
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cbse20

British Journal of Sociology of Education

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cbse20

The institutionalised momentum of slow violence:
Spatiotemporal contradictions in young people’s
accounts of school bullying

Ben Lohmeyer

To cite this article: Ben Lohmeyer (2023) The institutionalised momentum of slow violence:
Spatiotemporal contradictions in young people’s accounts of school bullying, British Journal of
Sociology of Education, 44:2, 259-275, DOI: 10.1080/01425692.2022.2145932

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2022.2145932

Published online: 22 Nov 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 113

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cbse20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cbse20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01425692.2022.2145932
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2022.2145932
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cbse20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cbse20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01425692.2022.2145932
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01425692.2022.2145932
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01425692.2022.2145932&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-11-22
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01425692.2022.2145932&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-11-22


British Journal of sociology of Education
2023, Vol. 44, no. 2, 259–275

The institutionalised momentum of slow violence: 
Spatiotemporal contradictions in young people’s 
accounts of school bullying

Ben Lohmeyer 

Psychology and social Work – social Work, flinders university college of Education, Bedford Park, australia

ABSTRACT
As contemporary research explores the social and cultural dynamics of 
school bullying, notions of space and time provide avenues to unpack 
youth-centred insights into students’ bullying experiences. Furthermore, 
spatiotemporal analysis demonstrates the links between similar expe-
riences, such as bullying and relationship violence, that are often siloed 
in research and policy. Yet, within this converging field, there are con-
tradictory accounts, from both young people and researchers, of the 
school as both a non-violent space and a space filled with unseen vio-
lence. In this paper, I argue that this contradiction reveals an essential 
aspect of young people’s experience of bullying in schools. To develop 
this approach, school bullying is conceptualised in this paper as ‘social 
violence’ with a momentum that can linger and become institution-
alised in the architecture of schools.

GRAPHICAL ABSTRACT

Introduction

Research on school bullying and relationship violence in schools has recently begun to 
explore the importance of space and time in enabling and reproducing young people’s 
experiences of victimisation. Following from Percy-Smith and Matthews (2001) discussion 
of the ‘tyrannical spaces’ that young people physically inhabit and avoid in neighbourhoods, 
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recent research has revealed the discursive constructions of spatiotemporal distance young 
people employ to dismiss and separate themselves from ‘real’ violence (Barter and Lombard 
2018; Joelsson and Bruno 2022). Joelsson and Bruno (2022) argue that the school is dis-
cursively constructed as a non-violent space. Yet, Yoneyama (2015) argues that school 
bullying might best be examined as ‘institutionalized violence’ and schools as ‘dysfunctional 
communities unable to deal with bullying’ (129). Considering these conflicting approaches 
and accounts to school bullying and violence, in this paper, I argue that contradiction is 
key to a spatiotemporal understanding of young people’s experiences and the momentum 
within spaces and times that bullying takes place in schools.

This exploratory study unpacks the experiences of a small cohort of young people in 
South Australia. Listening at length to these young people creates space to examine the slow 
institutionalisation of momentum as a critical feature of a spatiotemporal theory of school 
bullying. The dominant psychological and behaviouralist paradigm in policy and practice 
in Australia (Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation 2017; Department for Education 
2019; Education Council 2020) defines bullying in terms of intent, repetition, and power 
imbalance (Olweus 1993). I argue that by prioritising young people’s experiences of bullying, 
it is possible to perceive it as more than a moment of violence but also as momentum that 
becomes institutionalised in schools. Secondly, this approach facilitates the exploration of 
an unrecognised momentum underpinning school bullying within ‘normal’ school-based 
interactions. Spatiotemporal analysis of bullying can reveal how moments of violence create 
unseen tyrannical spaces in schools that might be decoupled from their original instance 
and can haunt the lives of young people.

This paper takes a ‘bottom-up’ (Volk, Veenstra, and Espelage 2017, 37) approach to 
bullying research. Young people’s experiences are prioritised to highlight some of the issues 
facing adult-derived technical definitions of bullying (see Ringrose and Rawlings 2015, 82; 
Connell, Schell-Busey, and Hernandez 2019; Ey, Walker, and Spears 2019). The following 
excerpt from Alex (a participant in this project and not their real name) demonstrates some 
of the challenges and benefits of a youth-centred approach. Alex also discusses the impor-
tance of ‘proximity’ to violence.

Alex: Yeah, I think violence is more if you’re being bullied to the point where you feel unsafe, 
and you’re being followed, or you’re actually being physically hit, or even just having people 
within your proximity, proximity doing it. But, people talking about you, and slandering you, 
and posting things about you online and stuff, that’s more like bullying without the violence, 
because they’re not really actually doing anything, like, they are, but they’re not acting. They’re 
just using words. They’re not acting on their word.

Alex’s perspective contains many ideas about ‘real’ and ‘not real’ violence as she attempts 
to draw a line between physical violence and verbal bullying. As I will discuss, ‘real’ and 
‘unreal’ as well as ‘proximity’ and ‘periphery’ distinctions are features in existing research 
about young people’s discursive construction of the spatiotemporal distance of violence 
from their lives. This multiplicity might initially appear to be a problem for research (Law 
2004). Instead, I argue it might better reflect young people’s messy experiences of bullying.

