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				It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair. We had everything before us, we had nothing before us. We were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way—in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received for good or evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only.

					—Charles Dickens
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				Preface

				I wrote this book in anticipation of the 2020s. Using history as a guide, I predicted an intensely difficult period of social and economic tension, culminating in a shift in how America works, beginning around 2030 and working its way through society in the following decade. I noted that every fifty years or so, the nation goes through a cycle of wrenching socioeconomic crisis, the last one starting in the late 1960s and ending in the 1980s.

				I also noted a second cycle—the eighty-year institutional cycle, starting with the American Revolution, reemerging in the Civil War, and shifting again in World War II. In 2025, it will be eighty years since the end of World War II. In 2030, it will have been fifty years since Ronald Reagan came to power. I expected the 2020s to be a particularly tense period since these two cycles, the socioeconomic and the institutional, have never bottomed out during the same decade, as they are doing now. There have been terrible moments in American history: the institutional shift ushered in by the Civil War, the socioeconomic shift driven by the Great Depression, and so on. I don’t expect civil war and doubt there will be a depression, but still, we are in for a rough period.

				It has certainly been rough so far, largely because of something I did not anticipate and could not have predicted: a virus that has killed, as of this writing, 1,150,961 people globally and 224,221 in the United States and counting. There are various vaccines in the works, but until there is a trusted and effective vaccine on the market, our only defense is to fundamentally change how we live.

				
				Oddly enough, the pandemic has not undermined my forecast. It has accelerated it. I predicted that the 2020s would open with a moderate but global recession, leading to great social tension. COVID-19 delivered that on steroids. Certainly the greatest danger of the pandemic is massive loss of life, but another insidious danger is that it might lead to a depression. The Great Depression claimed the lives of many through hunger, cold, and disease. We have not had a depression in the United States for nearly a century, so there’s a lot we don’t understand.

				A recession is a normal part of a business cycle, a financial event that culls weak businesses. A depression is very different. It destroys parts of the economy, bankrupting businesses and costing jobs that will not exist again. It is a long-term disease. So far, the United States has seen the devastation of brick-and-mortar retail, and COVID-19 has caused the airlines to contract. But retail was already being destroyed by online sales, and airlines still own airplanes and there are still airports. They can bounce back. So we are not yet in a depression, and that means for now my forecast is intact. We are in a worse recession than I expected, but it is not a depression.

				However, the pandemic has drawn attention to the institutional crisis. The problem I lay out in this book is the loss of confidence in experts among the public. The medical profession has focused on ways to limit infection. Outside their area of expertise, however, is the economic consequence of the medical solution. The solution is social distancing, which in turn removes large numbers of people from the workforce and creates its own economic problem for those who are unable to work.

				Also less considered by the medical experts or the economists are the social consequences. Children do far more in school than study. They enter a world in which their wishes do not take precedence, a world where they must learn to collaborate with other children. The children are relatively safe from the virus and not directly touched by the economic damage, but if children are isolated from other children for a year or two at the age of five, how does this affect their social development?

				
				The point is that the rule of the expert, or the technocrat, which dominated the last institutional cycle, creates decisions that are frequently indifferent to consequences outside the expert’s field. The expert is a fox, as Aesop’s fable said, who knows one thing very well. He is not a hedgehog who knows many things, and the ability of the political structure to make decisions based on widely disparate experts, all claiming priority, leads to the chaos we have seen and points to the end of this posture. Expertise is essential, but a means of integrating expertise with common sense as the prime driver will be the challenge of the next institutional cycle.

				COVID-19 surprised me. The rest did not, particularly the rise of social instability driven by the opposition to racism. As I and others have said, slavery was the original sin of America, and its consequences continue to haunt us, persisting even with the best intentions and generating tremendous periodic tension. It is not surprising that the first non-COVID-19 event that opened the 2020s was an intense rising against racism. The last socioeconomic cycle began with the murder of Martin Luther King, Jr., and rioting in many cities, including Detroit, where the 82nd Airborne was deployed. Many radical black organizations emerged. The police were called pigs, and the Black movement was linked to the predominantly white anti-war movement. The intensity was overwhelming. Richard Nixon was seen as a murderer and racist.

				Race, one way or another, was the first signal of a cyclical shift, as it has been in previous cycles. In the 1920s, the Ku Klux Klan was a significant power going far beyond the South. The previous cycle, beginning in the 1870s, came right after the Civil War, which was very much about slavery. Each of the last three cycles opened with deep racial tension. Now the fourth has begun this way as well.

