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Here, I wish to outline certain methods that can be employed 
in attempting to foster an anti-bullying ethos amongst 
school students through practical work undertaken in the 
classroom. In order to do this, I will focus on three key 
issues:

(1) outlining ‘What is school bullying?’ with reference to a 
small part of the wealth of the research literature that now 
exists concerning this topic;

(2) advancing my own ideas around ‘the application of the 
concept of the Other in anti-bullying work’. I believe these 
ideas constitute a very practical form of philosophy. The 
general approach is quite clearly rooted within existential 
philosophy and, as I contend, lends itself well to generating 
practical anti-bullying work exercises that can be readily 
undertaken in the classroom. This latter point is exemplified 
in:

(3) ‘Examples of practical anti-bullying work in the classroom: 
reducing the perception of ‘Other’-ness’, in which two key 
ideas are pursued: the teaching of empathy, and respect 
for differences. In both cases, a practical lesson plan is 
included.1 

The overall purpose of this article is to demonstrate a set of 
practical methods, and the thinking behind those methods. 
It is by no means a complete account of the huge variety of 
possible means of implementing anti-bullying awareness.2  
What I have attempted to show is an example of how a 
certain set of ideas derived from existential philosophy can 
be applied in a constructive way with young people. 

What is school bullying?
Bullying behaviour has traditionally been conceptualised as 
a sub-type of aggressive behaviour (Olweus, 1999; Roland 
and Idsøe, 2001). It may be differentiated from other types 
of aggressive behaviour on two counts – first, the idea 
of repetition: ‘a person is being bullied when he or she is 
exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative interactions 
on the part of one or more other persons’ (Olweus, 1991, p. 
413; italics mine). Secondly, the idea of some form of power 
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imbalance, in the perpetrator’s favour, existing between the 
perpetrator and the victim: ‘Aggressive behaviour may 
involve conflict between equals, whereas bullying always 
involves hurting someone who is not quite able to defend himself/
herself (Roland and Idsøe, 2001, p. 446; italics mine).

As Olweus notes, ‘... there is a good deal of bullying without 
violence... and, likewise, there is a good deal of violence 
that cannot be characterised as bullying’ (Olweus, 1999, 
p. 24). Hence, many definitions are worded so that acts 
of physical violence are seen as only one possible way in 
which bullying behaviour may be manifested. For example, 
in the Republic of Ireland, bullying behaviour is defined 
(according to the Department of Education) as ‘... repeated 
aggression, verbal, psychological or physical, conducted 
by an individual or group against others’ (Department of 
Education, 1993, p. 6). Hence, bullying behaviour includes 
physical aggression and ‘... damage to property, extortion, 
intimidation, abusive telephone calls, isolation, name 
calling and “slagging”3 ... [in cases where the latter] extends 
to very personal remarks aimed again at one individual 
about appearance, clothing, personal hygiene or involves 
references of an uncomplimentary nature to members of 
one’s family, particularly if couched in sexual innuendo... 
[or] sexual orientation’ (Byrne, 1999, p. 115).4  

Connolly and O’Moore assert that in terms of explaining 
why some children bully others that ‘... there is a relative 
paucity of studies on the personality and family relations of 
children who bully compared with studies of the frequency 

 1  These ideas, although very simple, have been used successfully 
as part of anti-bullying awareness-raising sessions (by myself 
and others) with students of both primary and secondary age, 
in schools throughout the Republic of Ireland - see O’Moore 
and Minton (2004). 

 2  Recent practical handbooks on this subject include Michelle 
Elliot, ‘Bullying: A Practical Guide for Coping for Schools’ (1997); 
Mona O’Moore and Stephen James Minton, ‘Dealing with 
Bullying in Schools: A Training Manual for Teachers, Parents and 
Other Professionals’ (2004); and Keith Sullivan, ‘The Anti-Bullying 
Handbook’ (2000) and ‘Bullying in Secondary Schools: What it Looks 
Like, and How to Manage It’ (2002). 

