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Introduction 
To my fellow American, we stand with you! 

We see your struggle and your fear from the outside. I my case from Norway. 

We can hardly believe what we are seeing, that the United States, which has been a 

country we have looked up to, is now moving dangerously fast towards dictatorship.  

American influence has spread throughout the world, for better or worse. Lately, it 

has been for the worse. 

We are all affected by the decisions you Americans do. Actually, we are all affecting 

each other, regardless of where we live. We are all in this together. That’s why your 

problems are our problems, and vice versa. 

We in Norway have our freedom and democracy intact. In fact, we are ranked number 

one in democratic development. Not only that, but we are also number one when it 

comes to freedom of the press. Above all, we take care of our citizens, when in the 

states you are more or less left for yourselves when challenges arise. 

Hopefully we can inspire you and give you some ideas on how to move forward in 

these challenging times. 

The Nordic countries are regarded as having one of the best systems in the world. We 

have a social democracy with a mixed economy as its basis, i.e. a mixture of 

capitalism and socialism. Even though it is not perfect, we have reason to be proud. 

By the way, socialism has got a bad reputation in your country, completely 

unfounded and wrongly. 

The most prominent ideologies here in the West have been communism and 

capitalism. The biggest problem is not the ideologies themselves, but rather that 

power-hungry, greedy, and selfish people are in charge. Neither power nor money 

should be the driving force. Today profit comes before people and the planet, which 

is extremely short-sighted. 

To be the leader of a country, one should possess high ethical standards. This is 

where the real problem lies. Far too many leaders are simply not mature enough. This 

applies to both socialist and capitalist countries, as well as countries with other 

ideologies. 

In difficult times, people tend to seek a “Strongman” who offer simple solutions. The 

problem is that this type of populist often plays on fear, anger and the lower aspects 

of humanity. They pursue an agenda that prefers to place the blame on others, such 

as foreigners, even though they are a tremendous resource when properly integrated. 
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We need wise, mature leaders who show empathy, respect, and tolerance. We need 

leaders who demonstrate compassion and ensure that people are seen and 

understood. Sadly, your president Trump demonstrates the opposite, and now even 

early in 2025 you are seeing the consequence, and it will be much worse if you do not 

change and resist (in a peaceful manner). 

In addition, we need an enlightened population that thinks for itself, which requires 

upbringing and education that teaches our children fundamental human values. They 

also need to learn to respect other cultures and opinions because that prevents 

polarization and bullying. We need to unite people, not divide them. We are far more 

connected and interdependent, on a deep level, than most people realize. 

When I visited the states in 1990, I saw fences around luxury houses in Miami, some 

with barbed wire. What! It looked like fortresses. 

Since then, things have been getting worse. The rich have become richer and the 

poor poorer. Parts of the US today look like developing countries. 

This extreme inequality makes your country sick and is an important reason for the 

state of your country and the rise of authoritarian forces.  

Rudolf Steiner (founder of Waldorf schools) believed that there were three areas of 

society that should be equally emphasized for society to be well-developed and 

harmonious: economy, politics, and culture/ religion. 

He argued that these three areas should be given equal importance and 

independence; otherwise, it could lead to human suffering — and as we have now 

also experienced — environmental destruction never seen before. Only then can we 

achieve a civilized society. None of these three areas should dominate the others. The 

problem is that this is exactly what has happened in large parts of the world. 

In the United States, the economic sphere dominates both the cultural and political 

spheres. Many members of Congress and the Senate receive large sums from 

corporations, which results in a highly unhealthy influence on their politics. This has 

led to an undignified imbalance and the breakdown of society. 

In Russia, politics dominates the cultural and economic spheres. Russia, under the 

leadership of Putin, now governs the country with an iron fist and fear. It has become 

a dictatorship. His distorted, outdated ideology and cynicism have led to the 

indoctrination of the population and a horrific war of aggression against Ukraine. 

In Afghanistan, culture (in the form of religion) dominates the economic and political 

spheres. The country should never have been ruled by the religious Taliban, under 

whom women in particular are oppressed and harmed. 
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When it comes to women, by the way, we in the Nordics have a history with Vikings 

and “strong women” that has had an influence on our society to this day. Their roles, 

in that time, were not defined solely by domesticity; they were landowners, farmers, 

entrepreneurs, and occasionally warriors. They also sometimes participate in political 

decision-making through assemblies (called things). 

In modern times, the women in Nordic and other countries have fought for their 

rights, where those in power, men, didn't easily want to let go of their privileges. One 

day in October 1974, 90 % of the women on Iceland went on strike and paralyzed the 

country completely. One of the reasons for the strike, was the fact that they were 

lesser paid than men, just because they were women. They refused to do domestic 

chores, left their homes and their jobs, and made men realize their importance. Six 

years later, Iceland had the first democratically elected female president in the world.  

We need more women in politics and leadership, which is why I have included a 

chapter on that topic. They usually think long-term and are more empathetic. 

This book is made possible in a short time thanks to ChatGPT. All text has been 

generated by it, except for this Introduction and the end of the book (where freedom 

comes back). I am very satisfied with the answers it has provided. 

The title of the book is inspired by the Terminator movies, played by actor Arnold 

Schwarzenegger. In the movie he is joining the resistance movement against Skynet 

(a synthetic intelligence). He is also in resistance against the current administration. 

The people of America have to resist too. I have therefore included what we can learn 

from civil resistance against authoritarianism around the world. I have also included 

resistance strategies from 16 public figures (Arnold Schwarzenegger is one of them). 

Please note that resistance must be peaceful. Be peaceful yourself, because hate and 

condemnation do no good. Seek rather to change things and look what Mahatma 

Gandhi accomplished to free India from the British empire with peaceful means. The 

most powerful resistance is creative, compassionate, and courageous. 

Harvard University has stand up against Trump, and I have included a chapter from 

Harvard Kennedy School which says that no government has survived a challenge in 

which at least 3.5% of the population mobilized in sustained protest. 

I have included comparison of the Nordic Model vs the United States and Norway's 

top ranking in the democracy index compared with the USA. 

The last big chapter is about transforming a soulless society into a soulful one. My 

hope is that it can inspire you to organize your society into a friendlier and more 

inclusive and stable society that takes care of each other and where empathy and love 

is the guiding force. That should be the goal for any society. 
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Note! 

All the following text in the book is generated by ChatGPT until the end where I have 

the final say. 

American Democracy at a 

Crossroads: Drivers of 

Authoritarian Drift 

Introduction 

In recent years, a growing chorus of scholars and observers warn that the United 

States is experiencing democratic backsliding – a worrying drift toward 

authoritarianism. Indicators that once ranked the U.S. among the strongest 

democracies have registered sharp declines. For instance, between 2014 and 2021 

Freedom House’s global freedom score for the U.S. plummeted from 92 to 83 (on a 

100-point scale)
foreignaffairs.com

. Similarly, the Economist Intelligence Unit downgraded 

America from a “full democracy” to a “flawed democracy” after 2016
nature.com

. In early 

2025, a survey of over 500 political scientists found an overwhelming consensus that 

the United States is “moving swiftly from liberal democracy toward some form of 

authoritarianism”
npr.org

. These experts rated the quality of U.S. democracy at just 55 out 

of 100 – a precipitous drop from 67 just a few months earlier
npr.org

. Such metrics and 

warnings suggest that the American republic, long held up as a beacon of freedom, is 

now at a perilous crossroads. 

What is driving this perceived slide toward dictatorship or authoritarian rule? This 

report undertakes a comprehensive analysis of the deeper political, economic, social, 

religious, and cultural forces eroding U.S. democracy. It will examine key turning 

points in recent history – from the post-Cold War era and 9/11 to the 2008 financial 

crash and the tumultuous elections of 2016 and 2020 – that accelerated these trends. 

Finally, it will compare the United States’ current trajectory with the fate of past 

republics and empires (Roman, Weimar Germany, British Empire) to glean historical 

patterns and lessons. The goal is to illuminate how and why the guardrails of 

American democracy have weakened, and what can be learned in a global context 

from this decline or transformation. 

 

 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=The%20timing%20of%20this%20mood,where%20it%20remains
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-024-03451-1#:~:text=2019%20%3B%20Statement%20of%20Concern%2C,28
https://www.npr.org/2025/04/22/nx-s1-5340753/trump-democracy-authoritarianism-competive-survey-political-scientist#:~:text=WASHINGTON%20%E2%80%94%20A%20survey%20of,toward%20some%20form%20of%20authoritarianism
https://www.npr.org/2025/04/22/nx-s1-5340753/trump-democracy-authoritarianism-competive-survey-political-scientist#:~:text=In%20the%20benchmark%20survey%2C%20known,that%20figure%20plummeted%20to%2055
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Political Factors Eroding Democracy 

One fundamental cause of democratic erosion in the U.S. lies in political factors – 

particularly institutional weaknesses and partisan power struggles that undermine 

democratic norms. Foremost is the extreme political polarization that has emerged 

in recent decades. The collapse of cross-party consensus since the 1990s has turned 

politics into zero-sum tribal warfare, making compromise rare and governance 

dysfunctional. The two major parties are now sharply divided on basic democratic 

principles, such as whether to accept election results. This polarization has fed 

a “vilification of members of the opposing party” and even tolerance for political 

violence
brookings.edu

, corroding the civic spirit required for democracy to function. 

Institutional guardrails have also weakened. The constitutional system of checks 

and balances has strained under hyper-partisanship. Congress, for example, has 

grown gridlocked and often fails to perform impartial oversight of the executive 

branch
brookings.edu

. This creates an opening for executive power overreach. Indeed, 

over the 21st century, U.S. presidents have significantly expanded executive authority, 

often through unilateral executive orders and emergency powers. With legislative 

paralysis, recent presidents have tested the limits of their power – in some cases 

undermining democratic accountability. Career civil servants and inspectors general 

who provide nonpartisan checks have been attacked or removed for political reasons, 

eroding the independence of the civil service
brookings.edubrookings.edu

. Even the judiciary’s 

impartiality is in question, as court appointments have become intensely politicized
brookings.edu

. 

Perhaps the most alarming political development was the willingness of a sitting 

president to subvert an election. After losing the 2020 vote, President Donald Trump 

tried to overturn the results and block the peaceful transfer of power – violating the 

cardinal rule of democracy
foreignaffairs.com

. He pressured state officials and even inspired a 

mob attack on the U.S. Capitol rather than concede defeat. Equally troubling, many in 

his party aided or excused this behavior. The failure of institutions (Congress, courts) 

to swiftly hold leaders accountable for such anti-democratic actions has further 

emboldened would-be authoritarians
foreignaffairs.com

. All of these political factors – 

polarization, institutional paralysis, executive aggrandizement, and norm-breaking 

behavior – have created fertile ground for an authoritarian style of governance to 

take root in the U.S. 