				
				In the midst of all this, we face a presidential election. As I write this, I don’t know who will win. I can say that in terms of changing the shape of our history, the election will matter little. After Nixon was forced from office, Ford and Carter could not change the reality. Warren G. Harding was likely a criminal, but Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover were not. Yet none of them could change the direction of things. The power of the system can be overwhelming, and while we wait for our presidents to transform the world for us, reality limits them in what they can do.

				Trump, like Nixon, was able to involve himself in some mayhem and to appear responsible for all that was bad to his enemies and all that was good to his friends. But in the end, the basic structure of American society was unchanged. Trump will end his presidency in one or two terms, and then a Ford or Coolidge will take his place, with the hope that the great national nightmare is over, to quote Gerald Ford. It wasn’t, but everyone was exhausted. It didn’t end until 1980 when Reagan became president and reality forced him to do what was necessary at that time. Necessity, not goodwill or sweeping visions, define what will happen next in the United States, and even presidents serve that necessity. The American system, as I describe in the coming pages, is built on a weak presidency, coupled with a bully pulpit that allows presidents to appear more important than they are. History is patient, and that patience will be needed until at least 2028, when a failing system will force itself to be replaced.

				October 27, 2020

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
				Introduction

				The United States is living through a difficult time. Americans are focused on Donald Trump’s presidency. His enemies believe him to be corrupt and incompetent. His supporters regard him as the victim of an entrenched elite wanting to destroy him. Much of the tension focuses on Trump, as if he alone were the problem or the solution.

				There is nothing new about this. The kind of mutual rage and division we see in America today is trivial compared with other times in U.S. history—the Civil War, in which 650,000 died, or the 1960s, when the Eighty-Second Airborne was deployed to fight snipers in Detroit. Abraham Lincoln was called illiterate and an ape. Richard Nixon was called a criminal, which he turned out to be, even though he blamed it all on the media. Some presidents like Lincoln, Nixon, and Trump are reviled by some and loved by others, but the reality is they are not powerful enough to be causing the problems—nor in control of the underlying currents they are riding.

				Americans place a great deal of emphasis on the president, going back to Washington, Jackson, or Lincoln. This is ironic, because the American president has little power compared with European prime ministers. The founders set this up intentionally, and this arrangement has stood the test of time. A president faces two parliaments, countless federal judges, and fifty sovereign states. He can rarely achieve anything, but he focuses the mind of the nation. So, when the nation goes through one of its periodic and predictable crises, rather than understanding the impersonal forces driving events, Americans blame or praise the president.

				
				This is a book that focuses on the underlying process in American history, explaining this moment we are in within the context of our broader history and putting the current passions into context. It will also explain the very real coming crisis of the 2020s–2030s and ultimately show how the United States will deal with the pain and confusion and emerge on the other side stronger and more dynamic.

				At the moment, a series of deep structural changes are taking place in the United States, and these changes are creating profound stresses. The federal government is undergoing a periodic shift in which its operations and traditional relationships to society are changing. That shift is driven by increasing failure in the system. Simultaneously, the economic system is undergoing a fundamental shift driven partly by an excess of money and limited opportunity for investment. This in turn results in a massive decline in productivity growth due to a falloff in innovation. Between these two stresses, and the pressure that emerged from the United States trying to find its balance in the global system, the glue that was holding American society together has weakened and will continue to decline throughout the 2020s. And regardless of who is president, fear and loathing will stalk the land for another decade.

				This is not the first time this has happened, by any means.

				If we step back and take the long view, there are two major cycles in American history, and by understanding these cycles, we can understand the situation in the United States today. One is the “institutional cycle,” which has transpired approximately every eighty years. The first institutional cycle began with the end of the Revolutionary War and the drafting of the Constitution in the mid-1780s and ended in 1865 with the Civil War. The second institutional cycle ended eighty years later with the end of World War II. The strains of the next transition are becoming obvious now and will take place around 2025.

				
				The second major cycle is the “socioeconomic,” which has occurred approximately every fifty years. The last shift happened around 1980, when the economic and social dysfunction that began in the late 1960s culminated with a fundamental shift in how the economic and social systems functioned. As I will explain in more detail in later chapters, the previous socioeconomic cycle changed in the early 1930s after the Great Depression started, and, before that, in the 1880s as the country refocused after the Civil War. We are now facing another period of social and economic instability that will conclude in the late 2020s.