 3  ‘Slagging’ is the friendly banter that goes on between equals 
(and particularly young people) in Ireland; a sort of making 
fun of the people of whom one is fond, and a ready form of 
what is known in the Irish language and Hiberno-English as 
the craic (loosely translated, ‘fun’). As such, slagging is part of 
almost every childhood and adolescent peer group. However, 
because slagging is almost universally accepted, the line 
between genuine craic amongst friends and verbal bullying can 
be difficult for young people to draw. Almost every teacher in 
Ireland has had the experience of attempting to correct a child 
who is cruelly teasing another, and receiving a reply along 
the lines of, ‘Oh, it’s alright Sir/Miss, we’re only slagging’. 
This means that attending to what should and should not be 
‘slagged’ about is very important in anti-bullying work with 
students in Irish schools. From personal experience, I have 
found Byrne’s distinctions to be very helpful.

 4  More recently, some attention has been given to the phenomenon 
of cyber-bullying, defined as ‘….an aggressive, intentional act 
carried out by a group or individual, using electronic forms of 
contact, repeatedly over time against a victim who cannot easily 
defend him or herself’ (Smith et al., 2006), which includes text 
message bullying, picture/video-clip bullying via mobile phone 
cameras, phone call bullying via mobiles, E-mail bullying, 
chat-room bullying; bullying through Instant Messaging, and 
bullying via web sites. Whilst little empirical research evidence 
exists concerning these phenomena (Minton, 2007; although 
see NCH, 2005; Li, 2006; Smith et al., 2006), the potential for 
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and typology of school bullying5  and the generation of 
anti-bullying educational programmes for schools, the 
effectiveness of some of which has been tested empirically, 
finding validation in certain cases’(Connolly and O’Moore, 
2003, p. 559)6 . In comparison, considerably more attention 
has been given to generating a trait-based understanding of 
the personality of adults who bully (Randall, 2001). 

As noted above, school bullying has traditionally been 
conceived as a sub-set of general aggressive behaviour, 
which in itself has long since been the focus of largely 
psychological and psycho-physiological research efforts 
and theorisation. However, a tentative outline of a 
phenomenological model of understanding of the bully-
victim cycle has been made quite recently, via documenting 
the features and manifestations of both schools-based and 
workplace bullying, and also patterns of familial/domestic 
abuse (Minton and Minton, 2004). As this type of approach 
is both philosophically derived, and lends itself well to 
generating practical work that can be undertaken in the 
classroom, certain aspects of it will form my starting point 
here.

The application of the concept of the ‘Other’ in 
anti-bullying work
Those who bully typically single out a person for being 
somehow ‘different’. Through the repetitive nature of the 
bullying process, in a pattern that is common to many 
patterns of abuse, the perpetrator(s) encourages the target 
of the bullying to internalise the problem. In other words, 
although it may seem almost shocking to state it so bluntly, 
the person being bullied is made to believe, at least at some 
level, that he or she deserves or invites the abuse he or she 
suffers from. 

Hence, people who have been persistently made fun of due 
to their hair colour may attempt to change this; the high 
achiever, labelled a ‘swot’, deliberately sabotages his or 
her own results; the short-sighted student, ridiculed for his 
or her style of glasses, removes them and thus cannot see 
the board in lessons. The primary-school aged target may 
lament, ‘Oh, if only I were taller/shorter/fatter/thinner/
didn’t wear glasses/had a different hair colour/didn’t have 
freckles/spoke differently/were better at (some sport or 
activity) ... then I wouldn’t get picked on!’ 

Therefore, one of the most important things that a parent 
can do for a bullied young person is to assure him or her 
that it is not he or she who has the problem, but the person 
who is bullying them. Within the tradition of anti-bullying 
research and practice, bullying is seen as the bully’s fault 
(Elliot, 1997; Olweus, 1991, 1999; O’Moore and Minton, 2004; 
Randall, 2001; Rigby, 2002; Smith, 2003; Smith et al., 1999; 

