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Welcome To The
‘Turbulent Twenties’
We predicted political upheaval in America in the 2020s. This

is why it’s here and what we can do to temper it.
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SEPTEMBER 10, 2020

Almost three decades ago, one of us, Jack Goldstone, published a
simple model to determine a country’s vulnerability to political crisis.
The model was based on how population changes shifted state, elite
and popular behavior. Goldstone argued that, according to this
Demographic-Structural Theory, in the 21st century, America was
likely to get a populist, America-first leader who would sow a
whirlwind of conflict.

Then ten years ago, the other of us, Peter Turchin, applied
Goldstone’s model to U.S. history, using current data. What emerged
was alarming: The U.S. was heading toward the highest level of
vulnerability to political crisis seen in this country in over a hundred
years. Even before Trump was elected, Turchin published his
prediction that the U.S. was headed for the “Turbulent Twenties,”
forecasting a period of growing instability in the United States and
western Europe.

Given the Black Lives Matter protests and cascading clashes between
competing armed factions in cities across the United States, from
Portland, Oregon to Kenosha, Wisconsin, we are already well on our
way there. But worse likely lies ahead.

Our model is based on the fact that across history, what creates the
risk of political instability is the behavior of elites, who all too often
react to long-term increases in population by committing three
cardinal sins. First, faced with a surge of labor that dampens growth
in wages and productivity, elites  seek to take a larger portion of
economic gains for themselves, driving up inequality. Second, facing
greater competition for elite wealth and status, they tighten up the
path to mobility to favor themselves and their progeny. For example,
in an increasingly meritocratic society, elites could keep places at top
universities limited and raise the entry requirements and costs in
ways that favor the children of those who had already succeeded.

Third, anxious to hold on to their rising fortunes, they do all they can
to resist taxation of their wealth and profits, even if that means
starving the government of needed revenues, leading to decaying
infrastructure, declining public services and fast-rising government
debts.

Such selfish elites lead the way to revolutions. They create simmering
conditions of greater inequality and declining effectiveness of, and
respect for, government. But their actions alone are not sufficient.
Urbanization and greater education are needed to create
concentrations of aware and organized groups in the populace who
can mobilize and act for change.

“Such selfish elites lead the way to revolutions.”

Top leadership matters. Leaders who aim to be inclusive and solve
national problems can manage conflicts and defer a crisis. However,
leaders who seek to benefit from and fan political divisions bring the
final crisis closer. Typically, tensions build between elites who back a
leader seeking to preserve their privileges and reforming elites who
seek to rally popular support for major changes to bring a more open
and inclusive social order. Each side works to paint the other as a
fatal threat to society, creating such deep polarization that little of
value can be accomplished, and problems grow worse until a crisis
comes along that explodes the fragile social order.

These were the conditions that prevailed in the lead-up to the great
upheavals in political history, from the French Revolution in the
eighteenth century, to the revolutions of 1848 and the U.S. Civil War
in the nineteenth century, the Russian and Chinese revolutions of the
twentieth century and the many “color revolutions” that opened the
twenty-first century. So, it is eye-opening that the data show very
similar conditions now building up in the United States.

In applying our model to the U.S., we tracked a number of indicators
of popular well-being, inequality and political polarization, all the
way from 1800 to the present. These included the ratio of median
workers’ wages to GDP per capita, life expectancy, the number of new
millionaires and their influence on politics, the degree of strict party-
line voting in Congress, and the incidence of deadly riots, terrorism
and political assassinations. We found that all of these indicators
pointed to two broad cycles in U.S. history.

In the decades following independence, despite growing party
competition, elites in office often compromised and voted together,
and rising national prosperity was broadly shared. But that wave of
positive conditions peaked around 1820; from there, political
polarization and economic inequality rose sharply in the years
leading up to the Civil War. The crisis indicators peaked in the 1860s
but did not fall sharply after the war; instead, they remained high
until 1920 (the years of Reconstruction, Jim Crow, Gilded Age and
violent labor unrest, and the anarchists).

Then, the tide shifted, and a second wave of greater unity and
prosperity began to gather strength. Contrary to expectations, World
War I and the Great Depression did not produce a rise in political
instability indicators. Instead, the country pulled together. The
reforms introduced during the Progressive Era and clinched in the
New Deal reduced inequality and strengthened the economic share of
workers; during and after World War II, the country agreed on new
tax policies and increased spending on roads and schools.