				In looking at these two major cycles, we see something we have not seen before. The current institutional cycle will conclude in a crisis around the mid-2020s, and the socioeconomic cycle will end in a crisis within a few years of that. This is the first time in American history that the two cycles will culminate so close together, practically overlapping. That obviously means that the 2020s will be one of the more difficult periods in American history, particularly when we consider the new and complex role the United States plays in the world—something that was not a factor during nearly all earlier cycles. The Trump administration, therefore, is only the precursor of this period and of what’s to come. This is not about Donald Trump, positive or negative. He can be perceived as either bold and brash or incompetent and uncouth, but when we look beyond the details, he—and we—are simply passengers on the American roller coaster.

				It should be remembered that each of these American socioeconomic cycles ended in a period of confidence and prosperity. The Civil War was followed by a tremendous growth period where thirty-five years later the United States was producing half of the manufactured goods of the world; World War II was followed by an unprecedented growth of a mass professional class; and the Cold War was followed by the tech boom that changed the world. I am not predicting doom. I am predicting an intensely difficult period of time between now and when the next phase of American history begins in the early 2030s—and the period of confidence and prosperity that will follow it.

				
				It’s important to note that unlike what sometimes happens in other nations, these cycles don’t break the United States. Rather they drive it forward. The cycles represent the engine driving the United States. Each period begins with a problem generated by the previous cycle, creates a new model from which to draw on American strength, and culminates in that solution playing out its hand and becoming the new problem that has to be solved.

				It is the orderliness and rapidity of these cycles that are striking. Where in other countries the cycles are much more unpredictable in timing and intensity, the American cycles have been highly predictable and frequent. This has to do with the velocity and agility with which America developed. That in turn was the result of the structure of the United States: its regime, its people, and its land. All of these created a platform not only for rapid growth but for managing the growth. A nation’s growth can’t be linear. Old systems that have outworn their utility have to be destroyed, and new systems have to be created. The nature of the United States has always facilitated this, and as I will examine in the coming chapters, it will continue to do so.

				The most important fact to bear in mind is that the United States was an invented nation; it didn’t evolve naturally from a finite group of people over thousands of years in one indigenous region, as did, for example, China or Russia. More than that, the United States was an intentionally and rapidly invented nation. The American regime was first conceived in the Declaration of Independence and institutionalized in the Constitution. The American people were constructed from many countries and many languages, with varied reasons for coming to America—most freely, and some by force. The people of the United States invented themselves from a blank slate. And in important ways the American land invented itself. It provided Americans with possibilities that were unimaginable to most and could be used in ways no one anticipated.

				
				The regime, the people, and the land combine to give the nation agility most other nations lack. The regime was built to be flexible and to leave the people free to evolve as quickly as they could take advantage of the land. It allows the United States to develop with an extraordinary speed. And because all things must exhaust themselves at some point, it also leads to frequent crises that seem about to break the nation. But instead, America actually refuels itself from the crises, re-forming itself with a remarkable agility.

				I have divided this book into three parts. Part 1 seeks to explain the American character, American values, and the history that led to the formation of the “American people.” It also shows why the United States is so resilient and why it can survive extreme periods. Part 2 describes the two major cycles in detail and the realities that govern American history, especially what has led to the crisis the United States is currently experiencing. Part 3 is a forecast for the future, describing the crisis that will happen when the massive forces of these two cycles converge in the decade 2020 to 2030—something that has not happened before—and then looks at what will follow and the future of America when the storm has passed.

				This book is the story of how the United States works beneath the surface. To understand that, we must begin with grasping the texture of the American regime, people, and land. The true story of the United States is how it systematically changes its shape in order to grow. And that means we must understand the shape of the United States from its founding, and then move on to how the cycles work, and what they portend for the future.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

			THE INVENTION OF AMERICA

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			The American Regime and a Restless Nation

			On the last day of the Constitutional Convention, right after adoption, a woman waiting outside the old Pennsylvania State House asked Benjamin Franklin whether the nation would be a monarchy or a republic. His answer was “A Republic, if you can keep it.” The Constitutional Convention invented the American government. It was an invention in two ways. First, it created a government where none had existed. Second, it created a machine, the machinery of government, which had sprung from the minds of the founders. Unlike other governments, it had no past. This government came into existence through design, architecture, and engineering.

