bullying is the tool by which the most 

aggressive members of the gender police use coercive and often violent 

power to acquire and maintain high social status. By participating in gen-

der policing, and targeting students they perceive to be failing in the task 

of meeting masculinity norms, students elevate their social status.

The rigid status hierarchies found in today’s schools have not devel-

oped in a vacuum. They come from a larger, more encompassing set of 

values, generated by what I call a bully economy. Economic and cultural 

trends associated with extreme capitalism, including severe income dis-

parities and related values pervasive in popular media, have helped insti-

tutionalize masculinity prescriptions (i.e., aggression and dominance) 

and intensified gender policing in multiple forms.

Children today learn that status is everything, as described in chapter 

1, “Social Status Wars.” Race and class are our most typical indicators of 

power, and conformity to gender expectations is paramount. This chap-

ter explains how students become gender police recruits—and how their 

policing fuels battles over status and power in schools.

Chapter 2, “Masculinity and White Supremacy,” examines theories of 

masculinity and their relevance both to school shootings and to the every-

day violence that has become accepted in our schools. Boys are expected 

to be powerful and dominant and then are often attacked and ridiculed if 

they appear gay, poor, or nonwhite or have any number of other perceived 

differences. A recipe for violence ensues when boys are pressured to be 

hypermasculine and then are marginalized through classism, racism, het-

erosexism, or other forms of prejudice.

“Violence against Girls,” chapter 3, addresses how boys learn from 

an early age that they assert manhood not only by being popular with 

girls but also by wielding power over them—physically, emotionally, and 

sexually. This chapter examines school shootings where the perpetrators 

specifically targeted girls who rejected them and where they lashed out 

indiscriminately as a result of perceived damage to their manhood after 

being “dumped.”  These shootings reveal other problems in schools too, 

including a high level of sexual harassment and dating violence.

Chapter 4, “Gay Bashing,” examines the fate that awaits many boys 

who are perceived as failing to meet accepted parameters of masculin-
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ity and whose peers label them “gay.” These boys, judged as wanting by 

students as well as adults—the school’s gender police—are taunted and 

abused. Many of the school shooters were heterosexually identified vic-

tims of relentless gay bashing; many cited revenge against such mascu-

linity challenges as a motivation for their shooting. Boys are expected to 

demonstrate what I have called a flamboyant heterosexuality—flaunting 

and bragging about sexual exploits with girls—with aggression and dis-

dain. A successful image imbued in sexist and heterosexist expectations 

can vault a boy to the top of his school’s status hierarchy. Conversely, fail-

ure to conform to this image (by being respectful to girls, for instance) 

can quickly render boys vulnerable to harassment and assault.

As discussed in chapter 5, “Girl Bashing,” girls are themselves driven to 

conform to superficial and destructive gendered standards. Female teens 

and tweens navigate a minefield: they are judged by conventional stan-

dards regarding their body type and their ability to attract boys, but they 

are also increasingly pressured to be “tough” in today’s hypercompetitive 

and pervasively masculine society. These pressures encourage girls to use 

violence as a means of proving themselves and help explain the dramatic 

increases in violence committed by girls as outlined by recent research.

Much of the violence girls (and boys) wield is through text messages 

and in cyberspace, as addressed in chapter 6. Slut bashing and gay bashing 

are common and persistent in these venues. Each technological innova-

tion (texting, instant messaging, e-mail) makes this type of insidious bul-

lying more painful and intimate. It was bad enough when students were 

harassed on Facebook pages, but now they are tormented by text mes-

sages sometimes nonstop; or they may be victims of “sexting,” in which 

sexual photos of them are widely distributed to embarrass and humiliate 

them and ruin their reputations.

Chapters 7 and 8, “Adult Bullies” and “The Bully Economy,” trace the 

competitive pressures that pervade our schools to our economy and poli-

tics. While schools serve as pressure cookers where ruthless competition 

and other hypermasculinity imperatives are expressed in extreme form, 

adults inadvertently or explicitly play out the same social status conflicts 

relating to wealth, race, looks, and sexuality, as well as grown-up versions 

of gay and girl bashing, dating violence, and harassment. The same ruthless 

social hierarchies and hurtful cliques can be found among adults: many par-

ents and teachers bully one another, and bully children and students too.

An increasingly unfettered capitalist economy has both fed and been 

fed by these values. Adults continue to work long hours and weeks to be 
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able to purchase the clothes and lifestyles that help them achieve status 

among each other. Often the business tactics necessary to achieve such 

wealth require the same objectification found in our schools—that is, a 

casual disregard for the feelings and lives of others.

Chapters 9 and 10 discuss whether particular educational policies 

and typical school cultures are likely to encourage or mitigate bullying 

and violence. Chapter 9, “America Is from Mars, Europe Is from Venus,” 

compares the more “masculine,” punitive, individually focused policies 

prevalent in the United States with the more “feminine” relationship- and 

community-oriented policies that are common in European and Nordic 

countries. Many U.S. anti-bullying programs focus on helping students 

to stand up for themselves and talk back to potential bullies. Research 

has shown, though, that developing bonds among school faculty and stu-

dents and helping students and faculty support one another in such situa-

tions are more effective. Chapter 10, “Creating Kinder Schools and Cyber-

spaces,” highlights some excellent and successful programs in the United 

States and across the world, with a particular focus on programs that help 

develop a collective courage.

The Bully Society concludes by pointing toward the necessity for 

change: dismantling our schools’ bully society, which is driven by our 

contemporary bully economy. The following pages present insights nec-

essary for understanding and undertaking this challenging and essential 

task; together, as the conclusion shows, we can transform our schools 

into more humane and compassionate communities.

Working on this book led me to reflect on my own early experiences in 

schools and what might have been different then, when school shootings 

were comparatively rare. When I felt excluded at school, I didn’t fanta-

size about an attack on my tormentors. I wanted to tell everyone why I 

thought they had certain values wrong. I wanted to improve my environ-

ment, not destroy it. Gender, though, was also at the core of my own dif-

ficult experiences in school.

My troubles began on the cusp of adolescence, when I became a “girl” 

instead of a kid in my local public elementary school. In fifth grade, pres-

sure to demonstrate typical gendered behaviors began to permeate our 

school days. Competition and backbiting replaced what I had previously 

experienced as a positive and enjoyable school environment. Until then, I 

had been perceived as popular and had been voted president of my class 

every year. Now suddenly I was the class pariah. A girl in the class had 
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started making comments about me—saying I had too many boyfriends 

and telling different boys who she believed liked me that I liked a different 

one better. Like many girls across the country, I had my first experience 

with what I refer to in this book as slut bashing—in which girls or boys 

question the sexual legitimacy of a target and then lash out at her with 

vicious names conveying that she is worthless.

These unpleasant experiences continued in sixth grade, and the nega-

tive social culture changed only slightly when I went to a private middle 

school. I quickly discovered that I didn’t have the right clothes, the right 

look, the right gestures, or the right things to say. I was dismayed by the 

flood of new rules and expectations and realized that I needed to change 

everything about myself if I wanted to be accepted in this new environ-

ment. The gender prescriptions in private school were not only strict but 

expensive. In public school I needed Keds and then Pro-Ked sneakers; now 

I needed pricey designer jeans (Sassoon or Jordache), and I was expected 

to go on shopping “dates” with certain girls to be included in after-school 

social events and activities. It was a lot of work to become a “popular girl” 

in this school, and everyone seemed to be striving to achieve this goal. But 

even when I wore the right clothes, talked to the right girls, and hung out 

with the right crowd, I felt somehow disconnected. I felt alone as I strug-

gled to be accepted by a group of people who were themselves working 

hard to be included. The popular codes inflicted expectations on everyone, 

effectively building impenetrable obstacles to authentic self-expression 

and connection. Instead, people talked about each other in ways I thought 

were mean as they jockeyed for status among the “in” groups.

While my childhood challenges were mild in comparison with what 

millions of American children endure today in their schools, I was often 

miserable, and I longed for some alternative safe space. I found some 

reprieve at the time in a community-oriented summer camp. For many 

of us there, camp became a preserve, a salvation from the rougher social 

environments we experienced during the rest of the year at school. This 

community, and others where I’ve worked as a professional since then, 

showed me that compassion and connection with others are vital for 

learning and thriving. Such support should be available to all youth. Peo-

ple shouldn’t have to wait until they get through their school years before 

it presumably gets better; growing up shouldn’t have to be quite so hard.

I’ve worked for decades to change schools and the larger social envi-

ronment that tends to breed violence and other bullying behavior. For 

eleven years I worked in secondary schools; I served as a conflict resolu-
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tion coordinator, a teacher, a substance abuse prevention counselor, and 

a school social worker and guidance administrator, often dealing directly 

with bullies and their targets. I listened to students in different kinds of 

educational environments—from the elite and exclusive to those from 

inner cities—as they complained about feeling frightened and confused, 

detached and lonely. More recently, I have worked in public and private 

universities as a sociology, social work, and criminal justice professor. My 

research has focused primarily on the links between school violence and 

gender. Through it all, I have studied what would help students—male 

and female—to feel supported, recognized, and empowered by other stu-

dents, as well as by teachers and parents.

In 2000, as a school social worker, I helped 100 percent of my stu-

dents at an at-risk New York City public school gain entrance to four-

year colleges—35 percent of them with full scholarships to excellent 

private universities. Many of these students emerged from violent gang 

and drug cultures in their neighborhoods, homelessness, sexual abuse, 

extreme depression and anxiety, truancy, and other conditions that might 

have been predicted to doom their futures. These students were instead 

inspired by the community-oriented focus of their public school and the 

work they themselves contributed to making the school more compas-

sionate and supportive. The community support they received at school 

helped them become potential future leaders, instead of remaining in 

conditions of poverty and violence.

As I discuss in the book’s later sections, I’ve seen students leave gangs 

and become part of mediation teams, working heroically to recruit record 

numbers of new students to their school’s conflict resolution program. 

Some of my students initiated and wrote the first sexual harassment pol-

icy in their school, then worked tirelessly to get it the respect and support 

it needed to be instituted schoolwide.

Students collaborated to create different kinds of helpful programs and 

then thrived in the smaller communities we created. The warmth gener-

ated by these affirming and safe environments had positive effects on the 

students’ lives—attendance, grades, behavior, graduation rates, and entry 

to college. They also enhanced the larger school environment. Many of 

my students had been brutally gay-bashed and slut-bashed in previous 

schools—whereas we worked together to support these students and 

addressed such concerns effectively in communitywide meetings. Meth-

ods for creating compassionate communities in schools are literally infi-

nite.
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I became a school counselor because I wanted to help those who strug-

gled in school. I believed then and believe now that it is possible to create 

more supportive and empowering school environments.  Right now the 

gender police dominate our schools: students and adults often monitor 

themselves and one another for perceived infractions against respective 

gender codes, in gangs as well as in more common social cliques. To cre-

ate safe schools, we need to examine the forces that turn them into gen-

der police training grounds inciting so many forms of violence.

This book aims to help concerned families, schools, and communities 

understand the dangers of oppressive gender expectations—and offers 

alternatives. I hope it helps fuel the quest for the kind of community-ori-

ented and caring schools children need to thrive.
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Social Status Wars

The twenty-three-year-old Virginia Tech gunman Cho Seung-Hui had 

been relentlessly teased and bullied throughout middle school and 

high school. He was angry at what he perceived as an unjust school hier-

archy that privileged the wealthy. Before he killed thirty-two people and 

then himself in a 2007 rampage, Cho raged against the rich, declaring his 

shooting a response to the “brats” and “snobs” at his school who were not 

satisfied with their “gold necklaces” and “Mercedes.” The South Korean-

born Cho, whose parents ran a dry-cleaning business, seemed to believe 

he had been bullied because of his lower economic status and his race. 

His peers said they couldn’t understand his accent and way of speaking 

and told him to “go back to China” one of the rare times he mustered up 

the courage to speak in class.1

When Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold sauntered into the Columbine 

High School library, they were similarly angry at those with higher sta-

tus in their school. Armed with a rifle, a shotgun, handguns, knives, and 

bombs, the first thing they shouted was “All jocks stand up. We’re going 

to kill everyone one of you.”2

These were vicious and devastating attacks that grabbed headlines all 

over the world. The media presented a parade of analysts and experts try-

ing to figure out why two middle-class boys or a quiet college student had 

become mass murderers. Few of them looked at the high school culture that 

places a diminished value on students who are perceived as not measuring 

up. In today’s high schools, race and class, the historical purveyors of Amer-

ican status, are still important factors, but gender is also crucial. Students 

are measured against reductive and stereotypical standards for what it 

means to be the “right” kind of girl or boy. Children may be perceived as not 

good-looking or affluent enough; boys are judged for being not sufficiently 

masculine or athletic; and girls are scrutinized for the extent to which they 

are pretty and popular with boys. Children found lacking are pushed to the 

bottom of their school’s social hierarchy, where life can feel unbearable.
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The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu explains in his groundbreak-

ing works the dynamics of power in social relationships. Social inequality 

becomes reified among adults through the acquisition of different forms 

of capital.3 Young people also find that to win power and influence in a 

given community they have to have a certain kind of body (body capital), 

be friends with certain people (social capital), participate in particular 

activities that are valued in a given school (cultural capital), be up on the 

latest gossip (information capital), and of course have a certain amount of 

money (economic capital) and the material possessions that money can 

buy (symbolic capital).

Children who come up short in one or more of these categories are 

often deprived of basic opportunities to fulfill their potential. A bully 

culture instead circumscribes their lives. Students who don’t achieve the 

prescribed status markers can be shunned, taunted, assaulted, and other-

wise forced to pursue their education in a hostile environment. Children 

who do score high on these measures are not necessarily much better 

off, since these goals encourage an obsession with external approval that 

rarely leaves room for young people—or adults—to express their authen-

tic selves.

The status systems in schools reflect familiar forms of institutional-

ized discrimination in which some members of society continue to be 

treated as second-class citizens. Many of the stories I heard from people 

around the country centered on bullying behavior that took place on 

their school bus and brought to mind the history of racial segregation 

on public vehicles. Older students or students perceived as more popu-

lar tend to claim a certain part of the bus—front or back—and other stu-

dents are often forced to sit in the remaining spaces, if they are allowed 

to sit at all.

Rebecca, from an upper-class northeastern suburb, talked about 

how she had joined the bullies after years of being harassed about her 

weight.  “What is she wearing?” “What was she thinking?” she and her 

friends would whisper loudly about the other girls. “If someone was wear-

ing something really off the wall, we would laugh about it.” Rebecca had a 

keen sense of who was higher or lower on the hierarchy. “I had graduated 

to the back of the bus,” where the older kids would sit, Rebecca recalled, 

“and all the way in the front of the bus, this girl called me a ‘fat bitch.’ She 

said it in front of everyone. So I grabbed her by her hair and smacked her 

in the face and said, ‘Don’t you ever call me that again.’” What seemed 

to concern Rebecca most was that the girl was younger than she was: “It 
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might have been different if she was older. I couldn’t get over that this 

little girl who annoys the whole bus was going to say this to me.” She 

reasoned to herself that “if I didn’t do it, someone else would.” If you’re 

a “freshman in high school, you’re the little guy. Unless you have a big 

brother on campus, you don’t run your mouth. It’s a known thing; when 

you’re the youngest grade in a school, it is known that you have to keep a 

low profile until you gain experience at that school.”

Shantique, from an impoverished southern rural area, also remembers 

the bus as the scene where the most ferocious jockeying for status took 

place, and the worst bullying. “I was always the last person to get on my 

bus so I would have to negotiate to get a seat. No one wanted to move 

over. It was high school kids who drove the bus and no one would let 

me sit down. One little guy sometimes let me sit down, and then they 

would pick on him.” The powerful girls sat at the back, she said, and con-

trolled the whole bus. They were particularly horrible to one girl because 

her family had even less money than those of the other girls on the bus. 

“They picked on her mercilessly, extorted money from her whatever she 

had, and they made fun of her and called her names. She would cry hys-

terically and cut school as a result.” Finally the girl told her parents what 

was going on because she was missing so much school. “They got her on 

another bus,” Shantique said, “but then the [powerful] girls would go after 

her in school.”

The rigidity of the school status system often remains hidden from 

adults. Students who are tormented and ostracized at school come home 

sullen, depressed, angry, or otherwise distressed, but many say they 

don’t want to talk about their treatment because it is humiliating, and 

they don’t even want their parents to know that others don’t seem to like 

them. Abused young people bring home a host of upsetting feelings and 

problems that can overwhelm family members—who, even if they are 

informed about the situation, may also feel helpless and at a loss about 

what they can do to make it stop. Sadly, some adults who are informed 

dismiss or minimize the problem.

Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold and their bullies were in fact living 

in a typical American high school culture where, in a microcosm of an 

authoritarian state, kids were made to conform to constrained parameters 

of acceptable behavior that were often vicious and hostile.  If you didn’t 

accept the school leaders and the imposed culture, you were against them 

and would be severely punished for it, said Columbine classmate Brooks 

Brown in his book No Easy Answers: The Truth behind Death at Colum-
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bine. Brooks, who considered himself Dylan’s good friend, sometimes 

hung out with the social group the bullies at Columbine referred to as the 

Trench Coat Mafia.4

Eric and Dylan were seen as weak, nerdy, and weird; in short, they 

were way outside the narrow ideal of what people in their school and their 

community believed a boy should be, and therefore they were treated as 

less than human, Brooks explained. Eric had two strikes against him. He 

had a slight deformity that left his chest a bit sunken. When he undressed 

in gym class, the bullies were ready to mock him. “Mocking a guy for a 

physical problem he can’t control is one of the most humiliating ways to 

bring him down,” wrote Brooks. Eric was also the shortest in the group. 

“The rest of us, as we got older, became well over six feet in height; Eric 

never did,” Brooks continued. “He was small, he was a ‘computer geek,’ 

and he wasn’t even from Colorado to begin with. He was as prime a target 

as the bullies at Columbine could have asked for.”5

Brooks Brown describes some of what the bullies’ targets endured: “At 

lunchtime, the jocks would kick our chairs, or push us down onto the table 

from behind. They would knock our food trays onto the floor, trip us, or 

throw food as we were walking by. When we sat down, they would pelt us 

with candy from another table. In the hallways, they would push kids into 

lockers and call them names while their friends stood by and laughed.”6

Brooks recalled another incident “when a bunch of football players drove 

by, yelled something and threw a glass bottle that shattered near Dylan’s 

feet. I was pissed, but Eric and Dylan didn’t even flinch. ‘Don’t worry 

about it, man,’ Dylan said. ‘It happens all the time.’”7 Someone reported to 

school authorities that the two boys had drugs “as a way to harass them.” 

They were removed from class and searched, and their cars and lockers 

were searched as well. “No drugs were turned up,” Brooks writes, “but the 

two of them had been humiliated nonetheless.”8

In his 2005 book on rage in contemporary America, Going Postal,

Mark Ames writes that Eric and Dylan “were so marked for abuse that 

even talking to them was dangerous. One female student recounted 

how, when she was a Columbine freshman, some ‘jocks’ spotted her 

talking to Dylan Klebold in the school hallway between classes. After 

she walked away from him, one of them slammed her against the lock-

ers and called her a ‘fag lover.’ None of the students came to help her—

and when asked later why she didn’t report the incident to the admin-

istration, she replied, ‘It wouldn’t do any good because they wouldn’t 

do anything about it.’”9
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Even after the shooting, many students seemed to see nothing wrong 

with bullying students like Eric and Dylan. Elliot Aronson writes in 

Nobody Left to Hate, “Most members of the ‘in group’ considered taunt-

ing ‘outsiders’ a reasonable thing to do.”10 Aronson quotes one member of 

the Columbine football team, who said, “Columbine is a good, clean place 

except for those rejects. Most kids didn’t want them there. Sure we teased 

them. But what do you expect with kids who come to school with weird 

hairdos and horns on their hats? It’s not just the jocks; the whole school’s 

disgusted with them. .  .  . If you want to get rid of someone, usually you 

tease ’em. So the whole school would call them homos.”11 Kevin Koeniger, 

at the time seventeen years old and a junior on Columbine’s Rebels Foot-

ball team, told a reporter, “If they were different, why wouldn’t we look 

at them as weird?” Another student from the soccer team, Ben Oakley, 

agreed. “They’re freaks.”12

In this case, the “freaks” struck back. With guns in their hands they 

were, for a moment, at the top of the pecking order, and they doled out 

humiliation, abuse, and death not only to the students who bullied them 

but to everyone in their path. The teacher who was hiding in the library 

during the massacre recalled hearing the shooters say, “Kill all the jocks.” 

But she also heard them say, “What do we have here, a nigger?” just before 

they shot Isaiah Shoels, an African American and a star football player. 

They said to someone else: “Whatta we got here, a fat boy?” And they 

taunted a student with glasses.  While they had compiled a “hit list” in 

advance, their real hope, Harris wrote in his diary, was that they could use 

explosives to simply blow up the whole school, reducing the site of their 

torment to rubble.13

In Comprehending Columbine, Ralph W. Larkin writes, “They appar-

ently wanted to target the entire peer structure, in which they were at 

the very bottom. Although they were harassed by a small minority of 

the student population, they blamed everyone in the school for their 

own degraded social status,”14 perhaps because no one helped them and 

because many seemed to have watched their humiliation with either 

indifference or some degree of pleasure.

Eric and Dylan internalized the status hierarchies in their school. 

They despised the “bullies” who tormented them, but they didn’t seek to 

defend other targets of bullying. Instead they became the biggest bullies, 

in an apparent effort to momentarily be at the top of the school hierarchy 

themselves—torturing those they had learned to believe were categori-

cally inferior.
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Why Did They Shoot?

As the Columbine shooting took its place among an escalating number 

of school shootings in the 1990s, most observers asked: “What was differ-

ent about those boys, what was it that made them reject common social 

and moral standards?” Such questions belie the fact that in some sense 

Eric and Dylan were affirming, rather than rejecting, some of the prevail-

ing social and moral standards at their schools. These expectations push 

boys to achieve certain kinds of status at all costs—and in particular link 

the achievement of this status to a narrow definition of masculinity that 

values power and dominance above all else. A close look at three decades 

of school shootings shows how tightly school social expectations and the 

school shooters’ responses are intertwined.

If they want to be popular, male students in American high schools are 

often expected to conform to hypermasculine values. Boys are pressured 

to be successful at sports, highly competitive, dominant with girls, emo-

tionally detached, able to hold their own in a fight, disdainful of homo-

sexuality, and derisive toward academics. More often than not, they are 

expected also to be affluent, with a nice car, expensive clothes, and money 

to throw around—more evidence of their power and success. The recog-

nition that boys gain if they exhibit these qualities allows them to climb 

up their school hierarchy and maintain a high social status.

Living as they do within such a strict and punitive social hierarchy, 

boys are told in one way or another to prove their manhood and, in some 

cases, to prove that they exist at all. Many boys feel they must go to great 

lengths to differentiate themselves from those perceived as gay, feminine, 

poor, intellectual, or weak. They’ll harass, bully, demean, humiliate, and 

generally try to crush the social value of anyone who doesn’t fit in, all in 

an effort to secure their own social standing. By calling another student 

“gay,” a boy demonstrates to others that he is successfully heterosexual, 

while a boy who “beats up” another student proves how powerful he is 

compared with the injured party. Such bullying techniques are pervasive 

across American schools as children work desperately to prevent their 

own social demise and to raise their otherwise fragile status; without this 

violence, boys, in particular, fear that they might not get recognized at all, 

or worse, could become the targets of the abuse themselves and lose any 

opportunity for social connection. In various ways, boys of all races and 

economic groups, across the country, feel compelled to demonstrate an 
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aggressive masculinity. What’s more, “dominance bonding” tends to be 

socialized through school athletics as well as other school institutional-

ized activities.15

Of the 166 school shooting perpetrators whose identities are known, 

147 were male. Most of those who committed the massacres, as revealed in 

the examination of their cases, struggled for recognition and status among 

their peers. The majority of them languished at the bottom of the social 

hierarchy. They tended not to be athletic, and they were often described 

in the media as skinny, scrawny, short, lanky, or pudgy. They were teased 

for looking feminine or gay. They tended to be academically oriented. They 

were generally unsuccessful with girls. Many of them were also significantly 

less wealthy than the popular teens at their schools. As a result of these per-

ceived failures, they were mercilessly teased and abused.

Without even a shred of the status necessary for surviving socially 

in their schools, these boys repeatedly chose to prove their masculin-

ity through overwhelming violence. Many of them targeted more popu-

lar kids who had harassed them and girls who had rejected them. They 

believed their violent response, a powerful demonstration of mascu-

line prowess, would win them the recognition they desperately craved. 

Whether they were dead or alive, free or behind bars, one after another, 

the perpetrators spoke about their yearning for notoriety. They could 

no longer imagine achieving recognition in their present reality, so they 

dreamed of receiving it in some form of afterlife obtained through vio-

lence and infamy. Most people work hard to get recognized and seen—

a basic human need. Without more constructive vehicles in schools and 

elsewhere in the community, these youth turned to any means necessary.

Some of the shooters who survived—who didn’t kill themselves or get 

killed in the mayhem—expressed these feelings explicitly. Fifteen-year-

old Michael Carneal told psychiatrists he was proud of himself after he 

shot and killed three girls, including two who had rejected him, in West 

Paducah, Kentucky, in 1997.16 Michael told the psychiatrists that he wasn’t 

sure why he had started shooting that day. “I didn’t expect to kill anyone. 

I was just going to shoot. I thought maybe they would be scared and then 

no one would mess with Michael.”17 “Murder is gutsy and daring,” bragged 

Luke Woodham after his 1977 shooting in Mississippi.18

In fact many of them did become nationally or internationally known 

figures after their shootings rather than merely abused and tormented 

“social rejects.” Sadly, it did seem to take the shootings to “broadcast” to 

the society at large the message that millions of students were suffering 
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terribly at school every day. Suddenly, the school pecking order—and the 

dreadful plight of those at its bottom end—were exposed to public view. 

People began to notice that the periodic outbursts of violence seemed to 

be taking place not just at “disadvantaged” inner-city high schools but at 

“good” schools in suburban and small town America. Tamar Lewin, writ-

ing in the New York Times, observed, “Compared with big-city schools, 

these schools look homogeneous: the majority of the students are white, 

middle class, dressed in the same handful of brand names. But the reality 

is far more complex.” Lewin quoted Carol Miller Lieber, a former princi-

pal and director of high school programs at Educators for Social Respon-

sibility, who spoke of the “winner culture” at many of the schools where 

mass shootings took place—an environment dominated by jocks, stu-

dent government, and other “in” groups. “But the winners are a smaller 

group than we’d like to think, and high school life is very different for 

those who experience it as the losers. They become part of the invisible 

middle and suffer in silence, alienated and without any real connection 

to any adult.”19

Writing in the New York Times Magazine four months after the Col-

umbine shooting, Adrian LeBlanc outlined the hierarchy in a suburban 

American high school in 1999, complete with the names of each of the 

stratified groups:

The popular kids tend to be wealthier and the boys among them tend 

to be jocks. The Gap Girls, Tommy Girls, and Polo Girls compose 

the pool of desirable girlfriends, many of whom are athletes as well. 

Below the popular kids, in a shifting order of relative unimportance, 

are the druggies (stoners, deadheads, burnouts, hippies or neo-hip-

pies), trendies or Valley Girls, preppies, skateboarders and skate-

boarder chicks, nerds and techies, wiggers, rednecks, and Goths, 

better known as freaks. There are troublemakers, losers and float-

ers—kids who move from group to group. Real losers are invisible.20

It was from the ranks of these “invisible losers” that many of the school 

shooters came. While only a fraction of bullied students respond with 

lethal force, thousands more suffer relentless hostility and humiliation at 

the hands of their peers. Both statistics and anecdotes show that bullying 

is an intrinsic part of the cutthroat status wars that have become com-

monplace at school. As one boy who felt compelled to become a school 

bully put it: if another boy challenged him at school, “they were trying to 
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get my status. But they got their ass kicked instead.”21 What are they fight-

ing over? What’s at stake in these status wars, and how do students gauge 

who is winning and who is losing?

The Power of Wealth

Among adults, members of all social classes tend to socialize with others 

like themselves. They quickly learn to recognize one another: even minor 

differences in clothing, gestures, and speech can signal economic wealth 

and social prestige, creating cliques that are impenetrable to those out-

side. Similarly, school cliques tend to be exclusive and powerful.

Among kids today, designer clothes, the latest hairstyles, expensive 

cars, and the ability to participate in status-building activities—from 

shopping to luxurious vacations to high-class partying—send powerful 

signals to other students. In the PBS documentary People Like Us: Social 

Class in America, students at Anderson High School in Austin, Texas, 

spoke about the influence of family wealth on the school’s social hierar-

chy. “Everybody’s really close-minded about who they will and will not 

associate with,” said one girl, “and if you’re not wearing these clothes, and 

driving these cars, and if you don’t have Mommy and Daddy’s credit card 

and your own little Structure card, then you can’t hang out with us, you 

know?”22

Wendy, now nineteen, experienced the brutality of the status wars 

when her family moved to an affluent northeastern suburb from an inner 

city. Wendy’s mother is from the Dominican Republic and her father is 

from Egypt; she spent her early years in public school in a racially mixed, 

urban working-class neighborhood. “It was so diverse. I didn’t know I was 

different,” she said. “I never felt out of the loop. Everyone was accepting. I 

miss it.” In her new school in the suburbs, “I was miserable. . . . Everyone 

wanted to know what street you live on, because that’s who you were . . . 

It was all materialistic, where you lived and what you owned.” Wendy con-

tinued: “They would question my clothing. I used to wear cartoon char-

acter T-shirts and overalls, but most people it seemed would shop at the 

boutiques .  .  . and buy Juicy Couture and Tiffany jewelry.” Wendy tried 

her best to get in line. In elementary school, she said: “I was dying to get 

a charm bracelet that everyone had. I begged and pleaded. And my par-

ents got me a fake one, but I didn’t know. The second I came into school, 

this girl ran over to me and picked up the bracelet and said: ‘Oh, it’s fake,’ 
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and she dropped it. I felt betrayed by my parents.” While Wendy felt she 

desperately needed the expensive bracelet, she says she now understands 

why her parents didn’t want to buy it for her. “Why spend 150 on a brace-

let for a young girl? They thought little kids wouldn’t know. But they are 

trained. My bracelet said ‘Tiffany and Co.,’ but it wasn’t the same writing. 

They knew.”

Status is perceived as something passed down from upper- and mid-

dle-class parents to their children. In adult society, those from a higher 

socioeconomic background are often affiliated with prestigious organi-

zations, companies, and social groups.  The ability to participate in this 

culture of prestige enables individuals to maintain their high status, per-

petuating a closed society.23 This system is also mirrored in high school 

cliques, which block lower-income students from mixing with more afflu-

ent groups.

Lenny, who grew up in a working-class northeastern urban commu-

nity, was just as aware of the class distinctions in his school as any youth 

from a wealthy suburb. He explained, “If you wear something preppie like 

a college shirt, you get called ‘preppie’; if you wear baggy clothes with 

your hat backwards you get called ‘thug,’ or ‘hoodlum’; you need to wear 

brand names or they call you ‘poor,’ or ‘broke,’ or ‘welfare child.’ You’ve 

got to wear some brand—Polo, Hilfiger, Jenco, Lacoste—it doesn’t mat-

ter which; you got to wear something that makes you not look like you’re 

broke.”

Mr. Lang, a high school teacher in a predominantly working-class 

northeastern rural area, said the same thing. “Kids who are poor get bul-

lied. . . . If they want to belong in a certain social group, they know they 

have to buy the right uniform.” Students work hard to try to prove they 

have money in a culture that values economic capital so highly.

“You have to succumb to the pressure of wearing what everyone else is 

wearing,” Lenny continued. “Black kids wear oversized shirts and baggy 

pants to prove they’re tough. If they wear the button-down shirt like the 

white preppies they can’t hang out with the other black kids. That’s the 

way life is, decide who you are and you follow.”

One African American university student in one of the classes I taught 

said that the pressure he experienced as a high school student was unre-

lenting. “You had to wear clothes that were two sizes too big on you or 

you get called gay. I was a medium and I had to get all extra large clothes, 

’cause if it wasn’t baggy, you were done for. You want to fit in and you 

don’t want to look stupid,” he explained.
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In a lower-middle-class northeastern urban school, Jessina saw serious 

violence over the consumer items students felt pressured to purchase. An 

acquaintance of hers, Adrian, accidentally spilled some juice on another 

guy’s expensive Michael Jordan sneakers in the locker room. In no time, 

the boy who owned the sneakers, Daniel, pounced on Adrian with the 

aid of four of his friends and beat him so badly that when the ambulance 

arrived Adrian was shaking and convulsing. Adrian spent two weeks in 

the hospital with a concussion and serious cuts and bruises, and his par-

ents were too frightened to allow him to return to the school.

The sneakers were not just expensive; they were considered a status 

symbol and a ticket to popularity, explained Jessina. “People get very upset 

if someone steps on these sneakers or dirties them in any way.” No one had 

had a problem with Adrian before the sneaker incident—but given how 

integral these sneakers were to being accepted in school, the juice accident 

was perceived as a major threat to Daniel’s status and prestige. The inci-

dent Jessina described was part of a disturbing trend referred to as “sneaker 

murders,” where students mugged other youth for their high-status shoes.24

Jessina said there were many items like the sneakers that kids in her 

school believed they needed in order to be accepted. “You needed name-

brand clothes, name-brand sneakers, the newest electronics, and the right 

book bag.” Jansport book bags were big at her school. But you needed 

more than one. “Every book bag came with a little string to open the zip-

per and the more of these you collected the more cool you were.” If you 

had those strings, people knew you had so many Jansport book bags, and 

you had to guard all these items—bags, phones, strings—because people 

would steal them in an instant. The clothes at her school were Phat Farm 

for boys and Baby Phat for girls, as well as Roca Wear—clothes by big-

name entertainers in urban music. When Jessina went to a university with 

a significant upper-class student body, she found there were new pur-

chases she needed. Instead of Baby Phat, the students wore Juicy Couture 

and Louis Vuitton. There’s a tacit contest between who has nicer things, 

who has the newest and most expensive bags, Jessina explained. “Every-

body has Uggs [boots], so you feel you have to get a pair. You feel pressure 

because everyone else has them. If you don’t have a Coach bag you can’t 

compete with the other girls. I had to get a Coach bag to fit in or be on an 

equal level with them is the thinking. Obviously they are expensive and if 

you can afford them that says something about you.”

Jessina reflected that in both her lower-middle-class urban high school 

and her upper-class suburban university you had to spend money on 
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certain brands to be accepted. The items valued by the lower economic 

groups did not necessarily cost less; they were just different kinds of 

brands that referenced different identities. Jessina described how impor-

tant expensive North Face down jackets became in her high school. 

“Every single person in that school had a jacket, and if you didn’t you 

weren’t cool. They were three hundred dollars per coat, and the particu-

larly popular coats, the Snorkel, had fur on the hat and they were even 

more money. Then North Face started putting out even more expensive 

coats, from six hundred to eight hundred dollars. If you could only afford 

one you’d get the black one, but you were more popular if you could get 

more of the coats, and eventually people collected the gray and red and 

other colors too. People would get beat up all the time because someone 

wanted that coat or the Jansport bag.” Kids would work extra jobs, beg 

their parents for holiday presents, or steal them, said Jessina. These items 

were tickets to getting accepted and having a circle of friends of some 

kind, and kids would do whatever it took to acquire them.

Rebecca, who is now a teacher herself, recalls the same conditions in 

her white, upper-class southern suburban schools: “You don’t fit into this 

mold, you don’t share the same things at least somewhat, you’re an out-

cast, and that’s it for you.” Each clique associated itself with a different 

brand name, but you were completely ostracized if you didn’t wear any 

brand at all. “I couldn’t keep up with the way some of the girls dressed,” 

Rebecca confided, but “if you’re not wearing the right clothes, you won’t 

be accepted. If I didn’t dress the right way I would be an outcast.” But 

these girls were wearing Louis Vuitton and Prada. “I couldn’t afford that, 

but I found ways to look good. Kids who couldn’t go shopping were in 

trouble. The parking lot was like a car show; these were sixteen-year-

olds with Hummers, Audis, and Land Rovers.” It was a lot of pressure, 

but Rebecca worked hard to maintain appearances in her wealthy school. 

“They didn’t know I was middle class,” Rebecca said with some relief.

Rebecca finds the same pressure among the kindergarten students with 

whom she now works. “They were forming a popular table and wouldn’t 

let one girl sit there because of her clothes and this other girl because 

of her hair.  Some of these five-year-olds are wearing designer clothes, 

and the girl who didn’t wasn’t allowed at the popular table.” These kids 

are African American and Latino from a lower-income community—yet 

the pressures they experience are like the ones Rebecca once endured in 

her wealthy mostly white suburb. The only difference is in the particular 

brands.
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The status wars that can begin as early as preschool also continue 

through higher education. Raquel shared her experiences in a northeast-

ern university dominated by upper-class students. “More people are judg-

mental towards one another here,” she said. “Parents have money, expen-

sive bags, and go tanning. If you don’t have Coach bags and you don’t have 

Tiffany jewelry, people won’t talk to you unless you’re forced to in groups 

in some classes. People who have Tiffany and Coach are friends with each 

other. If you ask them a question they brush you off; they have an attitude 

about themselves.” “Is it real?” is a common question. Young women get 

points for donning designer clothing, but the knockoffs just breed scorn.

In one of the gender studies classes I taught, female students talked 

about the tremendous pressure they had felt to keep up with the latest 

status symbols in high school. One young woman said, “First you had to 

get the ‘I Love New York’ shirts, and then a moment later—you weren’t 

cool if you had one.” “Yes, I remember that,” murmured another student, 

resentfully. “I hated them.”

Some of the male students in the class insisted that boys were less con-

cerned than girls about fashion and other status symbols—until someone 

brought up cars. “In my school you had to have a BMW, a Hummer, Mus-

tang or a Range Rover,” said one young man. “The guys who had shitty 

cars had a hard time.” Another student added, “You were really in trouble 

if you took a cab.”

Even the religious schools and other private and public schools that 

require uniforms, in part to help kids opt out of the status wars, end up 

failing to achieve this goal. My students who attended suburban religious 

schools said that pressure to have the right look still operates despite the 

uniform dress code: “In my school girls had to wear their skirts short. Then 

the administration said we had to wear pants, so the girls wore skin-tight 

pants. Any girl who didn’t do it was looked upon differently,” said one. One 

single mom from a more urban community told me that the uniforms at her 

daughter’s Catholic school were made by the same “must-have” designers 

that were part of the problem in the first place. Then her daughter besieged 

her with demands for the shoes and phones that “all the other girls had.” A 

boy explained how important it was to sport a Rolex watch in his Catholic 

school. In the context of this kind of status competition, uniforms fail to fix 

the problem as students find other ways to flaunt brand-name objects.

In most schools, both boys and girls feel pressured to have the newest 

and hippest electronic communications devices and related status tech-

nology too. “You had to have the latest cell phone,” one of my students 
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recalled. “I got it too, but then something else came out, and you had to 

keep up.” “I thought my social problems would be over when I finally got 

a cell phone,” one young woman commented, “but then they made fun of 

me because mine didn’t have the antennae that came out . . . I was crying. 

I pulled out my phone so proudly, and I thought, ‘Finally I’m going to be 

cool like everyone else,’ and then the antennae didn’t pull up, and I still 

wasn’t good enough.”

According to a September 2008 survey, four out of five American teens 

have cell phones, and “teens feel that cell phones have become a vital part 

of their identities. They also believe that they can gauge a peer’s popular-

ity or status by the phone he or she uses.”25 “It’s not even about what you 

look like,” said one of my students. “I mean, the cell phones aren’t even 

about your hair or your body—it’s just something to buy.”

As the discussion continued, my class erupted in indignation over the 

material items they had felt forced to buy in high school—and in many 

cases in their college years as well. “Everyone had to go to work to have 

the money needed to buy brands,” said one. “You needed to show you had 

money and could buy whatever was ‘in.’” The big corporations that create 

these “status” products—from Abercrombie and Fitch, Louis Vuitton, and 

Baby Phat to Verizon, Apple, and Nokia, along with a host of others—make 

millions off of children’s fragile self-esteem and vulnerable social ties.

Girls and boys alike are often too willing to do whatever it takes to con-

form to the requirements for popularity in their schools—in large part 

because the alternatives are so intolerable. They spend money that they 

and their parents don’t have and trade in authentic selves and meaningful 

connections with others for superficial status markers and membership in 

the right cliques. The corporations that profit from the consumer culture 

encourage them to believe that success is impossible without the correct 

purchases, and the adult society they see around them only reinforces this 

message. It is hardly surprising, then, that young people fall in line.

This extreme competition in high schools regarding wealth and appear-

ance of wealth fosters bullying, but school administrators often look away 

when white wealthy students are the ones causing trouble. Affluent teens 

boost the image of the school and of the community. In addition, adults 

approach students’ behavior with their own prejudices. Many are reluc-

tant to believe that well-dressed, well-spoken youth from financially well-

off families could be involved in thuggish acts; in racially mixed schools, 

white kids are likely to benefit—and minority students suffer—from the 

preconceived biases of adults.



Social Status Wars � 25

In schools where many of the shootings took place, the perpetrators 

were less wealthy—sometimes marginally, sometimes markedly—than 

the students referred to as jocks and preps who were often their tormen-

tors. Both Evan Ramsey, who shot a classmate who had bullied him and 

then shot his principal in Bethel, Alaska, in 1997, and Luke Woodham, 

the Pearl, Mississippi school shooter, were poor by the standards of their 

schools—and their economic disadvantages became more fodder for ridi-

cule.

Many of the other shooters came from financially stable, suburban 

homes, but this does not discount class issues. Eric Harris’s father entered 

the oil industry during the late 1970s boom and was apparently a casualty 

of the subsequent bust. Part of Eric’s motivation may have come from his 

family’s loss of strength and power.26 Certainly, class was a factor in the 

pecking order at Columbine. “Jocks have more money,” said Meg Harris, a 

sixteen-year-old sophomore at the time of the shootings. “One jock has a 

Hummer. He totaled one Hummer and his Dad bought him another.”27

From the outside, these towns may have looked uniform in their 

racial and class makeup. This only means that less obvious distinctions 

were employed to determine social status. These less visible differences, 

expressed in particular gestures, habits, tastes, and access to exclusive 

social institutions in a given community—Bourdieu’s symbolic, cultural, 

and social capital—can represent extreme variations in status and power. 

In addition, these small differences are even less likely to be tolerated than 

they might be in more diverse settings.

Economic capital can be used in a sense to purchase other forms of 

capital too. For instance, some parents pay for their children to attend 

expensive sports camps where youth are trained to excel in the competi-

tive sports designed to win them further status.

The Jock Cult

Success for today’s adolescents is narrowly defined—not just by peers but 

by parents, school faculty, and athletic coaches and in images across the 

media. For boys in American high schools, athletics, in particular, is often 

the golden road to status. In schools across the country, the best ath-

lete is, by and large, also the most popular boy, and among the different 

sports, football reigns supreme. The deeper meanings that coaches and 

often fathers (and mothers) attach to these kinds of sports tend to revolve 
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around themes of masculine power: distinctions between boys and men, 

physical size and strength, and emotional self-control.

Even the most seemingly masculine athletes bear the social burden of 

constantly proving their manhood through aggression to maintain their 

high status. The boys most successful at staying on top are actually a small 

minority—and they can never relax their vigilance. Through the shoving, 

pushing, and roughhousing that takes place in school hallways, in locker 

rooms, and on playing fields, the boys perceived as most popular continue 

to assert power among each other, as well as over the weaker kids whom 

they try to keep in their place. Likewise, persecuting boys who don’t live 

up to these masculinity values by calling them names like “fag,” “sissy,” and 

“homo” produces status for the popular boys by creating distance from 

femininity and homosexuality and distance from other groups identified 

as pariahs in the school.

Students, faculty, and administrators alike are notorious for looking 

past the negatives of the hypermasculinity celebrated in schools, seeing 

only the glow of masculine power in athletic success. Parents and other 

adults outside school are likewise often willing to look the other way if the 

local “jocks” behave badly. The whole town enjoys a higher status when 

the high school boys win games, and the larger society frequently con-

dones unethical and even illegal actions by professional athletes, provided 

they keep winning. All this reinforces the school sports stars’ sense that 

they can and should do just about anything they like—including abusing 

others—with impunity.

Columbine student Brooks Brown writes in his 2002 book about the 

mentality that “equates sports with status: ‘I am a football player, and 

therefore I’m better than you. I am a basketball player, and therefore I 

deserve to make out with all the cheerleaders. Pathetic geeks like you are 

not on my level.’” He continues, “I don’t mean to imply that all the jocks in 

the world are jerks. . . . The thing is, Columbine’s culture worshipped the 

athlete, and that unconditional adulation had a pretty bad effect on many 

of the jocks at our school.”28

In an article on “Columbine’s cult of the athlete,” Lorraine Adams and 

Dale Russakoff of the Washington Post describe the extent of the special 

treatment given to student athletes:

The state wrestling champ was regularly permitted to park his 

100,000 Hummer all day in a 15-minute space. A football player was 

allowed to tease a girl about her breasts in class without fear of retri-
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bution by his teacher, also the boy’s coach. The sports trophies were 

showcased in the front hall—the artwork, down a back corridor.

Columbine High School is a culture where initiation rituals meant 

upper class wrestlers twisted the nipples of freshman wrestlers until 

they turned purple and tennis players sent hard volleys to younger 

teammates’ backsides. Sports pages in the yearbook were in color, 

a national debating team and other clubs in black and white. The 

homecoming king was a football player on probation for burglary.29

Tommy told me that his friends who weren’t athletes struggled in his 

northeastern public middle school in a wealthy suburb; they were bullied by 

the athletes, ignored by the faculty, and quickly sent to the principal for the 

slightest infraction. The “jocks” would “open up a kid’s book bag while he 

was walking down the hall, and all his books would fall out; and then people 

would just trample right over you. They put tacks and glue on people’s seats 

without them knowing. If you put your bag down to go to the bathroom, 

they would put it in the garbage can.” Athletes, on seeing a nonathlete with a 

hot lunch, would “shake him up and laugh as his food slid all over him.” They 

put water or baby oil on the floor so that other students would slip.

Tommy himself became an outcast in fourth grade because he wasn’t 

interested in one of the sports mandatory for social acceptance—football, 

travel soccer, lacrosse. It just was “not my thing,” he explained. Instantly, 

he was teased by students who had been his best friends just the year 

before. “You’re not a man,” they chided him. “You’re a baby if you can’t 

do this.” When he did play, he heard threats: “If you don’t score a goal, 

I’m going to kill you,” one student said to him. The student punched him 

in the face, but when he went to the principal’s office, nothing happened. 

“The kid was a soccer player, one of the best in the county. They didn’t 

want his record tarnished,” Tommy said. “Athletes who could barely write 

their name got easy As and Bs in my school. Teachers pushed sports and 

substituted that for academics. They didn’t have to work for what they 

got. Others busted tails to get a C.”

The school shooters, by and large, failed to live up to the standards of 

the jock cult. Instead of playing football like the popular students in the 

school, Michael Carneal, the Kentucky shooter, played in the band that 

performed at football games, a role that the “jocks” apparently viewed as 

demeaning and for which they tormented him. Michael made it clear that 

he wanted to kill the “popular, preppie students” whom he blamed for his 

mistreatment.30
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Andrew Golden was the eleven-year-old who joined thirteen-year-

old Mitchell Johnson in firing into a crowd at their Jonesboro, Arkan-

sas, school in 1998; they killed a pregnant teacher and four girls. Andrew 

wanted to play football and basketball. But he was “too slight” for one and 

“too short” for the other. Shooting was what he did best, his grandfather 

told reporters.31

Kipland Kinkel’s family also put a high value on athletic prowess. His 

father, a tennis coach, spoke of his son’s lack of athletic skill with dis-

appointment and noted that his son “wanted to be big.”32 Kip killed his 

parents before killing two classmates and wounding twenty-five others 

in Springfield, Oregon, in 1998. The two boys he killed were considered 

jocks in his school and had tormented him for being “small.”33

In one school massacre after another, the shooters cited harassment 

by “jocks,” sometimes also referred to as “preps,” as a motivating factor in 

their crimes. They sought revenge against those athletes who had pushed 

them to the lowest rungs of the school’s social order—not just isolating 

them from potential friendships but branding them as losers.

A closer look at the jock cult in schools, however, reveals that being 

the jock invites painful pressures too. For these boys the message is also 

clear: “underachieving” means they are associated with women (sissies) 

or homosexuals (gay), and their social acceptance plummets with these 

labels.  The school hierarchy punishes everyone. The demonization of 

whatever is considered “feminine” forces these boys to sacrifice depth 

and intimacy in their relationships with themselves and other people; 

they spend their lives instead, working to prove that they are adequately 

aggressive and invincible. At the same time, parents, coaches, and oth-

ers often push them beyond their physical capacities; masculine power 

becomes increasingly difficult for jocks to achieve or maintain as the 

stakes get higher and expectations for athletic performance more fierce.

In an article titled “By the Numbers: Bigger and Better?” sportswriter 

Allen Barra notes that professional athletes are bigger than in times past. 

The average weight for a football offensive lineman is now three hundred 

pounds—more than fifty pounds heavier than the average during the era 

of Vince Lombardi. Athletes are at the same time pressured to be quicker 

and more agile and to have more endurance. It is not just because they are 

using more steroids, Barra writes. Professional athletes now train year-

round; gone are the days when baseball players used “spring training” to 

get into shape.34 These new standards of athletic achievement are even 

reflected in children’s toys. In the 1960s, the biceps of a G.I. Joe were the 



Social Status Wars � 29

equivalent of twelve-inch biceps in a full-sized human. In 1999, the doll’s 

biceps were the equivalent of twenty-seven inches, as much an anatomi-

cal impossibility as Barbie’s proportions.35

Boys report pressure to look “bigger and stronger” than was necessary 

in past generations, which has led some to develop eating disorders, pre-

viously rare among boys. This type of eating disorder has become com-

mon enough to sport a new name: “bigorexia.”36 There is also evidence of 

increases in steroid use among high school athletes as they work tirelessly 

to meet virtually impossible physical expectations.37

Boys police one another’s efforts to demonstrate the invincible mascu-

linity expected of them. In one elite all-boys urban school, the boys gave 

each other “birthday punches”—an institutionalized form of bullying. “They 

punch hard,” explained a teacher there—and “as many times as years for 

your birthday.  Kids have gotten badly bruised.” The message is that boys 

need to prove yet again that they “can take it,” even when the behavior is just 

unadulterated abuse. A boy I talked to from an inner-city school was simi-

larly hurt and sore from birthday punches he had endured the day before.

The pressure to prove strength, agility, and power as a means of being 

accepted in school is perhaps most damaging to youth who are physically 

challenged. In most schools, students who are seen as disabled in any way 

are also targets of abuse. Barbara, from a poor northeastern rural area, said 

plainly: “There is a special education program in our school, and those kids get 

made fun of a lot.” One girl who is in a wheelchair is unable to move her head 

or her arms and needs to push a button on her chair to get around. “When she 

goes down the hall, people start laughing at her.” Instead of receiving compas-

sion and support, the students who are not seen as the “fittest,” in a socially 

Darwinian culture that values power and success, are shunned and degraded.

The pressure to succeed physically is so overly emphasized in our 

schools that activities unrelated to sports are frequently denigrated. In 

many schools, even academics become not just secondary but a potential 

social deficit.

Booing Academics

Mixed messages about the relationship between intelligence and social 

status frustrate students, who find that high grades register on some 

external barometers of success but are often scorned in school, where 

most of their social interaction takes place. Much of the criteria for sta-
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tus in the school environment—appearance, popularity, trendy clothes, 

or a nice car—echo those of the larger society. The same is not true of 

intellectual achievement. Even adults, who urge students to get good 

grades, often send different signals about what matters most to them. 

For instance, Columbine High School prominently showcased athletic 

awards but gave no visible recognition of students’ academic successes, 

and my students from wealthy suburbs have said this is par for the 

course.

At Glen Ridge High School in New Jersey, where the infamous gang 

rape of a developmentally disabled female student by student athletes 

took place in 1989, display cases across from the principal’s office were 

stocked with athletic trophies; and footballs, plaques, cups, bats, and 

gloves lined the walls of the school office and library. “Nowhere visible 

was last year’s student honor roll,” wrote Bernard Lefkowitz in his book, 

Our Guys, about the town and the incident.38

Murray Milner describes in Freaks, Geeks, and Cool Kids how “a com-

bination of male preps and athletes and the most attractive females in the 

school” that he studied placed “geeks and nerds” at the bottom. “Some-

times a distinction was made between ‘nerds’ who were openly preoc-

cupied with academic success and an even lower strata referred to vari-

ously as ‘dorks,’ ‘trash,’ or ‘geeks’ who were considered hopelessly inept 

when it came to social events, dress, and style.”39 At best, being smart, 

earning good grades, and showing interest in schoolwork may place stu-

dents outside the popular crowd, while at worst it can make them down-

right outcasts. A 2006 study of gifted children found that 67 percent of 

them reported being bullied by the time they reached the eighth grade 

and that many had specifically been teased about their school perfor-

mance.40

Rick, the student editor of his high school newspaper in a low-income 

northeastern rural area, said the kid that got picked on most in his school, 

Oliver, “is always reading. He loves books and you see him sitting in 

a corner reading, and he gets made fun of for that. They call him ‘fag,’ 

and ‘Mama’s boy.’  ’What book are you reading? How far are you into it? 

Shouldn’t you be studying and not reading?’” The comments are meant to 

convey disdain rather than interest, explains Rick. He thinks the problem 

is that Oliver makes them uncomfortable. “Oliver knows what he wants 

to do. He wants to go to college to be a chemist. He has a stable life com-

pared to other people.”
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Shantique, the African American girl who also attended southern 

low-income rural schools, said, “I was the odd one out from very 

early. I was fat. I liked to read. I was nerdy.” Because of relentless 

bullying, Shantique “spent a lot of time alone. I would just read. I 

was always picked last for stuff. No one wanted me on their team. I 

stopped trying and would just read, which just added to my nerdi-

ness.”

Children will go to great lengths—and even undermine their own 

achievements—to conform to the shallow values of the school pecking 

order and to prevent persecution by their peers. D. A. Kinney’s 1993 study 

“From Nerds to Normals” found that smart students in many high schools 

would clown around or otherwise underachieve so as not to be labeled a 

nerd.41 Another study found that boys with high scholastic aptitude, even 

those with other socially redeeming traits, often become reluctant to 

work up to their full academic potential for fear of exhibiting low-value 

behavior.42

Among boys, in particular, academic performance does not tend 

to count among the hypermasculine values that win status in the high 

school environment. This—more than any conservative notion of a “war 

against boys” promoted by feminism, or the popular explanation of dif-

ferences in “learning styles”—may account for the fact that boys are 

perceived as flagging in academic environments, writes Michael Kim-

mel in Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men.43 Michael 

Thompson, coauthor of the 1999 book Raising Cain: Protecting the Emo-

tional Life of Boys, says, “Boys hear that the way to shine is athletically. 

And boys get a lot of mixed messages about what it means to be mascu-

line and what it means to be a student. Does being a good student make 

you a real man? I don’t think so. . . . It is not cool.”44 Kimmel writes that 

boys are gay-bashed or nerd-bashed for achieving academically. Names 

associated with performing well in school—such as “Geek” and “Book-

worm”—don’t tend to confer masculinity status, and this contributes to 

boys’ avoiding academic success in favor of demonstrating their bur-

geoning manhood.45

Many of the boys who perpetrated school shootings found that excel-

ling at academics, which should have been a source of respect, became a 

social problem instead. Fifteen-year-old Thomas Solomon, who shot and 

wounded six classmates at his Conyers, Georgia, high school in 1999, a 

month after the Columbine massacre, was described by fellow students as 
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a nerd and an outcast; students teased him because he didn’t socialize in 

homeroom but instead sat by himself and did his homework.46

Luke Woodham was studying Latin and Nietzsche on his own. Eric Har-

ris and Dylan Klebold were considered excellent students. Eric was said to 

be one of the smartest students in the class, intelligent and articulate. He 

was also recognized by major video-game manufacturers for the computer 

programs he wrote for Doom and Quake. Other members of their outcast 

group at Columbine also said they were harassed initially because they 

were smart.47

Dylan’s friend Devon Adams remembers the day Dylan went up on 

stage at school to be recognized as a state champion for the national 

forensic debate qualifiers. He was booed by the football players. Devon 

was stunned. “It’s really sad that academics are so low on our ranking, 

because it’s something else to be proud of,” she said.48

Eric and Dylan used guns to prove their worth in a school that seemed 

to value strength and power above other qualities. Yet even as the stories 

of the relentless bullying inflicted on them emerged, people across the 

country and the world continued to question why these teenagers became 

assassins.

Teaching Evil

Todd Calder, in his article “The Apparent Banality of Evil: The Relation-

ship between Evil Acts and Evil Character,” wrote that evil behavior takes 

place when someone acts in order to harm another person for bad rea-

sons. When we want to harm someone for fun or because it makes us feel 

powerful, that’s evil. According to Calder, “To have an evil character is to 

feel pleasure in the face of other people’s pain and to feel pain in the face 

of other people’s pleasure.”49

Such descriptions call to mind Eric and Dylan laughing as they were 

shooting—smiling and giggling as they caused their peers—and count-

less others—unspeakable pain and loss. It also aptly describes scenes of 

everyday bullying, though of a different magnitude, where some students 

gain status and pleasure through the humiliation and suffering of others. 

Students standing around a fight or an episode of bullying are often seen 

laughing or egging on the aggressors. So, by Calder’s definition, these chil-

dren and adolescents are committing evil acts and exhibiting “evil charac-

ter.”
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Evil behavior is rewarded when bullies gain status for their abilities to 

hurt other people. By not intervening, bystanders gain social credit too, 

dissociating themselves from the victims and identifying instead with the 

victorious aggressors. Further, schools that condone, encourage, or refuse 

to intervene in the status wars that confer power to some and mark others 

as abused pariahs sustain an environment that might well itself be consid-

ered evil.

Those who attribute evil acts to the inherent evil in human nature 

deflect attention from systemic social problems. They blame each inci-

dent of violence—in a country with the highest per capita rates of assault 

and homicide in the industrialized world—on the innate nature of the 

person who committed it. This ignores the fact that even if aggressive 

impulses are innate, how aggression is manifested and directed is still 

within the province of socialization.

In Civilization and Its Discontents, Sigmund Freud famously wrote 

that it is through society that our aggressive instincts are tempered or 

civilized: “Civilization, therefore, obtains mastery over the individual’s 

dangerous desire for aggression by weakening and disarming it and by 

setting up an agency within him to watch over it, like a garrison in a con-

quered city.”50 Further, as evolutionary psychologists have found, tenden-

cies toward destructive behaviors are activated in particularly negative 

environments and tend to lie dormant when people with such proclivities 

are nurtured and supported instead.51

Calder suggests that a social environment can create conditions where 

otherwise “normal” people may commit acts perceived as evil.52 In many 

ways, then, in the way we teach boys to become men, and girls to become 

women, we are failing in the “civilizing” task to which Freud refers. 

Instead of helping young people to be responsible and compassionate 

individuals, we often encourage them to be violent and abusive.

When people act with cruelty on a regular basis, it is necessary to look 

at the social features of their environment.53 In his famous experiment, 

Stanley Milgram instructed a research participant to be the teacher and in 

that capacity to deliver what appeared to be increasingly painful shocks to 

another participant, the learner; each time the learner got an answer wrong. 

Milgram reported that approximately 65 percent of his teachers obeyed the 

experimenter, delivering potentially fatal (450) volts of shock even when the 

learner screamed in agony. Milgram argued that people are inclined to fol-

low authorities even when there are negative consequences and even when 

they feel that the behavior they are instructed to commit is wrong.54
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Many people, however, equate bad behavior with an evil nature rather 

than seeing it as a product of negative social conditioning that encour-

ages average people to act in ways that are hurtful, callous, or even cruel. 

Partly as a symptom of our overemphasis on individualism, we tend to 

attribute evil behavior to individual disposition rather than to social envi-

ronment. Lee Ross and Richard Nisbett call this the perspective of “lay 

dispositionism,” suggesting that people have a tendency to underappreci-

ate the power of situational factors.55

In the book and film The Smartest Guys in the Room: The Amazing 

Rise and Scandalous Fall of Enron, Bethany McLean and Peter Elkind use 

the Milgram experiment as a backdrop to explain how Enron became an 

environment where making money and being powerful trumped other 

values. Much as bystanders express pleasure in schools as they egg on the 

likely victor in a fight, Enron traders rejoiced when a forest fire threat-

ened a major electrical line in California, a disaster that would increase 

their financial gains: “Burn, baby, burn,” they were heard laughing on 

tape. Alex Gibney, the film’s producer, explained: “These weren’t bad 

apples. But within a corporate culture that rewarded this behavior, they 

were suddenly allowed to run amok.” This was a culture that mixed raw 

capitalism with fierce machismo. Gibney continued: “If you go into a lot 

of trading floors, they all have this kind of macho culture. It’s part of the 

trading culture.” Tapes were found of brokers laughing about the millions 

of retirees who had lost their pensions, California residents who had lost 

their electricity and suffered through numerous blackouts, and “grand-

mothers” who were lost in the dark and left penniless: “All that money 

you stole from those poor grandmothers in California . . . Now she wants 

her fucking money back for all the money you charged her up her ass.”56

(Stockbroker culture, like locker room talk around many school sports, 

uses language steeped in references to male sexual dominance.)

Kenneth Lay, Jeff Skillings, and the other high-level people who worked 

for Enron were by all accounts “normal” individuals. This was a culture, 

though, where being selfish and self-absorbed was normal, even (or espe-

cially) if it would lead to other people’s demise. As the 1980s Wall Street 

criminal Ivan Boesky famously said, in a 1985 commencement speech at 

the University of California’s School of Business Administration: “Greed 

is all right, by the way . . . I think greed is healthy.” Evil behavior was nor-

malized and normal people became evil. Of course, not all people in high 

schools (or businesses) are evil. Many, however, are unaware of the painful 

circumstances that surround them, whether willfully or less consciously.
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Those in cliques perceived as more popular are sometimes cushioned 

by their social status and then find that they have the luxury of being 

unaware of how other students are treated. Some of my students have 

insisted that there are students who “just like to be alone,” while others 

in the class have protested that many such students have been so brutally 

excluded they have given up hope of making social connections at school. 

