
 
[image: Cover image: Mediocre by Ijeoma Oluo]




About the Author
   
Ijeoma Oluo is the author of the New York Times bestseller So You Want to Talk About Race. Her work on race has been featured in the New York Times and the Washington Post. She has twice been named to the Root 100, and she received the 2018 Feminist Humanist Award from the American Humanist Association. She lives in Seattle, Washington.




ALSO BY IJEOMA OLUO
   
So You Want to Talk About Race




MEDIOCRE

The Dangerous Legacy of White Male Power

Ijeoma Oluo

 

 

[image: Basic Books logo]

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2020 by BASIC BOOKS UK

An imprint of John Murray (Publishers)

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Ijeoma Oluo 2020

The right of Ijeoma Oluo to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 9781529353815

Hardback ISBN 9781529353792

Trade Paperback ISBN 9781529353808

John Murray (Publishers)

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




This book is dedicated to Black womxn: You are more

important than white supremacy.




CONTENTS
   
About the Author

Also by Ijeoma Oluo

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

How to use this eBook

Preface to the Paperback Edition

Introduction:

Works According to Design

1. Cowboys and Patriots:

How the West Was Won

2. For Your Benefit, in Our Image:

The Centering of White Men in Social Justice Movements

3. The Ivy League and the Tax Eaters:

White Men’s Assault on Higher Education

4. We Have Far Too Many Negroes:

White America’s Bitter Dependency on People of Color

5. Fire the Women:

The Convenient Use and Abuse of Women in the Workplace

6. Socialists and Quota Queens:

When Women of Color Challenge the Political Status Quo

7. Go Fucking Play:

Football and the Fear of Black Men

Conclusion:

Can White Manhood Be More Than This?

Acknowledgments

Notes

   


HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK
   
Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.




PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

When I started working on this book in 2018, I had no idea that 2020 was going to happen. I mean, I was fairly sure that the year 2020 would arrive—but I had no idea that I was going to be finishing up work on this book during a global pandemic or during the global uprising for Black lives. And I did not think that I was going to have to explain to my then twelve-year-old son the history of QAnon, and of its predecessor, Pizzagate, and why a bunch of seemingly normal people had become convinced that “liberal elites” were kidnapping and eating babies … and stealing presidential elections. But yeah, all of that and more happened. I was completing a book on white male mediocrity while one of the strangest and deadliest chapters of white male mediocrity that I had ever seen was reaching its peak (let’s hope that was the peak and it won’t go farther). You might be wondering, then, why I didn’t just scrap what I had written and focus on the shitshow we were in.

These have been scary, traumatizing, deadly times. As I write this, over half a million people in the United States have been lost to the COVID-19 pandemic. Many of those deaths would have been preventable if not for the incompetence of the Trump administration and many in our national and state governments who decided to turn basic community-safety practices into a battle over unchecked white entitlement. What should have been our moment to come together for the greater good instead turned into antilockdown protests as people gleefully exposed their friends and neighbors to a potentially deadly disease. This was done to assert their right to never be slightly inconvenienced, even to save the lives of their loved ones. We saw how systemic racism that has for centuries cut off communities of color from equal housing, medicine, and jobs contributed to higher death rates from COVID-19, especially in Black and Indigenous communities. We saw how women were, once again, forced out of the workplace in large numbers as their partners, and their bosses, saw their jobs as more expendable in times of crisis. We saw how quickly politicians and pundits pandering to white fear and hate made gleeful sport of the racist targeting of Asian Americans, blaming them for a disease spread throughout this country primarily through the incompetence of white male leadership.

The year 2020 saw the brutal murders of Black Americans like Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd, which outraged millions of people across the country and abroad, sparking an uprising for Black lives around the entire world that I had never seen in my lifetime. And in response, we saw the brutality with which the Trump administration, and local police departments in both Democratic and Republican cities, responded to such protests.