			The machine was built on two principles. First, the founders feared government, because governments tended to accumulate power and become tyrannies. Second, they did not trust the people, because the people—in pursuing their private interests—might divert the government from the common good. Government was necessary, and so of course were citizens, but both had to be restrained in such a way that the machinery of government limited their ability to accumulate power. The founders had created such a machine.

			The founders were trying to invent a machine that restrained itself, thereby creating a vast terrain in American life that was free from government or politics. They sought to create a sphere of private life in which citizens would pursue the happiness that had been promised in the Declaration of Independence. The private sphere would be the sphere of commerce, industry, religion, and the endless pleasures that were the domain of private life. The most important thing about the machine they invented was the degree to which it was restrained from intruding on the things they held most important, the things that were not political.

			
			It is one thing to invent a machine and another to make it run without extensive maintenance. The solution for this invention was to make it inefficient. The balance of powers that were created achieved three important things: first, it made the passage of laws enormously difficult; second, the president would be incapable of becoming a tyrant; and third, Congress would be limited by the courts in what it could achieve. The founders’ remarkably inefficient system of government did what it was designed to do; it did little, and the little that it did, it did poorly. The government had to protect the nation and maintain a degree of internal trade. But it was private life that would create a cycle of creativity that would allow society, economy, and institutions to evolve at remarkable speed yet not end up tearing the country apart, save for some near misses. This is why Benjamin Franklin left the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia both confident and cautious. He knew that the regime was designed to balance powerful and dangerous forces, and he knew that it was a new and untried form of government.

			This was not simply a matter of the legal phrases contained in the Constitution. It was even more a matter of creating and enshrining moral principles, some only implicit and others clearly stated. Limits on society, both public and private, can be imposed not by political fiat or documents but by rendering the extraordinary moral vision as merely the common sense of the nation. The moral principles were complex and sometimes at odds with each other, but they had a common core: each American ought to be free to succeed or fail in the things he wished to undertake.

			
			This was the meaning of the idea of the right to pursue happiness. The state would not hinder anyone. A person’s fate would be determined only by his character and talents. The founders did more than separate the state and private life. They created an ongoing tension between them. Visit a meeting of any local public school board, where the realities of the government meet the needs of the people. The desire not to have increased taxes—but to deliver increased services—confronts a government that constantly seeks to expand its power and funding, without committing itself to any improvements. The pressure accumulates on the democratically elected members of the school board who are caught in between. This is the microcosm of the tension, which leads from the local level to Washington.

			The Republic, in principle, was not wedded to any particular place or people. The founders saw it as the form of government and society that was the most natural and moral. It could have been an ideal form of government anywhere. The Republic could have failed in the United States, yet whether it was in existence elsewhere or nowhere, in the eyes of the founders it would still have remained the most just of political orders.

			This meant that the regime was unique. It was not connected solely to the people who lived in America. It was theirs if they kept it and belonged to others if they chose to have a regime like this. That made the United States radically different from other nations, which are rooted in a common history, language, culture, and place. For example, France and Japan are deeply tethered to their past. America is rooted in an invention, a form of government designed with a moral and practical end, but not, in principle, rooted in the American people. Hence Franklin’s warning. The very concept of the American republic is artificial, unconnected to the past.

			The regime is called the United States. The country is called America. The regime and the country are linked by the country’s accepting the principles of the regime. It need not do so in order for America, the country, to exist. Americans could have chosen to switch to a different form of government—a monarchy, for example—and the country would have remained America. But we would no longer have been the United States, in the full institutional and moral meaning of the term. The United States of America is the place where the principles of the regime govern the country. This is a very different understanding from what exists in most other countries, and it has profound, and sometimes not recognized, consequences.

			
			You can say that you are a citizen of the United States, but you cannot say I am a “United Statian.” The language doesn’t permit it. Your natural relationship is to America, your homeland. Saying you are American is easy. But your love of the land and of the people, and your relationship to the United States, are very different things. One of the constant challenges of the Republic is to keep the two aligned, for our natural inclination is to love our home, and loving the Republic is an intellectual exercise. The two need not be one, but the American founding is designed to make certain that there is no unbridgeable distinction. Mostly it works. When it doesn’t, there is tension.

			Shortly after the Declaration of Independence was signed, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Benjamin Franklin formed a committee to design a great seal for the United States. Given that the United States had been plunged into war by the signing of the declaration, this would not have seemed a priority. What these three men knew, however, was that the United States was a moral project and moral projects require icons, things that define the moral mission and carry with them a sense of the sacred. It took years to produce the Great Seal. In 1782, Charles Thomson, secretary of the Continental Congress, was asked to take this project to conclusion. He did, and the final product now rests in several places, as sacred in American life as the Republic’s principles. The most important place you will find it is nearest to the hearts of Americans: the dollar bill.