Sullivan, 2000; Sullivan, 2002); in other words, abuse is always 
seen as the fault of the abuser. However, two things should be 
recalled: first, the afore-mentioned ‘internalisation’ can be 
exacerbated by the ongoing eradication of self-esteem that 
is fostered by being victimised. Secondly, as the pattern 
of bullying behaviour continues uninterrupted or even 
escalates, sometimes supported by others, the perpetrator 
feels increasingly vindicated in his or her choice of target 
and the validity of his or her ‘reasons’ for so selecting the 
target. I do not accept that there are any ‘reasons’ for a 
person being bullied - after all, why should the existence 
of difference between persons necessarily precipitate the 
persecution of those individuals whose ‘difference’ is 
assessed as undesirable? By this reasoning, there are only 
excuses that perpetrators will use to cast their inhumanity as 
permissible. As I shall endeavour to explain, I believe that 
considerable light can be cast on this process by making 
reference to the idea of ‘the Other’ as used in existential 
philosophy. De Beauvoir asserted that  ‘... the category of 
the other is as primordial as consciousness itself. In the most 
primitive societies, in the most ancient mythologies, one 
finds the expression of a duality - that of the self and the 
Other’ (de Beauvoir, 1949, p. 16). Sartre’s classic example 
of our sudden and involuntary awareness of the Other is 
both illuminating and entertaining:

 Let us imagine that moved by jealousy, curiosity or vice 
I have just glued my ear to the door and looked through 
a keyhole. I am alone, and on the level of non-thetic self-
consciousness. This means first of all that there is no self 
to inhabit my consciousness, nothing therefore to which 
I can refer to my acts in order to qualify them. They are 
in no way known; I am my acts and hence they carry in 
themselves their whole justification ... This means that 
behind that door a spectacle is presented as “to be seen”, 
a conversation as “to be heard” ... But all of a sudden 
I hear footsteps in the hall. Someone is looking at me! 
What does this mean? ... All of a sudden I am conscious 
of myself as escaping myself ... I am for myself only as 
I am a pure reference to the Other … I am indeed that 
object which the Other is looking at and judging (Sartre, 
1943, p. 259 – 61). 

What is most striking, and of course, is the point of the story, 
is the way in which we (in the position of the observer at 
the keyhole) are confronted with the truth that we exist in 
relationship to other people - we feel this suddenly, but 
in our entire being, in the emotion of shame. Warnock’s 
summary of what we can learn from Sartre’s famous 
‘keyhole scenario’ runs as follows:

 The fact that the man who caught his fellow man at 
the keyhole will label him an ‘eavesdropper’ can thus 
be seen to contain within it the essence of the whole 
relationship between one human being and another - 
conflict. The freedom of another person is the most fatal 
obstacle to my own freedom to do as I wish. (Warnock, 
1970, p. 117). 

Even if what one may accrue from this example is that 
the basis of human relationships is conflict (in addition 
to the above, in Sartre’s own words) - ‘While I attempt to 
free myself of the hold of the Other, the Other is trying to 
free himself from mine; while I seek to enslave the Other, 

psychological damage to targets of cyber-bullying would seem 
to be at least as serious as that for targets of more ‘conventional’ 
forms of bullying, with suicides linked to cyber-bullying being 
documented in the Republic of Ireland (Minton, 2007), New 
Zealand (Bramwell and Mussen, 2003) and the United Kingdom 
(Fleming, 2004).

5  See Smith et al. (eds.) (1999) and Smith (ed.) (2003) for a general 
overview.

6  See Smith, Pepler and Rigby (2004) and Minton and O’Moore 
(2004) for general overviews. 

4 cont.
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the Other seeks to enslave me ... Descriptions of concrete 
behaviour must be seen within the perspective of conflict’ 
(Sartre, 1943; in Warnock, 1970, p. 117) - it is important, for 
the purposes of this paper, to move beyond the concept of 
‘the Other’ as a mere example of how human beings relate-to 
and exist-for-others. In ‘The Second Sex’, de Beauvoir makes 
excellent use of the idea of ‘the Other’ in understanding 
social prejudice and persecution (including, of course, 
gender), which is precisely where we feel that the concept 
of ‘Other-ness’ has particular relevance in understanding 
bullying behaviour.