The 1950s were a golden age of worker progress and party
cooperation; even in the 1960s and 1970s, despite serious racial
conflicts, the country’s leaders were able to agree on remarkably far-
reaching reforms to improve civil rights and environmental
protection. However, the 1960s were a high point in our indicators of
political resilience; in the 1970s and 1980s, things began to turn, and
by the 1990s, a new wave of rising inequality and political divisions
was well underway, exemplified by Newt Gingrich’s policies as
speaker of the House. In the next two decades, the crisis indicators
rose just as sharply as they had in the decades before the Civil War. It
was not just that by the late 2010s, overall inequality was rising to the
levels not seen since the Gilded Age; median wages in relation to
GDP per capita also were falling to historically low levels.

Writing in the journal Nature in 2010, we pointed out that such
trends were a reliable indicator of looming political instability and
that they “look set to peak in the years around 2020.” In Ages of
Discord, published early in 2016, we showed that America’s “political
stress indicator” had turned up sharply in recent years and was on
track to send us into the “Turbulent Twenties.”

The Political Stress Index (PSI) combines the three crisis indicators in the Goldstone-Turchin theory: declining
living standards, increasing intra-elite competition/conflict and a weakening state. Growing PSI indicates
increased likelihood of political violence. The Well-Being Index indicates greater equality, greater elite
consensus and a more legitimate state.

This year, the COVID-19 pandemic and the death of George Floyd at
the hands of the Minneapolis police have delivered a double-barreled
crisis to U.S. politics. America has reacted with a nationwide,
months-long series of urban protests. But this explosion of protest is
not just the result of this year’s events. The U.S. has weathered
epidemics and racial protests before and produced legislation that
made the country better as a result. What is different this decade is
that these events are occurring at a time of extreme political
polarization, after decades of falling worker’s share in national
income, and with entrenched elite opposition to increased spending
on public services. These trends have crippled the U.S. government’s
ability to mount an effective response to the pandemic, hampered our
ability to deliver an inclusive economic relief policy and exacerbated
the tensions over racial injustice that boiled over in response to the
video of Floyd’s death.

Is the U.S. likely headed for still greater protests and violence? In a
word, yes. Inequality and polarization have not been this high since
the nineteenth century. Democrats are certain that if Donald Trump
is re-elected, American democracy will not survive. Republicans are
equally certain that if Trump loses, radical socialists will seize the
wealth of elites and distribute it to underserving poor and minorities,
forever destroying the economy of the United States. Both sides are
also convinced that the other side intends to change the democratic
“rules of the game” in ways that will make it impossible for them to
compete effectively in future elections. In such conditions, elections
are not merely contests over policy preferences; they become
existential battles for the future of the nation. Whichever party loses
is likely to view the results as rigged and the outcome as intolerable.

“Almost any election scenario this fall is likely to lead to
popular protests on a scale we have not seen this

century.”

The upcoming election therefore offers several outcomes that could
trigger mass violence. If Trump wins narrowly in the electoral college
but loses the popular vote by a large margin, there will surely be
massive demonstrations protesting the outcome, calling it
illegitimate and demanding allegiance to the will of the majority of
Americans. Trump may then be tempted to call in federal forces to
put down these protests (as in Portland), which may in turn, as in
Portland, provoke even larger uprisings.

If Trump loses, he is likely to contest the outcome as a “rigged”
election. But that action will again lead to massive popular protests,
this time to insist that the election results be honored. If Trump again
puts federal security forces in the streets, governors may ask their
state troopers or even national guard to protect their citizens and
defend the Constitution. Or Trump may call on his many armed
civilian supporters to defend their “all time favorite president” (as he
put it) against so-called “liberal tyranny.”

Many observers, based on precedents in other countries that teetered
between democracy and authoritarianism, have argued that the only
way forward is with a massive victory by the Democratic Party. But
even that might not be sufficient. Trump might still call an
overwhelming Biden victory “obviously rigged,” saying such a large
victory is impossible given his base of support and claiming it was
due to millions of fraudulent mail-in ballots. Or if he fears certain
defeat, Trump might look for ways to postpone the election, whether
due to the coronavirus pandemic or other pretext, a possibility that
Trump has tweeted about and that came up in a contentious
Congressional hearing on July 28. But that too would almost
certainly trigger nationwide protests and possibly end up pitting anti-
Trump protestors against federal forces or in violent clashes with
Trump supporters.