Economic Pressures and Inequality 

Underlying America’s democratic malaise are economic factors that have fostered 

public anger and disillusionment with the status quo. Foremost among these is rising 

economic inequality. Over the past few decades, the gap between the wealthiest 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=Whatever%20the%20terminology%2C%20democratic%20decline,4
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=to%20reduce%20voters%E2%80%99%20access%20to,the%20impartiality%20of%20the%20judiciary
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=with%20Donald%20Trump,the%20impartiality%20of%20the%20judiciary
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=facilities,the%20impartiality%20of%20the%20judiciary
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=to%20reduce%20voters%E2%80%99%20access%20to,the%20impartiality%20of%20the%20judiciary
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=The%20country%E2%80%99s%20vaunted%20constitutional%20checks,immunity%20during%20his%20second%20term
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=The%20country%E2%80%99s%20vaunted%20constitutional%20checks,broad%20presidential%20immunity%20during%20his
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Americans and everyone else has widened to levels not seen since the Gilded Age. 

Stagnant real wages for the middle and working classes, coupled with astronomical 

gains for the top 1%, have created widespread resentment. As in ancient 

republics, “the emergence of a huge gap between [the] wealthiest citizens and everyone 

else” has destabilizing effects
time.com

. Historically, when average people feel shut out of 

prosperity, they grow frustrated with elite leadership – making them more receptive 

to populists who promise radical solutions. 

Repeated economic crises have amplified these pressures. The 2008 global financial 

meltdown was a pivotal moment. The crisis devastated household wealth, threw 

millions out of work, and required massive taxpayer-funded bailouts of banks. In its 

wake, Americans on both left and right grew deeply skeptical of “politically favored” 

elites and institutions
pbs.org

. A wave of anti-establishment populism spread through 

both parties: on the right, the Tea Party movement rose in 2010, railing against 

government and paving the way for Trump’s anti-elite candidacy
pbs.org

; on the left, the 

Occupy Wall Street protests and figures like Bernie Sanders gained prominence by 

denouncing “socialism for the rich”
pbs.org

. As an Associated Press analysis notes, “The 

2008 financial crisis unleashed a political realignment that rejected perceived elites and 

establishment figures”, fracturing the old order of both Democrats and Republicans
pbs.org

. This realignment has produced a polarized environment where voters are angry 

and distrustful of institutions, unconcerned with the traditional norms that once 

governed politics
pbs.org

. 

Another economic factor is the impact of globalization and deindustrialization in 

the post-Cold War era. The 1990s and 2000s brought intense global economic 

integration – trade deals and technological shifts that, while boosting overall growth, 

also led to factory closures and job losses in many American communities. Regions 

like the Midwest experienced social decline as manufacturing work dried up. This 

fueled grievances among working-class voters who felt abandoned by “globalist” 

elites, contributing to the appeal of populist leaders promising to restore lost jobs 

and put “America First.” In short, long-term economic trends have left a portion of 

the electorate economically insecure and receptive to authoritarian populism as a 

remedy. The perception (and reality) that government serves the wealthy while 

ordinary people struggle has eroded faith in democracy itself. As one populist slogan 

put it, people see a system of “socialism for the rich and rugged individualism for 

everyone else”
pbs.org

 – a sentiment that breeds contempt for democratic institutions 

and openness to strongman solutions. 

Social and Cultural Divisions 

Deep social and cultural divisions in American society form another layer of the 

authoritarian drift. American society has become increasingly polarized along lines of 

identity, values, and geography. These culture wars – over race, immigration, gender, 

https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=The%20most%20significant%20danger%20old,created%20by%20proposing%20voting%20reforms
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=Their%20sentiment%20reflects%20the%20populism,for%20Democrats%20and%20Republicans%20alike
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=In%20the%20wake%20of%20the,John%20Boehner%20and%20Paul%20Ryan
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=unpredictable%20results%20for%20Democrats%20and,Republicans%20alike
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=Their%20sentiment%20reflects%20the%20populism,for%20Democrats%20and%20Republicans%20alike
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=Meanwhile%2C%20a%20new%20generation%20of,Congress%2C%20often%20toppling%20longtime%20incumbents
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=similar%20tones,%E2%80%9D
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religion, and education – have reached a fever pitch. Many Americans now perceive 

those with opposing cultural values not merely as fellow citizens with differences, but 

as existential threats to the country’s future. This has normalized an attitude that “we 

do need to fight the culture war” at all costs, even if it means trampling democratic 

norms in the process
news.ku.edu

. In other words, a significant segment of the public is 

prioritizing victory in the culture war over the preservation of democratic rules. As 

sociology professor David N. Smith observes, it’s not that masses of Americans 

openly reject democracy – it’s that they are willing to accept undemocratic behavior 

as a side effect of pursuing their cultural agenda
news.ku.edunews.ku.edu

. If “domineering” 

leaders are needed to defend their vision of America, so be it. 

One driver of these divisions is racial and demographic change. The U.S. is 

becoming more ethnically diverse, which some white Americans view with anxiety. 

The election of the first Black president in 2008, for instance, sparked a backlash 

among certain groups and helped ignite the Tea Party and later Trump’s rise, fueled 

in part by nativist and racist appeals. Misinformation and propaganda circulating 

through partisan media and social networks have further inflamed social discord. 

Conspiracy theories and false narratives (from “birtherism” to QAnon lies about 

satanic elites) have convinced many that the opposing camp is not just wrong, but 

evil or illegitimate. Indeed, the public sphere is flooded with “widespread 

misinformation” and demonization of opponents
brookings.edu

, undermining the shared 

factual reality that democracy requires. Social media algorithms often deepen echo 

chambers, making compromise and understanding even more elusive. 

All of this has led to a troubling normalization of extremism and political violence. 

The United States has seen a rise in hate crimes, armed militia groups, and incidents 

like the 2017 Charlottesville rally (where neo-Nazis and white supremacists marched 

openly) and multiple foiled plots of violence. Finally, the decline of civic 

institutions – such as local community organizations, unions, and even trust in an 

independent press – has frayed the social fabric. Fewer Americans engage in cross-

cutting civic activities that build tolerance (as famously documented in Bowling 

Alone by Robert Putnam). The erosion of a “vibrant civil society” and independent 

media makes it easier for authoritarian-minded leaders to operate unchecked
brookings.edu

. 

In sum, America’s cultural polarization – supercharged by racial tensions and the 

fragmentation of information – has created a citizenry that is increasingly divided into 

mutually hostile camps. This social cleavage provides a ready constituency for 

authoritarian politicians who promise to vanquish the hated “other side” and restore 

a nostalgic vision of order. 

 

 

https://news.ku.edu/news/article/embrace-of-authoritarianism-in-us-fueled-by-culture-wars-more-than-economy-study-finds#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWords%20like%20dictatorship%20and%20democracy,at%20the%20University%20of%20Kansas
https://news.ku.edu/news/article/embrace-of-authoritarianism-in-us-fueled-by-culture-wars-more-than-economy-study-finds#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWords%20like%20dictatorship%20and%20democracy,at%20the%20University%20of%20Kansas
https://news.ku.edu/news/article/embrace-of-authoritarianism-in-us-fueled-by-culture-wars-more-than-economy-study-finds#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20think%20it%E2%80%99s%20better%20to,of%20their%20supporters%2C%E2%80%9D%20Smith%20said
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=Whatever%20the%20terminology%2C%20democratic%20decline,4
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=Whatever%20the%20terminology%2C%20democratic%20decline,4
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Religious Influences: The Rise of Christian Nationalism 

Intersecting with cultural divisions is a potent religious factor: the rise of Christian 

nationalism in U.S. politics. A segment of religious conservatives, particularly white 

evangelical Protestants, has embraced the belief that America is a “Christian 

nation” that must be governed by Biblical principles and defended against secular or 

non-Christian influences. This ideology often correlates with authoritarian leanings. 

Surveys show a strong overlap between Christian nationalist views and authoritarian 

attitudes. In one recent study, 74% of Americans who strongly identify with Christian 

nationalism also scored high on a standard right-wing authoritarianism scale – more 

than double the rate among non-adherents
prri.org

. In essence, many who seek to fuse 

church and state also express a desire for a “strong leader who is willing to break the 

rules” to set things right
prri.org

. This is reflected in political behavior: Christian 

nationalists were disproportionately likely to dismiss the 2020 election results and to 

agree that if their candidate was not declared the winner, he should “do whatever it 

takes” to assume power
prri.org

. 

Why does Christian nationalism often align with authoritarianism? One reason is that 

its adherents perceive a existential threat to their values. The rapid secularization of 

society, legalization of same-sex marriage, abortion rights, and increasing religious 

diversity are seen as assaults on what they consider the sacred moral order. This siege 

mentality can justify undemocratic means. If one believes the country’s very soul is at 

stake, one may condone leaders who flout laws or norms in order to impose “God’s 

will.” Indeed, Christian nationalist rhetoric frequently glorifies power and 

submission: the idea of one nation under one God, led by a divinely ordained 

strongman. During the Trump era, some evangelical pastors explicitly likened Donald 

Trump to biblical kings appointed by God despite their flaws, urging followers 

to “stand by” their leader unconditionally. This creates a ready-made constituency for 

authoritarian politics draped in religious legitimacy. 

Furthermore, Christian nationalism often overlaps with nativism and racial 

hierarchy, given that its vision of America is historically tied to white Christian 

dominance. This can translate into hostility toward pluralism and minority rights – 

again hallmarks of authoritarian sentiment. The embrace of conspiracy theories by 

some religious-right circles (such as QAnon or claims that opponents are satanic) also 

mirrors the cult-like devotion authoritarian leaders cultivate. A recent Public Religion 

Research Institute report warned that “the rising influence of Christian nationalism in 

some segments of American politics poses a major threat to the health of our 

democracy”
americanprogress.orgprri.org

. Notably, among Americans who fully reject Christian 

nationalism, support for authoritarian measures is far lower
prri.org

. In short, the infusion 

of a certain kind of religious zealotry into politics – one that places biblical law or 

theocratic visions above the liberal democratic order – is an important cultural current 

propelling the nation toward illiberalism. 

https://www.prri.org/research/one-leader-under-god-the-connection-between-authoritarianism-and-christian-nationalism-in-america/#:~:text=Christian%20nationalism%20Adherents%20%2810,score%20high%20on%20the%20CRAS
https://www.prri.org/research/one-leader-under-god-the-connection-between-authoritarianism-and-christian-nationalism-in-america/#:~:text=Right,willing%20to%20break%20the%20rules
https://www.prri.org/research/one-leader-under-god-the-connection-between-authoritarianism-and-christian-nationalism-in-america/#:~:text=%2A%20Just%2014,of%20Christian%20nationalism%20supporters
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/christian-nationalism-is-single-biggest-threat-to-americas-religious-freedom/#:~:text=Christian%20Nationalism%20Is%20%27Single%20Biggest,rationale%20for%20circumventing%20laws
https://www.prri.org/research/a-christian-nation-understanding-the-threat-of-christian-nationalism-to-american-democracy-and-culture/#:~:text=The%20rising%20influence%20of%20Christian,the%20health%20of%20our%20democracy
https://www.prri.org/research/one-leader-under-god-the-connection-between-authoritarianism-and-christian-nationalism-in-america/#:~:text=Christian%20nationalism%20Adherents%20%2810,score%20high%20on%20the%20CRAS
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Key Turning Points in Democratic Decline 

While the causes above evolved over decades, several historical turning 

points sharply accelerated the U.S. trajectory toward authoritarianism. These 

inflection moments either exposed latent weaknesses or introduced new stresses to 

America’s democratic system. Below we highlight how each turning point contributed 

to the current crisis: 

 

The Post-Cold War Unipolar Moment (1990s) 

The end of the Cold War in 1991 removed a powerful external constraint that had, for 

decades, helped unify American politics. During the Cold War, the existential threat of 

the Soviet Union often forced U.S. leaders of both parties to maintain a basic 

consensus on foreign policy and to contain extremist impulses at home (so as not to 

undermine the fight against communism). Once the Soviet collapse left the U.S. as 

the sole superpower, politics increasingly turned inward. In the 1990s, partisan rivalry 

intensified. Without a common enemy to encourage a “rally around the flag,” 

differences that had been muted came to the forefront
en.wikipedia.org

. For example, 

the Newt Gingrich revolution of 1994 saw a more combative style of partisan 

politics take hold in Congress, breaking norms of cooperation. The late 1990s 

impeachment of President Clinton on a party-line basis also reflected this new era of 

winner-take-all politics. 

