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Chapter 1: 

“And How Are the Children?” 
Excerpted from The Bullying Antidote  

by Dr. Louise Hart and Kristen Caven 

 

  “And how are the children?” “All the children are well.”—Masai greeting 

 

Among the mighty Masai tribe of Africa, a traditional greeting often passes between 

the warriors: “Kasserian Ingera.” It means, “And how are the children?” 

This greeting acknowledges the cultural value the Masai have for their children’s 

well-being. Even those with no children will give the traditional answer, “All the children 

are well.”  

Anthropologist Margaret Mead observed, “The highest measure of a civilization lies 

in how it cares for its children.” If the well-being of our children is, as Margaret Mead 

observed, an accurate judgment of our society, then we need tools to measure how our 

children are doing. In this section, we present several studies that do just that.  

In the United States, it seems we treat our kids pretty well. We have schools, public 

parks, playgrounds, and vast industries of toys and games to entertain them. Most 

children have access to Disney movies, new clothes, travel opportunities, and theme 

parks. 

But many of the good things we provide for our children were built by earlier 

generations, and the challenges of the twenty-first century are hard to face. We have laws 
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about recess and child labor, thanks to PTA leaders of a hundred years ago. And we 

provide a basic level of healthcare access for children through government programs. But 

we also have troubling trends to contend with, from alcohol and drug abuse to school 

shootings to a rise in sexual slavery. 

We need to find ways to share the protection, battle the culture of embattlement, and 

above all, imagine a better future for our children. 

At The Bottom of the “Well” 

A 2007 report of the United Nations Children’s Fund found that the United States and 

the United Kingdom are the worst nations in the industrial world in which to be a child. 

Of twenty-one countries, the U.S. landed near the bottom of the list at #20, with Great 

Britain at #21.i 

Six dimensions of childrens’ well-being were assessed: material well-being, health 

and safety, educational well-being, family and peer relationships, behaviors and risks, 

and subjective well-being. This global study measured 40 factors such as poverty, 

deprivation, relationships with family and peers, happiness, and risky behavior. The 

report assessed whether children feel loved, cherished, and supported within the family 

and community, and whether the family and community are supported by public policy 

and resources. 

The UNICEF report found that American and British youth are more likely to smoke, 

drink alcohol, use drugs, fight and bully, and be sexually active than youngsters 

elsewhere. The nations that take the best care of their children, they noted, are the 

Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries. 

Here’s the bullying connection: The countries at the top of the list have been 

working on bullying issues since the 1970s. For example, the world's foremost bullying 

prevention program was conceived in Scandinavia by the Swedish professor, Dan 

Olweus, at the University of Bergen in Norway. His intervention work has played a key 

role in the remarkable paradigm shift that has been occurring in many countries, and 

greatly informs this book. Olweus initiated a mindshift about how we look at bullying—a 
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new idea that is spreading far and wide: Bullying is NOT a natural part of growing up, 

but is a pressing social and public health issue that must be taken seriously and changed.  

At the Top of the List 

There is one list we’re at the top of. According to the International Centre for Prison 

Studies, the U.S. incarcerates more people than any other nation, far ahead of populous 

China. More than one in every hundred adults is in jail or prison. A report compiled by 

the Pew Center’s Public Safety Performance Project found that the incarceration numbers 

are especially startling for some groups: One in 30 men between 20 and 34 is behind 

bars. Of those, one out of nine are black males, but that number accounts for 30% of their 

entire population. The racial disparity for women also is stark. One of every 355 white 

women aged 35 to 39 is behind bars, compared with one of every 100 black women in 

that age group.  

Although each prisoner has his or her own story, there are things we know about 

crime and prison culture. As we stated before, bullying is a disregard of rights, which is 

also how we define crime. Although our court system is somewhat functional in its 

methods of upholding rights, any cop or court movie shows us how bullying is rampant 

in the criminal justice system. Even “the good guys” are guilty of it, with racial profiling 

and terrible treatment of prisoners. The now-famous Stanford Prison Experiment had 

students take turns being prisoners and guards for two weeks; the stress of the situation 

turned all the guards, even though they were good people, into sadistic bullies.ii  

Here’s the connection: Bullying prevention IS crime prevention.iii Kids who are 

bullied, mistreated, or abused are more likely to become bullies, and bullies have a higher 

likelihood of becoming criminals. And more and more research is coming out every day 

on how the black community continues to be systematically targeted—yes, bullied—by 

police officers in many American communities. 