Even if Biden appears to have achieved a large victory, much of the
American public has now been instructed, and perhaps persuaded,
that this result could only be due to a flawed election. This is not just
a matter of Trump’s exaggerated claims; Americans no longer have an
accurate sense of their own society. For example, a few years ago, a
poll showed that Americans, on average, think Muslims are
seventeen times as large a portion of the U.S. population as they
actually are. Another poll showed that most Americans think a
majority of immigrants are in the country illegally (in fact, 77% of all
immigrants have fully legal status). Due to such false impressions, it
is easy to claim that millions of votes were wrongly cast by people
who do not have the right to vote. It would not take much prompting
to bring thousands of people into the streets to contest the legitimacy
of even a substantial Biden victory.

Moreover, victory on either side will likely not be clear on election
night, if — as seems likely — mail-in ballots will form an
unprecedented portion of the votes cast. That will allow time for
both pro and anti-Trump forces to claim victory and try to mobilize
supporters to demand that their victory be recognized; this is likely
to end up with clashes between partisans on both sides.

In short, given the accumulated grievances, anger and distrust fanned
for the last two decades, almost any election scenario this fall is likely
to lead to popular protests on a scale we have not seen this century.
Trump’s claims of millions of fraudulent mail-in ballots and a rigged,
unfair election may be playing with fire; but our model shows there is
plenty of dangerous tinder piled up, and any spark could generate an
inferno.

“Our model shows there is plenty of dangerous tinder
piled up, and any spark could generate an inferno.”

American exceptionalism was founded on cooperation — between
the rich and the poor, between the governors and the governed. From
the birth of the nation, the unity across economic classes and
different regions was a marvel for European observers, such as St.
John de Crèvecoeur and Alexis de Tocqueville. This cooperative
spirit unraveled in the mid-nineteenth century, leading to the first
“Age of Discord” in American history. It was reforged during the New
Deal as an unwritten but very real social contract between
government, business and workers, leading to another age of
prosperity and cooperation in postwar America. But since the 1970s,
that contract has unraveled, in favor of a contract between
government and business that has underfunded public services but
generously rewarded capital gains and corporate profits.

While this new neoliberal contract has, in some periods, produced
economic growth and gains in employment, growth has generally
been slower and far more unequal than it was in the first three
postwar decades. In the last twenty years, real median household
income has stagnated, while the loss of high-paying blue-collar jobs
to technology and globalization has meant a decline in real wages for
many workers, especially less educated men.

As a result, American politics has fallen into a pattern that is
characteristic of many developing countries, where one portion of
the elite seeks to win support from the working classes not by
sharing the wealth or by expanding public services and making
sacrifices to increase the common good, but by persuading the
working classes that they are beset by enemies who hate them
(liberal elites, minorities, illegal immigrants) and want to take away
what little they have. This pattern builds polarization and distrust
and is strongly associated with civil conflict, violence and democratic
decline.

At the same time, many liberal elites neglected or failed to remedy
such problems as opiate addiction, declining social mobility,
homelessness, urban decay, the collapse of unions and declining real
wages, instead promising that globalization, environmental
regulations and advocacy for neglected minorities would bring
sufficient benefits. They thus contributed to growing distrust of
government and “experts,” who were increasingly seen as corrupt or
useless, thus perpetuating a cycle of deepening government
dysfunction.

How can Americans end our current Age of Discord? What we need
is a new social contract that will enable us to get past extreme
polarization to find consensus, tip the shares of economic growth
back toward workers and improve government funding for public
health, education and infrastructure.

This sounds like commonplace leftist discourse and a weak response
to such extreme conditions. Let us therefore drive home both the
urgency of the crisis and the possibility of changing course by looking
at two historical cases where countries teetered on the brink of
calamity but managed to pull back and forge a new path to progress.

The United Kingdom in the 1820s was coming apart. After defeating
Napoleon, the Duke of Wellington became the leader of an elite group
that sought to maintain the dominance of the traditional landlord
elites. As prime minister and then leader of the House of Lords,
Wellington sought to ignore, rather than adjust to, the new realities of
the booming cities of Birmingham, Manchester and other burgeoning
cities of the fast-growing industrial economy. Meanwhile, the
workers of these cities demanded political reforms that would give
them a voice in Parliament.

These workers particularly objected to the infamous “Corn Laws,”
which, by placing tariffs on imports of foreign grain, kept the costs of
food (and hence the profits of English landlords) high and the real
wages of workers low. Following a major workers’ protest in
Manchester in 1819, which was dispersed with a cavalry charge into
the crowd that left an estimated 10 to 20 dead and hundreds injured
(the so-called Peterloo massacre), politics in Britain became even
more sharply polarized. This became one of the first incidents widely
reported by journalists, and indignation spread across the country.