 

Internationally, the unipolar moment bred a degree of American hubris. The U.S. 

expanded its global military commitments (from humanitarian interventions to NATO 

expansion) under the assumption that liberal democracy had triumphed (“the end of 

history” was declared by some). But this overconfidence also led to imperial 

overreach. Historian Paul Kennedy famously warned that great powers decline 

when “their military obligations exceed their economic means”, citing the example of 

Victorian Britain
americanheritage.com

. In the 1990s and 2000s, the U.S. began to follow this 

pattern – stretching itself with costly endeavors abroad, while economic gains from 

globalization were unevenly distributed at home. The stage was being set for 

domestic backlash. In summary, the post-Cold War era’s lack of external check and 

the overextension of American power sowed seeds of later troubles. The political 

system grew more polarized and less restrained, and public trust in institutions began 

to ebb as elites pushed globalization and foreign interventions that did not obviously 

benefit many citizens. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_polarization_in_the_United_States#:~:text=Political%20polarization%20in%20the%20United,A%202021%20study
https://www.americanheritage.com/are-we-really-going-way-british-empire#:~:text=to%20ring%20a%20little%20hollow,obligations%20exceeded%20their%20economic%20means
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The 9/11 Attacks and the War on Terror (2001–2006) 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, were a dramatic turning point that 

reshaped American governance and politics in ways that fed authoritarian tendencies. 

In the immediate aftermath, fear and anger created public support for sacrificing 

some civil liberties in exchange for security. Within weeks, Congress passed the 

sweeping USA PATRIOT Act with almost no debate, vastly expanding the 

government’s surveillance and law-enforcement powers
democratic-erosion.orgdemocratic-erosion.org

. 

While enacted with good intentions of preventing terrorism, the Patriot Act and 

related measures blurred lines that protect citizens from state overreach. Many 

Americans viewed these laws as a threat to privacy and liberty, raising “questions 

regarding the effect of a high-surveillance government on ... democracy”
democratic-erosion.org

. 

The post-9/11 period saw warrantless wiretapping of phone calls, bulk data collection 

on Americans’ communications, and the aggressive use of “national security letters” 

to obtain personal records – practices later deemed excessive. This surveillance 

state, justified by an open-ended War on Terror, set precedents for government 

intrusion that could be misused by authoritarian-leaning leaders in the future. 

  

Alongside surveillance, the War on Terror concentrated power in the executive 

branch. President George W. Bush, with Vice President Dick Cheney’s advocacy, 

adopted a doctrine of unilateral executive authority in war-making and 

counterterrorism. The administration claimed nearly unlimited commander-in-chief 

powers to detain suspects indefinitely (Guantánamo Bay), authorize “enhanced 

interrogation” (torture), and conduct drone strikes, all with minimal judicial or 

congressional oversight. This erosion of checks and balances in matters of national 

security contributed to an “imperial presidency.” It normalized the idea that in crises, 

the executive can act outside the usual legal constraints – a notion later presidents 

could invoke for other purposes. Domestically, the period after 9/11 also saw a rise 

in nationalist and xenophobic sentiment (e.g. suspicion of Muslim Americans, 

freedom fries, etc.), which authoritarian politicians can exploit. While the nation rallied 

together initially, by the mid-2000s the protracted wars in Afghanistan and Iraq had 

bred public cynicism. Failures in Iraq undermined trust in expert leadership and fueled 

a narrative that elites were leading the country astray. In sum, 9/11 led to a trade-off 

of liberty for security and a more unitary executive – conditions that, while aimed at 

external enemies, created tools and precedents that an aspiring autocrat could later 

use against internal opponents. 

 

 

 

https://democratic-erosion.org/2023/11/21/did-the-usa-patriot-act-cause-democratic-backsliding-in-the-us/#:~:text=Following%20the%20September%2011%2C%202001,law%20as%20a%20threat%20to
https://democratic-erosion.org/2023/11/21/did-the-usa-patriot-act-cause-democratic-backsliding-in-the-us/#:~:text=government%20supported%20enacting%20the%20legislating,Americans%20had%20never%20seen%20before
https://democratic-erosion.org/2023/11/21/did-the-usa-patriot-act-cause-democratic-backsliding-in-the-us/#:~:text=The%20legislation%20pursued%20several%20different,the%20most%20controversial%20pieces%20of
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The 2008 Financial Crisis and Great Recession 

The collapse of financial markets in 2008 and the ensuing Great Recession marked 

another pivotal moment that altered America’s political landscape. The crisis revealed 

deep dysfunction in the economic system and the close ties between government 

and powerful financial interests. Millions of Americans lost homes, jobs, and savings 

in the downturn, yet the federal response prioritized rescuing banks deemed “too big 

to fail.” This fueled a populist backlash across the political spectrum. As PBS 

reported, “the 2008 financial crisis unleashed a political realignment that rejected 

perceived elites and establishment figures” in both parties
pbs.org

. Faith in technocratic 

expertise and moderate politics plummeted. In the years immediately after, we saw 

two seemingly opposite movements – the Tea Party on the right and Occupy Wall 

Street on the left – both roaring to life out of resentment for bailouts and inequality. 

What they shared was a conviction that the system was rigged: Tea Partiers railed 

against government overreach and debt, while Occupiers protested corporate greed 

and the wealth of the 1%. 

  

This era set the stage for anti-establishment figures to gain mass followings. For 

Republicans, the insurgent mood manifested first as the Tea Party wave in the 2010 

midterms, which ousted more moderate conservatives and pushed the GOP further 

right. Populist hardliners in Congress, hostile to compromise, contributed to the 

legislative paralysis that plagues governance (e.g. debt ceiling crises, government 

shutdowns). The Tea Party also embraced nativist and conspiratorial elements – for 

instance, many were early proponents of the false “birther” claim that President 

Obama was not born in America. These tendencies hinted at an openness 

to undemocratic ideas under the surface of libertarian rhetoric. On the Democratic 

side, figures like Senator Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren rose in prominence by 

directly challenging Wall Street and the bipartisan consensus on free trade. While 

left-wing populism did not reject democratic norms per se, it added to the pressure 

on the center, pulling the Democratic Party away from Clinton-style triangulation 

and making politics more ideologically charged. 

  

By the mid-2010s, the political center had hollowed out. A “deeply fractured political 

environment” took hold, with both parties’ bases “skeptical of institutions and 

uninterested in ... niceties” of traditional politics
pbs.org

. In this climate, trust in 

government hit near-record lows. Many voters felt betrayed – seeing Washington as 

either hopelessly inept or outright corrupt. Such widespread cynicism is dangerous 

for democracy: it creates an appetite for outsiders promising to “drain the swamp” 

and an impatience with the compromises of liberal governance. Indeed, the anger 

and disillusionment from the Great Recession directly fueled the success of Donald 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=Their%20sentiment%20reflects%20the%20populism,for%20Democrats%20and%20Republicans%20alike
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=Meanwhile%2C%20a%20new%20generation%20of,Congress%2C%20often%20toppling%20longtime%20incumbents
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Trump’s anti-establishment candidacy in 2016 (as well as insurgent campaigns of 

demagogues in other countries). The crisis taught millions to believe that rules can be 

bent to favor the powerful, so why not support a rule-breaker on your behalf? In 

summary, the 2008 financial collapse shattered public trust and turbocharged anti-

elite, populist sentiment – a breeding ground for authoritarian-style politics. 

The 2016 Election and the Rise of Populist Authoritarianism 

The election of 2016 was a watershed in revealing and accelerating America’s 

democratic vulnerabilities. The campaign itself saw norms flouted at every turn. 

Russian operatives interfered through hack-and-leak operations and online 

propaganda, exploiting societal divisions. More importantly, domestic political 

rhetoric took an authoritarian tone. Donald Trump’s insurgent campaign 

deployed demagogic tactics rarely seen in mainstream U.S. politics: scapegoating 

minority groups (calling Mexican immigrants rapists, proposing a Muslim ban), 

encouraging violence at rallies, attacking the free press as “the enemy of the people,” 

and preemptively casting doubt on any election outcome not in his favor. Trump 

broke with longstanding norms such as releasing tax returns or conceding gracefully. 

When he nonetheless won the presidency (despite losing the popular vote by 3 

million), it signaled that a sizeable portion of the electorate was willing to accept 

an illiberal populist leader and that key guardrails (like responsible media coverage 

and party gatekeeping) had failed. 

  

During Trump’s presidency (2017–2021), many of the trends described earlier 

intensified. Trump governed with open contempt for institutional constraints – firing 

or attacking inspectors general, intelligence officials, judges, and others who 

challenged him. He was famously autocratic in style, once musing “Then, I have an 

Article II, where I have the right to do whatever I want as President,” referring to the 

Constitution
foreignaffairs.com

. While in many cases the courts or civil servants resisted 

unlawful orders, the constant stress test weakened norms. The administration also 

gave encouragement to far-right extremist groups, who perceived some of Trump’s 

comments (like telling the Proud Boys to “stand back and stand by”) as validation. 

According to democratic scholars, the U.S. under Trump began to fulfill criteria of 

an “incipient authoritarian” regime: systematic attempts to intimidate the media, 

politicize law enforcement, undermine independent institutions, and delegitimize the 

opposition. In global indices, America’s ratings declined accordingly
nature.comnature.com

. 

  

However, the most critical turning point came with the aftermath of the 2020 

election. Faced with defeat in his re-election bid, Trump did something 

unprecedented in U.S. history: he refused to concede and instead launched a 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=Democracy%20survived%20Trump%E2%80%99s%20first%20term,acquiesces%20to%20his%20authoritarian%20behavior
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-024-03451-1#:~:text=2017%20%29,28
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-024-03451-1#:~:text=Recent%20years%20have%20also%20been,people%20injured%2C%20and%20billions%20of
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concerted effort to overturn the result. This culminated on January 6, 2021, when a 

violent mob of his supporters stormed the Capitol as Congress met to certify the vote 

count. The January 6 insurrection was a shocking breach of the peaceful transfer of 

power – the cornerstone of American democracy since 1800. Lawmakers cowered in 

hiding as rioters assaulted police and chanted about hanging the Vice President. 