I begin this paper with an outline of what is being called the second paradigm of school 
bullying research. I touch on the conceptualisation of violence as a moment to further a 
spatiotemporal analysis of bullying. Following this, I provide a brief overview of the project 
methods. In the subsequent section I return to the participants’ accounts of bullying and 
simultaneously analyse these experiences. To conclude, I argue that moments of bullying 
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and violence can have a momentum that can be amplified and institutionalised in the 
architecture of schools extending beyond the originating instance and lingering to have 
ongoing effects on young people’s lives. The conceptualisation of institutionalised momen-
tum creating unseen tyrannical spaces offers new insights into the dominant paradigm of 
school bullying and the spatiotemporal analysis of this persistent phenomenon.

Paradigms of school bullying research

Recent research on school bullying, the so-called ‘second paradigm’ (Schott and Søndergaard 
2014; Yoneyama 2015; Thornberg 2018), focusses on the social and cultural dynamics 
instead of the emphasis on individual risk and resilience factors within the dominant psy-
chological approach (Payne and Hutzell 2017; Brighi et al. 2019). Olweus’ (1993) definition 
of bullying highlights intent, repetition, and power imbalance within a dyadic-triadic for-
mulation. This model has been critically questioned, with evidence indicating that in prac-
tice children, young people and teachers do not necessarily include all these characteristics 
(Maunder and Crafter 2018; Ey, Walker, and Spears 2019). Instead, contemporary definitions 
of bullying acknowledge that it is also a socially and culturally constructed phenomenon 
(Maunder and Crafter 2018; Yoneyama 2015) that is much more difficult to define.

The second paradigm of school bullying creates space for reconceptualising bullying 
within a broader set of phenomena including ‘individual aggression, social violence, or 
dysfunctional groups’ (Schott 2014, 37). Social violence is employed as an ‘umbrella term’ 
(Joelsson and Bruno 2022, 3) to capture a variety of harmful experiences rather than 
drawing arbitrary distinctions between similar experiences such as relationship violence, 
bullying, and coercive control (Joelsson and Bruno 2022; Milnes, Turner-Moore, and 
Gough 2021). Scholars within the second paradigm challenge the historically narrow image 
of bullying as the deviant student or outsider. Instead, they argue that ‘bullying can also 
be a “normal” behaviour of “non-problem” students’ (Yoneyama and Naito 2003, 326). 
Horton (2020) argues that instead of conceptualising bullying as deviant behaviour, it can 
reinforce group norms by policing institutionally established moral and social boundaries.

Within the second paradigm literature is an interest in the institutions and spaces that 
young people occupy and how these spaces legitimise and perpetuate bullying and vio-
lence (Horton 2020; Schott 2014). This concern connects with the recent broader empha-
sis on the spatiotemporal effects of neoliberalism and violence on young people’s 
educational futures (Tsao, Hardy, and Lingard 2021, 2018) and play (Chung 2020; Mayeza 
and Bhana 2020). The second paradigm literature suggests that bullying can be understood 
as a manifestation of ‘institutionalized violence’ (Yoneyama 2015, 129) or ‘systemic vio-
lence that is incited and fostered by school cultures’ (Walton 2011, 135). Percy-Smith and 
Matthews (2001) landmark study described the places where bullying takes place as 
‘tyrannical spaces’, arguing that ‘within many localities there is a “hidden” geography of 
fear waiting to be uncovered’ (50). Their study focussed on neighbourhoods to reveal the 
tyrannical spaces known to young people. More recently, Joelsson and Bruno (2022, 8) 
argue that the school is discursively constructed as a non-violent space by students and 
teachers, and as such violent behaviour ‘simply disappears from view’ (8). While the 
school as a non-violent space does not necessarily hold globally (see Mayeza and Bhana 
2020), this more recent approach also suggests the existence of unknown tyrannical spaces 
in schools.
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Percy-Smith and Matthews (2001) description of bullying taking place in physical spaces 
that are ‘unregulated by the adult gaze’ (59) draws on the conceptualisation of bullying 
(power imbalance, repetition, and intent) from the first paradigm. Their focus on space 
draws attention to the temporal and spatial entanglements of bullying that mirror an under-
standing in the contemporary study of youth violence revealing how ‘social spaces inform 
each other in intricate patterns of flux and flow’ (Henriksen and Bengtsson 2018, 102). In 
this paper, the recent arguments that bullying includes socially acceptable behaviours under-
taken by ‘normal’ students are overlayed with the idea that schools are discursively con-
structed as non-violent spaces. This approach creates possibilities for an analysis of the 
spatiotemporality of schools that makes some forms of bullying visible while hiding others.

