
BULLYING AND BYSTANDERS 
 
We often wonder how we can possibly eliminate bullying from the face of this earth. As I speak 
around the country about long term impact of bullying, I notice that bullying is well and alive all 
over the United States. Of course, there is no one answer that will solve this issue for everyone. 
However, one of the keys to minimizing bullying is to try and understand why bullies do what 
they do, and what role do bystanders play in that connection. And that is the focus of this 
article. 
 
This article is about the role of a bystander, derived from a personal encounter I had with one 
of my worst bullies from the past. However, first of all, I would like to give you a background of 
the bullying and its impact that I had to struggle with and how it all led to the most revealing 
and interesting encounter I had with the worst bully from my past. 
 
This article is based on my first book titled “A LIFE INTERRUPTED: THE STORY OF MY BATTLE 
WITH BULLYING AND OBSESSIVE-COMPULSIVE DISORDER”. This is a unique story about my 
firsthand experience that establishes a definitive connection between prolonged childhood 
bullying, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and the development of one of the more taboo forms 
of OCD later in life. My most crippling OCD symptoms would consist of mentally picturing 
images of bullies who had tormented me in the past. These images would soon become further 
attached with an unspeakable irrational fear… that they would force me to hurt or kill my loved 
ones if the images were not ‘neutralized.’ If you find these concepts difficult to understand at a 
first glance, you cannot imagine how perplexing they appeared to me as a terrified teen and 
young man. 
 
 The onset of my OCD occurred in May 1992 at the age of 16. For the first five years of my 
mental illness, my single greatest struggle and obstacle became simply telling someone what 
was going on. Instead I lived a secret life hiding in the shadows being afraid that I was losing my 
mind. My frightening condition kept me isolated from others and unable to pursue the normal 
drives of a healthy young man. Friendships were far and few in between, while dating remained 
out of the question. Before long, merely managing to function through an average day became 
the greatest challenge of all. 
 
The first success that I can speak about finally came at the age of 21 in 1997, following the loss 
of my job at a hotel due to my incapacitating symptoms. At last I came out to my family about 
what was going on, and they were able to get me the therapy and medication that I needed to 
defeat OCD. But learning about the complex nature of OCD would be a process that would take 
me several more years to complete. First came a phase of tremendous relief at the realization 
that I wasn’t  going crazy after all, and that I would not have to be institutionalized at a 
psychiatric hospital! Then second, came a major bout of depression and self pity over the fact 
that I had been diagnosed with this form of OCD. At last, I was able to change my pessimistic 
perspective, willingly engage in cognitive behavioral therapy and begin to make significant 
progress with my illness. Eventually I ended up participating in the intensive OCD treatment 



program at Rogers Memorial Hospital in Oconomowoc, Wisconsin in April 2005. Amazingly, I 
was able to derive a lasting positive impact after spending only 16 days in Rogers’ inpatient 
treatment facility. I attribute my lasting success to a specific change in my medication regimen 
made at the facility, as well as their tough approach to ERP (Exposure Ritual Prevention) which I 
took to heart upon leaving that place. Though my success did not come until several months 
after I had left Rogers, the change in my meds and the knowledge I had gained would slowly 
show their purpose over time. 
 
Today, I am thrilled to report that I have finally regained control over my once ever so 
incapacitating mental illness! Though my ordeal has now reached this much better point, there 
are millions of other people out there who continue to struggle hard with OCD or other related 
mental health disorders on a daily basis. I am here to tell those fellow sufferers that this does 
not have to be their long-term fate. Just as I took back control of my life, they too are capable 
of freeing themselves from the powerful clutches of this hideous disease.   
 
However, recovery process was anything but easy. In spite of my greatest efforts, there was no 
significant progress. By May of 2000, a full three years had elapsed from the moment I finally 
came clean to my dad. I was 24 years old then and enrolled in a community college, but I still 
hadn’t made much progress in dealing with OCD. Around this point in time, I decided to tell a 
trusted professor about my entire ordeal. During our lengthy conversation, I told her about my 
history of being bullied at school and the impact it had on my life.  
 