Although the coup attempt failed that day, the event revealed how fragile U.S. 

democratic norms had become. It was a clear warning that the “unthinkable” – a 

violent attempt to overthrow an election – had become thinkable and even supported 

by a faction of the population. 

  

 
Rioters attempt to break into the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021, shattering windows and 
clashing with police. This unprecedented attack on Congress highlighted the fragility of 

America’s peaceful transfer of power and marked a severe escalation in anti-democratic 

action. 

  

In the wake of 2020–21, rather than a moment of national unity against 

authoritarianism, the country remained starkly divided over what had happened. A 

large portion of one political party embraced the “Big Lie” that the election was 

stolen, and efforts to reform election laws in many states were driven by false fraud 

claims. This suggests the U.S. is now in a state of what some experts 

call “competitive authoritarianism.” In such a system, elections still occur and 

opposition can contest power, but the incumbent party routinely “rigs the game” – 
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tilting laws and institutions to entrench their advantage
foreignaffairs.com

. Indeed, since 2010, 

numerous U.S. state legislatures (largely Republican-controlled) have passed laws 

to manipulate electoral rules: imposing stricter voting ID requirements, limiting 

early voting, purging voter rolls, and extreme gerrymandering to entrench minority 

rule
brookings.edubrookings.edu

. These steps, often justified by unfounded claims of fraud, 

systematically make it harder for certain populations to vote and easier for one party 

to win disproportionate power. Taken together, the 2016 election and its aftermath 

exposed how quickly a democracy as old as America’s could teeter toward 

authoritarian practices when confronted with an ambitious populist and a polarized 

society. 

Parallels with Historical Regimes and Lessons 

To better understand America’s trajectory and possible futures, it is instructive to 

compare it with past republics and empires that experienced decline or authoritarian 

takeover. History does not repeat exactly, but it often rhymes. We consider three 

comparisons – the Roman Republic, Weimar Germany, and the British Empire – to 

draw out patterns and warnings relevant to the contemporary United States. 

Lessons from the Fall of the Roman Republic 

The case of ancient Rome looms large in the imagination of America’s founders and 

contemporary analysts alike. The Roman Republic, which lasted nearly 500 years, was 

a direct inspiration for the U.S. Constitution – providing concepts like the Senate, 

checks and balances, and veto powers
time.com

. But Rome’s Republic 

ultimately degenerated into autocracy, collapsing into civil wars and giving rise to 

dictatorial emperors. The Roman parallel is sobering because it shows how a proud 

republic can die not suddenly, but gradually through internal decay. The Founding 

Fathers were acutely aware of this; Benjamin Franklin famously warned that the new 

American republic would endure only “if you can keep it.”
time.com

 

What caused Rome’s republic to fall, and how does it compare to the U.S. today? 

Historians point to a slow erosion of norms and institutions in Rome. Crucially, 

extreme wealth inequality corroded the social fabric. By the 1st century BC, Rome 

had conquered vast territories and wealth, but the riches flowed primarily to a small 

elite, while ordinary Romans’ livelihoods stagnated
time.com

. Efforts at reform – to 

redistribute land or broaden political representation – were continually blocked by 

entrenched elites in the Senate. This created public resentment and made populist 

leaders appealing. A stark example is Tiberius Gracchus, a Roman tribune who in 133 

BC proposed modest land reforms to help the poor. When his initiatives were stymied 

by the aristocracy, Tiberius took the unprecedented step of bypassing normal 

procedures – he mobilized angry crowds, deposed a political opponent, and 

appropriated funds without Senate approval
time.com

. These norm-breaking tactics led 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=But%20authoritarianism%20does%20not%20require,often%20fiercely%20contested%20battles%20in
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=Most%20obviously%2C%20after%20the%202020,and%20there%20are%20serious%20questions
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=,United%20States%20has%20seen%20substantial
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=T%20he%20Roman%20Republic%20inspired,Republic%2C%20if%20you%20can%20keep
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=the%20separation%20of%20powers%2C%20a,%E2%80%9D
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=The%20most%20significant%20danger%20old,created%20by%20proposing%20voting%20reforms
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=and%20crafting%20schemes%20to%20distribute,This


22 
 

to escalation: his opponents responded by literally clubbing Tiberius to death on the 

Senate floor – Rome’s first political murder in centuries
time.com

. As historian Edward J. 

Watts notes, once the taboo against political violence was broken, it “proved useful” 

and was repeated with increasing frequency
time.com

. Over subsequent decades, Rome 

saw a spiral of partisan violence, demagoguery, and civil wars, culminating in 

Julius Caesar’s dictatorship and assassination, and finally the end of the Republic
time.com

. 

The Roman story offers a chilling lesson: great republics often rot from within before 

an authoritarian openly seizes power. The erosion is insidious – a slow crumbling of 

consensus and rules in favor of expediency and force. In Rome, decades of inequality, 

corruption, and governmental paralysis led citizens to embrace strongmen like Caesar 

who promised to “do whatever is necessary” to solve their problems
time.com

. The 

American Republic today shows similar symptoms. Wealth inequality in the U.S. is at 

its highest in living memory, and social mobility has declined. Populist politicians 

exploit the anger this fosters, sometimes openly flaunting their willingness to break 

norms to get things done – much as the Gracchi or later warlords did in Rome. As 

one historian put it, “it may still take decades before citizens turn to men like Tiberius 

Gracchus or Donald Trump” to fix their woes, but eventually frustration reaches a 

breaking point
time.com

. The critical lesson is that a republic’s cultural defenses – its 

respect for law, norms of mutual tolerance, and expectations of fair play – must be 

actively maintained. Rome’s guardrails gave way as each side normalized previously 

unthinkable behaviors to counter the other. The United States must beware a similar 

spiral. No republic is eternal; it survives only so long as citizens and leaders choose to 

uphold democratic norms over short-term factional advantage
time.com

. The Roman 

analogy, therefore, is both a warning and a plea to “keep” the republic by reinforcing 

equality, compromise, and the rule of law before it’s too late. 

 

Echoes of Weimar Germany 

Another frequently evoked historical parallel is Weimar Germany – the ill-fated 

democratic experiment that preceded Hitler’s Third Reich. The Weimar Republic 

(1919–1933) was a democracy born in the aftermath of World War I, plagued by 

crises from the start. Its collapse into Nazi dictatorship is often held up as the 

quintessential case of democratic failure. Observers have noted “striking” similarities 

between the political climate of Weimar and that of the contemporary U.S.
time.com

. In 

both cases, society became deeply fragmented and fearful, with a proliferation of 

conspiracy theories and extremist propaganda. In Weimar, many Germans fell for 

the “Dolchstoss” (stab-in-the-back) myth – a baseless conspiracy that traitorous left-

wing politicians and minorities were to blame for Germany’s WWI defeat
time.com

. 

Analogously, in the U.S., false narratives like the stolen 2020 election or other 

conspiracy-laden culture war panics have gained alarming traction, feeding a sense of 

https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=removed%20a%20magistrate%20from%20office,in%20more%20than%20300%20years
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=Calm%20soon%20returned%20to%20Rome%2C,Romans%20what%20objective%20observers%20could
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=tactics,allowed%20their%20Republic%20to%20die
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=reinforced,warning%3A%20Our%20state%20is%20a
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=The%20ancient%20Roman%20story%20offers,the%20concerns%20of%20their%20voters
https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=may%20still%20take%20decades%20before,Republic%E2%80%94if%20we%20can%20keep%20it
https://time.com/7096342/weimar-germany-us-election-comparisons/#:~:text=about%20immigrants%20and%20natural%20disasters%2C,and%20dread%20among%20some%20citizens
https://time.com/7096342/weimar-germany-us-election-comparisons/#:~:text=At%20the%20root%20of%20the,new%20government%E2%80%99s%20socialists%20and%20liberals
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grievance and betrayal among some Americans
time.com

. In both contexts, democracy’s 

opponents worked to delegitimize legitimate government by claiming it was 

controlled by corrupt or traitorous forces. 

Weimar Germany also suffered from economic and social calamities that undercut 

faith in democracy. Hyperinflation in 1923 wiped out middle-class savings, and the 

Great Depression after 1929 brought mass unemployment – Weimar’s government 

appeared ineffective in the face of these challenges. Similarly, the United States 

endured the Great Recession (as discussed) and, more recently, the economic 

upheaval of the COVID-19 pandemic, which hit lower-income and minority workers 

hardest
fordhamobserver.com

. The pandemic’s crisis, coming on the heels of years of rising 

inequality, added stress to an already polarized society. In Weimar, hardship fueled 

the rise of extremist parties (Communists on the left, Nazis on the right) who 

promised radical fixes. Likewise, in the U.S., the past decades’ inequality and political 

dysfunction have led some voters to embrace extremist movements and candidates 

outside the traditional political norms
fordhamobserver.com

. 

A key feature of Weimar’s downfall was the normalization of political violence and 

paramilitaries. The 1920s saw armed militias like the Nazi Brownshirts and 

Communist Rotfrontkämpfer street-fighting and undermining public order. While the 

U.S. is not at that level, there has been an uptick in violent incidents and militia 

organizing (e.g. the 2020 plot to kidnap Michigan’s governor, or the presence of 

armed far-right groups at protests). In 2020, the U.S. experienced the most significant 

political violence in recent memory with the unrest around racial justice protests and 

the Jan. 6 Capitol attack – prompting comparisons to the unrest of Weimar’s final 

years
fordhamobserver.com

. Analysts noted the presence of right-wing paramilitary 

groups like the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys playing a role akin to Weimar’s 

Freikorps or Sturmabteilung (SA)
fordhamobserver.com

. This is a worrisome parallel: when 

private militias take politics into the streets, it signals that the state’s monopoly on 

force – and thus the rule of law – is eroding. 