 If three travellers chance to occupy the same compartment, 
that is enough to make vaguely hostile ‘others’ out of 
all the rest of the passengers on the train. In small-
town eyes, all persons not belonging to the village are 
‘strangers’ and suspect; to the native of the country all 
who inhabit other countries are ‘foreigners’, Jews are 
‘different’ for the anti-Semite, Negroes are inferior for 
American racists, aborigines are ‘natives’ for colonists, 
proletarians are the ‘lower class’ for the privileged (de 
Beauvoir, 1949, p. 17). 

However, de Beauvoir quite rightly asserts that being 
positioned as the Other is not necessarily due to our being 
part of a numerical minority, pointing out that women have 
always been seen as Other, despite the fact that world-
wide, there are and always have been more or less as many 
women as there are men (de Beauvoir, 1949). The position of 
black people in South Africa under apartheid and of whole 
societies under the system of European colonialism, point to 
the fact that a numerical majority can be positioned as the 
Other. Our inherent conflict with the Other - our hatred of 
him, her, or them - is the dark side of our need to belong 
to the One. After all ‘ ... no group ever sets itself up as the 
One without setting up the Other over against itself’ (de 
Beauvoir, 1949, p. 17).

It is, of course, a deeply ingrained esteem need to belong 
- to a family, to a group, to a society. Social psychologists 
have traditionally termed this preservation of the collective 
One ‘in-grouping’ (Santrock, 1996). Thus seen, most bullying 
practices that depend upon the aggressor(s) manipulating (or 
even maintaining) group dynamics become comprehensible. 
The cruelties and social isolation of those who don’t ‘fit in’ in 
adolescence can perhaps be expected. It is an artefact of the 
importance that the peer group relationship has during this 
developmental phase, particularly in terms of shaping our 
personal and social identities and meeting our self-esteem 
needs - as we cement the bonds of our group or gang, we 
simultaneously ‘out-group’ the Others. 

De Beauvoir and Sartre clearly saw the setting up of the One 
and the Other and the inherent antipathy between them 
as being an inevitable part of human existence. However, 
as an anti-bullying practitioner, I would hold that one can 
work practically against this process of antagonism, and 
that one’s work is best informed by a clear understanding 
of this relationship. After all, how determined in any sense 
is human nature? Are we really ‘condemned’ to a type of 
individual freedom that cannot admit being the object of 
anyone else’s? Ethologists inform us that human aggression 
is an artefact of the struggle for the preservation of survival 
resources, common to most if not all animal species (Lorenz, 

1966). Yet human society has found ways to socialise me 
away from my evolutionary instinct to murderously repel 
my friend who takes one of my jelly babies without asking. 
A similar line can be taken here; if it is somehow inevitable 
that human beings will persecute those who they perceive 
to be ‘different’, or ‘Other’, can we not instead teach them 
to see similarities rather than differences - to see ‘One’-ness, 
instead of ‘Other’-ness? This simple piece of reasoning 
underpins the classroom exercises that follow.

Examples of practical anti-bullying work in the classroom: 
reducing the perception of ‘Other’-ness

1. Empathy
Empathy is usually seen as the capacity to literally and 
accurately understand how another person feels; it is 
therefore distinct from sympathy, which more often involves 
merely feeling sorry for someone’s misfortunes. People 
differ in terms of how well their capacity for empathy 
is developed, although there is, I believe, an erroneous 
tendency to see this capacity as instinctive. As a parent, 
when we hear any child crying, our (what seems to be 
‘natural’) response is to find out what is wrong with the 
child, then to seek to find some way or someone to comfort 
the child. But how ‘instinctive’ is this response? It is possible 
that we did, in fact, learn this response somewhere else: 
perhaps when we first took charge of our own offspring, 
or those of a close friend or relative. Let us also consider, 
then, for the sake of comparison, the responses (both 
empathic and non-empathic) of children. Children show 
empathic concern for an initially astonishingly small circle 
of relations, acquaintances and even objects, but this circle 
widens over the years. For example, in late infancy, a child 
might literally climb over a sibling (perhaps even causing 
some pain to that sibling) in order to thrust a teddy bear 
towards a parent, complaining somewhat tearfully that 
Teddy is ‘sad’ because he didn’t get a ‘goodnight kiss’. 
In the early school years, a crying child, unless he or she 
is one’s friend or sibling, may provoke not concern, but a 
feeling that he or she is ‘different’, ‘weird’, or even ‘soft’. 
It seems then that a child will feel sad for their friend’s or 
sibling’s tears, but not necessarily for those of someone he 
or she doesn’t know, or knows only vaguely. This, being 
practically universal in Western cultures, is not a fault in 
children, but one of the limits that children have compared 
to adults - just as they are likely to find reading, writing and 
mathematical tasks more difficult than do their parents, so 
are they less likely to feel empathic concern for someone 
whom they do not know. 