In response, my professor helped me uncover yet another strange form of avoidance: blame. 
Very often my OCD brought negative images up from the past, and I’d mistakenly feel I was 
battling bullies instead of a clever disease! As a result, I’d begin to dwell over things from the 
past and lose sight of the battles of the day. To clear this mental confusion, she suggested that I 
somehow track down my worst bully and have a confrontation with him. This way, I could put 
blaming others behind me and keep myself focused on OCD. In short, it appeared that my 
philosophy based on avoidance needed to radically change and I seriously considered the 
option of looking up and confronting my very worst bully from childhood. This most fascinating, 
revealing encounter helped me to finally deal with the bullying and with the PTSD from my 
past. 
 
My worst bully was Michael Beckert (this is a pseudo name given for the purpose of this article). 
He wasn’t really bigger or stronger than me physically. In fact he was slightly shorter and 
heavyset, not overly threatening at a first glance. But what he lacked in overall size and 
strength he made up with intimidation. Unlike many who had bullied me, including some of his 
closest friends, Michael displayed more aggressiveness and wouldn’t back down even when I 
stood up for myself. He and I had a history dating back to elementary school and he clearly 
relished picking on me relentlessly over the years. Tragically the impact of Michael’s 
harassment, long after it had ended, was given a brand new life by my OCD. As fate would 
cruelly dictate, the image of this bully’s menacing face would torture me in ways I could have 
never conceived. 



Over time, it had become harder for me to fight my illness and not be consumed with anger. By 
May of 2000, I found myself unable to separate Michael from my OCD. In my mind Michael 
literally was my disease, as it most often used his image along with a hideous threat to torment 
and control me. Therefore, it seemed that in order to face OCD I’d first have to face Michael 
Beckert. In other words, I’d have to track down my very worst bully from school and have a 
confrontation with him! 
 
On the surface the very idea seemed absurd, not to mention difficult to facilitate and 
potentially dangerous. After all, Michael had not been a nice person! Moreover, I hadn’t had 
contact with Michael for nearly the past eight years. I had no clue as to what his personality 
was like, or if he even still lived in Minnesota. 
 
However, after some effort, I was able to locate Michael and was able to connect with him. 
After several back-and-forth phone calls, we were finally able to set up a meeting. In this 
meeting I was able to describe to him all the terrible things he had done to me, and most 
surprisingly, he agreed that he had in fact done those things and he also apologized for having 
done those bad things. Eventually I asked him the question about why he did all those terrible 
things and what prompted him to treat me so badly. He did give a couple of reasons and one of 
those reasons was that “I did all those things because people laughed”. He was primarily 
referring to the bystanders who were not only just watching the bullying but were actually 
laughing as Michael was doing those terrible things. 
 
Michael went on to explain that he really was not a very popular kid at school. He felt that he 
was not getting the support and recognition within the school community that he would have 
liked. So he turned to bullying because he noticed that (1) people laughed and encouraged his 
actions, thereby improving his self-esteem, and (2) he felt that he now had a recognized place 
in the school community. He was now known for “something” instead of just another 
insignificant kid in the school community. 
 
This revealing encounter clearly indicates the significant role a bystander can have in 
encouraging bullying. In fact, even if the bystander does not laugh or visibly encourage the 
actions, just by being there and witnessing it and not saying anything causes the bully to 
continue his/her irresponsible behavior. Of course it would be best if a bystander can step in 
and try to prevent the negative behavior – but as a minimum a bystander must not laugh or 
encourage the actions and should simply go away from the area and report it to the school 
authorities. 
 
In my case, my long term mental health disorder was certainly triggered by bullying – it is very 
likely that the impact would not have been this serious if the bystanders had not encouraged 
the actions of the bully. As I continue my speaking around the country, I talk about the 
devastating impact bullying has had on my life so others would understand that the role of a 
bystander is key in minimizing bullying during school years. 
 
Sumi Mukherjee 



Author and Speaker 
www.authorsumi.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