Despite these parallels, there are also important differences that provide some 

hope. Weimar Germany was a fledgling democracy with shallow roots – it lasted only 

14 years and never gained the full trust of its populace or elites. The United States, by 

contrast, has a 240-year history of constitutional governance and a much deeper 

democratic culture. As one historian notes, “democracy has much deeper roots in 21st-

century America than it did in Weimar Germany”
foreignpolicy.com

. The U.S. has weathered 

severe crises before (the Civil War, the Great Depression) and maintained its 

constitutional order. Additionally, in Weimar, pro-democratic forces failed to unite 

effectively against the Nazi threat; in today’s America, we do see a broad pro-

democracy coalition emerging across traditional party lines. For example, in 2020 and 

2022, many Republican election officials, judges, and even Trump-appointed officials 

stood up to reject false fraud claims and upheld the rule of law. This cross-

ideological commitment to democracy – from liberals and conservatives alike – is 

https://time.com/7096342/weimar-germany-us-election-comparisons/#:~:text=At%20the%20same%20time%2C%20the,and%20dread%20among%20some%20citizens
https://fordhamobserver.com/60009/opinions/the-collapse-of-american-democracy-will-mirror-the-weimar-republic/#:~:text=match%20at%20L142%20Like%20Weimar,bear%20the%20brunt%20of%20the
https://fordhamobserver.com/60009/opinions/the-collapse-of-american-democracy-will-mirror-the-weimar-republic/#:~:text=Like%20Weimar%20Germany%2C%20the%20United,bear%20the%20brunt%20of%20the
https://fordhamobserver.com/60009/opinions/the-collapse-of-american-democracy-will-mirror-the-weimar-republic/#:~:text=match%20at%20L177%20However%2C%20like,Der%20Stahlhelm%20led%20to%20the
https://fordhamobserver.com/60009/opinions/the-collapse-of-american-democracy-will-mirror-the-weimar-republic/#:~:text=match%20at%20L177%20However%2C%20like,Der%20Stahlhelm%20led%20to%20the
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/02/06/weimars-lessons-for-bidens-america/#:~:text=Weimar%27s%20Lessons%20for%20Biden%27s%20America,was%20the%20first%20highly
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something that was largely absent in Weimar’s final days
time.com

. It suggests the U.S. 

might avert the worst outcomes if enough leaders and citizens prioritize the republic 

over party or persona. 

In conclusion, the Weimar comparison serves as both a warning and a reminder. The 

warning is that even an advanced society with educated citizens can slide into tyranny 

if economic pain, hyper-partisanship, and demagogic propaganda overwhelm its 

institutions. Weimar teaches us how democracy can die from a combination of 

internal weaknesses and external shocks. But the reminder is that America’s longer 

democratic tradition is an asset – one that must be actively leveraged. Unlike Weimar, 

the U.S. still has a chance to mobilize its civil society, invoke its constitutional ideals, 

and isolate the authoritarian elements before they fully capture the state. The lesson 

is to not be complacent: the Weimar Republic’s fate shows that once democracy 

reaches a tipping point of dysfunction and violence, collapse can come “far more 

destructive than anyone could imagine.”
fordhamobserver.com

 The U.S. must act before that 

point to reinforce its democratic norms and resilience. 

 

The British Empire’s Decline and Adaptation 

A different kind of comparison comes from the experience of the British Empire – 

not a collapse into dictatorship, but a rapid loss of global dominance and adjustment 

to a reduced role. In the mid-20th century, Britain saw its centuries-old empire 

dissolve and its status as the world’s foremost power eclipsed by the United States 

and Soviet Union. Some have drawn analogies between Britain’s imperial decline and 

signs of American decline on the world stage. Indeed, Britain’s post-World War II 

trajectory offers lessons about managing decline and the importance of domestic 

renewal. 

At its height in the early 1900s, the British Empire ruled over a quarter of the world’s 

population and prided itself on being a liberal democracy at home. However, the 

two World Wars exhausted Britain economically and militarily. By 1945, Britain was 

heavily indebted and its colonies were agitating for independence. Within a quarter 

century, the empire had largely disintegrated – “the decline of the British Empire took 

less than one generation”, as one analysis notes
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov

. This “shockingly quick 

collapse” of global power is sometimes cited by those who see America’s power wane 

in the 21st century
americanheritage.com

. The Suez Crisis of 1956, where the U.S. and USSR 

forced Britain to back down in Egypt, symbolized the end of British superpower 

status. Britain was replaced on the world stage by the United States – which has now 

itself experienced costly military ventures and faces a rising superpower rival in China. 

The concept of imperial overstretch, coined by Paul Kennedy, applied to Britain and 

arguably now haunts America: Britain’s “military obligations exceeded its 

economic means”, leading to strategic overextension and decline
americanheritage.com

. The 

https://time.com/7096342/weimar-germany-us-election-comparisons/#:~:text=compared%20the%20sense%20of%20crisis,was%20missing%20in%20Weimar%20Germany
https://fordhamobserver.com/60009/opinions/the-collapse-of-american-democracy-will-mirror-the-weimar-republic/#:~:text=with%20factions%20seceding%2C%20the%20military,politicians%20scheming%20their%20next%20moves
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2575706/#:~:text=Empire%20pmc,If%20the%20leadership%20has
https://www.americanheritage.com/are-we-really-going-way-british-empire#:~:text=Those%20who%20believe%20that%20America%E2%80%99s,less%20alarming%20than%20they%20seem
https://www.americanheritage.com/are-we-really-going-way-british-empire#:~:text=to%20ring%20a%20little%20hollow,obligations%20exceeded%20their%20economic%20means
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long wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, for example, cost the U.S. trillions of dollars and 

demonstrated the limits of its power, reminiscent of how maintaining far-flung 

colonies became untenable for the UK. 

One key lesson from Britain is that decline need not equal domestic tyranny. 

Despite losing its empire, Britain did not succumb to authoritarian rule at home – in 

fact, it underwent significant reforms and retained its democracy. The British people 

elected reformist governments (the Labour victory in 1945 led by Clement Attlee) that 

built a welfare state and managed a peaceful transition from empire (albeit with some 

turmoil abroad, but no dictatorship in London). The UK became a more modest social 

democracy, focusing on improving living conditions through measures like the 

National Health Service. This suggests that if the U.S. is indeed facing a relative 

decline in global hegemony, it could similarly choose a path of internal renewal – 

strengthening democracy and social cohesion – rather than chasing authoritarian 

solutions to reclaim past glory. In other words, managing decline through 

reform can avert the far worse path of breakdown or fascism. American leaders 

might learn from Britain’s example that letting go of an unsustainable imperial role 

and investing in the home front (infrastructure, social safety nets, education, etc.) can 

preserve the core values of the nation even as global influence wanes. 

Another British lesson lies in confronting hypocrisy. The British Empire long justified 

itself as a force for civilization and liberty, even as it denied basic rights to millions 

in colonies
thecrimson.comnewyorker.com

. Some historians argue that this imperial arrogance – 

claiming to be a liberal democracy while practicing authoritarian rule overseas – 

undermined Britain’s moral authority and hastened its imperial decline
thecrimson.com

. The 

United States, too, has at times fallen into a similar pattern by preaching democracy 

abroad while tolerating erosion at home. The post-9/11 torture programs, mass 

surveillance, and recent election subversion attempts undermine America’s ability to 

lead by example. The global influence of the U.S. rests in part on its credibility as a 

functioning democracy. If that falters, other powers (notably China) are ready to 

champion authoritarian models. In the late 1940s, Britain helped create a U.S.-led 

international order rather than resist it, ultimately joining alliances like NATO and 

finding a new role (a “special relationship” with the U.S.). Similarly, as the U.S. 

transitions away from unipolar dominance, it might avoid a violent reckoning 

by recommitting to alliances and multilateral cooperation , thus sharing the 

burdens of leadership rather than clinging to an outdated solo supremacy. 

In summary, the British comparison teaches that decline is not linear or fated to end 

in chaos – wise policy and humility can allow a great power to decline gracefully. 

However, it also warns that economic weakness and strategic overreach can rapidly 

change a nation’s fortunes. For the U.S., the British Empire’s fall underscores the 

importance of getting one’s house in order. By strengthening democratic institutions 

and addressing domestic discontent, the U.S. can weather relative decline without 

losing its core identity. Failing that, the vacuum of global leadership and internal strife 

https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2003/4/25/americas-lessons-from-the-legacy-of/#:~:text=Arts%20www,and%20helped%20Britain%20to
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/04/04/the-british-empire-was-much-worse-than-you-realize-caroline-elkinss-legacy-of-violence#:~:text=The%20British%20Empire%20Was%20Much,this%20part%20of%20the%20problem
https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2003/4/25/americas-lessons-from-the-legacy-of/#:~:text=America%27s%20Lessons%20From%20the%20Legacy,and%20helped%20Britain%20to
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could open avenues for more extreme, authoritarian forces (either domestic or 

foreign) to assert themselves. 

Global Context and Conclusion: The Future of American 

Democracy 

The perceived decline or transformation of the United States carries profound 

implications not only domestically but for the global democratic order. For the 

better part of a century, the U.S. has been a symbol – sometimes flawed, sometimes 

hypocritical, yet still influential – of liberal democracy. If the United States were to 

slide fully into authoritarianism, it would represent a seismic geopolitical shift. 

Adversary autocracies and illiberal populists worldwide would be emboldened, while 

democratic allies would be shaken. We have already seen a global “democratic 

recession” underway for over a decade, with many countries turning toward populist 

strongmen. From Hungary’s Viktor Orbán to India’s Narendra Modi to Brazil’s 

flirtation with Bolsonaro, leaders have risen by undermining checks and balances 

while maintaining a veneer of democracy. The U.S. was not immune to this trend, as 

evidenced by its Freedom House score decline and being grouped with backsliding 

democracies
foreignaffairs.com

. If America’s experiment were to outright fail, it could mark an 

end to the liberal international order that emerged after World War II. 

However, history and comparative perspective also remind us that decline is not 

destiny. Corrections are possible. American democracy has faced grave threats 

before – from the Civil War’s sectional division to the 1960s turmoil – and yet it 

managed to renew itself. The current moment is arguably as critical as any in U.S. 

history. The deeper reasons for the authoritarian drift that we examined (political 

polarization, economic inequality, social fragmentation, religious extremism) are not 

intractable. Each can be addressed with concerted effort and leadership. Political 

reforms like expanding voting rights, curbing gerrymandering, and reinforcing the 

independence of the Justice Department can shore up institutional integrity
brookings.edu

brookings.edu
. Economic measures to reduce inequality – fairer taxes, anti-corruption 

efforts, investment in education and jobs – can help rebuild a broad middle class that 

feels invested in democracy. Socially, a renewed commitment to civic education and 

dialogue across differences could slowly rebuild social cohesion. And confronting the 

threat of disinformation (through media literacy and accountability for tech 

platforms) is vital to restore a shared reality. 

From Rome’s collapse we learn the urgency of bolstering norms before crisis hits; 

from Weimar we learn to stand firm against political violence and scapegoating; from 

Britain we learn the value of pragmatic adaptation and reform in the face of change. 

The United States today still possesses strengths: a vibrant if fractious civil society, an 

opposition that has proven it can win elections, and a written Constitution that, if 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=competitive%20authoritarianism%E2%80%94a%20system%20in%20which,But%20the%20system%20is%20not
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=Most%20obviously%2C%20after%20the%202020,and%20there%20are%20serious%20questions
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=,United%20States%20has%20seen%20substantial
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upheld, provides a framework for rights and law. The fact that the 2020 election 

ultimately saw the loser leave office (however reluctantly), and the 2022 midterms 

saw many election-denying candidates defeated, shows that democracy’s antibodies 

are fighting back. As one analyst noted, Americans alarmed by democratic 

erosion “are forging a crucial cross-ideological coalition” – uniting liberals, moderates, 

and even some conservatives in defense of core democratic norms
time.com

. This 

coalition, including figures from both parties, academia, media, and the public, could 

be the nucleus for American democracy’s revival. 