Distancing ‘real’ violence

Joelsson and Bruno (2022) argue that to make sense of how bullying is made visible or 
invisible in schools scholars need to recognise the ‘contradictory discourses on violence, 
conceptualised as either proximal (present) or peripheral (distant or absent)’ (6). When 
asked about violence in Joelsson and Bruno’s research, young people described bullying 
and violence as both happening everywhere all the time and not happening in their school. 
Participants also described the school architecture as preventing bullying while similarly 
identifying areas in the school prone to violence, including ‘indoors (as opposed to outdoors, 
except the football pitch), corridors, [and] the benches outside classrooms’ (7). Barter and 
Lombard (2018) outline a similar pattern of justifying gendered stereotypes that promote 
relationship violence by young people in terms of participants’ construction of ‘real’ and 
‘unreal’ violence. ‘Real’ violence was thought about by participants primarily as ‘physical 
acts done by men that had legal consequences’ (292). In contrast, violence perpetrated by 
the participants was constructed as ‘unreal’ (293) and school as a non-violent space. This 
‘unreal’ status was reinforced by the attitudes and behaviours of adults around the partici-
pants who employed similar labels or failed to act to condemn instances of violence.

Barter and Lombard (2018) argue that the participants understood ‘real’ violence as a 
‘temporally distant phenomenon, in that it occurred in adulthood’ (292), usually in public 
between adult men. As such, violence occurring within the school’s proximity, a discursively 
constructed non-violent space, is ‘unreal’ violence. The words ‘violence’ and ‘bullying’ invoke 
discourses employed to differentiate the actions and experiences of young people in schools 
from similar actions and experiences of adults outside schools.

The deployment of the word ‘bullying’, is part of the process of infantilizing and delegitimizing 
youth as full-fledged social actors; it minimizes these interactions, allowing adults to be blind 
to the way in which bullying often reflects, reproduces, and prepares young people to accept 
inequalities embedded in larger social structures. (Pascoe 2013, 95)

Bullying is associated with schools and young people. It is deployed to describe the 
actions of young people, while similar actions in other locations, including ‘sports, politics, 
business, and academics’, are considered ‘part of the game’ (Walton 2005, 100). The contra-
dictory discourses of violence and bullying are multiple and intersecting. Bullying and 
violence are constructed as proximal and periphery to young people’s lives in different times 
and places. In schools, violence is ‘unreal’, while at the same time, bullying is a real experi-
ence constructed as a youthful activity.
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More broadly, violence is constructed in both socially acceptable and unacceptable forms. 
‘Exemplary’ violence is justified and overlooked as it reinforces the status quo (Springer 
2012, 140). The violence of the state is enacted through police and the military to protect 
the security of its citizens. In contrast, ‘exceptional’ violence operates outside social norms 
and is shocking to observe (Springer 2012, 140). As Olweus conceived it, bullying is an 
exception to the non-violent space of the school. In the first paradigm, the proximity of 
behaviours labelled as bullying makes the harm real. Yet, the discursive construction of 
bullying as a youthful activity minimises its seriousness as ‘unreal’, i.e., not done by adult 
men in public. Yoneyama and Naito (2003, 326) argue that the (exemplary) violence of 
‘normal’ students that reinforces group norms is sometimes co-opted by teachers to control 
the classroom efficiently. This kind of violence is also ‘unreal’ as it is enacted by the repre-
sentatives (teachers) of the institution (school) - like the police officer on behalf of the state 
- and disappears in the non-violent construction of the school. Springer (2012) argues it is 
easier to witness the interplay between exemplary and exceptional forms of violence if they 
are thought of as ‘moments’.

Moments and momentum

Exploring violence as ‘moments’ does not mean it is ‘bounded by time or space in any simple 
way’ (Springer 2012, 137). Instead, it promotes an understanding of the fluidity and imper-
manence of social relations. Lefebvre (1991) argues that ‘social space’ is transformed by 
groups, ideology, forces of production and networks of relations, not in a causal way, but 
by ‘rearranging their positions within spatio-temporal configurations without necessarily 
affecting their materiality, their natural state’ (77). Horton and Kraftl (2006) argue that 
thinking about space requires thinking about the complexity, contradictions, and interaction 
of the space ‘out there’ as it encounters the body and the stories that ‘haunt’ both people 
and places. Ringrose and Rawlings (2015) likewise emphasise the interactivity of space and 
time in bullying and violence, including the influence ‘of the playground, of the sounds and 
feelings in that particular moment’ (90). Collins (2008) theory of the micro-sociology of 
violence is similarly interested in ‘not violent individuals, but violent situations’ (18). He 
examines the ‘contours of situations, which shape the emotions and acts of the individuals 
who step inside them’ (18). Physical violence is relatively rare, he argues, but it demands 
overcoming powerful emotions such as tension and fear, and to ignore this is a ‘pragmatic 
mistake’ (50). Collins’ focus on the micro is not entirely compatible with bullying as social 
violence. He takes a strong stance on a narrow (physical) definition of violence based on 
the premise that ‘violence is hard’ (50). This approach is at odds with the conceptualisation 
of bullying as social violence. Social violence includes the structural and cultural arrange-
ments underpinning the second paradigm of bullying (Sercombe and Donnelly 2013; Schott 
2014) that connect micro with macro bullying perspectives (Thornberg 2018) and inform 
contemporary approaches to violence that centre young people (Lohmeyer 2018, 2020b). 
Nonetheless, a micro-sociological analysis of violence supports the importance of studying 
the spaces and moments in which violence occurs.