Yeomantry charging crowds during bread riots at St. Peter’s Square in Manchester. The event became known as the Peterloo Massacre when troops were ordered to disperse the crowds. (Rischgitz/Getty)

Nonetheless, Wellington not only refused any legal changes, he
sought to clamp down on the agitation for voting reforms. New laws
were passed to expand police power and block public assemblies;
newspapers were closed; protestors and journalists were jailed. Still,
popular agitation continued, and there was even an attempt to
assassinate several cabinet ministers. The rapid growth of the
industrial workforce and the new manufacturing economy produced
similar pressures for radical political change across Europe, leading
to waves of revolutions in 1830 and 1848. Many in Britain expected a
similar outcome, yet the country avoided revolution throughout these
years.

The solution was for leaders to accept the Reform campaign, which
sought voting reforms that would reduce the power of the landlords
and support the new industrial working class. After the growing
confrontations of the 1820s, in 1830, Wellington’s Tories lost control
of Parliament, and a Whig leader who supported the Reform
campaign, Lord Grey, became prime minister. Grey’s initial efforts to
pass a Reform bill were frustrated, and Grey threatened to have the
King create enough additional Whig peers to force the bill through.
The Tories then relented, and in 1832, Parliament passed the first
Reform bill, which expanded the franchise, undermined the clientage
of the landed elite and gave representation to the residents of the
factory cities. Additional Reform bills followed, allowing Britain,
despite continued large-scale workers’ movements, to avoid the
revolutions that wracked the continent and emerge as the leading
economy of Europe.

“Adapting to new social and technological realities
required having the wealthy endure some sacrifices.”

A century later, it was the United States that was coming apart. In the
early 1930s, democracy was retreating in Europe while the U.S.
economy had fallen into a depression, with a dust bowl in the Great
Plains and millions of industrial workers losing their jobs.
Prohibition had heightened cultural conflict and crime, while nativist
demagogues (such as radio personality Father Coughlin and
Louisiana Governor Huey Long) stirred fear.

Then in 1932, Americans voted for change. Franklin Delano
Roosevelt replaced Herbert Hoover as president and undertook a
sweeping reform program to restore work and shared prosperity.
Labor organizations were strengthened, and public works programs
provided jobs for construction workers, craftsmen and artists. The
resulting buildings were decorated with monuments to the dignity of
labor. It took years to transition to an economy based on
mechanization, skilled labor, strong unions and public education, but
the result was a country strong enough to fight the rising tide of
global fascism and emerge as the world’s leading economy.

The formula in both cases was clear and simple. First, the leader who
was trying to preserve the past social order despite economic change
and growing violence was replaced by a new leader who was willing
to undertake much-needed reforms. Second, while the new leader
leveraged his support to force opponents to give in to the necessary
changes, there was no radical revolution; violence was eschewed and
reforms were carried out within the existing institutional framework.

Third, the reforms were pragmatic. Various solutions were tried, and
the new leaders sought to build broad support for reforms,
recognizing that national strength depended on forging majority
support for change, rather than forcing through measures that would
provide narrow factional or ideologically-driven victories. The
bottom line in both cases was that adapting to new social and
technological realities required having the wealthy endure some
sacrifices while the opportunities and fortunes of ordinary working
people were supported and strengthened; the result was to raise each
nation to unprecedented wealth and power.

To be sure, the path back to a strong, united and inclusive America
will not be easy or short. But a clear pathway does exist, involving a
shift of leadership, a focus on compromise and responding to the
world as it is, rather than trying desperately to hang on to or restore a
bygone era.

This has already been, and will continue to be, a violent year in
America. We need to brace for post-election violence and prepare
bipartisan methods to ensure that the election outcome will be

A protester flies an American flag while walking through tear gas fired by federal officers during a protest in front of a U.S. courthouse in Portland. July 21. (Nathan Howard/Getty)
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bipartisan methods to ensure that the election outcome will be
widely regarded as fair and legitimate. It will take heroic efforts to
rebuild the political center, to join businesses and workers in
partnership and consensus, and to restore fairness in both taxation
and public spending. Only if all sides can again recover a stake in our
government, no matter which party controls it, can we avoid sliding
into a crisis that will undermine our Constitution and pit Americans
against each other in a way we have not seen for generations.
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