In conclusion, the United States stands at a pivotal moment where it must reckon 

with its internal weaknesses to avoid a slide into authoritarianism. The trends of the 

past few decades – political, economic, social, religious – have indeed set off alarms 

that “the unthinkable” could happen in America. Yet the future is not written. The 

patterns from history are cautionary tales, not absolute prophecies. America’s decline 

or renewal will depend on choices made in the coming years by its leaders and 

citizens. A critical mass must choose democracy – in practice, not just in name – over 

the siren song of authoritarian simplicity. To paraphrase Franklin, it is still a 

republic “if we can keep it.”
time.com

 The world is watching whether the United States can 

learn from history and its own ideals to arrest the authoritarian drift and reinvigorate 

its democracy for future generations. 
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Mindful Resistance to 

Authoritarianism 
 

Many Americans are worried that recent policies and rhetoric feel “authoritarian.” It’s 

natural to feel fear or outrage – but psychologists warn that authoritarians thrive on 

fear and anger. As one analysis notes, “authoritarians commonly rely on fear and 

anger mongering… and on promises of protection, to secure control” 

psychologytoday.com. In other words, reacting in panic or fury can play into their 

hands. The old saying “What you resist, persists” (often attributed to Jung or 

spiritual teachers) reminds us that fixating on an enemy can keep our attention 

locked on the threat. We’ll show how shifting from reactive outrage to clear, 

value-driven action – grounded in mindfulness and community – can weaken 

authoritarian trends rather than strengthen them. 

Why Reactive Resistance Can Backfire 

When people fight oppression from a place of panic or hate, they may 

unintentionally intensify the problem. For example, spreading unverified rumors or 

angrily attacking opponents on social media can amplify mistrust and chaos. Studies 

show that today’s politics often amplify “fear, anger, and hatred” between groups 

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov, which only deepens division and gives demagogues fodder. 

Moreover, movements driven by unchecked anger risk drifting into their own echo 

chambers. Without clarity, protest energy can dissipate in shouting matches or 

become hijacked by extremists – or it can give justification for harder crackdowns by 

those in power. In fact, experts warn that if authoritarian actions go unopposed or are 

met only with hysteria, they can “calcify into permanent changes that render 

meaningful political opposition… difficult if not outright impossible” 

americanprogress.org. 

Instead of feeding a spiral of fear, it helps to step back and ask: What do we truly 

want to build? Authoritarian leaders want us to fixate on worst fears. As one 

commentator puts it, a fundamental question is whether society organizes itself 

around its “brighter hopes for collective welfare, or around its worst fears” 

psychologytoday.com. By framing our response in terms of positive values (justice, 

freedom, community) rather than reactive fury, we reduce the emotional fire that 

authoritarian narratives feed on. 

 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-pathways-of-experience/202409/fear-based-politics-the-psychology-of-authoritarianism#:~:text=,success%20and%20false%20public%20narratives
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10996818/#:~:text=American%20citizens%20have%20shown%20an,regulation%20of%20political%20intergroup%20emotions
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/how-democracies-defend-themselves-against-authoritarianism/#:~:text=neither%20self,to%20dismantle%20it%20from%20within
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-pathways-of-experience/202409/fear-based-politics-the-psychology-of-authoritarianism#:~:text=I%20recall%20Golding%E2%80%99s%20work%20here,But%20which
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Cultivating Clarity and Inner Alignment 

A key to resisting constructively is self-awareness. Practices like meditation, 

journaling, or reflective breathing create a pause between emotion and action. 

Mindfulness exercises, for example, “provide a powerful tool for working with fear, 

anger, and other emotions as they arise,” because they create mental space between 

a feeling and an impulsive reaction nonviolent-conflict.org. In a heated moment, 

pausing even a few breaths can prevent regrettable outbursts (online or in person) 

and allow a calmer, strategic response. 

Equally important is reconnecting with core values. History shows that enduring 

movements often had a spiritual or values-based core: one activist notes that 

successful struggles (Gandhi’s nonviolent satyagraha, MLK’s civil rights movement, 

etc.) were grounded in principles like love and human dignity truthout.org. Today’s 

organizers can follow that example by articulating shared principles (such as 

respect for the rule of law, equality, or nonviolence) and aligning all actions with 

them. For instance, a modern environmental group Peaceful Uprising lists values like 

“respecting the inherent worth of every individual,” “refusing to be obedient to 

injustice,” and “recognizing nonviolence as the most effective means” truthout.org. 

These kinds of clear, positive values guide people to act consistently, rather than 

reacting unpredictably. 

Mindfulness also helps activists avoid replicating the same problems they fight. As 

one organization explains, paying attention inwardly can “align [our] values, 

thinking, and actions,” so that we do not unconsciously adopt the divisive or unjust 

patterns we oppose nonviolent-conflict.org. For example, an activist who is aware of 

their own biases will notice if they start to blame or exclude others. By “creating 

spaces of refuge” (community meditation, prayer meetings, or intentional 

conversations), activists recharge their clarity and stay connected to the “why” behind 

their workstarhawk.org nonviolent-conflict.org. 

Inner alignment strategies: 

• Mindful pauses. When you feel triggered by news or online posts, take a 

moment to breathe, reflect, or step away. This helps stop knee-jerk reactions. 

• Values check-ins. Remind yourself daily why you care about democracy or 

justice. Write down or talk about these core values. Let them guide your tone 

and tactics. 

• Emotional regulation. Notice anger or fear without judgment, but don’t let 

them drive your actions. Practices like meditation, nature walks, or prayer can 

https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=mind%E2%80%99s%20capacity%20to%20attune%20to,react%20impulsively%20so%20that%20we
https://truthout.org/articles/civil-disobedience-is-an-act-of-love-an-interview-with-tim-dechristopher/#:~:text=his%20activism%2C%20not%20a%20new,to%20incorporate%20spiritual%20values%2C%E2%80%9D%20he
https://truthout.org/articles/civil-disobedience-is-an-act-of-love-an-interview-with-tim-dechristopher/#:~:text=Peaceful%20Uprising%2C%20the%20organization%20I,core
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=just%20and%20sustainable%20world,privileged%20groups%E2%80%94can%20shed%20light%20on
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=just%20and%20sustainable%20world,privileged%20groups%E2%80%94can%20shed%20light%20on
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cultivate calm strength. Studies suggest such practices can reduce extreme 

anger or disgust responses to political content nonviolent-conflict.org. 

Building Community and Coalitions 

Authoritarian systems rely on isolation and division. They target groups or 

individuals, making people feel alone and afraid. A key antidote is community. As 

one activist put it, regimes “use alienation as one of their primary weapons” by 

isolating people truthout.org. The remedy is to bind people together: build networks 

of support, ally with like-minded groups, and invest in each other’s well-being. For 

example, holding neighborhood meetings, joining church or civic groups, or even 

creating online forums (with civil discourse rules) can remind everyone that they are 

not alone. When people connect, authoritarian narratives of “us vs. them” lose power. 

 

 

Large crowds of Americans at a peaceful rally emphasize unity and democracy. 

Public gatherings – like rallies, community forums, or cultural events – can be 

powerful ways to notice shared humanity. Together, people can articulate a hopeful 

vision for society (clean air, fair wages, open elections, etc.) rather than just shouting 

“no” to leaders. In fact, experts urge leaders across different parties and issues to 

work together. They call for a kind of “peacebuilding” approach: convene diverse 

https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=mind%E2%80%99s%20capacity%20to%20attune%20to,react%20impulsively%20so%20that%20we
https://truthout.org/articles/civil-disobedience-is-an-act-of-love-an-interview-with-tim-dechristopher/#:~:text=DeChristopher%3A%20Spirituality%20has%20to%20play,reminding%20people%20of%20their%20spiritual
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networks and communities with democracy experts to identify common goals, and 

use a systems perspective to plan strategic actions justsecurity.org. 

For instance, one report suggests that unions, universities, nonprofits, professional 

groups, and others should coordinate a broad “connective infrastructure of 

democratic resistance” americanprogress.org. This means building relationships today 

so that if authoritarian measures escalate, these groups can rapidly mobilize together 

– calling legislators, hosting forums, or launching campaigns that cut across age, race, 

and ideology. Successful examples in recent years include the 2020 election 

mobilization: a huge cross-partisan turnout and organized vote-protection campaign 

helped ensure every vote was counted justsecurity.org. That effort shows the power 

of everyone pitching in using established systems (like campaigning and poll 

monitoring) rather than only protesting angrily. 

Community-building strategies: 

• Join or form cross-issue alliances. Work with groups beyond your usual 

circle. For example, environmentalists, labor activists, and civil rights groups 

can unite around protecting free speech or fair courts, since those issues affect 

all causes. 

• Strengthen local institutions. Support and participate in churches, 

neighborhood associations, mutual aid networks or local news outlets. These 

often become networks of trust and information when national discourse is 

tense. 

• Facilitate constructive dialogue. Host or attend town-hall style meetings 

(even online) where people calmly share concerns. Encourage listening across 

differences. This builds empathy and isolates extremists. 

• Nonviolent discipline. If protesting, plan carefully: train marshals, know your 

rights, and emphasize nonviolence. As one study notes, mindful activists can 

stay composed even under provocation, helping keep protests focused and 

credible nonviolent-conflict.org. 

Practical Civic Engagement 

Mind and spirit are important, but so are concrete actions. Democratic self-

governance offers many tools to push back against authoritarian steps – and using 

them deliberately can be empowering. Importantly, these tactics are purposeful, not 

just reactive. 

https://www.justsecurity.org/79978/combatting-authoritarianism-the-skills-and-infrastructure-needed-to-organize-across-difference/#:~:text=With%20all%20these%20competing%20priorities,this%20look%20like%20in%20practice
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/how-democracies-defend-themselves-against-authoritarianism/#:~:text=When%20institutional%20avenues%20are%20closed,with%20full%20checks%20and%20balances
https://www.justsecurity.org/79978/combatting-authoritarianism-the-skills-and-infrastructure-needed-to-organize-across-difference/#:~:text=Institutions%20are%20made%20up%20of,there%20was%20a%20democratic%20transition
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=mind%E2%80%99s%20capacity%20to%20attune%20to,react%20impulsively%20so%20that%20we
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• Vote and advocate for election integrity. Every election matters. Work to 

ensure voting rights, fair districts, and transparent counts. Volunteer as a poll 

worker or observer. Support organizations that fight voter suppression. By 

reinforcing clean elections, you strengthen an institutional check on power. 

• Contact your representatives (calmly). When a policy seems authoritarian 

(e.g. censoring speech, undermining courts), write or call your local and 

national legislators explaining your concerns. Use facts and values (equality, 

justice) rather than insults. Legislators hear hundreds of angry messages; a 

clear respectful message can have more impact. 

• Engage in local governance. Attend city council or school board meetings. 

These bodies sometimes adopt policies that check or enable higher-level 

orders. You can speak up, propose resolutions supporting democratic norms, 

or run for local office yourself. (Local campaigns are often less polarized and 

more about community solutions.) 