And then we had the presidential election. When I wrote about Joe Biden for this book, there were still a handful of Democratic candidates in the field. I did not know that he would end up becoming the Democratic nominee, but I cannot say that I was surprised. That we, once again, chose an unexciting old white dude to somehow lead us to victory was not at all shocking. That it would take herculean efforts by Black women like Stacey Abrams, Felicia Davis, Nse Ufot, and many others to secure a win for the Biden/Harris ticket was also unsurprising. It wasn’t even surprising when Trump refused to concede to Biden in the face of clear defeat and instead clung to wild conspiracy theories and bold-faced lies, insisting that an election he had obviously lost had been stolen from him.

But even after all of that, if I were to say that I could have predicted that on January 6, 2021, an angry mob of white Trump supporters would overpower and even kill police officers in broad daylight to breach the US Capitol—calling for the heads of Democratic representatives and the vice president of the United States, all while destroying and stealing federal property—I would be a liar. But as my partner and I sat wide eyed and open mouthed in front of our television, watching these horrific acts unfold, I took a moment to think about all that I had written in this book and where the events fit into it.

“Yeah,” I thought, “it tracks.”

I went outside to talk to an acquaintance of mine, a younger white man. “Hey,” I said, “did you know you could just, like, storm a federal building any time you want?”

He looked at me confused. He hadn’t checked the news yet.

But the truth is that many white men have long known that they can commit violent, even treasonous, acts with impunity in this country. As long as they are doing it in the service of white male power.

Many people have asked me if the attempted coup on January 6 scared me. My answer has been: I’ve been scared for a long time now. Writing this book was at times a terrifying experience for me. That fear reached its peak as I wrote what would become Chapter 1, “Cowboys and Patriots.” I don’t work linearly (my ADD refuses to let me), so that chapter was one of the last I wrote. As I did, after months of researching the many ways in which white men have committed violence against women and people of color whenever their power felt threatened—over and over again, for centuries—I became even more aware of how clear the present danger was.

When I finished writing “Cowboys and Patriots” in early 2020, I was almost in a panic. I didn’t want to wait until the book’s release in December. I wanted everyone to read the chapter right then. I wanted to print it out and stick it under the windshield wipers of cars. I wanted to slide it under everyone’s door. I wanted people to read it and say, “Holy shit. Right now, across the country, there are thousands of heavily armed groups of white men eagerly awaiting the chance to declare war. On anyone. Anyone they view as blameworthy for their dissatisfaction with their station in life. Anyone who seems to threaten the power these men have been promised. And this administration is trying its damnedest to serve up to them opportunities for aggression.”

I didn’t know what such an opportunity would look like, but I knew that the men would recognize one when it came and that they would act. And they did, in a display of violence that shocked the entire world.

As I write this in the weeks since January 6, we are seeing the white supremacist patriarchy machine spring into action to ensure that the powerful white men—and yes, quite a few white women—who spent months feeding poisonous lies to an angry white public will not be held accountable for instigating that violence. Even after the insurrection at the Capitol put many of them directly in the line of danger. Yes, a few rioters who mugged for the cameras while carrying out government property will likely see some jail time. But the vast majority of those who attacked police, broke windows, and stormed the Capitol, intent on terrifying and harming government officials, will not face any punishment. Trump was impeached (again) and quickly acquitted by the same congressmembers who rode his wave of hate to power. They will make his campaign their own now that he’s no longer president. We are being told that what happened on January 6 was an anomaly, and to ask for justice would only prolong that bloody episode. In the name of healing and unity, it would be best to just put it behind us.

I spent a lot of time debating how much of a presence Trump would be in Mediocre. I think he can be felt in numerous pages of the book, as one of the clearest examples of the dangers of white male mediocrity that many of us have ever seen. But some readers were surprised that not a single chapter was dedicated to him. Even in light of the events of this past year, I would not change the way in which I wrote (or, more accurately, didn’t write) about him. Because this wasn’t about Trump. Yes, he was, for some years, the poster boy for white male anger and fear. Yes, he brought open racism and misogyny back into fashion. But nothing he did was all that different from what George Wallace did in the sixties. And Wallace didn’t invent white male anger either. Now, exiled to Florida and banned from pretty much all social media, Trump feels like our past, and yet our future doesn’t seem much brighter. The anger is still as palpable. The crowds who stormed the Capitol in order to preserve white male power are not finished. They are still looking for battles to fight, for enemies to declare.