In 1907 G. W. F. Hegel famously articulated the master-slave relationship 

in his book Phenomenology of Spirit, explaining that those in power are 

more likely to refuse or be unable to recognize those that are oppressed 

because the latter have little impact on their lives, whereas those who are 

“enslaved” find that they need to be aware of every move of those in power 

lest they become the next victims. Those who are teased and harassed at 

school often stay out of the cafeteria, try not to take the bus, or otherwise 

avoid the people and places where bullying might take place; those who 

are more likely to be bullies or bystanders have no reason to recognize 

that this elaborate avoidance is taking place.

Hannah Arendt famously observed that perpetrators of horrific deeds 

are often ordinary individuals without any history of physical violence or 

specific psychological malaise or any guiding ideology. Instead, their evil 

acts rise from a culture that produces morally unreflective individuals 

and then places them in situations where evil behavior is encouraged and 

expected.57

In schools, bullying behavior often becomes normal, and many stu-

dents get used to it. On a New York City private school tour, one parent 

asked: “Does this school pressure the students? I don’t want my daughter 

to get anorexia when she’s eleven years old.” The earnest parent tour guide 

explained: “Well, this is a New York City private school and we are part 

of a particular social stratum, so you have to expect certain behaviors. We 

try here to mitigate them as much as possible.” The parent guides talked 

about cliques and hazing as common behavior and even positive lessons 

for young people to learn regarding their roles in a given hierarchy. The 

parents communicated that while some efforts were made to temper the 

worst extremes, hurtful behaviors were essentially normal and tolerated 

there.

In fact, many schools have become resigned to the hazing, bullying, 

or “rough play” that takes place among students. Books like Peggy Tyre’s 

2008 The Trouble with Boys and Christina Hoff Sommers’s 2000 The War 

against Boys actually suggest that boys in particular should be encour-

aged to be combative and that “cooperation games” undermine boys’ 
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learning.58 Sommers rails against empathy exercises recommended in a 

well-known antibullying curriculum, “Quit It!”; Tyre writes plainly: “Why 

are we so paranoid about boys and aggression?”59 Such statements ignore 

or underestimate what Freud, again, identified as the fundamental task of 

civilization. It is the role of society in general, and schools in particular, 

to temper aggressive proclivities and help people live cooperatively in a 

peaceful society. Freud wrote: “The fateful question for the human species 

seems to me to be whether and to what extent their cultural development 

will succeed in mastering the disturbance of their communal life by the 

human instinct of aggression and self-destruction.”60

Schools that believe they have to cater to boys’ aggressive needs and 

decrease their cooperative expectations, à la Tyre and Sommers, do so at 

the expense of boys’ (and girls’) humanity. Freud wrote: “Human life in 

common is only made possible when a majority comes together which is 

stronger than any separate individual and which remains united against 

all separate individuals. The power of this community is then set up as 

‘right’ in opposition to the power of the individual, which is condemned 

as brute force. This replacement of the power of the individual by the 

power of the community constitutes the decisive step of civilization.”61

Similarly, when administrators, teachers, families, students, or other 

community members resign themselves to the fact that bullying will 

always exist and that it is unreasonable to expect otherwise, they actively 

fail in the civilizing task Freud cautioned society to accept in his classic 

works. Whether the tendency toward violence is innate or socialized, 

schools and families can be instrumental in eradicating rough or other 

forms of bullying environments by teaching compassion and by working 

hard to create communities in which members are responsible for cre-

ating, maintaining, and developing relationships of respect and empathy 

with one another.

Instead, teachers and families sometimes ignore, encourage, or even 

play a role in shaping aggressive and uncompassionate behavior because it 

has become such a social convention; rather than question and challenge 

it, adults further condone it, believing they are somehow teaching appro-

priate limits to what they consider otherwise inevitable behavior. The 

acceptance of such behavior, however, serves to undermine the human-

izing influence that schools, parents, guardians, and other adults were oth-

erwise meant to exert and inadvertently promotes a bully culture.

Schools that don’t take responsibility for creating compassionate com-

munities, in individual classes as well as the larger school environment, 
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render it more likely that it will be “ordinary,” and “normal,” for many 

young people to hurt and to be hurt on a daily basis—or increasingly, for 

school shooters to respond in such a heinous fashion. Misguided school 

faculty and families play one role, and unsupervised peers, who mimic 

adult social structures, often recreate destructive dynamics in authorita-

tive social cliques.

Pecking Orders

Students in every stratum of society, from staid upper-class communities to 

inner-city gangs, describe school cultures that not only reward cruelty but 

demand it. Students quickly learn that they must ostracize certain class-

mates—stop talking to them, harass, or even assault them—or they will face 

the same abuse themselves. Of course, it is not the experience of all students, 

but it is a reality with which students contend across all demographics.

In Queen Bees and Wannabes, Rosalind Wiseman writes about the 

chain of command the average girl feels compelled to follow if she wants 

to be a member of her school’s social community rather than one of its 

pariahs. “On a daily basis, she’ll learn what kind of girl she has to be to 

be accepted by her group, and this will influence everything from her 

choice of boyfriends to the classes she takes, her after-school activities, 

her clothes, her hairstyle, the people she talks to, the people she doesn’t 

talk to, her beliefs and values, and her overall sense of self.” With these 

and other rules regarding how girls should act and dress to prevent their 

social annihilation, as well as by some threats of physical as well as mental 

abuse, girls often feel pressured to follow the orders of the more powerful 

students; “Group cohesion is based on unquestioned loyalty to the leaders 

and an us-versus-the world mentality,” writes Wiseman.62

Thirteen-year-old Vanessa spoke to me about her seventh-grade school 

experiences in the honors program of an urban northeastern school in 

2008. Lauren was a popular girl in the school who befriended Vanessa—

but at a high cost. “When we were friends, she made me think of other 

things, made me act differently to my other friends. I started acting like 

her because I thought it was cool, but it made me feel terrible.” Vanessa 

found herself being much less nice to people—snapping at them and 

treating them less respectfully. Lauren used a familiar tool to make Van-

essa admire her: Lauren’s family had money. “She would drone on about 

places she went to—Alaska, Hawaii, Venice—and things she was get-
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ting; it made me feel bad—like I wasn’t cool, since I didn’t go anywhere, I 

just felt terrible—like she was much better than I was.” Lauren used her 

financial advantages as capital she could flaunt to win the admiration and 

subservience of other less wealthy girls. When that failed, Lauren wasn’t 

above using violence to maintain Vanessa’s obedience: under the guise of 

giving an innocent “nuggie,” “she dug her hand into my scalp,” said Van-

essa. “I thought I was going to bleed.”

Among boys, varsity players often have the most power to declare 

who should be “saved” from daily harassment and who should become 

the school’s targets of abuse. The “weaker,” less athletic, more academic, 

“nerdy” boys and girls are often excluded and assaulted, while the varsity 

players and their followers become the executioners.

Boys are frequently presented with the stark choice of whether to be 

the tormenters or the tormented. Tommy, a boy from a wealthy suburban 

community who had been so badly bullied that he had to change schools, 

and Lenny, a bullying victim from an inner-city school, both told me the 

same thing, and I heard it repeatedly: the only way to keep from being 

targets for bullies would be to become bullies themselves.

Students forced to fend for themselves in destructive school environ-

ments often find that their unsatisfied needs lead them to seek refuge 

in cliques, where they tend to abandon their own values and notions of 

appropriate behavior.  By following the orders of their seemingly more 

popular peers, students see some hope of being included and appreci-

ated and becoming part of a group where they might be accepted. They 

also recognize that going against the wishes of the students perceived as 

popular may cause them to be permanently excluded from the social con-

nections they deeply crave. These powerful yearnings and fears of repri-

sal cause many students to objectify classmates who have been targeted 

for exclusion and harassment; following the wishes of perceived student 

leaders becomes all-important, and isolating others to win some popular-

ity and recognition becomes seen as a social necessity rather than as cru-

elty. The students referred to as popular often feel compelled to objectify 

other students to maintain their power and recognition and to sustain an 

“us versus them” mentality in a competitive school environment that does 

little to promote community and positive relationships in any other way.

Thirteen-year-old Kate, from an upper-class northeastern suburb, went 

from being popular to becoming a target to being marginally accepted 

again. The powerful girls in her school gave orders and Kate complied. “If 

they ask me to sit at their table, I don’t want to say no because I don’t want 
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them to be mad at me,” she explained. She said she was “pressured into 

doing stuff” to stay in the good graces of the popular girls. The group that 

everyone wanted to be part of was called “The Five”—a group of white, 

wealthy girls, perceived as attractive, who created a powerful clique. Any-

one they felt was different or too much competition, too unattractive or 

too pretty, was objectified and in danger of being socially destroyed.

This capacity to objectify fellow human beings and see them as less 

than human is potentially in all of us. A version of this everyday evil is 

clearly present in our schools, where social expectations too often teach 

children to dehumanize one another.  Rather than developing empathy, 

they learn to see their peers as “other.” Without constructive alternatives, 

students view one another as dispensable objects, if such behavior might 

advance their own social needs for connection and recognition.

Natasha, who suffered years of bullying in her northeastern middle-

class suburban schools, recalled that a boy named Eric had suddenly 

attacked her as she was daydreaming in school one day. “Why are you 

staring at me?” he demanded. “I’m not staring at you,” Natasha, tried to 

explain. Eric cut her off curtly: “Stop looking at me. Stop talking to me. I 

didn’t give you permission to talk to me.’” Then, raising his voice, he went 

on: “I didn’t give you permission to breathe. You’re not cool enough to 

look at me. You are taking up my airspace.” The boy threw paper and pens 

at Natasha and didn’t stop until she walked out of the classroom.

The pernicious social hierarchies and everyday violence that exist among 

boys and among girls (and between boys and girls) are too often accepted as 

a normal aspect of adolescent school life. This climate could not exist with-

out the sanction or even encouragement of this behavior by peers, fami-

lies, and faculty in the community, or without the larger social acceptance 

of these relationships. “Bystanders” in schools, then, include all the people 

who commit crimes of omission by allowing this abuse to take place.

Schools where students are ostracized can become training grounds for 

perpetrating prejudice. “Cliques are self-reinforcing,” writes Wiseman in 

Queen Bees and Wannabes. “As soon as you define your role and group, 

you perceive others as outsiders, it’s harder to put yourself in their shoes, 

and therefore it’s easier to be cruel to them or watch and do nothing. It 

doesn’t matter if we’re talking about social hierarchies, racism, sexism, 

homophobia, or any ‘ism,’ this is the way people assert their power, which 

really translates into discrimination and bigotry.”63 Cliques are often per-

ceived as harmless adolescent social networks, but can also thinly mask the 

same adult bigotries that sometimes manifest in vicious hate crimes.
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Many of the school shooting perpetrators were persecuted partly 

because they were academically as opposed to athletically successful. Yet 

while many of the perpetrators were smart and excelling in honors pro-

grams, they were not able to imagine a different social structure where 

their qualities and strengths might be more appreciated. Their failure in 

imagination is, at least partly, explained by the fact that so many adults 

also accepted the social structures that found them wanting.

In their efforts to demonstrate masculinity through their shootings, 

the perpetrators effectively accepted the values that deemed them infe-

rior in the first place. Their resistance to the social order in their schools 

was actually an act of acquiescence to the social hierarchies they despised 

(and that despised them). They didn’t seek to change the values in their 

schools; instead, they meant to win at the same game—to become the 

biggest bullies, and therefore the ones with the highest status.

Destructive Forms of Resistance

Students perceived as popular make up a small minority of the school 

population. One estimate finds that among middle-school boys about 15 

percent are popular, 45 percent are widely accepted, 20 percent occupy an 

ambiguous status, and 20 percent are outcasts.64

Most students fall in the middle of the social hierarchy. In seeking ways 

to avoid pariah status, though, many still uphold the status culture. A 

study of bullying on an elementary school playground showed that chil-

dren other than the primary bully were involved in bullying 85 percent 

of the time. “Their involvement ranged from joining in the bullying, to 

observing passively, to actively intervening to stop the bullying. When 

students are asked what they usually do if they witness bullying, many 

(50 or more) admit that they do not try to intervene.”65

This shared reticence serves to silence resistance and perpetuate obe-

dience. Again, in schools where little is done to address these issues, sta-

tus flows to those who comply with the dominant values of the social 

order and is withheld from those who oppose or resist. Thus prevailing 

norms in many schools and communities reinforce the rule of the few 

over the majority of students.

Some students develop alternative groups as a form of resistance and 

refer to themselves (or are referred to by others) as Goths, burnouts, 

greasers, or the like. Yet these groups often mimic the groups from which 
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they attempt to differentiate themselves. They may define themselves 

as a mirror of those who exclude them, taking their outcast position as 

an unconventional kind of status symbol. Some are drawn to ideolo-

gies that affirm evil or racism (such as Satanism and neo-Nazism), and 

thus embrace an even more destructive, violent, and hierarchical view. 

Yet they still live according to and within the prevailing power structure, 

rather than finding new ways of being.

For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. Isaac New-

ton recognized this law of physics more than three hundred years ago, 

and it often applies equally well to human interactions. There are always, 

though, multiple ways to react. In their most extreme expressions, 

responses to vicious bullying took the form of school shootings and sui-

cide. The perpetrators who were harassed and losers in the social status 

wars finally bullied back, but with overwhelming lethal force. By shooting 

their enemies and trying to blow up their schools, the boys who killed 

tried to destroy the people and the physical structures they blamed for 

maintaining their oppression—the preps and jocks who tormented them, 

the girls who rejected them, the adults who condoned or supported the 

brutal status system, even the school buildings that had served as the set-

tings for their suffering. Yet the way they reacted affirmed, rather than 

challenged, the very system they claimed to despise.

The French sociologist Michel Foucault, a seminal thinker, points out 

that fighting power directly reproduces similar power in a different form. 

Foucault argues in Discipline and Punish that power is not the “privilege” 

of a dominant class exercised on a passive, dominated class but rather 

something that is exercised through and by everyone involved. Power is not 

binary. Thus it is not just the top-down structure that the boys perceived 

and protested. It cannot be resisted or undermined by reversing the posi-

tions of the oppressor and the oppressed—by the bullied becoming bullies. 

Foucault wrote that power operates through an infinitely complex network 

of micro-power relations, expressed through the daily social relationships 

among individuals and groups. Every day, people observe their own and 

others’ behaviors and assess whether they are measuring up. They carry out 

a surveillance on one another, policing “their everyday behavior, their iden-

tity, their activity, their apparently unimportant gestures.”66 Foucault pro-

vides an accurate description of how average students and adults in schools 

become the gender police operating in today’s schools.

When the school shooters pushed back with brutal violence, they 

missed the connection between their own ordeals and how society val-
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ues and imposes gender and social status. In his discussions of how 

power works, Foucault criticizes the “coercive, centralized Normality 

. . . imposed on education.”67 The tentacles of this coercion are varied. In 

today’s schools, many students enforce it via codes of dress and behavior. 

Boys fight to maintain an image of themselves as hypermasculine, an illu-

sion in constant need of defense and protection, since they are always in 

danger of being exposed as fallible humans, like anyone else. Low-status 

boys often perpetuate the same standards by accepting hypermasculine 

values, internalizing hatred of their own “feminine” attributes and using 

violence and domination to prove that they too can conform to social 

expectations. Girls have their own parallel set of markers by which they 

assess their own and others’ feminine “normality,” as well as conformity 

to the more recent expectations placed on girls to display qualities and 

behaviors associated with masculinity.

Both the oppressors and the oppressed are victims of social values 

that are not effectively questioned or challenged.  The sociologist A.  N. 

Oppenheim wrote that many young people are unable to go against the 

expectations of their given clique; this takes a bravery that that is not par-

ticularly encouraged or supported in many schools.68

Individual students are not necessarily the ones who create the atti-

tudes that confer prestige on some and humiliation on others within a 

given school social hierarchy. In developing these values, they receive 

cues both within the school and outside it—in the larger economic sys-

tem, in the consumer culture, and from adult role models who accrue 

status based on similarly troubling criteria. By exposing the oppressive 

power structures endemic to most American schools, families, faculty, 

and other adults can begin to transform the conditions that students oth-

erwise battle by themselves.
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Masculinity and 

White Supremacy

On December 1, 1997, in West Paducah, Kentucky, a skinny, short, 

bespectacled, fourteen-year-old Heath High School freshman 

named Michael Carneal rode to school with his seventeen-year-old sister, 

Kelly. Unbeknownst to her, he placed in the trunk of her Mazda two shot-

guns, two rifles, and a .22 caliber semiautomatic pistol.

When Kelly dropped him off, a large group of students was gath-

ered in the lobby of West Paducah High School to say their prayers and 

sing hymns, as they did every morning before the bell rang. While they 

prayed, Michael showed a group of boys a gun.  He hoped they would 

be impressed and think he was tough. The gun didn’t seem to have any 

impact, though—so Michael decided he would have to do more. Calmly, 

he waited for the students to say “Amen.” He then pulled out the pistol 

and started shooting. He killed Nicole Hadley, a tall, fourteen-year-old 

girl who played in the school band with him, as well as fifteen-year-old 

Kayce Steger and seventeen-year-old Jessica James. Five other students 

were injured—including one girl who was paralyzed from the chest 

down—before Michael surrendered his weapon.1

In eighth grade, Michael had written a gruesome story where the main 

character, Mike, killed the students called “preps” as revenge for the abuse 

his character endured; his younger brother in the story (who did not exist 

in real life) helped Mike shoot them down.

In middle school, someone had once pulled Michael’s pants down, 

Michael told psychiatrists after the shooting. He also told them that he 

had been enraged when students called him “queer” and “faggot,” and that 

he had cried when the gossip column, “Rumor Has It,” in the student-run 

newspaper implied he was involved sexually with another boy. The pub-

lic humiliation had become unbearable for Michael; he was taunted even 

more mercilessly after the column was published and called all kinds of 
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derogatory names associated with homosexuality. Classmates hadn’t lis-

tened when he insisted that he was not gay. The incident had escaped the 

eye of any authorities in the school, and the ridicule had persisted in full 

view of most school members. Michael had been a boy unwilling to fight 

back when he was harassed. “I get mad, but I won’t do anything,” he once 

said. “When I’m mad, I do nothing but think about things people have 

done to me, and it makes me real mad.”2 Michael couldn’t sustain his pas-

sivity in this particular school environment, where he found no one who 

would help him stop the bullying he endured every day.

At the same time, he had no success with girls. The mother of Nicole 

Hadley believed that Michael was in love with her daughter. For a few 

weeks before the shooting, he called her almost every night, ostensibly to 

discuss chemistry. She didn’t dislike him necessarily, but she didn’t return 

his affection. Nicole was Michael’s first target.3

Michael’s classmates couldn’t remember him being particularly bul-

lied. The teasing was such a normal part of their day that it didn’t regis-

ter as harassment. But when principal Bill Bond reviewed Michael’s school 

essays, he found a theme of feeling “small and powerless, that the world had 

teased him and he was going to show the world how powerful he was.”4

Michael said after the shooting that he had only intended to do a show-

and-tell when he brought the guns to school. He had stolen the five guns 

and seven hundred rounds of ammunition from a neighbor’s garage in 

the week of Thanksgiving prior to the shooting. When he sneaked the 

guns into his house through a bedroom window, he told the psychiatrists, 

he felt “proud, strong, good and more respected. I accomplished some-

thing. I’m not the kind of kid who accomplishes anything. This is the only 

adventure I’ve ever had.”5

A few days before the shooting, he took the “best guns” to a friend’s 

house, where they shot targets. On Sunday, after church and homework, 

he wrapped the guns in a blanket to take to school the next day. He was 

hoping the guns would help him gain the recognition and connection he 

craved. He thought “everyone would be calling me and they would come 

over to my house or I would go to their houses. I would be popular. I 

didn’t think I would get into trouble.”6

But when he arrived at school and told his friends what was in the 

blanket, they were unimpressed. In western Kentucky, firearms are 

a common part of life, nothing to brag about. Frustrated by the lack of 

attention, Michael stuck earplugs into his ears and rammed the ammo 

clip into the pistol. Still, nobody paid him any mind. So he started shoot-
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ing. “I had guns,” Michael explained. “I brought them to school. I showed 

them to them, and they were still ignoring me.” Michael told the prosecu-

tion psychiatrists that when he took out the guns he thought “his friends 

would say ‘Wow!’ or ‘Cool!’’’ Indeed his friend Cory Giles saw the guns 

and said “You’ve got the biggest balls here.”7

Be a Man, but Don’t Be a Hu-man

Many of the school shootings that took place between 1979 and 2009 

attracted high-profile news coverage. The shooters and some of the vic-

tims made many statements that should have shed light on the perpe-

trators’ motivations, just as they did in Michael Carneal’s case.  Yet few 

reports considered the idea that gender norms in our society—and espe-

cially its masculinity prescriptions—encourage a subtle and pervasive 

pattern of violence against boys who are for any reason associated with 

femininity. Boys perceived as being too gentle or kind are often brutally 

attacked in an effort to demonstrate the requisites of manhood in school. 

Michael explained that he was first bullied in school because he was con-

sidered “too nice” to the girls in his class.8

As discussed further in the methodology section, an analysis of hun-

dreds of reports on these cases—television, radio, newspapers, online 

news sources, scholarly journals, and books—reveals significant pat-

terns. Boys who committed school shootings were trying to conform to 

accepted ideas about what makes “real” boys and “real” men.

As a result of the women’s movement, girls have more access to what 

have traditionally been considered both masculine and feminine aspects 

of their personalities. Boys, on the other hand, are allowed only a small 

part of their human spectrum. Boys and men in our society have been 

taught to view violence as a requisite of masculinity. They are encour-

aged to be aggressive, passive-aggressive, or otherwise hurtful to others 

as a means of protecting their image as men. This training begins early, 

when boys are pressured to behave in a host of essentially superhuman or 

nonhuman ways. They are discouraged from showing weakness, sadness, 

or any form of dependence.9 Men, as well as women, suffer as a result 

of these pressures. Many men (and women) feel ashamed of their own 

vulnerable feelings, including being sad, lonely, or uncertain. Rather than 

accept themselves and allow others to see their fallibilities, many men go 

to great lengths to hide these human qualities and portray instead a hard, 
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violent, or otherwise disengaged exterior. They end up having difficulty 

developing relationships with others—connections that they nonetheless 

crave.

William Pollack, in Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of 

Boyhood, writes that society expects boys to wear a “mask of masculin-

ity.” Instead of the range of emotions (marginally) available to girls, boys 

are permitted to feel only anger and are encouraged to control their other 

feelings behind a calm and cool front. The lack of intimate relationships 

and friendships, combined with societal pressure to suppress emotion, 

can result in an uncontrollable and even lethal rage.10 On a daily basis, it 

contributes to a cycle of abuse that damages boys and girls, perpetrators 

and victims.

In Sadomasochism in Everyday Life: The Dynamics of Power and Pow-

erlessness, sociologist Lynn Chancer writes about how destructive these 

prescriptions are for men as well as women. She quotes Simone de Beau-

voir, who writes in The Second Sex that little boys are gradually denied the 

“‘kisses and caresses they have been used to. . . . [A boy] is told that “a man 

doesn’t ask to be kissed. . . . A man doesn’t cry.” He is urged to be a “little 

man” and to win “adult approval by becoming independent of adults.”11

As Chancer writes, a boy must renounce his dependency needs “in order 

to gain approval within the patriarchal world dominated by men, so as 

to feel he is not deviant or feminized (a form of intimidation containing 

implications both sexist and heterosexist).”12

While “the process of achieving socialized masculinity cannot erase the 

reality of his quite human vulnerabilities and insecurities,” Chancer writes 

that the boy learns never to admit his vulnerability: “He must deny it at all 

costs, to himself, to others, to women who little by little come to represent 

this displaced and alienated part of himself. .  .  . He will have to project 

confidence, to premise his association with others on a macho indifference 

and bravado, to appear invulnerable.”13 The gender system convinces him 

that privileges related to masculinity—power, domination, violence—are 

“so intrinsic to masculine identity that he fears he will cease to exist with-

out them.”14 According to Michael Thompson, coauthor of Raising Cain,

“Boys measure everything they do or say by a single yardstick: does this 

make me look weak? And if it does, he isn’t going to do it.”15

James W. Messerschmidt writes in his essay “Schooling, Masculinities, 

and Youth Crime by White Boys” that school is the primary place where 

gender is learned and reinforced.16 Many schools, it seems, have become 

training grounds for young men (and women) to become sexist, racist, and 
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otherwise violent. Thus many young boys try to prove their manhood in 

these hurtful ways, and then strike back violently when their masculinity 

is challenged. It is worth remembering that some of the school shooters 

killed themselves, as well as others, rather than endure continued threats 

to their masculine identities—which according to Chancer, may have felt 

like attacks on their very existence. Boys, as well as girls, crave intimacy, 

compassion, and care, and as most boys grow up they are told these human 

needs must be denied. In fact boys can be teased and ridiculed if they 

exhibit vulnerable qualities. Being human is in fact not being a man, they 

are told in one way or another—and many try as hard as they can to live up 

to these impossible and largely unfulfilling imperatives.

Theories of Masculinity

It is hard to understand either the school shootings or the everyday bul-

lying and hazing that takes place in our schools without analyzing how 

“normalized masculinity” disguises and conceals certain types of vio-

lence.  In her groundbreaking work Masculinities, R. W. Connell identi-

fied multiple forms of masculinity that, in one way or another, boys get 

pushed into performing.17

“Hegemonic masculinity” refers to the form of masculinity most legiti-

mate in a given society; today, military heroes, successful businessmen, 

and powerful politicians tend to represent this type. Men who have this 

kind of power are likely to embody stereotypical masculine traits, such 

as being unemotional, tough, authoritative, and/or controlling. Boys who 

exhibit these qualities also fit into this category. They are perceived to be 

at the top of the masculinities hierarchy, and they often rule their school 

hierarchies. They tend to reinforce their own fragile positions by eschew-

ing anything that might be seen as feminine or “gay.”

“Complicit masculinity” is intimately connected to hegemonic mas-

culinity in that it includes most men who do not necessarily meet hege-

monic expectations of manhood but who benefit from the subordination 

of women and gay men and related sexist and heterosexist value sys-

tems. Even though they are not on the highest rung of the social mascu-

linity ladder, they receive a “patriarchal dividend,” according to Connell, 

in that they can claim status and power just by virtue of being men.18

“Subordinated masculinity” applies to men and boys who are openly gay 

or perceived as gay and thus fall to the bottom of the hierarchy of normal-
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ized masculinity. Connell writes that heterosexual boys who are perceived 

as feminine can be subjugated in ways similar to the way women and gays 

are persecuted. “The process is marked by a rich vocabulary of abuse,” writes 

Connell. “Here too, the symbolic blurring with femininity is obvious.”19

In Slow Motion: Changing Masculinities, Changing Men, Lynne 

Segal writes that homophobia keeps all men in line, not only because it 

oppresses gays, but also because it creates contempt for men who express 

emotional qualities associated with femininity.  Boys learn to despise 

the “feminine enemy within themselves” and to destroy any person who 

draws attention to these rejected aspects of their personality. At the same 

time, they are being taught to despise women.20

“Oppositional masculinity” is another form of masculinity that grows 

out of the subordinated experiences of boys who are continually put down 

by their more traditionally masculine peers; they may seek other ways 

to demonstrate their masculinity. In Nine Lives, James Messerschmidt 

defines oppositional masculinity as the manifestation of alternative mas-

culinities when access to hegemonic behavior is somehow restricted.21

Messerschmidt suggests that in schools, for instance, hegemonic mascu-

linities are demonstrated by the “jocks and preps” and subordinated mas-

culinities by those referred to as “gay,” “wimp,” or “nerd.” In turn, “freaks,” 

and “tough guys” tend to rebel against authorities in school, demonstrat-

ing oppositional masculinity. While they may not exhibit hegemonic 

masculinity in the traditional sense, they act tough and intimidating as a 

way to gain masculinity credit in another form. Messerschmidt notes that 

in seeking to “correct the subordinating social situation” boys may turn to 

what are usually considered antisocial behaviors, including crime.22

For Connell, such masculinity might be covered by what she terms 

“marginalized masculinity,” which refers to men within stigmatized 

groups. Lack of power as a result of racism, classism, or other forms of 

discrimination may cause some men to seek alternative means to claim 

their patriarchal dividend.

Men and boys who are denied full male privileges and status because 

of their race or their social class tend to still feel pressured to demonstrate 

extreme male behavior to overcompensate for their diminished social 

position. Insults imbued with racism, classism, and other prejudice are 

often used to humiliate and degrade targets. Harassment related to dif-

ferent forms of bigotry may then also trigger a hypermasculinity retalia-

tory response—often violence—to prove manhood and reinstate a sense 

of power and strength in the face of these cutting attacks.
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A member of the Los Angeles gang the Crips, Sanyika Shakur, a.k.a. 

Monster Kody Scott, started shooting at rival gang members when he was 

eleven years old and earned the name Monster for committing acts of 

brutality that repulsed even other Crips. He explained in his book Mon-

ster how feeling powerless in his urban community drove him to mur-

derous rage. Following the pummeling of Rodney King by police offi-

cers, Shakur wrote: “What it boils down to is an overwhelming sense of 

inadequacy: the invisible man syndrome. .  .  . This incident also brought 

the realization of my powerlessness crashing down upon me, and with 

it, my rage and appetite for destruction rose.”23 His words illustrate how 

much gang violence has in common with other forms of reactive male 

violence. When boys are told they must be powerful and dominating and 

then instead find themselves marginalized—harassed, assaulted, and tor-

mented—many will turn to violence to demonstrate the more hegemonic 

masculinity expected from them.

Marginalized Masculinity and the White Male Dividend

Marginalized masculinity may indeed be the best way to explain why the 

perpetrators committed school shootings. Most of them were white and 

middle to upper middle class, yet they did not receive their patriarchal 

dividend as Connell describes it—power, prestige, and material advan-

tages conferred on men simply by virtue of their being men. They heard 

the message—that they should be strong and powerful, like the “jocks” 

and “preps” perceived as manifesting the epitome of hegemonic mascu-

linity—but the expected means of proving manhood were not accessible 

to them. For the most part, they weren’t big and muscular, particularly 

good at sports, or successful with girls. The cultural capital that many of 

them did possess—unusual intelligence, creativity, or computer savvy—

was not particularly valued in their school communities. In fact, access 

to basic respect and recognition was consistently denied to them, since 

according to typical gender expectations these qualities rank low. The 

gender police in most schools tend to find boys lacking when they exhibit 

less typically hegemonic masculinity traits.

In addition to picking up guns to respond to the masculinity chal-

lenges they experienced in school, many of the school shooters gravitated 

toward powerful ideas and icons that might offer them a way to make 

up for what they were told were their masculine shortcomings. White 
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supremacist ideologies became a means of demonstrating oppositional 

masculinity. These were a quick fix—a fast track to the feelings of power 

and dominance that they felt compelled to achieve by whatever means 

necessary.

Thus some of the shooters identified with fascist dictators and Nazi 

icons as a way to identify themselves as dominant rather than denigrated. 

Luke Woodham and his friends in Pearl, Mississippi, were reading Hit-

ler’s treatise Mein Kampf; they called their group the Third Reich before 

changing it to the Satanist Kroth.

At Jokela High School in Finland, an eighteen-year-old student shot 

eight people before killing himself. After the incident, YouTube removed 

eighty-nine videos linked to his account, many of them featuring Nazi 

imagery and Nazi war criminal footage.

Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold were said to be obsessed with Nazi 

history, shouting “Heil Hitler” periodically and wearing swastikas; they 

planned their massacre at Columbine High School for April 20, Hitler’s 

birthday.

Other shooters showed some interest in Nazi history, or in current 

neo-Nazi and white supremacist groups, philosophy, and music. Several 

associated themselves with other icons that represented power and domi-

nation, like Nietzsche and Satan.24

There is a grim logic to the fact that these boys were attracted to Nazi 

attitudes and symbolism, which are associated with dominating, subju-

gating, and dehumanizing others. As boys deemed “not man enough,” 

they were routinely objectified and dehumanized. In their schools, these 

boys suffered losses to their essential status as human beings. It was 

within this context that some of the school shooting perpetrators turned 

to white supremacy, a time-tested means of achieving status in America’s 

racially, socially, and economically unequal society.

Indeed, of the perpetrators who were interested in white supremacy, 

few translated their ideas into action with any consistency when they 

carried out their massacres.  The Columbine shooters murdered people 

regardless of their race. They targeted a black student using racist slurs, 

but they also taunted students for being fat and for having glasses—any-

thing that might make them feel superior. Most of the other shooters 

also seemed not to discriminate by race when they chose targets in their 

mostly white schools. They seemed, though, to be attracted to ideologies 

that offered them a direct route to power, countering their degrading situ-

ations.
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When the boys donned swastikas, they were literally wearing their 

race on their sleeves, perhaps hoping to finally reap the entitlements 

they had otherwise been led to expect. When they celebrated Hitler, they 

were relying on their whiteness to confer power on them and to counter 

messages that they were inferior; by engaging in racist attacks, they were 

striving to win masculinity credit.

Race and Marginalized Masculinity

The sociologist Katherine Newman, in Rampage: The Social Roots of 

School Shootings, and others have commented that the epidemic of school 

shootings is a phenomenon limited to suburban and rural white boys and 

that these rampages occur for entirely different reasons than those in the 

inner cities or among boys of other racial backgrounds. Yet the high-pro-

file school shootings committed by boys from minority backgrounds (and 

increasingly by girls) reveal some of the same masculinity pressures as 

those experienced by the white shooters.25

In the cases where minorities perpetrated school shootings, the racist 

behavior of others sometimes served as another challenge to their mas-

culinity. For instance, sixteen-year-old Nicholas Eliott, in Virginia Beach 

in 1988, wounded one teacher, killed another, and fired on a student who 

called him a racist name. He was one of only a few African American stu-

dents in a mostly white private Christian school, and he was teased often 

as a result of his race.26 Nicholas used two hundred rounds of ammuni-

tion and three firebombs to express his rage.

Derald Wing Sue introduces the concept of microaggressions to 

explain the daily onslaught of racist attitudes and behaviors that young 

people endure. Students experience outright racism, but they also con-

tend with prejudice that is less immediately visible, including what Sue 

refers to as microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations through 

overt or hidden messages.27 The more callous culture that develops as 

a result of persistent microaggressions has a devastating impact on all 

young people (and adults). It further aggravates the pressure on targets 

to demonstrate a violent masculinity to counter these challenges. Boys 

who are gay-bashed, race-baited, or otherwise challenged or marginal-

ized often end up feeling that their manhood depends on retaliating.

In their chapter “Young Black Males: Marginality, Masculinity and 

Crime,” Jewelle Taylor Gibbs and Joseph R. Merighi describe the dynamic 
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in which young black boys are pressured to be masculine—powerful, 

wealthy, aggressive, and dominant—and then are marginalized through 

various forms of discrimination and exploitation that limit their access 

to mainstream sources of income, education, and social mobility. They 

note that “in a society that values wealth, power, and achievement, and 

measures adult males by these yardsticks, minority males recognize early 

that their marginal status creates nearly insurmountable barriers to suc-

cess through traditional avenues.”28 Young African American males “often 

speak of feeling emasculated, of not feeling that they have achieved full 

manhood, and of being deprived of their masculinity due to societal 

oppression that denies them equal opportunity, equal justice, the right to 

develop their full potential, and to provide adequately for their family.”29

Boys who have been told to achieve a certain level of status to be per-

ceived as true men but who are then blocked from mainstream routes 

to this success may feel forced to find alternatives—“oppositional mascu-

linity”—to achieve the power, income, and influence expected of them. 

These attitudes parallel those of the school shooters who, when marginal-

ized in their schools because of perceived sexual identity, class, race, or 

other devalued status characteristics, become willing to do anything to 

confirm the masculine identity demanded of them.

Masculinity intersects with class, race, ethnicity, and sexuality. A boy’s 

masculinity is effectively diminished to the extent that it is associated 

with anything other than being wealthy, white, heterosexual, and tradi-

tionally able-bodied. Hegemonic masculinity is further associated with a 

“misogynist and homophobic denigration of the feminine.”30 Boys who are 

not white Anglo-Saxon Protestants are already at a disadvantage in terms 

of their patriarchal dividend; then, any further deviation from this sym-

bolic dominance undermines their masculinity accordingly. Boys who are 

less wealthy, who are from ethnically white or minority backgrounds, or 

who are perceived to lack body or social capital, associated with being 

heterosexual, are often belittled and degraded and made to suffer micro-

aggressions as well as direct assaults on a daily basis. Such targeted boys 

may well feel driven to reverse these painful masculinity challenges.

The white school shooters who picked up guns in an effort to reclaim 

their manhood were playing out an other dynamic that takes place within 

slightly different parameters among African Americans and other minor-

ities. Guns are associated with masculinity more generally, but when men 

feel demeaned as a result of marginalized status like race, class, or sexual 

orientation, the gun can be perceived as a restorative agent. Gibbs and 
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Merighi write: “Owning a gun is another potent symbol of masculinity for 

young black males, who are increasingly likely to use a gun in the com-

mission of a crime and most at risk from being killed by a gun. Not only 

does the gun give them a sense of power and invincibility, but it also pro-

vides them with a sense of control in situations that are ambiguous or 

potentially dangerous.”31 Similarly for the school shooters, guns provided 

instant masculinity in an environment where their masculinity was other-

wise questioned and attacked.

Nature or Nurture and the Potential for Nonviolent Masculinities

Whether perceived as subordinate, complicit, oppositional, or marginal-

ized, young men experience extreme social pressure to achieve hegemonic 

masculinity in U.S. culture.32 The gender scholar Judith Butler maintains 

that all people are forced to “perform” gender through a series of conven-

tions and rituals that create the appearance that everything about gen-

der is essential or natural, when in fact much about gender (and sex) is 

socially and culturally shaped. Society defines and imposes “compulsory 

heterosexuality” upon its members and punishes those who stray.33

Theorists such as Connell and Messerschmidt argue that pressures to 

prove heterosexuality often incorporate violence against girls as a means 

of demonstrating power, influence, and ability to dominate. As mentioned 

earlier, many boys feel compelled to demonstrate what I call a “flamboy-

ant heterosexuality”—talking about their sexual exploits with girls, pub-

licly commenting on girls’ bodies, and differentiating themselves from 

boys who appear less conventionally masculine. Many high-profile crimes 

like the New Bedford, Massachusetts, and Glen Ridge, New Jersey, gang 

rapes are prime examples of the willingness of males (from both working-

class and upper-class areas) to become criminals (or at least support the 

perpetrators) in order to prove their heterosexuality to one another. Men 

(in the New Bedford case) and boys (in the Glen Ridge case) were teased 

for being unmanly if they were unwilling to participate or otherwise sup-

port these brutal sexual assaults; many chose to commit the crime rather 

than endure any doubts about their manhood.34

Men, across demographics, independent of their place in a given 

adult or school hierarchy, are pressured to prove themselves. Even those 

situated at the top of the masculinity scale—those possessing “hege-

monic” masculinity, according to Connell’s scheme—often feel the 
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need to prove their manhood again and again, lest they slip into a less 

respected position.

Messerschmidt makes an important distinction to explain why some 

men are more likely to commit violence when they are challenged. In his 

study of nine young boys (three who committed sexual assault, three who 

committed nonsexual assault, and three who did not commit violence), 

Messerschmidt found that the distinguishing factor among the boys was 

the way masculinity was defined by important people in their lives, espe-

cially school peers, fathers, and grandfathers. While all the boys learned 

that using violence was a way to demonstrate masculinity at school, the 

boys who committed violent acts found that their parents, especially their 

male relatives, supported this way of expressing masculinity as well. If 

they were threatened, their role models cautioned them, the boys needed 

to effectively show the offending person who was boss.35

The same was not true of the nonviolent boys. While they were sim-

ilarly threatened, picked on, and provoked at school, they heard differ-

ent messages from people who were important to them. For instance, 

their families suggested that the boys “walk away” from aggression and 

stated that it was “wholly inappropriate for a young ‘man’ to respond to 

any type of provocation with violence.” Messerschmidt writes, “Although 

each (nonviolent) boy constructed a different type of masculinity, what 

they produced in common is that the different types rejected violence as 

appropriate masculine practice.”36

“Indeed, gender has been advanced consistently by criminologists as 

the strongest predictor of criminal involvement,” Messerschmidt writes—

not race or class, as many suggest.37 Would gender continue to be the 

greatest predictor of crime if men and boys felt more encouraged to dem-

onstrate empathy and kindness as a means of expressing masculinity? 

Certainly boys who have nonviolent masculine identities are less likely to 

use violence in their lives and are less likely to engage in criminal activi-

ties. But for now, most young boys and men grow up associating mas-

culinity with violence, sexism, and heterosexism. Consequently, a school 

culture of violence and bullying persists.

One obstacle to reversing such attitudes is the entrenched perception 

that boys have an innate, uncontrollable impulse to act in sexually (or 

physically) aggressive ways toward girls (and boys). Outdated science has 

been used to bolster these long-standing social assumptions. For exam-

ple, some sociobiologists have linked domestic violence to “male repro-

ductive striving.” Primates, according to this argument, use aggression 
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against females to intimidate and to secure reproductive advantage; the 

goal is to prevent resistance to the male’s mating efforts and to reduce the 

likelihood that females will mate with other males. The implication, then, 

is that aggression, violence, and domination are “natural” masculine ten-

dencies.38 For example, David Barash has claimed that “violence may or 

may not be as American as cherry pie, but it is as male as male can be.”39

Other scholars have challenged this notion of hormones as destiny and 

warned of its implications. Indeed, sociobiology has morphed into a more 

evolved science, now referred to as “evolutionary psychology”; it recog-

nizes that the environment plays a significant role in influencing biologi-

cal tendencies, which then reaffect the environment in a cyclical fash-

ion.40 Leda Cosmides and John Tooby’s The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary 

Psychology and the Generation of Culture highlights these new concepts. 

Along with other evolutionary psychologists, including Sarah Hrdy, Terri 

Moffitt, and Avshalom Caspi, they illustrate that genetic tendencies are 

highly influenced by social factors.41

According to Lucy Bowes et al., there is a particular gene linked to 

antisocial behavior, but it is activated only if a child is treated badly; a 

more nurturing and compassionate environment would render the 

gene entirely dormant.42 Maia Szalavitz, who writes on the relationship 

between brain and behavior, said in an interview that a more altruistic 

and kind society would increase genetic dispositions toward empathy, 

whereas a culture that encourages more aggression increases genetic ten-

dencies toward violence. “Society is able to effectively turn up or down 

the dial on our genetic proclivities,” she explained.43

This more recent scientific orientation is in sync with a sociological 

framework that blames cultural forces for promoting narrowly defined 

masculinities and a male-dominated social order and family structure. As 

Michael Kimmel has argued, “The belief that violence is manly is not a 

trait carried on any chromosome, not soldered into the wiring of the 

right or left hemisphere, not juiced by testosterone. (It is still the case that 

half the boys don’t fight, most don’t carry weapons, and almost all don’t 

kill: are they not boys?) Boys learn it.” They learn it, he says, “from their 

fathers, nearly half of whom own a gun . .  .  , from a media that glorifies 

it, from sports heroes who commit felonies and get big contracts, from a 

culture saturated in images of heroic and redemptive violence.”44 Accord-

ing to Kimmel, even those who may believe that “boys have a natural pro-

pensity towards violence and aggression” need to ask themselves, “Do we 

organize society to maximize that tendency, or to minimize it?”45
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Another aspect of gender police surveillance encourages violence 

against women and girls. Popular commentaries often suggest that this 

too is a result of natural masculine inclinations that can’t be tempered. 

The result of this resignation is that “low levels” of violence toward 

women and girls are often tolerated. When such incidents morph into 

more extreme forms of violence, people think they were blind-sided—

when actually the antecedents were right in front of their eyes.
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Violence against Girls

In October 1997, Luke Woodham beat and stabbed his mother to death 

before hiding a gun under his coat and making his way to his Pearl, 

Mississippi, high school, where he killed two students and wounded 

seven others. His main target, he said, was his first victim, his ex-girl-

friend Christina Menefee. “I shot Christina,” he later said. “I never really 

knew why the others got shot. It just happened.”1

In a taped confession, Luke said that his mother had never loved him: 

“She always told me I wouldn’t amount to anything. She always told me 

that I was fat and stupid and lazy.” He cited the unrelenting bullying he 

endured at school, where “people always picked on me. They always called 

me gay and stupid, stuff like that.” But a primary trigger for the rampage, 

he made clear, was his ex-girlfriend’s rejection: “She’d always flirt with 

other guys. She always did that kind of crap, right to my face. She’d always 

tell me how cute other guys were, and all this kind of crap, and it just gets 

to you. I mean, I loved her, and she just didn’t care.”2

At his trial, Luke described the devastation he had felt when Christina 

Menefee broke up with him a year earlier. “I didn’t eat. I didn’t sleep. I 

didn’t want to live,” he sobbed. “It destroyed me.” Luke acknowledged that 

he had been influenced by the leader of a group of boys who were into 

Satan—but even in that context he remained focused on the rejection. He 

told a psychologist that the older boy “said he knew I had been hurt by 

Christina, and that there was a way to get revenge. He said Satan was the 

way.”3

In interviews following his shooting and in his own written manifestos, 

Luke conveyed his belief that by using violence he could stop being a tor-

mented victim and prove he was strong and “manly,” capable of making 

others quiver in his presence. “One second I was some kind of heartbro-

ken idiot,” he declared, “and the next second I had the power over many 

things.”4 He explained that he had been told too often that he was weak 

and ineffectual—not masculine, but “gay.” He wrote, in an apparent effort 
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to sound like Nietzsche: “I am not spoiled or lazy, for murder is not weak 

and slow-witted. Murder is gutsy and daring.”5

Luke was not the only shooter who tried to prove his masculinity by 

shooting his ex-girlfriend. Perpetrators targeted girls who rejected them 

in many of the school shooting cases. Violence against girls has not gotten 

the attention it deserves as a dominant feature of these crimes. Examin-

ing this violence closely also reveals high levels of sexual harassment and 

dating violence as antecedents to the shootings. These behaviors are too 

often perceived as normal aspects of teenage life, but in fact they consti-

tute some of the most devastating expressions of our students’ surveil-

lance of one another as members of the gender police.

Violence against Girls and School Shootings

Crime statistics have shown that boys under eighteen commit a signifi-

cant proportion of sexual offenses, including 25 percent of all rapes and 50 

percent of known child sexual abuse cases.6 Sexual harassment is a norm 

in many schools, and dating violence is much more common than people 

realize. A 2001 national study, by the American Association of University 

Women (AAUW), of students in the eighth to eleventh grades documents 

the wide range of harassing behaviors students experienced, from sexual 

comments, jokes and gestures, to sexual rumors and graffiti, to flash-

ing and mooning, to touching, grabbing, and pinching. Some students 

reported having their clothing pulled off, being physically blocked or cor-

nered, and being forced to kiss or perform other sexual acts.7 Adults in 

many schools often ignore or don’t notice these practices.8 The tendency 

to write off less extreme behaviors as “normal” may obscure many of the 

warning signs leading to serious crimes.

In the case of many of the school shootings, this attitude may have 

allowed the shooters’ peers, and the adults around them, to explain away 

the many small incidents that preceded the shootings. Even after the fact, 

many were reluctant to view the shootings as intimately linked to dating 

violence and sexual harassment. A closer examination, however, shows 

that the shootings were part of a continuum of normalized masculinity 

sanctioning violence against girls.

In at least twenty-three school shootings, the perpetrators’ stated 

motives related to relationship stresses: rejection, jealousy, a desire to 

protect girls, or frustration or perceived failure with girls. That the boys 
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consistently offered these explanations is evidence of a prevailing mental-

ity: they believed that the girls’ behaviors were “triggers” that rendered 

their responses more understandable and perhaps even justified. In this, 

they exemplified a version of the disturbing but commonly held belief 

that boys’ violence is natural and that girls’ victimization is, at least in 

part, girls’ own fault.

In numerous incidents, young boys targeted and shot girls who 

rejected them in one way or another. Luke Woodham’s 1997 murder of 

his girlfriend who had broken up with him is just one example.9 Fourteen-

year-old Michael Carneal’s first shot killed a girl who was the object of his 

unrequited love; he also killed another girl who had refused a date with 

him one month earlier.10

In Jonesboro, Arkansas, in 1998, thirteen-year-old Mitchell Johnson, 

angry after his eleven-year-old girlfriend, Candace Porter, “dumped him,” 

targeted Candace in the shooting; five others were killed, all of them 

female, and of the wounded students, nine of ten were female.11 Mitch-

ell vowed to “shoot all the girls who had broken up with him.”12 He had 

been violent toward Candace prior to the shooting, but no one had taken 

much notice.13 He had even told a few students of his plan to kill this girl, 

but they did not take him seriously. He also threatened to kill another 

girl who said she was going to tell other students that Candace broke up 

with him.14 Clearly, Mitchell was not just upset about being “dumped”; 

he feared that others would think less of him when they heard about the 

rejection. Andrew Golden, eleven years old, had recently been rejected by 

his girlfriend, Jennifer Jacobs, who was one of those shot when he joined 

Johnson in the shooting.15

Many people remark that girls and women should “just leave” abu-

sive relationships. Yet research explains why so many targets of family 

violence stay; and these shootings bear that out. Girls and women, in 

particular, who stay in abusive relationships are likely to continue being 

beaten, but those who leave are more likely to be killed.16 Candace Porter 

left Mitchell because he was hitting her, so Mitchell shot her.

Students believed that fourteen-year-old Andrew Wurst was target-

ing his former girlfriend when he brought a gun to a dance at his school 

in Edinboro, Pennsylvania, in 1998. Three months before the shooting, she 

broke up with him. When she rejected him, Andrew replied, “Then I’ll have 

to kill you.” Still, he asked her to the dance, but she declined. Other students 

said that Andrew was looking for his ex-girlfriend, and also for a second girl 

who had laughed at him when he invited her to the dance too.17
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In Lake Worth, Florida, in 2000, Nate Brazill killed his favorite teacher, 

Barry Grunow, when Mr. Grunow would not let Nate speak to the girl 

he liked, Rosales, who was sitting in Grunow’s class. Nate, age thirteen, 

came back to school after he was suspended for throwing water balloons. 

He said he was upset about being suspended and particularly angry that 

he would not get to speak with Rosales before the summer break. The 

defense in Nate’s trial said that Nate came to school with a gun to force 

Mr. Grunow to let Rosales out of class.18 Rosales reported that Nate would 

send her flowers and had worked hard to get her to date him. He kept 

giving her gifts after she told him she was not interested. Under cross-

examination, Rosales reported that Nate had made a common threat indi-

cating the presence of, or foretelling of, dangerous dating violence: “If I 

can’t have you, no one will.”19

Nate also expressed concerns about his future. ”I didn’t want to leave 

school early,” he told the Miami Herald. “I thought I’d never catch up 

at the beginning of next year. All my friends would leave me behind. I 

thought my future was ruined.”20 Nate had been an honor student, but his 

grades were dropping, especially in Mr. Grunow’s class. He had been sent 

home with one other student, Michelle Cordovaz, who testified that Nate 

had told her he planned to get a gun, return to school, and shoot the guid-

ance counselor, whom he blamed for getting him in trouble. “Just watch, 

I’ll be all over the news,” she remembered him saying.21

Nate, like most boys, had been told that he could be seen as a strong 

young man by being successful with girls and achieving financial success 

in his future.  Thus he felt belittled and undermined by the suspension, 

which threatened his view of his future economic prospects, as well as his 

ability to prove heterosexual virility through success with this girl. Unable 

to feel power over the girl or over his own school plight, and subject to 

the will of the teachers and guidance counselors, he reached for a means 

to instantly achieve masculine power and status. He told Michelle he 

would bring the gun to school—hoping probably to impress her—and he 

referenced his desire to be recognized and to make an impact—“I’ll be all 

over the news.”

Rejection in some form also figured in a school shooting in Michigan 

in which a six-year-old boy, Dedrick Owens, killed his six-year-old female 

classmate, Kayla Roland. The two were arguing. Kayla told Dedrick that 

he was showing off; he said later that she had slapped him. The next day, 

the boy called out to Kayla, “I don’t like you.” “So,” she replied. The boy 

swung around and shot her with a semiautomatic handgun.22
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Some boys experience rejection by girls as an unbearable reversal of 

traditional roles.23 If the rejected male does not have access to alterna-

tive coping strategies, or rather, alternative masculinities, he may use 

violence and aggression to defend his manhood. When boys murder girls 

who have rejected them, this can be explained, though not excused, as 

an effort to reverse the effects of their perceived subordination sustained 

through rejection.

Difficulties with girls were cited as part of the shooters’ motivation 

in other cases as well. Some boys said they picked up guns because they 

were upset about a breakup, though they did not specifically target the 

girls involved.24 In Bethel, Alaska, in 1997, Evan Ramsey’s girlfriend broke 

up with him just before the shooting.25 Kipland Kinkel, the 1998 Spring-

field, Oregon, school shooter, despaired over his unrequited infatuations 

with girls. Kip said of a girl he liked, “Every time I talk to her, I have a 

small—of hope [sic], then she will tear it right down.”26

Dylan Klebold was so shy with girls that his parents paid him 250 to 

attend the Columbine High School prom. Another student who consid-

ered himself one of Dylan’s good friends said that Dylan had not asked a 

girl on a date since one turned him down during freshman or sophomore 

year. The other shooter, Eric Harris, had asked three different girls to go 

with him to the prom; they all said “no.”27

Additionally, perpetrators cited jealousy, or their efforts to protect girls 

from humiliation—which was perceived to be an insult to the assailant 

too—as a motivation for their shooting. In a combination of jealousy and 

territorial behavior, boys either punished or “protected” their girlfriends 

by shooting boys who appeared to threaten their relationships.28 In Cony-

ers, Georgia, in 1999, fifteen-year-old Thomas Solomon wounded six 

students and specifically targeted Jason Cheeks, a “jock” who along with 

other students had teased Thomas relentlessly at school. Thomas believed 

his ex-girlfriend had “turned her charms on Jason.” Thomas and his ex-

girlfriend had just had a serious argument the day before the shooting, 

one of Thomas’s friends reported.29

Another shooting in New York City on January 15, 2002, was appar-

ently meant to demonstrate masculinity in the face of what the shooter 

perceived to be a threat to his girlfriend’s dignity, and therefore to his 

own status. Vincent Rodriguez wounded two boys at Martin Luther King 

Junior High School because he said he wanted revenge on two boys who 

had called his girlfriend names and pulled a bandanna off her head. Vin-

cent came back with a gun because he didn’t want it to seem that he had 
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backed down from their challenge to fight for his girlfriend’s honor when 

they referred to her derisively.30

In Fayetteville, Tennessee, in 1998, an eighteen-year-old honor stu-

dent, Jacob Davis, killed Nick Creson because he had slept with Jacob’s 

ex-girlfriend, Tonya Bishop.  In a letter Jacob wrote to Tonya before the 

attack, Jacob said: “I bleed, and for that he [Creason] should bleed as 

well. Justice says he deserves it: i [sic] want to hear his skin sear and pop 

under fire while i stand in front of him and recite the lyrics to ‘Soma’ by 

Smashing Pumpkins. I want to put a 3 inch diameter hole in his chest 

from a 12 gauge slug.” Jacob’s attorney, Ray Fraley, sought to rationalize 

Jacob’s behavior by explaining that anyone with common sense knew that 

Tonya’s affair had caused Jacob to undergo a change.31

Vengeance correlates significantly with greater machismo—an exag-

gerated sense of masculinity.32 Rick told me that most of the fights in his 

northeastern rural working-class high school were related to “you’re hang-

ing out with my girlfriend kind of stuff.” Ms. Petrey, a teacher at his school, 

agreed: “Physical altercations between boys are almost 100 percent of the 

time over a girl. All of the fights that I am aware of, that’s what they are 

about.” Violence around girls was something Lenny, from an inner-city 

neighborhood, also came to expect: “You go to a bar and talk to a woman, 

a guy will bully you, try to take her from you. That’s just how it is.”

Normalized masculinity encourages men to dominate women, to com-

pete for particular women, and to “protect” women who are perceived as 

“belonging” to a particular man. Men are taught to perceive such “chal-

lenges” as threats to their sexual adequacy and then to restore their man-

hood with violence.33

In one of the shooting cases, the perceived threat to the relationship 

came from a female friend. In Tempe, Arizona, two young women were 

killed in a double murder-suicide by a twenty-two-year-old male college 

student. Arizona State University student Joshua Mendel believed that 

one of the women,  Carol Kestenbaum, had been undermining his rela-

tionship with his girlfriend, because Carol had told the girlfriend that she 

didn’t approve of him.34

Nearly all the school shooters exhibited some warning signs, often in 

their dealings toward girls. Yet a lack of adult awareness and/or a reluctance 

to intervene in sexual harassment or dating violence allowed these behav-

iors to escalate with deadly results. The assailant in the 2007 Virginia Tech 

shooting, Cho Seung-Hui, had reportedly harassed two female students 

with threatening messages and had stalked at least one of his classmates. 
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Police and university officials did not take any steps to protect the women, 

and when Cho was sent for a psychiatric evaluation he was found to be a 

danger to himself but not to others. Even when he did strike out with deadly 

violence, dismissive attitudes regarding male violence against women may 

have had a revealing—and deadly—effect upon the initial response. Rumors 

spread that the first person killed by Cho, Emily Hilscher, was Cho’s cur-

rent or former girlfriend and the subject of his obsession or jealous rage, 

although it later became clear that the two had never had a relationship. As 

James Ridgeway, the Washington correspondent for Mother Jones, reported:

Local police and university administrators appear to have initially 

bought this motive, and acted accordingly. In the two hours between 

the murders of Hilscher and her dorm neighbor Ryan Clark, and Cho’s 

mass killings at another university building, they chose not to cancel 

classes or lock down the campus. (They did choose to do so, however, 

in August 2006, when a man shot a security guard and a sheriff’s deputy 

and escaped from a hospital two miles away.) Virginia Tech President 

Charles Steger said authorities believed the first shooting was a “domes-

tic dispute” and thought the gunman had fled the campus, so “We 

had no reason to suspect any other incident was going to occur.” The 

assumption, apparently, is that men who kill their cheating girlfriends 

are criminals, but they are not psychopaths, and not a danger to anyone 

other than the woman in question. (Or, as one reader commented sar-

castically at Feministe, “Like killing your girlfriend is no big deal.”)35

Many boys and men in our society have been taught to view violence 

as a requisite of masculinity. Even though feminism has made significant 

strides in changing attitudes toward women, males are still encouraged by 

both peers and adult figures in their lives to be manipulative, domineer-

ing, and controlling toward girls and are often rewarded for displaying 

such “typical” masculine behavior. Boys who get attention from girls and 

are also able to dominate or victimize them directly can often improve 

their social standing in the competitive school masculinity hierarchy. But 

boys who are unsuccessful with girls, and even those who are “too nice” 

to the opposite sex, can quickly lose social standing and begin to topple 

toward the feared pariah position that awaits children and teens who fail 

to meet gender expectations. Many students and even adults in a school 

community—the schools’ gender police—expect boys to make comments 

about girls’ bodies, talk about them derisively with one another, and keep 
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the upper hand in any sexual interactions. Perceived infractions against 

these kinds of codes can incur the wrath of a boy’s peers (and even adult 

role models) and the boy may chastise himself as well.

Many of the shooters experienced rejection by girls as a source of unbear-

able humiliation—something that damaged their masculinity and contributed 

to their disintegrating social status. Newman writes that there is “a difference 

between feeling rejected and feeling emasculated after such rejection. Not all 

boys who are rejected by girls feel emasculated by the slight. Emasculation 

happens when a girl is seen in the boy’s eyes primarily as a way of demonstrat-

ing his masculinity.”36 Newman implies that the latter interpretation is unusual 

and a feature of the school shooters’ mental disturbance, but school cultures 

tend to perpetuate these kinds of masculinity barometers, and a school’s gen-

der police regularly enforces these codes. In this context, it is not so out of the 

ordinary that the perpetrators—who were often teased, harassed, and called 

gay and other words associating them with homosexuality—interpreted rejec-

tions by girls as a blow to their already assaulted masculinity.

The shooters understood these associations, which govern cross-gen-

der relations in many schools today. Student and adult members of the 

gender police tend to ambush most often in boys’ locker rooms, where 

boys spend at least some time before or after gym or other sports in which 

they participate. A few minutes there often reveals the extent to which 

boys feel pressured to brag about their heterosexual conquests in order 

to gain respect. Those who have nothing to share may feel pressured to 

make something up. Those known to be inexperienced or perceived to be 

“undesirable” are often brutally teased; similar contempt can be shown 

toward boys who speak less harshly about girls. Tender feelings tend not 

to be tolerated in locker rooms.

In this setting, a breakup wounds not only the boy’s heart but his status 

in the school environment. Clearly, the normative belief that boys demon-

strate manhood by dominating girls or making a sexual conquest is highly 

damaging. It warps young people’s relationships and undercuts one of the 

few sanctioned avenues for personal intimacy. On a daily basis, it also con-

tributes to a cycle of abuse that damages both boys and girls—a cycle that 

contributes to sexual harassment and dating violence in our schools.

The behavior often goes unnoticed by adults and unrecognized even 

by the girls (or boys) who fall victim to it. Toward the end of a school 

violence class I taught, one of my students raised her hand and said she 

had just realized that she had been a victim of dating violence; she had 

bruises and other physical scars from her relationship, but she had previ-
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ously thought that was somewhat normal. In subsequent classes the same 

kinds of comments were made—girls thought a certain amount of vio-

lence in their relationships was common and not entirely objectionable. 

The high school and college women I interviewed also corroborated high 

statistics relating to dating violence when they said the incidents of vio-

lence in their relationships, however upsetting, were not “deal-breakers.” 