The moment of violence affects the surrounding space and lasts (haunts) beyond the 
immediate instance. Describing the interaction between masculine discourses and space, 
Ringrose and Rawlings (2015) argue that the ‘presence of the gym lingers upon the body’ 
(emphasis added) (108). Springer (2012) similarly contends we need to pay attention to ‘the 
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momentum that goes into any single “act” of violence’, arguing that a ‘moment is not a still 
picture, but a moving one’ (138). This approach creates a new avenue to examine the insti-
tutionalised momentum of bullying in schools. Space and time appear to hide some forms 
of proximal violence in plain sight by cloaking certain behaviours, deemed to be the infan-
tilised action by young people, into the unreal spatiotemporal periphery.

Methods

This project is an exploratory study of young people’s school bullying experiences. The 
dominant paradigm of school bullying principally relies on quantitative methods (Eriksen 
2018, 159). There are international concerns about the effectiveness of the prevailing 
approach and the absence of evident reductions in bullying globally (Walton 2011; Walton 
and Niblett 2013). In South Australia, according to the Department for Education (2019), 
students’ reports of bullying have recently increased in some categories. Furthermore, con-
cerns are being raised over counter-productive results (i.e., an increase in bullying) of 
established bullying interventions among late secondary students (Cross et al. 2019). The 
second paradigm of bullying research provides conceptualisations of bullying that address 
the inherent limitations of psychological and behaviouralist approaches. Yet, a critical youth 
studies lens and methods that aspire to place young people’s priorities and participation at 
the centre of research are currently absent within the second paradigm of bullying research.

The methods of this project were designed to fill this gap by prioritising democratic 
dialogue and youth-led conversation. The topic and focus of the research were adult-derived, 
immediately limiting the participatory aspirations defined by influential youth participatory 
models (Hart 1992). This project involved listening at length to a small cohort (11 partic-
ipants) of young people. The project included two semi-structured interviews (up to an 
hour) with participants before and after a series of five focus groups (up to an hour each). 
This approach allowed participants to discuss ideas with their peers and have individual 
opportunities to share their experiences. Participants in the study were sought who self-iden-
tified as having experiences with school bullying, were over 15 years and were enrolled in 
secondary education in South Australia.

The project was an exploratory study and encountered challenges and delays of up to 
18 months attempting to obtain departmental permission to recruit in public secondary 
schools. Instead, purposeful sampling through existing research networks was employed 
to find two groups with contrasting schooling experiences. This approach was adopted, in 
line with the exploratory aims of the project, to increase the potential for diverse perspectives 
and experiences of bullying within private (individuals pay fees for students to attend) and 
public (government-funded non-fee paying) secondary education in South Australia.

The first cohort, Group A, was from a private secondary school and consisted of five stu-
dents (three male and two female). Three participants were already involved in a lunchtime 
‘social justice group’, and they recruited two more of their friends. The second cohort, Group 
B, was recruited through an alternative education program for students disengaged from 
public secondary school. This group included six participants (five male and one female).

The data collection was conducted during 2020 and was interrupted by COVID19 lock-
downs. Despite the need to transition to online web-conferencing, Group A completed the 
data collection method as planned. In contrast, Group B did not complete the planned focus 
groups and follow-up interviews. It was anticipated that the second cohort would be more 
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challenging to engage. I conducted interviews on several occasions in participants’ homes 
or at a location that suited them to reduce barriers to participation. As a result of the 
requirements of COVID19 restrictions on the alternative education service, continued visits 
to the site or the participants’ homes were not possible. Support was not available to enable 
participants to continue the project online. The potential to analyse the impacts of COVID19 
lockdowns on young people in low socio-economic circumstances is significant but beyond 
the scope of this paper. Nevertheless, it is vital to acknowledge the effect of resources 
afforded to young people in some spaces (private secondary schools) and not others (alter-
native education programs) on exercising their right to participate in activities such as 
research (United Nations 1989).

Despite the limitations outlined above, the data provides rich and deep insights into 
these young people’s bullying experiences, compared to the generalisable but shallow 
insights afforded by large quantitative research methods dominating the field. Participants 
were 17 − 20 years of age and provided informed written consent to participate. As a youth 
work practitioner turned researcher, I am cognisant of the important power dynamics 
between adult researchers and young people, particularly marginalised young people. These 
power relationships are complex (Ravn 2019) and, much like school bullying, it is unhelpful 
to conceptualise them solely in hierarchical terms (Lohmeyer 2020a; Lohmeyer 2017). In 
this case, there is the added spatiotemporal dimension of where the research took place. It 
is well established that school-based research includes institutional dynamics that make 
young people vulnerable to conforming to requests from authority figures, including 
researchers and practitioners (for a discussion of these issues, see Felzmann 2009; Brooks, 
Te Riele, and Maguire 2014). There is also the added dimension of some interviews taking 
place in homes and the shift to online spaces due to COVID19. I acknowledge the potential 
impact of these dimensions on the research and the avenues for resistance (Raby 2005), 
however, further discussion of them is ‘absent’ (Law 2004, 14) from this paper lest it becomes 
primarily about COVID19 or research methods at the expense of the participants’ discussion 
of bullying remaining ‘present’ (Law 2004, 14).