This book isn’t about Trump and it isn’t about the horrific year that was 2020. Rather, it is about how there will always be Trumps and there will always be groups of angry white men ready to reassert systemic oppression and exploitation. The hatred and violence of the Red Summer of 1919 is the same hatred and violence we saw in the officers who crushed the life out of George Floyd in 2020. It is the same hatred and violence we saw storming the US Capitol in 2021. We will always be heading toward one devastating crisis or another until one of them destroys us all—or we choose a different path. If I were to have scrapped what I had written prior to 2020 to start over, the truth is that by January 6, 2021, I would have wanted to scrap it and start over yet again. This is a book that can sadly be updated over and over and over with the cycles of violence we find ourselves in, whenever systems of white male power are threatened. Treating every cycle like it is an anomaly won’t help us fight it. Recognizing the patterns of behavior that uphold those cycles and the parts we play in them will.

If we value any of the progress toward equity we have made as a society, if we value the safety and humanity of those long oppressed by white patriarchy, we will not merely put these past few years behind us. We will see the violent road we have been on as a society, and we will see the absolute disaster that racism and misogyny are trying to steer us toward, and we will do everything in our power to change course.

—Spring 2021




INTRODUCTION

Works According to Design

I was at an idyllic women’s writing retreat. I spent my days in a charming cabin surrounded by trees, kept warm by a little woodstove. As I looked out the window to the giant evergreens surrounding my cabin, I was supposed to feel the spark of inspiration. But I wasn’t feeling inspired yet. This setting was quite a change for someone like me: a single mom of two boys used to writing over the din of crashes and bangs and shouts and her own attention deficit disorder. I had adapted to being creative even with a teenage boy regularly interrupting to tell me that he needed more snacks and, yes, was still incapable of finding them himself.

But this writing retreat was designed to get women away from the cries of “Mom!” or “Honey?” that so often compete for our brain space. We were supposed to be honoring our creativity by giving it the time and space it deserved. No children, no men, no internet, no television.

So we worked each day in solitude, and then every evening, at around six p.m., all five of us writers would leave our individual cabins and gather for dinner in the main farmhouse. Over a lovingly prepared meal made with vegetables freshly pulled from the farmhouse garden, we would discuss our writing projects, asking each other questions and offering support and encouragement. We talked about the work we were doing: the books we were writing, the plays we wanted to write. We floated ideas, asked for advice about agents and editors. We laughed and drank wine.

But more than anything, we talked about men. Not our partners or friends or brothers—we talked about shitty dudes. And even though we came from diverse racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds, we all had plenty of dudes to talk about. We talked about the white men in publishing who were constantly devaluing our work. We talked about the male writers who would grab your ass at book fairs or offer to give you feedback on your work and then try to sleep with you. We talked about how much time we had spent writing about shitty white dudes. Because if we weren’t writing about the president, we were writing about how men without uteruses should not control our reproductive choices, or about how rapists should actually go to jail for rape—even if they were gifted athletes.

Every evening, we would come together and talk about how we were trying to write and live in a world run by men who seemed pretty determined to stop us from having a voice, from experiencing success—from having our own free and independent lives. And I know this isn’t a problem that’s particular to the writing industry. I’ve participated in similar conversations when I worked in advertising and when I worked in tech. These are conversations, I’m sure, that women find themselves having in just about any job they have, in every school they attend, and in every community where they live. There is an abundance of bad guys to be found just about everywhere, and we can’t seem to stop talking about them.

 “Works according to design.”

This is a comment that I and many of my fellow racial justice commentators have made when truly horrible things happen, just as they were intended to. A police officer shot an unarmed Black man, and a grand jury decided that the officer didn’t even need to face trial? Works according to design. A kid of color selling weed will be sentenced to years in prison while a wealthy white man receives house arrest for his second DUI? Works according to design.