Maltreated to Death 

Over the past ten years, four times the number of children in the U.S. are believed to 

have been killed in their own homes than U.S. soldiers killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. Of 
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the 20,000 deaths due to child neglect and abuse, nearly half were under one year old, 

and 75% were under four years of age.iv 

Here’s the connection: Parents can be the worst kinds of bullies. The simple fact of 

the matter is that, under stress, adults can become violent when they don’t know a better 

way. For all children who are killed, many more are abused, and only a portion of them 

visibly enough to receive Child Protective Services. Mistreatment by parents is especially 

damaging because kids are being hurt by the very people who should be protecting them! 

Parenting can be the most stressful job in the world, and those who harm their children 

live in a world of regret. All parents need to have supportive resources, and learn ways to 

manage stress effectively and safely to avoid hurting their children accidentally. As we 

will see in the next few chapters, victims of child abuse are more likely to be bullies. 

Victims of Alcohol and Drug Use 

Almost 1 in 5 American adults have grown up with an alcoholic parent. Families with 

substance abuse problems have more negative interactions and higher levels of conflict. 

Because alcohol lowers inhibition and impedes judgment and restraint, children in these 

families are more likely to be abused and to witness family violence. They are more at 

risk for disruptive behavioral problems, and more likely to become alcoholic as adults. 

Simply put, alcoholism can destroy families.  

People take drugs and alcohol for many reasons—for fun, to relax, to cope with 

stress, boredom or sadness—but here are some statistics from the National Association 

for Children of Alcoholics:  

 Three of four (71.6%) child welfare professionals cite substance abuse as the top 

cause for the dramatic rise in child maltreatment since 1986.  

 Most welfare professionals (79.6%) report that substance abuse causes or 

contributes to at least half of all cases of child maltreatment. 

 39.7% say substance abuse is a factor in over 75% of the cases.  

Alcohol and drug abuse also prevent parents from supporting children to get to 

school, which has a ripple effect on society. Children who see their parents using drugs 

and alcohol, or who have easy access to these things at home, are more likely to use 
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them. Television is full of images of people drinking now that FCC rules against it have 

relaxed. Alcohol is regulated, but it’s legal (and accessible in many homes), as are 

prescription medications. Many adolescents think prescription medications are safer than 

illegal drugs, but prescription drugs can be far more dangerous, leading to addiction, 

overdose, and death.  

Here’s the connection: When people start using drugs, it is never with the intent of 

becoming a bully or an abuser. But addictive substances are dangerous for the same 

reasons they are enjoyable. They relax our inhibitions and let us do things we normally 

wouldn’t. Furthermore, they change our ideas of what is right and what is wrong. Certain 

substances can turn good people into monsters. And parents who use or abuse substances 

become inconsistent and unpredictable, which de-stabilizes a home and can cause a child 

to act out. 

Shot at School  

Twenty or thirty years ago, news of a crowd shooting at a school or post office would 

shock the nation. Today, gun rampages are more frequent in many environments, from 

workplaces to military bases; from tollbooths to beauty parlors. The worst ones, the ones 

that shock us the most, are in schools—colleges, high schools, even elementary and pre-

schools. 

Here’s the connection: Every single crowd shooter has a reason they do what they 

do, beyond the fact that they can get their hands on a gun. Crowd shooters see themselves 

as being victims: of politics, of failed relationships, of bullying. 

Jessie Klein, author of The Bully Society, makes the argument that school shootings 

are the consequences of a society that actually promotes aggressive and competitive 

behavior.v Kids learn that bullying is not an occasional occurrence but an everyday reality 

where sensitivity, kindness, and respect do not get them what they want. Klein compiled 

incidents of school shootings since 1979 that include the stated reasons. A great 

percentage of the shooters complained about threats to their masculinity.  

This tradition of revenge for perceived insults and threats, which we see all over 

America, and indeed all over the world, unofficially states that a slight to any member of 
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the clan must be avenged. This is the cultural mechanism of machismo, or the “Culture of 

Honor,” that makes it culturally okay, in the perpetrator’s mind, to open fire at a funeral, 

drive through a neighborhood shooting out a window or, in other countries, to throw acid 

in his sister’s face.vi 

Raped by “Friends” 

Every two minutes, someone in the U.S. is sexually assaulted, and 15 out of 16 rapists 

never go to jail.vii About 85 to 90 percent of sexual assaults reported by college women 

are perpetrated by someone known to the victim; about half occur on a date.viii The term 

“Date Rape” was coined in the late 1990s 

Here’s the connection: Rape is bullying of a sexual nature. In many parts of the 

world where there is war right now, rape is a weapon of war, and it is the greatest form of 

bullying. Again, in times of heightened aggression, rape (of both men and women) 

becomes a ritualized and normalized part of a culture. And when women, damaged by the 

shock of rape, are forced to bear the blame—and the children—of rape, then the scars of 

hatred and violence are dragged through generations. 