Participants have been given pseudonyms to preserve their anonymity. The interviews 
and focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed. This project received ethics 
approval through Flinders University’s Human Research Ethics Committee project no. 
6655. Nine of the eleven participants are represented in the excerpts below.

Transcripts were analysed for persistent themes using NVivo through a ‘recursive process’ 
(Braun and Clarke 2006, 86) of multiple rounds of coding to develop a ‘thematic network’ 
(Attride-Stirling 2001). The initial round of inductive coding focussed on identifying themes 
within the participants’ description of bullying, for example, the classroom, the schoolyard, 
or social media. This coding took place after each focus group. Upon completing the data 
collection, a subsequent coding round grouped descriptive themes into a broader collection 
or network of interrelated ideas, such as the focus in this paper on the spaces and times 
bullying occurs.

In the interviews, participants were asked to describe their understanding of the terms 
bullying and violence. They were also asked what bullying and violence look like in their 
school, and if there was anything that could be done about it. The same questions were 
asked during the focus groups. To increase the trustworthiness of the findings, at the 
beginning of each focus group, I provided the group with a summary of the themes I had 
identified in the previous week and invited them to comment or offer corrections.
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Findings and discussion: Tyrannical spaces and the adult gaze

The spaces and times in which bullying happened in schools were strong themes in the 
interviews and focus groups with young people in this project. Some participants named 
places in and around schools where bullying was likely to occur. Other participants named 
and occasionally described seeking out features of schools that facilitate violence and 
bullying.

Drew: … there’s a lot of places where you can go and you can’t be seen, like, fucking, in my 
primary school … we literally kind of went around looking for all the places which were just 
really secluded in the school. And we found, we found way more than we were expecting to. 
And then we just realized like, wow, it’s a lot of places where people could just do not good 
stuff here.

Alex: I feel like common places for it to happen are really, not necessarily in the schoolyard, 
because the teachers are around and, but it can go like on social media, at say where people go 
to catch their buses after school and stuff, that’s really common … after you leave the school 
gates. And everyone’s catching buses home and stuff in places where people drink alcohol 
obviously, the bay and in town that’s like really common.

The spaces described by Drew and Alex are typically unregulated or receive little 
regulation by the adult gaze. Drew went looking for these secluded spaces and later in 
the interview described coming across a space where ‘some dude [was] just bashing some 
other dude’. He described walking towards a place behind a ‘big old building’ and hearing 
people punching. He recalled this as the first moment he had seen ‘someone straight up, 
like, bashing someone on the ground’. Alex names a range of places that are ‘common’ or 
known places and times (e.g., ‘after school’) for bullying, including physical and digital 
spaces. Participants also named non-school locations such as skate parks, shopping cen-
tres, social media, and online games.

Percy-Smith and Matthews (2001) tyrannical spaces are avoided by young people. The 
places Alex describes, such as bus stops, outside the school gate or even the schoolyard, 
are not entirely avoidable. Ringrose and Rawlings (2015) point out that young people 
often have no choice other than to operate in the relations of power that shape bullying, 
such as dress codes through which ‘sexual intentionality’ is read ‘onto girls’ (94). Likewise, 
the school grounds are an inescapable space for young people under mandatory school 
attendance.

Two participants in separate interviews described the architecture of the same school 
that enabled or created the opportunity for bullying and violence. One participant referred 
to the central corridor of their school as the ‘spine’.

Mason: … the school that I went to, there is a long hallway down the entire school through 
the middle, where, you know, you walk down. You could go to your class or whatever, … And 
because the hallway that went through the school was only about, I’d say, four people wide, 
and so they would just line up and just try and bump people out of the way.

Owen: …you see a group of kids come through the ‘spine’, that’s like the middle of the school. 
And then they just run through there and, and you’d be like, ‘oh what’s happening?’, and they’d 
be like, ‘oh someone is gonna go start a fight over here, let’s go’, and then it’s just like, ‘oh ok’. 
It’s more of, like, a hype thing than, like, an actual fight.



BRITISH JOuRnAL OF SOcIOLOgY OF EducATIOn 267

The ‘spine’ is a physically and socially constructed space that facilitates forms of violence 
or bullying (4 people lining up and bumping others). The space also had the effect of chan-
nelling or amplifying (hype) instances of violence. This architectural choice might lend 
itself to the regulating influence of the adult gaze by making it easy for adults to see and 
move across the school. These descriptions of the spine suggest it is also a technology for 
the rapid production and dissemination of knowledge (Foucault 1979) by young people 
about violence to potential spectators. The corridor provides an avenue to quickly traverse 
and communicate across the school resulting in instances where violence is rapidly trans-
mitted and attended by others.