			
			Inventing the government was the preface to inventing a nation. Governments can be machines, but nations have to accommodate the actual lives of people. People don’t live abstract lives. They live real ones, within nations, and those nations give them a sense of who they are. Partly it has to do with the government. Partly it has to do with the principles of the nation, the things that tell us what kinds of people we are and ought to be. There can be weighty tomes written on this subject, but Jefferson, Adams, and Franklin provided the nation with a great seal that was to be a prism through which we looked at ourselves and that explains why we behave as we do. The Great Seal is symbolic and the symbols must be decoded. But in those symbols, we can find what they thought Americans should be and what citizenship in the United States must be.

			We should take the Great Seal seriously because of the three men who called it into being. They not only were among the most extraordinary members of a group of extraordinary men but also represented all the major factions of the revolution. Jefferson was a democrat. Adams was a Federalist. Franklin was an iconoclast, and perhaps best represented the American spirit. He was a serious man. He was not a sober one. Franklin was a party of one and represented the people who loved the country, but he understood that decency required humor. It is amazing that three minds such as these—a philosophical genius, a legal genius, and a genius at living well—were able to share a single vision of who we were and who we must remain.

			On the front of the seal is the eagle, said to represent the strength of America. Benjamin Franklin actually objected to the choice of the eagle, explaining his rationale in a letter to his daughter:

			
				For my own part I wish the Bald Eagle had not been chosen the Representative of our Country. He is a Bird of bad moral Character. He does not get his Living honestly. You may have seen him perched on some dead Tree near the River, where, too lazy to fish for himself, he watches the Labour of the Fishing Hawk; and when that diligent Bird has at length taken a Fish, and is bearing it to his Nest for the Support of his Mate and young Ones, the Bald Eagle pursues him and takes it from him.

			

			
			Franklin is said to have preferred the turkey, a more honest bird. He most likely couldn’t tolerate the cliché of an eagle. Franklin was being funny, but he was also making the serious point that symbols matter.

			On the banner, next to the eagle are the words E pluribus unum, meaning “From many, one.” It was said at the time to refer to the thirteen colonies, the many joining together and being one. Over time, however, history has given a different meaning to the phrase. Once the waves of immigration washed across the United States, the motto was used to refer to the manner in which the many cultures that had come to America had become one nation. It is unlikely that the founders ever envisioned the diversity of immigration, although the Constitution clearly anticipated it because it set the rules for naturalization. The Scots-Irish—Protestant Scots from Ireland who arrived after the English—were loathed as violent and unassimilable. It is an old story in the history of American immigration. The Great Seal is fixed in principle. It evolves in practice. Out of many, one, turned out to be the basis on which the American people were founded, but never easily. Here we are, 250 years later, and the principle of immigration still tears at the nation.

			But the original meaning of E pluribus unum pointed at another, deadly problem that led to the Civil War. It is easy to forget how different the colonies were from each other and how aware they were of their differences. Rhode Island differed from South Carolina in geography, customs, and social order. Those differences endure today, but as a shadow of what they once were. E pluribus unum was chosen as a motto not because the new states had much in common but because to some extent they regarded each other as strange and exotic foreigners. Today we may not be strangers, but a New Yorker is frequently exotic to a Texan, and vice versa. The tension endures.

			
			On the back of the seal is an unfinished pyramid, an interesting choice for an emerging modern country in a time when pyramids had not been built for many centuries. But its symbolism is powerful. A pyramid is a massive undertaking, involving the wealth and resources and labor of a nation. It is a unifying principle. The pyramid ties the Republic for which it stands and the people who built it into one. It tells us that the Republic is not simply a concept but the product of a people, and that ties the Republic to a nation.

			The seal also signifies that the Republic is a work in progress and must evolve through the intense labor of Americans. The people endlessly build the pyramid on the land. A pyramid has a shape that compels the work to proceed in a certain way. You make the brick, you make the mortar, you lay the brick in an endless cycle. The pyramid gives labor its form and its predictability. Labor also has its moments of crisis and of success. This describes what American life will be like.

			Above the pyramid are the words Annuit coeptis, meaning, “He has favored our undertaking
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