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Megachange: Economic Disruption, 
Political Upheaval, and Social Strife 
in the 21st Century 
West, D.M. (2016), The Brookings Institution, Washington DC. 

 
“We live in an era where major events occur on a seemingly 
regular basis. Megachange refers to dramatic shifts in social, 
economic, or political phenomena. These alterations can include 
economic disruptions, political upheaval, or social strife, among 
other things” 
 
“It is common today, during a period of polarization and 
extremism, for one side to want to conquer if not obliterate the 
other. Polar opposites fight to the death and are not able or willing 
to negotiate their differences. Instead, they go all-out to vanquish 
their opponent(s) in order to gain total victory. This raises the 
stakes of political and economic conflict and creates extraordinary 
tensions for all involved” 

Summary 
Big investors were greatly surprised by the collapse of leading firms on Wall Street and 
the subsequent Great Recession. After decades in which the possibility of another 
Great Depression seemed inconceivable, the world was suddenly dangerously close to 
financial meltdown. Again, in 2012, most of the Western world was also surprised 
when a group of Muslim fighters calling themselves the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS) declared a caliphate after taking control of much of Syria and Iraq. And in 2016, 
British voters confused experts by voting 52% to 48% to leave the European Union. 
During the run-up to the referendum, diplomatic and financial authorities had warned 
that Brexit would have grave consequences for fiscal stability, economic growth, and 
international trade. However, on the crest of nationalist and anti-Brussels sentiment, 
the majority voted to leave the EU. Big changes are happening quickly, and throughout 
the world.   

As Darrell West remarks in his book, we live in an era of ‘megachanges’, where social, 
economic, and political patterns are no longer fixed. Many long-held beliefs and 
assumptions have collapsed. In addition, political and social institutions that used to 
anchor national and international policies have weakened and need reform. In 
Megachange, West warns readers that we need to be ready for changes that are 
greater than expected. These changes are not new in history. In the past, nations rose 
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and collapsed because of economic crises, foreign invasions, internal conflicts, or 
natural disasters. Great scientific discoveries profoundly changed business practices, 
and new social orders, such as the Reformation and the Industrial Revolution, 
dramatically changed people’s lives. While it is difficult to determine the causes and 
consequences of major changes, the fact is that until we understand these tectonic 
movements, it will be difficult for individuals and society to cope with their impacts. As 
a first step towards this necessary reflection and action, West illustrates some of the 
megachanges that are happening globally and in the United States. 

The author 
Darrell M. West is vice-president of governance studies and director of the Center for 
Technological Innovation at the American think-tank The Brookings Institution. He has 
written 21 books on contemporary politics, the most recent being Billionaires: 
Reflections on the Upper Crust (2014).   

Key ideas and opinion  
The size and speed of current changes seem exceptional. However, changes of such 
dimensions are not new. Throughout history, says West, empires and civilizations have 
come and gone. For the author of Megachange, the large-scale changes that are taking 
place in the contemporary world form part of these fluctuations and are not random. 
Many of the beliefs and institutions that formerly anchored national and 
international politics are crumbling. Internationally, the strong standards that 
guaranteed the sanctity of national borders for the last seven decades are breaking 
down. Western leaders were surprised when Russian forces invaded and annexed the 
Crimea in 2014, before rumbling to the east of Ukraine to protect Russian interests. 
Despite international condemnation of the annexation, Russia refused to step 
back. Western leaders loudly condemned the invasion, imposed trade and financial 
sanctions, and increased assistance to the Ukraine. However, the author emphasizes 
that more than two years have gone by since the invasion, and yet the world has failed 
to find a strategy to change the reality on the ground in the Ukraine.  

Meanwhile, China’s economic and political power is rising rapidly. The Asian giant has 
adopted a much more active position in regional and global affairs and has set limits 
on foreign and multinational organisations operating within its borders. Beijing has 
challenged Japan's sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands, has created seven artificial 
islands on reefs in the South China Sea and declared its sovereignty over the twelve 
nautical miles around each new island. This action complicates American military 
operations in the area, and threatens free navigation by some commercial ships.  
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Another event that took governments and commentators alike by surprise was the 
Arab Spring uprisings. Most occurred in 2010, when street protests in Tunisia sparked 
demonstrations in several countries in the Middle East. Amazement grew when 
authoritarian leaders who seemed firmly entrenched were suddenly overthrown, 
especially Hosni Mubarak in Egypt. Transitional governments were formed in Tunisia, 
Libya, and Egypt. Meanwhile, Syria and Yemen were plunged into devastating civil 
wars, and Libya faced similar upheaval following the overthrow and death of Muamar 
el Gaddafi.  