The critical point here is that if one can empathise with 
another - or ‘put oneself in another’s shoes’ - then one is 
unlikely to victimise that other person. Some psychologists 
have come to feel that ‘empathy is an antidote to aggression’ 
(Björkqvist, Österman and Kaukiainen, 2000). Certainly, it is 
important to encourage a person who is bullying others to 
consider, ‘How would it feel if someone else were bullying 
you?’ However, as we have seen, empathic concern is not 
a capacity that one can rely on young people to have, and 
so, if it is to be used at all as a means by which a tendency 
to bully others can be countered, must be taught. So how 
does one ‘teach’ empathy to young people?

Conducting Anti-Bullying Awareness Steven James Minton
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Suggestion 1 - Teaching Skills of Empathy
Young people will be prepared to discuss their hobbies or 
interests (perhaps given some prompting!): some might 
be interested in sport; others, music; still others, computer 
games. Most young people have a favourite film or set of 
films, or television programme(s), or are capable of discussing 
material they have seen in films or on the television. The key 
to this activity is nothing more than in the course of such 
discussions, asking some well-placed questions that focus 
the young person on the sportsperson’s/musician’s/actor’s 
feelings and inner motivations - i.e., encouraging the young 
person to think about how the person under discussion 
feels, and why he does what he does. 

For example, it could be that a young person enjoys soccer 
- in this case he or she will almost certainly have a favourite 
team and a favourite player - and has recently been watching 
an important match. Unless the match has resulted in a draw, 
one team will have won, and the other team will have lost. 
Some questions that could be discussed are as follows:

-  How do you think that the winning captain feels? (Not 
just ‘good’ or ‘great’, but at a deeper level as well - 
help the young person with words if he or she doesn’t 
know/use them already).

-  If you were the winning captain, and were to be 
interviewed by the television commentators, what would 
you say to the fans?

-  How does it feel when you come out ‘on top’? Has this 
happened recently? If so, when, what happened, and 
how did it feel?

-  What do you understand by being ‘modest in success’, 
and is such modesty important? Why is this? How do 
other people feel when people are boastful? 

-  How do you think the losing captain feels? (Not just 
‘bad’ or ‘terrible’, but again, at a deeper level as well 
- again, help the young person with words if he or she 
doesn’t know/use them already).

-  If you were the losing captain, what words of 
encouragement could you find for your team-mates in 
the dressing room?

-  How does it feel when you come out ‘at the bottom’? 
Has this happened recently? If so, when, what happened, 
and how did it feel?

-  What do you understand by being ‘gracious in defeat’, 
and is such graciousness important? Why is this? How 
do other people feel when people are ‘sore losers’?

This sort of exercise can obviously be adjusted for discussing 
feelings around success and setbacks in other areas of social 
life in which your young people might have an interest. The 
important things are:

-  To focus the young person on discussing feelings, rather 
than events;

-  To develop a vocabulary around discussing emotions;

-  To think through both success and setbacks - giving the 
child the opportunity to mentally experience and think 
through both. 