In many ways, the acceptance of a certain amount of violence in relation-

ships reflects the dynamics of the adult world. Amnesty International 

found that “violence against women is one of the most pervasive human 

rights abuses. It is also one of the most hidden.”37

Research addresses violence against adult women in some depth, 

including its links to popular conceptions of masculinity.38 Teen sexual 

harassment and dating violence, however, have historically received less 

attention from researchers.39 While some researchers seeking explana-

tions for school violence explore the role of bullying, fewer address the 

high incidence of dating violence and sexual harassment as specific types 

of bullying.40  However, several pioneering researchers have focused on 

the role of normalized masculinity in these behaviors.41

Likewise, law and social policy now recognize sexual harassment and 

domestic abuse as unacceptable and even criminal when perpetrated by 

adult men, but similar behaviors are more widely tolerated when the per-

petrators are minors. Many schools do have sexual harassment policies 

and violence prevention programs. They tend, though, to be consulted 

only in extreme cases of harassment and are ignored when it comes to 

the daily harassment so many students experience. Most schools exhibit 

a profound lack of consciousness about the extent and impact of every-

day violence against girls. When I ask my students how many have seen 

or experienced sexual harassment in their schools, every hand goes up. 

The “normality” of sexual harassment in schools reflects the widespread 

acceptance of men’s aggression against women and even the pressure 

men receive to demonstrate dominance over women.

Sexual Harassment of Girls

Like school bullying, violence against women has been referred to by 

commentators as an “epidemic,” a term DeKeseredy and Schwartz suggest 

understates the problem. An epidemic implies that a disease peaks before 

subsiding, while violence against women, and bullying behaviors more 
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generally, are instead “endemic” to our social cultures, pervasive, with no 

sign of ameliorating any time soon.42

Research shows that more than four out of five students experience 

some form of sexual harassment in school.43 In the AAUW study, 83 per-

cent of girls said they had been subject to sexual harassment at some 

point in their school lives, while 30 percent said they experienced it often. 

Nearly half of all girls said they had experienced a physical form of sexual 

harassment.44 Meanwhile, 57 percent of boys said they had been perpetra-

tors of sexual harassment.45

Sexual harassment is a common occurrence in American high schools. 

As a college sophomore, Tommy reflected on the culture he had expe-

rienced in his northeastern upper-class suburban public middle school: 

“Guys grabbed their asses and you could tell the girls weren’t pleased. 

They felt uncomfortable, but nothing was done about it.” In eighth grade, 

Tommy said, boys would publicly grab girls all the time, “slap their asses, 

try to kiss them, try to hug them.” There was a lot of verbal abuse as well. 

When Tommy went on to a Catholic high school where the students wore 

uniforms, it wasn’t much different. The moment students were on a field 

trip, the boys “would call the girls ‘sluts’ for whatever they were wearing.”

Twenty-one-year-old Chris said he had seen the same kinds of harass-

ment when he went to a different middle-class suburban public school 

in the same area: “In gym the guys would sit in girls’ laps, and you heard 

about girls getting beaten by their boyfriends. Guys did get rough with 

girls, and the girls didn’t like it. A guy would go out with a girl and then 

call her a whore if she didn’t do what he wanted. Girls were expected to 

do what guys wanted them to do.” A lot of this behavior came from the 

jocks, Chris said. “The kids who were harassing kids verbally or physically 

were involved in some sport or another.”

Barbara, a student from a working-class rural area in New England, 

agreed that the worst harassment came from school athletes. “One of my 

friends was asking someone about a girl,” Barbara reported, and a football 

player said, “‘Don’t do anything with her, she’s a slut,’ and not because of 

anything in particular.” The boys who call girls “bitch” and “slut,” Barbara 

said, “don’t really know them. They are just judging them. People judge 

each other a lot, call each other names, and then it gets bigger.”

Lola shared that girls in her northeastern white upper-class subur-

ban school were harassed “all the time.” “Boys refer to you as bitch, slut, 

whore, every day. Kids would say stuff like that to you all the time.” Lola 

described a culture in school where boys would routinely grab girls and 
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“put their hands all over them, slap their asses, call them sluts. In gym 

class some boys pulled this girl’s pants down in front of everyone. She was 

hysterically crying in the middle of the gym class. She was embarrassed 

and mortified.” Lola said parents were often told about these kinds of inci-

dents and “it wouldn’t matter. They would get notes about it,” but no one 

did anything about it.

Such attitudes help ensure that victims don’t receive the support they 

might otherwise expect from school leaders or other adults. Indeed, in 

one study only 40 percent of students said they would tell an adult if they 

experienced sexual harassment.46 Even some purported efforts to take 

school sexual harassment seriously have little impact, perhaps because 

they are not backed up by meaningful programs of education and coun-

seling.

In some schools, these behaviors are so common—and so “normal”—

that students are not conscious that they are participating in sexual 

harassment or that their behavior is hurtful. “One time this girl came up 

to me,” Lenny, from a northeastern inner-city school, shared with me. 

“She was a friend of someone I was dating, and she told me that when we 

were in high school she walked in my house and everyone sat there and 

laughed at her because she wouldn’t have sex with them. I apologized for 

it, but I don’t even remember that particular incident.”

School sexual harassment did not even begin to gain attention until 

well after sexual harassment among adults reached public consciousness 

through Anita Hill’s testimony during the confirmation hearings for Clar-

ence Thomas in 1989.47 In Classrooms and Courtrooms, Nan Stein writes 

that such assault is repeatedly “tolerated, even expected, and allowed to 

flourish.”48 Stein’s research belies the typical portrait of girls as passive or 

encouraging these behaviors. Most harassment, she shows, takes place in 

public, in front of bystanders, including students and school employees. 

The victims often speak out against the harassment, even to school offi-

cials—but their stories are usually dismissed or trivialized.49

Girls can be intimidated by the widespread belief that harassment is 

“no big deal,” even as it makes them feel self-conscious, uncomfortable, 

and otherwise distracted in their school environments. Worse still, a 

“blame the victim” mentality often continues to pervade the school cul-

ture. In my class on school violence, a student said: “They sent girls home 

for wearing a skirt that was too short or a strap that was too thin. A lot of 

teachers would pull a student out of class and they wouldn’t be back. ‘You 

need to come with me,’ they would say. ‘Your tank top is too revealing.’” 
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Lola shared a similar experience. One of the boys came over to her and 

pulled her underwear up since it was visible above her jeans. He “pulled 

it and ripped my underwear and I started to cry,” Lola said. “It hurt, and 

then the teacher kicked me out. You asked for it, she kind of said. The 

teacher said, ‘If you had your jeans higher, it wouldn’t have happened.’ He 

didn’t get into trouble, but I got sent to the assistant principal,” Lola con-

tinued. The teacher ignored the abuse and instead punished Lola for what 

she was wearing. Other adults are similarly dismissive of sexual harass-

ment and even dating violence.

In terms of federal law, sexual harassment is generally considered a form 

of sex-based discrimination and is therefore covered by Title IX of the Edu-

cation Amendments of 1972, which prohibits discrimination in activities 

receiving federal financial assistance. The U.S. Department of Education’s 

Office for Civil Rights (OCR) says on its website: “Through its enforce-

ment of Title IX, OCR has learned that a significant number of students, 

both male and female, have experienced sexual harassment, that sexual 

harassment can interfere with a student’s academic performance and emo-

tional and physical well-being, and that preventing and remedying sexual 

harassment in schools is essential to ensure nondiscriminatory, safe envi-

ronments in which students can learn.”50 The law requires schools to take 

action to “prevent and remedy” sexual harassment. But schools are often at 

a loss as to what to do about “low levels” of sexual harassment, especially as 

so many school members expect it and enforce its practice. The less severe 

harassment often escalates and in the worst cases becomes fatal.

Both the boundaries of sexual harassment and the actions schools are 

required to take in response remain open to interpretation, and court 

decisions have not consistently been supportive of harassment victims. 

In February 1992, a 9-0 decision in the U.S. Supreme Court (Franklin v. 

Gwinnett County Public Schools) brought attention to the problem of sex-

ual harassment in K-12 schools. Six years later, in another Supreme Court 

case, Gebser v. Lago Vista Independent School District, the school district 

was not held liable for sex discrimination because the authorities didn’t 

have “actual knowledge of the sexual relationship between a minor female 

student and a male teacher.”51 Many school harassment complaints con-

tinued to be thrown out of lower courts in the 1990s. The Supreme Court 

did not take decisive action until 1999, affirming in Aurelia Davis v. Mon-

roe County Board of Education that school districts may be held liable 

if school employees are deliberately indifferent to complaints of peer-to-

peer sexual harassment.52
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Some of the adults responsible for preventing and responding to stu-

dent-to-student sexual harassment are themselves guilty of such behavior. 

In a Cornell Law Review article entitled “Note: Innocent Kiss or Potential 

Legal Nightmare: Peer Sexual Harassment and the Standard for School 

Liability under Title IX,” Emmalena Queseda reported that 18 percent of 

students who experience sexual harassment said that their harasser was 

a school employee, such as a teacher, bus driver, or counselor.53  In the 

AAUW study, 38 percent of students said they were aware of teachers or 

other adult school employees sexually harassing students.54 (In this same 

vein, Anita Hill accused Clarence Thomas of sexually harassing her when 

she was working for Thomas in his post as chair of the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission—the organization charged with protecting 

Hill from the harassment in the first place.)

In many environments, adults and students alike seem to assume that 

a girl’s appearance—the way she dresses, her body type, or anything that 

makes her look “different”—is fair game for commentary. The harass-

ment isn’t always explicitly sexual—any mention about a girl’s appearance 

and body can be said to demonstrate dominance. Lola said that in fourth 

grade she had had crooked teeth. So boys “would throw wood chips at 

me. They would call me beaver. I was devastated and now I have straight 

teeth and I am still self-conscious about it.”

Girls who don’t possess the perceived appropriate body capital are 

often targets. Many students I talked with told me about the nasty names 

they were called if they didn’t have the “right” body. Natasha, from a mid-

dle-class suburb, who was twenty-one when I interviewed her in 2008, 

was called “fat” and “cow.” When she walked into class, she said, some 

students would “moo,” and others would say, “Hold on, earthquake.” 

Rebecca, twenty at the time of our discussion, also from a middle-class 

suburb, recalled a friend of hers being called a “dog”; the boys would 

bark at her when she walked by. Rebecca herself, who was also heavy, got 

called “thunder thighs” and “jelly roll,” and people laughed at her when 

she walked down the hall.

Girls are also often singled out for having “too much” body capital, 

especially those who are considered too feminine, curvy, or sexy. Veron-

ica, from a wealthy suburb in the Northeast, at age twenty-three in 2009, 

described a time in high school when a boy turned on his video camera 

“and put it in between my legs. He put it on the floor underneath me. 

I was embarrassed and creeped out about it. What the fuck is this guy 

doing with my body?” she thought. “He would talk about our breast sizes, 
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‘great asses,’ and how guys ‘wanted to do them.’” Even when this treatment 

is passed off as “compliments,” it can be disturbing. In an article she called 

“The Butt Remark Dilemma,” teen Kristy Castora described how she felt 

when a group of boys yelled, “Nice butt” as she walked across the school 

gym.

I felt angry. How dare they treat me like a piece of meat? I hated feel-

ing powerless. My body and my privacy were violated, yet all I could 

do was shoot them a dirty look. When I realized that they were all 

staring at me, my disgust quickly melted into self-consciousness. 

I felt exposed, vulnerable—like some carnival freak. I covered my 

uneasiness with a sheepish smile; meanwhile my mind was rac-

ing.  .  .  . I found myself thinking, “Maybe they’re not making fun 

of me. Maybe they like me. After all, I do have a nice butt.” I guess 

that’s why I said, “Thank you.” It felt good to get attention . . . to be 

noticed. .  .  . I left the gym wondering how a 10-second exchange 

that involved only seven words could make my head so screwy.55

This type of harassment is considered run of the mill. Yet research has 

shown that for girls (and boys) the physical and emotional ramifications 

of even “ordinary” sexual harassment and relationship abuse can be trau-

matic.56 In the AAUW sexual harassment survey, most girls said that their 

experiences left them feeling upset and embarrassed, and a third also said 

they felt scared. But there were also more insidious effects: 32 percent said 

they felt less sure of themselves or less confident; 22 percent said they felt 

confused about who they were; and 25 percent doubted that they could 

have a happy romantic relationship.57 More than half of those surveyed 

(2,064 public school students in eighth through eleventh grades) said sex-

ual harassment made them avoid certain people and places at school, and 

20 to 30 percent said it made them miss school, talk less in class, and 

have trouble concentrating or studying; some said it affected their grades. 

Other effects included trouble sleeping, loss of appetite, changing friends 

and activities, and getting in trouble with authorities.58 Even when boys 

assault girls on school property many defend the boys and try to margin-

alize anyone who seeks to discredit the male behavior. Girls are conven-

tionally called “bitch” when they are too vocal about their objections.

Students and adults alike assume that males will use violence to assert 

and defend themselves—and anyone who tries to get in the way can face 

negative consequences. Jessina told me about what happened to one of 
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her friends in her lower-middle-class northeastern urban high school. 

“One of my really good friends was dating a popular kid. They got into 

a fight and he pushed her against the wall. We were all like—‘What are 

you doing? You don’t hit girls. You don’t have to do that.’ But then all 

of the girls who tried to defend her were called ‘bitch.’ His friends were 

upset that we talked back to him. And they called her a slut because she 

broke up with him afterwards. They talked badly about her.” There was 

an assumption that girls were supposed to “take it” from their boyfriends 

and that no one else should interfere in this private matter—even as it was 

played out in a school hallway.

Dating Violence

Dating violence is another step on an escalating continuum of behaviors 

by which boys, schooled in traditional masculinity, demonstrate their 

power over girls. A staggering number of girls are victims in a cycle of 

violence resembling the experiences of adult women in domestic violence 

cases. In many of the school shootings, the targets were victims of dating 

violence. A 2001 study found that 20 percent of girls from fourteen to 

eighteen years old experienced physical or sexual abuse by a boyfriend, 

partner, or date.59 And 8 percent of high school-age girls said yes when 

asked whether “a boyfriend or date has ever forced sex against your will.”60

Approximately 25 percent of undergraduate women experience some 

form of sexual assault on college campuses every year.61 These statistics 

indicate a trend regarding violence against girls in dating relationships. 

As for adults, the sociologists Walter DeKeseredy and Martin Schwartz 

refer to a “war on women” where at least 11 percent of married and cohab-

itating women are physically abused by their male partners. Intimate 

partners kill 1,200 to 1,300 women every year in the United States.62

A 2006 survey commissioned by the Liz Claiborne Foundation found 

that “power and control actions and attitudes are pervasive in teen rela-

tionships,” with young people reporting that their partners were jealous 

and possessive and tried to control where they went and whom they saw. 

Almost half said they had “done something that conflicts with their per-

sonal values or beliefs” to please their partners. A disturbing number of 

dating adolescents took this kind of dominating behavior to the next level: 

16 percent of girls said their partners had threatened to hurt the girls or 

themselves if they broke up, and 9 percent said their partners had threat-
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ened to kill them or commit suicide. Almost a third of girls said they wor-

ried about being hurt by a partner, and nearly one in four said they had 

gone further sexually than they wanted to because of pressure from their 

partner.63 A related survey found a high incidence of teens using new 

technologies—cell phones, text messaging, and social networking sites—

as tools to monitor, control, and threaten their dating partners.64

Many people are unaware of the high numbers documenting dating 

violence and other forms of sexual violence; others claim that many accu-

sations are false or merely “regretted encounters.”65 Yet studies show that 

of the campus rapes reported to the police, fewer than 2 percent prove 

to be false allegations.66 More accurately, much more violence against 

women takes place than is reported. Women resist reporting these crimes 

because they often fear retaliation by their abusers; they are concerned 

about the lack of support they are likely to receive if they report sexual 

violence; and they understand that it is more likely that they will have to 

endure outright hostility if they make the abuse known. Alarmingly, some 

women don’t necessarily even recognize that violence has occurred: they 

assume that a certain level of disrespect and rough handling is normal.

In one of my gender studies classes, a group of students did a pre-

sentation on dating violence. They made a list of typical dating violence 

behaviors and asked the class: “How many of you have experienced any of 

these behaviors?” All but three of the twenty freshmen raised their hands. 

Nearly every young woman I interviewed, ages eleven to twenty-six, also 

had some experience with dating violence. Rebecca, age twenty-two, who 

came from a southern middle-class suburban community, told me that 

her boyfriend had gotten upset one evening when she wanted to leave his 

house. “He threw me on the bed and he took my keys. He took a beanie 

bag that I bought for him and hit me in the eye. I’m asthmatic, so then I 

couldn’t breathe. I started hyperventilating and he put his hand over my 

mouth. I pulled his hand away twice to say I couldn’t breathe. He wouldn’t 

stop, so finally I screamed as loud as I could and his parents came in,” 

she said. Even so, she admitted that “we didn’t break up after that.” By 

one estimate, 20 percent of American teen girls are physically or sexually 

assaulted by their partners, and 80 percent of these young women con-

tinue to date their abusers.67

Many girls feel pressures to remain involved with boys even when 

it means enduring abuse. Rebecca told me about a friend of hers who 

was seventeen years old and regularly had bruises on her. “Those aren’t 

sex bruises,” Rebecca said, confronting her. “You’re not letting this guy 
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hit you?” Rebecca said her friend didn’t try to deny it. “She acted like it 

was normal. She knew it was bad, and she was ashamed—but she admit-

ted to me: ‘This is my life and I’m accepting it.’ Now they have a kid 

together.”

Rosalind Wiseman starts her book Queen Bees and Wannabes by tell-

ing about how she once dated a popular boy to avoid becoming a tar-

get. In what is an all-too-common story, Wiseman escaped some bully-

ing as a result of the status she gained by being associated with this boy 

but endured cruel dating violence from him instead. She said: “I craved 

validation from other girls. I had looked around and realized that I had 

to have an insurance policy that would keep my social status secure—and 

that the easiest way to do that was to have the right boyfriend. He was 

‘right’ to the outside world, but behind closed doors he was mean and 

abusive.”68

Lola had the same experience in her suburban schools. After years of 

bullying in elementary school, similarly traumatic experiences in middle 

school, and then largely keeping to herself, she met her boyfriend, Tony, 

in eighth grade. ”That put me in a different group,” she shared. “He was 

captain of the varsity lacrosse team and really good, and I wasn’t exactly 

the most popular girl.” She started to “hang out with the popular girls 

when we started dating,” she said. “I knew where to go because of him. 

People hung out with me because of him.” She was in with all the popular 

boys too, she said. “It changed my status.”

It also hurt her: Lola started drinking and doing drugs with her boy-

friend and doing other “risky things.”  One time Tony “choked me in 

school. I couldn’t breathe. I started crying. I was scared. The other guys 

were standing there and didn’t say anything afterwards. That was bad. 

It went to the next level. He would hit me and abuse me and it hurt.” If 

she complained he would “laugh about it, and say I was too weak,” Lola 

said. At parties “he would pull me away and yell at me if I was dancing with 

my friends. He would call me a slut, and say ‘You’re disgusting’ because I 

was dancing with girls.” Over and over again, Lola said, “he made me cry.” 

“He would make me sit on the phone the entire time if I was at a party so 

I wouldn’t talk to anyone. He would shake me, and if I got hurt he’d say, 

‘Well, you shouldn’t have done that,’ whatever it was.”

Tony often said things like “Fuck you. No one likes you. You’re a slut. 

If you break up with me, you’ll lose all your friends.” Lola told me that 

when they did break up, she did lose all her friends. “I got kicked out of 

the group. The other [varsity] boys called me names and wouldn’t talk to 



74 � Violence against Girls

me anymore. They called me a whore and a slut when we broke up. They 

slashed my tires in the parking lot. It hurt ’cause these were my friends. 

My best friend took his side,” Lola shared, still seeming surprised. “They 

turned their back on me when I needed them most.” These girls seemed to 

think they had more to gain by siding with the popular boys, even though 

they knew how Lola was treated.

Often girls fail to recognize their experiences as dating violence 

because it is considered so normal for boys to wield more power. Veron-

ica described a jealous boyfriend who grabbed “my hand and crunched 

it. He took it and pulled it down from my face and crushed it in his palm. 

And I’m thinking, Is this normal? Is this what guys do? Is this dating vio-

lence? Sexually we would have rougher sex with each other, but this time 

he hurt me when he was angry.”

Among teen victims of dating violence, only a small number turn to 

parents or other adults for help. Perhaps even more troubling is the fact 

that 68 percent of the teen victims of various forms of dating abuse said 

they felt what they had endured was “not serious enough” to warrant tell-

ing their parents.69 Others may not report the abuse because, like many 

teenagers, they are in conflict with their parents, or want to prove their 

own independence and are reluctant to ask for help.70 Some even say they 

don’t tell because they are afraid their parents will make them break up 

with their partners.71

They may also be responding to attitudes around them. Some parents, 

like teachers, don’t recognize the abuse students are experiencing because 

they too assume a certain level of violence in life is normal. The wide-

spread acceptance of a culture of violence feeds a bully-victim cycle as 

well as the high incidence of dating violence; violence as a cultural norm 

encourages girls as well as boys to become hurtful to one another rather 

than compassionate.

Wendy, who was tormented for years after she moved from a north-

eastern working-class city school to a nearby affluent suburb, described 

how the experience changed her. “Because I had been bullied, I became 

the bully; in elementary school, I was the sweetest girl on the planet.” 

Wendy says now she feels that she displays more aggressive tendencies 

even in her intimate relationships and sometimes lashes out at her boy-

friend. “I’ll hit him every once in a while. I’ll slap him if he says some-

thing I don’t like. I can’t even hold myself back. I’ll bite him and I’ll say 

mean things. I’ve lost sympathy for people. I don’t care. I’ve been treated 
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so badly, so now if you’re mean to me, that’s it. If I feel I’m being taken 

advantage of, I flip a switch. I’m not standing for this.” Wendy said her 

mother always encouraged her to fight back when she felt she was being 

attacked. Her mother seemed to support the same hypermasculine codes 

regarding violence that were prevalent in school. These two significant 

forces (school and family) in Wendy’s life contributed to her resignation 

to violence in school as well as the prevalence of dating violence in her 

personal life.

Sometimes parents don’t recognize the serious nature of teen relation-

ships and then are less likely to be aware that they can produce difficult 

emotions—or even abuse.72 At the same time, school officials often fail to 

act in response to revelations of dating-related violence in school, instead 

seeking to minimize the problem “despite public schools’ statutory duty 

to ensure the safety of all its students on school grounds during school 

hours.”73 In addition to not always recognizing dating violence as such, 

schools are under pressure to compete with other schools; exposing dat-

ing violence could undermine their reputations and in some cases risk 

vital support.

Carlson wrote: “Whether in dating violence or domestic violence, an 

abuser’s desire for control and power over his victim is at the heart of 

the abuse.”74 Society can either promote or discourage this will toward 

control and power—and current masculinity norms tend to encour-

age it. Numerous studies have shown high levels of peer support and 

acceptance for violence against women and girls, in forms that include 

sexual harassment and date rape.75 “Men who abuse women tend to 

associate with other men who have the same beliefs, and who give 

them support for thinking in this way,” write  Schwartz and DeKe-

seredy.76

One study showed that men’s belief in their own entitlement to pos-

sess and control their women is a factor in many of the homicides by inti-

mate partners. Many such homicides are planned and were preceded by 

abusive behaviors.77 Tolerance for lower levels of relationship abuse may 

also contribute to the alarming statistics on murders of women. One mil-

lion women are stalked in the United States every year. In two-thirds of the 

cases where a female victim asks for a police protective order, that order is 

violated. One-third of female murder victims are killed by an intimate part-

ner. Of these, 76 percent had been stalked by the partner in the year prior to 

their murder. Murder ranks second (after accidents) as the leading cause of 
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death among young women, and murder is the number one cause of death 

of pregnant women in the United States.78 At least nine students and four 

adults were killed in dating violence-related school shootings.

The U.S. surgeon general in 1992 declared domestic violence to be this 

nation’s number one health problem.79 In 1998, the FBI declared violent 

attacks by men to be the number one threat to the health of American 

women.80 Moreover, the age of female victims has steadily declined.81 In 

response, a series of Healthy People health status objectives, designed by 

the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services for the years 2000 

and 2010, target women and girls as young as twelve for education about 

the risk of physical abuse and assault by partners.82 The extension of such 

programs to teens and preteens acknowledges that many of our schools 

have become, in effect, training grounds for adult domestic violence.83 Yet 

little has been done in the United States to transform the school cultures 

that sustain an active gender police intent on enforcing these destructive 

norms; instead, sexist and heterosexist values and behaviors too often 

prevail, tending to create and maintain high levels of sexual harassment 

and dating violence in schools.

Hypermasculine Cultures

Data collected about individuals and communities reveal that the greater 

the degree of inequality between men and women in a relationship, com-

munity, or society, the higher the rate of violence toward women.84 In many 

studies, authors show that environments that value hypermasculinity—for 

instance, fraternities and male sports teams (especially football)—tend to 

breed inequalities that lead to violence against girls.85 In such communi-

ties, violence against girls in schools is considered a common ritual, like 

the bullying or hazing often imposed upon new members of an athletic 

team or against other students who are different, young, or new.86

Fraternity members, football players, and other elite students are virtu-

ally encouraged to flout the law. As a result, only 5 percent of victims tend 

to report crimes by these students, since the campus social order virtually 

guarantees that the claims will not receive fair consideration.87 Schwartz 

and DeKeseredy conclude that many crimes perpetrated by fraternity 

members are ignored because administrators have an economic interest 

in not drawing attention to what might be perceived as unpleasant activi-

ties. The vast majority of reported cases do not result in serious penalties.88
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A 1997 case in California, Krengel v. Santa Clara Unified School Dis-

trict, illustrates this trend. The Teddie Bears were an all-female sports 

club that attended boys’ varsity football games and compiled statistics 

for the players. When the girls alleged sexual harassment, verbal insults, 

and assault by the football players, they were ignored by the football 

coach, vice-principal, principal, superintendent, and school board. Even 

when the young women resigned in protest, the football players largely 

escaped discipline.89 This case and many others like it highlight how privi-

leged male athletes are often allowed or even encouraged to use violence 

against girls without fear of reprisals.90

This dynamic played out in upper-middle-class suburban Glen Ridge, 

New Jersey, mentioned briefly before, when a group of high school ath-

letes raped a seventeen-year-old developmentally disabled girl—a class-

mate who idolized them—with a broomstick and a baseball bat while 

others cheered them on; three varsity football players were eventually 

convicted of aggravated sexual assault in the case, although they received 

what were generally considered light sentences. In his 1997 book Our 

Guys: The Glen Ridge Rape and the Secret Life of the Perfect Suburb,

Lefkowitz noted that before the rape the Glen Ridge High School jocks 

gained social status partly by seducing and demeaning girls, bragging to 

other boys, and passing girls along. Girls who were available were called 

“animals.”91 As one girl’s father later reflected, the boys who participated 

most enthusiastically behaved as if they were gaining more legitimacy 

and authority as a group each time they victimized a woman. “If I think 

back about that period, I can see the group getting stronger, closer, every 

time they got together and humiliated a girl. . . . For them this was what 

being a man among men was.”92

At Glen Ridge High School, according to Lefkowitz, football stars were 

given carte blanche by faculty. Peers, fathers, and coaches encouraged 

them to act disrespectfully to women, showing off their prowess and their 

ability to get away with anything. Boys got more status for displaying how 

much power they wielded in the school—over girls and within the school 

environment more generally. In her book Fraternity Gang Rape: Sex, 

Brotherhood, and Privilege on Campus, Peggy Reeves Sanday documents 

how degrading women becomes an endemic feature of many fraternities 

and violence against women becomes a norm.93

In Guyland, Michael Kimmel writes that much of the dating violence 

perpetuated by fraternity members and varsity sports players is institu-

tional. At Southern Methodist University, “It was revealed that football 
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boosters had paid sorority women up to 400 a weekend to have sex with 

high school football recruits.” When one woman was gang raped during a 

recruiting visit, a recruit said, “I thought the young woman was one of the 

team groupies who hang out with team members and do whatever [the 

team members] want.” Kimmel wrote that coaches “fear that if they don’t

do it, all the schools that do will gain a competitive advantage by getting 

all the good football players.” One former coach said: “It’s very difficult for 

any institution, or even any conference, to react unilaterally . .  . because 

the competition is so fierce.”94

Studies consistently find that members of fraternities have higher lev-

els of participation in sexual coercion.95 Studies also show that male col-

lege athletes are more often perpetrators of battering and sexual assault.96

This research and related interviews convey that all-male communities 

tend to reify hypermasculinity norms and expectations, and the percep-

tion of girls as objects. One female teacher I interviewed from an elite all-

boys’ school said that in general her students “are arrogant, they kiss and 

tell, and they are disdainful of women.” In private conversations that she 

overheard or that other boys shared with her, they referred to women as 

inferior; “There’s a lot of posturing,” she said.

In many co-ed schools, as well, these hypermasculine values dominate 

not only the “jock” or “frat” culture but the school culture as a whole. 

Sexual harassment is often so common that boys can be teased if they 

don’t engage in this abusive behavior. At Kentucky’s Heath High School, 

site of the 1997 shooting by Michael Carneal, football players teased girls 

in front of teachers with no consequences. They often made lewd remarks 

about the girls’ bodies. Michael was called “gay” because he wouldn’t “be 

mean to the girls.”97 He later killed three of the girls—presumably to prove 

a point.

In such environments, being “mean to the girls”—including subjecting 

them to harassment and abuse—becomes a prerequisite to proving man-

hood and achieving status and popularity. For some, violence enacted in 

company is the social glue that knits together the community of young 

males.98 Male batterers or boys who perpetrate dating violence often feel 

entitled to exercise control and believe that their peers support their right 

to inflict abuse.99 The connection between conventional masculinity and 

such violence legitimizes it as a male response.100

In a culture that demands constant demonstrations of masculine 

power, domestic violence becomes a daily norm that is passed on from 

parents to children. Rick, the editor of the newspaper at his working-class 
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northeastern rural school, reported that there were “lots of fathers beat-

ing mothers” in his town. “You see that every day.” Rick told me that the 

violence his peers experience at home seeped into the school. Boys may 

feel powerless and even emasculated when they see their fathers hurting 

their mothers; then they often feel pressured to demonstrate their mas-

culinity in some other context. One student whose mom had just been 

beaten up came to school and “lost it on a kid and beat up a kid he didn’t 

like. He just couldn’t take it anymore.”

The problem becomes complicated when it is argued that boys are 

“naturally” aggressive and when boys who perpetrate harassment are cast, 

as Stein puts it, as “sufferers of hormones run amok, or as playful crea-

tures engaging in harmless fun that is misunderstood by adults and by 

girls, while the victims are portrayed as ‘frail and whiney.’”101 Even when 

interventions are finally directed at boys’ violence against girls, they tend 

to focus narrowly on behavior, often on punishment, while failing to scru-

tinize, or address the underlying masculinity expectations.

The school shooters picked up guns to conform to the expected ethos 

dictating that boys dominate girls and take revenge against other boys 

who threatened their relationships with particular girls; their actions were 

incubated in a culture of violence that is largely accepted and allowed to 

fester every day. Transforming these hypermasculine school cultures and 

dismantling this faction of the gender police are essential to preventing 

not just school shootings but also the more “mundane” violence that girls 

(and boys) regularly experience at school. Instead, violence against any-

thing perceived as feminine—and especially gay—is disturbingly com-

mon in U.S. schools.
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Gay Bashing

On the morning of February 2, 1996, fourteen-year-old Barry Lou-

kaitis dressed in the clothing he had laid out the night before: 

black pants, black shirt, black cowboy boots and cowboy hat, and a 

long black trench coat his mother had bought him. He strapped on 

a holster with two handguns, western style, and slung eighty rounds 

of ammunition across his body. Through a hole cut in the pocket of 

his coat, he carried his father’s rifle. Barry then walked a mile and a 

half to Frontier Junior High School in Moses Lake, Washington. He 

headed for his algebra class, entered, aimed his rifle at Manuel Vela 

Jr., and fired.1

Barry also killed a second boy and the teacher, severely injured a girl, 

and held the class hostage before another teacher wrestled the gun away 

from him. His primary target, though, was Manuel, whom he consid-

ered the ringleader in the gay bashing he endured. At his trial, classmates 

would testify that Barry had pledged to kill Manuel after the boy repeat-

edly taunted him, calling him a “faggot.”2

An honor student who liked to read and write, Barry was described 

in the Seattle Times as “gangling bordering on wispy, with long, thin 

arms and outsized feet” and a “little-boy face.” He was also diagnosed as 

depressed, and his mother had talked about killing herself. Locals were 

shocked and mystified by the shooting, as indicated by a piece in the Seat-

tle Times after the crime:

A task force was created; the task force became a focus group; the 

focus group splintered into committees. The chief result: the posting 

of two security guards at each of the town’s two junior-high schools.

Town meetings have been held. Civil suits have been filed. Pub-

lic-health counselors, dispatched like SWAT teams, have introduced 

“closure” into the town vocabulary, even as its citizens struggled to 

figure out what happened.
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“We like to think of ourselves as ‘Mayberry RFD,’” said county 

deputy prosecutor Robert Schiffner, referring to the 1960s television 

show about an idyllic rural town. “Obviously, we are not that.”3

But one blogger who grew up in Moses Lake and still lived there 

(and who wrote that his “opinions sometimes get me into trouble” with 

his neighbors) had a different reaction. On the tenth anniversary of the 

shooting, he wrote of Barry: “He was a screwed-up kid, to be sure, but 

not a psychopath. He knew right from wrong. He knew, for example, that 

bigger kids beating up and humiliating a smaller one is wrong. Barry was 

assaulted, called names, swirlied, wedgied and (so I’ve heard) even held 

down in the school locker room and urinated on. Combined with the 

troubles he had at home, he simply reached a point where he couldn’t 

take any more, and he snapped in a huge way.”4

Masculinity expectations in the form of heterosexism are a crucial but 

underexamined motivation for school shootings and school violence gen-

erally. While gender norms have presumably relaxed in some ways, they 

remain oppressive, and gay bashing is still one of the most prevalent and 

devastating forms of school bullying. It affected most of the school shoot-

ers. They were called “queer” and “faggot” as they walked through the 

school halls; they were tormented emotionally and in many cases threat-

ened or roughed up physically. Luke Woodham in Mississippi announced 

that he was “tired of being called gay” to help explain his shooting. Col-

umbine’s Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold made it clear that they were 

enraged at preps and jocks who had gay-bashed them, and the students 

referred to as jocks in the school confirmed the boys’ reports. Michael 

Carneal was taunted and physically assaulted and called gay in the school 

newspaper.5 Charles Andrew Williams, who in 2001 killed two male stu-

dents who taunted him and wounded thirteen others in Santee, Califor-

nia, was called “pussy” and the like.6 This occurred even though all of the 

shooters considered themselves heterosexual.

Gay bashing includes abuse against people who identify themselves 

as gay; it can also involve any abuse that is based upon its victims’ per-

ceived lack of hypermasculine qualities. This kind of bullying yields a 

particular type of humiliation and related response. The school shooters’ 

peers, their schools’ gender police, gay-bashed the perpetrators for failing 

to meet their masculinity expectations. The perpetrators responded by 

picking up guns to prove their manhood using a time-honored method— 

extreme violence. The social expectation to prove manhood in the face 



Gay Bashing � 83

of constant, emasculating degradation is so strongly conditioned that the 

perpetrators seemed to feel they had no other options.

It takes violent responses like these shootings to make headlines, but 

gay bashing, and the culture that produces it, are everyday facts of life 

in schools across the country. In some schools, such words as gay or 

faggot are used for anything that is perceived as “stupid” or “uncool”—a 

fact that does nothing to lessen the impact on the victims of the abuse. 

Homophobic and heterosexist remarks are the most common type of 

biased language heard in today’s schools, according to a 2005 survey.7

More than three-quarters of the students surveyed for the report said 

they heard homophobic slurs “often” or “frequently” in their schools.8

In fact, 44 percent said they heard these types of remarks from “most 

of their peers,” and 19 percent said they heard them from teachers and 

other school staff.9 In another poll, of thousands of America’s highest-

achieving high school students, almost half admitted prejudice against 

gays and lesbians.10

Such comments and attitudes are a fact of life for most U.S. students. 

The direct link between the constant gay bashing in schools and the 

shootings and other dramatic school violence it incites begs for more 

attention and intervention, yet progress in this area continues to face 

challenges. Everyday bullying behavior so often involves gay bashing that 

some fundamentalist groups in the United States actually resist bullying 

prevention programs because they fear the interventions will promote a 

“gay agenda.”11 The same prejudice that incites this violence serves as a 

barrier to ameliorating it.

In addition to condoning homophobia, such reactions ignore the fact 

that heterosexual students are gay-bashed as much as, if not more than, 

gay-identified students. Indeed, allowing gay bashing to fester in schools 

torments most students, not just gay-identified ones. One study found that 

the average high school student hears twenty-five antigay slurs a day.12

The gender police have strict expectations for how a boy should demon-

strate and display his heterosexuality. Boys who do not exhibit the perceived 

all-important body capital—being strong, big, and muscular—are at a par-

ticular disadvantage. Boys are also in danger of being persecuted by their 

school’s gender police if they are perceived as being too short, too skinny, 

or overweight. They are abused if they are thought to be bad at sports or if 

they are involved in school activities or clubs that are considered “nerdy.” 

Boys who excel academically and those who are shy or insecure with girls 

are also at risk of being gay-bashed. In a 2001 report called Hatred in the 
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Hallways, Human Rights Watch estimated that two million U.S. students a 

year were bullied because they were, or were thought to be, homosexuals. 

But in reality, three-quarters of the students targeted as “gay” identify as 

straight. The Safe Schools Coalition reported similar proportions of abuse 

against homosexual and heterosexual students: for every gay, lesbian, or 

bisexual youth who reported being harassed at school, four heterosexual 

students were targeted because they didn’t conform to the expected stereo-

type embodying masculine or feminine qualities.13

These facts suggest a disconnect between how people identify their gen-

der and sexual identity (gay, straight, bisexual, transgender) and whether 

they live up to socially defined standards of masculine and feminine behav-

ior. One survey, by the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network 

(GLSEN), notes that “sexual orientation, gender expression and appearance 

may be inextricably linked” for many students. Students who were seen as 

insufficiently masculine or feminine, the survey found, were more likely to 

be bullied for a variety of reasons, including general physical appearance, 

race or ethnicity, or disability.14 In the end, what seems to put boys, in par-

ticular, most at risk for becoming targets of bullies is a perceived lack of 

“manliness”; boys often see others as potential victims if they detect weak-

ness or passivity. The gender police look for deviations from a traditionally 

hegemonic demonstration of masculinity and punish transgressors severely.

The distinction between sexuality (being gay) and gender expression 

and perception (“looking” gay or “acting” gay) may explain why there 

has been little discernible decrease in gay bashing, even though young 

people are more likely to be familiar with and accepting of the idea of 

homosexuality. In a 2005 survey, more than half of teens reported know-

ing another student who was gay, lesbian, or bisexual, and two in ten said 

they had a close personal friend at school who was lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

or transgender (LGBT).15 LGBT teens are far more likely to come out to 

both family and peers than in past generations.16 Yet half of these LBGT 

students say that they feel unsafe at school.17 Boys who, regardless of their 

sexuality, do not conform to typical masculinity expectations also seldom 

feel—or are—safe in most school environments. Whether they identify as 

heterosexual, homosexual, or other, the boys targeted for gay bashing are 

often told that they are not masculine enough, and in this culture that can 

make you a target.

“I was called ‘faggot’ three to five times a day,” confided Gregg Wein-

berg, who as an adult served as the director of Health Informatics and 

Knowledge Development at Gay Men’s Health Crisis. Gregg grew up in 
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a middle-class area in New York City, always identified as heterosexual, 

and offered to use his real name in this book. One day on the bus in junior 

high school, “These guys got on and gave everyone rubber bands and they 

shot rubber bands at me” while calling him “faggot.” “That was my name,” 

Gregg said matter-of-factly. “The whole thing was mortifying. I was close 

enough to my home so I got out, but I felt angry, upset, alone, powerless, 

and enraged.” Gregg was picked on from age five through age eighteen. His 

persecutors would “steal my book bag, throw snowballs at me, push me; it 

was constant torment.” Students would threaten Gregg and call him “gay” 

everywhere—“on buses, outside school, inside school.  I never felt safe, 

never comfortable, never happy, and very much alone,” he said.

Tommy, from a wealthy northeastern suburb, told an all-too-common 

story of his buddy Albert. “He was shy and quiet, and didn’t have a deep 

male voice,” Tommy began. “Every day of the week he was harassed—he 

was called ‘homo,’ and they were pretty evil, they would throw a condom 

at him and say, ‘Here, use this for your boyfriend, you faggot.’  They’d 

throw him against the locker and shout at him, ‘I don’t want to catch what 

you have. I’m going to kill you.’”

There is considerable research about how gay bashing affects students 

who identify as gay.  One recent study found that lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, and questioning youth are up to four times more likely to 

attempt suicide than their heterosexual peers, while another found that 

lesbian, gay, and bisexual young people who come from a highly reject-

ing family are over eight times more likely to attempt suicide than their 

LGB peers from families with no or low levels of rejection.18 Gay bashing 

also contributes to the low self-esteem and social alienation that drives 

students to abuse drugs and alcohol; one report found distinctly higher 

levels of lifetime drug abuse by people who had identified as LBGT while 

in their teens. And an estimated 40 percent of street kids are lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, transgender/transsexual, questioning, or intersexed; many 

of them having left or been thrown out of their homes because of their 

sexual orientation. There is every reason to believe that when hetero-

sexual boys are repeatedly put down as “fag,” “sissy,” or “homo” because 

they don’t exhibit traditional masculine behavior the effects are similar. 

A 2002 survey by the National Mental Health Association, which studied 

both gay teen and teens “perceived to be gay,” found that students who are 

gay-bashed are at higher risk for depression, eating disorders, and suicide. 

In many cases, gay bashing has incited not only violence against the self 

but also violence, even murder, against others.19
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The Punitive Gender Police

Gay bashing preserves and promotes the exaggerated gender roles that 

prevail in high school (and adult) culture. By engaging in name-calling, 

bullies distance themselves from what is perceived as feminine or homo-

sexual, reinforcing their status as top males. The boys derided as “gay” suf-

fer an intolerable loss of status, which serves as an example for the other 

boys: unless they “act like men” within the narrow definitions of mascu-

linity, they, too will be tormented. As Gregory Lehne, a medical psycholo-

gist at Johns Hopkins who studies children’s gender issues, notes: “The 

fear of being labeled gay is a threat used by societies and individuals to 

enforce conformity in the male role, and maintain social control. .  .  . [It 

is] used in many ways to encourage certain types of male behavior and to 

define the limits of acceptable masculinity.”20 In fact, if a boy fails to join 

in gay bashing, he risks being gay-bashed himself.

Latoya, from a largely African American northeastern middle-class 

urban school, told me that boys and girls both were often teased if they 

were suspected of being gay. “If you didn’t make fun of someone, you 

were perceived as gay: ‘Oh, that’s your boyfriend,’ they would say.” Stu-

dents often feel pressured to choose sides: appear tough and bully others, 

or get labeled gay—and thus goes the bully-victim cycle. Silent bystand-

ers are in danger of being heaped in with other targets, though they can 

sometimes slip under the radar.

Adolescents of minority ethnic groups can usually find support 

within their families and their peers if they are being singled out, but 

students who are put down as “fags” by schoolmates often have no sup-

portive options. Parents and siblings may subscribe to the same homo-

phobic feelings. Latoya, a gay-identified woman, said she had seen ter-

rible prejudice from parents as well as other youth about her friends’ 

sexuality, whether they were girls or boys. “My friends would come out 

and their parents would say: ‘I’m not having this. This isn’t possible. It is 

someone else’s fault.’ They were upset if their daughter even associated 

with a lesbian.” Teachers and other school faculty and adult members of 

the community may themselves voice disdain for homosexuality. A child 

who faces gay bashing every day may literally have nowhere to turn.

According to the 2001 report by the American Association of Univer-

sity Women Educational Foundation on sexual harassment in schools, 

Hostile Hallways, 73 percent of all students reported that being labeled 
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gay or lesbian would cause them acute distress. Among boys, the report 

found, no other type of harassment provoked as strong a reaction, not 

even physical abuse.21 Yet parents and teachers are far more likely to shrug 

off this type of name-calling than they would racial, ethnic, or religious 

slurs. Gay bashing, along with the sexual harassment of girls, is so com-

mon in schools that it is considered everyday behavior.

Hypermasculinity is often cultivated as compensation when men 

or boys are told their masculine identity is in one way or another, inad-

equate. The sociologist R.  W. Connell describes how boys can become 

more aggressive and violent in an attempt to heal a damaged sense of 

manhood. She explains that relations of domination operate between 

men and women and among men themselves and that teasing is one of 

the deadliest blows to a boy’s self-image, devastating to his sense of him-

self as a man. According to Connell’s hierarchy, set forth in chapter 2 of 

this book, men who are gay or perceived as gay are pushed to the bottom 

of the masculinity ladder. Their masculinity is subordinated.22

As discussed earlier, campus fraternities, team sports, military com-

bat units, and various forms of gangs tend to breed an exaggerated con-

formity to traditional male behavior. In addition to hosting cultures that 

tend to be hurtful toward females and males perceived as weak, these 

institutions often practice hazing, involving the humiliation and abuse of 

their own members.  One strange phenomenon found in some of these 

hypermasculine environments is a prevalence of men and boys acting out 

homosexual acts—a kind of homophobic homoeroticism.  In the high-

profile 2003 Mepham High School football team hazing case, in Long 

Island, the male victims were anally raped and forced into simulated 

enactments of gay sex.23 As part of the torture that took place at Iraq’s 

Abu Ghraib, naked prisoners were forced to simulate gay sex and were 

sometimes photographed doing so by their captors.24

In addition to the actual rape that takes place in so much hazing, it is 

a disturbing reflection on our culture that forcing “weaker” students, ath-

letes, or prisoners to perform such simulated acts is considered a way to 

humiliate them. It may also have to do with more complicated feelings on 

the part of the abusers and the culture that produces them.

The scientist Alfred Kinsey became a household name in the 1950s for 

his research published in two volumes on the sexual mores of men and 

women. He believed that most people are at least somewhat bisexual; 

developing a 1-6 scale, Kinsey sought to show the “many gradations” of 

sexuality. Only a minority of people are completely 0 or 6, heterosexual or 
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homosexual, respectively. Everyone else exists in the middle, with more 

or less bisexual proclivities.25

On a cultural rather than a biological basis, men and boys certainly feel 

a range of emotions deemed “feminine” that they are forced to suppress.26

In a society that considers such feelings a threat to masculine identity—

and especially in hypermasculine institutions—men with such inclina-

tions may force others to simulate homosexuality in order to at once 

satisfy and punish their own desires. Homophobic homoeroticism then 

becomes a cultural norm in many all-male social spaces. A member of the 

gender police can be particularly punitive when he uncovers an infraction 

against expected masculinity norms in himself. In such cases, the gender 

police demand and often then receive some demonstration of violence to 

put to rest the given masculinity challenge.

Flamboyant Heterosexuality

In thirty-six of the school shootings, the perpetrators are known to have 

been gay-bashed or otherwise attacked because of a perceived lack of 

masculinity. In most of the cases, they were specifically called “gay,” “fag-

got,” and the like. Even when they were not explicitly taunted as gay, the 

harassment and name-calling tended to imply a lesser manhood, some 

inability to exert power, domination, or influence.

It is striking, for instance, that so many of the boys who committed 

school shootings were described as skinny, fat, or small—physical charac-

teristics that were considered unmanly in their schools and that brought 

them further disdain. As discussed earlier, in addition to their looks, 

they tended to come from (sometimes just moderately) less privileged 

backgrounds and to excel more in academics than in athletics. In other 

words, they were in some way lacking typical masculine characteristics. 

Thus within their schools’ bully cultures, when the perpetraters endured 

insults that implied they were “effeminate” or “not masculine enough,” 

they seemed to feel, effectively, invited to counter with violence.

Eric Hainstock killed the school principal in Weston High School in 

Cazenovia, Wisconsin, in September 2006 because he was repeatedly 

bullied and often called “faggot.”27 One of Eric’s relatives testified that Eric 

had brought the guns to school only to scare people. “He didn’t actually 

want to hurt anybody,” said the relative. “He was sick of people making 

fun of him and I guess he decided to take things into his own hands.”28
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In some cases, the school shooters were tormented by students referred 

to as jocks and preps, who were not only more powerful and popular but 

also often wealthier. Luke Woodham, for instance, was consistently called 

“faggot” not only because of his appearance—he was an overweight student 

with thick glasses—but because of his lower economic background. Luke’s 

father and mother had separated when he was seven, and his mother had 

raised him and his brother by herself, working as a receptionist.

After the shootings, few media reports recognized that the boys’ des-

perate effort to reverse their humiliated masculinity was a significant 

trigger for their violent acts. Even among those who acknowledged its 

damaging effects, few identified it as “gay bashing” or linked it to the nar-

row and oppressive view of masculinity that reigns in today’s schools. 

The words of other students in the targeted schools, however, show that 

students had less difficulty making this association. Ben Oakley, a soccer 

player at Columbine, knew that Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold were mer-

cilessly “teased and humiliated.” He thought nothing of it, though, until 

the shooting. Referring to the group branded by their tormentors as the 

Trench Coat Mafia with whom Eric and Dylan were associated, he said: 

“Nobody really liked them. . . . The majority of them were gay. So every-

one would make fun of them.”29

A few observers, apparently taking this word that Eric and Dylan were 

gay, had a similar response, taking their perceived homosexuality as evi-

dence of their general depravity: “Right-wing leaders were quick to light 

on the possibility that the Columbine killers were gay, with little or no 

prompting. The Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kansas, sent out a 

media alert saying, ‘Two filthy fags slaughtered 13 people at Columbine 

High’; the Rev. Jerry Falwell described Klebold and Harris as gay on Ger-

aldo Live.”30 Many adults and students alike thought it made sense that 

these mostly more academic and less athletic boys would and should get 

gay-bashed; they also assumed deductively that they were then in fact gay. 

It takes a lot for students to demonstrate to their schools’ gender police 

that they are heterosexual even if they are. The gender police expect 

constant proof of heterosexuality in the form of aggressive acts, sexist 

behaviors, and repeated public displays of heterosexuality—regardless of 

whether others involved in such performances are willing participants.

Boys of all backgrounds then feel pressured to use violence to prove 

their manhood and heterosexuality. Lenny, who was in an inner-city 

school, was heterosexual, but that didn’t prevent him from getting gay-

bashed. “I had a couple of bullies my whole life. I grew up very little. They 
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take your lunch money, ridicule you in front of your friends, beat you up, 

pick out your flaws and attack,” he said. “It started the first day of school” 

and continued relentlessly. “The minute you walk in there, everyone’s 

going to go after you like you’re fresh meat.” “It’s just a common thing,” he 

explained, “if you’re upset or you dress a certain way you get called gay. 

If you wear anything out of the ordinary you get called fag; if you wear 

something too tight, they call you fag; or too colorful, they call you fag.” 

They picked on his nose “because I have a big nose,” Lenny explained, and 

“made fun of my mom” because she was disabled. Lenny learned that the 

only way to stop the abuse was through violence—“The minute I threw a 

punch it was over”—but only for that particular incident.

Many people speak derisively about “flamboyant homosexuality,” but 

in reality, far more common is the pressure for boys to demonstrate on 

demand a flamboyant heterosexuality, a term I introduced in an earlier 

chapter. Dress “masculine,” talk “trash” about girls, beat up on smaller 

guys, tell everyone about your sexual exploits—or make them up—talk 

and brag about violence; these are often the imperatives to which boys feel 

forced to conform at the average school. Boys are pressured to do all sorts 

of things to avoid being teased as gay. “At one party, I got attacked by a 

girl,” Lenny said. “She wanted me, but I didn’t do anything with her. I didn’t 

want to. So then she told people I was gay; it took a while to recover my 

name again. I was getting called a fag.” A girl he broke up with “told them 

all these rumors about me. I tried to explain—she’s lying. If I have to prove 

it, I’ll take you to my house right now.” Lenny was punished for not dem-

onstrating a flamboyant heterosexuality that would exploit any opportu-

nity to have sex with a girl, even if he wasn’t interested. A perceived pause 

in a boy’s demonstration of flamboyant heterosexuality invites merciless 

abuse from the gender police; the inflicted cruelty is even worse if a boy is 

indeed gay and actually chooses to express his authentic self.

“Coming Out” Still Unsafe

Gay and lesbian students take a big risk if they come out in the major-

ity of schools, which are generally homophobic.  Natasha’s friend Sean 

came out to his friends in a northeastern middle-class suburb, and by the 

next day the news had spread like wildfire to the four hundred students in 

the school. One day in a criminal justice class, a student named Charlie, 

who was sitting behind Sean, was “kicking him in the butt.” When Sean 
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asked him to stop, Charlie said: “You know you like it, you faggot.” Sean 

tried to ignore it, but his face got ashen white, he was so upset. He was 

relentlessly tormented then. They called him “rainbow bright” and “doll” 

and taunted: “Where is your boyfriend?” “You take it in the butt.” In the 

face of such abuse, most gay students choose to keep their sexuality hid-

den. One teacher at an elite all-boys school told me, “No one is out of the 

closet.” She believed that “a boy who came out as gay might find himself 

isolated”—or worse.

After the Columbine shootings, one former Littleton student later 

spoke about what had happened when he came out in eighth grade at a 

local middle school that feeds students to Columbine High School.

“One year everyone loved me,” he said. “The next year I was the most 

hated kid in the whole school.” Jocks were his worst tormentors, 

he said. He described one in particular who pelted him with rocks, 

wrote “faggot” and “we hate you” on his locker and taunted him in 

the hallway with: “I heard the faggot got butt-fucked last night.”

“It gets to the point where you’re crying in school because the 

people won’t leave you alone,” he said. “The teachers don’t do any-

thing about it.” The boy attempted suicide several times that year, 

and eventually spent time in a mental hospital. “It can drive you to 

the point of insanity. What they want to do is make you cry. They 

want to hurt you. It’s horrible. I hope that the one thing people learn 

out of this whole thing is to stop teasing people.”

In the interview, the boy didn’t condone what Harris and Klebold 

did, but said he understood what drove them over the edge. “They 

couldn’t take it anymore, and instead of taking it out on themselves, 

they took it out on other people. I took it out on myself. But it was a 

daily thought: ‘Boy, would I really like to hurt someone. Boy, would I 

like to see them dead.’”31

As an openly gay middle school and high school student in Ashland, 

Wisconsin, Jamie Nabozny suffered years of relentless verbal, physical, 

and sexual abuse. He was called antigay epithets, urinated on, and made 

to suffer repeated assaults and indignities, including a mock rape. Eventu-

ally he was beaten to the point of requiring surgery, and he and his fam-

ily began to receive death threats. Despite frequent meetings with school 

officials, the identification of his attackers, and the intervention of his par-

ents, the schools took no meaningful disciplinary action against Jamie’s 
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abusers.32 “After the mock rape in eighth grade,” Jamie said in an inter-

view, “I went directly to the principal’s office and told her [Ashland Mid-

dle School principal Mary Podlesney] what happened. Her response was, 

‘If you’re going to be openly gay you have to expect this kind of stuff. Boys 

will be boys.’”33 In high school, after several boys knocked Jamie down and 

urinated on him, Principal William Davis’s solution was to send Jamie to 

a guidance counselor, who tried to change his schedule so that he would 

have less contact with his abusers. No action was ever taken with the boys 

who harassed and assaulted Jamie.

Asked why he thought the abuse became so bad, Jamie said, “I defi-

nitely believe with all my heart it’s because the administration did noth-

ing. Every single time they refused to do anything they were saying it was 

OK to harass me. . . . Optimistically, I kept going back [to administrators] 

and every time it was still ignored. The assistant principal said I had to be 

provoking it.” He also believed that “if I would have denied that I was gay 

from seventh grade on, if I had played the role I was supposed to play and 

did the things I was supposed to do, I probably could have avoided the 

abuse. That doesn’t mean I deserved it.”34

Jamie dropped out of school twice, suffered post-traumatic stress dis-

order, ran away from home, and tried to kill himself several times. In elev-

enth grade, he left Ashland and moved to Minneapolis, where, with his 

parents’ support, he lived with a gay foster family and earned a GED.35 He 

also filed a lawsuit in federal court against those who had ignored and, 

in effect, permitted his abuse, accusing them of violating his Fourteenth 

Amendment right to equal protection. In November 1996, the U.S. Court 

of Appeal for the Fifth Circuit ruled that the abuse Jamie had suffered was 

indeed a crime and that school officials could be held individually liable 

for failing to address the gay bashing and discrimination.36 This has been 

upheld, but it continues to be difficult to prove, as gay bashing is consid-

ered so normal it often continues unnoticed. In a landmark settlement 

reached after that verdict, Jamie received nearly 1 million in damages.37

At least one student who chose to come out at school paid for it with 

his life. Fifteen-year-old Lawrence King had told classmates that he was 

gay, and had begun to wear makeup and jewelry, shortly before he was 

shot to death in an Oxnard, California, school in February 2008. The day 

before his death, Lawrence had an argument about his sexual orientation 

with his killer, fourteen-year-old Brandon McInerney. The shooting was 

labeled a hate crime.38
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Abuse and harassment help enforce the antigay norms that prevail in 

many American schools. Rebecca recalled the abuse boys experienced in 

her middle-class southern suburban school if they were perceived to be 

gay. She had a male friend who claimed to have a girlfriend back in Texas, 

but students in the school were convinced he was gay. “He got tortured,” 

said Rebecca. “They wanted him to come out and admit it, but it was in 

his best interests to do what he did—if he came out he would have gotten 

bashed.” Another boy who wore tight clothes experienced it even more 

directly, said Rebecca. “People threw things at him—apples, anything—

and yelled out ‘faggot’ when he walked by.”

Chris spoke about his experiences being gay-bashed in tenth grade. 

He had been heterosexually identified at the time (later he identified 

as bisexual). Students would call him derogatory names, he said, all 

the time. He was called “faggot,” as well as “gay,” “weak,” “woman,” 

“homosexual,” “loser,” and “queer.” The other students seemed to think 

he acted feminine in the way he walked and talked—a serious offense 

according to the gender police. One day “some boys paid a few kids 

to beat me up,” Chris said. On another occasion, in twelfth grade, two 

students were paid twenty dollars each to mock “hump him”—just as 

Jamie had experienced. Chris said he always followed the rules, did 

what teachers told him to do, and didn’t cut class. “I went where I was 

supposed to go and followed the guidelines—some kids called me a 

‘pussy’ for that. Every hour I hear something antigay. I lived my life 

being harassed.” “Anyone else would have brought in a weapon,” Chris 

admitted, with some compassion for the school shooters who had 

experienced similar abuse.

Chris and other students at his university told me that boys in their 

middle- to upper-class high schools were so worried about being called 

gay themselves that they came up with a phrase to ward off any such accu-

sation. “Gay people were seen as weird, but if a guy said something that 

might be perceived as gay”—maybe something that revealed a more vul-

nerable or fallible aspect of themselves—“they would say, ‘no homo.’ That 

was supposed to protect them from being perceived as gay,” explained 

Chris. Boys have to go through a lot to express the full continuum of their 

humanity when so many common emotions and behaviors are labeled 

“gay.” Most of the time they just don’t bother; and girls often find they are 

expected to harass others and police themselves to make sure they are not 

perceived as vulnerable human beings either. Empathy for others sadly 

tends to invite gay bashing and other forms of abuse.
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While Chris’s persecutors were usually male, girls would sometimes 

join in the gay bashing, Chris reported. “They would pretend that they 

liked me. But if I asked them out, they would say ‘Hell no, get away from 

me, loser.’ Sometimes a guy would say a girl liked me or a group of girls 

liked me,” but this would become another opportunity to laugh at him 

when he tried to make friends. “I may have been what some people called 

a nerd because I always did my work, but I didn’t deserve all that,” Chris 

said sadly.

Chris’s reaction to these experiences was to become depressed; Wen-

dy’s reaction to similar experiences was to transform herself from being 

what she considered “sweet” to being mean and defensive. Jamie Nabozny 

tried to commit suicide; Michael Carneal in Kentucky picked up guns and 

murdered his classmates. This kind of bullying is dangerous to the target 

of abuse and to the perpetrator, as well as to innocent students who may 

find themselves in harm’s way when the target unleashes his or her reac-

tive wrath.

Few legal measures specifically address gay bashing. However, on the 

federal level, laws such as Title IX that prohibit discrimination on the 

basis of gender, as well as the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protec-

tion clause, have been applied in several cases, and some states have 

other applicable laws as well.39 In one Minnesota case, Montgomery v. 

Independent School District, the court found that a student who had 

suffered through eleven years of relentless gay bashing with no mean-

ingful response from school officials had a claim under Title IX because 

“he suffered harassment due to his failure to meet masculine stereo-

types.”40

In some cases, lawsuits have not only awarded damages to students but 

also forced reforms within schools. For example, in a 2003 case in Cali-

fornia, Flores v. Morgan Hill Unified School District, the court awarded 

a record 1.1 million to six students who suffered harassment and physi-

cal violence “on the basis of their real or perceived sexual orientation and 

gender.” It also commanded the school district to amend its antidiscrimi-

nation policy, including adding sexual orientation and gender identity in 

the policy’s language, and instituting mandatory trainings for teachers, 

school officials, and students to prevent further discrimination.41 These 

interventions are useful, and students need to be protected from abuse 

when it occurs, but the most effective way to prevent gay bashing in 

the first place is to teach students to accept and appreciate one another 

regardless of their differences.
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Legal victories are important, but by themselves lawsuits will not erad-

icate gay bashing in schools. Legal cases tend to develop when students 

have the courage and support to seek justice, sometimes only in the more 

extreme instances of abuse and, worst of all, only after the fact. Some 

schools admirably try to teach tolerance of students perceived as differ-

ent, but these efforts are still largely ineffective in that they rarely seek to 

foster actual acceptance and appreciation of gay and lesbian (as well as 

other) students. Putting up with one another is unlikely to create the kind 

of compassionate communities students need to thrive.