In the classroom

In contrast to the secluded spaces with minimal regulation outside of the adult gaze, some 
participants described schools in general and the classroom as a space free from bullying.

Jordan: I don’t really see much violence or anything, bullying around here … Only violence 
I’ve ever see in like, play fighting, or something like that, between guys, or something. And 
then, like, it might have gotten out of hand a little bit, but it wasn’t bad, and they resolved it 
after. But I find bullying, not very much again. But it was never physical. It was more verbal, 
or even online, social media…

Owen: No, that’s the thing is you don’t really see it in the actual classroom. Like, well, I mean, 
I haven’t really seen it in the classroom. Like I said, I wouldn’t say, if you look over it and you 
see someone spit balls at someone else, it’s a movie thing that I’m trying to talk about, you 
know what I mean? Like there where it is like passing notes like, ‘Oh Derrick Stinks’, you 
know? Like, oh, ‘I’m just having a terrible day now’.

These students construct the classroom as a non-violent space. Jordan disqualifies verbal 
and online bullying and violence as periphery or unreal. Owen likewise describes not seeing 
bullying in the classroom or an absence of the clichéd kinds of bullying as portrayed in 
movies. He clarifies that bullying is ‘not really like that’ and, in a later interview, describes 
what bullying is like in a classroom.

Owen: …if you’re a victim, it can and can’t be stopped. Like you can, you can stop it but like, 
it’s seen as a pussy, if you’re going to go to the teacher all the time and be like, ‘this kid’s bully-
ing me’. But like, you know, if a cunt is just being annoying, then just go. Go to the teacher and 
just be like, ‘Nah fuck that guy’, like he’s being a dick, like 24-7.

Owen’s description makes the power dynamics that can hide bullying and violence visible. 
Layered underneath a moment of bullying or the experience of being a victim is the fear of 
being ‘seen as a pussy’. While not explicitly referenced by Owen, this expectation echoes 
notions of ‘individualism, competitiveness and economic self-sufficiency’ (Springer 2012, 
137) promoted through hegemonic masculinity (Mayeza and Bhana 2020) and neoliberal 
regimes. There is a social expectation that young people should be able to deal with bullying 
themselves. A moment of bullying is underpinned by the momentum of violating gendered 
social norms and a ‘geography of fear’ (Percy-Smith and Matthews 2001, 50) in schools.

The harmful effects of the valorisation of competitive individualism in contemporary 
society and public institutions is described as ‘neoliberal violence’ (Berdayes and Murphy 
2016; Lohmeyer 2020b; Lohmeyer and Taylor 2021; Giroux 2014). Furthermore, buildings 
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and cities are spaces that are ‘laboured on’ (Lefebvre 1991, 76) under the conditions and 
constraints of capitalist production. In other words, the school is constructed (physically 
and socially) under the constraints of capital and as such its space (at least in part) reflects 
the interests (or limits) of capital over the needs of students. This prioritisation of the 
interests of capital produces harmful effects on young people’s lives in the secluded or central 
spaces that enable or amplify violence. Though Owen advocated that the victim seek help, 
his description also highlights how social forces (hegemonic masculinity and neoliberal 
violence) hide bullying even under the adult gaze in the classroom. Other participants also 
experienced bullying in classrooms.

Drew: …there is definitely bullying that goes on in classrooms when there are teachers there. 
But it really depends on the person who’s doing the bullying. Because there’s lots of different 
reasons for someone to, you know, bully in their own mind and a lot of the time.

While Drew described bullying as taking place in classrooms, he also emphasised the 
role of the adult gaze in preventing bullying from happening.

Drew: But currently, no, because of the type of, well, type of place FLO and or TAFE is, 
because it’s just, the point is, there are literally teachers around nearly everyone. And then 
when you are not in there you are, like, the shopping centre. So, if you were going to bully 
someone in there, you’re literally a fucking idiot.

‘FLO’ is an alternative education program, and ‘TAFE’ is a non-compulsory tertiary 
education provider. In both instances, Drew describes higher levels of adult surveillance 
(teachers and youth workers) as the reason for reduced bullying and violence in these spaces. 
Echoing Foucault’s (1979) imagery of productive power-knowledge relations and the deter-
rence of violence, Drew later describes the consequence of getting caught bullying in these 
spaces as a ‘public execution’ (not literally). For Drew, alternative educational spaces produce 
a contrasting experience to mainstream classrooms, however, this appears to hinge on the 
punitive potential of the institutional representatives who occupy the space.

Participants’ reflections routinely contained contradictions. Owen described the class-
room as a bullying-free space and infused with power dynamics that hide some types of 
bullying. Jordan described her school as a non-violent space, except for verbal bullying and 
issues on social media. Drew said that bullying happens while teachers are present but not 
in other spaces where the adult-to-student ratio is small and the stakes for getting caught 
are high. Underpinning the moments of bullying appear to be undercurrents (a momentum) 
of the interests of capital, competitive individualism, gender hierarchies and an institutional 
monopoly on violence.