Some old alliances have been broken, and new ones are emerging. The post-1989 
world, dominated by America, has given way to a world where China is rising, Russia 
has become aggressive, and violent non-state actors such as ISIS, Al Qaeda, al-
Shabaab, and Boko Haram are increasingly present. These non-state actors impose 
strict religious laws in the areas they control and use primitive practices such as 
systematic rape, sexual slavery, and feudalism. In these scenarios, says West, the limits 
of Western power are apparent, and the ability of America and Europe to take 
effective action is severely limited. In sum, the world has moved from the bipolarity of 
the Cold War and the subsequent unipolarity following the collapse of the Soviet Union 
to a multipolar world after the 9/11 Twin Towers attack. This new world reflects the 
emergence of new powers and non-state actors. In this world, instability increases as 
each power tries to gain an advantage over the others, while no one power has the 
strength to dictate the results.   

Religious conflict has also entered a dangerous phase. Fundamentalism has emerged 
in each of the monotheistic religions – Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, further 
complicating the geopolitical situation. Digital technology has also complicated global 
politics: advances in digital communication have made it easier to organize those who 
are unsatisfied by the status quo. Moreover, local disputes can become viral and 
spread rapidly through digital technology and social networks. In January 2015 for 
example, two brothers – Said and Chérif Kouachi – grabbed global attention when they 
attacked the office of the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo (famous for its 
cartoons about Islam). The murders committed during the attack demonstrated what 
terrorist leaders had long been claiming, and what many Westerners feared: that 
extremists living in the West, acting on their own initiative or in the name of terrorist 
organisations, could attack civilians to avenge what they believed were Western insults 
to the Islamic world. These attacks provoked an immediate and decisive response in 
France and the West. Within moments, the phrase Je suis Charlie went viral. People 
used the phrase to show solidarity with the victims and their opposition to 
terrorism. Public attitudes hardened after the November 2015 attacks in Paris, the 
March 2016 bombs in Brussels, and the Nice truck attack in 2016. As with 9/11, the 
world was surprised at the extent of the violence and the ability of a small group to 
cause such terror in Western society. France quickly witnessed a growth of the 
extreme right, as have other countries that have suffered major attacks. 
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Several decades ago, leaders and workers believed that an increase in international 
trade would be of benefit to almost everyone, encourage greater economic and 
political integration, and spread peace and prosperity. However, protectionist 
sentiments, wars, and frequent terrorist attacks have shown that globalisation is not 
sacrosanct. The negative consequences of globalisation, especially the flow of 
manufacturing jobs towards countries like China and other cheap labour nations, has 
led many in the West to doubt the benefits of free trade. Widespread fear and anxiety 
has destroyed optimism about globalisation (the British decision to leave the European 
Union is intrinsically related to this phenomenon). What had seemed stable and safe 
is now the subject of national and international debate.   

Politics in the United States has also become stormy, with events such as the failed 
attempt to impeach Bill Clinton, the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the Great Recession, the 
election of the first African-American president (Barack Obama), the presidential 
candidacy of a woman for the Democrats (Hillary Clinton), the election of a populist 
billionaire president (Donald Trump), and the death of a pivotal Supreme Court justice 
(Antonin Scalia) precisely at a moment when the Court found itself divided. During 
most of American history, the nature of the party system discouraged radicalism and 
encouraged agreement and negotiation. The old models meant both parties targeted 
the ‘average voter’. However, in recent years, the fight for the middle ground has 
been replaced by a fight for the radical extremes. In 1951, almost 60% of the 
representatives of both parties were moderates. By 2013, this figure had fallen to 13% 
in the Democratic Party, while moderate Republicans had all but vanished thanks to 
the rise of the Tea Party in 2010. American policy has undergone major changes in a 
relatively short span of time, from religious and political conservatism to social 
liberalism in terms of lifestyles, combined with nationalistic attitudes on security, 
terrorism, and global issues.   

West explores various phenomena, beginning with the rise of religion. The number of 
local American churches that are not affiliated to any denomination has grown from 10 
in 1970 to more than 1600 in 2011. Many, especially in the southern and western 
states, have become important (sometimes dominant) forces in local society and 
politics. Congregations have become much more politically active and this has helped 
to ensure that local leaders have increased their power in the national government. 
However, the legalisation of marijuana in some states (such as Colorado, Alaska, 
Oregon, and Washington DC), the right to marry for same-sex couples, and 
Obamacare are also achievements that deserve mention. While in 2004, according to 
Gallup, only 34% of Americans supported legalising marijuana, this figure had risen to 
58% by 2014. Only 26% of Americans supported gay marriage in 1996, while by 2014 
this figure had increased to 55%.   

Income distribution is another area where there has been a significant change – but 
not a positive one. Statistics show that net income after taxes stagnated for most 
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workers from 1979 to 2009. However, for the top 1%, income increased by 155% 
during the same period. A profound symbol of the income gap is the growing 
inequality between social groups. Over the past 25 years, the financial gap between 
blacks and whites has nearly tripled. In 1984, the difference in household wealth 
between races was $85,000. Twenty-five years later, the gap has increased to 
$236,500.  