Efforts to address incidents of harassment and violence infrequently 

look at the wider culture that feeds them—the culture that subjects stu-

dents to subtle and not so subtle pressures to practice “normal” mascu-

linity and gives them tacit permission to “discipline” those who violate 

these norms. The first step in violence prevention is to acknowledge the 

pressures boys are under to exhibit hypermasculinity and to avoid any 

behavior that can be read as “feminine” or “gay.” Interventions that focus 

on expanding what it means to be masculine will allow students a wider 

array of reactions and behaviors that don’t entail violence. Such efforts 

need to be directed at all students, not just boys. The terrain girls navigate 

is just as painful, unsupportive, and alienating as the one for boys; it is 

also increasingly dangerous.



This page intentionally left blank 



97
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Girl Bashing

Elizabeth Bush was fourteen years old on March 7, 2001, when she 

took her father’s gun to the cafeteria at Bishop Neumann High School 

in Williamsport, Pennsylvania, and started shooting. Her only victim, a 

thirteen-year-old girl whom Elizabeth had once considered a friend, was 

wounded in the arm but survived. Elizabeth, described as a “serious, 

introverted, religious” girl, later said in an interview: “There was a deep 

part of me that just exploded.”1

Among the many students who carried out rampage shootings in 

their schools in the last three decades, Elizabeth is one of the few (eight 

are known for sure) female perpetrators. Yet her story closely resembles 

those of many male school shooters. She described a long history of bul-

lying, which had reached brutal proportions by the time she was in junior 

high school: “They’d just call me an idiot, stupid, fat, ugly, whatever,” she 

said. “One incident was I was walking home from school and five or six 

kids were behind me and they started throwing stones at me. .  .  . They 

were just kind of laughing and I don’t know why they were doing this but 

they were barking at me.”2 Like many kids who endure bullying, Eliza-

beth initially turned her pain inward. She began to skip school, became 

depressed, and started “cutting,” a form of self-injury that is now common 

among teenagers.3

Elizabeth said she cut herself because “I was angry at myself for being 

different. . . . People express their anger different ways. Crying helps, that 

didn’t help me. So I thought maybe I’d try this and maybe it will help. 

The pain just takes away all your depression and for a minute you’re not 

depressed anymore.” Her parents moved her to a small Catholic high 

school, but the bullying continued.4

In Elizabeth’s new school, she was befriended by a girl considered popu-

lar, Kimberly Marchese, who was a cheerleader and played soccer and bas-

ketball. According to Elizabeth, she confided in Kimberly and even told her 

about the cutting—but her friend told her secrets to other students and 
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made fun of her. “She was laughing. She was calling me a freak and all this 

stuff,” Elizabeth said. “I was very hurt that she’d do that to me. .  .  . Those 

feelings, those thoughts that I told her, they were never supposed to be 

revealed to anybody; and that’s what she did.” Elizabeth said that when she 

brought her father’s revolver to school, “I was thinking of shooting myself 

because I wanted to show her this is what you made me do.” Instead she 

turned the gun on the friend she felt had betrayed her.5

Like most of the male shooters, Elizabeth suffered at the hands of the 

school’s gender police, who pressure students to present themselves as 

“perfect” boys or girls. She was declared “fat” and “ugly” and therefore an 

unacceptable girl. Consequently she became one of the pariahs—her vul-

nerabilities were made into fodder for gossip and ridicule. Elizabeth was 

also attacked for being “weak”; she then looked for ways to grapple with 

the painful feelings she experienced as a result of the bullying. When she 

cut herself, she may have longed for compassion and support, but instead 

she endured more harassment. Like the boys who were brutally bullied, 

she was expected to “just take it.”

Girls are in a new double bind. They are expected to be “feminine”—

demure and attracted and attractive to boys—but also “masculine,” as the 

larger bully society demands—tough, hyperaggressive, excessively self-reli-

ant, and able to fight for themselves if it comes to that. Girls (and boys) 

find that making and sustaining authentic connections with themselves 

and others is difficult in most school environments, which expect and 

encourage students to be tough rather than caring. Instead of forming 

meaningful friendships, girls often do whatever they can to prevent social 

annihilation.

In fact, the bullying that girls endure is not wholly different from that 

with which boys contend. Contrary to popular belief, girls engage in as 

much dating violence as boys, and boys use as much relational aggression, 

if not more—gossip, social exclusion, ridicule—than girls.6 What we learn 

about violence among girls also contributes to the important knowledge 

we need to prevent violence among boys, and vice versa.

Use Violence if Necessary

Many of the girls I spoke with experienced or observed bullying. Like 

boys, they were expected to prove their heterosexuality; they were also 

expected to demonstrate femininity, which lately has become even more 
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complex and difficult to both define and obtain; and just as the school 

shooters were often harassed because they were perceived to be too 

skinny or heavy, girls suffer abuse relating to their bodies.

Wendy, from a wealthy suburb, said, “They called me ‘Miss Piggy’ in 

high school. I was 165 pounds. My friends would make fun of me. ‘Wendy, 

you shouldn’t be eating that. Why are you eating that?’ they would say.” 

Wendy was eventually encouraged to fight her aggressors, by other stu-

dents and by her mother too. “One girl called me fat, and I had it. I pulled 

her by her hair and said ‘I want an apology.’ She wouldn’t give it to me, so 

I pushed her and shoved her, and she ran away.” Wendy, like many others 

teased in school about their bodies, lost the weight and developed what 

she calls “an eating problem.”

Kate, from a wealthy suburb, had two close friends in a group of girls 

considered popular and referred to as The Five—introduced in an earlier 

chapter. Kate described how the group targeted and socially destroyed 

one girl after another. They called one of her friends a “slut” because 

they thought she was too confident with boys. Kate believed she herself 

became a target because she was seen as “too pretty” and too attractive to 

boys; the very qualities that had allowed her to become a member of this 

powerful clique later caused her to be kicked out. Yet Kate still worked to 

be accepted by these girls.

It may be difficult to understand why Kate would continue hanging 

out with them, but she explained, “They pull you in and they are so much 

fun.” She also thought it would make her safe from the abuse they hurled 

at other students. “But it wasn’t safe,” she said sadly. “Everything I told this 

friend of mine would be spread all over the school—even if I said, ‘Please 

don’t tell.’ And we had told each other everything!” She added, “They would 

not just talk about me behind my back, but even right in front of me.”

Sometimes the abuse from the group became physical: “Gayle knocked 

into someone in the hallway and yelled in her face, ‘You’re really ugly.  I 

can’t believe I was ever friends with you,’” Kate said. “They knock into 

people going on their way to class all the time. And they choose to be mad 

at someone just for entertainment. They would accuse someone of talking 

to their boyfriend, even if they knew it wasn’t true,” and then they would 

exclude the person from their group. “She can’t sit with us anymore,” Kate 

would hear.

Girls are tormented for not being “girl enough,” and the barometers 

against which they are measured tend to be overwhelmingly hurtful and 

mean. Rachel Simmons, in her book Odd Girl Out, likens the popularity 
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contest prevalent among girls to the concerns society has more recently 

recognized regarding the impact of ubiquitous images of girls as thin 

and “flawless.” That everyone must be liked or even worshipped by their 

peers at the expense of authentic relationships fuels dynamics where girls 

sometimes work to socially destroy one another. “This makes popularity, 

and the race for it, as dangerous an issue for girls as weight, appearance, 

or sexuality,” writes Simmons.7

Psychological bullying often breeds physical violence, even though 

sociobiological theories tend to argue that boys are “naturally” aggres-

sive and that girls are not. When girls turn to physical violence, the popu-

lar assumption is that they do so primarily in self-defense, in response 

to harassment or domestic or dating violence. Recent research, however, 

indicates that girls often initiate violence as well.8 In one study, girls iden-

tified a number of offenses as deserving of a violent retaliation, including 

verbal attacks, gossip, or efforts to steal another girl’s boyfriend.9

My female university students often report increases in fighting among 

girls in their precollege school years. Young women of all different ethnic 

and economic backgrounds say that as girls they felt compelled to “defend 

their honor” and often had mothers and fathers who told them to “do what 

it takes” to stand up for themselves and “protect what is yours.” Girls, like 

boys, also report that to avoid being targets they become bullies. Rebecca 

recalled one time when she made fun of a girl that other students teased 

often. “That was me getting something out because so much was done to 

me. It made me feel better because it wasn’t me being teased for once. I 

made something up. The joke wasn’t on me and that made me feel better.”

For girls, the gender police are always on duty—girls watch them-

selves and one another and punish each other and themselves severely 

for perceived infractions. They get chastised by their parents as well as by 

both their male and female peers if they have gained weight, for instance. 

Body capital among girls is made out to be more precious than gold. 

Even mothers become victims of a school’s gender police and hear from 

their children as well their children’s peers if they are perceived as being 

overweight or otherwise less than perfect physically. The cruelty boys are 

encouraged to use against one another to display hegemonic masculin-

ity parallels the vicious behaviors girls are pressured to use in order to 

enforce some of the same gender codes.

Ms. Thomson, a guidance counselor implementing a bully prevention 

program aimed at girls in her southern middle-class urban school, told 

me that in her experience girls are mean in many of the same ways boys 
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are: “They will throw the ball too hard at another child when playing a 

game; they won’t pick certain kids for pickup games,” she explained. They 

will leave each other out, not pass the ball to certain kids—anything to 

exercise power and establish dominance.

Stories of girls engaging in physical violence are not difficult to find 

and often echo stories of adolescent male violence. In 2003, a touch foot-

ball game in Northbrook, Illinois, that was supposed to be an initiation 

for Glenbrook High school junior girls turned into a terrifying street 

fight; a bystander videotaped the scene, which was subsequently shown 

on news channels all over the country. “Basically it started out as a fun 

hazing like our initiation into our senior year,” one girl who had been 

injured told CNN. “About ten minutes into it, everything changed—buck-

ets were flying .  .  . people were bleeding. Girls were unconscious.” Girls 

slapped, punched, and threw objects at other girls who were cowering on 

the ground. One girl reported that a pig’s intestine was wrapped around 

her neck; another girl said she was forced to eat mud; and witnesses said 

they saw the girls throw urine and feces at each other. Students who came 

to watch the game, including some boys, joined in, and five girls had to be 

treated at the local hospital.10

In a few cases, violent bullying by girls has turned deadly. In a suburb 

of Victoria, British Columbia, in 1997, Reena Virk, a fourteen-year-old 

South Asian girl, was attacked by seven girls and one boy in a Gorge Park, 

while dozens of bystanders watched. Reena managed to crawl away, but 

one of the girls and the boy went after her, beat her again, and drowned 

her in the Gorge Waterway, where they left her body.11 Reena was report-

edly lured to the park by two girls, “to teach her a lesson” after she called 

up boys using numbers she had gotten from a phone book belonging to 

one of them.

Like many incidents of girl bashing, the Reena Virk case involved com-

petition over boys. But it also reflects issues of race and class, which join 

with gender in determining the “codes” enforced by the gender police. 

Reena was slightly overweight and dark skinned, the child of working-

class immigrant parents, and she had spent time in foster homes. In her 

2004 essay “Racism, ‘Girl Violence,’ and the Murder of Reena Virk,” Sheila 

Batacharya argues that these qualities are central to understanding this 

crime: “She was not thin, white, and middle class which is the dominant 

definition of a ‘girl’ in Western culture.”12 The white girls who attacked 

Reena appeared to be outraged that Reena had considered having sexual 

or other relationships with “their” boys. This kind of “competitive het-
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erosexuality,” Batacharya writes, often “frames white women’s violence 

against women of color.”13

The media frenzy that followed this crime highlighted the shocking 

nature of white middle-class girls committing atrocious violence. This 

response, though, ignores the hierarchies of power that exist among 

women and girls. Racism, sexism, classism, ableism, and heterosexism 

place girls in dominant and subordinate relationships to one another. 

Just as boys who are not necessarily the biggest and strongest get what 

Connell calls a “patriarchal dividend” and wield dominance over girls just 

by virtue of being boys (and race and class become factors determining 

which men get the biggest dividend), white girls get a similar “dividend” 

on the basis of their whiteness—a “white girl dividend.” Girls who are 

white, wealthy, able, and flamboyantly heterosexual are encouraged to 

assert their dominance over girls who score lower on these measures. The 

white girls in this case believed they had a “right” to the white boys, upon 

which girls like Reena were not permitted to impinge. Girls’ violence is 

often framed around these hierarchal prejudices, which girls see demon-

strated in the adult world as well. Girls then feel tremendous pressure to 

prove that boys are attracted to them (and only them). Other girls seen as 

threatening this sought-after perception are often called sluts.

More recently, fifteen-year-old Phoebe Prince in South Hadley, Massa-

chusetts, was brutally slut-bashed before she committed suicide in March 

2010. As an Irish immigrant, Phoebe was targeted because she had dated 

a popular senior football player in her first weeks at the school as a fresh-

man. Other girls believed she was invading their territory and called her 

“Irish slut” and “whore.”14

Such racism and ethnic prejudice, mixed with gender violence, comes 

from values in the adult world, as discussed further in subsequent chap-

ters. In fact, the bully society in schools is similar to the workplace bul-

lying that adults sometimes face. In the absence of alternative values, the 

cutthroat competition and discrimination prevalent in the larger society 

among women and men infiltrate schools and recreate similar power 

plays among children.

Girls (and boys) desperately want authentic friendships and connec-

tions. Too often, though, they find that their relationships in school are 

largely instrumental—students trade each other’s secrets as information 

capital, exploit their sexual interactions to try to become popular, and 

compromise their former values to be accepted. Where students look 

for friendship, intimacy, and self-acceptance, many find it “makes more 
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sense” to mistrust. They learn quickly that punishment for going against 

the expectations of those students perceived as popular may well land 

them at the bottom of their school’s hierarchy and render them a target. 

Thus slut bashing (and gay bashing) become normal aspects of children’s 

days as they vie for dominance rather than seek connections. Prejudice 

regarding race, class, ability, sexuality, and other differences can become 

the glue that cements student relationships rather than their more intrin-

sic interests and passions. When girls call each other “slut,” class and race, 

and an effort to establish relationships of subordination, are often implied 

aspects of these insults. Leora Tanenbaum writes: “The slut label carries 

a set of class associations. . . . Regardless of her family’s actual economic 

status (or even the girl’s sexual experiences), the slut is thought to be low-

class and trampy.”15

Girls, like boys, attack each other within every racial and economic 

group. Shantique recalled relentless bullying by the other African Ameri-

can girls in her working-class southern rural school. She endured taunts 

and harassment that often crossed over into shoving or hitting. “It was 

six days a week, because I had to go to church with those girls, too,” she 

said. “They had planned stage fights. Girls would organize fights, and the 

only way I could negotiate getting out of the fights or not getting beat up 

or being in a fight was to play lookout. I would tell them if a teacher was 

coming. The ringleader would rotate and she would decide: ‘You two have 

to fight each other.’ And the girls would go into the bathroom and scratch 

each other. It might be about ‘You looked at my boyfriend and now you 

have to beat her up,’ and you had to or you would get beat up yourself.” 

The popularity contests and backbiting among cheerleaders were simi-

lar to those described more often among white suburban kids in wealthy 

schools. In her school, said Shantique, “The cheerleaders were the popu-

lar, pretty girls, and they were the ones who did the name-calling, and 

threw the spitballs, and made me a butt of a lot of jokes.” Finally, “I got 

used to it. It was just the way it was.”

Lots of students get used to violence as a norm in their lives. While 

the research is controversial, recent studies show that girls are commit-

ting more violence on all levels, from bullying in school to crimes that 

bring them into the criminal justice system at higher rates.16 The Harvard 

University professor and child psychologist Alvin Pouissant estimates 

that girls commit 25 percent of the violent incidents in schools.17 Statis-

tics show a significant rise in girls’ acts of criminal violence in the 1990s. 

According to the U.S. Department of Justice, from 1990 to 1999, aggra-
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vated assault committed by girls under eighteen increased by 57 per-

cent; arrests for using weapons increased 44 percent for girls; and girls 

committed 157 percent more offenses against people, as opposed to prop-

erty.18 James Garbarino writes that “the official arrest data indicate that 

girls today assault people and get arrested more often than did girls of 

generations past.”19 One 2003 news report stated that the juvenile justice 

system used to be approximately 95 percent male and 5 percent female. 

Now, it is 80 percent male and 20 percent female, and the female per-

centage is still climbing.20 Deborah Prothrow-Stith and Howard R. Spi-

vak’s 2005 book Sugar and Spice and No Longer Nice: How We Can Stop 

Girls’ Violence is among a series of new books noting that girls’ violence 

is increasing and needs to be more effectively addressed.21 Why are girls 

committing so much more violence?

Masculine/Masculine

The high level of girls’ violence today may, at least in part, be due to a 

cultural shift such that girls, like boys, are driven by masculinity values 

dominating our cultural landscape. Girls are expected to compete for 

power, financial resources, and status, just like boys. Some second-wave 

feminists, in particular, believed that women tend to be more concilia-

tory and relationship oriented, whereas men are more competitive and 

aggressive; it was reasoned that a more peaceful world would develop 

if more women were in leadership positions.22 Carol Gilligan explained 

these gender differences in her best-selling book In a Different Voice,

arguing that women are more empathic and men more rule oriented.23

In The Reproduction of Mothering Nancy Chodorow writes that women 

are more relationship oriented because of familial dynamics when the 

mother tends to be the primary caretaker. Little boys feel pressured to 

differentiate themselves from their mothers as a way to figure out what 

it means to be a boy. Since in the traditional family fathers are less pres-

ent as role models, little boys instead define themselves as “not mother.” 

Boys may then believe that to be a boy they need to embrace the oppo-

site of the maternal qualities their mothers exhibit—being emotional, 

supportive, or loving, for instance. At the same time, girls, according to 

Chodorow, do not feel pressured to separate as much from their moth-

ers. They instead model themselves after their primary caretaker as a 

way to define themselves as a girl. Hence girls are encouraged to accept 
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the more vulnerable, empathic, and relationship-oriented aspects of 

themselves that their mothers may embody.24

Chodorow’s psychoanalytic insights, however, could not have 

accounted for the hypermasculine, competitive, and power-focused 

economy and society in which girls would find themselves during the 

twenty-first century—nor how these forces might affect earlier psycho-

logical tendencies (nor the more complicated familial dynamics that have 

developed as fathers are increasingly more involved in child rearing). 

Girls are encouraged to be less relationship oriented today (just like boys) 

and are pressured instead to seek domination and control. As women 

assume more leadership positions, their otherwise feminine-associated 

values—compassion and empathy—become subordinated to the cur-

rent economic, political, and social climate, which tends to demand more 

masculine-oriented, winner-take-all qualities from men and women alike. 

Growing up in this climate, both boys and girls are encouraged to be 

tough and independent rather than emotional, supportive, and compas-

sionate. Earlier feminists hoped and predicted that women’s presence in 

the workplace would make for a more compassionate society. Contempo-

rary times reveal instead the extent to which the economic system defines 

and drives gender identities. Women are expected to embody the same 

hypermasculine values endemic to contemporary workplaces. Neither 

men nor women are particularly encouraged to be compassionate, sup-

portive, or cooperative in our cutthroat economy. Empathy, therefore, has 

become less common among men and women alike.

In schools, girls are pressured to fight, to humiliate others, and to show 

their dominance and power. Across economic, racial, and ethnic demo-

graphics, girls are encouraged to act tough and to try to intimidate oth-

ers. Jody Miller writes in Getting Played: African American Girls, Urban 

Inequality, and Gendered Violence that girls in urban environments tend 

to use typically masculine-associated behaviors to respond to the daily 

onslaught of sexual harassment they endure—expressing anger and hos-

tility or using threats.25 Girls in mostly white and wealthier communities 

are also responding with more violence-oriented strategies when they are 

challenged.

“The most traditional or classic example of bullying that I see,” said Ms. 

Willis, a teacher in a middle- to upper-middle-class northeastern subur-

ban high school, “involves athletics. I still can’t believe the hazing I see 

on soccer and football teams; and girls are even more aggressive in this 

type of hazing. One time at a pep rally, the senior and junior female soc-
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cer girls handcuffed and taped the freshman girls and made them go out 

to the gym floor. They drew all over them. And the older girls thought it 

was funny to make them prove that the freshmen were loyal to the team. 

We told the girls they weren’t allowed to do this, but then they just did it 

outside of school.”

Another time, Ms. Willis said, “the younger girls were made to show up 

in a ridiculous outfit at a party and they were pressured to drink and do 

sexual activities with boys. Rampant rumors around school conveyed that 

this included the infamous lipstick parties. Each girl used a different color 

lipstick and they gave the boys blow jobs so everyone could see how far 

they could go when doing oral sex. Eventually the staff hears about what 

happened and the gossip spreads via e-mail and text messaging. Someone 

may have taken an embarrassing photo and then it is all over the Internet.”

Girls are also increasingly expected to engage in sexual activities with 

the same emotional distance and cavalier attitude that have heretofore 

typically been more characteristic of males. Historically, it was under-

stood that women were more interested in relationships whereas boys 

more often wanted sex. Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon 

famously declared their indignation that in pornography women are por-

trayed as wanting sex as much as men.26

Today many feminists and nonfeminists alike assume that females 

want sex as much as males and that there is nothing wrong with that. But 

earlier feminists had hoped for a day when men would approach sexuality 

with the same intimacy more commonly associated with women’s inter-

ests. Instead, boys and girls are both more likely to engage in a sexuality 

more traditionally associated with men. Terms like “friends with bene-

fits” (friends with whom you are sexual) and “hooking up” (having casual 

sex) grow out of this new teen culture, where serial sexual relationships 

replace the more intimate and monogamous relationships associated his-

torically with women’s priorities.27 This more popular “masculine” atti-

tude toward sexuality is also prevalent in lesbian communities, according 

to Ariel Levy in Female Chauvinist Pigs. Levy writes that in the eight-

ies lesbian separatist trends identified as “not male” and even spelled the 

word woman without the “man” in it—womyn.28 Today, she writes in her 

chapter “From Womyn to Bois,” there is a growing trend among lesbians 

to call themselves bois and identify themselves more like male teenagers. 

“Bois just get to have fun and, if they’re lucky, sex,” Levy writes.29

James Garbarino writes that girls’ increased aggression is not wholly 

a bad thing precisely because girls are more open with their sexuality; 
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they also seem to be more active in sports and to enjoy what he refers 

to as “normal” aggression in rough-and-tumble play; girls are feeling 

more confident, according to Garbarino, with their physical prowess and 

power.30 Yet girls also contend with the same gender pressures to win male 

approval. The more casual attitude toward sexuality does not necessar-

ily reflect actual casual feelings. Levy writes about the “Girls Gone Wild” 

series of videos, in which girls and young women voluntarily expose their 

breasts, French-kiss one another, and perform other sexual acts for the 

camera. After interviewing many who participated in these activities, 

Levy concluded that many young women do so not for their own pleasure 

but again to please and attract boys. According to Levy, girls continue to 

view themselves as they believe males are viewing them; they see them-

selves through the “male gaze.” Levy cites other examples of what she calls 

“raunch culture”—from sex-soaked reality TV shows, to ordinary women 

learning to dress and dance like strippers, to the boom in breast augmen-

tation surgery—and argues that it isn’t about sex or sexuality but rather 

about a kind of narrowly defined “sexiness” that doesn’t necessarily satisfy 

or bring pleasure to the women themselves.31 Raunch culture, Levy con-

tinues, “isn’t about opening our minds to the possibilities and mysteries of 

sexuality. It’s about endlessly reiterating one particular—and particularly 

commercial—shorthand for sexiness.”32

In this context girls’ openness with their sexuality is twofold, demon-

strating new boldness and exhibiting a new form of subjugation. Indeed, 

some girls do feel strong, powerful, and comfortable with their sexual-

ity. According to Levy, however, too many just look that way and are still 

trying to do whatever it takes to win male attention (and therefore male 

and female social approval). They may look confident, but they often feel 

insecure and pressured to do things sexually and otherwise that they 

don’t want to do; then violence becomes more common as a by-product 

of these activities, since girls still feel pressured to defend their reputa-

tions even as they are also pressured to appear sexier and more sexually 

willing. The sexual liberation that third-wave feminism (1990s) hoped for 

and that was also prevalent among some second-wave feminists (1970s-

80s)—as evidenced in works by such writers as Ellen Willis—appears to 

have arrived. Yet while female sexuality is more visible today, the outward 

manifestation may actually more thinly disguise the same sexual sub-

servience women have historically experienced and protested. In such 

cases, the more “open” sexuality tends to translate into less intimacy, less 

connection, and less authenticity. It is unclear how much young women 
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authentically embrace the ubiquitously casual attitudes toward sexuality 

and how much they are pressured to do so—to win the approval of men 

and to gain status in a society that rewards being tough, unemotional, and 

independent in so many realms of our social lives.

In any case, the trend toward prioritizing traditionally masculine rela-

tionships undermines young men and women alike, who find that when 

they do seek intimacy they are met with increasing social isolation and 

loneliness instead. Research shows that between 1985 and 2004 the num-

ber of people who had no one to talk to about important matters in their 

lives tripled. Trends toward increased loneliness and a decrease in friend-

ships have been widely documented;33 these statistics are surely related to 

the more common casual and less intimate relationships among young 

people. They also reflect greater popularity of values associated with mas-

culinity—being tough, unemotional, and fiercely independent.

Further, when schools leave conflicts up to students to handle on their 

own, or intervene only reactively once something severe has occurred, 

or even encourage a certain level of rough play, violence in schools 

becomes increasingly the norm, and a more traditionally masculine atti-

tude of handling things “by yourself,” not caring, and talking and acting 

tough saturates school cultures. When schools do act, they tend toward 

similarly “masculine” approaches, including more punishment, greater 

surveillance, higher suspension rates, and increased police presence, as 

discussed in later chapters and addressed in Aaron Kupchik’s 2010 book, 

Homeroom Security: School Discipline in an Age of Fear.34 Many of the 

new school bullying programs that have sprung up across the country 

continue to focus only on the individual—helping individuals stand up 

for themselves and develop the confidence to talk back to bullies in pre-

sumably more effective ways. Few programs work on creating better rela-

tionships among students and others in the school community in the first 

place.

Thus there is a masculinization of self, a masculinization of sex, a mas-

culinization of relationships, and a masculinization of school cultures and 

related policies, in an increasingly masculinized economy—or to put it 

another way—all yang and no yin. Girls and boys alike are encouraged 

toward conventionally masculine ways of being—casual and noncommit-

tal, disconnected and unemotional, and cutthroat competitive and power 

driven, backed by violence and serious threats. Boys and girls both find 

that their more “feminine” desires for connection, intimacy, emotional 

self-expression, and cooperative and compassionate ways of being are 
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discouraged at many turns. With this new emphasis, perhaps unsurpris-

ingly, there is also a rise in violence among girls, not least in the form of 

slut and other girl bashing—as prevalent a torment as gay bashing tends 

to be for boys.

Slut Bashing

Rebecca’s best friend Lila got called “slut,” “whore,” and all kinds of other 

derogatory names at school. “She wasn’t doing anything different than a 

lot of the popular girls were doing, but she was getting tortured for it,” 

Rebecca told me. “My friend slept with one guy and all of a sudden it 

was ten.” Lila met her husband at the school where all these rumors got 

started. “He had a hard time getting over that,” Rebecca shared. Whether 

it was true or not, he didn’t necessarily want to marry a girl with a reputa-

tion. Even though he married Lila, the issues still plague them.

Rebecca remembers that one girl, Mindy, was particularly bru-

tal toward Lila, and Rebecca decided the best route was to slut-bash 

back. She wrote on every bathroom hall in the school: “Mindy is a whore. 

Mindy is a slut. Mindy is a ‘ho.’” Rebecca wanted the abuse of her friend 

to stop but could only imagine doing so by effectively turning the gender 

police back on Mindy. Rebecca got in trouble for doing it, but she said she 

didn’t care.

The minefield girls tread is explosive and difficult to cross safely. While 

girls are pressured to appear sexy and sexual, and to expect sex to be less 

emotionally oriented, they are also penalized if they are perceived as 

stepping outside more traditional boundaries. Rebecca, Lila, Mindy, and 

Lila’s husband all suffered unnecessarily because girls are expected to stay 

within these complicated sexual parameters. They are harassed if they 

are perceived as engaging in what might be perceived as “excess” sexu-

ality (though boys are still mostly congratulated for the same behavior). 

Girls are still pressured to at least appear to be not “too sexually” active, 

and even teachers and administrators tend to discipline girls who express 

themselves and wear clothes in a manner they perceive as too sexual. Yet 

girls who are perceived to be “not sexual enough” are also tormented by 

other students where more sexually explicit clothing is considered de 

rigueur.

Girls’ sexuality is policed by almost everyone, and girls are seldom 

allowed to find their own sexual identity and expression. Arbitrary rules 
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governing girls’ sexuality then become fodder for rumors, gossip, teasing, 

harassment, and even assaults. Then girls are largely left on their own to 

deal with the abuse. Rebecca used graffiti in the girls’ bathroom to retali-

ate and was unmoved by the potential punishment her actions might 

engender.

Though teens’ burgeoning sexuality could be an opportunity to con-

nect authentically with another human being, sexuality is more often 

used as a tool of torture and abuse by the gender police. In this environ-

ment, young people quickly learn that trust and emotional engagement 

are risky and unwise.

“I was so shy in ninth grade, but I was forced into kissing a boy,” said 

Wendy. The other girls “thought it was weird that I never kissed a boy and 

they were doing all these things, and then it became a question about my 

sexuality: ‘Oh, do you like girls or something? Why are you so scared?’” 

The guy they wanted her to kiss was “so gross,” she told me, but she did 

what the other girls suggested because she feared ridicule and didn’t 

have a strong enough sense of self to do—or even know—what she really 

wanted. “All day they said, ‘Tom thinks you’re cute, you should kiss him. 

You should do it. He really likes you.’ I felt special, but then at the end of 

the day, they literally dragged me over to a house and pushed us into a 

bedroom. We kissed and I freaked out and ran away.”

Wendy was mortified. The pressure to prove her heterosexuality felt 

violating, but she conformed to the random expectations of her school’s 

gender police to prevent further attacks. She escaped the wrath of her 

peers by obeying their rules—and then, like many students, veered fur-

ther from understanding and expressing her own authentic self. She 

started to see movies she didn’t like, listened to music like Justin Timber-

lake, the Backstreet Boys, and Britney Spears, even though “I never really 

liked it, but [the other girls] did, so I would pretend.”

Later, Wendy met a boy she actually did like, “and being so young, I 

broadcast it,” she said. “I told my friends. Someone overheard and they 

ganged up on me. They told the guy to ask me to be his girlfriend so I 

would think the guy liked me. I went home actually happy for the first 

time. But the next day he had a new girlfriend and he was holding her 

hand. He was like ‘Oh, sorry.’” Wendy felt devastated, and the other girls 

taunted her: “‘Did you really think he would be your boyfriend?’” they 

said, as if the idea were implausible. Whatever Wendy did, she never suc-

ceeded in living up to the standards of the gender police at her school. 

Sadly, she now talks about “trust” as a childish value. She, like many stu-
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dents, learned early that she couldn’t trust other people in a culture that 

values domination and that deemphasizes compassion, kindness, and 

empathy.

Wendy’s experiences caused her to lose an authentic connection to 

herself as well as her potential to have meaningful relationships with 

others. She also turned from what she considered being a “sweet girl” to 

someone who would “turn a switch” at the slightest provocation. Violence 

is an expected result in a culture that encourages students to be mean to 

one another.

Adults tend not to be adept at discovering, preventing, or interven-

ing in girl-bashing challenges. The problem is bigger than each individual 

incident implies: competition for status and wars waged for popular-

ity are extensive. While many people suggest that bullying is essentially 

adolescent, generally it is the adult world’s values that infiltrate students’ 

social environments in the first place, often to devastating ends. There is 

little motivation or external reward, in either student or adult worlds, to 

connect to oneself, others, and one’s work. Neither women nor men tend 

to have access to the avenues, or even the time, in a fast-paced bottom-

line economy, for the authentic relationships most crave.

These difficulties persist face to face but also in cyberspace, where too 

often young people (and adults) retreat to try to find safer, more fulfilling 

social connections. Sadly, though, many children (and adults) find instead 

that they are by themselves in a room, with a computer, experiencing 

even more hurtful bullying.



This page intentionally left blank 



113

� �6
Cyber-Bullying

“Bullying for our parents was getting beat up, stuffed in a locker, get-

ting stuff stolen from you,” said Austin Charles, a junior at South 

Carolina’s Socastee High School. “I don’t know that physical bullying hap-

pens very much around here. Cyber-bullying happens a lot.” He contin-

ued: “Some people go as far as to creating entire pages devoted to mak-

ing fun of somebody. I think they call them hate books and hate spaces.”1

In September 2010, a school resource officer was shot and wounded at 

Socastee, and several pipe bombs were found planted at the school. The 

alleged perpetrator, fourteen-year-old Christian Helms, had been bullied 

for nearly half his life, according to his lawyer.2

Accounts suggest not only that this bullying extended to cyberspace but 

that the accused shooter himself turned to the Internet in the days leading 

up to his violent act. A day before the shooting, a Twitter account believed 

to belong to the alleged shooter included the statements “One more week 

and I get my shotgun shells” and “Things are going great. Should have 6 

or 8 pipe bombs and 4 molotov cocktails soon.” On the morning of the 

shooting, tweets on the same account read, “Haha wow, this is ganna be so 

much fun” and “Alright, I’m past the point of no return. No turning back 

now. Excited, but also scared.” Several other students were apparently fol-

lowing the account on Twitter but said nothing to adults.3

Every type of school bullying—from status wars to slut bashing and 

gay bashing—extends beyond face-to-face encounters and into the 24/7 

world of cyberspace. “Today, bullying doesn’t even end at the school bell,” 

President Barack Obama said at the White House Conference on Bullying 

Prevention in March 2011. “It can follow our children from the hallways to 

their cell phones to their computer screens.”4 When students are bashed 

on the Internet, the abuse can go on around the clock. Cruel dynamics 

that were previously played out predominantly in classrooms, hallways, 

and playgrounds in front of adults increasingly take place in cyberspace, 

behind anonymous identities.
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Ms. Willis, a social studies teacher from a middle- to upper-middle-class 

northeastern suburban school, said: “Years ago a lot of this was done in the 

vicinity of adults. When the kids were interacting, there was an adult at 

arm’s length.” Today, she said, “I see less classic bullying in my classroom. 

They think they will get in trouble if they do it in school. Rather than call a 

person a nasty name, the student thinks, ‘I’ll send a text message.’ Then I’m 

out of the loop.” Ms. Willis told me that while she may not witness acts of 

cyber-bullying, the effects are palpable in her classroom. “I don’t really know 

about it,” she explained. “But it’s affecting my classroom. I have no idea what 

went on on the Internet the night before. I walk into my classroom and I can 

tell something happened. No one will tell me. There is snickering at that one 

and it is affecting the class. Until it explodes, I’m not invited to this party.”

Ms. Willis expressed multiple concerns regarding bullying online. 

“When I was in school, if I was angry at someone and something they said 

about me, I would be anxious. It’s a big thing to walk up to someone and 

say, ‘I don’t like what you said,’” she explained. “But now they go behind 

these anonymous screen names. It’s like ‘I’m Oz behind the curtain.’ It’s 

easier for these children to bully and do nasty things to each other and 

no one knows who they are, so then responsibility and shame don’t exist 

for them.” Ms. Willis continued: “Because I am this screen name in the 

bedroom, they are not seeing it as something wrong. Everyone’s doing it. 

Then I come in to teach the fall of the Roman Empire and all these other 

things are occupying them.”

Jessina, from a lower-middle-class northeastern urban school, said the 

harassment in her elementary and middle school took place mostly on 

bathroom walls: “So and so is a slut; or slept with this person; or is a bitch; 

or this is so and so’s phone number.” But the ramifications weren’t quite as 

terrifying and damaging as during high school, when people began tex-

ting and using instant messaging on the Internet. “In high school, texting 

became very popular, and instant messaging became the big thing—talking 

to people back and forth. People created screen names that you didn’t rec-

ognize. And if you accepted them they wouldn’t tell you who they were. And 

then you would get messages like ‘I’m going to beat you up.’ It was scary. You 

don’t know who is doing it. Someone got your screen name and they wrote: 

‘I know where you live,’ ‘No one likes you,’ ‘You’re a bitch.’ They would paste 

your information in the message and say: ‘This is your phone number and 

address. I’m going to have people call you.’ These people had your informa-

tion and you didn’t know who they were. People were scared to go to school 

and believed that people would be waiting for them,” Jessina explained.
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Types of Cyber-Bullying

The organization StopCyberbullying.org defines cyber-bullying as any situ-

ation where a child or teenager is “tormented, threatened, harassed, humili-

ated, embarrassed or otherwise targeted” by another child or teen “using 

the Internet, interactive and digital technologies or mobile phones.” In one 

survey, 42 percent of students in grades 4 to 8 said they had been bullied 

online, and 35 percent said they had been threatened. Fewer than half of 

these children had told their parents or another adult about the abuse.5

Cyber-bullying takes many forms, including “flaming,” which involves 

posting provocative or abusive posts, and “outing,” or posting personal 

information. Other forms of harassment include making threats or plac-

ing people’s personal information and phone numbers in areas that 

endanger the victim—for instance, on sexual service sites. A Pew study 

found that some teens bullied others by forwarding private e-mails they 

had received to groups or posting them on social networking sites, while 

others spread rumors or made direct threats.6 This kind of bullying has 

become common among adults and within workplaces too.

Much of the same cruelty that takes place face to face manifests in dif-

ferent forms on the Internet. For instance, students can be excluded from 

social spaces on the Internet just as they can be isolated from real-life social 

activities. “Blocking” is not allowing someone to communicate or be recog-

nized anymore in a particular chat room or on a social networking site like 

Facebook. In one qualitative study of online relationships and cyber-abuse, 

the authors quoted a post revealing the feelings associated with being 

blocked: “I get sick of my friends rejecting me. Whenever I’m on msn, I try 

talking to people and they block me.” Children who were blocked often said 

they felt distraught; one teen felt “alone, sad, and stressed, with no reason 

to live.”7 Some people block their Facebook “friends” to protect themselves 

from messages that they experience as hurting their feelings; then when 

that blocked person’s feelings are hurt back, the cycle continues. To compli-

cate matters, in cyberspace people don’t necessarily see the impact of their 

actions on one another, and the empathy that might develop from witness-

ing a victim’s pain becomes even more elusive.

In one of the most popular cyber-bullying trends, referred to as “sexting,” 

students share compromising communication—including photos or videos 

of themselves or others—with other people via texts or other electronic 

media. According to a study by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen 
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and Unplanned Pregnancy, one in five teenagers has participated in some 

form of sexting. Scholars, educators, and the popular media are particularly 

concerned about the impact of sexting on girls—especially where girls’ rep-

utations become precious commodities in school status hierarchies. Boys, 

though, are also devastated by this form of bullying, which is also often 

used to gay-bash. Sometimes students trade photos by mutual consent and 

do actually respect the privacy that trust implied; other times that trust is 

violated and the sender may find the pictures posted even internationally.

Ms. Willis said: “In the eighties if someone called a girl a slut, it ended 

with a slap across the face in the locker room. Today it is pictures being 

held ransom on the Internet.” She said that students often are unaware 

of how permanent the pictures they circulate become. “You’re at a party, 

someone gets drunk, and someone takes pictures. It goes up on a Face-

book page. They don’t realize that could be there for the rest of their lives. 

A prospective employer can Google it.” She tries to explain this to her 

students, but it is a formidable challenge.

As new technologies develop, so do new forms of cyber-bullying. Stu-

dents record fights or embarrassing episodes with their cell phone cam-

eras and upload those on the Internet too. A special name, “happy slap-

ping,” has been given to incidents in which a victim is assaulted; bullies 

(or adult criminals) use mobile phones to take and distribute pictures of 

the humiliating event.8

In 2007, a video of two girls fighting in a school locker room in Ohio 

was posted on YouTube; two weeks later, more than six thousand people 

had viewed it. A news story on several NBC affiliates showed a long clip 

from the video, even as it reported on parents and school officials con-

demning it.9 On her blog “Girl with Pen,” Deborah Siegel noted that “the 

girl who shot the clip with the camera on her cell phone made no attempt 

to break up the fight or run to get adult help.” Siegel, who wrote about 

the “Girls Gone Wild” video phenomenon in her book Sisterhood, Inter-

rupted, continues: “The YouTube clip is part of a trend. There are entire 

sites now, like www.girlfightsdump.com and www.fightdump.com, virtual 

repositories of girls behaving badly.”10

In 2008, an article titled “Are Mean Girls Getting Meaner?” described 

a brutal incident in Florida. A sixteen-year-old girl named Lindsey was 

pummeled by her female classmates, who intended to use the beating to 

make a video for YouTube and Myspace. Lindsey was beaten so badly by 

the six girls that she ended up in the hospital with a concussion, eye inju-

ries, and other bruises.11

www.girlfightsdump.com
www.fightdump.com
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Deadly Cyber-Bullying

Cyber-bullying often involves enforcing the same strict gender codes 

online that dominate schools during the day. The Internet has thus 

become a primary site for slut bashing and gay bashing, sometimes with 

deadly results.

A ninth grader named Mary Ellen Handy reported that she got an 

e-mail calling her a slut; when she ignored the comment, assuming it was 

a joke, her instant messages increased. One day she received word that 

everyone hated her; then a doctored picture of Mary Ellen with horns 

appeared on a photo website; then her instant messages were altered 

to look as if she were spreading rumors about her classmates. Friends 

dropped Mary Ellen to avoid becoming targets themselves. Her grades 

dropped, and she developed an ulcer. When she and her family com-

plained to school officials, Mary Ellen says, “they didn’t take it seriously.”12

“A big aspect of bullying is on Myspace.com,” says Ms. Petrey, a teacher 

at a low-income northeastern rural school: “All of a sudden girls come to 

school and complain that someone wrote on their Myspace page, ‘She’s a 

fat bitch’ or ‘She’s a slut.’ Sometimes students complain that there are kids 

that keep texting them. A couple of our special education kids have been 

consistent targets.”

One girl with multiple sclerosis found that students made fun of not 

only her weight but her illness and her potentially short life span as well. 

One anonymous writer mocked her struggle with MS, saying, “I guess I’ll 

have to wait until you kill yourself which I hope is not long from now, 

or I’ll have to wait until your disease [MS] kills you.” Not long after, the 

girl’s car was egged, and acid was thrown at her front door, injuring her 

mother.13

As early as 2003, young people were falling victim to what has since 

been dubbed “cyberbullicide.” Ryan Patrick Halligan, a boy with speech 

and motor coordination difficulties, had been bullied in person since 

he was in fifth grade in Essex Junction, Vermont. In the summer after 

seventh grade, Ryan spent a good deal of his time online; that Octo-

ber, he hanged himself in his home. On a website dedicated to Ryan, his 

father, John P. Halligan, writes: “A few days after his funeral I logged on 

to his AOL IM account because that was the one place he spent most 

of his time during the last few months. I logged on to see if there were 

any clues to his final action. It was in that safe world of being somewhat 
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anonymous that several of his classmates told me of the bullying and 

cyber bullying that took place during the months that led up to his sui-

cide.” One bully had started spreading a rumor that Ryan was gay, and 

“the rumor and taunting continued beyond that school day . . . well into 

the night and during the summer of 2003.”14 Subsequently, Ryan began 

exchanging IMs with a popular girl, building a relationship with her. 

John P. Halligan describes what happened when Ryan’s eighth-grade 

school year began:

Ryan approached his new girlfriend in person. I’m sure he was never 

prepared to handle what happened next. In front of her friends she 

told him he was just a loser and that she did not want anything to do 

with him. She said she was only joking on-line. He found out that 

her friends and her thought it would be funny to make him think she 

liked him and to get him to say a lot of personal, embarrassing stuff. 

She copied and pasted there [sic] private IM exchanges into ones with 

her friends. They all had a good laugh at Ryan’s expense.

Now certainly my son was not the first boy in history to be bul-

lied and have his heart crushed by a pretty girl’s rejection. But when 

I discovered a folder filled with IM exchanges throughout the sum-

mer and further interviewed his classmates, I realized that technol-

ogy was being utilized as weapons far more effective and reaching 

then the simple ones we had as kids. Passing handwritten notes or a 

“slam” book has since been replaced with on-line tools such as IM, 

Websites, Blogs, cell phones, etc. The list keeps growing with the 

invention of every new hi-tech communication gadget.

It’s one thing to be bullied and humiliated in front of a few kids. 

It’s one thing to feel rejection and have your heart crushed by a girl. 

But it has to be a totally different experience then a generation ago 

when these hurts and humiliation are now witnessed by a far larger, 

online adolescent audience. I believe my son would have survived 

these incidents of bullying and humiliation if they took place before 

computers and the internet. But I believe there are few of us that that 

would have had the resiliency and stamina to sustain such a nuclear 

level attack on our feelings and reputation as a young teen in the 

midst of rapid physical and emotional changes and raging hormones. 

I believe bullying through technology has the effect of accelerating 

and amplifying the hurt to levels that will probably result in a rise in 

teen suicide rates.15
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In fact, young people have been driven to suicide by face-to-face bullying 

as well as cyber-bullying—but the latter is likely to become more com-

mon as children spend even more of their time in the online world.

In another shocking incident that took place three years after Ryan’s 

incident, Megan Meier killed herself in O’Fallon, Missouri, a few months 

before her fourteenth birthday; she had become the victim of a cruel 

online hoax. Lori Drew, the mother of one of Megan’s friends with whom 

she’d had a falling out, created a false profile on Myspace, reportedly to 

find out what Megan was saying about her daughter. Drew posed as a six-

teen-year-old boy named Josh Evans and developed a relationship with 

Megan online. At first friendly, “Josh” turned menacing and mean. Some 

of Megan’s messages were shared with others, and Megan began receiving 

messages saying, “Megan Meier is a slut” and “Megan Meier is fat.”16 On the 

day of her death, Megan received a message from “Josh” that read: “Every-

body in O’Fallon knows who you are. You are a bad person and everybody 

hates you. Have a bad rest of your life. The world would be a better place 

without you.” Megan was found hanging in her bedroom closet.

Fifteen-year-old Irish immigrant Phoebe Prince was incessantly slut-

bashed in person at her new high school in South Hadley, Massachusetts. 

After she hanged herself in the stairwell of her home in January 2010, 

schoolmates told school officials that she had also been “taunted by text 

messages and harassed on social networking sites like Facebook.”17

In September of the same year, Tyler Clementi, a student at Rutgers 

University in New Jersey, committed suicide after his roommate filmed 

him during a sexual encounter with another young man and streamed it 

live on the Internet. In a case of grim irony, Tyler’s final act before com-

mitting suicide was to post on his Facebook page: “Jumping off the gw 

bridge sorry.”18

Efforts to Curb Cyber-Bullying

These incidents have provoked national attention and debate; policy mak-

ers have struggled to find laws to prosecute bullies who harass youth in 

cyberspace, but this has proved to be a formidable challenge. Some of 

the cyber-harassment (slut bashing and gay bashing) with which children 

contend would invite clearer legal attention and protection if it were done 

by an adult. In January 2006, the United States made it a federal crime 

to harass people on the Internet—but the laws apply only to people over 
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the age of eighteen.19 In many situations students have to fend for them-

selves, without legal recourse and often without adult advice or support. 

Meanwhile, teachers, parents, students, and other concerned people are 

struggling to keep up with the latest forms of hostility becoming norms in 

our schools.

Laws are often impotent when it comes to cyber-bullying, and in 

many cases, statutes prohibiting harassment come into conflict with First 

Amendment rights to free speech. Lori Drew, the adult in the Megan 

Meier case, was convicted by a federal jury in Los Angeles on three mis-

demeanor counts of computer fraud for “having misrepresented herself 

on the popular social network MySpace.” Myspace required “truthful 

and accurate” registration information; prosecutors said Drew’s fraudu-

lent identity was a “violation of the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act of 

1986.” But parents often encourage their children to use false identities to 

protect themselves from adult stalkers on the Internet, and others argue 

that they have good reasons to remain anonymous online. A federal judge 

later threw out the verdict.20 Two students who bullied Phoebe Prince 

were among the first in the United States to be prosecuted for perpetu-

ating school bullying; they received a year’s probation and one hundred 

hours of community service.21

Other efforts to address cyber-bullying are more education oriented. 

Dan Savage and his husband Terry Miller launched a laudable program 

the “It Gets Better Project,” in which more than ten thousand people 

around the world, including President Barack Obama, have posted inspir-

ing stories on YouTube describing how they overcame their own youthful 

traumas. Savage and Miller were moved to create the project when they 

heard that Indiana teenager Billy Lucas had committed suicide because 

he was brutally gay-bashed.22 The purpose of the project is to encourage 

beleaguered students, especially those who are being gay-bashed, to look 

forward to a better future after high school; the idea that school could 

itself become a compassionate and peaceful environment is considered 

inconceivable by the premise of the otherwise phenomenal project. The 

unintended message, it seems, is there is nothing anyone can do for you 

now.

Much of the information available regarding what to do about cyber-

bullying is indeed conflicting and discouraging. The best-selling Bully-

ing beyond the Schoolyard: Preventing and Responding to Cyberbullying

(2009), by Sameer Hinduja and Justin Patchin, recommends handling 

cyber-bullying in the same ways as other infractions—including suspen-
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sion and expulsion for the most serious offenses.23 Schools are cautioned 

to educate students about the dangers lurking on the computer, and par-

ents are told “to turn the computer off” when the abuse gets out of hand.24

Schools are also told to handle complaints swiftly in order to prevent 

lawsuits; some schools try to block certain websites from faculty and stu-

dents, but this is difficult to enforce “if the student knows where to go and 

how to do it.”25

These recommendations, while well-meaning, are unlikely to change the 

social climate so that cyber-bullying is less common in the first place—espe-

cially when cyber bullies manage to remain anonymous. Chapter 10 suggests 

specific techniques for creating a kinder cyberspace so that bullying will be 

less likely to occur at all. Rather than assume that bullying will take place no 

matter what—and that perpetrators need to be disciplined, suspended, and 

expelled, and computers confiscated—we need to help students develop 

more compassionate relationships with themselves and others.

Internet Addiction and Social Isolation

Hinduja and Patchin write further that cyber-bullying leads to “school 

problems such as tardiness and truancy, eating disorders, chronic illness, 

self-esteem problems, aggression, depression, interpersonal violence, 

substance abuse, other forms of delinquency, and suicidal ideation and 

suicide.”26 Research shows, however, that students use electronic technol-

ogy, including the Internet and cell phones, as a means of socialization 

more than any other medium. Children and teens report that they are 

afraid that if their cyber-abuse experiences are discovered their parents 

will revoke computer privileges and that they will then be isolated and 

disconnected from their peers even more. For many young people, such a 

prohibition is seen as more intolerable than enduring cyber-abuse.27 Chil-

dren literally would rather withstand the harassment than be cut off from 

their main means of socializing with one another.

Parents and teachers also often report that they are at a loss when it 

comes to helping children navigate these spaces. “Back in the day,” says 

Ms. Willis, “teachers explained the history of problems that took place in 

school to the parents. ‘We’ve seen it escalating and we want to talk with 

you about it.’” “Now,” she says: “Parents know, but they think it is none of 

our business.” Ms. Willis said when she is aware of text message harass-

ment she tries to take the phone away. “If I take a cell phone away from a 
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kid, I get a call from a parent. There’s a school rule—no cell phones. But 

the parents tell them to keep it in their pocket. They want the kids to be 

able to call them. Then the kids become skilled in hiding it.”

In an age of terrorism and a proliferation of school shootings, it is 

understandable that parents want their children to carry cell phones. 

Obviously, technology can be used in ways that promote connections, 

provide support and some measure of safety, and keep fluid the commu-

nication among loved ones. Why, though, does so much cruelty take place 

through these vehicles too? Technology has been blamed for increases in 

various diagnoses such as attention deficit disorder, inability to develop 

positive face-to-face relationships, reduced manners, poor writing skills, 

and sedentary lifestyles, as well as addictions to video games, texting, and 

the Internet in general.28

Surely, it is not technology itself that is at fault, but rather the values 

that dominate the social landscapes of young and old alike. In a culture 

that values independence and self-reliance to such extremes over connec-

tion, community, and interdependence, technology is more likely to be 

used as a means of escape from others. Indeed, my students talk about 

how they often pretend to text just to avoid potentially uncomfortable 

face-to-face social situations. This behavior has been named: “fauxting.”29

Fauxting takes place because many young people are scared to appear 

lonely, bored, or in any way socially unsuccessful; an awkward encoun-

ter, for instance, could undermine one’s reputation—and that danger is 

often perceived as worse than the possible benefits derived from having 

a potentially positive face-to-face interaction. Many youth don’t want to 

risk undermining the images they’ve projected on their social network-

ing sites by being caught off guard and appearing vulnerable and fallible 

in person. Instead, most socializing among youth takes place in cyber-

space with carefully constructed personalities—and much of it becomes 

mean.

When people are encouraged to derive pleasure from winning in 

the face of another’s loss, hurtful behaviors toward others makes some 

sense. When young people find that acting casual is rewarded more than 

expressing feelings, it stands to reason that technology will be used as a 

way to “tune out,” rendering oneself unavailable to the human interac-

tions that might otherwise create intimacy. Where people are judged 

negatively for their imperfections, it is likely that many will create false 

images on their Facebook pages, lie on their online dating sites, or attack 

others from anonymous user names in order to differentiate themselves 
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from others’ flaws. In a society that demands that people present per-

fected versions of themselves and that discourages authentic connections, 

technology is used as a means of escape.

Given these conditions, more teens are retreating to cyberspace for 

their social interactions. The Pew Research Center study “Teens and 

Mobile Phones” (2010) cites concerns that young people are talking to 

each other less and are instead texting one another. Over half of teens 

surveyed (54 percent) reported using texting on a daily basis to communi-

cate with friends, while only 33 percent reported interacting with friends 

on a daily basis by talking to each other outside of school. The frequency 

of texting was also remarkable—half of those surveyed sent upwards of 

fifty text messages daily (1,500 a month), and one in three sent more than 

one hundred a day (3,000 per month).30

Indeed, one-third of Internet use by Americans takes place on social 

networking sites, and the amount of time Americans spend on sites like 

Facebook and Twitter grows dramatically every day. Teenagers who are 

thought to be addicted to the Internet are 2.5 times more likely to be 

depressed than those who engage in normal use;31 but normal use, in con-

temporary America, is still “most of the time.” While the research is still 

inconclusive, males are perceived to be more at risk for Internet addiction 

and related depression, replacing face-to-face intimacy and other rela-

tionships that could otherwise provide deeper and more fulfilling experi-

ences.32

Scholars are also concerned that new technologies are not just inter-

fering with face-to-face relationships but also preventing the develop-

ment of emotional sensitivity, empathy, and reciprocity in relationships. 

Lauren D. LaPorta believes that young people who use social networking 

sites frequently create “alternative, solipsistic realities” where those who 

disagree with them are excluded. LaPorta writes that the result is isola-

tion and alienation, as well as an increased tendency toward narcissism 

that may also lead to associated behaviors such as increases in violence 

and aggression. More than half the teen profiles on Myspace reference 

risky and violent behaviors.33

LaPorta further laments that youth escape to the Internet as a result 

of her curious belief that schools have made self-esteem a foundation of 

their missions. She suggests that this movement has bred a generation of 

young people who expect praise as their due and who have little moti-

vation to work hard; she believes that young people turn instead to net-

working sites for the empty praise that they have become accustomed to, 



124 � Cyber-Bullying

and that is otherwise less common in the reality they face after they fin-

ish their education. Yet online communication is not particularly affirm-

ing much of the time; instead, many people experience cyber-bullying, 

harassment, and other forms of negative interactions.

Rather than searching vainly for empty praise, it seems more likely 

that young people are anxious to find a connection that feels increasingly 

out of reach in face-to-face realities (as well as in cyberspace). Indeed, 

Americans of all ages appear to be starving for satisfying relationships. As 

noted in the previous chapter, the number of people with whom the aver-

age American discusses “important matters” has decreased significantly: 

three times as many Americans in 2004 as in 1985 said they had no one to 

talk to about important matters—25 percent of those surveyed. In 2004, 

most spoke about important matters in their life with two people; twenty 

years ago the average was closer to three.34 Amid this increase in social 

isolation, the computer may create the false impression that love, friend-

ship, and intimacy needs are being met—while emotional avoidance is 

actually the more dominant feature of both face-to-face and cyberspace 

relationships in contemporary times.

Friendship, on social networking sites, tends to be reduced to the num-

ber of people an individual can “collect”; this increases the person’s status, 

as such “friends” are displayed on profiles for others to see and admire. 

A person can literally sport thousands of Facebook “friends” but have no 

more than one or two people (if any) that they speak to about important 

matters in their lives.

Like Keanu Reeves’s character Neo in the 1999 film The Matrix, we are 

often sitting by ourselves, believing we are engaged in exciting adventures 

and involved in intimate relationships, when in reality our main compan-

ions are hardware. Many look for solace in these virtual worlds to escape 

the cruelty and/or banality of everyday life. Yet the harshness and ano-

nymity in cyberspace can become even more daunting.

Additionally, the new Internet addiction phenomenon and its cor-

related increase in depression are problematic among teens as well as 

adults. Depression and addiction more generally are connected with 

decreased social connections and difficulty developing intimacy. Such 

symptoms are likely to develop when men and women alike are counseled 

to strive to be hyperindependent, self-reliant, unemotional, tough, and 

cavalier about their relationships.35

Enforcing masculinity norms to the exclusion of values relating to 

empathy and compassion is a recipe for violence, isolation, and despair. 
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To start to transform these dynamics, both face to face and in cyberspace, 

we need to clearly understand the culture of masculinity underlying our 

social interactions. Further, we need to know better how these masculin-

ity norms come to saturate our schools, undermine our emotional health, 

and contort our behaviors toward one another—as well as why they per-

sist in the larger society.

Many adults, (and youth) don’t even recognize violence when they 

see it; others are integral members of the gender police themselves, both 

online and face to face, working hard to make sure “boys are boys” and 

“girls are girls” and often “disciplining” adults and young people alike if 

they are perceived as stepping outside their prescribed gender parame-

ters. Adults come by their blindness fairly, however; the following chap-

ters examine the relationship between our larger bully economy and the 

primary masculinity expectations it creates among adults as well as chil-

dren, in a wide variety of U.S. social spheres.
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Adult Bullies

In the suicide note found after the Columbine massacre, Eric Harris 

blamed the classmates who tormented him, but he also accused the 

adults who allowed it to happen:

By now, it’s over. If you are reading this, my mission is complete. . . . 

Your children who have ridiculed me, who have chosen not to accept 

me, who have treated me like I am not worth their time are dead. 

THEY ARE FUCKING DEAD. . . .

Surely you will try to blame it on the clothes I wear, the music I 

listen to, or the way I choose to present myself, but no. Do not hide 

behind my choices. You need to face the fact that this comes as a 

result of YOUR CHOICES.

Parents and teachers, you fucked up. You have taught these kids 

to not accept what is different. YOU ARE IN THE WRONG. I have 

taken their lives and my own—but it was your doing. Teachers, par-

ents, LET THIS MASSACRE BE ON YOUR SHOULDERS UNTIL 

THE DAY YOU DIE.1

Eric and his friend Dylan Klebold were, of course, the ones who 

made the vicious choice to pick up guns and respond to bullying with 

murder. Like so many other school shooters, however, they were left 

largely on their own to deal with the humiliation, exclusion, and vio-

lence they faced daily at school. That’s why many of them said they 

retaliated. In 166 school shootings between 1979 and 2009, recall that 

over 150 parents, teachers, administrators, coaches, and other adults 

were killed or wounded.

According to the memoir written by Brooks Brown, who said he had 

been one of Dylan’s close friends since grade school, the abuse he and 

Dylan experienced came not only from other students but from teach-

ers as well. In second grade, Brooks recalled, he and Dylan were playing 
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in the mud and accidentally splashed a little girl’s new jacket. They tried 

to explain that it wasn’t on purpose, but their teacher glared at them and 

insisted they spend hours cleaning the jacket with a toothbrush as pun-

ishment for what was perceived as their malicious deed. ”Don’t you have 

any respect for other people’s property?” the teacher yelled. Brooks said, 

“It was the first time in our young lives that we felt like an adult hated us.” 

The teachers were no better than the kids, he continued. They picked on 

students for the smallest infraction, mocking them for picking their nose, 

ridiculing them in front of their peers. Some were especially cruel to the 

boys and others nastier to the girls.2

The mean-spirited hierarchy, writes Brooks, was replayed in one way or 

another by those who had the most power in school—teachers, coaches, 

and principals, as well as those referred to as jocks. They often seemed to 

take it for granted that the less popular students would be treated badly. 

According to Brooks, he and Dylan got into a special program for highly 

intelligent students and found themselves hit on the head by those sitting 

behind them, while the teachers looked the other way.3

Eric Harris’s concerns about teachers were echoed in the online 

journal of Kimveer Gill, the twenty-five-year-old who wounded twenty 

people and killed one before committing suicide at Dawson College in 

Montreal in September 2006. This Canadian case contains some varia-

tions on most school shooting stories: Kimveer was not a student at the 

time of the shooting, and his friends said that in high school he had 

been quiet and introverted but not a target of bullies. Whether this was 

the case or not, however, this alienated young man identified with bully-

ing victims, and he carried out his shooting in a school setting. He, too, 

placed blame on an adult society that created brutal hierarchies and 

then ignored their effects.

I’m so sick of hearing about jocks and preps making life hard for the 

goths and others who look different, or are different. .  .  . Why does 

society applaud jocks? I don’t understand. They are the worse kind 

of people on earth. And the preps are no better, they think they’re 

better than others . . . but they’re not. And all of society applauds the 

jocks and preps. As if we are all supposed to be like them. Newsflash 

motherfuckers: We will never be like them. NEVER.

Stop Bullying It’s not only the bully’s fault you know!! It’s the 

teachers and principals fault for turning a blind eye, just cuz it’s not 

their job. You fuckers are pathetic. It’s the police’s fault for not doing 
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anything when people conplain [sic].  .  . It’s society’s fault for acting 

like it’s normal for people to be assholes to each other. Society dis-

gusts me. It’s everyone’s fault for being so apathetic towards fucking 

everything that doesn’t affect them personally.4

Kimveer, like all of the school shooters, made his own abhorrent 

choices. Yet he, like Eric, expressed a concern worth addressing:  To 

what extent do adults contribute to school bullying—and especially 

gender-based bullying?