• Support independent media and watchdogs. Authoritarian moves often 

include controlling information. By subscribing to or donating to independent 

news, listening to local community stations, or sharing verified news, you help 

ensure citizens stay informed. When disinformation spreads, counter it with 

reliable sources and patience. 

• Use the law. If rights are threatened, legal action can block bad policies. 

Support or volunteer with civil liberties organizations that can sue or file 

complaints (e.g. ACLU or local law clinics). Court challenges have historically 

stopped or delayed overreaching laws. 

In all these actions, keep tone and focus positive. Emphasize what you stand for (e.g. 

“We support a free press so people can stay informed,” or “We want everyone’s vote 

counted equally”). This avoids validating the fear narrative. For example, instead of 

shouting “down with tyranny,” you might say “We believe in elected representation 

under the law.” Studies suggest that framing issues in terms of shared values (rather 

than attacking an out-group) can actually reduce polarization 

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.govpsychologytoday.com. 

Examples and Takeaways 

• Nonviolent discipline has worked before. Look at movements like the 1960s 

civil rights struggle: activists trained in careful nonviolent resistance and 

grounded themselves in the value of loving their opponent’s humanity. Their 

strategic moral stance gained broad support. Today’s activists can similarly 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10996818/#:~:text=American%20citizens%20have%20shown%20an,regulation%20of%20political%20intergroup%20emotions
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-pathways-of-experience/202409/fear-based-politics-the-psychology-of-authoritarianism#:~:text=I%20recall%20Golding%E2%80%99s%20work%20here,But%20which
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train (for instance, taking nonviolent protest workshops) and stay steady 

under pressure nonviolent-conflict.org. 

• Focus on building, not just tearing down. If you see an authoritarian policy, 

think: how can we create a strong alternative? For example, if a law tightens 

internet control, activists might simultaneously work on building decentralized 

information platforms or secure communication channels. This mirrors the 

principle: instead of fixating solely on fighting the new censorship law, also 

invest energy into positive solutions that embody free speech. 

• Keep personal balance. Burnout and despair play into authoritarian narratives 

too. Take care of your mental health: meditate, exercise, connect with loved 

ones. A clear mind makes clearer strategies. The goal is sustainable resistance, 

not just a moment of catharsis. 

• Unity across differences. Remember that even within a divided society, most 

people care about family, security, and dignity. Talk with neighbors or 

colleagues who have different views, listening first and finding common 

ground. Personal connections remind us that “the people” aren’t far apart at 

heart. 

In short, wakeful action grounded in values and solidarity is the antidote to fear-

driven chaos. As one guide advises, use a systems lens and shared goals to strategize 

– bringing together all sectors of society so “the connective infrastructure of 

democratic resistance” is ready when needed americanprogress.orgjustsecurity.org. 

By responding with calm determination and positive vision, Americans can push back 

against authoritarian impulses effectively. We may resist laws or orders we see as 

unjust – but always with our eyes on the world we want to create, not just on the world 

we oppose. 

Key Takeaways: Stay calm and clear; practice mindfulness or reflection. Build and 

nourish communities of support. Use democratic tools (voting, petitions, dialogue) 

proactively. Frame your activism around shared values. In doing so, fear loses its 

power, and real democratic change becomes possible. 

Sources: Psychological and political science studies support these ideas 

psychologytoday.compmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.govnonviolent-

conflict.orgjustsecurity.orgamericanprogress.org, as do insights from historic and 

modern activists truthout.orgtruthout.orgnonviolent-conflict.org. Each suggests that 

mindful, values-aligned action – rather than reactive outrage – opens the path to 

preserving democracy. 

 

 

https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=mind%E2%80%99s%20capacity%20to%20attune%20to,react%20impulsively%20so%20that%20we
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/how-democracies-defend-themselves-against-authoritarianism/#:~:text=When%20institutional%20avenues%20are%20closed,with%20full%20checks%20and%20balances
https://www.justsecurity.org/79978/combatting-authoritarianism-the-skills-and-infrastructure-needed-to-organize-across-difference/#:~:text=With%20all%20these%20competing%20priorities,this%20look%20like%20in%20practice
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-pathways-of-experience/202409/fear-based-politics-the-psychology-of-authoritarianism#:~:text=,success%20and%20false%20public%20narratives
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10996818/#:~:text=American%20citizens%20have%20shown%20an,regulation%20of%20political%20intergroup%20emotions
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=mind%E2%80%99s%20capacity%20to%20attune%20to,react%20impulsively%20so%20that%20we
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=mind%E2%80%99s%20capacity%20to%20attune%20to,react%20impulsively%20so%20that%20we
https://www.justsecurity.org/79978/combatting-authoritarianism-the-skills-and-infrastructure-needed-to-organize-across-difference/#:~:text=With%20all%20these%20competing%20priorities,this%20look%20like%20in%20practice
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/how-democracies-defend-themselves-against-authoritarianism/#:~:text=When%20institutional%20avenues%20are%20closed,with%20full%20checks%20and%20balances
https://truthout.org/articles/civil-disobedience-is-an-act-of-love-an-interview-with-tim-dechristopher/#:~:text=his%20activism%2C%20not%20a%20new,to%20incorporate%20spiritual%20values%2C%E2%80%9D%20he
https://truthout.org/articles/civil-disobedience-is-an-act-of-love-an-interview-with-tim-dechristopher/#:~:text=their%20spirit,reminding%20people%20of%20their%20spiritual
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog_post/mindful-activism-power-mindfulness-streets/#:~:text=just%20and%20sustainable%20world,privileged%20groups%E2%80%94can%20shed%20light%20on
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Mini-Manifesto: Soulful Resistance for a Democratic 

Future 

We believe that democracy cannot survive on fear, hate, or division — it must be 

rebuilt on courage, compassion, and clarity. 

We choose not to meet authoritarianism with reactive anger, but with grounded 

awareness, unshakable values, and shared purpose. 

We gather in homes, communities, town halls, and online forums — not only to resist 

what is wrong, but to co-create what is right. 

We will: 

• Stand up for truth, even when lies are louder. 

• Defend the rights of all people, even those we disagree with. 

• Refuse to be manipulated by fear. 

• Remain nonviolent, even under threat. 

• Organize from the inside out — aligning our actions with our deepest values. 

We resist not with rage but with vision. 

We respond not with panic but with purpose. 

We reclaim our country not through domination, but through shared humanity. 

   "In the face of darkness, we become the light." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



35 
 

Defeating Authoritarian Regimes 

Through Civil Resistance: Global 

Case Studies and Strategies 
 

Introduction 

Civil resistance – the use of nonviolent protests, strikes, and other forms of collective 

action – has proven to be a powerful force in challenging and even toppling 

authoritarian regimes. Research by scholars at Harvard Kennedy School and 

elsewhere has shown that nonviolent movements often achieve remarkable success. 

In fact, campaigns of civil resistance are roughly twice as likely to succeed as armed 

insurgencies in achieving their goals
hks.harvard.edu

. History is replete with examples on 

nearly every continent where determined popular movements have dismantled 

dictatorships or military regimes without resorting to warfare. Not only have these 

movements ousted entrenched autocrats, they have frequently paved the way for 

democratic transitions. Erica Chenoweth, a Harvard Kennedy School researcher, found 

that countries where resistance campaigns remained nonviolent were far more likely 

to transition to democracy compared to those where opposition turned to violence
hks.harvard.edu

. 

A striking insight from recent scholarship is the “3.5% rule,” which quantifies the 

critical mass needed for success. Chenoweth and colleagues analyzed hundreds of 

campaigns from 1900-2006 and observed that no government has survived a 

challenge in which at least 3.5% of the population mobilized in sustained 

protest
hks.harvard.educommonslibrary.org

. In other words, when even a relatively small fraction of 

citizens (often just a few million people in larger countries) actively participates in a 

resistance movement, the movement has never failed to bring about some form of 

change in regime
hks.harvard.edu

. This finding underscores the power of mass participation: 

when enough ordinary people withdraw their consent and cooperation from an 

authoritarian system, that system becomes unsustainable. As we will see in the case 

studies below, movements that reached this critical mass – from Eastern Europe to 

Asia – were uniformly successful in forcing political change
hks.harvard.edu

. 

In this report, we survey several case studies of civil resistance movements across 

different regions and time periods that successfully defeated authoritarian regimes. 

We then examine the key strategies and methods that made these movements 

effective – including a commitment to nonviolent action, savvy use of digital tools, 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=Research%20featuring%20Carr%20Center%27s%20Erica,Chenoweth
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=Countries%20where%20resistance%20campaigns%20were,Africa%20that%20was%20suppressed%20by
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=Research%20featuring%20Carr%20Center%27s%20Erica,Chenoweth
https://commonslibrary.org/social-movements-and-the-misuse-of-research-extinction-rebellion-and-the-3-5-rule/#:~:text=This%20article%20explores%20XR%E2%80%99s%20use,to%20the%20liberal%20democratic%20context
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=Research%20featuring%20Carr%20Center%27s%20Erica,Chenoweth
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=Chenoweth%20and%20Stephan%20collected%20their,the%20population%20were%20uniformly%20successful
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and the leveraging of international solidarity and pressure. Finally, we analyze why 

achieving broad-based participation (such as that 3.5% of the population threshold) 

dramatically increases a movement’s chances of victory, drawing on the work of Erica 

Chenoweth and others. Throughout, examples from around the world – Eastern 

Europe, Latin America, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa – will illustrate these 

concepts. Tables are included to compare cases and highlight strategic 

commonalities. 

Case Studies of Successful Civil Resistance 

Movements 

To understand how civil resistance can topple tyrannies, it is instructive to look at 

prominent examples. The table below summarizes a selection of successful 

movements from different regions and eras, followed by additional details for each 

region: 

Region 

Country 

(Year) 

Authoritarian 

Regime Movement & Key Tactics Outcome 

Eastern 

Europe 

Poland 

(1980ï1989) 

Communist one-

party rule 

(Jaruzelski regime) 

Solidarity movement – labor strikes, 

underground organizing, broad anti-

communist coalitionnonviolent-conflict.org 

Negotiated transition; 

free elections in 1989 

end communist rule

nonviolent-conflict.org. 

Latin 

America 

Chile 

(1983ï1988) 

Military 

dictatorship (Gen. 

Pinochet) 

Nationwide protests, labor strikes, 

church-led advocacy, “No” 

plebiscite campaign with creative 

medianonviolent-conflict.org 

Dictator voted out in 

1988 plebiscite; 

Pinochet steps down, 

democracy restored

nonviolent-conflict.org. 

Asia 

Philippines 

(1986) 

Personalist 

dictatorship (F. 

Marcos) 

“People Power” Revolution – 

millions in street protests, prayer 

vigils, support from Catholic Church
hks.harvard.edu 

Regime overthrow in 4 

days; Marcos flees into 

exilehks.harvard.edu. 

Middle 

East/N. 