Momentum and areas of effect

The idea that bullying and violence occur in physical spaces and at certain times in school 
is not new. In this project, participants also described the connection between space and 
bullying in less static terms suggesting that some effects extend across space and continue 
through time. Individual moments of bullying had a ‘flux and flow’ (Henriksen and 
Bengtsson 2018, 102) that extended beyond the original moment suggesting a kind of 
momentum. The momentum of violence could be seen, in part, within Owen and Mason’s 
description of the ‘spine’. There was a physical movement toward violence in this space as 
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students traversed the school to witness or create violence (pushing and bumping while 
four abreast). The space facilitates this movement of bodies, but the space also became 
known over time for this kind of violence. The moment of bullying included movement 
across space and lingered over time. Participants also described the moment and the 
momentum of violence in more explicit but less physical terms. The following exchange on 
the role of media in promoting and celebrating violence took place in a focus group with 
Group A.

Cameron: …why do we celebrate it as a society by having it so prevalent in pop culture with, 
ah, movies and, you know, entertainment? Things like, I know WWE isn’t real, but like it’s 
violent. And you’ve got UFC and you’ve got boxing. You’ve got a lot of these violent things 
used as entertainment when it can be such a harmful and bad thing. And then you’ve got 
movies as well that some can be violent comedies… should it be funny? Killing someone be 
funny? Probably not. Violence isn’t something to really celebrate. Kinda makes us wonder, 
why as a society we all seem to love those films so much?

…

Charlie: Yeah, I agree with the gratuitous violence in media. Which obviously pushes the idea 
that violence is something that, it can be made palatable, maybe? Um, but I do believe that 
there is a distinction between real and not real. Films and real life. And I think that separation 
is important. But it doesn’t undermine the impact that those gratuitous films have on real-
world people as well. Because someone who has, you know, had a bad experience, like a car 
crash might watch a film of a car crash and it causes them real-life pain. So, in a way it’s, vio-
lence can translate into the real world.

Studies into the causal effects of violent movies and video games on reproducing violence 
in real life have contested results, with some suggesting it is simply the wrong question 
(Livingstone 1996; Carrabine et al. 2004). These participants point to the celebration of 
violence and the place of violence as a central narrative in contemporary culture. While not 
inferring a causal relationship, this concern echoes the idea that cultural violence provides 
justifying and legitimising logic for structural and interpersonal violence (Galtung 1969, 
1990). Moreover, Malešević (2010) argues that humans are not naturally violent, and there-
fore, to make mass violence, such as war, possible requires ‘the cumulative bureaucratisation 
of coercion and the centrifugal (mass) ideologization’ (5). In other words, public narratives 
promoting violence disseminated by states legitimise their ‘monopoly’ on violence (Weber 
1946) as an ever-present source of comfort and threat to their citizens. As Charlie described, 
‘there is a distinction between real and not real’, but ‘violence can translate into the real 
world’. The following discussion also took place in a focus group with Group A after Sammie 
disclosed witnessing a car accident on the morning of the focus group.

Sammie: This car was going pretty fast, and it just went ‘wham’ into another car’s back. … 
Yeah. I was right next to it too, so I almost got, I was a bit traumatised. … I feel guilty for not 
stopping and checking that they are ok. I didn’t know I was meant to, but. Now I think about 
it, I feel a bit bad.

Cameron: It’s almost as if violence has an area of effect.

…

Remy: If we consider famous situations of something happening where you are a bystander. 
Like John F Kennedy or…
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Cameron: Kobe Bryant more recently. And the seven other victims or so in the helicopter that 
died.

Remy: Yeah. Just where people are around, and they witness that. I was thinking particularly 
for JFK’s wife. She was right next to him. And just being right there knowing what happened 
to them. I think that would be, that would touch more on the psychological or emotional 
harm of violence.

Cameron: I feel like the area of effect when someone is famous is larger, but it is not as impact-
ful for those who don’t know them personally. So, I think the impact on the person is more, if 
you know them intimately or not. Not to say that you can’t feel that way about a total stranger.

…

Sammie: Well, that comes for the intention as well. You might intend to hurt someone, but you 
don’t know that you are hurting the, ah, people around them as well.

Group A’s description of the effect of violence extends spatially. They suggest that 
people who are near physically but also emotionally to the victim might experience this 
moment more intensely. This multi-dimensional space extends across physical and 
non-physical boundaries to affect those proximal to the violence. A ‘famous’ victim 
might produce momentum that carries further to the periphery. There is a momentum 
to the moment that crosses time and space through contemporary communications 
technologies. Alex similarly described an area of effect that demonstrates the lingering 
momentum of violence.

Alex: But what down this area, um, my brother’s, a girl from a different school, like a school 
over. She killed herself when they were in year 8. So, I think that that made a massive influence 
on, like the teenagers down south to stop bullying people, because she was getting bullied by 
girls my age, like year twelve. And she ended her life. And I think that had a big influence on 
people to not do it.