Some adults ignore, condone, or dismiss bullying even when it takes 

place among children and teens in their own communities, schools, and 

families. Others bully children themselves and subject them to humili-

ation and abuse, pressing them into the narrow gender roles that harm 

young people and sabotage school cultures. Often adults model these 

same behaviors in their treatment of one another too. Every disturbing 

behavior present in schools, from superficial status competition to sexual 

harassment and gay bashing to endemic racism, exists on a far larger scale 

in the adult world—buttressed by hypermasculine and hyperfeminine 

standards enforced by the gender police.

Parent Bullies

I heard about these issues when I interviewed a number of parents and 

students in one northeastern affluent suburb. Laura, co-president of the 

local parent organization, concluded that parents are so used to bullying 

behavior that they simply don’t see it—and that when they do, many think 

that it is normal. “A parent will call another mother and say, ‘Little Joey 

is picking on my son on the bus. He’s calling my son nasty names and 

my son is very upset.’ And it is not unusual to hear from that parent: ‘Oh 

well, that’s just kids, what’s the big deal, it’s just boys being boys.’” There 

isn’t much a parent can do if the other parent refuses to recognize the 

problem, lamented Laura, who had had this experience with her own son.

Tiffany, a mother also in the PTA, encountered something similar with 

her daughter Amy. All of a sudden, Amy was targeted by Bethany, a girl 

who had a lot of power in the school. Bethany didn’t want to be friends 

with Amy and convinced other people not to be friends with Amy either. 

Amy was so distraught that she attempted suicide. When Tiffany tried to 

talk to Janet, Bethany’s mother, Janet “blew it off as ‘Amy was just being 
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oversensitive.’” Although her daughter’s bullying had caused another child 

such anguish that she tried to take her own life, Janet refused to take the 

issue seriously.

It is not surprising that so many parents deny or condone bullying by 

their children; they may practice the same behaviors themselves or fall 

victim to bullying by other adults in their lives. They may see this behav-

ior everywhere and on some level consider it normal. Laura described 

her own experiences with adult bullying: “We’ve moved around a lot, 

and this is the hardest place we ever lived. You’re not embraced, and if 

you don’t have money you feel out of it. The worst cliques are around 

our children’s sports. But even if your child is involved in sports, you 

have to be very outgoing or you tend to get left out.” She continued, “The 

parents push the children really hard, but they also bully other parents 

to make sure their children get to play. The sports here are extremely 

competitive and aggressive.”

As Laura talked candidly about her own difficulties, she might just as 

easily have been describing the cliques so prevalent in most high schools 

and middle schools. Even the criteria for popularity were the same: 

wealth, athletic achievement, superficial self-confidence, and aggressive 

behavior. Another woman I interviewed concurred: “Yes, it is very clear 

who is in the ‘in’ clique and who is not. Those that are ‘in’ have a lot of 

power in the community.”

Another local parent, Susan, also agreed. Her nine-year-old daugh-

ter Alice was bullied by another girl the same age, Tina. Tina man-

aged to get her daughter’s computer password and used it to torment 

Alice. Alice enjoyed a website where she could acquire virtual pets that 

she virtually fed, groomed, and pet; Alice had six pets that she loved, 

and she took care of them diligently and proudly. Then she woke up one 

morning to find all her animals gone: Tina had wiped them out. Alice 

was devastated. Susan told me that Tina continued to manipulate Alice’s 

emotions even after this incident occurred.  “She would say, ‘I’m your 

great friend,’ and then, ‘I hate you and I don’t want to be your friend.’” 

Each rejection stung and upset Alice further. Soon she became afraid of 

the girl, afraid to go to school, afraid of what else Tina would do to her. 

Susan became concerned and got up the courage to call Miranda, Tina’s 

mother. Miranda responded curtly: “We don’t want to accuse anybody,” 

she said.

“I’m afraid of the mom,” admitted Susan. She knew Miranda was a trial 

attorney and a powerful member of the community, and she saw right 
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away that Miranda was going to handle the situation contentiously. When 

she was president of the school’s parent organization, “this mother blasted 

us because she didn’t like the math curriculum. But we don’t have any-

thing to do with the math curriculum. The daughter is a lot like the mom. 

She is learning from her mother. I think her mom is mean to her . . . She 

intimidates teachers and principals and other mothers. She is charming 

one day and the next day very mean. When the mother decided she didn’t 

like one of the teachers, she started bashing her left and right. I think it 

was because the teacher took a strong stand against the daughter’s bully-

ing behavior. But teachers and principals are also intimidated by her . . . 

When she threatens to sue, people get scared,” continued Susan. “Parents 

of bullies are not willing to admit that their child is a bully, but we have to 

ask: Where does a kid learn this stuff?”

“Bullying behavior is modeled first at home,” Laura agreed. It can also 

be modeled at school, according to another parent, Joanna, from the 

same affluent suburb, who worked as a teacher and saw it firsthand. The 

teachers “yell at them at the top of their lungs and single children out and 

call them dumb in front of the other kids. It’s not the children that are the 

problem,” she said.

Looking the Other Way

The sexual harassment, dating violence, gay bashing, slut bashing, and 

class and race hostilities that take place daily in our schools are often 

ignored or dismissed by adults—when they are recognized at all. Because 

there is so much bullying and harassment in our culture, so-called lower-

level violence tends not to appear on the radar until it has reached an 

extreme level, so early interventions tend to be rare. Instead, abusive 

behaviors are left to fester in school hallways, playgrounds, classrooms 

and in cyberspace.

Children often do not tell their parents or teachers that they are being 

bullied. They may be humiliated or ashamed, reluctant to be seen as a 

“tattler,” or afraid that it will only make the bullying worse. Adults inad-

vertently encourage this reticence when they teach their students not to 

tattle on others. It may make their jobs easier if they don’t have to address 

every concern a child raises, but they might also miss something impor-

tant. Young people need to talk about their concerns, whatever they may 

be, and to receive adult support and guidance on how to address them.
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Sometimes children may not share their difficulties because they are 

not sure that adults will be willing or able to do anything about the bul-

lying—and with good reason. According to a National Association of 

School Psychologists fact sheet, “Over two-thirds of students believe that 

schools respond poorly to bullying, with a high percentage of students 

believing that adult help is infrequent and ineffective.” In fact, 25 percent 

of teachers “see nothing wrong with bullying or putdowns,” and these 

teachers intervene in just 4 percent of bullying incidents, according to 

one study.5

A guidance counselor from a middle-class southern area told me 

that 50 percent of her students say they are bullied, but it is mostly just 

kids who “don’t know how to handle other kids.” She explains, “Kids get 

pushed around. They play too rough”—but that’s not necessarily bullying, 

according to her. It begs the question regarding who defines what bullying 

is. If students feel they are being bullied, it makes it even harder for them 

if the adults in their community don’t recognize it as such, and it becomes 

much less likely that students will get the support they need even when 

they ask for it.

Teachers and other school faculty too often are part of the problem 

rather than part of the solution. In an ABC News special called “The In 

Crowd and Social Cruelty,” researchers found that an incident of bullying 

took place every eight minutes on the playground and that girls were as 

likely to bully as boys. When interviewed, teachers said they intervened in 

bullying “all the time.” Yet the researchers observed the teachers interven-

ing less than 5 percent of the time. Teachers and other adults in school 

often characterize what they see as “horseplay” and normal adolescent 

dynamics, while the victims find these same situations painful and over-

whelming.6 Alane Fagin, director of Child Abuse Prevention Services in 

Long Island, New York, says that adults sometimes allow bullying and 

hazing to fester. Many students believe that adults don’t care because they 

do nothing when they witness bullying. This sends a clear message to chil-

dren: if they become victims, no one will step up to help them. Bystanders 

to incidents often fear that they will become victims themselves if they try 

to intervene, and there is no mechanism for them to speak out safely.7

Andrea Cohn and Andrea Canter outline the multiple ways in which 

adults tend to not only condone but actually encourage bullying. Under 

“home factors,” they write: “Bullying behavior is reinforced when it has no 

or inconsistent consequences. Additionally, children who observe parents 

and siblings exhibiting bullying behavior, or who are themselves victims, 
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are likely to develop bullying behaviors. When children receive negative 

messages or physical punishment at home, they tend to develop negative 

self-concepts and expectations, and may therefore attack before they are 

attacked—bullying others gives them a sense of power and importance.”8

When school personnel ignore bullying, children get the message that 

intimidating others is acceptable. “Bullying also thrives in an environment 

where students are more likely to receive negative feedback and negative 

attention than in a positive school climate that fosters respect and sets 

high standards for interpersonal behavior,” write Cohn and Canter.9

Bullied students do tend to remember the few times when a teacher 

stepped in to help them, however. Natasha, from a northeastern mid-

dle-class suburb, recalled a girl, Linda, in her gym class who was staring 

at her. When Natasha asked her to stop, Linda said: “I can look at you 

if I want to.” Linda had been bullying Natasha throughout the year, and 

Natasha was wearing down. She went to the locker room to get away 

from her. “I was crying,” Natasha told me, “and this teacher came after 

me.” When Natasha explained what had happened, the teacher said to 

Linda, “Do you realize you made this girl cry?” Linda said, “I don’t care.” 

“You should apologize,” the teacher instructed. “Whatever, I’m sorry,” 

said Linda. The teacher recognized the lack of authenticity and com-

municated the need to make a sincere apology. “I’m very sorry Natasha,” 

Linda tried again. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.” “That was the end 

with her,” Natasha shared. “The teacher knew the situation and Linda 

didn’t bother me again.” It took very little to end what had been a pat-

tern of targeted attacks.

Adults too often exacerbate rather than mitigate such difficulties, 

though. “Teachers play favorites,” said Natasha, and look the other way 

when the favored students engage in bullying. When students make 

fun of others in class, she said, “the teacher will just say, ‘It’s time to be 

quiet,’ and go back to teaching. It is rare for a teacher to grab it and try 

to fix the situation. When teachers hear the abuse and ignore it, it 

makes it worse. Very few teachers help.” That’s why it was so power-

ful when her teacher asked Linda to apologize. “It was so rare for a 

teacher to take action. So when they do, we know they mean business.” 

Alissa, from a northeastern urban area, told me that she had always 

thought of herself as different; being poor was difficult enough, but Alissa 

was also almost blind. It took a while before the school figured out she 

needed help with her vision. Once Alissa got glasses, she did better in 

school, but she remained self-conscious and awkward, and the harassment 



134 � Adult Bullies

she had endured before she got the glasses persisted. Alissa remembers 

fondly the few teachers who “rescued” her from the isolation and bullying 

she otherwise experienced. “Kids wouldn’t hang out with me—the nor-

mal kids. I was so alone I would count the little rocks in the pavement. I 

had nothing to do.” Her science teacher told Alissa she could stay with him 

during recess. “We created a zoo for abandoned animals. Another teacher 

made me an editor of the school newspaper and let me hide in his little 

office until junior high school was over.” As Natasha and Alissa recall the 

positive impact of these small efforts made by a handful of teachers acting 

on their own, it is possible to imagine how much better things might be 

if school policies focused on creating systemic support and respect in the 

school, where students could feel part of a safe community.

In my experience as a mediation coordinator in New York City pub-

lic high schools, I found that for boys, who are taught that emotions are 

a sign of weakness and a threat to their manhood, simply providing a 

safe space where feelings can be shared often becomes an opportunity 

for them to express themselves and avoid violence. Thomas was a fifteen-

year-old who came to me because he was being teased every day. Other 

high school students called him gay and faggot and other names that 

implied he lacked manhood; he was feeling isolated. Thomas was a smart 

boy, thin and serious-looking. He looked at me intently when he talked, as 

if he was trying to connect and show me respect. He looked very sad when 

he came to my office this time. He knew the boys who were teasing him, 

but he didn’t want them to know that he’d told an adult about the teasing. 

Instead he stopped coming to school, and his grades dropped. I was hav-

ing a hard time helping him because he was so rarely in school. With his 

permission, I managed to talk to the other students without mentioning 

how I knew that the teasing was taking place. I said that I had noticed it 

going on in the hallways, as I did after Thomas indicated to me when to 

look out for it. I asked one of them to come to my office and sit across 

from the table from Thomas. Thomas didn’t say anything and didn’t want 

to start. I initiated the conversation and expressed my concern about the 

teasing I had noticed. Thomas murmured that it upset him. The other 

boy, John, looked startled that Thomas expressed his feelings so openly in 

front of him. John said he was sorry and he would stop and would tell the 

other boys to stop too. We wrote an agreement that described this com-

mitment, including a promise that both boys would treat each other with 

respect. We all signed the contract and kept a copy. Thomas started com-

ing back to school and let me know that it seemed okay now. Creating 
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an environment where expressing feelings was encouraged and supported 

made a big difference for these boys.

Mediation programs are much more prevalent in schools today, which 

can help—but they also need to be part of a wider school effort that pro-

motes community and positive interpersonal relationships. Without 

institutional supports, it can be challenging even for teachers to step 

up, just as it is for students. Ms. Kahn, who teaches at an elite all-boys 

private school, told me: “It’s hard for teachers to respond appropriately 

to bullying without further isolating the victim. They could easily be 

further mocked or talked down to in class, and it just embarrasses the 

student more.” Worse, she said, “many teachers encourage or participate 

in it.  .  .  . They laugh at it, repeat the jokes, allow it, think it is funny—

some teachers will do anything to endear themselves to students. . . . It’s 

hard to know where to draw the line.” For bullying to be addressed effec-

tively, teachers need to know that the administration will back them up 

and that the school promotes and prioritizes a positive school climate. 

Yet often schools are concerned that their reputations will suffer if they 

address bullying too openly, and/or they worry that trying to temper the 

competitive aggressive proclivities among students will undermine their 

athletic or academic achievements. Many experts believe, however, that 

the opposite is true: coaches, for instance, who focus on cooperation and 

helping all team members bond with one another are often more effective 

in racking up wins for their schools than those who depend on more hier-

archical cultures, which include hazing.10

Coach Bullies: Masculinity and Hazing

When adults promote hypermasculine behaviors, they inadvertently or 

even directly play a role in creating the bullying behavior that pervades 

so many schools. Some teachers have the same attitudes as the bullies in 

their classes and encourage the bullying toward students who are per-

ceived as less “masculine.” In fact, studies in American schools reveal 

that most school administrators perceive that less mainstream students 

(e.g., “geeks” and “Goths”) are violent, even though the football players 

(“jocks”) are the ones who are more likely to beat up the less conventional 

students.11 Even among adults, the jocks’ high social status tends to legiti-

mize or even encourage their abusive behavior especially toward boys 

considered less masculine.
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Students referred to as jocks represent the epitome of American man-

hood and success; they tend to be competitive, dominant, and power-

ful, exhibiting Connell’s hegemonic masculinity. Adults are often unable 

to see beyond this social conditioning. Likewise, adults are less likely to 

intervene when girls who are perceived to be pretty, well-dressed, and 

popular engage in similarly cruel behavior.12 School faculty also may over-

look hurtful behavior if the perpetrators are white and wealthy.

Gay bashing is perhaps most likely to be ignored or even condoned, 

since so many adults are themselves homophobic to one degree or 

another; some teachers and school administrators are more likely to 

condemn openly gay students for “flaunting” their sexuality than they 

are to punish their tormenters.13 The same adults rarely intervene, how-

ever, when they see flamboyant heterosexuality—boys bragging and 

speaking contemptuously about their sexual exploits with girls, for 

instance. Adults also often judge girls according to their own beliefs 

about “appropriate” sexuality for females, and then girls get slut-bashed 

by adults as well as peers. The adult gender police is sometimes more 

scrutinizing and more punitive than the child and teen versions, partly 

because adults often have institutional power to enforce their gender 

expectations and to discipline perceived transgressors.

Within the sports culture of many schools, bullying is an institution-

alized practice as well as a rite of passage—so much so that it has earned 

its own term, hazing.  Hank Nuwer, author of multiple books on haz-

ing, is concerned about the pro-hazing message in sports. At a National 

Conference on Hazing at Adelphi University in 2006, Nuwer pointed to 

two precepts that he finds particularly troubling: “To be a woman is to 

be less than a man” and “Hazing is fine to role-model for youngsters.” 

Nuwer believes that coaches and senior team members consistently 

encourage hypermasculine, homophobic values that are hurtful, some-

times violent, and even deadly.  Young boys are taught to reject their 

empathic, compassionate, emotional, or “feminine” parts of themselves 

and to prove their manhood by hurting others and showing off their 

dominance and power.14

New students expect to get hazed as part of their initiation onto a given 

team—and they anticipate coaches’ looking away or approving of the time-

honored rituals. Then all sorts of degrading and humiliating acts are per-

formed on them. For instance, in one working-class rural area, Coach Lang 

found that his senior football players made the freshmen lick the urinals; 
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they also taped the freshmen up and shaved them in the locker rooms. Haz-

ing expert Hank Nuwer reports at least 95 deaths related to hazing in the 

last three decades (1979–2009). According to the University of Connecti-

cut, since 1970, there has been at least one hazing related death on a col-

lege campus each year; almost 25 percent of high school students on sports 

teams report being hazed.15

These kinds of behaviors are often anticipated by coaches. The 

game is being tough and sacrificing everything to win—even if, ironi-

cally, what boys are asked to sacrifice in hazing is their manhood 

itself. When coaches approve and encourage these activities, boys get 

the message that treating others with a lack of respect is normal and 

appropriate—and those boys who are victims of violent hazing get the 

message that they cannot report the abuse to their coaches.  Instead, 

targets of hazing are expected to seek their revenge on the next set of 

new recruits.

Elizabeth J. Allan and Mary M. Madden, from the University of 

Maine, report on faculty complicity in their national study of student 

hazing.  They write that 25 percent of the students who reported being 

involved in hazing behaviors said that a coach or organization advisor was 

aware of the activity, and 22 percent reported that the coach or advisor 

was actually involved in the hazing itself. Students suggested that they did 

not see their coaches as sources of support for hazing prevention because 

the adults were directly involved in the hazing and because there would 

be retribution by other students if it was revealed that they had shared the 

information. As one student explained, “I don’t know anyone I could go 

to [to talk about hazing]. . . . I don’t think there is anyone you could really 

turn to. If you turned to your coach and your team finds out, then good 

luck dealing with your team.”16

Yet it is not entirely the fault of individual parents, teachers, administra-

tors, or even coaches who support, ignore, or promote this behavior. All 

these forms of hurtful and harassing activities are reified in a hypercompet-

itive economic, political, and social culture that serves to normalize these 

behaviors and render them effectively invisible. Coaches who may not even 

approve of their teams’ hazing cultures, for example, may come to believe 

that it is the only way to win games and keep their jobs.

As program director of the former Sports Leadership Institute at Adel-

phi University, working with the successful program Athletes Helping 

Athletes, Paul Grafer said that sometimes coaches consciously create or 
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enable a hazing culture on their sports teams. “They do what they can 

to promote this kind of environment .  .  . It’s a wins- or losses-focused 

business.” It’s less about education and more about how to get more wins, 

Grafer told me in a 2007 interview. “Even coaches who have great inten-

tions find that the current system is not set up for them. There’s tremen-

dous pressure on them to win. High school coaches have to win or they 

are going to lose their jobs, and sometimes what they think they have to 

do to win can compromise their educational goals and the social part of 

the process.”17

Thus, the coach may use bullying and hazing to support team hierarchy 

and to execute power plays that the coach thinks will help win games. Grafer 

says these coaches “directly or indirectly promote a system that benefits 

the hierarchy in their team. They have a student to go to when they want to 

address certain issues.” Parents often support this environment as well. They 

too are focused on winning; they have a lottery mentality, Grafer explains. 

Many parents think that youth sports will pay off in college. Winning is 

everything because there are a few sports scholarships at stake. It’s a zero-

sum game, because someone will win and everyone else will lose. Grafer says 

there are actually more academic scholarships available than sports scholar-

ships, but parents often focus on winning big in sports—partly because of 

the lottery mentality but also because sports success tends to confer mas-

culinity status on both the teen players and, often in particular, the fathers. 

In many communities, the whole family wins greater recognition when their 

children win in sports, yet these kinds of accolades and acknowledgments 

are less often given when students are successful academically.18

As a result of the emphasis on these kinds of values in many commu-

nities, and the presence of the gender police enforcing these priorities, 

parents often cling to their own status as high school jocks. Mr. Lang said 

that football is so revered in his small rural town that there is effectively 

a “club of adults who played up to twenty years ago, and other adults 

who are still excluded if they didn’t play football.” Some of these parents, 

who appear to be trying to recapture their own days when they felt idol-

ized, then pressure their children to excel at sports. Parents who came 

to believe that the only way to get recognition in school, particularly as 

a male, was to win in sports and bully others are sometimes anxious to 

make sure their children learn these difficult lessons early.

Parents bully kids all the time at sports events, said Rick, who was 

from the same working-class rural area. “It’s the biggest pressure parents 

put on kids.” A common comment by fathers on Rick’s baseball team was 
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“Hit a home run and I’ll buy you a supper.” “A few of the kids on my base-

ball team don’t get any hits and they commit errors on the field. Parents 

will give them hell. They take the kid behind the dugout and yell at them: 

‘Don’t you know that this is your fuckin’ life,’ they say. They want their 

kids to be star athletes. ‘You’ve got to do better than this,’ they threaten.”

Such aggressive behavior can be found among sports parents in all 

economic groups. Chris said that in his middle-class suburb he heard 

parents bully their sons in particular. “Be tough. Show them who’s boss,” 

were common refrains. “The sentiment is that if he doesn’t perform in 

sports, if there is the tiniest weakness, he gets penalized by his parents,” 

Chris continued. “They want their kids to be perfectly tough. You hear 

them say: ‘You’re not focusing hard enough. You’re not kicking enough 

field goals or you’re letting yourself get tackled too much.’ There’s rein-

forcement from parents that they have to dominate everyone else. The 

stress parents put on athletes cause them to lash out at others. They 

let their anger out on someone else because they feel harassed by their 

parents. You hear them being called ‘failures,’ or ‘worthless.’ Then these 

kids turn on other people, call them ‘loser,’ and lash out the way they are 

taught by their parents.”

In one article looking at the most extreme incidents from 2005 alone, 

Regan McMahon reported that a “father in Philadelphia had pulled a .357 

Magnum on his son’s football coach, enraged that his son wasn’t getting 

enough playing time—in an Under-7 Pee Wee football game.” In another 

incident, during warm-ups, a “T-ball coach from a suburb of Pittsburgh, 

Pa., was sentenced to one to six years for offering one of his players, an 

8-year-old boy, 25 to throw the ball at a teammate, a mildly autistic 

9-year-old.” The coach was hoping the less competent player would get 

injured and become “too sore to play” in the playoff game. Finally, McMa-

hon mentions an “assistant coach for a San Joaquin County youth football 

team [who] ran onto the field during a game . . . and rammed his big adult 

body into the back of a player who was guilty of a late hit on his 13-year-

old son.” Violence among parents involved in children’s sports increased 

fourfold between 2000 and 2005.19 In the most famous case of sports par-

ent bullying, a Massachusetts father beat another father to death after 

an argument at a teen hockey game while both their sons looked on.20

Adult men driven by masculinity codes and expectations can be particu-

larly dangerous members of the gender police. Some will do anything to 

prevent a challenge to their son’s masculinity, which, they have also been 

told, throws into question their own.
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Adults also participate in the scorn and social exclusion that often 

accompanies hazing incidents. One mother who helped organize Moth-

ers against School Hazing talked about her son’s experience of being 

hazed. Karen Savoy’s son Jake was stripped nude, taped to a bench, beaten 

until he bled, and sexually assaulted in the football locker room. It was 

the ritual at this high school that children were hazed on their birthday; 

Jake had turned sixteen the day it happened.21 At first, Jake didn’t tell his 

parents what happened because he didn’t want to ruin his birthday for 

them, but his parents saw the bruises. There were fifteen coaches on duty 

and in the vicinity of the hazing incident. No one saw anything and no 

one did anything. Jake fell into a deep depression and quit the team. He 

loved playing baseball, but the costs were too high. Their family had been 

well known and liked in the community, but “after the incident, we were 

considered dirt. We were spit at,” said Karen Savoy. People told her, “Why 

don’t you just let it go.” But she insisted, “Letting it go is not letting it heal, 

letting it go is to forget.”22 Such reactions from the community are unfor-

tunately typical, as people rally to support their star athletes and even 

blame the victims for their own abuse. The masculine code “You should 

be able to take it” is used to excuse or condone many of these crimes, 

whereas the support and compassion that targets of such abuse sorely 

need are, in such cases, hard to find.

A whole community may even become complicit in the gender police’s 

dirty work; people will isolate and attack both the victim and his or her 

family, as the family’s wounds are sometimes seen as throwing cherished 

masculinity codes into question. If people in the community recognized 

that the hazing behaviors were wrong, then what does it say about other 

time-honored traditions that few people want to question? Wedded to 

masculinity “truths,” a community can render themselves unable to be the 

kind and caring neighbors so needed in such a situation, and instead col-

lude with the young perpetrators of the crime.

Such ritualized bullying sometimes continues into adulthood. When a 

drunken New Year’s Eve brawl at a Staten Island firehouse in 2003 left one 

firefighter maimed for life and another facing criminal assault charges, 

some questioned the “firehouse culture”—but others rushed to defend it. 

In a New York Times op-ed called “Hazing and Heroism,” Tom Downey 

acknowledged that new recruits were forced to “earn the respect of vet-

erans by enduring the silent treatment, tolerating jeers about their mas-

culinity and bravery, and performing menial tasks like taking out the gar-

bage and cleaning bathrooms.”23
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Adults are cruel toward one another in many of the same ways as stu-

dents are. In fact it is likely that young people learn these behaviors from 

the adults in their lives—who are themselves enduring all kinds of dam-

aging and painful abuse too.

Bullied Teachers

In a pattern that parallels behavior among schoolchildren,  powerful 

school faculty often bully teachers. New teachers are expected to toler-

ate these conditions. When they become veterans, if they make it that far, 

many turn around and treat the next batch of new teachers badly too.

Like most workplaces, schools traditionally organize their adult fac-

ulty and staff in strict hierarchies, where those with more status are more 

powerful and better paid than those with less. Teachers are usually at 

the bottom of the hierarchy, after principals, assistant principals, and 

deans. In schools where sports define the town and the school, coaches 

are sometimes ranked above teachers. While veteran teachers may rank 

below administrators and coaches in such cases, they tend to be higher on 

the hierarchy than new instructors.

These conditions—and not just curricular demands or low pay—can 

drive many promising new teachers out of the profession, according to a 

2005 article by the teacher Mary Patterson. When she joined the Long-

fellow Middle School faculty in Berkeley, California, Patterson was dis-

turbed by how new teachers were treated. She saw the problem as compa-

rable to hazing, which she defined as “institutional practices and policies 

that result in new teachers experiencing poorer working conditions than 

their veteran colleagues.” Many veteran faculty are simply too busy in 

their daily teaching jobs to notice that their new colleagues’ decisions 

to leave their positions might result from unfair institutional practices 

rather than inexperience, writes Patterson. The least experienced teach-

ers, she found, nevertheless routinely had the most difficult jobs. These 

attitudes extended beyond the classroom. When Patterson once pro-

posed that their scarce staff parking be assigned by lottery rather than by 

seniority, several veteran colleagues actually booed the suggestion.24

When I presented a new program to the faculty of a large New York 

City public high school, I too was booed. As a new twenty-three-year-

old faculty member, I was asked to train teachers and students in con-

flict resolution and mediation in order to help prevent and resolve fights 
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and other conflicts in the school. We hoped to decrease suspensions 

and expulsions and to create a less violent school environment. When 

I presented the program, I was surprised at the disrespect some of my 

colleagues showed toward this effort to develop a more peaceful cul-

ture there, especially at a school ridden with gangs. Having never been 

“booed” before, I was initially shocked, yet their confounding behavior 

came into sharper light as I continued my work there, and it became crys-

tal clear after I had worked in high schools for eleven years. I found that 

there was low morale among teachers as well as students, that teachers 

felt downtrodden by sometimes irrational demands from higher-ups, 

including oppressive state regulations, and that they were often treated 

poorly by their professional superiors. The result, in my experience, was 

that these adult professionals treated each other (as well as their students) 

with the same hostility that they routinely experienced.

Superintendents and others charged with improving schools tend to 

pile on more zero-tolerance policies and obsessive assessments of schools 

on teachers and students alike. What most schools need, however, is 

guidance on how to help students, as well as teachers, to thrive; they need 

tools to create communities where people are supported in such a way 

that they can do their best job.

Instead, just as it does among students, school bullying by adults often 

travels down a pecking order. Over a decade of working in schools, I often 

heard teachers complain about being bullied by administrators or more 

veteran colleagues; administrators often feel frustrated by the demands of 

superintendents who seem out of touch with teacher and student needs; 

and superintendents can feel as if their hands are tied by larger administra-

tor structures or city or state regulations. Everyone in the field contends 

with the lack of respect afforded education where teachers are paid less than 

bankers, lawyers, doctors, or most other professionals. These frustrations 

can be passed through school faculty and on to students. Bullied adults, 

then, like many bullied students, often become school bullies themselves.

Teacher Bullies

In a working-class northeastern rural school, one teacher, Ms. Petrey, 

spoke sadly about how the vice-principal antagonized kids. “He gets in 

their face and says mean things to them until they snap—like ‘I knew 

you would screw up again. We’ve given you so many chances and after 
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all we’ve done for you, you screw up again.’ Then the student can’t bear it 

anymore and says, ‘Fuck you,” at which point the vice-principal promptly 

suspends him. It can be for being late or skipping a class, which is not a 

suspense offense—but mouthing off to a teacher is.” Ms. Kahn found the 

same behavior in her wealthy urban all-boys school. The dean of students 

would talk to the students “like they were dogs,” she said—screaming at 

the top of his lungs.

Sometimes the bullying behavior is less explicit. At one school where 

I worked, the dean of students had a gun calendar posted conspicuously 

on the wall by his desk. As a young counselor in the school, I was con-

cerned. We were trying to reduce violence in the school—a school that 

had its share of gang warfare, and where weapons were routinely confis-

cated. The calendar and the dean’s attitude conveyed the opposite mes-

sage. The dean tried to show students that he was tough. The dean’s job in 

this school was to punish transgressing students; the gun calendar con-

ferred on him masculinity status and presumably helped to invoke fear 

and respect among the students. It also conveyed the message, however, 

that weapons were not just okay but exciting and even approved of by 

adults in the school charged with maintaining discipline. The dean mod-

eled bullying behavior in the way he treated students as well as the other 

adults in the school.

Joanna, a parent from an affluent northeastern suburb who also runs 

an art program for young people in a less wealthy and more diverse area, 

has seen teachers bully students in both of these communities. “They 

make fun of them in front of the whole class,” she says. One teacher called 

Joanna’s son “noise pollution,” and the rest of the kids laughed. “I don’t 

want him to think he is some sort of pollution,” she told me. Her young-

est child was called “obscene” by a teacher and threatened with detention 

because he passed gas. Joanna says the students in her art classes are so 

used to getting yelled at by teachers that they ask her why she never gets 

angry at them. “Why would I get mad at them? They are just children.”

But Joanna says she doesn’t think the teachers are unkind. “They are 

exhausted and paid very little. If you look at the difference between a 

stockbroker’s salary and a teacher’s, that’s obscene,” she said.  ”Teachers 

make barely enough to survive, and they are overworked and treated 

badly. Children who seem to make their lives more difficult or who are 

less inclined to follow rules sometimes risk the misplaced wrath of a poor 

teacher who is exhausted, worried, and stressed and who just can’t handle 

it anymore.”
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Patterson agrees: “Schools and districts that create respectful, sup-

portive environments in which new teachers receive equitable treatment 

will automatically provide their students with a better education and a 

chance for a more fulfilling future,” she writes.25 Such efforts are, unfortu-

nately, rare.

When another teacher was bullied by his students, in her northeast-

ern middle to upper-class suburban school, Ms. Willis speculated that he 

was vulnerable to such abuse because he had never learned to succeed in 

the high school hierarchy when he was younger. “He didn’t have the same 

experience as I did in high school. I enjoyed high school. When I joined 

the varsity volleyball team, I knew my place, but I won them over. The 

authority came from the top down. The older girls hit the balls harder at 

us, and made us step up to them, and they made us chase after the shag-

ging balls. I don’t call that bullying. I call that leadership.”

This suggests yet another reason why teachers perpetuate the bully 

culture: they were taught its harsh rules during their own school years, 

and they believe, consciously or unconsciously, that these rules still apply. 

The hierarchy they endured, whether they scrambled to the top or were 

trampled to the bottom, then gets re-created in their classrooms, and the 

cycle of bullying continues.

Many students say they are so used to adults yelling at them, that they 

consider it normal. “I don’t know the borderline,” Lenny, from a working-

class urban school kept insisting as we talked about bullying and sexual 

harassment, even as he described numerous abusive comments and acts. 

He clearly sensed that these things were wrong, but years of living in the 

bully culture, among adults and youth alike, had made him confused. 

When I talked with Lenny about teachers bullying students, he was unsure 

where to draw the line. “Teachers yell at kids all the time,” he said. “That’s 

what people do. I don’t know if that’s bullying or a kind of education.”

Students Bullying Teachers

In many cases teachers are bullied not just by other teachers, parents, or 

the administration but by their own students. In Natasha’s middle-class 

suburb, the students in one of her classes badly treated an Asian teacher 

who spoke with an accent. “They would make fun of her accent; there was 

no way for her to control the class; no one listened to her and they were 

disrespectful. She would say a word in a way that was different from the 
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American version and the class would be hysterical and repeat the word 

back to her.” She ended up resigning soon after she was hired.

Ms. Kahn said she was bullied so much her first year by the boys in 

her class that “the whole section was ruined. I couldn’t get anything done. 

They would shout me down.” One student actually punched the wall 

beside her and yelled: “Screw you, I’ll stab you.” He claimed later that he 

was saying it to another student, “but he was looking in my direction,” 

the teacher recalled. And she noted a lot of sexual harassment of female 

teachers in this all-boys prep school. “Young women teachers find doo-

dles of penises on work the boys hand in,” she shared.

Teachers bully students and students bully their teachers in a culture 

that values bullying as a means of getting ahead in this economic, politi-

cal, and socially cutthroat society. In 2008, New York Magazine devoted a 

front-page story to the scandal that had taken place in an upscale private 

school, Horace Mann in New York City. (The story was considered espe-

cially newsworthy because the school was attended by children of famous 

people, including former New York State governor Eliot Spitzer, Hillary 

Clinton’s pollster Mark Penn, fashion designer Kenneth Cole, and rapper 

Sean “P. Diddy” Combs.) Students at the school that year used their Face-

book pages to attack their teachers. The school discovered racist, sex-

ist, and personally damning rants about some of their teachers on these 

pages. There was some debate about whether this was a private or pub-

lic space—whether the children had a right to bully their teachers in this 

form. Some said the site was private, while others, citing its nine million 

users, likened it to “posting something in Times Square.”26 Beyond any 

legal questions, some parents actually defended the behavior of their chil-

dren: “Students are just blowing off steam,” one parent said. “They’re very 

stressed; it’s not unusual for them to say racist and sexist things.” What 

could possibly make a parent believe that saying racist or sexist things 

about anyone is okay? When the gender police tend to valorize domina-

tion and power; abuse of others becomes the corollary.

What New York Magazine saw as elitism run amok became a nationally 

publicized scandal questioning whether children of high-status parents 

should be permitted to defame their teachers. There was a class element 

here as well, because most teachers at elite private schools have far lower 

incomes and social standing than the parents of the children they teach. 

The wealthier children bully their less wealthy teachers in a disturbing 

class war that is also replayed among students over more minor class dif-

ferences.
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Teachers also get bullied in Rick’s working-class rural school. He 

described one incident where a teacher tried to stop the bullying that was 

happening in the hallway. The teacher said, “Hey guys, cut it out,” and the 

bullies mocked the teacher: “‘Hey guys, cut it out.’ What are you going to 

do, Mr. Morris?” they taunted. “The teacher walked away because he felt 

bullied, too,” Rick said sadly. “It makes the kids who bully feel invincible.” 

Students who were on successful sports teams rarely got in trouble in this 

school, one of the teachers, Ms. Petrey explained. It becomes frustrating 

for teachers to report students when they know that nothing will hap-

pen if the students play baseball or football for the school. The gender 

police consistently allow sports athletes a free pass, as they tend to have 

the highest masculinity status in a given community, and when they win 

games, everyone gets a patriarchal dividend, á la Connell.

Even as teachers get bullied by both students and other teachers, 

they are often blamed for not helping students who are bullied. Individ-

ual teachers clearly can’t change a whole school culture by themselves, 

though, especially when they are tormented too. Moreover, these behav-

iors and attitudes are institutionalized in larger social structures, both 

inside and outside our educational system.

Cruel Schools

Local and national education policies in the United States are more and 

more based on one-dimensional standards of success, and the impact of 

these assessment models contributes to more competition and stress and 

less connection and support among students and between students and 

teachers. The 2001 federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) added fuel 

to an already growing movement toward high-stakes testing—tests that 

can determine a child’s ability to progress to the next grade or to graduate 

regardless of the work he did prior to the exam. U.S. schools have conse-

quently been distracted with these mandates and unable to focus on criti-

cal education and community building. A peer-reviewed study conducted 

at Arizona State University showed that in eighteen states with high-

stakes tests, student learning remained at the same level or actually went 

down when the tests were implemented. This kind of testing is also asso-

ciated with a significant increase in dropout rates, teachers’ and schools’ 

cheating on exams, and teachers’ defecting from the profession.27 Sharon 

L. Nichols and David C. Berliner, in their 2007 book Collateral Damage: 
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How High-Stakes Testing Corrupts America’s Schools, corroborated those 

findings. In an article summarizing their book’s conclusions, they wrote:

We found reports and research about individuals and groups of 

individuals from across the nation whose lives have been tragically 

and often permanently affected by high-stakes testing. We found 

hundreds of instances of adults who were cheating, including many 

instances of administrators who “pushed” children out of school, 

costing thousands of students the opportunity to receive a high 

school diploma. We also found administrators and school boards 

that had drastically narrowed the curriculum, and who forced test-

preparation programs on teachers and students, taking scarce time 

away from genuine instruction. We found teacher morale plummet-

ing, causing many to leave the profession.28

Studies show that the added retention resulting from high-stakes tests 

where students are held back leads to poor academic performance, high 

dropout rates, increased behavioral problems, low self-esteem, and high 

rates of criminal activity and suicide. High school dropouts, in turn, are 

more likely to be unemployed or to hold dead-end positions, earn low 

wages, or be on public assistance.29

Richard Ryan, an internationally recognized psychology and psychia-

try professor at the University of Rochester, writes about the dangers of 

high-stakes testing; his numerous scholarly articles conclude that these 

exams limit teacher flexibility, diminish meaningful learning, and increase 

dropout rates. In a 2008 interview, he said that teachers begin to teach 

to the test; the tests narrow the curriculum and undermine the potential 

enjoyment in school for both teachers and students. “It disrupts the stu-

dent-teacher relationship,” he said, and “leads students to be more disen-

gaged.” Instead of working together to explore new knowledge, teachers 

and students both are pressured to help the other look good for external 

others. “The American Psychological Association considers the practice 

unethical. Graduation or advancement to a grade should not be based on 

a single indicator,” Ryan shared. Yet these kinds of exit exams are prac-

ticed in twenty-five states—exams that will make or break whether the 

student graduates. Additionally, students tend to develop somatic symp-

toms, become extremely stressed, and sometimes drop out of school as a 

result of the grades they get on high-stakes tests. Statistically, in a district 

with high-stakes testing, the risk of dropping out goes way up, Ryan says. 
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The curriculum is often so uninspiring that students leave school even if 

they aren’t doing that badly. Teachers, already under pressure from the 

administration, also have to contend with students who are less curious 

and less interested. “It’s a morale killer across the board,” Ryan says.30

Historically, high-stakes tests have also been associated with discrimi-

nation. The authors of an article titled “High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, 

and Student Learning” point out that in the early 1900s immigrants could 

be barred from entering the United States as a result of recently invented 

standardized tests; in public schools such tests were used as evidence 

of deficiencies that placed students in vocational tracks or even “homes 

for the mentally inferior.” Standardized tests were also used to confirm 

the “superiority or inferiority of various races, ethnic groups, and social 

classes.” They ensured the perpetuation of an effective caste system in the 

United States along racial, ethnic, and class lines.31

Today, research shows that standardized tests continue to discriminate 

against students of color and lower economic groups. In some states, the 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) has protested high-stakes tests. 

The ACLU of Massachusetts, for instance, argued that standardized test-

ing is unfair because it is “rigid, inappropriate, and inadequate as the sole 

determinant of a quality education,” especially for students who are bilin-

gual or disabled. They argue that it “punishes poor, ethnic-minority stu-

dents the most.”32 In other words, the testing system further penalizes the 

same students who already tend to suffer from low status in their schools 

and in the wider society. Policies such as NCLB can have devastating 

long-term effects on schools. There is a big difference between measuring 

output in a competitive framework and developing a school environment 

where students are most able to learn and grow. City policies must largely 

follow the state mandates, which in turn are shaped by national guide-

lines. School administrative organizations try to meet the requirements 

set out by these dictates, and principals put pressure on other school fac-

ulty, who sometimes lash out at students—who then bully one another. 

The rules often mean that vulnerable students who need help are instead 

“counseled out” to protect the school’s image or even survival.

This was my experience working in New York City public schools. There 

were demands that students attend school—to decrease truancy—and 

get passing and high grades on the all-important state Regents exams. 

One school where I worked, which was actually dedicated to helping tru-

ant students or students who were failing or who were “acting out,” was 

threatened by the then board of education that if it didn’t improve its 
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statistics it would be closed. Instead of being supported to help the stu-

dents, the administration began to feel pressure to push needy students 

out. Students who were not performing at high levels in this “high-risk” 

school were encouraged to get a General Equivalency Diploma (GED) or 

find another “second-chance” school, even though we were clearly mak-

ing progress with them. The school risked its own survival if the students 

kept our truancy statistics too low, even if the students as individuals 

were significantly improving over time.

The small community-oriented school Humanities Preparatory Acad-

emy, for at-risk students, was responsible for the journey of the now famous 

Liz Murray, who was the subject of the Lifetime TV film From Homeless to 

Harvard. She had been homeless and truant for two years before coming to 

our school. Her father was dying of AIDS in a homeless shelter, her mother 

had already died of AIDS, and she was struggling to graduate from high 

school in the midst of working to get welfare and related survival services. 

While the media frenzy characterized her as an “up by her bootstraps” suc-

cess, the real story, which she documents herself in her 2010 memoir, Break-

ing Night, was that she completed four years of high school in two years only 

with the help of the whole school.33 Teachers and students worked in various 

ways to help her complete her applications and get her the New York Times

full scholarship that brought her fame and success. She missed a lot of school 

because she had to stand in long lines time and again to apply for the social 

services she needed to be able to attend school. Without the understanding 

of the school faculty (we had more than a few meetings about her situation) 

and the tireless work on her behalf from so many of us, she probably would 

not have graduated from the high school. With this powerful community 

behind her, she was able to get into Harvard University, graduated in 2009, 

and became a world renowned inspirational speaker.

Many schools and many programs for young people have different 

ideas regarding how to foster success, and some of these do quite the 

opposite. Maia Szalavitz, in her 2006 book Help at Any Cost: How the 

Troubled-Teen Industry Cons Parents and Hurts Kids, documents the tor-

ture and degradation young people endure in most substance abuse inter-

vention and other behavior-problem school programs set up like tough 

boot camps.34 Those programs effectively institutionalize the practice of 

adults bullying kids, Szalavitz says. “They find emotional weak spots and 

attack it. They teach other children that to be nice, kind and support-

ive is enabling. Instead you’re supposed to be honest. And their idea of 

honesty is to say the meanest possible things.” Szalavitz recovered from 
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her own heroin addiction (and went on to publish six successful books) 

with kind support. “It’s an outrage that these programs believe that bul-

lying will cure troubled teens—if we’re just mean enough to them that 

will fix them.” Instead, she says, “Being kind, empathic, and supportive 

is what helps people with addiction; the other stuff is just cruelty.” Most 

children who go through these programs relapse or are unable to give up 

the addiction in the first place. Clearly, mean “rehabilitation” is not the 

answer to symptoms that often develop from hurtful school and/or abu-

sive family social environments.35

Questionable strategies are used in institutions for other kinds of chil-

dren with difficulties too. In her 2007 article “School of Shock,” Jenni-

fer Gonnerman cited electric shocks, withholding food, and social isola-

tion as some of the “methods” used in institutions for autistic, mentally 

retarded, and emotionally troubled children. She wondered why they 

were being “treated like enemy combatants.”36

As we have seen, even students who are not slated for “specialized 

schools” contend with rough school cultures and callous institutional 

practices. Rather than a compassionate environment that supports 

students and helps them grow and develop at their own rate with the 

resources they need, “rehabilitation” programs and academic schools 

alike too often become factories where students internalize the need to 

“produce” and “perform” along narrow academic parameters, just as they 

must conform socially.

Michel Foucault writes in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 

Prison, “By comparing one individual with another, by a continuous 

assessment of each individual, discipline exercises a normalizing judg-

ment. .  .  . The turning of real lives into writing .  .  . functions as a pro-

cedure for objectification and subjection.”37 This can take place when 

students are perceived by the sum total of their grades: one is an “A stu-

dent,” while another is a “C student” or an “F student.” Yet in my experi-

ence, such grades do not actually reflect what students have learned, as 

Howard Gardner famously suggests in his typology of spatial, linguistic, 

logical-mathematical, kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, 

and naturalist intelligences.38

Such disparate ways of learning are often utilized in the adult work world 

but are underappreciated and under-recognized in secondary education. In 

most schools, students who exhibit intelligences other than linguistic or 

logical-mathematical tend to be diagnosed with learning disabilities; then 

they are branded as having special needs and needing special education, 
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instead of being honored and engaged in their different abilities and learn-

ing styles.

Assessment-obsessed school environments are not so different from 

the social cliques that develop there. Students objectify one another in 

the same way that they are objectified in the grade-oriented models prac-

ticed in most schools: those perceived as popular get a figurative A on 

worthiness, whereas those who are deemed too different or who possess 

talents less recognized in a given school are saddled with Cs and Ds. Tar-

gets are perceived as Fs and treated as such.

Often when students are assessed poorly in either respect, there is 

little anyone is willing to do to help them. Students are encouraged to 

deal with their troubles on their own. Then, when things get bad, students 

flailing academically are often asked to leave the school and find some-

where else to go; students struggling socially are given the same message 

by other students and sometimes even by an administration concerned 

about its reputation; and when targeted students retaliate, the school may 

ask them to leave as well. School shooters responded to this lack of com-

passion with what they thought then was their only option.

School Shootings and Adults’ Responses to Bullying

In the extreme cases represented by the school shootings, the culture of 

the school and the way adults responded sometimes made the difference 

between life and death. Many of the school shooting perpetrators claimed 

that the adults in their communities knew they were being ostracized and 

harassed by more powerful students. They believed, however, that these 

adults were single-minded in their focus on athletic success or other 

forms of judgment and assessment. What was perceived to be a lack of 

compassion and concern registered also as collusion with the perpetra-

tors’ marginalization, if only by turning a blind eye.

Evan Ramsey, the sixteen-year-old who killed a student and the school 

principal in Bethel, Alaska, in 1997, said that he had spoken to school offi-

cials about the constant bullying he was enduring. In an interview with the 

Secret Service, he described their response: “For a while they would go and 

talk to the person and tell them to leave me alone. But after a while, they just 

started telling me to ignore them. I figured since the principal and the dean 

weren’t doing anything that was making any impression, that I was gonna 

have to do something, or else I was gonna keep on getting picked on.”39



152 � Adult Bullies

Evan talked for weeks with friends about what he was planning to do. 

At least two boys encouraged him. One said it wasn’t enough to just scare 

the bullies by bringing a gun to school. Evan chose three targets, and a 

friend suggested others; another friend urged him to put the principal on 

the list. By the time the shooting took place, word had gotten around, and 

there were perhaps two dozen students gathered in the library to witness 

it. Yet no adult seems to have known about the plan or responded to the 

bullying that occurred in this small school in a remote community. The 

Secret Service asked Evan, “If the principal had called you in and said, 

‘This is what I’m hearing,’ what would you have said?” Evan replied, “I 

would have told him the truth.”40

That same year, Luke Woodham, in Pearl, Mississippi, felt similarly 

ignored. In a prison interview, he was asked: “Where were the grown-

ups?” He responded, “Most of them didn’t care. I just felt like nobody 

cared. I just wanted to hurt them or kill them.”41

Barry Loukaitis talked for a year with eight friends about his desire 

to kill people, asking some of them how he could get ammunition. 

Then he got his mother involved. Together they shopped for a long 

coat, which he wanted so that he could hide the gun; unknowing, she 

took him to seven stores to shop for the right one. Barry’s mother 

was reportedly in no condition to detect her son’s anguish: she was 

depressed herself after her husband left her for another woman, and 

she even talked to Barry about the idea of killing her husband, his new 

girlfriend, and herself.42 Barry’s own poems were filled with references 

to death—but no one seemed to notice.43 Alice Fritz, mother of one 

of the boys Barry killed, was reportedly “haunted by questions about 

Loukaitis. .  .  . Why was he teased unmercifully and why did his cries 

for help go unanswered? ‘No one could have saved Arnie,’ she says, 

‘without saving Barry first.’”44

One after another, the school shooters expressed despair at being left 

to fend for themselves in an environment where bullying and hazing were 

perceived as normal and adults were otherwise preoccupied and did lit-

tle to intervene—an experience with which, once again, students across 

the nation contend. In several school shootings, perpetrators killed their 

teachers or parents—in some cases because they blamed adults for allow-

ing the abuse to continue. After the Columbine massacre, the columnist 

Dan Savage wrote about the adult neglect and denial that played a role in 

allowing it to happen. He noted that the media also turns a blind eye to 

the daily torment taking place in our nation’s schools.
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The tenth or eleventh time DanCBS/PeterABC/TomNBC told me 

the massacre in Littleton, Colorado was especially horrific because it 

happened in a high school, “somewhere children feel safe,” I started 

screaming at the television. What high school were they talking about? 

I went to three, and in none of my high schools did I for a moment feel 

safe. High school was terrifying, and it was the casual cruelty of the 

popular kids—the jocks and the princesses—that made it hell.

“Once upon a time,” People wrote in a manipulative and dishonest 

cover story, “the most that kids had to worry about at school was a 

looming test or a deadline for a paper.” What fairy-tale time was that, 

exactly? In high school, I had much more to worry about than tests and 

papers. Like most students, I lived in fear of the small slights and pub-

lic humiliations used to reinforce the rigid high school caste system: 

poor girls were sluts, soft boys were fags. And at each of my schools, 

there were students who lived in daily fear of physical violence.45

Many of the school shooters blamed adults for their failure to intervene 

and protect them from daily torment. Some shooters also held adults more 

directly responsible for their suffering. In these cases, the shooters also 

lashed out against principals and administrators who suspended or other-

wise punished them and teachers who were perceived as failing them.

Retaliating against School Discipline and Harsh Assessments

In at least twenty-four of the school shootings between 1979 and 2009, 

perpetrators said they were responding to what they saw as academic or 

disciplinary injustices inflicted against them. In 1978, Robin Robinson, 

thirteen years old, in Lanett, Alabama, retaliated after his principal pad-

dled him because of a conflict he had had with another student. Threat-

ened with another paddling, Robin came back with a gun and shot the 

principal. In 1986 in Lewiston, Montana, Kristofer Hans, age fourteen, 

tried to kill his French teacher after he failed the class; he killed a sub-

stitute instead and wounded a vice-principal and two students. In 1992 

in Olivehurst, California, Eric Houston, twenty, killed the social studies 

teacher who had given him a failing grade, along with three students; 

he also injured thirteen others. Eric was a former student, upset that 

he had lost a job because he had not graduated from high school. In 

October 1994 in Greensboro, North Carolina, Nicholas Atkinson, six-
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teen,  wounded the assistant principal and killed himself after he was 

suspended. In Blackville, South Carolina, in 1995, Tony Sincino, sixteen, 

was suspended after he made an obscene gesture in response to bully-

ing. He came back to school with a gun, wounded one math teacher, 

killed another, and then committed suicide. In Lynnville, Tennessee, 

also in 1995, Jamie Rouse, seventeen, was upset over a failing grade and 

fired at teachers, killing one teacher and one student and wounding 

another teacher.46

After being suspended, Asa H. Coon wounded two teachers and two 

students in Cleveland, Ohio, in 2007.47 And with the most casualties of 

teachers to date, Robert Steinhäuser killed sixteen people in Erfurt, Ger-

many (thirteen teachers, a police officer, and two female students) in 2002; 

he was enraged that he had been expelled from school in his final year for 

failing a final high-stakes exam that he believed effectively doomed his 

future.

It can be particularly devastating to male adolescents when they fail 

exams or classes or are humiliated through punishment, since it may 

affect their sense of themselves as maturing men. Failed grades, suspen-

sion, and expulsion are perceived as cutting off the path to money, power, 

and success, primary male status markers in contemporary society. As 

masculinity theory reveals in almost every situation from underground 

drug trades to white-collar crime to school shootings, hypermasculin-

ity pressures (to achieve domination and power in order to win status 

as men), coupled with overwhelming obstacles toward achieving these 

goals, becomes a recipe for violence. The extreme reactions of the shoot-

ers expose the damage that is done to many students, even though most 

students respond in less visible ways. Students become depressed, highly 

anxious, or truant, abuse substances, turn to petty crime, and engage in a 

host of other destructive behaviors in response to the fiercely competitive 

and punitive disciplinary school models that label them with bad grades 

or refer to them as bad kids.

Adults today, inadvertently or directly, help to create school cultures 

among boys and girls alike that evolve into hurtful and sometimes violent 

relationships. Adults perpetuate and model these dynamics and often 

ignore them among children—either because the dynamics don’t register 

as abusive or because the adults also lack the resources or support they 

need to intervene. Such limitations among adults reflect the powerful 

social, economic, and political bully society that shapes destructive atti-

tudes and behaviors.
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The Bully Economy

Schools are microcosms of American society where students are told 

that financial wealth and superficial gender markers are compulsory 

for social acceptance. They learn these lessons from each other but also 

from grown-ups—parents, teachers, and the wider culture they inhabit. 

As they prepare to enter the adult workforce and social life, children come 

to understand that being perceived as the richest or prettiest, or the most 

powerful or confident, could dramatically enhance their futures—and 

that without these marks of American success they may become lifelong 

outcasts. They also learn to see life as a zero-sum game, where they can 

win only if someone else loses, rise only by ensuring that someone else 

falls. These values are at the core of bullying behavior, and they are also 

the foundation upon which much of the economic, political, and social 

life of our nation is built.

Not all cultures are so obsessively focused on winning. In the South-

west, for instance, coaches say that teams of Hopi Indians want to win but 

that they often try not to win because they don’t want to embarrass their 

opponents. In some traditional cultures, the game isn’t over until the two 

sides are tied. They work hard to make sure no one loses.1 Even in Europe, 

as T. R. Reid writes in “The European Social Model,” some core human 

needs are seen as everyone’s birthright rather than as something to be 

“won” through competition with one’s compatriots. “To Americans,” Reid 

writes, “it is simply a matter of common sense that rich families get better 

medical care and education than the poor; the rich can afford the doctors 

at the fancy clinics and the tutors to get their kids into Harvard. But this 

piece of common sense does not apply in most of Europe. The corporate 

executive in the back seat of the limo, her chauffeur up front, and the guy 

who pumps the gas for them all go to the same doctor and the same hos-

pitals and send their children to the same (largely free) universities.”2

In the United States, however, hard-core competition and striving to 

be the best are generally considered vital to keeping people motivated and 
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functioning at optimal levels. Harsh inequalities are considered, at best, 

an unfortunate consequence. Yet gender pressures—and especially the 

expectation to embrace hypermasculine values and behaviors—are sel-

dom examined in the context of the larger socioeconomic forces that shape 

them. In one of my criminal justice classes, I asked students to tell me what 

words they associated with capitalism. What qualities do you need to be 

successful in our society? The board filled up quickly: competitive, aggres-

sive, and powerful were some of the first suggestions. At that point, we were 

discussing white-collar crime and the unprincipled behavior that had pro-

duced both the Enron scandal and the economic meltdown of recent years. 

Later in the course we discussed school shootings and their relationship 

to gender, and I asked my students to list some words they associated with 

masculinity. The same list emerged—competitive, aggressive, and powerful.

Without intending to, my students had highlighted the link between the 

values of masculinity and capitalism.

The school shooters, for the most part, grew up in the 1980s or later. 

The rise in school shootings roughly coincides with the Reagan adminis-

tration’s restructuring of the American economic, political, and cultural 

landscape—a period that glorified unrestrained capitalism and reempha-

sized an “up by your own bootstraps” ethos. Following a landslide reelec-

tion in 1984, Reagan promised an America rich with freedom, individu-

alism, and financial reward for those who skillfully met the standard, 

coupled with a lower degree of support for those who did not. Increas-

ingly, success was defined in terms of power, economic attainment, and 

social status—the same barometers increasingly used, at the high school 

level, to assess masculinity.

Capitalism is hardly new to the United States, nor is the system’s rela-

tionship to core American values. But as former labor secretary Robert 

Reich observed in his book Supercapitalism, in recent decades the power 

of unregulated, unrestrained capital has increased to such an extent that 

it has outstripped democracy as a primary foundation of our society. 

According to Reich, Americans became identified more as investors and 

consumers and less as citizens and members of a community.3

Further, in this same period, a slew of books documenting America’s 

increasing social problems hit the shelves. The titles alone explain why 

Americans are more stressed, broke, unhappy, and doing whatever they 

can to survive: The Overworked American (1993), The Overspent Ameri-

can (1998), The Cheating Culture (2000), and The Lonely American (2009). 

Another set of recent titles document the new plagues with which our chil-
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dren are grappling—increased anxiety, depression, materialism, and even 

narcissistic personality diagnosis: Branded: The Buying and Selling of Teen-

agers (2004); The Road to Whatever: Middle-Class Culture and The Crisis of 

Adolescence (2004); The Price of Privilege: How Parental Pressure and Mate-

rial Advantage Are Creating a Generation of Disconnected and Unhappy 

Kids (2006); and Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans Are More 

Confident, Assertive, Entitled—and More Miserable Than Ever Before 

(2007).4 Couple these telling titles with the alarming statistics depicting the 

United States as scoring highest on almost all of the worst social problems 

in the industrialized world (including murder, rape, and infant mortality), 

and it becomes less surprising that school bullying is so common here, or 

that its vicious and fatal retaliations in the form of shootings are more prev-

alent in the United States than in the rest of the world combined.5

What is a Compassionate Economy?

Competitive and punishment-oriented schools mirror the combative 

workforce. In the larger world, adults are given little support if they meet 

hard times and are unable at some point to work at their best, or work at 

all. Similarly, as adolescents struggle to find their identities and their place 

in the world, the emotional ups and downs of their journey can under-

mine academic performance. Even students who tend to do well risk fail-

ure, and their confrontations with widespread cliques and bullying only 

add to the stress. Children’s understanding of this antagonistic culture 

feeds their fury and fear as they find that their every move in school so 

profoundly affects their future prospects.

In his book Going Postal: Rage, Murder, and Rebellion: From Reagan’s 

Workplaces to Clinton’s Columbine and Beyond, Mark Ames writes: “The 

kids are stressed out not only by their own pressure at school, but by the 

stress their parents endure in order to earn enough money to live in [a 

prestigious] school district. . . . Everyone is terrified of not ‘making it’ in a 

country where the safety net has been torn to shreds.”6 Children who might 

otherwise look forward to a life after high school see, in the model of their 

parents and the larger society around them, a similarly brutal environment.

While their safety nets are weakening as well, in most European coun-

tries the government still takes some responsibility for ensuring that 

everyone has basic health care, education, housing, food, child care, elder 

care, and even indefinite unemployment if necessary. There are real limits 
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on work hours (in Finland, for instance, a six-hour workday), and manda-

tory paid vacation and holiday time is often four to six weeks.

In contrast, even before the start of the latest recession, workers in 

twentieth-century America were losing some of the gains they had fought 

for in the earlier part of that century. The eight-hour day (forty-hour week) 

that Americans finally won in 1938, under President Roosevelt’s New Deal 

Fair Labor Standards Act, is a dim memory for most Americans today, 

who tend to toil more often at fifty to seventy or more hours per week.7

Americans once hoped to achieve the demands made by the Welsh social 

reformer Robert Owen for eight hours of work, eight hours of leisure, and 

eight hours of sleep, but most now have little if any leisure and much less 

sleep. We are working much longer hours than our counterparts in other 

industrialized countries. John P. Walsh and Anne Zacharias-Walsh write 

in “Working Longer, Living Less” that the average American works sev-

enty more hours per year than his or her Japanese counterpart and 350 

hours or nine more weeks per year than Europeans.8 Americans tend to 

work more hours and then spend money paying others to do the services 

they don’t have time to do because of they are working.

Because we Americans work so much, it becomes more difficult to take 

care of our children and our homes. In many European countries, the gov-

ernment pays mothers as well as fathers to stay home with their young 

children so they can return to work when the children are older. In the 

United States, middle- and upper-class adults make money and often pay 

other people to do these tasks; many small children in the United States 

are under the care of nannies or some other form of child care worker. 