Doing Poorly 

As the rich grow richer and the poor grow poorer, it is hard to not see budget cuts on 

schools and banks foreclosing on families as a form of economic bullying fueled by fear 

and greed. And it is a well-known fact that trouble follows poverty. According to the 

2010 U.S. Census, 22 percent of children aged 0–17 lived in poverty, which is up from a 

low of 16 percent ten years earlier. Although being “poor in pocket” does not necessarily 

mean being “poor in spirit,” the constant stress of not having enough can push parents 

beyond burn-out. Overwhelmed with their own needs and losses, parents lose the ability 

to protect and care for their kids as well as they’d like, and neglect and abuse can follow.  

Here’s the connection: Bullying goes hand in hand with inequality, and economic 

inequality creates powerlessness. Schoolchildren who are perceived as poor or lower 

status endure social, economic and educational exclusion. This treatment is worsened by 

careless or ritualized bullying, harassment and discrimination. 
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Paying the Price of Privilege 

Money, however does not protect children from trouble. Teenagers are currently 

experiencing epidemic rates of anxiety disorders, depression, and substance abuse—

higher than any other socioeconomic group of young people in this country.  

In The Price of Privilege, Madeline Levine documents the havoc wrought on children 

from affluent families in our materialistic, super-competitive society. Over-involved 

parents, she asserts, are creating a generation of kids with a poorly developed sense of 

self. Access to drugs and high-risk situations is easier among the wealthy. “Raising 

children has come to look more and more like a business endeavor and less and less like 

an endeavor of the heart,” Levine says.  “We are overly concerned with ‘the bottom line,’ 

with how our children ‘do’ rather than with who our children ‘are.’” 

Here’s the connection: As we just mentioned, bullying goes hand in hand with 

inequality. A sense of entitlement condones disrespect and abuse of power, and when 

social status is everything, someone always gets hurt. Children who are guided by 

material status rather than personal character are especially vulnerable to the bullying 

dynamic, which can be nurtured by cut-throat competition in the most exclusive prep 

schools, fraternities, and colleges. The extra-privileged tend to become economically 

powerful and perpetuate social injustice. 

Lost in a Culture of Excess  

Materialism is an equal-opportunity crisis. Cradle-to-grave marketing targets 

everyone at every level of society, even toddlers and babies. Between the ages of 2 and 

11, a time of intense brain development, children see more than 25,000 advertisements a 

year on TV alone. Children are being taught to nag their parents until they get what they 

want. The authority of parents is constantly usurped. When exhausted parents give in, 

traditional values are challenged, weakened, and undermined. “Overindulgence doesn’t 

just drain your bank account; it can cripple your children’s chances of becoming healthy, 

happy adults,” says David Walsh, Ph.D., author of Selling Out America’s Children. 
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Too much stuff, too much entertainment, too much freedom, too many choices 

characterize our generation of children. Exploited by marketers concerned with gain and 

profits, children are being shaped by forces that don’t care what shape they are in. 

Here’s the connection: Regrettably, a cycle of overindulgence undercuts important 

human development: self-restraint, self-discipline, responsibility, participation in family 

life, and chores. Bullying comes naturally to children without these qualities. Bullies do 

not have self-restraint, and victims react impulsively. The fact that “Affluenza” has been 

named as a legitimate mental disorder shows what a serious problem this is. 

Dangerously Different 

Bullying of minorities has always been a problem in America, where the newest wave 

of immigrants are traditionally welcomed with insults, suspicion, and discrimination. 

Racism and bullying go hand in hand. 

Bullying of those with different gender preferences, however, is such a severe 

problem there’s a word for it: gay-bashing. Not only is there widespread permissiveness 

for name-calling (“faggot” is the most-often used epithet on playgrounds), there are many 

religious organizations who see this genetic difference as a sin and condone hate speech 

and physical harm.  

Bullying becomes discrimination when it is widely accepted. Before the Women’s 

Rights movement in the 1960s, derogatory jokes about women were normal and 

considered “funny,” just as it is alarmingly common for today’s kids and teens to 

disparage “gayness.” Current anti-bullying legislation that calls for tolerance has even 

been challenged by some groups to take language about LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender) bullying out.  

Here’s the connection: Child expert Michele Borba says, “After students confirm to 

me that bullying is indeed a ‘big’ problem, I ask: ‘Who do bullies choose for their 

victims? Is there a specific trait they look for?’ The number one word I hear: ‘Different.’” 

Bullies too often target a victim based on race, ethnicity, age, religion, disability, beliefs, 

gender, appearance, behavior or sexual orientation. Today’s American youth are 

displaying intolerant actions at alarming rates-and at younger and younger ages. The FBI 
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tells us most hate crimes are committed by youth younger than nineteen. Hate speech 

runs rampant in website commentary, proving that bullying is considered okay by those 

who do it. 