The moment of violence (suicide) resulting from the bullying of a young woman has an 
enduring effect on an area that encompasses multiple schools. The momentum of this event 
continues to affect the area across time. Nixon (2011) argues that Galtung’s (1969, 1990) 
concept of ‘structural’ violence makes visible the harm caused by social systems but suggests 
a kind of static or fixed reality. Instead, he introduces a temporal dimension to describe the 
harm of climate change on the poor as ‘slow violence’. The effects of climate change are 
revealed over such a long period that they can appear to be ‘decoupled from its original 
causes’ (Nixon 2011, 11). There seems to be a viscosity of violence moving out from the 
moment which lingers in space. Cameron similarly described violence lingering in space 
even after the space is vacated, only to be experienced again upon his return.

Cameron: But the difference between it just being violent and just being bullying is, is the 
bullying is the reoccurring act of violence, I think, and having experienced that as well, I know 
for myself that bullying doesn’t have to always be physical and it doesn’t have to always be, um, 
something someone says either. It can also be just seeing that person that has done something 
to you in the yard. So, seeing someone in the yard that has done something to you in the past 
trigged something in your head … That can be things like, verbal stuff that they have done in 
the past, could be physical stuff they have done in the past.

The history of bullying with a person and a place can become a space where violence 
reoccurs ‘in your head’. Repetition was a defining characteristic of Olweus (1993) 
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definition of bullying. The idea that bullying is associated with spaces and that violence 
has momentum brings new light to the experience of repetition in bullying. The physical 
acts of bullying do not need to be repeated for a victim to experience repetition. Revisiting 
the space can continue the momentum of the initial moment even if it is decoupled from 
its original cause.

Conclusion

The spaces and times in which bullying took place were significant features of the conver-
sations with and between participants in this study. The secluded spaces and times they 
described, such as the schoolyard, bus stops, and outside the school gates unregulated by 
the adult gaze are known as tyrannical spaces. Participants described architecture that 
facilitated bullying (the ‘spine’). They conveyed contradictory accounts of the influence of 
the adult gaze in the classroom, where some forms of bullying went unnoticed while others 
were punished. Second paradigm school bullying research outlines that the school is dis-
cursively constructed as a non-violent space. As a result, young people perceive ‘real’ vio-
lence as spatially distant from their lives.

Schools are physical and social spaces imbued with undercurrents of violence produced 
by the interests of capital and the social forces of contemporary society. These undercurrents 
obscure instances of bullying and violence that reinforce social norms and provide exem-
plary avenues to control young people. This idea supports the argument that bullying is 
violence institutionalised in schools’ hierarchal systems and cultures (Yoneyama and Naito 
2003, 317). The physical school buildings and social architecture create possibilities for 
violence to occur and build momentum.

The spatiotemporality of school bullying provides a lens to see the contradictory moment 
of violence and the momentum it creates. Violence in schools occurs in a moment in space 
and time, but moments from within and without the school can translate from the ‘unreal’ 
into the ‘real’ world. Spreading out and lingering over an area, this momentum affects the 
lives of physically and emotionally proximal people. Bullying appears to have a slow tem-
poral momentum that haunts a space such that it can be revisited and repeated even when 
decoupled from the original occurrence.

The slow institutionalisation of school bullying in participants’ stories of physical spaces 
created, amplified, and retained the momentum of violence. However, in these instances, 
bullying was visible and exceptional. Bullying in the schoolyard and the ‘spine’, the suicide 
of a bullying victim, or the celebration of gratuitous violence in the media largely conform 
to dominant discourses of violence that identify them as ‘real’. A spatiotemporal approach 
reveals contradictions in how contemporary society constructs violence that are reproduced 
in the school and young people’s lives.

Underexplored in this paper, and existing literature, is the spatiotemporality of institu-
tionalised ‘unreal’ violence. This violence would - in theory - take place under the adult 
gaze, reproducing moral and social hierarchies, but would be unrecognised by young people 
and adults alike. If this form of bullying and violence exists, it is an invisible undercurrent 
that terrorises spaces producing and reproducing experiences of violation that are as ines-
capable as they are unknown. Future research could build on this exploratory study and 
create the opportunity for young people to lead explorations of this unmapped terrain and 
guide adults through their everyday experiences of the spaces and times of school bullying.
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This paper contributes to a spatiotemporal understanding not present in the first or second 
paradigm of bullying that reveals the moments and momentum of violence in space and time. 
Tyrannical spaces can create or facilitate a moment of violence, but undercurrents of momen-
tum and meaning also shape them over time. This approach to bullying, not as a static moment 
but as having momentum, brings a new understanding to the experience of repetition. This 
paper reveals how young people can experience the slow institutionalisation of violence in 
schools as the momentum of violence is enabled by, and embedded in, architecture as it extends 
and translates to the surrounding area, where it lingers and repeats decoupled from its source.
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