Rather than a system designed to meet human needs, our economy priori-

tizes profit. Instead of opportunities to nurture ourselves, and our friends 

and family, and larger community, our time is managed by someone else’s 

drive to make money. Walsh and Zacharias-Walsh write that “to argue 

that an expensive factory should be left idle because workers are tired or 

that production should be organized using a less efficient but more com-

fortable process—is considered absurd.”9 Yet the “overworked American,” 

to use Juliet Schor’s term, does not necessarily generate more profit. As 

Anders Hayden notes, “Several shorter-hours innovators in Europe—Bel-

gium, France, the Netherlands, and Norway—are actually more produc-

tive per hour of labor than is the United States. Higher hourly productivity 

in these countries is almost certainly due, in part, to shorter work-time’s 

beneficial effects on employee morale, less fatigue and burnout, lower 

absenteeism, higher quality of work, and better health.”10
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European economies tend to prioritize family and community as a pri-

mary value. The notion of “time affluence,” not just “material affluence,” is 

important—a concept that is less common in the United States.11 Instead, 

Americans work longer and live with their family less. Walsh and Zacha-

rias-Walsh write about one mother of two young children who summed 

up this collective quandary: “This is the only job I could get that paid 

enough for me to take care of them, but it never lets me be home when 

they need me. I can either feed them or be with them, never both.”12 The 

increased workday also prevents participation in community life—politi-

cal organizations, social clubs, sports leagues, religious institutions—as 

well as family life, leading to what Robert Putnam called the “Bowling 

Alone” phenomenon; other research also notes a related plummeting of 

social connections and increased loneliness and isolation among Ameri-

cans.13

In recent decades, the U.S. government has taken less responsibil-

ity for people’s basic human needs. Life has become a struggle for many 

working parents, especially single working parents. In addition to lack-

ing the government-supported universal health care that is available to 

citizens in virtually all European countries, the United States does less 

than any other industrialized country to support parents, who receive no 

legally mandated paid leave when a child is born or adopted. Among the 

168 nations surveyed in a 2004 Harvard University study, 163 have paid 

maternity leave, while the United States stands in a category with Leso-

tho, Papua New Guinea, and Swaziland.14

The lack of economic support for American citizens means adults 

are under more pressure and stress to keep their jobs and succeed in 

them in order to support themselves and their families. Driven to suc-

ceed, with dwindling access to community, adults end up forming simi-

lar social cliques to those that fester in children’s schools. Workplace 

massacres, then, tend to have causes that parallel those found in school 

shootings.

Workplace Shootings

Some workplace killers were persistently harassed, intimidated, and 

ostracized by co-workers, while others felt unfairly treated by their 

bosses. Some sought revenge when they were fired or found their posi-

tion or salary considerably reduced. Still others felt rejected by women 



160 � The Bully Economy

at home or at work. Just as in the school shootings, many seemed to be 

seeking to recover a lost sense of manhood.

“Real” men, we are told, must achieve power and wealth, yet at many 

turns men (and women) are undermined and humiliated at their jobs 

instead; for all kinds of reasons, men (and women) are let go or not well 

compensated for their labor. Thus perpetrators in workplace shoot-

ings sought instead to acquire masculine power through brutal means, 

proving their manhood by expressing what has been socially defined as 

“manly” rage.

In some cases, workplace shooters’ difficulty with work mixed with a 

history of being bullied as a child. Nineteen-year-old James William Wil-

son, who killed an eight-year old girl, eight other students, and two teach-

ers in an elementary school in Greenwood, South Carolina, in September 

of 1988, didn’t have a job—but he was also ruminating about the ridicule 

he had endured during his own school years for being overweight and 

“dressing funny.”

Workplace homicides increased significantly since the 1970s when 

they were virtually unheard of—and now average over 500 per year.15

Some other statistics are also familiar: in one study, 91.6 percent of 

workplace shooters were male; at least 13.4 percent of the incidents 

reviewed involved some type of domestic violence as the motive; and 

31.7 percent of workplace shootings occurred in a white-collar job set-

ting.16 Recall that in school shootings, which also took place in mostly 

white and wealthy suburban schools, masculinity pressures—includ-

ing the presence of dating violence—were similarly frequent factors.

In Signal Hill, California, in 2007, three employees at a menu-printing 

company were injured when a gunman fired on the premises. The gun-

man was an employee of the company, and his hours at the plant had 

recently been reduced to zero. Before the SWAT team reached him inside 

the building, the shooter killed himself with a semiautomatic pistol.17 In 

Indianapolis, Indiana, also in 2007, an employee brought a semiautomatic 

handgun into Crossroads Industrial Services, a company employing 

mostly people with disabilities, and shot three people in the cafeteria and 

one in an office. The gunman, who was on medication for bipolar disor-

der, said that his shooting of the three production workers and an office 

manager was “over respect.”18 In Pine Bluff, Arkansas, in 2006, two weeks 

after Tyson Foods suspended him from his job, Julian English returned to 

Tyson’s poultry processing plant with two pistols and shot and seriously 

wounded a co-worker.
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The list goes on and on, and the same themes recur. In a broader sense, 

workplaces reflect the imperatives of our supercapitalist society, which is 

driving both adults and youth to extreme lengths as they struggle to com-

pete. In The Cheating Culture: Why More Americans Are Doing Wrong to 

Get Ahead, David Callahan writes that winner-take-all values and harsh 

economic conditions have increased the pressure to succeed so much 

that Americans are cutting corners and cheating to get ahead. This con-

temporary phenomenon is represented by high-profile cases in sports, 

finances, newspapers, and corporate law firms, as well as in everyday life, 

from students cheating on exams to music piracy, cable theft, and income 

tax fraud.

Callahan argues that “economic inequality has led to striking changes 

in our society.”19 As a result, people feel driven to survive and be success-

ful by any means necessary. Then as they struggle to fend for themselves, 

American ideals and values are undermined. “Individualism and self-reli-

ance have morphed into selfishness and self-absorption; competitiveness 

has become Social Darwinism; desire for the good life has turned into 

materialism; aspiration has become envy.”20

Callahan documents how a cheating culture then pervades every kind 

of work environment. Sears auto workers, for example, were once paid a 

steady salary regardless of how many cars they fixed; today they are paid 

for each car they fix. Thus mechanics feel forced to make up new prob-

lems for their customers’ cars so that they can meet their quotas and sup-

port their families.21

Callahan also observes that in some corporate law firms lawyers know 

that they place their bonuses at risk and are likely to be downsized in 

hard times if they don’t meet their billing requirements. “Everyone knows 

who’s billing the most,” said Lisa Lerman, one of the nation’s leading 

experts on corruption in law according to Callahan, “and it is not always 

the one who’s working the most. The ones who are willing to play with the 

numbers are most likely to achieve their goals.”22

Henry Blodget, the Wall Street star who worked for Prudential and 

then Merrill Lynch and was later accused of securities fraud, urged peo-

ple to hold on to stock that privately he confessed was “a piece of junk,” 

causing investors to lose billions in the tech stock crash. “The system was 

sordid,” one analyst at Prudential said. “But because everyone knew it was 

sordid, it no longer seemed sordid anymore.”23

These values figured prominently in the subprime mortgage crisis 

and subsequent financial meltdown and recession. Regulators like Alan 
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Greenspan, who for decades cavalierly insisted that the financial firms 

would “police themselves,” then expressed “shock” that short-term profit 

motives proved a more powerful motive on Wall Street than long-term 

sustainability.24 Such motivations were the bedrock of the cutthroat cul-

ture on Wall Street, and anyone who failed to embrace them was unlikely 

to succeed. Workplaces, like schools, are in desperate need of structural 

change. These environments often make young and old alike feel invis-

ible, alone, and insignificant, pressured to succeed at great costs to their 

own psyche and well-being. Collapsed with related strangulating gender 

pressures, competitive and alienating schools and workplaces do much 

to trigger the anger and self-hate that has motivated so many rampage 

shootings by children and adults alike.

Adult Status Wars

Economic, political, and social pressures work together to produce harm-

ful values, which in turn fuel destructive gender identities and incite con-

flicts and violence. The pressure to conform to these distorted ways of 

being starts early.

Children and adults alike need to be accepted, respected, and loved and 

will go to great lengths “to be seen.” While the status wars that go on in 

schools are often particularly blatant, the extreme competition and social 

exclusion found among adults, as well as the similarly ruthless dynamics 

modeled on TV, are the images students reflect in their schools.

More than ever before, Americans buy cars, clothes, homes, wine, and 

other commodities merely to create a particular image. Traditional gen-

der norms still drive these purchases—cars that appear manly and fast; 

clothes that seem feminine and sexy, or masculine and tough; homes that 

reflect success and power. Even since the women’s rights movement and 

feminism became part of the public discourse, many men feel pressured 

to acquire “trophy wives” as evidence of both their monetary success and 

their sexual potency (which are often equated with one another), while 

many women—once again in a double bind—are expected to measure 

their own worth by some combination of their own achievements and 

their husband’s. Women are encouraged to believe that love—and their 

own worth as women—can be measured by the size of their diamond 

engagement rings, and men in turn are told that these same rings reflect 

their own success and power as a man.
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By many accounts, the drive to acquire possessions as a means to 

achieve status and recognition has gotten much worse. “Seventies con-

sumerism was manageable,” writes Schor in The Overspent American. “The 

real problems started in the 1980s as an economic shift sent seismic shocks 

through the nation’s consumer mentality. Competitive spending inten-

sified.”25 The size of houses has doubled in less than fifty years, and the 

“right” home, neighborhood, and furniture are seen as the most important 

expressions of status in a given community; these possessions are used pri-

marily by those on the higher rungs of the ladder to devalue those below. 

Such pressures, in fact, helped to create the housing bubble that has now 

burst, plunging the nation into recession. Those suffering most are the less 

affluent Americans who—longing to feel successful according to the exter-

nal markers demanded of them, and lured by lenders who saw profits to be 

made, often through deceptive measures—took out mortgages and loans 

they could not afford and have now lost everything.

Just as status markers determine the treatment students receive from 

their peers in school, Schor notes that for adults “what you wear and drive 

affects how people treat you. In the past, researchers have found that if 

you delay at a green light, you are less likely to be honked at if you are in a 

prestige automobile. . . . In experiments, subjects characterize more favor-

ably people pictured in front of upper-middle-class homes than those in 

front of lower-class homes. And studies have demonstrated what most 

people know already: the way you dress affects how salespeople treat you, 

even the price you are asked to pay in some contexts.”26

Of course, status markers can also have a more profound effect on 

adults’ lives, just as they do among teenagers. They help determine who 

will get a desirable job, who will be admitted to an elite club that in turn 

offers access to more wealth and influence, and who will be stopped by 

police while walking or driving down the street. Just as it does in school, 

lack of status in adult life can be emotionally devastating. Schor notes 

that lacking money to buy symbols of status results often in “feelings of 

deprivation, personal failure and deep psychic pain.”27

I heard plenty of stories related to adult status wars in the United States 

when I talked to parents. Anna, a mother of three children aged seven-

teen, thirteen, and eleven, in a northeastern wealthy suburb, said that in 

her experiences she found that “all bullying comes from parents.” The chil-

dren who bully usually have bullies for parents. “You can hear the moms 

talking badly about other people with their girlfriends— ‘She’s weird,’ or 

‘She’s divorced.’ Then they make fun of other drivers in road rage. Kids 
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will exhibit this same behavior when they see their parents talking badly 

about others,” Anna explained. “It’s so apparent at the football and soccer 

games. The parents are critical, envious, and gossipy, tightly run, high-

strung, and intolerant; the kids take it on and become bullies.”

Anna explained that there is tremendous pressure to fit in and conform 

in their town. The rules are palpable: “Just like the children get teased if 

they don’t fit in: ‘It makes me cooler by pointing out you are different,’” 

said Anna. The same culture is evident among the adults. “Everyone talks 

about the same news on television. You have to wear pastel when you go 

to a PTA meeting. If you’re against the war, don’t talk about it when new 

people are around. Try to blend in. Don’t swear. Criticize people who 

don’t look right. Don’t take a stand against or for anything.” In fact, Anna 

exclaimed, often the parents make fun of kids, too, in the same way kids 

do. “I heard a group of mothers at a luncheon talking about a fourth-grade 

boy. ‘That kid is gay,’ they said. I had a fit. I said: ‘How could we know, he’s 

a little baby. Don’t label him,’ and finally, ‘So what if he’s gay, or differ-

ent.’ We’re supposed to be a good influence on our kids—at minimum we 

shouldn’t pick on them.”

In a less affluent but also wealthy suburban community, I heard people 

feeling sorry for a neighbor because of his car—a twenty-year-old Volvo. 

Anna, in the wealthier suburb, pointed out that people distinguish them-

selves from others through class comparisons.  “Affluence is a big deal 

here. They talk about the poor families who can’t buy the Ugg pink boots 

or go on vacation on the holidays. We’re Stepford wives. Like Dante’s 

Inferno, compare and contrast—the social and financial status of each 

family permeates the lives of our children.” When adults feel they have 

to conform to be accepted in social groups, children are likely to feel the 

same way.

Veronica, also from an affluent suburb, talked about how insecure her 

mother was about the amount of money they had. She was always encour-

aging Veronica to feel sorry for kids who had less money than they did 

and went on seemingly less wonderful vacations. The attitude seeped into 

Veronica’s peer group, where fierce competitions were waged about who 

went on the best vacations and had the coolest “stuff.” “You should feel 

bad for Tina,” Veronica’s mother would say: “They envy you. Their home 

is a mess; they don’t have as nice a home as we do.” Veronica’s mother’s 

concerns defined the way Veronica related to people at school in terms of 

status and hierarchies. A common concern among the girls in her school 

became who was wealthier—and therefore “better”—than whom.
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Tommy came from a wealthy suburb too. “It’s a tough town if you’re 

middle class,” he explained. Tommy said his family wasn’t able to go to 

many of the village activities because they were less wealthy and therefore 

outcasts. When the village had a seventy-fifth anniversary party, Tommy’s 

parents and some of his other more middle- and working-class friends’ 

families signed up to come. They were dismayed when they got there and 

found that an extra table had been created for them “in the back corner 

by the kitchen door. It was noticeable that we were excluded from cer-

tain activities.” Even in church functions, Tommy said, “the pastor would 

schmooze with the upper class; unless you donate a significant amount to 

the church, he acts like he doesn’t know who you are. The wealthy people 

give a lot to the church and then they are very picky about who they allow 

to be their friends.”

Beverly, from another wealthy community, concurred. She and her 

husband, who raised their children in the area, used to be board mem-

bers for a number of charities; they often went to their gala fund-raising 

events. Now gala tickets can run 1,200 a person, says Beverly. “We can’t 

afford it anymore; the establishment is being forced out.”

Appearance is another factor that can either contribute to or lower 

status. Parents of girls are often as obsessed with their daughters’ 

appearance and popularity as the girls themselves are, and children 

of both sexes learn from their parents and from the larger society to 

value looks above deeper qualities. A 1998 study by economists Daniel 

Hamermesh and Jeff Biddle used survey data to examine the impact of 

appearance on a person’s earnings. In each survey, the interviewer who 

asked the questions also rated the respondent’s physical appearance. 

Respondents were classified into one of the following groups: below 

average, average, or above average. Hamermesh and Biddle found that 

the “plainness penalty” was 9 percent and that the “beauty premium” 

was 5 percent after controlling for other variables, such as education 

and experience. In other words, a person perceived to look below aver-

age tended to earn 9 percent less per hour, and a person perceived to 

look above average tended to earn 5 percent more per hour than a per-

son perceived to look “average.” Hamermesh and Biddle found that the 

“plainness penalty” and the “beauty premium” existed across all occupa-

tions.28 Such prejudice, or lookism, as Chancer describes it, could well 

be ameliorated if adults and children alike were encouraged to be more 

accepting and appreciative of themselves and one another independent 

of their looks.29
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Instead, our competitive, status-focused culture pressures adults to 

become part of the gender police for both boys and girls. “Parents as well 

as kids refer to girls as slutty,”  Anna said.  ”But where is the parenting? 

Who is buying them the clothes?” Anna despaired about eight-year-old 

girls who had words like juicy, precious, and princess “plastered on their 

butts . . . They come from affluent, seemingly cultured homes. Aren’t they 

concerned about the message they are giving their children? We’re not 

just instilling in the girls a sense that they should see themselves as a sex-

ual object, we actually spell it out in plain old English.”

Parents are not only compelled to encourage status seeking in their chil-

dren but they are also made to feel a need to acquire status on behalf of 

their children. The New York Times reports that competition for private 

preschools has “propelled to such a frenzy . . . it could be mistaken for a kid-

die version of The Apprentice.”30 Parents are told that if their four-year-olds 

don’t make it into a top preschool, their chances of getting into an excellent 

college are seriously diminished—which in turn means less chance for suc-

cess, economic and otherwise, in a society where winning feels like the only 

option. A child’s admittance to a prestigious school, a sought-after dance 

program, or a varsity team confers status on the parents as well.

Parents often tell me about the bully environments in some of these 

schools. One of my neighbors told me that there were parents at her 

child’s school who had parties for their three-year-olds that excluded cer-

tain children, even though there was a policy that all children in the class 

must be invited to all parties. “I felt hurt,” my neighbor confided. “Who 

made the decision not to invite Russell, and why weren’t we invited?” 

Another neighbor told me about a girl who was hitting other children at a 

party she went to with her four-year-old child. “The parent is a bully,” my 

neighbor said. “I can see where she learned this behavior.”

These social cultures contrast significantly with the environments in 

Denmark’s schools, according to Richard Morrill. Morrill writes about 

the community focus of schools there, where the same children, teachers, 

and parents are with each other through sixth grade. Then

each child has a ready-made group to rely on and interact with dur-

ing his or her developing years. Traditionally in Denmark, birthday 

parties, class parties, trips, and so on are arranged at the level of the 

school class. A child may well have good friends outside the class, 

but many of a child’s social activities will be focused on the class. It 

is considered extremely bad form not to invite a classmate to a social 
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event. Consequently, no child has to worry about being excluded or 

being a social outcast. There is a peer group that will include him or 

her as a matter of course.31

Just as children need more supportive communities, adults are rec-

ognizing that they may need more welcoming programs too. In wealthy 

areas in Connecticut, so many new families said they felt excluded from 

the social life of their towns that dozens of “newcomer clubs” were cre-

ated by those who felt shunned and isolated.32 When adults feel belittled, 

disrespected, alienated, and disconnected, it is also harder for them to 

get children the help they need. No wonder, then, that bullying becomes 

accepted as a normal aspect of both adults’ and children’s lives.

Further, parents are at the mercy of the now ubiquitous advertise-

ments their children are bombarded by at every turn. We are often quick 

to say that children’s problems are their parents’ fault, but parents are up 

against multi-billion-dollar industries that are putting all their stock into 

getting children hooked on their status-conferring commodities. Parents 

sometimes can’t imagine why their daughters, for instance, are obsessed 

with princesses and the related clothes and other purchases their girls 

now demand. Disney, on the other hand, has worked hard to make sure it 

is Disney values these girls aspire toward, rather than any individual fam-

ily’s particular preferences.

Advertisements that equate particular purchases with social survival 

increasingly target boys too. One colleague described his childhood aptly: 

“As boys we felt pressured to look cool in a particular way, and we were 

terribly self-conscious about our shortcomings in a society focused on 

looks and presentation of self.” Now that he is an adult, he says, it’s much 

the same, only “now it’s more expensive, because there is the illusion that 

you can buy the clothes or other products you need to perfect that image 

and thus become acceptable.”

Cradle to Grave

The messages adults receive as they battle through the status wars are 

transmitted wholesale to children and teens. As part of their strategy 

to boost sales and profits, corporations have increasingly directed their 

efforts toward the “youth market.” In her book No Logo, Naomi Klein dis-

cusses the rise of “branding,” in which companies seek to “sell” not just 
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products but also the illusion of a status, identity, and lifestyle that go 

along with them. Although the power of the brand now extends to all age 

groups, it is most prevalent among teenagers—no accident, according to 

Klein and Alissa Quart in her book Branded, who documents a concerted 

shift toward marketing to teens and even younger children, beginning in 

the 1980s.33 The companies believed—rightly, as it turned out—that youth, 

with their fragile identities and susceptibility to peer pressure, would do 

anything to possess the “right” brands. It is worth noting that Klein chose 

to subtitle her book Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies.

In 1998, Western International Media Century City and Lieberman 

Research Worldwide conducted a study on nagging to help companies 

figure out how to get children to nag their parents most effectively so 

that parents would yield to their wishes. The study was created to help 

companies increase their profit margins rather than to help parents 

cope with nagging or to improve family dynamics, says Susan Linn, pro-

fessor of psychiatry at Harvard’s Baker Children’s Center. Lucy Hughs, 

vice president of Initiative Media and Co-Creator of this study, “The 

Nag Factor,” explained that children “are tomorrow’s adult consumers, 

so start talking with them now, build that relationship when they’re 

younger . . . and you’ve got them as an adult.” Hughs continued: “Some-

body asked me, ‘Lucy, is that ethical? You’re essentially manipulating 

these children.’ Well, yeah, is it ethical? I don’t know. But our role at 

Initiative is to move products. And if we know you move products with 

a certain creative execution, placed in a certain type of media vehicle, 

then we’ve done our job.”34

Given this new trend to spend billions marketing to children, parents 

are up against powerful campaigns intent on getting children and teens 

to think they “need” expensive products. Parents are expected to provide 

these products and are told to handle the bullying that often takes place 

if children don’t have the “right” status items in school. Parents are also 

often blamed for capitulating to children’s demands either too much or 

not enough. They may want their children to have less brand-oriented 

values, but they also feel pressured by the need to buy certain things so 

that their children will be treated well in school. Even if they are inclined 

to resist the consumer culture, parents must battle these industries that 

profit from promoting brand-oriented values among children and teens. 

The fact that advertising is now allowed in schools, museums, and other 

previously off-limit children’s spaces makes it even more likely that chil-

dren will be manipulated by these larger forces. Dr. Linn says: “One family 
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cannot combat an industry that spends 12 billion dollars a year trying to 

get their children. They can’t do it.”35

Marketing firms try to hook children on products from “cradle to 

grave.” This is a distinctly different use of the term from Sweden’s use—a 

country that provides for numerous and generous “cradle-to-grave” pub-

lic support programs for the entire population in the interests of increas-

ing economic equality.

The U.S. cradle-to-grave marketing trend epitomizes the bully soci-

ety. Companies push us to buy particular items with direct or more sub-

tle advertisements cautioning that not purchasing will contribute to one’s 

social or economic demise. People often feel they must have all sorts of 

consumer items that have contributed to the increased debt among Ameri-

cans. In The Overspent American, Schor writes that Americans have more 

debt and save less than any industrialized country in the world.36

Cradle-to-grave marketing strategies then tend to try to micromanage 

the minutiae of social life to maximize profits. George Ritzer shows in his 

article “The ‘New’ Means of Consumption” that consumers have become 

a primary object of twenty-first century exploitation. Instead of exploit-

ing only workers, companies devise ways to make profits by manipulating 

consumers.37

Companies still make money by ensuring that workers are paid as 

little as possible, and they still expect them to work long hours, but the 

new emphasis is on getting consumers to work so that fewer workers are 

needed in the first place. In fast-food restaurants, for instance, consumers 

are expected to bus their own food so that waiters are unnecessary, and to 

throw away their own debris so that sanitation workers become dispen-

sible. Consumers now even scan their own products for price checks at 

superstores and do their own checkouts at self-service counters in mar-

kets and gas stations.

In addition to getting consumers to work, companies try to control 

communication between salespeople and customers in order to maximize 

profits; they manufacture scripted conversations to replace what could 

otherwise be a more spontaneous moment between these individuals. 

Such simulated conversations replace authentic self-expression and inter-

actions. In earlier days, people were more likely to ask about each other’s 

day and care about the answer to someone’s “How are you?” Instead we 

have “Can I get you anything else? Did you find everything you need?” 

Consumers respond in kind, “Yes, thank you,” and move quickly out of the 

store. Sales conversations are meant to increase the amount of money a 
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given customer will spend and to move each customer through the doors 

quickly so as to make way for the next potential sale. People who work at 

registers are often penalized (i.e., docked in pay) if they spend too much 

time between rings—an indication that they may be having a conversa-

tion, rather than moving things along toward increasing sales. Then our 

conversations and interactions become merely copies, or simulations, as 

Ritzer explains—using the notion of “simulacra,” a theoretical contribu-

tion from postmodern French sociologist Jean Baudrillard—of what could 

otherwise be authentic connections.38 These scripted conversations bear 

little resemblance to the human interaction that might otherwise develop 

if people were allowed to freely interact in the given moment.

The profit-oriented conversations we are expected to engage in while 

shopping pervade our other social relationships as well. Corporate focus 

groups work to create a “buzz” so that their products are the main topic of 

conversation among potential customers: “What is that? Where did you 

get that?” are examples of the consumer conversations that replace more 

meaningful discourses with one another as a result of carefully planned 

advertisements and other marketing strategies. Many of our social inter-

actions focus on our looks and consumer purchases—using up opportu-

nities in which people might otherwise speak about their experiences and 

the feelings and community concerns that matter to them.

In the absence of meaningful exchanges and honest and intimate shar-

ing, people focus on buying accoutrements that they believe will win 

friends, popularity, status, and the envy of others. Human relationships are 

reduced to instruments for maximizing profit and status. In schools (and 

among adults), some popular discussions are “I like (or don’t like) what 

you’re wearing,” “This is how to lose weight (or gain muscle),” “How much 

did you have to pay for that bag (or car)?” “Is it real?” and “Are you invited to 

this or that exclusive party (where you will wear such and such)?”

The thoughts and actions of consumers are manipulated when com-

panies get people to consume a greater variety of things that they don’t 

necessarily need and that may even cause them harm, writes Ritzer. Busi-

nesses tend to get consumers to buy in ways that help the sellers rather 

than the consumer. Ritzer includes a short list of such disadvantageous 

effects, which have escalated since supercapitalism took off in the eighties. 

For instance, fast-food restaurants lead people to eat foods that are harm-

ful to their health because they are high in cholesterol, sugar, and salt. The 

rise of the fast-food industry parallels the rise in obesity rates, diabetes, 

and related heart troubles. Businesses work to get people to pay all the 



The Bully Economy � 171

money they have on hand and all the money they might get in the future, 

since credit cards have become a financial staple in American families. 

Credit card companies encourage “debt purchases” by offering new credit 

cards to pay off older ones. This keeps the money coming while crippling 

American families’ savings and security. Elaborate shopping malls entice 

people to buy things they do not need, rest and eat at a restaurant, or par-

ticipate in some other mall activity and then buy some more. TV shopping 

networks and cybermalls permit people to shop twenty-four hours a day, 

seven days a week, making it more likely that people will make impulsive 

and unnecessary purchases.39 Where historically imperialism was more 

focused on colonizing and controlling other countries, Jurgen Habermas 

writes that “colonization of the lifeworld” is a feature of advanced capi-

talism.40 People become unable, not just unwilling, to question the status 

quo. We are seduced into purchasing products and persuaded that these 

items or services will boost our confidence and social standing. Then we 

ended up viewing these commodities as essential to our identities.

Convinced, then, that we are too fat or that we need to drive a sexier car, or 

that we embody any related social dificiency, we become anxious and unful-

filled on a daily basis. Buying expensive products rarely relieves the stress, 

as new insecurities created by advertisements promoting other products 

that promise to relieve even more inadequacies. Anxiety levels in the United 

States are extremely high and have increased markedly since the 1970s.41

We have become easy prey to new forms of entertainment—the preoc-

cupying sounds and sights of video games, 3-D films, and other hyper-

lit and fast-moving virtual realities, amusement parks, superstores, and 

advertisements. These promise to distract us from the loneliness and 

anxiety that have become so common in the United States and allow us to 

withstand our distraught feelings longer. We develop a higher tolerance 

for our discontent—and look forward instead to the next “high.” At the 

same time young and old alike are increasingly receiving diagnoses like 

attention deficit disorders.

Further, Americans suffer not just from typical addictions to alco-

hol and related substances but also from dependence on overspending, 

debting, shopping, sex, and food, as well as sexting and other Internet 

activities. Many people are unaware that they are engaged in compulsive 

behaviors in their own desperate efforts to find some sense of comfort in 

a social, economic, and political environment that prospers (in both its 

legitimate and its underground forms) from people’s anxiety and stress. 

Consumed by unease and malaise, and distanced from the deeper happi-
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ness that comes from having meaningful relationships with oneself and 

others, people often look for momentary joy in various forms of obsessive 

behaviors and inadvertently treat themselves, as well as others, badly.

Neil Postman’s Amusing Ourselves to Death (1985) articulates this 

phenomenon, as does Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932).42 Hux-

ley predicted in his classic dystopia that Americans would be hooked on 

“soma” or happy pills and desperate for entertainment as a distraction 

from their banal lives. Postman argues effectively that this time has come, 

writing that Americans are intent on “amusing themselves to death.” We 

are addicted to all sorts of entertainment, and the proportion of people 

on antidepressant and antianxiety medications increases exponentially 

every year. One in ten American women takes antidepressants, and the 

use of such drugs by all adults has nearly tripled between 1994 and 2004; 

between 1994 and 2002, the number of children taking antidepressants 

also tripled.43 Americans convey in many different ways that they are des-

perately trying to manage their increased depression, anxiety, and isola-

tion. But rather than change the social conditions that breeds this discon-

tent, more of us are taking different forms of “soma” to just get by.

Yet these distraught feelings are directly connected to an economy that 

thrives on anxiety. Without the gender pressures and status wars that incite 

relentless consumption, capitalism as it is today could well implode. Peo-

ple would no longer be vulnerable to feeling not man or woman enough—

or need to purchase everything and anything that might prove they had 

achieved related status. Americans spend more on beauty products each 

year than they do on education and social services combined.44 Industries 

that profit from persuading people that they are unattractive and need to be 

somehow “fixed” would surely crumble if people appreciated themselves and 

others more independent of anyone’s ability to replicate Barbie and GI Joe 

faces and figures. We would then be unmoved by products that promise to 

improve the self, attract a partner, or otherwise elevate our social positions.

The pressure to look right, rather than develop internally strong and 

centered selves and relationships, drives young and old alike to work to 

purchase more, and converse less. A century ago, labor activists sacrificed 

their lives to protest excessive child labor, and in 1938 President Franklin 

D. Roosevelt passed the Fair Labor Standards Act, which placed limits on 

many forms of such work so that youth could instead pursue their educa-

tion. Nonetheless, young people are now demanding to work long hours 

during the school year so they can buy the stuff they need to be accepted 

at school. One study showed that 150,000 minors were illegally employed 
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each week; the result is not just decreased time to do homework but also 

increased depression and substance abuse.45 Far from demonstrating an 

important work ethic, many youth are forsaking their education on behalf 

of menial jobs to buy themselves superficial brand markers.

Barbara says that in her rural town they work at McDonalds, Han-

naford, and the local ice cream parlor. “Kids do whatever they can to get 

the ‘new cool thing,’” she says. “They work for it so they can buy it them-

selves or their parents buy it for them.” This occurs even though many 

in her area live in or on the verge of poverty. Allison Pugh writes about 

the “symbolic indulgence” some parents engage in—buying children sta-

tus objects even when they can’t afford them, to make sure their children 

have the right artillery for school.46

Lola, from a middle- to upper-class suburban school, talked about how 

she started working to keep up with the other kids, most of whom came 

from families wealthier than hers. “There was a difference between those 

who had money and those who didn’t. I felt bad about it. My mother had 

two jobs and couldn’t always give me money for lunch. I started work-

ing. The things I wanted I had to buy myself.” Children are getting on the 

treadmill early, working in order to consume. They are also running up 

debt: according to a 2006 report, almost a third of high school seniors 

had their own credit card or one signed by a parent, and the average 

credit card debt for college freshmen was over 1,500.47

Marketers exploit youths’ desperate desire for status and social cap-

ital, but also their deep wish for connections with others, by equating 

those connections with the purchase of the right clothing or cell phone. 

“Kids want things they never wanted before,” writes Quart, in Branded,

“because non-saleable objects like friendship are routinely juxtaposed 

with goods for sale.”48 This creates a mood of anxiety that can be dis-

pelled only by buying. Brand marketers have a lock on teens’ insecurity 

and their desperation to buy what they think they need to acquire human 

connection and support. Rebecca recalled working madly to keep up 

with the rich students at her school—making sure to brand herself as a 

popular girl with the right clothes. She couldn’t afford most of the prod-

ucts the other girls had, but she struggled to fit in by devising ways to 

look as if she fit the bill. She managed to survive by joining the bullying 

of others girls and by acting as if she were wealthy too. But nowhere did 

she get the support she needed and the friendship she craved. At home 

she had to deal with her schizophrenic mother and absentee father, and 

she was teased mercilessly in her neighborhood for these perceived defi-
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ciencies. Rebecca told me she was grateful that she got teased only about 

her weight at school and that no one there knew about her mother. She 

was able to buy some brand-name clothes to minimize her social diffi-

culties—something from Louis Vuitton or Prada as was expected in her 

school. But Prada in the end was a poor substitute for the compassion 

and love she craved.

Wendy admits that even as an adult she still feels a desperate need 

to acquire the prestigious objects that will win her acceptance. “I shop 

a lot now. I spend all my money on bags, clothing, jewelry, and makeup 

because I almost feel like me all by myself isn’t good enough, and this is 

reinforced when I show someone my car and they want to be my best 

friend.” Wendy told me that she longed for a particular Louis Vuitton bag:

I’m obsessed with this bag. Two or three years ago it was 500, now 

it is 700. I’ve been so close to getting that bag. I figure if I own this 

bag, people will know I’m well off and it is crucial that people know 

that I’m well off, but I’m not, but I try. But as long as people think 

that, I’m happy. I work for all my money. I’m a waitress. I’ve been a 

waitress for too long. Everyone has that bag. I’m taunted by it. The 

scary thing is that everyone has it. Is a bag this size worth 700?

Wendy drew the bag for me on my notepad and continued: “I think I need 

it to fit in. But there’s no way I would fit in.” She sighed. “In elementary 

school, it was the Tiffany bracelet; in middle school it was the Kate Spade 

backpack; in high school it was the couture sunglasses. But this bag is 

the prettiest thing on the planet. I’m still stuck in high school. I need that 

item to be cool.”

Wendy’s lack of self-acceptance is in part created and encouraged by 

the status-seeking culture around her, and thus she is convinced that 

purchasing the right status markers will at least marginally improve her 

sense of self as well as her social position. Yet it is a vicious, expensive, 

and lonely cycle.

Looking for Authentic Connections

In 2008, the consequences of such values became clearer as an economy of 

overconsumption, fueled by debt, collapsed. Less obvious are the huge social 

and emotional costs. We suffer from what Richard Ryan calls “time poverty.” 
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Ryan said in a 2008 interview: “People work more because they want more 

stuff, but it costs psychologically and it doesn’t make them happy.  It costs 

people a lot of happiness in the time it takes to acquire these things.” Ryan 

explained that material goods are promoted as capable of fulfilling needs 

but they instead amplify insecurities. The drive to acquire things, he said, 

“crowds out love and community and things that do matter. These values get 

pushed to the periphery while we chase things that end up hurting us.” Ryan 

suggests that chasing material goods also contributes to more fragmented 

families. “People go where their jobs take them and they don’t have built-

in supports as much with people we are biologically related to. And as we 

become more fragmented socially, marketers exploit those insecurities.”49

We are not just disconnected from one another, as Ryan and Ritzer 

suggest; in many ways we are distanced from our more classic rela-

tionships to reality too. Baudrillard’s concept of simulacra—simulated 

worlds—applies to the extent to which we live our lives alone in front of 

computers rather than in active relationships with other people. Online is 

where we shop and socialize, where many adults do most of their work, 

and where many children play. Meanwhile we are alone and becoming 

increasingly lonely.50

Psychiatrists, therapists, social workers, life coaches, and other such 

paid professionals have replaced old-fashioned friendships. One of my 

college students explained: “Why would you confide in someone who 

could easily be competing for something you want? You don’t want to give 

them any inside information on you or anything you want to achieve.” It is 

safer to pay someone who is not involved in your daily struggles for status 

and achievement.

Further, as the psychiatrists Jacqueline Olds and Richard Schwartz 

lament: “Our culture currently views isolating behaviors as marks of high 

status.”51 They continue: “There is the rising status of being too busy to 

chat or even to answer the telephone; it is so much more efficient to have 

the machine take a message and then respond in one’s own good time, 

or resort to the silence of email.” Ironically, they add: “People sometimes 

answer their cell phones no matter what else they might be doing, sacri-

ficing the connections of the moment to prove that they have even more 

important connections in their lives.”52

Olds and Schwartz blame the “overscheduled, hyper-networked inten-

sity of modern life” in the United States as well as the “American pan-

theon of self-reliant heroes who stand apart from the crowd. As a cul-

ture, we all romanticize standing apart and long to have destiny in our 
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own hands. But as individuals, each of us hates feeling left out.”53 Barbara 

Ehrenreich refers to the “cult of busyness,” with “its vicious cycle of stay-

ing busy to avoid seeming lonely and feeling lonely because there seems 

to be no time to cultivate relationships.”54 Men especially are seduced into 

living an isolating, unhappy life or risk being tormented and teased for 

expressing emotion or depending too much on others—a mark against 

their masculinity even though it might nourish their psyches.

While intimate relationships have decreased, “friends” have increased. 

On Facebook a person may sport thousands of “friends,” but this num-

ber has little resemblance to the intimate connections on decline. Face-

book friends tend to confer popularity status or demerits similar to the 

more superficial indicators seen in so many schools. We become objects 

with exchange value: certain friends are sought after because they might 

increase one’s social capital or lead to more professional or economic 

capital, or because they have gossip or other forms of information capi-

tal that might increase someone’s status; others are shunned because 

they might be seen as threatening a person’s social position; still others 

are bullied in order to demonstrate how superior the abuser is to the 

abused. Isolating one another is commonplace, even as such exclusion—

exile—is acknowledged to be the greatest punishment we can mete out to 

our cruelest criminals.

School shooters, derided for their lack of masculinity and bullied 

relentlessly, yearned for human connection; they repeatedly raged against 

the lack of support in their lives, their social isolation, and the expectation 

that they handle so much on their own. Adrian Stone’s novel Intertwined

(2005), about a school shooting, reflects his more than ten years of expe-

rience as a physical education teacher and football coach at Bucksport 

High School in Maine. The character who commits the shooting and then 

kills himself leaves behind a video to explain his actions, which contains 

these words:

For the rest of the world, I can’t really say I’m going to miss you. You 

did this to me. You know, a simple kind word or even a smile and 

hello on my walk home last night would have kept me from doing 

this, but I realized last night that there is no hope. Even one of my 

favorite teachers, who I thought understood and maybe even cared 

for me, blew me off when I just needed someone to talk to. If I can’t 

even get a smile from someone I pass on the street or a kind word 

from a classmate what use is there?55
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The fictional note in some ways echoes the writings left behind by real-

life shooter Luke Woodham: “I did this to show society, push us and we 

will push back. . . . All throughout my life, I was ridiculed, always beaten, 

always hated. Can you, society, truly blame me for what I do?.  .  . It was 

not a cry for attention, it was not a cry for help. It was a scream in sheer 

agony saying that if you can’t pry your eyes open, if I can’t do it through 

pacifism, if I can’t show you through the displaying of intelligence, then I 

will do it with a bullet.”56

As heinous as school shootings are, they expose some of the most dev-

astating social ills of our time—cruel schools reflect our less compassion-

ate, less empathic larger society, as documented further in Bruce Perry and 

Maia Szalavitz’s book Born for Love: Why Empathy Is Essential—and Endan-

gered.57 People see each other less, confide in each other less, and even smile 

at each other less. Our fast-paced twenty-first century is characterized by 

bottom-line social relations—a form of a “How can you help me succeed or 

I’m not interested” kind of attitude toward one another—or worse, the per-

vasive “Perhaps putting you down will make me look better.” People’s rela-

tionships, even friendships, are largely instrumental—“How can I get some-

thing” rather than “How can we connect and appreciate one another.”

Ritzer argues that to combat the related alienation, isolation, loneliness, 

and mechanized communication that supercapitalism breeds we need to 

value and prioritize authentic communication with one another. There is an 

opportunity for political, social, and economic change in every opportunity 

for conversation. As part of a social movement, following Baudrillard, Ritzer 

suggests, for instance, that instead of merely discussing money and goods in 

stores and fast-food restaurants (and with one another generally), we should 

exchange “emotions, feelings, experiences, knowledge, insight, and so on.”58

Insist on treating clerks in stores like real people, and refuse to participate 

in the script. Instead of “Yes, I have everything I need,” make the effort to 

share something meaningful with this person. Such seemingly little efforts 

could topple the whole system, Ritzer writes.59 Many people don’t want to 

have a meaningful connection with the random store clerk—we’ve bought 

into the rushing, fast-paced lifestyle that characterizes our economic and 

social realities. Conversation with others just slows us down. But not slow-

ing and stopping leaves an increasing void, and most of us are harried by all 

the rushing—and we are ultimately unsatisfied when we ignore the people 

next to us, spending “quality time” instead with our technological devices.

Resistance to the mechanization of human communication and the 

objectification of human relationships entails authentic and meaningful 
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appreciation of one another. Today, connecting with other human beings 

and ourselves, valuing other people as priorities in one’s life, caring for 

others, and living with compassion and empathy are unusual; in fact, true 

friendship based on love, trust, and support of one another is literally rev-

olutionary.

To address these debilitating social ills, which contribute to so much 

despair in (and out of ) schools, we can begin by working to transform 

schools into safe spaces, rather than harsh social environments. Ideally, 

schools can spearhead powerful social change. Young people need a 

reprieve from the cutthroat competition in the larger society. To combat 

school bullying and related violence, we can start with policies that focus 

on helping schools create the kinds of communities that support caring 

relationships. Current U.S. education policies tend instead to emphasize 

punishment, policing, and more security. The difference in these meth-

ods is, to borrow from John Gray’s 1992 bestseller, as huge as the distance 

between Venus and Mars.60



179

� �9
America Is from Mars, 
Europe Is from Venus

On November 7, 2007, Pekka-Eric Auvinen took a pistol to Jokela 

High School in Tuusula, Finland, a quiet lakeside town thirty miles 

north of Helsinki. Pekka-Eric, an eighteen-year-old student at the school, 

shot its principal, the school nurse, and six students and injured twelve 

others before shooting himself. As with the U.S. school shootings, there 

was a scramble to “explain” the teenager’s violent actions and to find the 

motives behind the rampage. Police reported that Pekka-Eric shouted, 

“Revolution!” while he ran through the school firing his pistol. The media 

quoted from his Internet posts. In one, he wrote: “I am prepared to fight 

and die for my cause. I, as a natural selector, will eliminate all who I see 

unfit, disgraces of human race and failures of natural selection.”1

Pekka-Eric apparently shot some seventy rounds at random, in a rage 

against the entire school, which he also tried to set on fire. Like most of 

the American shooters, he was described as a “bullied social outcast” who 

dressed strangely and seemed depressed and isolated at school.2 The only 

other school shooting in Finnish history, in 1989, was carried out by a 

fourteen-year-old boy who targeted two other students who bullied him.3

To those in the United States, the story was all too familiar. School 

shootings are most prevalent in the United States, but over the last three 

decades they have occurred in smaller numbers all around the world. The 

motivations for the shootings elsewhere have much in common with U.S. 

shootings. What are most striking are the different types of responses 

such shootings tend to garner within and outside the United States.

The dichotomy set up in John Gray’s book Men Are from Mars, Women 

Are from Venus serves as effective shorthand for the differences between 

the U.S. and European approaches to school violence. In Gray’s book, 

men and women are perceived to be on opposite extremes of a contin-

uum of behavior—indeed, as distant from each other as different planets. 
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Where men tend toward “masculine” ways of dealing with stress—more 

self-reliance and self-protection—women, Gray writes, tend towards 

more “feminine” approaches—expressing emotions and wanting to con-

nect in their relationships.4

These are socially constructed images associated with masculinity 

and femininity, though in Gray’s approach these differences are treated 

as “natural” essentialist categories. Contrary to Gray’s thesis, masculine-

associated responses are often made by women as well as men, and men 

do indeed demonstrate feminine-associated behaviors, even if they are 

tormented by others when they do.

Men and women should be allowed and encouraged to express the full 

continuum of their personalities—that which is associated with being 

masculine as well as that which is associated with being feminine. Prob-

lems occur when people are pigeonholed—expected to exhibit only nar-

row responses related to one end of the continuum or the other. Like-

wise, in response to social problems, countries can and should implement 

polices associated with masculinity as well as those more associated with 

femininity.

When it comes to school violence responses, though, European and 

American policies tend to align in the same way that Gray defines female 

and male polarities. America bends more toward increasing protection 

through security and punishment; European countries, on the other 

hand, have done more to enhance relationships by building peaceful 

school communities. Do we need to keep our political, social, and eco-

nomic responses at such distant ends? Is there, perhaps, a more mixed 

approach to school violence that would be more effective than the two 

extremes represented by the United States and Europe—Mars and 

Venus—a response that might be more effective here on Earth?

Like the United States, European nations deal not only with school 

shootings but also with the problem of lower-level, everyday violence in 

schools, including violence related to bullying. Between 1998 and 1999, 

for example, France had more than six thousand serious incidents of sec-

ondary school violence.5 European nations have responded in ways that 

are distinct from the predominant American responses, however, which 

some European officials complain “transform schools into high-security 

zones.”6

These variations take place in different societal contexts, differing par-

ticularly in the overall rate of violence.  For instance, in 2002, Europe’s 

annual murder rate was ten per million population, but in the United 
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States it was ten times higher—over one hundred per million.7 In fact, 

the United States ranks worst among its peers on a number of disturbing 

indicators: in addition to the murder rate, the United States ranks first 

in its reported rapes, robbery, incarceration rate, drunk driving fatalities, 

cocaine use, greenhouse gas emissions, contributions of acid rain, forest 

depletion, hazardous waste per capita, garbage per capita, the number of 

children and elderly in poverty, homelessness, inequality of wealth dis-

tribution, bank failures, divorce, single-parent families, reported cases of 

AIDS, infant mortality, the death of children younger than five, and teen-

age pregnancy. Whereas 20 percent of adults in the United States live in 

poverty, the average in European countries is 6 to 7 percent.8

European countries also have significantly different policy responses to 

their social problems. The U.S. approach largely tries to motivate citizens 

to work for the supports they need. If citizens find they are lacking essen-

tial resources, the thinking goes, they will be inspired to work that much 

harder to earn what is necessary to get their needs met. Taxes are kept 

low so that citizens can pocket their earnings and spend their money as 

they see fit. European countries tend to have much higher taxes and thus 

more generous social support programs.

Not surprisingly, research shows that European countries and the 

United States consistently vary on their responses not only to school 

violence but also to crime in general. By reviewing the non-U.S. school 

shootings, as well as the social, political, and policy responses among 

the different nations, we can develop more insights into what can be 

done to prevent school violence and to create more peaceful school 

communities.

Strict Father versus Nurturant Parent

George Lakoff’s model of political metaphors provides a relevant frame-

work for looking at social factors behind responses to school shootings 

in Europe and the United States. In his 1996 book Moral Politics, Lakoff, 

a linguist, laid out a groundbreaking theory of the differences between 

conservative and liberal thought in the United States. Characterizing the 

state as a figurative “parent” and citizens as “children,” Lakoff argued that 

ideologies of the Right and Left are founded on different models of moral-

ity as applied to raising families. He calls these approaches the “strict 

father” and the “nurturant parent.”9
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For conservatives, the operative model is the strict-father family, based 

on the view that life is difficult and that the world is fundamentally dan-

gerous.10 Lakoff describes this model as centered on the idea of “a tra-

ditional nuclear family, with the father having primary responsibility for 

supporting and protecting the family as well as the authority to set overall 

family policy. He teaches children right from wrong by setting strict rules 

for their behavior and enforcing them through punishment.”11

This model, in which survival depends on competition, is based on 

typically “masculine” values, which emphasize self-interest and author-

ity.  For Lakoff, these values are exemplified by a laissez-faire economic 

ideology in which competition has no limits and those who fail are not 

protected by “coddling” social services. In this universe, moral strength 

means finding the courage to overcome fear and hardship.12

By contrast, the nurturant-parent model is founded on cooperation 

and interdependence. Its inherent values of caring and interaction are 

associated with women, rather than with the “masculine” traits of compe-

tition and authority. In keeping with a liberal framework, Lakoff adopted 

the gender-neutral term nurturant parent for the model he describes as 

follows: “The primal experience behind this model is one of being cared 

for and cared about, having one’s desires for loving interactions met, liv-

ing as happily as possible, and deriving meaning from mutual interaction 

and care. . . . The obedience of children comes from their love and respect 

for their parents, not out of the fear of punishment.”13 In the state corol-

lary, people are supported through social services and become concerned 

citizens who help one another. The nurturant-parent model is based, not 

on a system of rewards and punishments, but instead on the idea that 

children learn through loving and secure attachments with their parents.

In the United States and Europe, the predominant approaches to most 

aspects of civil society fall clearly along the lines of the conservative strict-

father model and the liberal nurturant-parent model, respectively.  This 

dichotomy accounts for the vast divergence in responses to crime in gen-

eral and to bullying, youth violence, and school shootings in particular.

Historically, the central debate in U.S. social policy has been whether 

we should create policies that protect citizens from poverty, unemploy-

ment, and high health care costs or whether the market should determine 

who gets wealthy and healthy as well as who will languish at the bottom 

of social and economic life here. Since the 1980s, proponents of market 

based solutions have dominated our political landscape. With the partial 

exception represented by President Barack Obama’s efforts at health care 
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reform, politicians have tended toward dismantling whatever social ser-

vices we had in place.

This historical trend over the last three decades reflects the “survival 

of the fittest” notion associated with both hypermasculinity and super-

capitalism. This period since the 1980s has also seen school shootings and 

workplace massacres become staples of U.S. society.

At the same time, academic problems among U.S. youth have also 

become more visible. Compared to other industrialized countries, we 

have a higher proportion of students who graduate from high school 

barely literate. Our students also fare badly in comparison regarding 

math and science aptitudes; we fall short regarding high school gradua-

tion rates; and the gap between the highest- and lowest-performing stu-

dents is larger than across the Atlantic. Because colleges and universities 

are so expensive, they are also increasingly less available to children of 

middle-class parents as well as to children of the working class, working 

poor, and poor.14 In contrast to European countries working to level the 

playing field, U.S. education reinforces a division between the “haves” and 

“have nots.”

Historically, it was European countries that maintained these tiers. In 

Solutions to Social Problems, D. Stanley Eitzen writes that in the 1920s 

wealth inequality was much lower in the United States than in the United 

Kingdom. “America appeared to be the land of opportunity, whereas 

Europe was a place where an entrenched upper class controlled the bulk 

of the wealth. By the late 1980s, the situation appears to have completely 

reversed, with much higher concentrations of wealth in the United States 

than in Europe. Now Europe appears to be the land of equality.”15 Europe 

also has a much lower rate of violence and much fewer school shootings. 

This leads to the obvious question regarding what causes these disparate 

statistics representing European and U.S. social and economic life.

School Shootings Elsewhere

As discussed, American boys are taught to fight to protest accusations 

that they are gay or effeminate, to dominate girls, and to consistently 

demonstrate masculine-associated prowess. This is consistent with the 

strict-father perspective, which emphasizes that youth are responsible for 

demonstrating independent agency. Societal demands for self-reliance 

discourage U.S. schools from providing support that might alleviate the 
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pressures that lead young men to violence—violence that too often is 

itself rooted in expectations for young men to embody power and domi-

nance.

European boys face a somewhat different set of expectations. They 

benefit from the more compassionate effects of Europe’s nurturant-par-

ent political orientation. European policies make empathy and support 

essential components of most of their public policy; they guarantee eco-

nomic supports from cradle to grave, including a structured system of 

free, high-quality education. They suffer, though, as a result of policies 

related to academic access where students can be denied education as a 

result of failure on a few designated markers.

Thus, in addition to pressures to repair damaged masculinity through 

demonstrations of strength, the European shooters visibly responded to a 

sense of futility at poor academic prospects, which in the rigid European 

education and career track system could severely impair a young person’s 

future economic prospects and in fact determine the course of his or her 

entire life—the equivalent of the United States’ growing trend toward 

high-stakes testing.

Robert Steinhäuser, who killed sixteen people in Erfurt, Germany (thir-

teen teachers, a police officer, and two female students) in 2002, had been 

expelled from school in his final year, prompting him to plot the shoot-

ings that took place six months later. He had failed the final high-stakes 

exam called the Abitur and therefore had no opportunity to get a high 

school completion certificate or attend a university. Robert believed that 

failing this exam had doomed his future. In rage and despair, he waged a 

war against the school and then killed himself. Even after the massacre, 

surprisingly, German students came out in droves to protest the grueling 

Abitur, which wielded so much power over their futures.16

In a significant number of the European school shootings, such assess-

ments on a student’s future became the trigger of an attack. The seventeen-

year-old who shot a deputy principal in The Hague in 2004 faced a lengthy 

suspension, and some students said he had already been expelled.17 The 

sixteen-year-old who held four students and a teacher hostage before free-

ing them and shooting himself at a school in Waiblingen, Germany, in 2002 

had been expelled from four schools and had “chosen to vent his anger on 

the last,” police said.18 The sixteen-year-old who killed the headmaster of a 

school in Branneberg, Germany, in 2000 had been expelled by his victim. 

After being fired at a factory in Eching, Germany, in 2002, a young man 

killed two at the factory and then traveled to Freising to kill the principal of 
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the technical school he had once attended.19 While the boys in the United 

States by and large targeted their peers, sometimes along with teachers and 

parents, the boys in Europe killed a proportionally large number of school 

faculty, who were often their primary targets.

Many of the European shooters had received negative school reports 

or punishments. Many of the U.S. shooters, on the other hand, were par-

ticularly talented academically and were in fact teased for being smart and 

doing well in school. When U.S. boys have targeted teachers and school 

administrators, though, it has been increasingly because of academic fail-

ure or punishment too: twenty-four of the U.S. cases were directly related 

to perceived academic or disciplinary injustices inflicted against the per-

petrator at school. U.S. students also have targeted adults because they 

believed these people failed to protect them from the harassment they 

experienced at school, even after repeated requests.

Many European cases involved masculinity issues similar to those pres-

ent in the U.S. shootings. The Erfurt perpetrator was thought to be gay by 

his parents, and his teacher noted that he “wasn’t very brave in sports.”20

Mirroring many of the U.S. shooters, he bought violent computer games 

and devoted himself to Satan and the occult and heavy metal.21

In Veghel, Netherlands, a seventeen-year-old boy, whom classmates 

said was upset about a failed relationship with a girl, opened fire, injur-

ing three students and a teacher.22 In 2006, nineteen-year-old Sebastian 

Bosse shot and wounded a teacher and several students in his former high 

school in Emsdetten, Germany, because of the bullying he had endured 

there. In his suicide note, he wrote: “The only thing I was properly taught 

at [school] was that I’m a loser. . . . I hate people. . . . I’m outta here.”23

Other countries in the Americas also fit similar causal patterns. In a 

1999 case in Taber, Alberta, in Canada, the fourteen-year-old boy who 

killed one student and wounded one other had dropped out of school 

after being severely ostracized by his classmates. According to his peers, 

he was the object of teasing, name-calling, and incessant bullying. They 

considered the “slight” boy “neither a jock nor a brain,” and one student 

said that “even the nerds picked on him.”  In first grade he was doused 

with lighter fluid and his classmates threatened to set him on fire. On a 

Boy Scout trip, he was left stranded on a ledge screaming for help; no one 

came to his aid. Depressed and lonely, he posted a web page with personal 

information “to show people he was not such a bad guy.”24

The fifteen-year-old boy who killed three students and wounded six in 

Carmen de Patagones, Argentina, in 2004 was described by a local educa-
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The surviving perpetrators have been sentenced for the most part to 

multiple life sentences unless they were significantly underage—as in the 

1998 Jonesboro, Arkansas, shooting, where the eleven-year-old and thir-

teen-year-old perpetrators were kept in juvenile court, and in Michigan 

in 2000, where the child who wielded a gun was only six years old.  A 

local blogger in Moses Lake, Washington, commented that “Barry Lou-

kaitis has become a poster child for the tough-on-crime crowd that want 

tion official as “a timid boy, who was having difficulty integrating,” though 

“he never displayed any violent attitudes.”25 Kimveer Gill, the shooter at 

Dawson College in Montreal in 2006, had been rejected by the military—an 

institution known for “making men feel like men.” Gill had briefly received 

military training from the Canadian Forces Leadership and Recruit School 

in Saint-Jean, Quebec,  but had been deemed unsuitable for military ser-

vice and had agreed to leave.26 Many of the U.S. shooters (for instance, Eric 

Harris at Columbine High School) committed their crime just after being 

rejected by the military too, which may have felt like a final condemnation 

of their masculinity. Boys across the world are forced to grapple with expec-

tations relating to being “appropriately masculine”—which often translates 

into “You are not acceptable the way you are” and “You must prove some 

association with violence and aggression to be accepted as such.”

Despite some differences among these shootings, boys tended, in all 

of them, to feel weak and unsuccessful and to believe that the school had 

failed them. The similarities suggest that there are ways to transfer suc-

cessful programs and prevention strategies from one environment to the 

other.

U.S. Responses to School Shootings

The most dramatic contrast between school shootings in the United 

States and Europe comes not in their causes but in their effects. (Tables 

1 and 2 provide a snapshot of the extreme differences in school shooting 

policy responses by the United States and European nations.) Each school 

shooting in the United States brought calls for tighter security, includ-

ing metal detectors, surveillance cameras, police officers, limitations on 

speech, and more expansive use of the death penalty.  Each also led to 

individual lawsuits by the families and victims of the killers against the 

parents of the perpetrators, as well as against gun manufacturers and the 

entertainment industry.
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table 1 .  Sample of U.S. School Shooting Responses, 1996–2004

Date Name/Age Killed/Wounded Policies Advocated and/or Adopted

Oct ,  

Pearl, Mississippi

High School

Luke Woodham, 



Killed:  female stu-

dents, mother

Wounded:  students

Christy’s Law: made it a capital crime to kill on school property

December , 



West Paducah, 

Kentucky 

High School

Michael Carneal, 



Killed:  female stu-

dents 

Wounded:  students

Bookbags and backpacks forbidden in schools; security became so tight, 

and omnipresent, students started calling their school “Heathcatraz,” after 

the famous Prison Alcatraz

March ,  

Jonesboro, 

Arkansas

Middle School

Mitchell Johnson, 

, and Andrew 

Golden, 

Killed:  female stu-

dents,  female teacher 

(pregnant)

Wounded:  female stu-

dents,  male student,  

male teacher

Demands that youth as young as  should get the death penalty; new fences 

were built around the high school, as part of the zero tolerance, high security 

plan; students complained that the fences actually locked people in, and in the 

event of another attack from inside the school, they would actually prevent 

people from fleeing. Due to the new zero tolerance program students were 

expelled or sent to the Sheriff’s office for increasingly smaller infractions

April ,  

Littleton, Colo-

rado

High School

Eric Harris, , 

and Dylan Kle-

bold, 

Killed:  female stu-

dents,  male students, 

 coach, selves 

Wounded:  students

President Clinton asked Hollywood to address violence in films; NRA tem-

porarily and slightly receded; i.e. cut back its conference in Colorado from 

three days to one day; Marilyn Manson was asked to cancel his concert 

tour; he obliged. Many schools banned trench coats, “Goth” style cloth-

ing, and clothing related to Marilyn Manson

January , 

New York, NY 

High School

Vincent Rodri-

guez, 

Wounded:  male 

students

School was closed after the incident; MLK JR. High School was dismantled 

and divided into smaller schools
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table 2 .  Sample of European School Shooting Responses, 1996–2004

Date Name/Age Killed/Wounded Policies Advocated and/or Adopted

March , 

Dunblane, Scotland

Primary School

Thomas Hamil-

ton, 

Killed:  (- and - 

year olds), teacher, self

Wounded: 

Even stricter gun laws across Europe; for example, Great Britain outlawed 

pistols

April ,  

Erfurt, Germany 

High School

Robert Stein-

häuser, 

Killed:  school 

faculty,  police officer, 

 female students, self 

Wounded: 

Two hours later, even stricter gun control laws were passed; National Anti-

bullying and violence and prevention programs launched including the hire 

of school social workers for multiple new projects

October ,  

Vlasenica, near 

Sarajevo, Bosnia-

Herzegovina

High School

Identified as 

Dragoslav 

Petkovic, 

Killed:  teacher, self 

Wounded:  teacher

Government offered amnesty from prosecution if citizens would hand over 

their weapons and ammunition voluntarily; weapon possession is illegal 

there, but available since the war

January ,  

The Hague, Neth-

erlands

College

Murat Demir,  Killed:  Headmaster In addition to hiring counselors, the “-track method” for dealing with bul-

lying was developed, with a focus on supporting (nurturing) the students, 

including help for the victim, help for the bully, help for the silent majority 

(bystanders), help for the teacher, and help for the parents. Officials in the 

Netherlands took this program so seriously that it was launched in the 

most important international press conference, a center in The Hague, 

where the Dutch vice-Minister for Education, and other high officials were 

invited to sign the first National Protocol against Bullying. On the same 

day, the Protocol was sent to 10,000 schools for implementation. The 

program was also translated into other languages. Parents’ organizations in 

Italy, Austria, Belgium, Denmark and Norway said “yes” to the project



America Is from Mars, Europe Is from Venus � 189

to lock up juvenile psychopaths and throw away the key. And that’s how 

Barry’s case was handled. The community came together, not for jus-

tice, but for revenge.”27 After Luke Woodham’s 1997 rampage, the state of 

Mississippi passed a new law making it a capital crime to kill on school 

property, called Christy’s Law, after Luke’s ex-girlfriend, whom he had 

killed.28

In addition to punishment and revenge, U.S. responses focused on 

security and control. At Heath High School in Kentucky, security after 

the 1997 shooting was so tight that students started to call it “Heathca-

traz,” after the famous prison Alcatraz.29 Other responses included bans 

on book bags and backpacks; photo-identification tags and computerized 

access devices; calls for the death penalty for children as young as ten 

years old; and calls for bans on Goth clothing accessories as well as the 

trench coats that were often worn by the shooters.30

The Safe and Drug-Free Schools Program of the U.S. Department of 

Education was passed in 1994, partly in response to high-profile reports 

of guns in schools. The high-security, “zero-tolerance” approach taken by 

this and other antiviolence initiatives was influenced by the “Just Say No” 

drug programs of the 1980s War on Drugs, especially DARE (Drug Abuse 

Resistance Education). A 2002 study by the National Research Council, 

though, found that students who had been exposed to the DARE program 

used drugs at the same rate as students who had not. A 2003 report by the 

Government Accountability Office gave DARE a failing grade, conclud-

ing that the program, which was receiving 600 to 750 million annu-

ally in federal funding, had “no statistically significant long-term effect on 

preventing youth illicit drug use.” By 2007, many school districts began 

abandoning DARE after having followed the program for twenty years or 

more.31

Nonetheless, the Safe and Drug-Free Schools Program was reautho-

rized in the 2002 No Child Left Behind Act; it is responsible for the allo-

cation of hundreds of millions of dollars to states each year in the form 

of grants for school security, including safety technology, crisis manage-

ment, consultants, and software.32 Yet in violence prevention, as in drug 

abuse prevention, the approach falls short on success indicators. From the 

mid-1990s through 2000, levels of violent crimes in schools did decline, 

but at rates consistent with the decline in the overall U.S. crime rate, and 

since then most have stayed the same or gone up slightly.33 Statistics on 

school bullying, however, continue to increase, especially in the middle-

school years.34
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The ubiquitous zero-tolerance programs in the United States have 

been studied in depth and come up wanting, as demonstrated in a 2000 

report from the Indiana Education Policy Center, “Zero Tolerance, Zero 

Evidence: An Analysis of School Disciplinary Practice.” The report’s 

author, Russell Skiba, argues that “zero tolerance is a political response, 

not an educational sound solution.” It sounds impressive to say that we’re 

taking a tough stand against misbehavior, but the data suggests it hasn’t 

been effective in improving student behavior.35

The report found that zero-tolerance policies are not only ineffective 

but also unjust and damaging, in that they mete out harsh punishments 

that can destroy students’ educations—and even their lives—often in 

response to minor infractions:

Zero tolerance discipline attempts to send a message by punishing 

both major and minor incidents severely. Analysis of a representa-

tive range of zero tolerance suspensions and expulsions suggests 

that controversial applications of the policy are not idiosyncratic, 

but may be inherent in zero tolerance philosophy. There is as yet 

little evidence that the strategies typically associated with zero tol-

erance contribute to improved student behavior or overall school 

safety. Research on the effectiveness of school security measures is 

extremely sparse, while data on suspensions and expulsions raise 

serious concerns about both the equity and effectiveness of school 

exclusion as an educational intervention.36

The American Bar Association’s Juvenile Justice Committee, in a 2001 

report on zero-tolerance policies, concluded:

Public policy towards children has moved towards treating them 

more like adults and in ways that increasingly mimic the adult crimi-

nal justice system. The most recent version of this movement is so-

called “zero tolerance” in schools, where theories of punishment 

that were once directed to adult criminals are now applied to first 

graders. .  .  . Zero tolerance means that a school will automatically 

and severely punish a student for a variety of infractions including 

“threats” in student fiction or giving aspirin to a classmate. Zero tol-

erance has become a one-size-fits-all solution to all the problems 

that schools confront. It has redefined students as criminals, with 

unfortunate consequences.37
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Some of these “unfortunate consequences” were catalogued in a 2000 

report from the Justice Policy Institute and the Children’s Law Center. 