Finally, says West, there are increasing worries about border security. Conservative 
leaders have linked economic stagnation and border security with Mexican 
immigrants, unequal trade with China, and the fading fortunes of the middle class. 
According to this conservative logic, border problems are symptoms of a widespread 
problem that is plaguing Western countries: namely, an uncontrolled flow of 
immigrants that endangers national identity and security, as well as the economic 
welfare of the country. Porous borders limit the ability of countries to choose their 
own future. This stance helped Trump win popular support. Many of his voters, says 
the author of Megachange, prefer authoritarianism and welcome the tough 
negotiating position that Trump has taken on many fronts. Some observers have gone 
further still, saying Trump represents the dawn of American fascism.  

In some cases, catalytic elections change policies. For example, the elections of 1980, 
1994, and 2000 were crucial in turning America to the right, while the 2008 election 
caused a temporary swing to the left. In other cases, policy changes occurred thanks 
to the work of various grassroots organisations. The changes regarding gay marriage 
and the legalisation of marijuana were due to broader social changes, rather than 
election results. The resurgence of public concern about border security, on the other 
hand, has been led by nationalist politicians and media coverage on the dangers of 
terrorism, crime, and diseases arriving from abroad.   

West remarks that dramatic and multifaceted change has become, in many respects, 
the new constant in US politics. No political or social force can dominate for long 
periods. “In at least the past two decades, though, domestic politics have become 
more extreme and more polarized – and as a result proposed solutions have become 
more radical in nature because negotiation and compromise no longer are 
fashionable. Some of the things that have destabilized the international order and 
broadened the range of possible actions also are apparent domestically”, says West. 
Reaching consensus has become difficult, and much is at stake. In addition, there are 
many competitors and little incentive to cooperate. Many advocate extreme activism. 
This creates anxiety and leads to a zero-sum approach, with few winners and many 
losers in economic, political, and religious conflicts.   

There is currently a mismatch between plodding political institutions and rapid global 
change. West says that leaders must improve governance processes to enable policies 
to be more quickly developed to tackle the social challenges that are emerging 
because of megachanges. Otherwise, social progress could be reversed, and scientific 
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and cultural achievements may be eroded. There is a danger that economic and social 
stress will foster even more extreme viewpoints. For example, if the middle classes in 
much of the developed world suffer stagnating wages, lose social mobility, and are 
forced to live with high levels of inequality, then they may turn to demagogues or 
ultranationalists promising easy solutions.  

One of the elements necessary to weaken political extremism and strengthen 
consensus, is to broaden political participation. Low political participation rates in the 
US have encouraged extremism and political polarisation. When only 55% or 60% of 
people vote in presidential elections, and between 10% and 20% vote in local 
elections, then politicians are incentivised to adopt extreme positions to mobilise their 
supporters. According to West, universal suffrage is a good antidote to these negative 
incentives, because it opens the option of attracting a wider (and less politically 
extreme) electorate. More than a dozen countries, including Australia and Belgium, 
use mandatory voting, and in some cases, those who do not vote are fined.   

It is also important to understand how to deal with people from other countries and 
overcome cultural differences without generating anxiety, fear, or anger. The recent 
experiences of Muslim immigrants in Europe show the difficulties that newcomers can 
suffer. Some of the first and second generation immigrants have grown up 
disconnected from Western life, and reach the conclusion that Western civilization is 
corrupt, unjust, and immoral. Muslim Europeans, for example, often complain of 
flagrant discrimination, as well as the Western focus on consumerism and its sexual 
permissiveness. For the author, it is unclear whether better education is the key to 
promoting international understanding. But he argues that mechanisms must be found 
to reduce intercultural divisions. We do not have to believe in the same ideas to live 
together; but we must find elements that anchor newcomers, like a home, a job, or a 
system of values.  

In a time of megachanges, it is essential to understand that big changes can have a big 
impact. The main risk is underestimating change. It is easy to deny the changes and 
major trends. Instead of preparing for an incremental change, we need to start 
anticipating and being open to non-linear changes, with the chaos that this implies 
when formulating policies. In turn, says West, it is important not to overreact to 
global transformation, because this could lead to decisions that worsen the situation 
further. The American response to 9/11 is an example of this type of overreaction. 
Above all, the author concludes, we must fight the winner-take-all mindset that is 
permeating many nations. We must find ways to reduce the scale and intensity of 
conflicts, and increase the number of winners. When a situation is perceived as a 
zero-sum game, extremist positions multiply. The crucial question is how to break the 
cycle of extremism, intolerance, and violence that is growing alarmingly in the West. As 
a recommendation, West notes that political leaders must pay attention to 
educational and religious organisations – given their crucial role in perpetuating 
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extremism. Curriculums and the educational points of view of teachers must be 
evaluated to safeguard educational materials and ensure that alternative perspectives 
are discussed. Unless civil society can break with radicalism, politicians will continue 
to drift away from negotiated solutions and mutual agreement. 
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