Part of the 25% 

One in four U.S. adults experiences mental illness at some point, although researchers 

believe that the actual number is higher since mental illness is often undiagnosed or not 

talked about. And of those who suffer, only half receive treatment. 

Although there are now more mental health professionals treating people than ever 

before, the depression rate is ten times higher than it was fifty years ago. Meanwhile, 

according to the Centers for Disease Control, parents reported that as of 2007, 

approximately 9.5% or 5.4 million children 4–17 years of age have been diagnosed with 

ADHD.  

It is no surprise that anxiety is a large component of both depression and ADHD. 

According to a 2006 report from the Surgeon General, thirteen percent of children ages 9-

17 suffer from anxiety disorders. It is also no surprise that, in concluding this long list of 

social ills, anxiety seems normal in this day and age, with fear fueling violence and 

violence fueling fear.  

Here’s the connection: Some of the worst bullies are victims of mental illness who 

have experienced major and/or unresolved trauma in their lives. Certain mental illnesses 

can cause people to be aggressive or engage in bullying behavior. Other illnesses can 

result from bullying.  

Sharing the Responsibility 

As we follow the threads of bullying into every level of our society, we find that the 

children… are not so well. We can only hope to guarantee the safety of our children from 

all these dangers, but no one is 100% safe from bullying and violence. We cannot control 

every aspect of our children’s environments—home, school and community—and the 

multitude of social and technological influences upon them. There are good reasons to be 

worried about the well-being of our children, and there are many questions to be asked:  
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How are we, as a people, teaching kids to be violent? How can we, as parents, 

change the terrible patterns of history? How do we stop enabling bullying? Where, 

exactly is the national conscience?  

History shows us that when children and families have the legal protections, safety 

nets, and support that they need, forces of bullying can be turned around. We must have 

hope and keep working at it. It does no good to blame parents or schools or the 

government or corporations across the board. As a society, we all share responsibility for 

how we grow our kids, and for creating a culture where bullying is not acceptable. 

Every institution plays a role in our low international standing when it comes to 

raising healthy children: family structures, neighborhoods, churches, school systems, the 

economy, medical and mental health systems, the prison system, advertisers, 

pharmaceutical companies, and every single branch and business of military-industrial 

complex. In combination, these institutions inform the web of disrespect and bullying, 

drug use, violence and crime, addictions, and the general dysfunction of American 

society.  

But this is primarily a book to support parents, who have the greatest influence of all 

on the cultural patterns and ideas (good or bad) that are passed on to the next generation. 

Battle the Culture of Embattlement 

A common complaint expressed in a study of middle-class parents was their sense of 

being overwhelmed by the culture. There is so much more to say no to than ever before. 

Parents have to spend a lot of time doing battle with the culture—like getting kids to eat 

fruit and drink water rather than eat junk food and drink soda. Today’s moms and dads 

are expected to raise their children in opposition to the dominant cultural messages.  They 

are judged harshly for letting their children have too much, watch too much, or even 

experience too much. We live in a time of abundant choices, and the limits must come 

from within. 

This book will help you create your own guidelines for becoming a counter-culture 

parent who raises strong, assertive, self-directed, and self-regulated kids who will hold 

their own in the face of overwhelming cultural forces. 
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The Masai saying, “All the children are well” means that life is good, that society has 

not forgotten its reason for being, its proper functions and responsibilities. It means that 

the daily struggles for existence do not preclude proper attention to their young.  

Consider one of Albert Einstein’s most delightful quotes: “Imagination is the preview 

of life's coming attractions.”  

So imagine…what kind of world do you want your children to grow up in? Imagine 

that peace and safety prevail, and that our cultural priorities of protecting the young and 

the powerless, are in place. One person can make a difference by seeing things 

differently; together we can make a difference by supporting each other in living 

differently.  

 
This is an excerpt from The Bullying Antidote by Louise Hart, Ed.D. and Kristen Caven, a book 
that “triumphs as an in-depth guide to the troubling world of bullying” and is “an in-depth trove 
of easy-to-implement strategies in abuse prevention.” Louise Hart (www.drlouisehart.com) is also 
the author of The Winning Family and On the Wings of Self-Esteem. Kristen Caven 
(www.kristencaven.com) is also the author of Perfectly Revolting and The Souls of Her Feet. 
Learn more about bullying by perusing and subscribing to The Zorgos Reader: 
zorgos.wordpress.com. 
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iii http://www.jfox.neu.edu/Documents/BullyingReport.pdf 
iv Child Maltreatment Deaths Highest in Industrialized World 
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vi https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture_of_honor_(Southern_United_States) 
vii Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network - http://www.rainn.org 
viii http://www.nij.gov/topics/crime/rape-sexual-violence/campus/know-attacker.htm 