The cases described included a hyperactive twelve-year-old charged with 

making “terroristic threats” and jailed for two weeks after warning stu-

dents in the lunchroom line not to eat the potatoes or “I’m going to get 

you”; two ten-year-olds suspended and then charged with a felony for 

putting soapy water in a teacher’s drink; and a fourteen-year-old dis-

abled student charged with armed robbery and held for six weeks in 

an adult jail for allegedly stealing 2 from another student. In this last 

case, the local prosecutor responded to criticisms by saying that “depict-

ing this forcible felony, this strong-arm robbery, in terms as though it 

were no more than a 2 shoplifting fosters and promotes violence in our 

schools”—and dropped the charges only after 60 Minutes showed up at 

the child’s hearing.38

The ineffectiveness of these types of measures is borne out by facts 

from the U.S. school shootings. Security measures were already in place 

in some schools before the shootings occurred—as in Georgia, for exam-

ple—and obviously did not prevent the violence. After the shootings, new 

fences were built around schools in Arkansas and Kentucky; students 

complained that the fences locked people in and would prevent people 

from fleeing another attack from inside the school.39 In Pennsylvania, new 

metal detector wands created long queues, forced school to start late, 

increased tension and crowding among people, and ironically made the 

school community even more vulnerable to an attack.40

Before the 2002 shooting in New York City’s Martin Luther King Jr. 

High School, the school had not only metal detectors but a heavy police 

presence; at the urging of Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, the New York Police 

Department had taken over school safety in 1998. A 2007 report from the 

New York Civil Liberties Union concluded that “the environment created 

by the massive deployment of inadequately trained police personnel in 

schools .  .  . is often hostile and dysfunctional.” These “school-assigned 

police personnel are not directly subject to the supervisory authority of 

school administrators,” the report said, “and because they often have not 

been adequately trained to work in educational settings, [they] often arro-

gate to themselves authority that extends well beyond the narrow mis-

sion of securing the safety of the students and teachers.” Some teachers 

who questioned the NYPD’s treatment of students were subject to “retal-

iatory arrests,” while students were routinely subjected to “inappropriate 

treatment,” including “derogatory, abusive and discriminatory comments 
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and conduct; intrusive searches; unauthorized confiscation of students’ 

personal items  .  .  .  ; inappropriate sexual attention; physical abuse; and 

arrest for minor non-criminal violations of school rules.”41

In one of the New York City public high schools where I used to work, 

metal detectors were placed in the school on a rotating basis with other 

“at-risk” high schools. Ms. Jameson, a teacher there, said: “They treat the 

students terribly. They create long lines so we can’t start our classes, and 

they make teachers and students angry.” That’s a difficult way to start the 

day. “If a student leaves the metal detector line, even to buy a bagel before 

class starts, the New York City police run and tackle them,” Ms. Jame-

son shared. “Even if they were going to cut school, the police don’t have a 

right to attack them.” These issues are, of course, more likely to fuel frus-

tration and rage among students, especially those who already feel abused 

by their peers or the adults in their schools and larger communities.

When asked by the police whether metal detectors would have stopped 

him, Luke Woodham said: “I wouldn’t have cared. What’s it going to do? I 

ran in there holding the gun out. I mean, people saw it. It wasn’t like I was 

hiding it. I guess it could stop some things. But by the time somebody’s 

already gotten into the school with a gun, it’s usually gonna be just about 

too late.”42 Getting weapons was easy for the perpetrators, according to a 

study of school shootings conducted by the U.S. Secret Service. Most of 

the attackers were able to take guns from their homes or friends, buy them 

(legally or illegally), or steal them. Some received them as gifts from par-

ents. Many of them went to school specifically to show off their guns.43

Metal detectors were not a deterrent for them when the potential to finally 

reverse their status as victims and prove their manhood was at stake.

States across the country are finally mandating that schools develop 

comprehensive antibullying programs and policies; unfortunately, this 

mostly means that schools are using suspension and expulsion, more 

often, as a way to broadcast the strong message that they are “tough on 

bullying.” Schools have new complicated chains of command for report-

ing bullying behavior; teachers are held responsible if they neglect to 

make an appropriate report; and every incident must be recorded and 

filed appropriately. Some schools have character education programs or 

after-school workshops; while well-meaning, none of these measures do 

much to build peaceful communities by helping people build relation-

ships with one another and themselves.

Thus the emphasis on security is harmful in yet another way: it over-

rides and obfuscates the need for other kinds of interventions and solu-
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tions to school violence. After the school shooting in Jonesboro some 

counseling was offered, but few people used the service because of the 

social stigma it carried. Many teachers who did see the need for help 

felt there was not enough counseling or compensation for people who 

needed time off to recover; they were expected to return to work the next 

day or their pay would be docked.44 Thus, in a climate already hostile to 

counseling and social work, long-term psychological needs were left to 

individuals and families to manage on their own—an expected but regret-

table outcome in a strict-father culture.

Doriane L. Coleman, the American author of Fixing Columbine: The 

Challenge to American Liberalism, explains: “The reason we turn to metal 

detectors and student profiling is because we can’t get at the deeper stuff, 

but the Europeans can. Europeans may look at metal detectors, but it’s 

so clearly a Band-Aid. They just do a much better job taking care of their 

children.”45

European Responses to School Shootings

Typifying the European attitude, Germany’s interior minister, Otto Schily, 

argued: “We can’t turn our schools into fortresses.”46 In the 1998-99 aca-

demic year, the French government hired thousands of school counselors, 

doctors, nurses, and staff aides to address violence in their schools.47

When school shootings took place in Europe, counseling became even 

more specialized.  There are now psychiatrists in France who specialize 

in post-traumatic stress syndrome for teachers who have been victims 

of school violence.48 In the Netherlands, in addition to hiring counsel-

ors, one successful program, the “five-track method,” dealt with bullying 

through a complete focus on supporting the school community mem-

bers: help for the victim, help for the bully, help for the silent majority 

(bystanders), help for the teacher, and help for the parents. The program 

was translated into multiple languages and adopted in Italy, Austria, Bel-

gium, Denmark, and Norway.49 A significant decline in bullying in Europe 

is attributed to such antibullying campaigns and other counseling ser-

vices and programs.50

The Norwegian Bullying Prevention Program was found to reduce bul-

lying by as much as 50 percent.51 In 2002, Norway’s prime minister initi-

ated a central edict against bullying, inviting all schools to participate in 

antibullying programs.52 The most successful initiative in Norway is the 
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anti-bullying program Zero, developed by researchers at the Center for 

Behavioural Research at the University of Stavanger. This systemic pro-

gram is aimed both at individuals and at the larger society. The program 

was implemented in 146 primary Norwegian schools, and in 2001 and 

2004 evaluation studies found that it significantly reduced bullying.53

In parts of Germany, school counselors started working in sixty-four 

projects at seventy schools, in cooperation with the school and juve-

nile welfare service.54 Spain focused on creating convivencia, or “living 

together in harmony.”  Discipline is educational and rehabilitative and 

should “guarantee that each student respect the rights of the rest of the 

students and bring about improvement in the relationships of all the 

members of the educational community.”55 This is a stark contrast to the 

U.S. tendencies toward zero-tolerance, suspension, and expulsion models 

in which students are routinely excluded from the community to improve 

the school climate.

In a keynote address on creating initiatives to combat bullying in Euro-

pean schools, a speaker from the United Kingdom advocated training so 

that students could support victims of bullies instead of becoming com-

plicit bystanders.  Peer supporters then received ongoing help from the 

school.56 Italy used a “befriending” model aimed at enhancing students’ 

sense of responsibility for confronting bullies.57 In Finland, a new policy 

states that “the provider of education must make sure that students will 

not experience acts of violence or bullying during school hours or in any 

other school related activity.”58

After the school shooting by a sixteen-year-old in Waiblingen, Ger-

many, there were calls for more “self-examination and national debate.”59

There were also demands for more school reforms, stiffer gun-control 

laws, and crackdowns on violence in the media, but the emphasis was 

consistently on improving relationships among adults and children. 

Toward this end a host of programs for teachers build peer support, 

for instance using the “empowerment” approach in Norway.60 Indeed, 

a focus in Europe on fighting deeper social ills to combat school vio-

lence has been credited as instrumental in efforts to decrease violence 

in schools.

One area where the United States and European countries both strug-

gle is in addressing racism. Racism is still a major problem in the United 

States, but in European countries immigrants in particular also experi-

ence severe prejudice and discrimination. School shooting perpetrators 

across the Atlantic and beyond retaliated against others who harassed 



America Is from Mars, Europe Is from Venus � 195

them and called them names related to their race or ethnicity. Much more 

needs to be done to help students make real connections with those who 

may seem different from them. This is one of the most essential ingredi-

ents of a successful antibullying program.

Recognizing the prejudice that persists toward their growing minori-

ties, particularly immigrants, many European countries have begun 

actively working to improve their racial and ethnic relationships. Reflect-

ing a sense of public responsibility for solving social problems, their pro-

grams tend to receive considerable government support. Extensive race 

and ethnic sensitivity work involving videos, conferences, and petitions 

against racism occurs, for instance, in Luxembourg’s schools; Greece has 

multicultural education programs, special TV shows, after-school activi-

ties, and the promotion of antiracist attitudes in schools.61 Other types of 

race awareness efforts are being implemented in Germany, Spain, Nor-

way, and Sweden; there are also human rights and gender equality pro-

grams in Finland.62

European countries do implement security measures in their schools, 

but not to the extent seen in the United States. They have added school 

guards in Portugal; in Finland, pupils have been given “alarm bracelets” 

to call for help if they are threatened or attacked.63 Yet in a school vio-

lence report on seventeen countries in the European Union, there was no 

mention of metal detectors and only one mention of surveillance equip-

ment.64  Even when extra security measures are implemented, the focus 

is still primarily on “pedagogical principles and encouraging pupil self-

esteem and responsibility.”65

One reason for the lower level of security concerns in European 

schools, of course, is that controls on firearms are far more stringent than 

in the United States.66 Further, despite already having strict gun control 

laws, European nations made those laws stricter following school shoot-

ings.67 In Germany, for instance, where the most horrific of all the Euro-

pean attacks took place, gun control laws were tightened immediately 

after the attack. While each U.S. school shooting revived attention to this 

issue, the political climate in the United States became more emphatically 

against gun control.68 Today presidential candidates believe that if they 

openly support gun control laws they have no chance.69 The National Rifle 

Association rallied repeatedly on the sites of school shootings following 

the massacres to protest any efforts to limit guns as a result of these inci-

dents. Such different attitudes toward gun control are emblematic of dif-

ferences between the strict father and the nurturant parent—guns needed 



196 � America Is from Mars, Europe Is from Venus 

for prioritizing self-defense and retaliatory responses versus guns limited 

in the interests of focusing on prevention.

In any case, gun control policies, while important, cannot address the 

deep rage, loneliness, and lack of support that drove so many of the perpe-

trators to act. Even if guns were completely inaccessible and school shoot-

ings became therefore impossible to commit, the gender-based and related 

bully culture in our schools would persist—and with it, the high levels of 

suicide, truancy, depression, anxiety, eating disorders, self-cutting, and 

other despairing responses. Depression and anxiety in particular are at all-

time highs; one in eight adolescents is depressed; and even among adults, 

levels of well-being have declined over the last three decades.70

While stricter gun control laws cannot affect these grim realities, they 

could prevent the escalating numbers of fatalities and injuries made possible 

by easy access to powerful weapons and ammunition, and they might stem 

the tide of reactive massacres triggered by despairing youth. They might also 

signal a shift toward a society where conflicts are resolved by more construc-

tive means, rather than primarily through revenge and violence.

Mars and Venus Meet on Earth

Creating more compassionate communities in U.S. schools is a necessary 

but not sufficient step for ameliorating violence here. We need to examine 

our larger strict-father-oriented culture and become more critical of the 

bully society it creates.

Even our political talk shows tend to glamorize those who seek to 

dominate by trying to harass, denigrate, and verbally batter one another. 

Politicians often infuse their campaigns and speeches with masculine 

language. They’ve declared a war on crime and drugs; and profess to 

be tough on immigration; and they deride their opponents as weak and 

feminine. Shortly after being elected governor of California, Republican 

Arnold Schwarzenegger called his Democratic legislators “girlie men.”

Without changing some of this language and related values, even U.S. 

efforts to create more positive dynamics in schools will tend toward more 

of the strict-father family model (Mars) rather than the nurturant-parent 

model (Venus) more characteristic of European countries. Even when 

U.S. schools focus on resources other than punishment, the emphasis 

tends to be more on building character and personal power than on self-

acceptance and compassion for others. This is an unwise emphasis, as 
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recent research shows that young Americans already show significantly 

less empathy and increased narcissism.71

Thus in the midst of this crisis students are told that they need to be 

completely focused on themselves, missing opportunities otherwise ripe 

for teaching creative conflict resolution skills. For instance, in Scientific 

American Mind, Cindi Seddon writes that it is the responsibility of the 

victim to stop the bully: “By not showing weakness, a child, suggestively, 

can lessen chances that a bully will target him or her.” Some of the sug-

gested tactics include “to stand straight and tall; to look the bully straight 

in the eye; to be polite but firm and tell the bully, ‘Stop it,’ or ‘Leave me 

alone;’ to walk away if one cannot hide his or her fear, or to report events 

to a trusted adult.”72 These kinds of directives put the onus on the victim 

and implicitly absolve not only the bully but the other students, teachers, 

and school as a whole of any responsibility for creating a more compas-

sionate community. Such expectations also reflect the strict-father envi-

ronment that itself often leads to school violence. Students are pushed to 

feel that they need to handle everything on their own, develop a hyper 

sense of self-reliance, and not expect anyone else to support them in the 

process.

Many U.S. instructional media also teach girls and boys that they need 

to develop personal skills so that they can handle conflicts by themselves. 

In the culminating scene of the HBO film of Rachel Simmons’s book on 

girl bullies Odd Girl Out, the protagonist insists that she has to “handle 

things on her own” and triumphantly tells off her bully by herself as her 

peers look on.73 A Dragon Tales DVD for young children called Consider-

ing the Feelings of Others sends a similar message in the chapter “Teas-

ing Is Not Pleasing.” The female protagonist, Emmie, is teased by female 

dragons on the opposing basketball team. Emmie’s friends are indirectly 

supportive, but no one is willing to help Emmie directly in her interac-

tions with the young dragons who are calling her names. The lesson the 

cartoon conveys is that Emmie should tell the teasers her feelings and say 

she doesn’t want to be called names; that she should not let their words 

affect her; and finally that she can outsmart them and win by her wits—

effectively, that all by herself she can and should handle the bullies.

In fact, in these situations, friends can help one another create a 

more compassionate culture rather than look on passively. Even in these 

instructional lessons meant to help children deal effectively with bullying, 

the assumption is that bullying will necessarily take place and that no one 

can do anything to stop it other than the victim. This belief is neither true 
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nor effective. The goal should instead be to build a culture where bullying 

is not tolerated and where everyone in the community is expected to take 

responsibility for supporting one another. The empathic values endemic 

in such an environment will both prevent bullying and be more effective 

in dealing with incidents should they arise.

The approach taken by many U.S. social workers reflects these 

empathic values and could have a powerful impact on creating more 

peaceful schools if more widely implemented. Ann Weick defines social 

work as a profession dedicated to “comforting, healing, and strengthening 

those who are most injured by social inequities, and least able to muster 

the wherewithal to envision a better life.”74 As Weick observes, though, 

social work is “hidden” by its association with women’s work, nurtur-

ing and family caretaking. By extension, social work is not a particularly 

respected profession in the United States.  Weick notes the “parallels 

between the status of women in society and the status of social work as a 

women’s profession”—a good metaphor for the strict-father model’s dis-

dain for the nurturant parent as a primary guiding principle.75

This might help explain why in Europe professional social workers are 

held in much higher esteem than in the United States.76 Indeed, many 

U.S. policy makers insist that emotional issues should not be addressed 

in school and scoff at the idea of anything resembling “sensitivity train-

ing”—that is, the more typically European, “feminine” approach.77 One of 

the biggest challenges for U.S. social workers who hope to expand more 

supportive approaches in U.S. schools, then, is to overcome the societal 

strict-father mentality that encourages some of the root causes of school 

violence. Bullying as a means of control and domination, revenge against 

other bullies, punishments in the form of suspensions and expulsions, 

hyper-self-reliance as a primary response—all stem from a strict-father 

approach and play a role in school shootings as well as the “lower-level” 

everyday violence that triggers them.

How, then, can U.S. school social workers or others in helping professions 

apply the more nurturant-parent approach—or minimally, integrate a more 

nurturant approach with the more strict-father approach that is most preva-

lent in the United States?  Above all, it is important to move away from the 

strict-father model’s requirement that students resolve social problems on 

their own. Instead, students could be encouraged to access school- and com-

munity-based support structures, designed to provide early intervention in the 

violence cycle. These supports could give students the learning tools they need 

to resolve social problems together without resorting to violence. Successful 



America Is from Mars, Europe Is from Venus � 199

antibullying strategies also must include a diversity component to prevent the 

targeting of minorities and to help students appreciate the differences among 

them. Finally, every antibullying program should address issues related to gen-

der that lead to gay and slut bashing in almost every school across the United 

States. School counselors with whom I’ve spoken often balk at the challenge 

ahead. They say that their administrations do not seem open to prevention 

interventions that involve restructuring the school in ways that focus on cre-

ating community. If this is the case, counselors can create smaller communi-

ties in their schools. Group counseling, for instance, can become an important 

community for students where they feel cared about, supported, and appreci-

ated by their peers as well as by adult facilitators. Since so many students are 

stuck in relationships with themselves and others that are unfulfilling and 

undermined by values related to purchasing brands and obtaining status, any 

opportunity to connect authentically with themselves and others will provide 

some degree of comfort and peace and consequently reduce school bullying.

Another challenge is the opposition from some groups that believe that anti-

bullying programs “promote homosexuality to kids.” In Michigan, in November 

2, 2011, the state senate passed an anti-bullying bill that protects school bullies 

rather than their targets. Students, teachers, and others in the school commu-

nity are allowed to bully on behalf of “a sincerely held religious belief or moral 

conviction.” Whether the bill passes in this form, an effective pro-bully lobby 

remains an obstacle to eradicating cruel behavior in schools. One Long Island 

principal blocked a Gay-Straight Alliance in his school because she said that gay 

slurs weren’t such a “big deal”78—this while nine out of ten lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

and transgender youth report being harassed at school, and while heterosexual 

students, such as many of the school shooters, who are perceived as not meet-

ing the expectations of their school’s gender police are similarly targeted for gay 

bashing. Creating communities where students can appreciate one another as 

well as their differences are vital to preventing the bully society that otherwise 

becomes the status quo. Such communities are a prerequisite to living in a civil 

society and need to be developed in spite of the challenges to creating them.

In Europe, successful programs have included two components: a 

nationwide priority on preventing bullying and individualized approaches 

tailored to specific communities and schools. In the United States, with its 

culture of self-reliance and individualism, perhaps the best approach is for 

school faculty to begin at the local level, establishing programs in individual 

schools that can eventually spearhead a national effort. At the same time, 

members of the helping professions could continue to bring the need for 

building compassionate school communities into the national conscious-
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ness. One article in a social work journal declared the need for more social 

workers to assume the roles of activist and community organizer: “School 

social workers who learn about the values of the community and build from 

the strengths of the existing community will be most successful in orga-

nizing and facilitating change.”79 Helping students and faculty build sincere 

and supportive friendships is also critical for creating peaceful schools.

Finally the United States also needs to broaden its definition of violence, 

so that what adults may view as small slights do not escalate into fatal shoot-

ings when students find such “slights” hurtful. Part of the problem in the 

United States is the widespread acceptance of bullying in school communi-

ties as a normal part of life. In a study comparing teaching interventions to 

bullying in the United States and in other countries, the U.S. teachers inter-

vened 35 percent of the time, while the teachers in other countries intervened 

in 85 percent of the cases.80 Certainly, some of this lack of intervention can 

be explained directly by the self-reliance aspect of the strict-father frame-

work. Indirectly, the strict-father approach also inhibits intervention by min-

imizing the perception that a problem even exists, because bullying is consis-

tent with the competitive, stereotypically masculine social model. According 

to one report, the public tends to identify violence as the number one prob-

lem facing schools, yet even when high levels of violence are reported in an 

individual school, school personnel do not perceive their school as having a 

“big violence problem.”81 Indeed, a high level of tolerance is evident in what 

Peter Smith, editor of the book Violence in Schools: The Response in Europe,

identifies as the American definition of violence: “aggressive behavior where 

the actor or perpetrator uses his or her own body or an object (including a 

weapon) to inflict (relatively serious) injury or discomfort upon another 

individual.”82 In some European countries, the much broader definition of 

violence includes “any interpersonal activity or situation in which a member 

of the education community is being physically, psychologically, or morally 

damaged.”83 A few European countries include school climate, insecurity, 

and any stress that creates feelings of disorder.84  American social workers 

are beginning to recognize the problem of underattributing violence and are 

advocating for a definition more akin to that of the Europeans.85 It is impor-

tant that counselors empower themselves and one another to work toward 

these goals, and help others contribute to creating a more compassionate 

community in their school—if not smaller and more numerous microcom-

munities within the larger institution.

In a broader sense, violence prevention must recognize the culture of 

masculinity and its ties to the strict-father social structure. Schools need 
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to expand the definition of masculinity to alleviate both perceived and 

real peer pressure that may motivate young men (and women) to engage 

in physical and sexual aggression to affirm their masculinity.

To have a significant effect in schools, we need to create more peace-

ful environments in other institutions too. Because U.S. law barely recog-

nizes bullying as anything but a normal part of economic and social com-

petition, there is little legal recourse for victims. Some laws and corporate 

policies offer workers a measure of protection from sexual and racial 

harassment—in other words, from bullying directed at a person’s particu-

lar gender or race. U.S. institutions rarely, if ever, protect anyone else, and 

those that have gender and race antiharassment policies are often inef-

fective at either preventing this behavior or handling it effectively when it 

occurs.

In workplaces, as well as schools, the onus continues to be on the vic-

tims to prove that the harassment they experience is bias based; if not, the 

abuse is allowed, despite an increasing body of research that shows how 

emotionally and physically damaging bullying can be.86

In the workplace, the United States also continues to resist policies 

that would protect people from non-bias-related bullying. In contrast, 

many European countries, as well as Australia, have implemented national 

policies aimed at protecting employees in these situations. In 2000, Gary 

and Ruth Namie, in their book The Bully at Work, noted that the United 

States is at least twenty years behind Sweden, ten years behind England, 

and four years behind Australia in implementing workplace bullying 

policy.87 They wrote: “Thanks to the American media obsession with the 

mantras—‘globalization,’ ‘competitiveness,’ and ‘productivity’—our atten-

tion gets diverted from the mistreatment of colleagues at work.”88 Not 

much has changed since that writing. Thirty-seven percent of Americans 

are bullied at work, and there are still no laws to protect targets of work-

place bullying.89 While European countries and in particular Scandinavian 

countries recognize bullying as a work environment health and safety issue 

and have implemented needed measures to prevent it, the United States 

remains conflicted about whether bullying is, in fact, all that bad.90 In a 

1998 Supreme Court decision, Justice Antonia Scalia wrote for the unani-

mous court that the law “does not prohibit all verbal or physical harass-

ment in the workplace. . . . Common sense and an appropriate sensitivity 

to social context will enable courts and juries to distinguish between sim-

ple teasing or roughhousing . . . and conduct which a reasonable person in 

the plaintiff’s position would find severely hostile or abusive.”91
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The Supreme Court effectively ruled that some harassment in the 

workplace is acceptable and that workers should be left on their own 

to fend off these attacks. Namie and Namie argue that the United 

States needs new laws and policies if it is to make headway toward 

eradicating workplace harassment.92 They cite a 1998 Washington Post

editorial that calls for Congress to “write specific anti-harassment 

laws that do not require sex, race, or national origin protections, but 

instead require only that a work environment be sufficiently abusive.” 

The editorial notes that “what bothers people about abusive work-

place conduct, after all, is not the fact that it may be discriminatory 

but that it is abusive in the first place.”93 Yet to date the United States 

has limited, if any, protections for workers who are abused at work 

unless they can prove that the harassment is based on gender or race 

discrimination.

European countries have had success with their community programs 

in both schools and workplaces. Clearly, the U.S. strict-father approach 

could benefit from incorporating nurturing and empathy, which has the 

potential to influence cultural norms so that bullying is less acceptable, 

revengeful punishment is less widespread, supportive counseling pro-

grams are more widely implemented rather than disabled, and school 

social workers are seen as alternatives to—or at least vital additions to—

high-security systems. Acknowledging the benefits associated with Venus 

as well as those that reference Mars will help policy makers, teachers, and 

school social workers develop increasingly effective responses to every-

day school violence and may reduce or even eradicate its extreme expres-

sion in the form of school shootings.

A few model initiatives indicate that there is some constructive move-

ment within the United States, but successful programs are too often 

challenged by funding needs—less an issue in European countries where 

governments more often pay the bills. The Vera Institute of Social Jus-

tice with the New York City Department of Education created a program 

where they trained school police officers to “catch students doing some-

thing good.” Instead of looking only for infractions and perceived devi-

ance, the school security official would say: “Thank you for holding the 

door for this student. That was great,” or “You responded to that conflict 

with a lot of maturity. I like how you handled it.” The goal was to create 

an environment where students felt they were being rewarded for good 

behavior rather than just punished when they were perceived as “acting 

out”—in hopes that the positive culture would help reduce violence. The 
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program was unfortunately discontinued, but it remains a prime example 

of an effective meeting of Mars and Venus approaches. Sadly, many such 

related efforts in the New York Police Department that have tried to mix 

security with proactive efforts to create more supportive and positive 

communities are prematurely defunded.

Officer Ortiz, a policeman on patrol in the South Bronx in New York 

City, told me that a similar program in community policing had met 

the same fate. “It was great,” Ortiz said. “If a store owner was con-

cerned about something, they would call us, and we’d help resolve it. It 

is one of the most critical roles the police can play in a community, but 

there aren’t enough people to do it anymore.” Ortiz said that when he 

had been a community police officer he was able to see what people on 

the street needed before situations escalated to violence. “You become 

part of the community, and it takes away the feeling to people like 

‘Here comes the Man to harass us.’ Instead they remember you were 

the person that helped their son when he was being bullied. You are a 

cop with a name and not just a badge. And we rode bikes, so people 

liked seeing us and talked to us and felt like we were there with them. 

They’d see us when they waited for the bus and we’re walking around 

instead of being in a luxurious car.” Now that the program is no longer 

around, he said, cops have once again become part of the problem. 

“New sergeants in charge of patrol just become triggers. They have 

macho ways—like ‘I’m the sergeant and what I say goes.’ In the majority 

of situations, it doesn’t help and often it causes the situation to become 

more volatile, more violent.” Community policing is another excellent 

model of an effective meeting of Mars and Venus in efforts to amelio-

rate violence.

Unfortunately though, many excellent programs in the United States 

continue to lose funding at the same time that more money is poured into 

high-security and safety systems. Without training of the kind Officer 

Ortiz recommends, however, more police do not necessarily mean more 

protection.

U.S. legislation tends to focus on punishment and also mandates that 

school personnel report suspicious behavior. Penalties for fighting as well 

as for not reporting a fight are increasing. These kinds of laws hope to 

make students scared to hurt one another and to pressure teachers and 

other school faculty to report disturbing behavior. Yet people will treat 

each other with greater kindness and trust one another enough to report 

potential crimes when schools work to create more compassionate com-
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munities. Our Mars approaches must be minimally supported by Venus 

efforts. Ideally, schools need to implement programs that will help them 

transform their school cultures—merging Mars and Venus for more effec-

tive mixed approaches on Earth. Some excellent existing programs do just 

that, manifesting in their schools a powerful “collective courage”—neces-

sary in school buildings as well as cyberspace.
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Creating Kinder Schools 

and Cyberspaces

Atransformation of the larger bully society, as well as the microcosms 

that exist in schools, would require systemic social and economic 

change, accompanied by sweeping changes in perspectives, attitudes, and 

behaviors. Our educational system alone cannot bring about such change. 

Nevertheless, our schools can make a significant contribution by becom-

ing safe havens where real learning takes place. Schools can also inspire 

students to become leaders who help to create more peaceful futures—

a welcome alternative to the otherwise more likely scenario, where our 

future leaders merely recreate the same bully cultures they have always 

known.

Some distinctive programs that have already made a significant dif-

ference can be replicated. Particularly successful initiatives tend to help 

schools build close-knit communities where students and faculty feel 

valued and appreciated—and where some of the damaging socialization 

discussed in this book can be transformed. Indeed, small schools are 

often heralded as the answer to school violence, but they are not par-

ticularly effective without focused efforts on changing the community 

culture.

In New York State, for example, there are thirty-nine consortium 

schools that have gotten waivers for high-stakes tests and replaced them 

with portfolio assessments. These alternatives allow students to delve 

deeply into an area of interest, pursue that passion, and work closely 

with mentor teachers who guide them in the process of research and 

discovery. As Vincent Brevetti, former principal of Humanities Prepara-

tory Academy in New York City and currently Senior director for Pro-

gram Development at the Institute for Student Achievement, said in an 

interview, students in these schools are both challenged and supported. 

“Some of them have difficulty coming up with a topic, and some have 
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difficulty following through, and others have difficulty with the critical 

thinking. Wherever their challenges lie, teachers support and encour-

age them. Students always express tremendous pride in their accom-

plishments.”1 This is a stark contrast to the disdain many students feel 

toward high-stakes tests. When I was a student at a highly competitive 

New York City high school, for instance, students carried out a ritual 

of destroying their study guides after the all-important state Regents 

exams were completed.

Every state in the United States has some version of successful alterna-

tive models. “They survive on the margins,” says Richard Ryan.2 In addi-

tion to building self-esteem and a passion for learning, these schools tend 

to create more close-knit communities because students bond with other 

students as well as adults as they work collaboratively on challenging 

academic and community projects. These schools are also more likely to 

combat the extreme gender socialization that develops in the absence of 

alternative values.

Assessment-heavy schools often breed judgmental and hierarchal cul-

tures, whereas a focus on critical and innovative thinking is more likely 

to encourage acceptance as a more prevalent social feature. Schools that 

allow young people to express the full continuum of who they are help 

make it possible for both students and adults to appreciate themselves 

and each other and to develop the meaningful relationships that all peo-

ple crave. Further, programs that focus on transforming school cultures—

rather than merely providing after-school curricula or one- or two-day 

workshops—are most effective at creating both peaceful and academi-

cally excellent schools.

U.S. Programs Addressing Masculinity

Paul Grafer, introduced earlier, was the program director and a trainer 

at the Sports Leadership Institute, started at Adelphi University.  He 

worked hard to try to get adults and students to take more responsibil-

ity around issues of destructive gender socialization and its relationship 

to institutionalized bullying and hazing. In one of their programs, Ath-

letes Helping Athletes, the Student Athlete Leadership Team program 

trained high school student athletes to be motivational speakers, peer 

mentors, and leaders for elementary school students. The high school 

leaders discussed issues like sportsmanship and substance abuse pre-
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vention, and they helped raise awareness about the harmful connection 

between masculinity pressures and bullying. The underlying premise of 

the programs was that sports are a venue for learning, that athletes can 

be constructive rather than destructive role models, and that athletes 

can help one another, as well as younger students, address important 

social concerns.

Most of the program’s trainers were, like Grafer, former athletes them-

selves, so they knew intimately the culture that breeds daily violence. “I’m 

ashamed to say that I took part in hazing when I was a soccer player. Now 

I know how destructive that was,” said Grafer, who once played soccer 

professionally and later became the U17 Men’s National Team assistant 

coach at the U.S. Soccer Federation in Sarasota, Florida. With this inside 

experience, Grafer was respected by the high school athletes he trained, 

and he used that to help them become different and more productive 

kinds of leaders. “We tell them that they are school leaders,” Grafer told 

me in an interview. “Other students look up to them and they can be a 

leading force in decreasing violence and improving the school climate. 

They get excited about that.”3

The founder and executive director of the Sports Leadership Insti-

tute, Don McPherson, was a professional football celebrity who used his 

status to reach out to teens to “make a better society.” While sports can 

be a vehicle that promotes altruism, teamwork, and dedication, today, 

McPherson says, it is also “a cancer in our society.” McPherson contin-

ues: “I’m often asked about the connection between sexual violence and 

sports. My response is simple. Early in life most boys hear the ‘insult’ ‘You 

throw like a girl’ or something of this nature. I call it the language of sport 

as it attacks one’s masculinity in an effort to inspire or degrade. The real-

ity is that it teaches and perpetuates sexist and misogynistic attitudes, and 

until it is addressed, sports will continue to be a breeding ground for nar-

row masculinity and misogyny.”4

Grafer described one coach’s particularly disturbing intervention 

made when he found fault with two of his players. The coach made the 

boys hug each other throughout the entire practice as a way of demean-

ing them.  The message was clear: being caring and affectionate should 

be associated with scorn and humiliation.  Beyond its homophobic and 

heterosexist implications, this kind of lesson teaches boys that being 

empathic and warm is inappropriate. Little wonder, then, that boys feel 

so pressured to appear tough, to hide their emotions, and to resist the 

intimate relationships and supportive friendships they want so badly as 
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sentient social beings. Grafer says we need to “try to create a caring, more 

empathic coach rather than an authoritative coach.”

Over six hundred thousand children in four states and Canada were 

served by the Adelphi University programs, which addressed masculin-

ity challenges, including gay bashing and violence against girls.  Grafer 

says that parents could be even more influential than the programs are 

but that often it is the parents who teach their children to be bullies in 

the first place. Ultimately, “parents don’t want their child to be the bully, 

but they think it is much worse if their child is the victim.” They treat 

their children’s being bullied as a rite of passage and respond by teaching 

them to fight back. Fathers especially have been known to reward their 

children for fighting a bully and winning. Grafer says parents he worked 

with often talked about their children needing to be tough. Their con-

cern was about their boy’s manliness, not his basic decency or emotional 

well-being.

The Sports Leadership Institute not only trained young people but also 

worked closely with high school coaches because these harmful attitudes 

are reinforced by many coaches who follow “a traditional male model,” 

says Grafer. Generations of men are taught to be insensitive—“Spit on it, 

wipe it off, be tough, there is danger out there.” These are the messages 

coaches send, and boys learn that to be men they need to lose their car-

ing, empathic selves and focus on winning and preventing shame.

Grafer says most coaches are open to hearing new ways of approach-

ing their teams, especially when they hear the research that alternative 

approaches can be more effective in winning games. Some coaches, how-

ever, are stuck in the traditional model. “They see us as male bashers,” 

Grafer explains. “‘Why is it wrong to be a man?’ they ask. “They don’t 

see the limiting nature of who we can be as men today. They ask about 

chivalry toward women. ‘Is it promoting a male-dominating society when 

men hold the door for girls?’” To prevent violence and bullying, though, 

students need to learn to be respectful to all people, Grafer says.

This idea is, unfortunately, not common in most high schools, where 

pressure to achieve manliness is the trigger for countless acts of violence. 

The Sports Leadership Institute raised awareness about the limitations of 

masculine expectations and showed students how liberating and reward-

ing it is to be kind and compassionate regardless of whether such behavior 

is associated with being masculine or feminine. With their new attitudes 

and values, influential athletes and coaches can have a profound effect on 

the climate of the school with which they work as a whole.
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While programs like the Sports Leadership Institute are an exciting 

phenomenon, they are also rare—and, sadly, getting rarer still. Even as 

bullying and hazing continue to rise, programs available to address the 

hardest issues related to gender continue to be undermined.  California 

started a statewide program in 1998 that ended in 2001 as a result of lim-

ited funding and the state’s financial crisis.  Adelphi University’s Sports 

Leadership Institute met a similarly disappointing fate in 2008, when it 

was discontinued for budgetary reasons. Athletes Helping Athletes does 

continue under the director and original founder of the program, War-

ren Breining, but it is not clear that it continues to emphasize the work 

on masculinity that was integral to the program when it was under the 

Sports Leadership auspices.

U.S. Programs Addressing Girl Bullying

Rosalind Wiseman, who wrote the influential book Queen Bees and Wan-

nabes, in 1992 founded a violence prevention project called the Empower 

Program. More recently, Wiseman launched the “Owning Up” curricu-

lum, which “is based on the premise that social cruelty, degradation, and 

violence can be deconstructed and understood by examining how our 

culture teaches boys to be men and girls to be women.” Further, the cur-

riculum “teaches children the skills to speak out against injustice and rec-

ognize that they have a responsibility to treat themselves and others with 

dignity.”5

The Ophelia Project—which takes its name from Mary Pipher’s 2002 

book Reviving Ophelia—is another program that emphasizes the prob-

lems with “relational and other non-physical forms of aggression,” espe-

cially as they play out among adolescent girls. While bullying of girls by 

girls is often dismissed because it is thought to be less likely to include 

physical violence, the Ophelia Project “recognizes the urgency of target-

ing low levels of aggression.”6 While the Ophelia Project’s “Creating a Safe 

School” program targets all members of the school community, as well as 

parents, a main component is a peer mentoring program that “empowers 

older students as trained mentors to their younger classmates, and mod-

els positive social interaction and courageous intervention.”7 In this way, 

it parallels the Sports Leadership Institute’s approach, using mentoring 

and modeling to undermine the bullying behaviors produced by gender 

pressures.  Instead of encouraging children to “stay out of it,” they show 
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how such silence gives aggressors power. Everyone is given tools, tactics, 

and language to try to end the emotional warfare among children. Teach-

ers talk about the need to view bullying as a “public health issue.” Others 

testify to their pride in becoming part of a “counter-culture that is work-

ing to prevent relational aggression.”8

The “Smart Girl” curriculum is another successful program that uses 

teen mentors from nearby high schools or universities to teach inten-

sive seminars to middle school girls.9 The program is based in Colorado 

and works to help students become more sensitive to differences and to 

develop emotional as well as other intelligences so that girls can more 

deeply appreciate themselves and other people. The program is growing 

and working to incorporate a curriculum related to gay bashing as well, so 

prevalent among both boys and girls.

Collective Courage Programs

There are many techniques and programs dedicated to creating and 

building positive relationships among community members, as well as 

programs that help students support one another when they are in tough 

situations. Collective courage programs encourage people to support one 

another so much and so often that students can start to feel assured that 

if they reach out to someone they are bound to get help from other peo-

ple in the vicinity who will also stand up for their values, such as mutual 

kindness and consideration. In the absence of this culture, the bully soci-

ety prevails and students are left woefully alone.

Laurie Mandel, the founder and director of the Get a Voice Project, is 

an art teacher at Murphy Junior High School in the Three Village School 

District in suburban Stony Brook, Long Island—a school of about a thou-

sand students, 92 percent Caucasian and generally middle class. Her pro-

gram operates in seventeen schools on Long Island. The program mission 

is to create a “youth empowerment project designed to raise awareness 

about the power of language and words. It seeks to help students to use 

their voice in a proactive, productive, responsible, and respectful way”—

in a way “that empowers and connects rather than degrades, puts down 

and incites others toward violence,” says Mandel.10

Through professional development for a core team of adults in the 

school, Mandel and her small team of collaborators try to get adults in 

the community to “create and/or shift a culture from one that is often 
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disrespectful to one that is more positive—where students and adults feel 

safe, valued, connected, and empowered.” The program has reduced the 

number of incidents that get reported to the principal’s office, and the 

students’ benefactors have significant and inspiring transformations as a 

result of the program: “I spoke up and that person listened. I made a dif-

ference,” the students often say with some surprise. “It is very exciting and 

empowering.”

Mandel said in a 2007 interview with me that she tries to help support 

students to develop what she calls a “collective courage.” “On their own 

they won’t stand up and say something,” she explains, so the program tries 

to enable them to “use voices of courage and leadership”—and to work 

together, so that if they see something happening and speak up, “someone 

else will say something too. When they do it together, it works really well.” 

Mandel repeated a story one of her students told her about an incident 

on the school bus, a notorious site of bullying: “These sixth graders told 

some third graders not to sit somewhere on the bus, and the student said, 

‘You can’t say that. Why can’t they sit there?’ And then someone else said, 

‘Just ’cause he’s in third grade doesn’t mean he can’t sit there.’” Mandel 

said: “Older kids who defended the third graders felt good about protect-

ing the younger ones—and the younger kids were so happy they were 

being protected.”

”We do a lot of modeling as we work with core teams of teachers, 

administrators, and people from the PTA,” continued Mandel. “There’s a 

lot of authenticity about how they bring it to their school. This is not a 

boxed program. They do it in their own way and we give a lot of ideas on 

how to do it.” For example, a fourth-grade class was asked to write letters 

to adults in the school community—bus drivers, teachers, administra-

tors, school nurses, parents. They were asked to persuade each person to 

become a part of the Get a Voice Project. They wrote about why the per-

son’s participation could make a difference, and then they mailed out the 

letters. Twenty-four students wrote letters, and eighteen adults accepted 

the invitation. The students felt empowered because they were able to use 

their voices to gain adult attention and participation in something that 

mattered to them.

The Get a Voice Project collaborated with the Sports Leadership Insti-

tute for a conference called the “Language of Leadership” for middle 

school students, where I also served as a facilitator. Mandel described our 

process: we talked to them about “who they code as ‘inside the box,’ who 

is popular and who is not, who is voiceless and who has the voice. Some-
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times the voice they are listening to is not the most respectful voice; it is 

just the most popular voice.”

In other trainings, Mandel has heard boys share things they haven’t 

said anywhere else. They talk about the pressures they feel to prove their 

manhood. ”You have to be a certain way, even if that’s not who you are,” 

said one. “You have to be tough, you can’t show it if you’re not.” Man-

del said, “It was a new concept to them that there was an option to be 

any other way. The message they get and that they tend to relay to one 

another and to themselves is that you’re tough and macho, or you are gay. 

If you’re a skater or an athlete that makes you cool, but you need to show 

signs of heterosexuality. If you’re short, you better be a good athlete. If 

you have any qualities that are considered less masculine, you must have 

other qualities that prove you’re a man.” Some boys have shared intimately 

how painful the pressures to demonstrate masculinity can be. In one of 

Mandel’s workshops, one boy said: “When my grandfather died, I was 

really upset and I wanted to cry and how do you do that—’cause you are 

considered a wuss and your friends don’t know what to do with you if you 

cry.” Another boy said: “Wow, I didn’t know you felt that way. It should be 

okay. I lost my dog and I was so upset too.” Another boy said: “What are 

you supposed to do with all that emotion?” These conversations had far-

reaching effects, Mandel explains. “Some girls articulated that they felt 

bad that the boys couldn’t cry and vocalized that empathically to the boys. 

It gave permission for other boys to vocalize their concerns.”

The Get a Voice Project is notable for how it addresses the pressures 

on boys to achieve masculinity. “An important part of our work is the 

homophobia piece. Nationally and internationally, it’s the last acceptable 

bastion of prejudice going on,” Mandel says. “Heterosexism is ubiquitous 

in middle school. It’s not about whether a kid is gay, it’s about kids coding 

what it means to be a real man; when they see another male outside that 

coded perception, someone who they believe isn’t tough and macho, not 

an athlete, or not arrogant or confident, or obsessed with girls, they code 

them as gay. Their belief system is that they must be gay, even though they 

know they aren’t. By and large when they say ‘It’s so gay,’ they really mean 

‘You’re not masculine enough.’”

Mandel recognizes that too few programs address issues relating to 

masculinity. “Most of the projects that get funded are initiatives with 

girls,” she says. “But we can’t have this conversation with girls if we don’t 

have this conversation with boys. We’ve expanded what it means to be 

female, but we haven’t expanded what it means to be male.” Mandel’s 
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small program is powerful and effective, yet it can only do so much. It’s 

effectively a one-woman program, and she still works as a full-time art 

teacher. She has six people who help her do workshops, and they receive 

small honorariums for their work—but it is largely a labor of love. Don 

McPherson and Paul Grafer’s Sports Leadership Institute had three staff 

members before it closed because of financial issues.  These programs 

tend to be strapped for funding. “If it was a priority in our society, it 

would be easier [and we] would still be there,” Paul Grafer explained.

I know, from my own experiences as well as from my study of some inno-

vative programs, how much difference some interventions can make, espe-

cially if they encourage boys to reconsider the codes of masculinity they are 

pressured to obey. Jameel and James were referred to me by the dean in a large 

New York City public school where I worked. They had a rough fight outside 

school, and other students quickly got involved. Each brought friends to back 

him up, and finally eight kids were suspended from school and nursing seri-

ous bruises. A handful of the boys involved were part of a well-known gang.

When I asked Jameel and James how all this started, neither of them 

wanted to speak. Jameel finally volunteered that James had bumped 

into him in the staircase on the way to class. “Yeah, I said, ‘Sorry,’” James 

responded. “Oh, well, I didn’t hear that,” said Jameel, looking a bit sur-

prised. It was another case of perceived lack of respect leading to vio-

lence. Both boys looked chagrined. They agreed that their conflict was 

“squashed,” and they promised to tell their friends to lay off one another 

too. They were committed again to treating each other with respect.

Both boys seemed a little embarrassed that things had gotten so out of 

hand as a result of a misunderstanding. The code of respect and honor is 

so strong among their peers that it can be difficult to resist or overcome. 

They both seemed to appreciate this safe space away from that world—

a chance to talk and to be treated and to treat each other with a much 

deeper kind of respect and honor.

Jameel became a leader in the mediation program I coordinated, and 

recruited many more student mediators—students whom he might oth-

erwise have recruited into a gang. He talked about that mediation session 

as a turning point for him, a moment when he significantly changed how 

he understood what it meant to “be a man.”

In this case, a personal intervention helped change the boys’ perspec-

tive as well as their behavior. On a larger scale, what is needed is a trans-

formation of cultural consciousness, one that makes violence and revenge 

unacceptable responses. We need to replace the idea that masculinity 
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and femininity are diametrically opposed gender identities with a more 

continuous experience of attitudes and behaviors in which anyone can 

participate. School programs need to address and transform our deeply 

embedded social beliefs and help boys feel powerful and confident with-

out relying on violence and domination.

A number of other programs are making inroads against bullying, 

although few adequately address the gender issues that are so endemic to 

the problem, and many have other problems as well. Challenge Day is rec-

ognized as one successful model that has been used in 450 cities in thirty-

nine states in the United States, as well as Canada, Japan, Germany, and 

Australia. The central intervention is a daylong program that, according 

to its website, was “created to build connection and empathy, and to fulfill 

our vision that every child lives in a world where they feel safe, loved, and 

celebrated.”11

One of my students brought in a video of one school’s Challenge Day 

from YouTube; the students were coming up to a microphone and apolo-

gizing directly to students to whom they knew they had been hurtful. At 

this particular school, there seemed to be one student in particular who 

had endured most of the abuse. The students were crying as they con-

fessed their hurtful deeds and apologized profusely. My class was awed 

and inspired by what they saw.

When I interviewed Daniella, though, a student from a northeastern 

working-class rural area who had experienced Challenge Day firsthand, 

she was less optimistic. “I honestly don’t think that bullying behavior will 

ever completely stop,” she said. “But there was one thing that we did this 

year as sophomores that stopped it for a few weeks at least.” She described 

the Challenge Day experience as “amazing”: “We learned about what was 

really going on in each other’s lives and why we acted the way we did.” 

However, she said, “It helped for a while, but soon wore off.”

Ideally, however, the program is supposed to jump-start a new culture 

in the school. Before Challenge Day occurs, the school is supposed to 

build their own “Be the Change” school team composed of both students 

and teachers. Then they are charged with planning events, service and 

mentoring programs, and other activities in the name of Gandhi’s slogan 

“Be the change you wish to see in the world.” The program boasts a 67 

percent drop in disciplinary incidents when done correctly. It depends, 

though, on the school to support such ongoing activities.

Barbara, who attends the same school as Daniella, explained sadly: 

“We won’t do [Challenge Day] next year because of our principal. I think 
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it helped a lot even if it was just for one to two weeks afterwards. We were 

a lot different to each other during that time. I think the principal thought 

it was too emotional and too personal, but I don’t agree with the idea of 

not doing it. It was a really good program.” I was struck by Daniella’s feel-

ing that even two weeks of less violent school dynamics would be worth 

the major intervention Challenge Day offered. Imagine what could hap-

pen if there were ongoing efforts to increase community in school.

The Challenge Day program was not only abandoned after a single day 

but extended to only a portion of the students at Barbara’s school. My stu-

dents at Adelphi University also speak sadly about their experiences with 

Challenge Day in that it was only offered to a select group of students. 

The program’s help is limited if the students who are inspired to be more 

compassionate toward one another are still being belittled and harassed 

by students who didn’t participate in the program.

”When we were there,” Barbara said, “people thought it would last a 

long time, and then we went back and the other three grades were still 

how they were. If the whole school went to it, it would be really good.” 

Barbara fantasized about a monthly assembly where teachers and stu-

dents would talk about the effects of bullying and inspire discussions sim-

ilar to those that occurred on Challenge Day. Instead, she said, “bullying 

has gotten a lot worse in high school.”

Daniella had a less positive vision for the future. Discouraged after the 

loss of Challenge Day at her school, she said: “The only thing that could 

really stop bullying is if everyone saw what it did to hurt people, and I 

don’t think that will happen anytime soon. So, for now, punishments are 

what should happen: detention, suspension, expulsion, stuff like that. 

Sorry if I sound pessimistic or anything! I really don’t mean to. It’s just 

what I think.”

There are other problems with Challenge Day, however. Maia Szala-

vitz, author of multiple books including Help at Any Cost, says the emo-

tional intensity of Challenge Day is similar to the encounter-style seminars 

popularized by organizations popularly considered “brainwashing cults.” 

In Seattle, Washington, parents were encouraged to send their children to 

expensive workshops at Resource Realizations (the company that runs Chal-

lenge Day) following Challenge Day. Szalavitz says that Challenge Day is a 

toned-down version of the World Wide Association of Specialty Programs 

(WWASP), programs for troubled teens that she has described as abusive.

Some of the most successful programs are those that schools develop 

internally to deal specifically with the issues that have developed in their 
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particular environment. For instance, Raquel had a more positive experi-

ence with an antibullying program at her northeastern lower-to-middle-

class urban school, and she felt more hopeful. Her school’s symposium 

was focused on race. People of all different ethnicities stood up and told 

the school how hurt they were when they heard the stereotypes and ridi-

cule about their cultures. “One girl said, ‘It really hurts me when people 

say Hispanics are lazy. My parents work very hard, and I can’t believe 

they have that stereotype that they are lazy.’ I didn’t realize how badly it 

affected people,” admitted Raquel.

Teaching—and Learning—Nonviolent Communication

Another essential skill for moving beyond a bully society is embodied in 

Marshall Rosenberg’s concept of nonviolent communication, sometimes 

referred to as “compassionate communication.” It’s a type of conversing 

that moves away from passive, passive-aggressive, and aggressive forms 

of speaking and works to “get everyone’s needs met through compas-

sionate giving.” As defined by the Center for Nonviolent Communication 

(CNVC), its four main components are

1. Differentiating observation from evaluation, being able to carefully 

observe what is happening free of evaluation, and to specify behav-

iors and conditions that are affecting us;

2. Differentiating feeling from thinking, being able to identify and 

express internal feeling states in a way that does not imply judg-

ment, criticism, or blame/punishment;

3. Connecting with the universal human needs/values (e.g., suste-

nance, trust, understanding) in us that are being met or not met in 

relation to what is happening and how we are feeling; and

4. Requesting what we would like in a way that clearly and specifically 

states what we do want (rather than what we don’t want), and that is 

truly a request and not a demand (i.e., attempting to motivate, how-

ever subtly, out of fear, guilt, shame, obligation, etc., rather than out 

of willingness and compassionate giving).12

Nonviolent communication is a way of communicating that is “coop-

erative, conscious, and compassionate”—precisely what is missing in 

most of our schools and largely lacking in communication used by many 
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youth (as well as many adults). The most common passive-aggressive 

behaviors, such as talking behind someone’s back, often take place 

because someone did not feel comfortable enough to speak directly to 

a particular person about his or her concern(s); bullying is of course 

aggressive, where the bully thinks only of his own needs and not of 

anyone else; and passive behavior occurs when the person thinks only 

of the other person’s needs and not his or her own. Nonviolent com-

munication, on the other hand, helps people to honor their own feel-

ings and needs as well as those of others, to create respect and empa-

thy in their interactions, and to get what they need without hurting 

one another. Rosenberg wrote a book for schools so that students could 

learn these essential techniques early and respond to one another com-

passionately if there are conflicts: Life-Enriching Education: Nonviolent 

Communication Helps Schools Improve Performance, Reduce Conflict, 

and Enhance Relationships.13

I’m certified to teach nonviolent communication and I have partici-

pated in a few practice classes. During these sessions, no one looks at his 

or her phone for other messages; everyone is present and engaged. Shar-

ing empathy creates remarkable emotional and cognitive shifts. When 

people are compassionate toward one another, their anger and sadness 

tend to dissipate and understanding remains. Nonviolent communication 

is known for creating more peace within individuals, in their personal 

relationships, and in schools and families—and has even been used inter-

nationally in global conflicts.

It is rare to experience such a deep sense of connection, especially 

in our contemporary culture, where so many friendships have been rel-

egated to Facebook virtual connections. There is a crucial need in our 

society, I believe, for less Facebook and more “face.” The Pew Research 

Center study showing that young people are texting and communicat-

ing more online then in real time with real people raises concerns about 

whether young people still have the skills important for face-to-face rela-

tionships.14

Teaching nonviolent communication is one way both to decrease bul-

lying and related hurtful communication and to teach skills related to 

conversing constructively with other individuals face to face. Nonvio-

lent communication has been effective in many schools. For instance, 

the Manhattan Country School in New York City, an economically and 

racially diverse independent school, is one of many schools that uses non-

violent communication as a primary method for building community and 
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preventing or intervening in potential bullying situations. There students 

start learning how to communicate compassionately when they are four 

years old.

Nonviolent communication has been successful in all sorts of environ-

ments, even the New York City Police. Officer Ortiz, introduced in the 

previous chapter, uses nonviolent communication in his foot patrol in the 

South Bronx and tells many stories about how he averted violence when 

he was able to guess people’s needs and feelings. “We helped a couple in a 

domestic dispute, prevented a man from jumping to his death, and helped 

an ‘emotionally disturbed person’ go willingly to the hospital for his medi-

cation rather than under duress with handcuffs. It is powerful work,” 

Ortiz told me. “People just need to know that someone understands how 

they feel and what they need.”

Many New York City parents of preschool-age children participate in 

a weekly course at the Weekday School at the Riverside Church, which 

teaches nonviolent communication-related skills designed to maximize 

effective and compassionate parenting. The courses are taught by Shelly 

MacDonald and are based on works by Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish, 

including How to Talk So Kids Will Listen and Listen So Kids Will Talk,

Siblings without Rivalry: How to Help Your Children Live Together So You 

Can Live Too, and Liberated Parents, Liberated Children: Your Guide to a 

Happier Family.15 The skills parents learn and practice focus on validat-

ing children’s and parents’ feelings and on problem solving without hurt-

ful judgments. These techniques create more harmonious relationships 

in the family, which then generate more positive feelings among siblings 

as well as between parents and their children. Parents often are floored 

by how powerful such compassionate communication can be at home; of 

course, when these techniques are practiced in families, it is more likely 

that the youth involved will use constructive communication in school 

too and less likely that they will lash out as punitive members of their 

schools’ gender police.

Much of this important communication is also evident in classes at 

this preschool, where teachers with similar commitments related to com-

passionate communication work tirelessly to build respectful, kind, and 

loving community not only among the children but among their parents 

too. Children often come out with strong values against yelling and hit-

ting—as well as a sophisticated ability to include others in their play and 

speak clearly about their feelings and needs, and an increased disposition 

toward kindness and empathy. Students who have these skills will surely 
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be in a better a position to lead and support efforts to create more com-

passionate school communities and are also likely to be effective commu-

nicators and leaders as future professionals.

Among older children, in a New York City public high school where I 

worked as a school social worker, I helped organize a community meet-

ing where students could openly share their feelings and concerns about 

gay bashing and sexual harassment. Students there had learned how to 

communicate in large groups and were expected and schooled in respect-

ful communication methods. We asked a few students who had said they 

were upset about the “teasing” they heard in the school to speak up about 

their concerns. These students were also willing to publicly support other 

students who spoke up about how hurt they felt by this behavior. Stu-

dents opened up about being teased and shared stories about how upset 

it made them to see other students get hurt. Once the first students took 

the initiative, others started sharing too. Faculty members also made a 

point of publicly supporting the students who spoke about the pain they 

experienced.

Supportive discussions like these create a social climate among stu-

dents and a collective courage—as Mandel calls it—that no longer toler-

ates name-calling and other forms of harassment. They introduce ways for 

students and teachers to help others affirm and care about one another, 

and they help the school take more responsibility for protecting its com-

munity members. Regular discussions of this nature can significantly 

reduce the debilitating abuse that is considered normal in many schools. 

Students become more articulate when they are given forums to talk 

openly and candidly about matters they care about—working together 

to create a more peaceful community also helps their personal develop-

ment. Students from this diverse school (25 percent African American, 35 

percent Latino, 25 percent white; 10 percent Asian/other, ranging from 

abjectly poor and homeless to upper class) consistently reference these 

opportunities as the preparation that helped them become confident 

speakers and active participators in college classes.

We can even glean lessons about building community from the school 

shootings. In the stories told by surviving shooters, you can hear how alien-

ated they felt from their school communities and how little hope they had 

that adults would or could intervene to end the bullying they endured. They 

chose to make themselves heard by making themselves notorious instead.

In its study of school shooters, the U.S. Secret Service found that 

attackers often told their friends, directly or obliquely, what they were 
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planning. Rarely though, do those friends, or the shooters themselves, tell 

an adult.

The Secret Service asked Luke Woodham (the Mississippi shooter) 

why he didn’t talk to an adult about his feelings.

q: Did any grown-up know how much hate you had in you?

a :  No.

q:  What would it have taken for a grown-up to know?

a :  Pay attention. Just sit down and talk with me.

q:  What advice do you have for adults?

a : I think they should try to bond more with their students. . . . Talk 

to them. . . . It doesn’t have to be about anything. Just have some 

kind of relationship with them.

q:  And how would you have responded?

a : Well, it would have took some time before I’d opened up. If we 

kept talking . . . I would have . . . said everything that was going 

on.16

Luke shares that an adult might have prevented his attack. He craved 

connection and support—but felt alone and isolated. We need to create 

environments where students and adults feel comfortable talking to one 

another, where adults are prepared and willing to reach out to children 

who need help, where students and adults are courageous in their sup-

port of one another, and where the whole school supports these rela-

tionships.

Whole-School Approaches

How do schools begin to create compassionate communities integral to 

dismantling bully cultures in our schools? Policies are necessary, though 

not sufficient; and policies focused on punishment are likely to be less 

effective than policies that push schools to make community and aware-

ness of hurtful gender issues integral to their curriculum and mission. 

Students have the right to learn in a safe and compassionate space; they 

should not be forced to learn in a hostile school environment.

