Young White Men:
Scared, Entitled, and Cynical
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WE HAVE A VERY SERIOUSPROBLEM IN THISCOUNTRY. No, it's not
welfare mothers, it’s not recent immigrants, it's Adrican-
American or Latino men, it’s not Arab terrorists—sityoung white
men.

Nearly 70% of the devastating violence we experienoaiin
communities is committed by white me, and nearly 50%haf is
committed by young white men between the ages offfifeew®l
thirty.*

What kind of violence am | referring to? Take your pickni2stic
violence, rape, acquaintance rape, incest, male-onfigials, serial
kilings, racist hate crimes, gay-bashing, arson, campts and
barroom brawls. Estimates are that 95% of all videnaur society
is committed by males, and although women, men of catat
white men of all ages certainly can be violent,dlaerwhelming
majority of acts of violence can be traced to youngewtmen.

The violence of young white men maintains a soaretyhich
some older white men have most of the social, paljtand
economic power and benefits, and where the majoritxsdfave to
fight for the leftovers. Twenty percent of the popolatof the
United States controls over 90% of the net financedlth?

Some young white men will become part of the top 20%rimst
will not. The sorting out process—the process of decidinigtw
young white men will make it into the top 20%—is what produce
the cynicism, fear, and sense of entitlement wigek$ to violence.
In response to this process, boys choose strategiethdy think
will help them thrive, survive, or at least stay aliv

! Department of Justice statistics for 2000, citeltet://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/cfis9901.pdf
2 “Recent Trends in Wealth Ownership, 1983-1998" by Edward Wa#fiome Levy, Economics Institute,
Working Paper #300, April, 2000, availablenatw.levy.org/docs/wrkpap/papers/300.html
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Young white men see white men at the top of neadyyev
organization, court, government office, military pasiti university,
and other powerful structures visible in our society.yTdme fed an
unrelenting stream of history books, literature, TVvgsiomovies,
video games, and advertisements which tell them tlegpldte for
white men is on top, in control, in power, in charge-d-trat
women, all people of color, people with disabilitiespians, gays,
bisexuals, transgender people, and recent immigrantsfarief,
less worthy, and not entitled to the same power aewmen. Many
of their parents reinforce this by telling them ttiaty are special,
they are leaders, they can be anything they wantthedt is up to
them to achieve and be successful. They often end upgfesititled
to special attention, to time devoted to their intex,e® resources
put into their activities, and to money invested inrthéure. The
messages of entitlement leads them to expect sex emnth&ang
from women, service and deference from people of calut,
gratitude, sacrifice, and self-abasement from recamignants,
from homosexuals, and from people with disabilities.yTitecome
angry and confused when their sense of entitlemeiait isssponded
to, when others are demanding access to what theytdeamb to
share, and when their ability to get to the top isdtened.

Young white men know that white men should be on topHayt
also know that this is a dog-eat-dog, competitive cultunetwonly
rewards a few. Men who get ahead are rewarded, reganllebsit
they did to succeed. What counts is winning, not how yay tble
game. They can clearly see in our political, econ@nda even
athletic leadership that lying, dishonesty, manipulatiaoism,
violence against and exploitation of women, and crihangvity is
less important than coming out ahead. This knowledge {ead®)
white men to become cynical. They see the succegeetl and
violence, and they learn to put aside their own natyptimism and
integrity and play the game with cynical energy. Theg ake the
compromises in integrity and the sacrifices in dignitgt aelf-
respect that adult men around them have had to make abhepd at
work, in politics, in athletics, and in academics.

Young white men know that others are not necesgguityg to
play fair. They learn to bend the rules themselvesiptomise what
they think is right, and, of course, to watch their dyack. At some
point they realize that only a few will come out optand they
begin to worry that they might not be one of them.t@mof that,
they are told that everyone who is not a white nsaleying to get
what white men are entitled to. Many end up being scditeeir fear
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can come to dominate their thinking. Their fear, comtiwith
cynicism and a sense of entitlement, can lead to despeand
violence. Why violence?

From Christopher Columbus to George Bush Il—we have over
500 years of history of white male violence. In faste of the
aspects of American history that our school histamgKs portray
well is white men’s inability to use anything othbah violence to
achieve their goals. Given a history full of praiseasfat least with
minimal condemnation of, genocide, slavery, exploitgtforeign
invasions, wars, degradation of the natural environnaerat sexual
and physical assault within the family—it is not surpgsihat
young white men would see violence as the primary waphe
problems. President Clinton, in responding to the messdc
Littleton, Colorado, said that we must teach childeerdlve their
problems with words rather than guns. At that momentdee
leading our engagement in not one, but two wars against,atuch
smaller countries, ruthlessly bombing Serbia, and engagiaerial
attacks and an embargo of food and medical supplies toekdandy
to the death of ten of thousands of people, most of tidren.
Today we are at war in Iraq and in Afghanistan and an&ipating
in or supporting military confrontations in several@tlbountries.
Meanwhile, here in the United States, we continuglitpeople who
have killed people to demonstrate that kiling people iswyro

Entitlement, cynicism and fear coupled with a cultuistidny of
white male violence lead young white men to sexuatpals, beat
up, or kill their girlfriends because they are not rangithe sex,
deference, and services they feel they deserve. Téelsgys lead
them to commit gay bashing and racist hate crimesusedhey
believe that homosexuals and people of color are tineecaf their
problems. And they lead to relentless male-on-malepetition,
put-downs, fights and other forms of violence becausey etber
white male is perceived to be in the way of one’s sss@nd a
potential saboteur of one’s efforts to succeed. Evemsie of
violence—the perception that one has the right to obathers and
force them to do what one wants—comes from a senstitd male
entitlement.