Although the phrase may seem alarmingly coldhearted, it is our way of reminding ourselves that the greatest evil we face is not ignorant individuals but our oppressive systems. It is a reminder that the deaths of Trayvon Martin and Sandra Bland are not isolated cases. It is a reminder to refuse to let our shock and outrage distract us into thinking that these incidents do not all stem from the same root source, which must be dismantled. That source is white male supremacy.

White men lead our ineffective government with almost guaranteed reelection. They lead our corrupt and violent criminal-justice system with little risk of facing justice themselves. And they run our increasingly polarized and misinforming media, winning awards for perpetrating the idea that things run best when white men are in charge. This is not a stroke of white male luck; this is how our white male supremacist systems have been designed to work.

And when I say “white supremacy,” I’m not just talking about Klan members and neo-Nazis. Blatant racial terrorists—while deadly and horrifying—have never been the primary threat to people of color in America. It’s more insidious than that. I am talking about the ways our schoolrooms, politics, popular culture, boardrooms, and more all prioritize the white race over other races. Ours is a society where white culture is normalized and universalized, while cultures of color are demonized, exotified, or erased.

The average Black household in the United States has one-thirteenth of the net financial worth of the average white household; the average Hispanic household has one-eleventh. One-third of Black men in America are expected to be imprisoned in the course of their lives. As stark as these numbers seem, we people of color—especially women of color—live with these realities every day. Our entire society is built to ensure that white men hoard power. And it’s important to remember that the women and people of color most violently harmed by these systems are those who are also queer, transgender, or disabled.

The “male supremacy” in white male supremacy has been in place in white culture since before white people thought of themselves as white. For centuries, women were not allowed to own property, to attend university, to vote. Whatever degree of freedom women and girls had in their public and private lives was determined by men.

Women still spend a large portion of their lives battling men for their basic dignity and safety. They face the persistence of the gender wage gap, the fact that one in five women is a victim of sexual assault, and the ongoing debate about whether male abusers should keep their jobs and even their status.

These injustices are not passed down by God; they are not produced by any entity greater than ourselves. These oppressive systems were built by people—with our votes, our money, our hiring decisions—and they can be unmade by people.

So, at this beautiful dinner table in a farmhouse in the woods, as we continued talking about these white men and their unchecked anger, fear, and irresponsibility—this phrase kept popping into my head: works according to design.

I thought about the white men who talked over me in meetings. I thought about the white male lead in a movie who sits in his cubicle and laments his lot, bemoaning that he was supposed to be so much more. I thought about the white men wearing swastikas in Charlottesville, angry about their own failures and shouting about the people they blamed for them.

I thought of every think piece published since the 2016 election trying to explain the new angry white man. He was disillusioned, he was afraid. He was dissatisfied with his job and his elected representatives. He felt forgotten and left behind. Our modern, pluralist world’s focus on diversity had harmed white men in some real way, leading to this age of white male anger. At least, that is what the pundits said.

And here we were, a group of accomplished women talking about these white men as if they were a problem that had recently fallen upon us from the sky, instead of the predictable product of centuries of cultural, political, and economic conditioning.

And suddenly, my anxiety of the last few days faded, because I knew that I was going to write this book.

“Lord, give me the confidence of a mediocre white man.”

When writer Sarah Hagi said those words in 2015, they launched a thousand memes, T-shirts, and coffee mugs. The phrase has now become a regular part of the lexicon of many women and people of color—especially those active on social media. The sentence struck a chord with so many of us because while we seemed to have to be better than everyone else to just get by, white men seemed to be encouraged in—and rewarded for—their mediocrity.

White male mediocrity seems to impact every aspect of our lives, and yet it only seems to be people who aren’t white men who recognize the imbalance.