Whole-school efforts will have more lasting impact than after-school 

programs or one-day workshops. An inspiring example is Manhattan 

Country School (MCS), which started in 1966 as an independent school 
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dedicated to democracy, social justice, community, and diversity. Mar-

tin Luther King Jr.’s beliefs and writings continue to be an inspiration for 

the school’s philosophy and mission. Its director, Michèle Solá, said in an 

interview with me in June 2010 that starting in 1990, “our goal became to 

make gender equity as much a part of the bloodstream as race equity.”17

Working with the program Seeking Educational Equity and Diversity 

(SEED) out of Wellesley College, as well as “Quit It!”, a program for K-3 

students, MCS teachers have been trained in a variety of techniques, 

including nonviolent communication. MCS was attracted to working 

with SEED because the program is also committed to addressing issues 

of social justice more generally. Solá said: “We want our children to make 

the program their own. We encourage them to enter a creative space 

where they no longer believe they have to accept bullying and other forms 

of injustices.” Her comments are especially pertinent, as so many young 

people I speak with can’t imagine—literally can’t imagine—a bully-free 

school because they are so resigned to daily school violence.

Change often starts with a director or principal who recognizes there 

is a problem. Solá stated, “Homophobia is all over the world, so it is going 

to be in the schools too. How we talk with teachers and students about it 

is important. We don’t look the other way when we hear people call each 

other ‘faggot’ or ‘ho,’ we notice it and bring it up. We also make it a part of 

the curriculum, and teachers appropriate the material in their own ways.”

Solá admitted that building such a respectful community might be 

easier for MCS than for other schools: “We wove this inquiry into the 

fabric of our school from its inception,” she explained. “It is harder in 

some other schools to unbuild the walls of exclusion and bias than it is to 

keep building our work that is already founded on being inclusive. We’ve 

always been striving to make democracy as perfect as we can make it and 

to help our kids be part of a hopeful project.” The inclusive work at MCS 

starts by having children visit each other’s homes from all parts of New 

York City: “Everyone’s home is worth visiting, and every neighborhood 

has equal value.”

This year, the MCS seventh and eighth graders titled their annual activ-

ism project “Safe Schools for Everyone”—and devoted their work to rec-

ognizing how “LGBTQI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender/transsexual, 

questioning, intersex) young people, as well as straight kids” are bullied 

when they are perceived as not fitting gender norms. They are building 

partnerships with other New York City schools to create more safe spaces 

for youth.



222 � Creating Kinder Schools and Cyberspaces 

Such work might be more difficult in schools that have to start from 

scratch, but given the extent of despair in our schools, such efforts are 

imperative. Solá says her school’s motto is “by any means necessary.” “I 

never feel disappointed by an effort to introduce this kind of language. I 

would never say it is not worth it to try.”

Other Approaches

The whole-school work endemic to MCS takes different forms in other 

schools. Some public schools in Manhattan, for instance, have their own 

versions of a more progressive structure and attitude. Manhattan School 

for Children (MSC) involves parents directly in many aspects of its cur-

riculum, focuses on group work over teacher-centered education, and 

educates a significant portion of students with physical disabilities. Every 

day MSC students are made aware of the efforts necessary to include 

youth with physical challenges in their educational experiences; this 

awareness induces a more inclusive environment among all the students, 

and bullying behavior is considered rare there.

Such efforts are necessary for creating bully-free environments. 

Schools may find it difficult to support and help a so-called bully in their 

midst, yet without such widespread compassion, bully cultures fester. 

Schools need to find ways to help targets of bullies, bystanders who live in 

fear that they will be next, and the bullies themselves. Michelle K. Dema-

ray and Christine K. Malecki write that bullies tend to get less support 

in the classroom because they are often perceived as more frustrating to 

teachers.18 It is not clear whether parent and teacher support decreases as 

a result of bullying behavior or whether lack of support helps trigger bul-

lying behavior. The authors recommend that teachers support and help 

students perceived as bullies as well as the other students.

Demaray and Malecki also found that while bullies may get less 

teacher support, victims tend to feel they have less peer support, 

because bullies are not necessarily punished or excluded by their peers 

when they exhibit bullying behavior. In fact, most research, as noted, 

shows that aggressive boys and girls are perceived as more popular 

when they present themselves as tough and powerful.19 Students who 

took turns playing the bully and victim (bully-victims) perceived that 

they had the lowest levels of support from parents, classmates, and the 

school, according to Demaray and Malecki. Schools need to be more 
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proactive in creating social supports where all students feel supported 

and included in the school community.

In Denmark, for instance, where principals say they are hard pressed 

to remember a fight in their schools, nationally recognized pedagogies 

tend to create bonds among teachers and students—rendering bullying 

virtually nonexistent. Typical classrooms consist of a heterogeneous mix 

of social classes and interests; there is no tracking or other form of ability 

grouping; and tests and quizzes are not used through grade 6. Further-

more, the use of threats and punishments to discipline and motivate chil-

dren is relatively absent.20

Morrill writes that Denmark prioritizes social harmony and works to 

avoid gaps in wealth between social and occupational groups, starting 

with their educational system. The vast differences in social wealth that 

are typical of the United States in recent decades, he writes, are regarded 

by the Danes as a primary cause of social pathologies. Socially, Den-

mark is primarily concerned with creating unity and harmony in their 

schools—a significant difference from the more competitively oriented 

models found in the United States.

There are no tests or quizzes through grade 6 because the Danes do 

not “want to sort students into groups of winners and losers,” they “don’t 

want to label anyone as a failure, which is what tests are seen as doing,” 

and “there is skepticism about the utility of tests and quizzes as motivat-

ing factors,” writes Morrill. “Making a competition out of learning may be 

compatible with the American culture, but it poses something of a threat 

to the value that the Danish culture places on cooperation and social 

unity,” he continues. “It also detracts from the pleasure of learning for the 

sake of learning.” Furthermore, testing is not perceived as “necessary for 

purposes of accountability because of the excellent involvement of par-

ents with the ‘class teacher.’” Finally, the idea of teaching extensively to 

the test, as frequently happens in the United States, is foreign to Danish 

teachers and parents.21

Morrill writes that this cooperative and gentle attitude transfers to the 

larger cultural relationships among children and parents: “While it is com-

mon to hear parents in the U.S. say mean things to their children or scream 

at them in such places as Wal-Mart, I have never experienced anything 

similar in 10 years of shopping in the Danish cooperative grocery stores.”22

Regarding discipline, “Students are not sent to stand in the hall; or sent 

to the principal’s office; or suspended; nor are students scolded harshly 

as they often are in American schools.” Morrill writes that the U.S. model 
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“assumes that children are better motivated by fear than by praise and 

encouragement” and that it erroneously “teaches the child that problems 

and conflicts are to be resolved by the use of power rather than the use of 

reason and persuasion. The idea of using authoritarian measures to pre-

pare children for life and work in a democratic society” is not acceptable 

in Denmark.23

To create the kind of community that is effective in preventing bullying 

cultures from developing in the first place, classrooms in Denmark fea-

ture “a high degree of group work” and the use of “cooperative projects.” 

Their schools focus on cooperation instead of competition. Danish youth 

tend to feel safe in their learning environments, and they outscore Ameri-

can students in international math and science competitions.24 Denmark 

has also been a leader in the antibullying models acclaimed internation-

ally. They have also never had a school shooting.

Further, since Danish schools tend to keep their students in the same 

class with the same teacher for years at a time, students are helped to 

make lasting and deep connections with one another, as well as with fac-

ulty, members. Such relationships are vital for creating peaceful commu-

nities. In the United States, class compositions are more often changed 

every year, so that burgeoning friendships are repeatedly interrupted and 

undermined, contributing instead to the disjointed and disconnected 

character prevalent in so many American schools.

In the United States, there is some concern that a more cooperative 

school model would inadequately prepare students for the “real world.” 

Yet even in business schools there is a trend toward emphasizing team-

work and improved interpersonal relationships. Many successful and 

forward-thinking businesses and nonprofit organizations teach their 

employees to use appreciative inquiry as a model that maximizes creativ-

ity, growth, and productivity. Appreciative inquiry involves the “uncon-

ditional positive question”; employees are encouraged to ask questions 

about what is working and to develop creative and innovative ideas, 

rather than to focus on what is wrong and needs fixing. According to 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Commons, an online site hosted by Case West-

ern Reserve University’s Weatherhead School of Management, “Instead 

of negation, criticism, and spiraling diagnosis, there is discovery, dream, 

and design.”25

This kind of approach is a move away from the bully society more tra-

ditionally found in large firms. Top business schools from Harvard to 

Columbia University also now teach students to work in groups and strive 
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to work together for common goals. Books such as David Faulkner and 

Mark de Rond’s edited collection Cooperative Strategy: Economic, Busi-

ness, and Organizational Issues articulate the benefits of cooperation 

over competition even in America’s cutthroat economic culture;26 “work-

ing with” rather than “against” others is more likely to produce the best 

results in myriad circumstances. Many U.S. schools are out of step with 

this new direction even as American businesses are catching on.

Because the evidence is so strong that a cooperative, compassionate 

school environment can help prevent and combat a school bully society 

and help students succeed academically, we need to work harder to make 

this kind of school a national trend, as many European countries have 

done. Further, a whole-school effort must reach beyond the classroom 

into the home and into cyberspace too.

Creating a Supportive Cyberspace

Even schools that work to create compassionate school communities face 

another, perhaps even more difficult problem when it comes to cyber-bul-

lying, which is an increasing menace for school-age children. Cyberspace 

is an uncharted and ever-changing frontier. Online bullying has the same 

impact as offline bullying. Students end up feeling depressed, anxious, 

and in the most extreme cases suicidal or full of lethal rage. These condi-

tions are prevalent and increasing in the United States.27 Schools need to 

be part of the solution. While schools have legal rights to prohibit certain 

language or behaviors on school property or at school-related activities, 

these rights do not tend to extend to the Internet. Thus the U.S. zero-

tolerance, one-size-fits-all approach is even less effective in cyberspace, 

where school jurisdiction is limited.

A compassionate culture at school is more likely to breed kinder 

communication on the Internet, but questions regarding follow-up and 

intervention are more complicated. In some cases, online bullying may 

be addressed efficiently because a log can be found of exchanges. More 

often, however, users hide behind anonymous names and identities. 

Given the difficulty of making cyber-bullies answer for their actions, it is 

that much more important to hold the school community accountable for 

any bullying a student in their midst experiences.

Schools need to be proactive about helping students commit to being 

part of a compassionate community, and further, to support targeted stu-
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dents with all the collective courage they can muster. In this way, cyber-

bullying will decrease as well as the emotional ramifications targets oth-

erwise are forced to endure alone.

Even when lawyers do find ways to hold offenders directly accountable 

for online bullying, these efforts are unlikely to reduce the prevalence of 

cyber-bullying. Instead, in “Cyber-Bullying and Harassment of Teenagers: 

The Legal Response,” Alisdair A. Gillespie writes that education is essential. 

Cyberspace must be perceived on some level as an extension of school, now 

that students use technology as a primary means of socializing and com-

municating with one another. Potential cyber-bullies need to understand 

the anguish their actions can cause, and potential victims need education 

on the dangers lurking in cyberspace and how to minimize threats.28

Even some of the school shootings could well have been averted by 

more adult awareness and discussion of what was being posted on per-

sonal websites and blogs. In the most notorious case, the Columbine 

shooting, Eric Harris had his own website that contained direct threats 

against fellow students, and many of the other shooters’ postings also 

revealed anger, rage, and murderous intentions. While direct, violent 

threats are not protected by our First Amendment, censorship alone is 

not the answer; it is a shortcut that misses deeper issues that spawn school 

shootings. Schools that find evidence of impending violence should of 

course intervene and directly address the students who made the threats, 

but they would also do well to discuss these issues immediately with the 

entire community.

A look at recent legislation involving cyber-bullying reveals some other 

pitfalls involved in efforts to legislate away such behavior. As mentioned 

earlier, in January 2006, the U.S. Congress passed a law making it a fed-

eral crime to “annoy, abuse, threaten or harass another person over the 

Internet.” Approximately thirty-six states passed similar legislation. How-

ever, these laws apply only to people over the age of eighteen, so they don’t 

necessarily help the cyber-bullying problem among children and teens. In 

addition, rumors about an underage individual are not considered slander 

or libel. A young person cannot take someone to court for hurting his or 

her reputation. For example, only an adult whose livelihood or romantic 

prospects are threatened by rumors can turn to the courts. Many jurisdic-

tions don’t want to investigate or prosecute these (underage) cases, says Al 

Kush of WiredSafety.org, an Internet safety advocacy group based in Seat-

tle, Washington. “They are short-staffed and busy pursuing what they call 

‘real crime.’”29 Surely this is not the most effective way to deal with bullying.
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Laws are also misused when it comes to some forms of cyber-bullying 

such as “sexting,” the practice of sending or posting sexually suggestive 

text messages and images, including nude or seminude photographs, via 

cell phones or over the Internet. When adults engage in this activity with 

other adults, it is often considered free speech and even encouraged, with 

instructive suggestions in popular women’s magazines. Cyber-harass-

ment is new, though, and few laws directly address sexting when some-

one underage ends up getting hurt. In some cases when underage youth 

engage in this practice, it has been considered a felony and the sender has 

been convicted under federal child pornography legislation.

The bullying effect of sexting arises when suggestive photos are distrib-

uted, sometimes internationally, by vindictive ex-lovers or others intent 

on being hurtful. The current legal trend, though, to prosecute children 

as adults guilty of distributing child pornography, is considered by many 

to be an inappropriate response to a serious problem. When young peo-

ple send photos of themselves to one another in respectful rather than 

harassing ways, it is questionable whether the law has any place at all. 

Julia Saldino writes that “statements from the Congressional Record dem-

onstrate that Congress intended to punish criminals who performed hei-

nous crimes and exploited children rather than teenagers engaging in the 

consensual exchange of suggestive pictures, as is the situation in [current 

case] Miller v. Skumanick.”30 Educating students about the ramifications 

of these kinds of behaviors would make a more lasting difference than 

prosecuting children as adult pornographers.

Schools need policies that support safe and healthy conditions for stu-

dents, and these need to be far-reaching. Sexuality, for instance, is both 

encouraged and demonized in contemporary society and within schools. 

As discussed, children and teens perceived as exhibiting “inappropriate” 

sexuality are widely attacked by adults and young people alike who function 

as their schools’ gender police. Gay bashing, slut bashing, and other forms 

of gender attacks are heard daily by American students on and offline. Sex 

education even in HIV/AIDS prevention lessons in United States public 

schools, still mostly stress abstinence.31 Students are given few if any arenas 

to speak with responsible and compassionate adults about their questions, 

concerns, fears, and/or anxieties regarding their own and others’ sexualities.

Yet in a historical moment, when, as a result of sexual slurs and related 

attacks, students are being killed, committing suicide, and perpetrating 

massacres—as well as enduring high levels of depression, anxiety, and other 

emotional breakdowns—we can no longer afford to keep these issues out 
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of schools. Policies are needed that support discussion and respect among 

community members, especially around difficult issues related to gender 

and sexuality. Students don’t need more punishment and criminal charges; 

they need guidance, support, and education.

As it is, though, most efforts to address these kinds of problems remain in the 

legal realm. At a roundtable discussion to which I was invited, New York State 

senator Kemp Hannon introduced language that would amend existing laws for 

public schools to increase penalties for hazing and prohibit bullying and cyber-

bullying. The proposal suggests that the Regents ensure that in grades K-12 

there will be a “component” of “instruction in civility, citizenship and character 

education” and that a school employee must report a suspicion of bullying or 

cyber-bullying to the principal, who must report it to the superintendent, who 

would report it to local law enforcement for investigation.32 The policy is well-

meaning and effectively makes school faculty “mandated reporters” regarding 

bullying and cyber-bullying, just as they are “mandated reporters” for child 

abuse—where a school faculty member must report any suspicion of child 

abuse to child protective services. In this legislation, a single statewide hotline 

would be established that all persons would use to make telephone calls alleg-

ing instances of bullying and hazing. The hotline would be administered by the 

commissioner of education, who would report calls to appropriate authorities.

States across the country have implemented similar statutes. New Jer-

sey’s 2011 Anti-Bullying Bill of Rights is considered the toughest regulation 

against bullying in the United States—a response to Tyler Clementi’s suicide. 

While some school faculty are spearheading some important community 

work, much of the larger focus requires more reporting and police inter-

vention.33 Another effort, a Missouri bill, makes cyber-bullying a criminal 

offense. The legislation was passed after the 2006 suicide of Megan Meier, 

the young teen who hanged herself in her closet after receiving hurtful mes-

sages on Myspace from a person she thought was a boy she had met online. 

A first-time offense could mean up to a year in prison. Adults twenty-one or 

older who repeatedly bully a minor online could face up to five years in jail.

Many of these edicts remains impotent, however, because young people 

under age sixteen years still have some legal recourse as juveniles, and most 

law enforcement agencies are busy doing what they refer to as the “more 

serious stuff.” Legal limitations only make it more necessary that school cli-

mate be pursued as a primary intervention and that this work be extended 

to creating more positive social interactions on the Internet as well. If a 

school is able to create a environment where students are expected to treat 

each other with respect, compassion, and warmth, it is more likely that 
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these behaviors and attitudes will extend to Internet relationships among 

students too. Students who find that their schools support them, help them 

support others, and recognize and appreciate them have far less reason to 

lash out indiscriminately at others, in real time, or in cyberspace. In fact, 

students are more likely to turn to one another in positive and empathic 

ways if they consistently receive positive rather than punitive reactions.

Furthermore, most new mandates require that students and school 

faculty report cyber-bullying to authorities; but given the mistrust among 

students, and between students and teachers, as well as the pervasive 

belief that it is wrong to “tattle-tale” or “snitch,” prevalent social norms 

are more likely to discourage such reports, just as students are reticent 

about reporting other forms of bullying. Unless schools create environ-

ments where school faculty and students unite to create a supportive 

school culture, it is unlikely that many people will come forward.

Right now, unless we change tracks, we are most likely to keep imple-

menting draconian laws with more extreme punishment for more defined 

offenses. I hate to think about where this will leave us in the next thirty 

years—perhaps with still more people in prison, in a nation that already 

has the highest incarceration rate in the world, and with more imprisoned 

people feeling smug about their status as outlaws capable of the most 

severe revenge. There are more effective alternatives.

Fellow parents, teachers, administrators, and legislators often ask me 

what they should do if a child is being bullied in school buildings or in 

cyberspace. The answer is that schools need to create a collective courage 

among their community members such that students and faculty mem-

bers are expected to stand up for one another if any student (or faculty 

member) is treated with a lack of respect. We need to embark on whole-

school efforts to hold one another accountable to ethical values relating 

to respect and compassion toward others. Any student who experiences 

bullying behavior, whether in cyberspace or face to face, should be sup-

ported by the entire school community in homeroom discussions and all-

school meetings—whether or not anyone knows who the bully is—since 

in cyberspace the perpetrators often remain effectively anonymous.

Adults and youth in schools can spearhead a movement toward empa-

thy and compassion where students are recognized and appreciated on a 

daily basis, to such an extent that no one needs to do something “big” in 

order to “to be remembered,” as so many of the perpetrators set out to do. 

If a student is insulted on the Internet (or face to face), people in the school 

can declare their indignation and reaffirm their commitment to creating a 
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school culture where all people are treated with respect. The school can 

rally behind the hurt individual (without necessarily focusing on the per-

petrator, who may or not be known) and make it clear that the target is 

cared about and that the whole community takes the insult personally.

Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish offered this sound advice for parents 

in their best-selling book Siblings without Rivalry: punishing the aggres-

sor will tend to pigeonhole him or her as the “bad one.” Then he or she 

is likely to repeat the behavior in order to fulfill the expectations of that 

role. Parents, instead of giving attention to the aggressor, should “attend 

to the injured party.” The parent can say to the injured party something to 

the effect of “People are not for hurting. Your sibling needs to learn to ask 

for what she wants with words, even when she’s angry. Let’s put some ice 

on your arm.”34 Similarly, schools can give attention to targets of bullying, 

discuss the different ways students can learn to express themselves, and 

offer the victim the support, warmth, and attention that most people who 

are hurting crave. When the aggressor is no longer rewarded through 

attention (negative or positive), the behavior is more likely to decrease.

Bullying behavior must be attacked rather than individuals so that 

bullies no longer receive praise and status for acting hurtfully toward 

others. Schools can help make compassion more popular than aggres-

sion and render bullying behavior impotent as a means for students 

to gain recognition and popularity. Any person in a community can 

become a leader in these efforts; and in the current bully climate result-

ing in so much fear and pain, it is likely that others will quickly join a 

burgeoning movement.

Granted, it is not easy to change a school culture, but persistence and 

hard work are hallmarks of any success. As MCS director Solá suggested, 

“by any means necessary” is a vital motto for creating positive change in 

a school community. Some efforts will not work, others might feel like 

steps backwards. Yet most people are concerned about the ramifications 

of school bullying, and there is going to be something a parent, guard-

ian, student, teacher, school social worker, administrator, coach, or other 

person can do that will work. Creative efforts to build community and 

oppose violent proclivities will help students (and school faculty and 

parents) feel safe, supported, and thus able to thrive and learn—and to 

develop the important relationships they need with themselves and oth-

ers to become empowered, empowering, and educated individuals.

While a counselor and school social worker in schools for over a 

decade, I saw students on and offline get gay-bashed (regardless of their 
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sexual identity) and slut-bashed (regardless of their sexual activity). As 

discussed, I’ve also seen students leave dangerous gangs and become 

leaders in their school’s mediation programs; and I’ve seen gang vic-

tims find that a new school’s caring community helped them get out of 

such treacherous circumstances, and then into prestigious colleges, all 

expenses paid. Violence of all kinds can be mitigated by creating commu-

nities where people are supported and where they are given guidance and 

expectations related to treating themselves and others with respect and 

kindness.

Schools need only dedicate themselves to this goal. More than a “com-

ponent” in the K-12 curriculum, it must be a sustained effort integral to 

the school’s mission. Getting rid of one bully after another through sus-

pension or expulsion will only perpetuate the problem; in the present 

climate, bullies will continue to get status from their peers regardless of 

the punishments they endure. Schools instead need to be more innova-

tive about finding prevention methods that speak to the members of their 

community. Anyone reading this book could well become the catalyst 

that helps create a more peaceful school.
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Conclusion

From a Bully Society to 

Compassionate Communities

On the first day in one of my criminal justice classes, I asked my stu-

dents to tell me why they thought school shootings occurred. One 

student said something similar to what many of the Columbine jocks said 

about Eric and Dylan after Columbine. “They couldn’t take the bully-

ing. Why didn’t they let it roll off them?” and then, “Something had to be 

wrong with them.” The boy later shared that he had been a victim of bully-

ing for most of his school career and that this was how he coped. “No one 

was going to help me,” he said, “so I just had to try not to let it bother me.” 

Another girl said something similar: “All my girlfriends were called ‘sluts’ 

and ‘whores.’ Get over it.” Many other students nodded in agreement: “It 

has always existed. It’s everywhere.” They talked about their own bully-

ing experiences in school, in the workplace, and in college. One student 

declared, “It’s a competitive society, survival of the fittest—and that’s how 

it’s going to be in schools too.”

We had a long discussion about the mental health of the shooters. 

Why couldn’t they withstand the abuse like everyone else? Why couldn’t 

they just suck it up? And then someone suggested that perhaps it was 

the jocks and other tormentors who had the mental health problem. 

“Why do they get pleasure from hurting other people? What’s wrong with 

them?”

We discussed these questions: Is it necessarily the shooters who have 

a mental health problem? Was there something wrong with the “jocks” 

who were the most common bullies of the shooters? Or is there some-

thing wrong with our society so resigned to the school violence revealed 

by school shootings? Is there something disturbing about the fact that 
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children expect that their schools will have high levels of gay bashing, slut 

bashing, violence against girls, racism, and violence against those who are 

less able or otherwise “different”? What does it say about our schools, our 

workplaces, and our society, that everyone thinks it is so normal to be 

tormented, abused, harassed, stalked, threatened, and beat up, on a daily 

basis? This seems like an unhealthy way to live—yet millions of children, 

as well as adults, feel that they simply have no other choice.

I was startled by the student who matter-of-factly said: “It’s a compet-

itive society—‘survival of the fittest’—and that’s how it’s going to be in 

schools too.” I had somehow thought it was more hidden—that our cul-

ture had so normalized issues related to competition, domination, and 

power that they were invisible to anyone raised in its midst. My students 

confirmed that this was no secret to them. They understand that their 

world is cutthroat. They know that they have to compete to survive and 

that they will be judged for nothing short of how powerful they look and 

how much influence they wield. That’s clear. What is more elusive to them 

is that it doesn’t have to be this way.

When we study political theory we study multiple ways of organizing a 

society and different models for getting our needs met. The sociologist Talc-

ott Parsons famously describes the functions a society needs to address—

how a society distributes necessities like food and clothing, Adaptation; 

how we come to have similar Goals; how we maintain solidarity among 

one another Integration; and what he calls Latency, creating and maintain-

ing similar values among people in a given society (AGIL). Any political or 

economic framework needs to address these functions—but the way we 

address these concerns can vary significantly across societies and cultures. 

Yet most of my students cannot even imagine a society, much less a school, 

founded on principles that prioritize community, compassion, and coop-

eration rather than individual profit, self-interest, and winning at any cost. I 

understand why, as they tend to learn these lessons at almost every turn.

Always Alone

Our hyperindividualist, hyper-self-reliant, hypercompetitive culture 

causes students to often end up alone and lonely. Their attempts to com-

bat the loneliness—to find connection, support, and belonging—often end 

up feeding the bully society. Students tell each other their secrets with an 

interest in gaining closeness, a special friend, advice—yet in many schools 
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their special private moments morph into “juicy gossip” and become a 

form of information capital that other students use to increase their own 

social standing. Students hope to find friends, people they can trust and 

rely on, and instead find that with one “wrong” move they are excluded, 

isolated, and teased. They learn early that it is “immature” to trust oth-

ers. Girls and boys both start to explore their sexuality, hoping to find inti-

macy and fulfilling connections—and again they are often met, instead, 

with cruel slut bashing, gay bashing, ridicule, and ruined reputations.

We all have vulnerabilities and want to connect deeply with others. 

Adolescents are experiencing these needs acutely as they mature, and 

instead of receiving a human response they are often hurt and abused. 

Rather than developing their humanity, they find themselves wounded 

and undermined. Like so many of the people I interviewed in this book, 

young people find that as adults they have difficulty trusting friends, 

developing intimate relationships, asking for support, and developing 

self-esteem and confidence.

Tatania, who became a teacher in her thirties, came from an inner-city 

northeastern school and had been bullied and humiliated for years during 

her adolescence; she describes one traumatic experience that affected her 

permanently. She went to Burger King by herself because her best friends 

were absent that day. A guy she liked came up to her and said “really loud: 

‘Don’t you have any friends?’” Tatiana started crying. “Up to two years 

ago, I wouldn’t eat in a public place by myself,” she shared. “If I had to, 

I just wouldn’t eat. I lost a lot of weight in college when my friends got 

really busy and weren’t able to eat with me. Then I started listening to 

music and having my Walkman on so that people wouldn’t say anything 

to me. It helped me feel safe.”

In response to the bullying she experienced, Tatiana tried to appear 

indifferent to others and fiercely independent, warding off any impression 

that she was lonely or unliked. Embracing expectations to appear hyper-

self-sufficient, though, is considered largely self-destructive by many 

scholars. After conducting extensive research and interviews relating to 

individualism in American life, the authors of the national bestseller Hab-

its of the Heart concluded: “We deeply feel the emptiness of a life without 

sustaining social commitments. Yet we are hesitant to articulate our sense 

that we need one another as much as we need to stand alone, for fear that 

if we did we would lose our independence altogether.”1

This American expectation to “stand alone”—the perception that 

needing help and support is a sign of weakness—plays out in the dynam-
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ics of bullying. Bullied students are expected to “take it”—an attitude 

directly connected to hegemonic masculinity expectations. Even girls 

are increasingly encouraged to “act like a man” and handle things on 

their own. When Wendy was bullied in middle school, “Teachers never 

helped and I would come crying to my mom. My mom thought it was 

normal and I was being a baby about it. She wouldn’t call the school. The 

teachers would say, ‘Are you sure this happened?’ And they would ques-

tion me rather than question the bullies.” The experience made Wendy 

feel isolated and abandoned. “No one was helping me. Nobody cared. My 

mother knew I was miserable, but didn’t do anything. All these kids are 

ganging up on me. Mom doesn’t care. Teachers don’t care. Father’s not 

around. I blamed myself and I thought it was only happening to me.”

Bullying often ends up undermining close family relationships too. 

Raquel, from a northeastern lower-to-middle-class urban area, described 

an experience in which she felt forced to abandon her own sibling. She 

explained: “My brother has been bullied his whole life.”  Jared was over-

weight and had glasses; between kindergarten and fifth grade, the boys 

in the neighborhood excluded him from everything, called him gay, and 

teased him mercilessly. Raquel said: “He would go inside to calm down 

and get upset and cry .  .  . I didn’t do anything. I thought it would cause 

more problems if his older sister was defending him instead of himself. . . . 

Mom was going to call the police, but they gave my mom a hard time 

for protecting him too. He was supposed to hold his own. ‘You’re such a 

little baby,’ they taunted him. I couldn’t stick up for him. I didn’t want to 

encourage more teasing.”

Children and parents often find that the fear, shame, and isolation that 

bullying victims feel creates a wall between them. Natasha from a north-

eastern wealthy suburban area, had a close relationship with her mother, 

but she believed, as many youths do, that telling her mom about the six 

years of torment she experienced at school would just make it worse 

for her. “She would talk to the other parents or tell the school, and they 

would think I was weak or scared of them, and a tattletale,” Natasha said. 

“I told my mom I wanted to leave school, but I couldn’t tell her why, so 

she wouldn’t let me leave.” Later Natasha’s mother was horrified that she 

hadn’t switched Natasha out of the school when she requested. Natasha 

understood: “You didn’t realize how cruel the children were being.” Nata-

sha wishes she had told her mother what was going on, but the values that 

demanded she “handle things on her own” and show that she was “able to 

take it” prevented her from seeking help and kept her a captive victim.
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Shantique, from a southern poor rural area, also quickly learned that 

“once you tell, it is over. You’ll never get back. They will pick on you for-

ever.” Recalling her daily ordeals on the school bus, where she was tar-

geted for relentless bullying, Shantique said: “You had to figure stuff out 

on your own. I would get off the bus and cry and I knew I had to clean up 

before my grandma saw. I had to figure out how to do it myself. I couldn’t 

tell anyone. It would be worse. ‘You’re like a baby,’ they would say.” Shan-

tique echoed many other students as she described how it felt to be deal-

ing with constant harassment, completely on her own: “Overwhelmed. I 

remember feeling scared, but also that it is just what you’re supposed to 

do, figure that stuff out by yourself. Some things you just can’t tell people.”

Like so many others I talked with, Shantique told me that her experi-

ences had affected her permanently. “I’m in therapy now,” she says. “I still 

feel overwhelmed that I have to figure out everything by myself.” She tells 

me that at forty-six, “I don’t have a husband and children. I still have to 

figure it out. I have very good friends, but there are things about me that 

they don’t know. I would never ask them for real help.” She continues, 

“I think this message that I have to do things by myself has cost me. I’ve 

been in bad situations where I could have used some help.”

The overvaluing of independence in our culture means that often a 

child’s relationship with his or her mother becomes a direct target for 

bullying. Mothers are the only members of society who are expected to 

be supportive of others (though not necessarily supported by others). 

They are likely to be a child’s main support and the person with whom 

he or she has been most vulnerable. The very closeness of this relation-

ship often becomes the focus for hostile attacks. “Mama’s boy” is the most 

typical—but the slurs are innumerable.

Several of the people I interviewed for The Bully Society talked about 

the torment they experienced because their mothers were seen as defi-

cient in some way. Vanessa’s mother, Karen, said students at her daugh-

ter’s northeastern urban school would make fun of her when she came to 

get Vanessa after track practice; sometimes she saw that girls rolled their 

eyes at her. Lenny was teased because his mother had a physical disability. 

Rebecca said she was relieved that the kids in school harassed her only 

about her weight. “They didn’t know my mother was schizophrenic. The 

abuse I got in my neighborhood was even worse.”

Students routinely look for perceived “differences” or weaknesses in 

other children’s parents and exploit them as fodder for teasing. This ten-

dency to undermine even the closest familial relationships shows how 
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deeply our society fuels children’s isolation through values regarding 

hyperindependence. In the twenty-first century, more American families 

live across the country from one another; careers routinely trump famil-

ial ties and connections; and in a society that offers little in the way of 

economic support for families when they come upon hard times, many 

families find that, having acquiesced to our hyperindividualist culture and 

moved far away physically or emotionally, they don’t necessarily have one 

another either.

School as Prison

In the absence of authentic self-expression and relationships, we become 

accustomed to the irrational foundation on which our lives are structured 

and accept some unacceptable ideas: that this is as good as it gets; that 

competition is better than cooperation; that things are more important 

than people; and that inequality makes more sense for a society than 

equality. Similarly, while we purport to favor positive school environ-

ments that support children’s potential, we still consider it normal and 

inevitable that our children feel terrorized and tormented on a daily basis.

Lenny recognized the function that bullying serves and explained to 

me that he thought bullying was “normal.” ”Everyone gets bullied,” he said, 

“or at least gets tested.” “This is a capitalist society,” continued Lenny, who 

never finished high school but now runs a successful business. “You have 

to take out your aggression. If you don’t have money, you’re not anything. 

You can’t do anything, can’t take care of your family, can’t handle life the 

way you want to.” Many youth recognize the damage done by bullying and 

have even experienced it themselves but nonetheless completely accept 

it as an intrinsic and inevitable reality, just as they accept the value sys-

tem that spawns it. This acceptance traps them in a prison without walls. 

The eighteenth-century French jurist and reformer Joseph Servan put it 

clearly:

When you have thus formed a chain of ideas in the heads of your 

citizens, you will then be able to pride yourself on guiding them and 

being their masters. A stupid despot may constrain his slaves with 

iron chains; but a true politician binds them even more strongly by 

the chains of their own ideas; it is at the stable point of reason that 

he secures the end of the chain; this link is all the stronger in that we 
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do not know of what it is made and we believe it to be our own work; 

despair and time eat away the bonds of iron and steel, but they are 

powerless against the habitual union of ideas, they can only tighten it 

still more; and on the soft fibres of the brain is founded the unshake-

able base of the soundest of Empires.2

We are bound not by physical chains but by beliefs that render us doc-

ile—obedient to strangulating conventions. Students (and adults) come to 

believe that being popular, purchasing brands, and dominating others are 

necessary and all important. No one has to point a gun—so many of us 

accept these precepts without question.

In Against Schooling: Towards an Education That Matters, Stan-

ley Aronowitz argues that schools are social training grounds for these 

kinds of expectations rather than sites for education. In a related article, 

Aronowitz wrote: “While acquiring credentials that are conferred by 

schools remains an important prerequisite for many occupations, the 

conflation of schooling with education is mistaken. Schooling is surely 

a source of training both by its disciplinary regime and its credentialing 

system. But schools transmit not a ‘love for the world’ or ‘for our children’ 

as Arendt suggests and, contrary to their democratic pretensions, teach 

conformity to the social, cultural, and occupational hierarchy. In our con-

temporary world they are not constituted to foster independent thought, 

let alone encourage social agency.”3

Aronowitz laments the state of schools today and compares them 

to aging vats where students learn little of importance, other than how 

to tolerate boredom. Instead students “accumulate social capital—the 

intricate network of personal relations that articulate with occupational 

access.”4 In a 2008 interview, Aronowitz, said that schools are essentially 

places where middle-class students in the right high school and college 

“meet the people who can advance their career and make their career.” 

The school is like a day prison, with cops prowling the halls, and adults 

who ask all the wrong questions, says Aronowitz. They ask: “Why isn’t 

this kid in class—but they don’t ask the essential question: What is it 

about this class that doesn’t meet the needs of so many kids?”5 Richard 

Ryan concurs. For instance, he says, the punitive tendency to suspend and 

expel students “fails to diagnosis or address the real problem.”6 This dis-

cipline-and-punish approach fails to mitigate the violence in our schools 

and in the worst cases actually nurtures it. Learning and creating commu-

nity are often forsaken in the interests of control and containment.
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Seth Kreisberg, from Harvard University, and one of my graduate edu-

cation professors before he met an untimely death, detailed with concern 

the extent to which students’ every move is carefully controlled and mon-

itored—to the point that in most schools they have to ask permission to 

go to the bathroom. They are compelled to speak at certain times and be 

quiet at other times. Domination and control, two characteristics associ-

ated with being masculine, are hallmarks of typical teacher pedagogies 

and institutionalized school practices.

The challenge, Kreisberg writes, is to move from a position of “power 

over” to “power with.”  Rather than imposing “facts and analyses upon 

their students,” he suggests that teachers invite students to become part 

of “a shared inquiry, a mutual exploration of issues.”7 Kreisberg recom-

mended restructuring schools with these concepts in mind and shows 

that these “reforms” turn students from “feeling powerless and acting in 

very destructive ways” to becoming “active, involved, and constructive 

members of the class.”8 Schools with top-down structures, where teachers 

have excessive control over their students’ futures and are forced into a 

hyperassessment of their students’ work, are often experienced by stu-

dents as arbitrary and degrading.

Kreisberg’s recommendations—similar to practices in more peaceful 

and academically thriving schools in Denmark—include that teachers 

bond with their students and help students bond with one another in the 

classroom. When students feel connected to a community at school, they 

tend to be more engaged and feel more fulfilled by the experience. Teach-

ers can help students reach across ethnic, economic, social, cultural, and 

even gender divides to help them get to know people with whom they 

might not otherwise speak; teachers can also query students about their 

interests and gear lessons in directions that engage their students’ curios-

ity.

I’m often asked to train school social workers and psychologists on 

how to help their students build resiliency to bullying behavior, but this 

question implies, on some level, that students should learn how to take 

the abuse and develop a thicker skin—just as the bullies themselves 

expect. Others ask for specialized techniques for counseling targeted stu-

dents, but this approach also pathologizes the victim. I’m asked to help 

identify “red flag” students; instead, I think we need to become aware 

of “red flag” social cultures. When I’m asked to help determine who is 

most likely to become a “troubled teen,” I suggest a new goal—diagnosing 

disturbing values endemic to a particular school. Schools that transform 
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their school cultures— and work vigilantly to build a compassionate com-

munity and dismantle their gender police—will find that they don’t need 

this piecemeal approach; students will rise to the occasion, and bullying 

will decrease or even disappear. Then individual work with students to 

improve communication skills and develop more authentic relationships 

with self and others will be about making life richer, rather than just mak-

ing it bearable.

Ace went to a northeastern urban public school—where I worked as 

a social worker—that was dedicated to building such a compassionate 

community. “It was a different school than my other schools,” he recalled. 

“It was like a mini-college with smaller classes that met for longer times. 

The teachers were always there for you. It wasn’t just about passing tests; 

the classes were designed to make you think instead of summarizing. I 

got to think and that helped me in college.” With my help and the sup-

port of the school community, Ace got a full scholarship to a prestigious 

school, where he studied psychology and anthropology. “The discussions 

helped a lot. [The school] was vocal, you had to speak up, and that helped 

me speak up in college.”

Ace was born and raised in the Bronx. His family is from the Domini-

can Republic, and Ace went back there for a while after his mother died, 

then moved back and forth a few times as he stayed with one aunt or 

another.  His father was dealing drugs and couldn’t help out. Before he 

began attending our school, he was in a nearby school ridden with gangs; 

he was once beat up as part of a gang member’s initiation rite. Ace, like 

many students at our school, might have had a very different life if he 

hadn’t gone to our community-focused and self-reflection-oriented 

school. Ace himself says that he’s not sure he would have gone to college 

if he hadn’t gotten my call that he’d been accepted there. He started the 

same day.

Ace’s application to this college got lost in the mail three times. I 

helped him send it over and over again, and I called repeatedly to let them 

know about Ace and to advocate on his behalf. Students need faculty 

members to fight for them, to be aware of the problems that students are 

facing, and to stick with them to make sure everything works out. Most 

schools are too big or otherwise focused, so that this help and follow-up 

do not happen. Instead, school faculty can get overwhelmed and rely on 

an easier, faster kind of approach. They don’t have the resources or the 

time to give students the attention and support they need. Students need 

to be helped to dream big, and then they need help to make their dreams 
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happen. We were able to do this for our students, but it meant the faculty 

worked overtime every day as well as on weekends. Public schools need 

the funds to make this kind of future accessible to students everywhere in 

our nation.

Such efforts will be limited as long as our surrounding culture clings to 

hypermasculine values driven by a supercapitalist economy. Schools can 

nonetheless help students make their own way and maintain their dignity 

and integrity in smaller settings. A new cadre of graduates may lead us to 

a different kind of culture that more pervasively breeds the support and 

compassion so many of us crave.

Messerschmidt writes, following Connell, that schools should pursue 

“the explicit goal of social justice because many masculine practices in 

schools perpetuate injustice—such as peer abuse—and therefore pursu-

ing justice in schools requires addressing the gender patterns that support 

these practices. Arguably developing programs in schools that challenge 

division and emphasize empathy are essential.”9 These are wise words, but 

we have a long way to go: right now, prejudice and bigotry are triggers for 

most bullying behaviors yet are still largely invisible as such to adults and 

students alike.

We live in a world where, trying desperately to break free from the 

schools and social situations they found brutal and oppressive, school 

shooting perpetrators unleashed rage with a lethal and devastating 

impact again and again and again. There is no end in sight. The shoot-

ers themselves didn’t try to replace the old hierarchies with something 

new. They were as resigned as everyone else that school bullying was an 

immutable fact of life, and they believed the only thing they could do was 

destroy their schools and themselves as they became the biggest bullies. 

School shootings proliferated throughout the period in which I wrote this 

book. New cases were added regularly as the book evolved. We need to 

offer our students a different method of resistance and a clear vision for 

transforming their bully cultures. Too many new antibullying programs 

are stuck in old mind-sets—teaching children to speak up for themselves 

but neglecting the importance of community and supporting others.

Aronowitz asks another essential question: “What are the requisite 

changes that would transform schools from credential mills and institu-

tions of control to a site of education that prepares young people to see 

themselves as active participants in the world?”10 Surely when students 

are connected to their schools, excited about learning, and feeling ful-

filled by their classes and engaged by their teachers, they will be far less 
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inclined to turn on one another. Students who love school and feel recog-

nized and empowered in their classes are also less vulnerable to pressures 

to become the perfect boy or girl or to find attention in notoriety. Helping 

students appreciate themselves and others, and become engaged in the 

world, is an essential antidote to the vulnerabilities developed when raw 

insecurities are instead exploited by larger consumer forces pressuring 

everyone to purchase excessive products in order to become “super” boys 

and girls.

Aronowitz’s late wife, the prolific feminist writer Ellen Willis, said 

poignantly in her book No More Nice Girls: “People deprived of pleasure 

don’t get kinder and gentler but meaner and nastier.”11

I believe that change is possible in our schools. If schools are trans-

formed, students who come from these new, more supportive, peaceful, 

and affirming communities can have a powerful effect on the larger soci-

ety as they become the future leaders of our country. Together we can 

move from a destructive one-size-fits-all bully society to more compas-

sionate communities—where students, families, and community mem-

bers can, instead, thrive.
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Appendix

Methodology

Ibecame interested in studying school shootings when I heard the school 

shooters explain the motives for their crimes. Their complaints were no 

different from those of average American students across the nation. They 

were upset about their peers calling them gay, girls that rejected them, 

teachers who they felt punished them unjustly, and related issues prevalent 

in most school cultures. So I set out to make more visible the comments 

the perpetrators made alongside the stories of ordinary youth who raised 

almost identical concerns. In doing so, I conducted a content analysis of 

the shootings; I drew on existing statistical research, and I shared my own 

observations working in high schools and universities over the last twenty 

years. I also interviewed students, parents, and faculty from schools in dis-

parate demographics—and brought all this information to bear under the 

scrutinizing light of some of the most powerful and insightful sociological 

theories available. My methodologies are elaborated below.

Content Analysis

In an effort to systematically analyze factors identified as causing 

extreme school violence, I have carried out a content analysis of press 

and scholarly reports of 166 school shootings that took place in the 

three decades between 1979 and 2009. In a chart, accessible on The 

Bully Society website, I have categorized the motives and contexts of 

each school shooting—where information is available: http://www.nyu-

press.org/bullysociety/dataonschoolshootings.pdf.

 At this time, at least 73 of the cases have inadequate information on 

motives. Of the 166, 7 relate to drugs, money, or political protests unre-

http://www.nyupress.org/bullysociety/dataonschoolshootings.pdf
http://www.nyupress.org/bullysociety/dataonschoolshootings.pdf
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lated to this study. The remaining shootings are discussed in The Bully 

Society and/or highlighted on the website chart.

In choosing relevant cases to analyze, I combined rampages, targeted 

attacks, and gang wars. Glenn Muschert categorizes school shootings as 

follows: rampages, mass murders, terrorist attacks, targeted shootings, and 

government shootings. In this study, I look most closely at rampages as well 

as targeted shootings, as they are the types that occur in schools. Accord-

ing to Muschert, rampages are “expressive, non-targeted attacks on a school 

institution .  .  . and involve(s) multiple victims, some chosen for their sym-

bolic significance or at random.” Targeted shootings, on the other hand, 

are more directly focused at an individual or group of people—and are less 

symbolic in nature.1 Past studies on school shootings tended to focus on 

rampages and excluded targeted shootings where the shooter specifically 

attacked and killed individual(s); they also avoided examining gang wars.2

In my research I found less distinction between rampages and targeted 

shootings, or even gang warfare. Most of these crimes are incited by simi-

lar masculinity challenges. Therefore, I included high-profile cases of dif-

ferent kinds in my study sample. I gathered public discourse and research 

(television, radio, newspapers, online news sources, scholarly journals, 

and books) on school shooting cases, which included indiscriminate 

murder as well as cases where people were specifically targeted.

I have been studying school shootings since 1997 and I have examined 

over forty lists of shootings accessible through news, police, and online 

reports. I conflated this information to compile as complete a list as pos-

sible for this part of the study. Nonetheless, some school shootings are 

not widely reported—either because schools were reticent about attract-

ing publicity or because lack of injuries failed to make these less tragic 

incidents register as strongly on the national radar. My study sample 

therefore is not exhaustive—but the cases that I may have missed are few 

and are unlikely to affect the validity of the conclusions based on these 

most highly profiled cases.

To identify common themes, I focused on comments by perpetrators, 

victims, and community members related to “trigger” factors and motiva-

tions in the shootings. I also analyzed the importance and depth of treatment 

that media sources accorded various motivating factors. According to Zipf ’s 

law, the most frequent words and phrases mentioned reflect important 

concerns in every communication. Therefore, quantitative content analysis 

starts with word frequencies and extends to synonyms and homonyms. In 

many of these cases, the perpetrators left manifestos—on the web, in dia-
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ries, in videos, and in school notebooks—that directly conveyed why they 

committed their acts. In other cases, others who knew the perpetrators well 

(students, parents, teachers) or police investigators tried to fill in the missing 

pieces on the basis of their knowledge of the perpetrator’s grievances. The 

perpetrators’ notes or others’ perceptions of the crime were then repeated 

in the media as well as in scholarly sources. Comments that were repeatedly 

made either verbatim or with similar intent I considered evidence of “trig-

ger” factors. As much as possible I let the perpetrators speak for themselves 

when they tried to explain why they committed their crimes.

Analysis of hundreds of reports related to these cases reveals twelve 

themes that have not been sufficiently identified or adequately addressed 

in previous studies of school shootings and related violence:

1. Perpetrators lashed out against those they perceived to be at the top 

of their schools’ status hierarchies; they targeted those who tried to 

increase their status by assaulting, harassing, and threatening the 

perpetrators.

2. Gender issues, including gay and perceived-gay bashing against the 

perpetrators (almost all of whom identified as heterosexual), played 

a role in catalyzing the violence.

3. A pattern of sexual harassment and and/or dating violence and per-

ceived rejections characterized many of the perpetrators’ relation-

ships with the girls they targeted and/or killed.

4. Perpetrators tried to defeat the boys whom they perceived as 

threatening their relationships with girls.

5. Perpetrators acted because they felt humiliated after “being 

dumped” by girls.

6. Perpetrators saught revenge against their school when they believed 

that no one was willing and/or able to stop the bullying they expe-

rienced.

7. White supremacy, related to efforts to demonstrate masculinity, 

motivated some of the perpetrators to commit their crimes.

8. As a way to retaliate, some perpetrators targeted those who had 

hurled racist epithets at them.

9. When girls committed violence, they did so for similar reasons to 

those attributed predominantly to boys.

10. In some cases perpetrators raged against high-stakes tests or low 

grades which were perceived as creating overwhelming obstacles to 

future opportunities.
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11. Adults too often turned a blind eye to warning signs about immi-

nent violence as a result of deep-seated beliefs that “boys will be 

boys,” “girls will be girls,” “school bullying is part of typical adoles-

cence,” or “school bullying is a normal way of being in a competitive 

culture”; adults were sometimes targeted as a result of their per-

ceived “complicity” in related shootings.

12. Community-oriented programs related to preventing bullying, 

which have been widely practiced in European schools, have been 

more successful in reducing school violence than the more com-

mon zero-tolerance policies practiced in the United States.

The chart on The Bully Society website provides a map of the school shoot-

ings and predominant motivations. Elsewhere in the book, the perpetra-

tors speak more elaborately about their motivations, and other students, 

school faculty, and families make corroborating comments. This analysis 

exposes the link between the school shootings and the shooters’ efforts to 

accrue social prestige by demonstrating typical indicators of masculinity. 

Further, this work reveals that the perpetrators made direct threats that 

were repeatedly missed and/or ignored by faculty, parents, peers, or other 

members of the school community. The lack of response parallels the 

media’s failure to identify the significance of the role of gender-based vio-

lence. This shortcoming, rooted in society and reinforced by the media, 

lies in the effective invisibility of dating violence, sexual harassment, gay 

bashing, and other prejudiced behaviors, which are often perceived to be 

normal.

The lack of media attention to gender can be partly blamed on the 

approach to crime reporting that Neil Websdale and Alexander Alva-

rez term “forensic journalism” and Chancer refers to as “individualistic 

journalism.”3 This occurs, for instance, when reporters highlight crime 

anomalies perceived as being sensational and newsworthy rather than 

the more common but perhaps less shocking crime that more often 

takes place. When the perpetrators said they were tired of being called 

“gay” or “faggot” or that they were enraged that a girl had rejected 

them, such comments were, until quite recently, seen as commonplace 

and therefore not attributable factors in understanding the crime. The 

media repeatedly missed the “mundane” violence that took place in 

schools every day to such an extent that when there was a significant 

retaliatory response to such violence they continued to react with sur-

prise.
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To find policy and practice responses to school shootings, I conducted 

an analysis of hundreds of media accounts of a handful of international 

school shootings that took place between 1996 and 2002; I examined the 

most popular responses to high-profile school shootings in the United 

States and elsewhere. I studied predominantly European and U.S. news-

papers and wire services, academic journals, law reviews, magazines, 

and documentaries. Through online searches in Lexis Nexis, Academic 

Premier, ProQuest, and other electronic resources, I culled information 

from every European bureau, including Agence France-Presse, Deutsche 

Presse-Agentur, and Scottish, Irish, and British news sources.

I have categorized these results in a sample of international school 

shootings and related policy responses in tables 1 and 2 in chapter 9. For 

the most part, this research exposes different types of policy responses to 

school shootings in the United States and Europe. The results are strik-

ing, as two clear patterns emerge: U.S. responses tends toward increasing 

security and punishment, while European responses tend toward add-

ing more school social workers, building community, and creating other 

forms of social support. The differences in responses fall clearly along 

the lines of the linguist George Lakoff’s famous typology articulated in 

his book Moral Politics: the conservative strict-father (U.S.) model and 

the liberal nurturant-parent (European) model, respectively.4 As detailed 

in chapter 9, these distinctions have implications for school faculty and 

other community members, and they draw attention to the need for fresh 

and more nuanced approaches.

Statistical Research

The Bully Society uncovers the antecedents to school shooting massa-

cres in the violence that students experience every day, including the 

aforementioned: status wars, sexual harassment, dating violence, gay 

bashing (of both students who identify as gay and students who iden-

tify as straight), girl bashing, racism, and rage related to high-stakes 

tests that are perceived as foreclosing future success. Not surprisingly, 

prior research indicates that social problems are significant issues in 

our nation’s schools. The daily violence in schools reveals that children 

respond to the same problems to which the school shooters retaliated, 

with a host of other destructive, though perhaps less visible, reactions.

Research addressed in The Bully Society includes the following topics:
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1. Bullying. Over the last decade, studies demonstrate that a bully cul-

ture dominates our schools. In one 2005 national survey, 65 per-

cent of teens reported having been verbally or physically harassed 

or assaulted during the past year. Students bullied other students’ 

physical appearance (39 percent), actual or perceived sexual orien-

tation (33 percent), and gender expression (28 percent).5

2. Sexual Harassment. According to Hostile Hallways: Bullying, Teas-

ing, and Sexual Harassment in School (2001), based on a study con-

ducted by the American Association of University Women Educa-

tional Foundation, 83 percent of girls said they had been subject 

to sexual harassment at some point in their school lives, while 30 

percent said they experienced it often.6

3. Dating Violence. In a 2001 study, 20 percent of girls from fourteen 

to eighteen years old experienced physical or sexual abuse by a boy-

friend, partner, or date; in a 2006 survey by the Liz Claiborne Foun-

dation, almost a third of girls said they worried about being hurt by 

a partner, and nearly one in four said they had gone further sexually 

than they wanted to because of pressure from their partner.7

4. Gay Bashing. The Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network 

(GLSEN) released its most recent National School Climate Sur-

vey in 2003. Four out of five lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-

der (LGBT) students reported being verbally, sexually, or physically 

harassed at school because of their sexual orientation. Heterosexual 

students are similarly gay-bashed if they are perceived as deviating 

from gender expectations.8

Arguably, school shootings are the most extreme symptom of these 

persistent problems, but high rates of suicide, truancy, dropping out, self-

cutting and other forms of self-mutilation, eating disorders, and severe 

depression and anxiety are among the devastating reactions students 

consistently display because of the social problems listed above and are 

also empirically noted in the text of this book.

Participant-Observation Ethnography

Following the tradition of Clifford Geertz and Paul Rabinov known for 

“reflexive” ethnography, which emphasizes the effect a particular culture 

has on the ethnographer, I include in my comprehensive descriptions of 
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U.S. school cultures my own experiences as a student in private and pub-

lic elementary, middle, and high schools as well as my twenty years work-

ing in U.S. schools and higher education.

I have six file boxes documenting time I experienced with students 

whom I worked with in high schools for eleven years as a conflict resolu-

tion coordinator, substance abuse prevention and intervention counselor, 

social studies teacher, school social worker, guidance counselor, college 

advisor, and school administrator; these include mediation agreements, 

college personal statements, social work process recordings, and my 

own notes documenting my experiences as a faculty member immersed 

in school cultures. As with my more recent interviews with students, 

parents, school faculty, and other school professionals, I have received 

written permission according to human subject research regulations to 

include the specific file excerpts regarding each student’s story included 

in the book.

Over the last decade, I’ve worked in public and private universities 

as a sociology, social work, and criminal justice professor. I’ve had the 

opportunity to talk with students from all over the country about their 

experiences in public, private, and religious schools. My work experi-

ences in these schools and universities help inform and bring to life the 

U.S. school culture analyzed further in The Bully Society. I also share in 

the preceding pages many of the stories students raised in the criminal 

justice, sociology, and social work courses I’ve taught. Issues related to 

bullying come up organically in many of these courses. Social work stu-

dents who intern in schools find themselves comforting bullied targets 

and working to resolve conflicts related to complex and entrenched bully 

cultures. Students share these challenges in the many social work practice 

classes they take as they pursue their degrees. In sociology and criminal 

justice classes violence is a common topic, and many students have expe-

rienced or witnessed violence in their prior secondary, middle, and ele-

mentary schools. Various topics lend themselves to students sharing their 

own experiences, since sociology covers many of the social problems that 

take root in schools, including rape, dating violence, sexual harassment, 

homophobia, and prejudice related to sexuality, gender, ability, race, and 

class. Students also tend to share their own experiences when discuss-

ing violence in schools, the workplace, and in the family—including their 

own responses to various education policies. When I included stories my 

students shared in classes, the students often elaborated on their com-

ments in follow-up official interviews after the course concluded.
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I included many of my students’ stories since they helped make more 

visible the school settings from which so many of them had recently 

graduated. In the early part of the twenty-first century I taught social 

work in a public, largely working-class, urban university and more 

recently in a suburban, mostly middle-class university. Student experi-

ences from suburban high schools in the last part of this decade were 

often similar to the experiences inner-city students had raised in the 

earlier part of the decade. In both cases students discussed their expe-

riences both before and after they knew that I was involved in school 

bullying research. There were always some students who said they had 

not experienced or witnessed bullying; yet in these cases, interestingly 

enough, there were often other students in the class from the same 

school who insisted that bullying did indeed persist there. When stu-

dents told their stories, their specificity was at times even corroborated 

by other students from the same schools. This precluded concerns that 

students might be exaggerating their stories or telling me what they 

thought I might want to hear—though of course it is possible that this 

was at least sometimes the case.

I’ve seen a lot of bullying. I’ve worked intimately with students in con-

flicts with other students from boyfriend-girlfriend difficulties to gang 

wars. I’ve seen students bully other students, boys bully boys, boys bully 

girls, girls bully boys, girls bully girls, teachers bully students, students 

bully teachers, parents bully children and adolescents, and children and 

adolescents bully parents, as well as parents bully teachers and school 

administrators and the reverse. Where relevant, and where confidential-

ity and human subject research regulations permit, I share some of these 

experiences to further illustrate the bully cultures described by the statis-

tics above.

Snowball Sample Interviews

From March 2006 to March 2008 I conducted more than sixty inter-

views with children and adults in the United States. Since I had worked 

in schools for over twenty years, I had access to students and other 

members of school communities that I might not have had otherwise. 

I shared their stories in The Bully Society to bring to life the common 

landscape our children experience and to show the similarities between 

the school shooters’ complaints and those of average American children 
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and adults from our schools. My interviews were conducted according 

to the International Review Board’s human subjects’ research standards 

and expectations.

In the current climate of high-profile negative press coverage for 

schools and the understandable fear that surrounds school bullying and 

related shootings, principals were reluctant to let me enter schools to 

conduct “official interviews.” Nonetheless, I had many contacts to begin 

my interviewing process. Principals, teachers, students, and parents that I 

knew from working in schools for two decades helped me contact others 

from schools in disparate parts of the country. Each person with whom 

I spoke connected me to other people who were interested in telling me 

their stories. Such a snowball sample was ideal for recruiting a snapshot 

of school cultures across the nation. In sociology and other statistical 

research, snowball sampling is a technique for developing a research sam-

ple where interviewees recruit others among their acquaintances until 

the sample group grows like a rolling snowball. As the sample builds up, 

enough data are gathered to be useful for research. This kind of sampling 

technique is often used to reveal hidden populations that are difficult 

for researchers to access. Given the current school climate, I found the 

snowball sample offered a helpful framework for illustrating the texture 

of schools from where the perpetrators came. Indeed, many students I 

interviewed discussed school shooting plots that had been revealed and 

averted in their schools. The school shooting perpetrators came from 

average schools across America just like the schools many of the students 

I interviewed attended.

My interviews included approximately fifteen from working-class 

environments, fifteen from wealthy environments, and thirty from mid-

dle-class environments; there were also approximately fifteen from rural 

areas, fifteen from inner cities, and thirty from suburban communities. 

Most of the people I interviewed were white, about thirty; fifteen were 

at least partly Latino; and fifteen were at least partly African American. 

I conducted slightly more interviews with white middle-class students 

from suburbs, since most of the school shootings took place within this 

demographic. I also interviewed more people from the Northeast. Fewer 

school shootings took place in this demographic, yet the same bully cul-

tures that led to so many shootings in midwestern and southern states 

persisted there. Students ranged in age from approximately eleven to 

twenty-six years. They either were currently in middle school or high 

school or had recently graduated secondary school and thus discussed 
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their experiences in high school, middle school, and elementary school, 

as well as their more immediate college experiences where relevant. I also 

interviewed some teachers and related professionals in their thirties and 

forties who reflected on the bully cultures in their schools when they had 

been younger. Sixty percent of my respondents were female; 40 percent 

were male. Most of my respondents identified as straight, and about 5 

percent identified as gay; as explained in The Bully Society, straight and 

gay respondents had equally disturbing stories related to their experi-

ences of being gay-bashed or otherwise bullied. My respondents came 

from the inner city of Manhattan and the Bronx, working-class rural 

Maine, wealthy areas in Connecticut, poor parts of North Carolina, and 

middle-class and wealthy areas in Texas and New York State, especially 

Long Island and Westchester.

When first names only are used in the text, this indicates an original 

interview, with a parent or student, conducted for this book (one last 

name is used for teachers and other school faculty). These names have 

been changed, and the interviewees are described merely by their most 

general demographics. Actual first and last names are used only for those 

individuals whose stories have been reported in the media and for indi-

viduals who wanted to be named directly.

Theoretical Analysis

Using the insights of classic and contemporary sociologists and other 

scholars—including Hannah Arendt, Stanley Aronowitz, Jean Baudril-

lard, Lynn Chancer, R. W. Connell, Michel Foucault, Paulo Friere, Jurgen 

Habermas, Michael Kimmel, Karl Marx, J. W. Messerschmidt, and George 

Ritzer—I examine the cultures in contemporary schools and reveal a 

“hidden curriculum” informed by our larger society, including dominant 

values and principles that school young and old alike away from priori-

tizing relationships in favor of winning and obtaining status and power; 

these tenets often manifest in school social hierarchies that reify differ-

ent forms of prejudices related to status characteristics, including gender, 

sexuality, race, class, and ability. The insights gleaned from these thinkers 

further corroborate the concerns revealed by the above data and point to 

the possibility for real change.

In sum: The school shooting perpetrators’ statements regarding why 

they committed school shootings parallel the research, which indicates 
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that their concerns are shared by millions of American children. The 

interviews I conducted further corroborate related despair statistics as 

well as the high level of violence students experience daily; my own work 

experiences further illustrate this crisis in American schools. Finally, the 

theoretical analysis reveals the hidden mechanisms by which so many of 

these social problems persist and suggests paths for building more com-

passionate communities.
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