This rather dismal portrait of the world is what gejtahead looks
like to many white boys. They are told that this geanocracy, that
there is a level-playing field, and that those who waatdest and
are most competent will succeed. But they also retbe/enessage
from our culture and the history they are taught that tae use
whatever it takes, including violence to get what thaptecause

Copyright by Paul Kivel “Young White Men” page: 3

www.paulkivel.com



http://www.paulkivel.com/

they are men, because they are white, and becausaréhey
American.

At some point, many come to realize that the oddstaked
against them. They are not being successful academmally
athletically, or socially, other boys are moving adhegirls are
succeeding, young people of color are accomplishing whgt the
cannot. At that point, many young white men changeegjies
because trying to get ahead by the usual means doesn'tsee
work.

Some just try to get by. They lower their goals and thel
ambitions and try to make it at school and in the mEghood. They
adjust, try to fit in, and remain unnoticed. They aeedhes who
always want to know what the rules are so that theydo what is
required of them, but they will not take any risks. Tbet
themselves off emotionally from others and follow thles, hoping
that will pay off for them at some future time. Somst jcontinue to
quietly get by until well into adulthood.

But many become bitter, more cynical, and angry gstem
which did not deliver on its promises to them. Theyiaally try to
get over—to get away with behaviors which are illematoral, or
simply disruptive. Sometimes they try to get back. Thefavior is
intentionally geared to cause trouble to those in aitiyhor to
attack those they think received what they, as whép, were
entitled to.

Getting over and getting back strategies lead to behawiuch
can get young men in trouble. Most adults are just tryrigeep the
system going. Their attention is only on young men &unde
young women) who are still trying to get ahead. Theytdeant to
be bothered by those who they think are not trying leaough.
They tend to respond punitively to disruptive behavior, gtack
exclude, expel, suspend, or write off those young men whoa
cooperating.

Some young white men, when they see the system gamag to
work for them, especially if they have gotten intoutste, will try to
get out. Getting out strategies lead to dropping out of schaaing
to heavy alcohol or other drug use, high risk activiigesl suicide.
We know by the large and increasing numbers of young wwiete
who turn to these activities that they face a sauidl educational
system which is only interested in seeing a few eifrtlyet ahead,
condemning the rest to insecure economic status and amger
resentment at those who appear to have made it aepaEnse.
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Getting ahead, getting by, getting over, getting back, ge¢twen,
getting out—we fail to teach young white men the ondeggsathat
could actually make a difference in their lives and in our
communities—getting together. In the face of injustiog @mequal
opportunity people have always gotten together. They fdrme
unions, campaigns, demonstrations, clubs, support groups,
organizations, parties, associations, and mass motefersocial
change. We inherit a long, rich history of getting tbgeto achieve
both individual betterment and community power. Just atewten
have long held political and economic power in this coymither
white men have been active participants in effortthbge without
power to abolish slavery, gain the vote, establishroanity
economic development, eliminate environmental degratatio
eliminate all forms of violence, end militarism, aadbuild a
democratic and just society.

We need to offer young white men another choice. Acehiinat
says they can be part of our joint efforts to changecgal system
that does not work for most of us. A choice that $hgse is more to
life than getting ahead or getting by, that they canwith more
integrity than by getting over, or getting back, and thate is more
hope than just getting out.

We need young white men to be active participants irstsuggles
for social justice. They bring vital energy, insighgativity,
passion, and caring to our efforts. But in order to eogbtheir
participation we must see through their fear, theiraigm and their
sense of entitlement. We must look past their appeartreie
attitudes, their behavior to their hearts, to théngaand responsible
young people that they truly are. And, we must help thamteo
those qualities that most sabotage their efforts tkwwith us in a
spirit of mutuality, trust, and respect. In other worde,must draw
them in rather than pushing them out.

How do we counter fear, entitlement and cynicism? Ale o
start with their fear. If we deal with entitlememsf their fear is only
reinforced. They need safe places—groups, classroomsnarahe
one discussions—places where, with adult facilitatiogy tan
explore their feelings, both their hopes and theirstedhey need to
learn how to express the fear, to hear the featothars share, and
to see how the fear has been constructed through segregat
stereotypes, scapegoating, and the creation of ecosoaricity.

When their fears are expressed, acknowledged, shared, and
understood we can begin to challenge their sense déewnt. We
can help them understand the distortions of historgnsej politics,
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and culture, the false values, and the actual exploitapon which
that sense of entitlement is built. That can becameocess through
which we build a new sense of human entitlement tduifigment

of basic human needs for food, shelter, respect, dewekt
education, culture and leisure for all people, including foitevmen.

Finally, we can counter cynicism by retelling our dwgtof
struggle by so many different people in so many diffetierés and
places for equality, full participation, and social justiée can
point to our achievements and note how far we hageot®e can
recount the stories of white men who have beenagpvticipants in
those struggles. And we can bring the story up to date with
information about the vast number of community strugolesently
being waged and the various ways people are organizinhdoge.
As we do this we are really extending an invitatioyagang white
men. We are inviting them to join us in our effortgr@nsform a
system that provides all of us with such limited and uepiable
options.

There is no better way to overcome the fear, cgm@nd sense of
entitlement among young white men than to invite thestand on
the front lines with us in our efforts to achieveiabjistice. Our
struggle is a long and glorious one and we need everyone to
contribute. We cannot hope to stop the violence thahg white
men perpetrate without giving them better choices they t
presently have. The choice to get together—to becontieipants
and play a meaningful role in our struggle—is the one clibmie
will benefit all of us and restore the sense of cohae, purpose,
and moral integrity that young white men need and thatove
desperately need from them.

o

PAuUL KIVEL is a trainer, activist, writer and a violence preian
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violence, ending racism, understanding class antbeaas, and other
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