I am not arguing that every white man is mediocre. I do not believe that any race or gender is predisposed to mediocrity. What I’m saying is that white male mediocrity is a baseline, the dominant narrative, and that everything in our society is centered around preserving white male power regardless of white male skill or talent. I also know that many white men accomplish great things. But I will argue that we condition white men to believe not only that the best they can hope to accomplish in life is a feeling of superiority over women and people of color, but also that their superiority should be automatically granted them simply because they are white men. The rewarding of white male mediocrity not only limits the drive and imagination of white men; it also requires forced limitations on the success of women and people of color in order to deliver on the promised white male supremacy. White male mediocrity harms us all.

When I talk about mediocrity, I am not talking about something bland and harmless. I’m talking about a cultural complacency with systems that are horrifically oppressive. I’m talking about a dedication to ignorance and hatred that leaves people dead, for no other reason than the fact that white men have been conditioned to believe that ignorance and hatred are their birthrights and that the effort of enlightenment and connection is an injustice they shouldn’t have to face.

When I talk about mediocrity, I talk about how we somehow agreed that wealthy white men are the best group to bring the rest of us prosperity, when their wealth was stolen from our labor.

When I talk about mediocrity, I am talking about how aggression equals leadership and arrogance equals strength—even if those white male traits harm the men themselves and the kingdom they hope to rule.

When I talk about mediocrity, I talk about success that is measured only by how much better white men are faring than people who aren’t white men.

When I talk about mediocrity, I am talking about the ways in which we can’t imagine an America where women aren’t sexually harassed at work, where our young people of color aren’t funneled into underresourced schools—all because it would challenge the idea of the white male as the center of our country. This is not a benign mediocrity; it is brutal. It is a mediocrity that maintains a violent, sexist, racist status quo that robs our most promising of true greatness.

By defining greatness as a white man’s birthright, we immediately divorce it from real, quantifiable greatness—greatness that benefits, greatness that creates. White men have assumed inborn greatness, and they are taught to believe that they alone have seemingly infinite potential for greatness. Our culture has shaped the expectation of greatness exclusively around white men by erasing the achievements of women and people of color from our histories, by excluding women and people of color as heroes in our films and books, by ensuring that the qualified applicant pool is restricted to white male social networks.

But the expectation of accomplishment is not an accomplishment in and of itself. By making whiteness and maleness their own reward, we disincentivize white men from working to earn their privileged status. If you are constantly assumed to be great just for being white and male, why would you struggle to make a real contribution? Why take a risk or make a determined effort that might fail when you can be rewarded for keeping your head down? Societal incentives are toward mediocrity.

Most women and people of color have to claw their way to any chance at success or power, have to work twice as hard as white men and prove themselves to be exceptional talents before we begin to entertain discussions of truly equal representation in our workplaces or government. Somehow, we don’t think white men should be required to shoulder any of the same burden for growth and struggle the rest of us are expected to work through in order to accomplish anything worthwhile.

How often have you heard the argument that we have to slowly implement gender and racial equality in order to not “shock” society? Who is the “society” that people are talking about? I can guarantee that women would be able to handle equal pay or a harassment-free work environment right now, with no ramp-up. I’m certain that people of color would be able to deal with equal political representation and economic opportunity if they were made available today. So for whose benefit do we need to go so slowly? How can white men be our born leaders and at the same time so fragile that they cannot handle social progress?

What we have been told is great, thanks to the mediocre-white-man-industrial complex, just isn’t always that great. The image of the ideal white man—the bold and confident ones we end up idolizing, giving promotions to, electing to office—that image is often the epitome of mediocrity. And when entrusted with these positions of power, such men often perform as well as someone with mediocre skills would be expected to: we see the results in our floundering businesses and in our deadlocked government. Rather than risk seeming weak by admitting mistakes, white men double down on them. Rather than consider women or people of color as equally valid candidates for power, white men repeat that a change in leadership is somehow “too risky” to entrust to groups that they have deliberately rendered “inexperienced.”

This discrepancy between our limited definition of greatness and what we’re left with comes in part from our insistence that our system is a meritocracy, when it clearly is not. There are all sorts of systems and institutional barriers that have worked for centuries to ensure that large segments of our society—regardless of talent, skill, or character—will never be allowed to rise out of poverty or powerlessness.