2. Teaching Respect for Differences
As noted above, bullying behaviour is, almost universally, 
directed against a target who, by consent of those 
perpetrating the bullying, is different in some (real or 
imagined) way. For example, it is perhaps not surprising 
that bullying should take place in adolescence, given the 
enormous importance that conforming to one’s peer group 
has to teenagers. Despite the fact that this conformity is 
disputed and disavowed by adolescents, adults looking back 
on this period will acknowledge it, and sometimes express 
slight shock at, for example, the way in which they dressed 
and the things that they held to be true. It is also true that 
whatever we may believe about the value of the individual 
in free democratic society, even the most non-conventional 
of us feels at least some need to ‘fit in’ (even if this ‘fitting 
in’ is to the values of a counter-cultural sub-group). Society 
transmits this deep need to belong very effectively to young 
children and, perhaps with their concomitant emotional 
needs for security, even the youngest children like to be 
amongst their group of friends. Sadly, the shadow side of 
this ‘in-grouping’ is, of course, ‘out-grouping’ - the exclusion 
of those who don’t fit into our group, and sometimes the 
active persecution of those who are somehow ‘different’ to 
us. This tendency is so strong that many people who are 
involved in bullying others believe that what they are doing 
is correct; that they are legitimately ‘teaching them a lesson’, 
or ‘straightening them out’. Should we be tempted to be 
critical of young people for holding this set of attitudes, 
we should remember that nationally sanctioned armed 
conflict is often started along precisely the same lines of 
‘reasoning’.

The fact that we can achieve an understanding of this process 
does not mean that such behaviour is to be condoned. In 
order to prevent and counter bullying behaviour on the basis 
of perceived differences, there needs to be a greater tolerance 
and respect for individual differences. Of course, there are 
limits to acceptance of individual differences - such as when 
they infringe upon the human rights of others.

Suggestion 2 - Teaching Respect for Differences
This activity consists of discussing a young person’s hobbies 
and interests, or material seen in films or on the television, 
together with a few well-placed questions.

The important thing here is to find a person or people to 
discuss who, at a surface level, the young person is unlikely 
to feel he or she has much in common with. It is always 
easier for young people, in the initial phases of considering 
another person outside of the friendship/peer group, for 
them to consider what is different about someone.

A typical example might be the discussion of a news item 
involving people from a country and culture different from 
the young person’s own. Focus not on the politicians and 
leaders, but on a single ‘ordinary person’ depicted in the 
broadcast. Some useful things to discuss might be:
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-  What do you have in common with this person?

-  Who does this person live with, and in what sort of 
house?

-  Where does this person go to school, and what is his or 
her school like?

-  What do you think constitutes this person’s daily 
routine? What is your daily routine? How do the two 
compare?

-  What do you think this person would like to do 
tomorrow? What are his or her hopes, dreams and 
ambitions for next year? The next five years? For his or 
her children?

-  Assuming there were no language barriers, what would 
you like to ask him or her? And what do you think he 
or she would like to ask you?

-  Do you think that you could get to like this person?

Hence, the overall aims are:

-  To find a gradually more sophisticated answer to the 
first question, ‘What do you have in common with this 
person?’

-  To counter, or at least to challenge, the stereotypical 
pattern of focusing on differences, rather than similarities, 
when we first consider or think about someone we have 
not met before;

-  To promote the idea that as human beings, despite 
superficial differences, we have more in common than 
we generally think (at least at first).

I set out to show what would be an example of how a certain 
set of philosophical ideas can be applied in a constructive 
way with young people. I can only hope that I have been 
successful in this. But does this work have any greater 
value? I believe so. If we can trust Arnold Mindell, who 
asserts that, ‘ ... at the heart of all conflict are people who 
don’t get along’ (1995), then perhaps by educating people to 
see similarities between themselves rather than differences, 
and by celebrating those differences when they find them, 
we will find ourselves to be doing something worthwhile.

There is a well-worn joke in Northern Ireland of a visitor 
being asked, ‘What religion are you?’ The visitor replies, 
‘I’m Jewish’. His interrogator then asks, ‘Well then, are 
you a Protestant Jew or a Catholic Jew?’ The last time I 
was asked in Northern Ireland, ‘What religion are you?’, I 
replied, ‘Christian’. Food for thought, perhaps. I have tried 
to show here a rationale for practical philosophy; to move 
beyond simply being ‘lovers of wisdom’ to ‘appliers’ and 
‘sharers’ of wisdom. Everyone who has studied the history 
of philosophy has been told that any historical event that 
has ever occurred started with an idea. There is no reason 
why we can’t fully embrace that dictum in our own times 
to improve our own world, perhaps through the very 
simple practical education methods such as those I have 
attempted to outline.
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