This country’s wealth was built on exploitation and violence, and those who worked hardest to build it were not empowered or enriched by its successes—they were enslaved people, migrant laborers, and domestic workers. Much of this country’s early infrastructure, for example, was built with slave labor, and then with grotesquely underpaid immigrant labor and prison labor. Many of our business and political leaders were freed to dedicate their time and energy to their professional success by the unpaid labor of wives and mothers and the underpaid labor of nannies and housekeepers.

Those who profited off that labor did little more than be born with a whip in their hand. But nevertheless we crafted a story of greatness around them. We say that they earned greatness, and that if we emulate them, these cruel and powerful white men, we will one day rise to where they stand.

When I say “we,” I don’t mean me. I am a Black woman. True, I have been told time and time again that my best chance of success is to emulate the preferred traits of white maleness as much as possible. Still, mine is not the image of the great leaders in our history books, nor that of the heroes in our stories. For someone like me to expect any greatness without having exceptional talent and luck was, at best, foolish and, at worst, dangerous. This is not my birthright.

There has always been a nagging discrepancy between the promise and the reality of white maleness. White men have often had the sneaking suspicion that the American dream is a fiction. At the same time, white men have always feared the potential of losing that one great superiority—the better than. If all you have is better than—better than women, better than people of color, no more and no less than that—why would you willingly give up the one prize you never had to earn?

And so these white men often end up clinging to a disturbing construct and blaming those with less power for its shortcomings. This seems for some like a better option than questioning the promised great reward ahead of them. After the wealthiest white men take their cut, there is never enough left for the average white man to have his crown. But we, as a society, continue to tell white men that their coronation is just around the corner.

Too many women and people of color have experienced the rage of a white man who had been patiently waiting in line to be the next president or CEO. When he finally realizes that his turn may never come, he looks around to see who is to blame for taking his place—he thinks his loss is the cost of opportunity for others. But he never looks up at the elite white men he has been striving to emulate. If we look under the feet of many of the white men to whom we grant so much power, we will see the masses crushed by their failures—including other white men.

While we would like to believe otherwise, it is usually not the cream that rises to the top: our society rewards behaviors that are actually disadvantageous to everyone. Studies have shown that the traits long considered signs of strong leadership (like overconfidence and aggression) are in reality disastrous in both business and politics—not to mention the personal toll this style of leadership takes on the individuals around these leaders. These traits are broadly considered to be masculine, whereas characteristics often associated with weakness or lack of leadership (patience, accommodation, cooperation) are coded as feminine. This is a global phenomenon of counterproductive values that social scientists have long marveled over.

The man who never listens, who doesn’t prepare, who insists on getting his way—this is a man that most of us would not (when given friendlier options) like to work with, live with, or be friends with.

And yet we have, as a society, somehow convinced ourselves that we should be led by incompetent assholes.

This patriarchal elevation of incompetence has a special flair, however, in capitalist and individualist societies like the United States. When wealthy white men hoard power among themselves, they also need a cost-efficient way to keep the masses from threatening the status quo. How do you keep the average white male American invested in a system that disadvantages him?

You give them whiteness. You give them maleness. You give them an identity that will provide a sense of victory in good times and bad. All you need to be successful as a white man is to be better off than women and people of color. And all you need to do to distract white men from how they are actually faring is to task them with the responsibility of ensuring that people of color and women don’t take what little might be theirs.

White male identity is not inborn—it is built. This identity is not designed to be its most intelligent, most productive, most innovative self. The aspirational image of white maleness is meant to be far less than that. Elite white men don’t need actual competition from rising and striving average white men. Instead, this status becomes a birthright detached from actual achievement. It is an identity that clings to mediocrity.

I don’t think it has ever been easy to be a woman of color in America, but these last few years, since the election of Donald Trump in 2016, have been harder. Every day, we face a new onslaught of white male anger, aggression, fear, or incompetence. My friends and I stare at each other in wonder over it. How did we get here? is the question everyone seems to be asking. Is it Trump? Are all these men just angry at Obama? Is it the internet? Is it the decline of public education? Is it going to get worse? How did we go so wrong? These questions kept bubbling up at the dinner table at our writing retreat.

What I do know is that the impact white men have been having on my life and the lives of so many others is not new. What we are seeing in our political climate is not novel or unexplainable. It works according to design. Yes, of course the average white man is going to feel dissatisfied with his lot in life—he was supposed to. Yes, of course our powerful and respected men would be shown to be abusers and frauds—that is how they became powerful and respected. And yes, the average white male voter (and a majority of white women voters whose best chance at power is their proximity to white men) would see a lewd, spoiled, incompetent, untalented bully as someone who best represents their vision of America—he does.

Sitting at the dinner table with those women, talking about angry, entitled white men, I started to see part of these men’s design. Part of the road that was deliberately laid down before the angry white men we see today. I saw them encouraged by every hero, every leader, and every history book to be what they became. And I saw that the path that began far before our last presidential election, far before any of our current political leaders were born, extends into the future regardless of who wins the next elections. And I wanted to see the entire map. I wanted to see if there was a way for us to pick a different path before it was too late.

And so I looked. I started with today’s titans of white male mediocrity—the arrogant, entitled, irresponsible, willfully ignorant bullies who have risen to power and prominence while dragging us into disappointment—and I worked backward. I started looking for their earlier incarnations, through each generation, at every turn of our country’s past.

I started looking for where and how we, as a society, have encouraged and idealized the traits of these white men, even at great political, economic, and social cost.

As I looked back through our history, I started to see patterns. I started to see how time and time again, anything perceived as a threat to white manhood has been attacked, no matter how necessary that new person or idea may have been to our national progress. I started to see how reliably the bullying and entitlement we valued in our leaders led to failure. These are traits that we tell our children are bad, but when we look at who our society actually rewards, we see that these are the traits we have actively cultivated.

In sharing some of these stories here, I aim to draw a portrait of what white male mediocrity in the United States looks like and how it attempts to perpetuate itself—in our education system, our sports teams, our businesses, and our politics. I want to show the ways in which we have been trapped in cycles of self-harm that have cost countless lives and have held us back economically and socially. With a clear view of our past, we may then consider trying something new for our future.

Looking through these stories, I saw parts of myself as well—not only where I had suffered at the hands of those in power, but also in my attempts to fulfill the role assigned to me in the hopes of gaining my own personal power. We’ve all been instructed to value and strive toward the white male version of success. I saw how strong the messaging has been, and how susceptible we all are to it.

When we consider the privilege hierarchies of race, gender, and class, it’s clear that some of us have played a larger role than others in perpetuating this harmful image of white maleness. But I also think that all of us, regardless of demographic, have played a part in upholding white male supremacy. We are all told to aspire to the largest bite of our piece of the pie—no matter how meager our piece may be.

The mediocrity of the constructed white male identity is not only disappointing for them, but devastating for those of us who are the first to be sacrificed when the predictable fruits of mediocrity come to bear. Those of us who are not white men are the labor to be exploited, the scapegoats to blame, the bags to punch. All this anger distracts us from noticing how we’ve built a system that has never benefitted anyone except the most powerful white men, the select few who hoard the profits made from the systems of race and gender and class. We must realize that whom we look up to and what traits we cultivate as a society can change, and they must if we are to survive.

For now, let’s journey through the creation of the white male America we are living in today. Let’s look at how today’s results come from our past decisions. Let’s look at how the glorification of white male aggression brought about the brutality of westward expansion, how the disdain of women workers exacerbated the Great Depression, how the fear of racial integration drove the Great Migration, and many more examples of how white male America was built and solidified at a devastating cost. We can then see how the decisions that were made decades—even centuries—ago in the desperate preservation of white male supremacy have led us to the brink of social and political disaster.

Let’s tell these stories, so that we may learn how to write better ones to come.
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