Africa 

Tunisia 

(2010ï2011) 

Long-term 

authoritarian 

president (Z. Ben 

Ali) 

Jasmine Revolution – spontaneous 

mass protests, youth-led digital 

activism (Facebook/Twitter), trade 

union (UGTT) strikesharvest.usask.ca

aljazeera.com 

President Ben Ali 

ousted after 23 years in 

power; transition to 

democracy begins

harvest.usask.ca. 

Africa 

Sudan 

(2018ï2019) 

Military-Islamist 

autocracy (O. 

Bashir) 

Nationwide demonstrations, sit-ins 

(e.g. mass sit-in in Khartoum), 

women and youth leadership, 

professional association coalition; 

pressure on army 

Army removes 

Bashir after 30 years; 

power-sharing deal 

with civilians follows

freedomhouse.org. 

https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/polands-solidarity-movement-1980-1989/#:~:text=establishment%20of%20the%20Solidarno%C5%9B%C4%87%20,transition%20ushered%20Poland%20onto%20the
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/polands-solidarity-movement-1980-1989/#:~:text=establishment%20of%20the%20Solidarno%C5%9B%C4%87%20,transition%20ushered%20Poland%20onto%20the
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/chile-struggle-military-dictator-1985-1988/#:~:text=A%20grassroots%20nonviolent%20movement%20mobilized,democratic%20institutions%20have%20grown%20and
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/chile-struggle-military-dictator-1985-1988/#:~:text=A%20grassroots%20nonviolent%20movement%20mobilized,democratic%20institutions%20have%20grown%20and
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=,folded%20on%20the%20fourth%20day
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=,folded%20on%20the%20fourth%20day
https://harvest.usask.ca/items/50d45957-313c-4031-946b-5421988d2b21#:~:text=Beginning%20in%20December%202010%2C%20Tunisian,the%20framework%20of%20civil%20resistance
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2011/1/17/tunisia-a-media-led-revolution#:~:text=Will%20the%20January%202011%20social,driven%20by%20social%20networking%20sites
https://harvest.usask.ca/items/50d45957-313c-4031-946b-5421988d2b21#:~:text=Beginning%20in%20December%202010%2C%20Tunisian,the%20framework%20of%20civil%20resistance
https://freedomhouse.org/report/special-report/2022/civic-mobilizations-authoritarian-contexts/Sudan-summary#:~:text=36


37 
 

Eastern Europe: Toppling Communist and Post-Communist 

Dictatorships 

Eastern Europe provides some of the most dramatic examples of nonviolent people-

power dismantling authoritarian regimes. In the 1980s, a wave of mostly peaceful 

revolutions swept the Eastern Bloc, bringing down one-party communist 

governments that had ruled for decades. This “Autumn of Nations” in 1989 saw mass 

protests in Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, and beyond, culminating in the 

collapse of Soviet-backed regimes within months
miamioh.edu

. Notably, Poland’s Solidarity 

movement – a trade-union-led underground opposition – had been organizing 

strikes and civil resistance since 1980, weathering martial law and repression, until it 

forced the regime to negotiate free elections in 1989. Solidarity’s broad coalition 

(workers, intellectuals, church) and strict nonviolent discipline were crucial to its 

success, resulting in a peaceful transfer of power and Poland’s transition to 

democracy
nonviolent-conflict.org

. In East Germany, weekly prayer meetings and 

demonstrations in Leipzig grew into huge rallies by late 1989; the regime’s decision 

not to fire on protesters led to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of Communist 

rule. Similarly, Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution of November 1989 saw students 

and civic activists lead strikes and rallies that ousted the communist leadership in just 

10 days, without a shot fired. 

After the Cold War, Eastern Europe continued to see dictators fall to civil resistance. 

One example is Serbia in 2000, where Slobodan Milošević – who had ruled through 

nationalism and repression throughout the 1990s – was defeated by a student-led 

movement named Otpor! (“Resistance”). Otpor used creative nonviolent 

tactics (humorous protests, rock concerts, street theater) to galvanize public 

discontent, and built a broad coalition demanding free elections. After Milošević tried 

to falsify election results, massive demonstrations and strikes erupted. Protesters 

poured into Belgrade on October 5, 2000, even driving bulldozers through police 

barricades – an event dubbed the “Bulldozer Revolution.” Crucially, the security forces 

refused to massacre the crowds; many police and army members stood down or even 

joined the protesters. Within days, Milošević conceded. In the aftermath, the 

opposition coalition won power and Serbia was restored to democracy after years 

of conflict
nonviolent-conflict.org

. The Serbian case also had an international ripple effect: 

Otpor’s leaders went on to train activists in other countries, spreading techniques of 

nonviolent resistance. 

Another post-communist example is Georgia’s Rose Revolution (2003). After a 

fraudulent election, tens of thousands of Georgians led by young activists flooded the 

streets of Tbilisi carrying roses as symbols of peace. President Eduard Shevardnadze, 

an old Soviet-era ruler, faced unrelenting but peaceful protests. In a famous scene, 

demonstrators stormed the parliament with roses in hand, not weapons
hks.harvard.edu

. 

The pressure forced Shevardnadze to resign, ushering in new elections. Georgia’s 

https://miamioh.edu/cas/centers-institutes/havighurst-center/additional-resources/havighurst-special-programming/1989-revolutions/index.html#:~:text=Nations%2C,the%20end
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/polands-solidarity-movement-1980-1989/#:~:text=establishment%20of%20the%20Solidarno%C5%9B%C4%87%20,transition%20ushered%20Poland%20onto%20the
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/otpor-struggle-democracy-serbia-1998-2000/#:~:text=When%20a%20group%20of%20students,torn%20country
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=regime%20folded%20on%20the%20fourth,day
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revolution, like Serbia’s, was part of the early 2000s wave of “Color Revolutions,” in 

which civic movements across the former Soviet sphere (including Ukraine’s Orange 

Revolution in 2004) challenged authoritarian practices largely through mass 

demonstrations and civil disobedience. 

Key lessons from Eastern Europe: Whether in the 1980s or 2000s, these movements 

succeeded through broad unity (across workers, students, religious groups, 

opposition parties), strategic nonviolence, and refusal of security forces to prop up the 

regime via deadly force. Once a significant portion of society visibly withdrew its 

consent – packing city squares and going on strike – regimes discovered they could 

no longer govern effectively or retain loyalty. In many cases, leaders opted to 

negotiate or flee rather than order mass atrocities, leading to relatively peaceful 

transitions. 

 

Latin America: From Military Rule to Democracy 

Latin America’s transitions from dictatorship in the 1980s and 1990s were also 

propelled in part by civil resistance. While some regimes were removed due to 

economic collapse or armed insurgency, many saw extensive popular protests and 

civic pressure that forced dictators to open up. One iconic case is Chile’s struggle 

against General Augusto Pinochet. Pinochet seized power in 1973 through a coup 

and ruled with brutal force for 17 years. By the mid-1980s, however, Chileans from 

various walks of life – workers, students, Catholic Church groups, opposition parties – 

began organizing bold acts of resistance. Starting in 1983, labor unions led by copper 

miners launched periodic national “Days of Protest,” which saw citizens banging pots 

and pans (cacerolazo protests), slowing down traffic, staying home from work, and 

other acts of civil disobedience
nonviolent-conflict.org

. These decentralized, low-risk actions 

helped people overcome fear and demonstrated growing dissent even amid 

repression
nonviolent-conflict.org

. As momentum built, an alliance of opposition groups 

mounted a campaign to defeat Pinochet in a 1988 national plebiscite (a yes-or-no 

vote on extending his rule). Using creative media – including an upbeat “No” TV 

advertising campaign – and massive voter registration drives, the opposition 

galvanized Chileans to vote “No” despite the regime’s intimidation. Grassroots 

organizing in labor unions, universities, and churches mobilized citizens across 

the country
nonviolent-conflict.org

. The result was a stunning victory: nearly 56% voted against 

Pinochet, and he was forced to accept the verdict of the people and step down from 

the presidency
nonviolent-conflict.org

. Chile then began a transition to democracy. This 

outcome was achieved without a civil war – a testament to the power of 

coordinated nonviolent action and electoral strategy, even under a harsh dictatorship. 

  

https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/chile-struggle-military-dictator-1985-1988/#:~:text=Responding%20to%20an%20economic%20crisis,slowly%2C%20turn%20lights%20off%20and
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/chile-struggle-military-dictator-1985-1988/#:~:text=more%20visible,of%20confidence%20among%20the%20opposition
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/chile-struggle-military-dictator-1985-1988/#:~:text=A%20grassroots%20nonviolent%20movement%20mobilized,democratic%20institutions%20have%20grown%20and
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/chile-struggle-military-dictator-1985-1988/#:~:text=After%20nationwide%20mobilization%20of%20voters%2C,democratic%20institutions%20have%20grown%20and
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Other Latin American dictatorships also faced people-power uprisings. In Brazil, 

during the early 1980s, the Diretas Já (“Direct Elections Now”) movement brought 

hundreds of thousands into the streets demanding an end to military rule – 

pressuring the regime to eventually allow a democratic opening. In Argentina, public 

outrage and protests (such as the courageous marches of the Mothers of the Plaza de 

Mayo, who demanded accountability for the “disappeared”) delegitimized the ruling 

junta, which fell in 1983 after its disastrous war in the Falklands/Malvinas. Throughout 

the region, broad civic coalitions often involving labor unions, human rights groups, 

students and faith communities pressed relentlessly for change. International 

solidarity bolstered these efforts as well – for instance, the exposure of human rights 

abuses by groups like Amnesty International and pressure from foreign governments 

made it harder for regimes to continue repression without cost. 

  

Key lessons from Latin America: Nonviolent resistance in Latin America frequently 

took the form of persistent protests, general strikes, and electoral pressure. Even 

where dictators tried to co-opt or divide the opposition, the coming together of 

diverse forces (for example, Chile’s unification of secular opposition parties with the 

Catholic Church and grassroots organizations) proved decisive. These movements 

also innovated under repression – using tactics from neighborhood pot-banging 

protests to creative media and cultural resistance – to undermine authoritarian 

control and embolden the public. By making regimes answer to the people in 

referendums or negotiations, Latin American civil resistance helped bring about the 

end of an era of widespread military dictatorship. 

 

Asia: People Power Movements in the Philippines and Beyond 

Asia has witnessed several high-profile people power movements that unseated 

long-ruling strongmen. The Philippines’ “People Power” Revolution of 1986 is 

perhaps the most famous. After 20 years of authoritarian rule marked by martial law 

and corruption, President Ferdinand Marcos faced mounting discontent. When 

Marcos brazenly claimed victory in a snapped 1986 election marred by fraud, Filipinos 

responded with outrage. Nearly two million citizens swarmed Manila’s Epifanio 

de los Santos Avenue (EDSA) in late February 1986, rallying to demand Marcos 

resign
hrf.orghrf.org

. For four days, masses of ordinary Filipinos – priests and nuns, workers, 

students, entire families – occupied the streets in peaceful protest and prayer, even as 

tanks surrounded them. Crucially, the protest movement had the backing of the 

influential Catholic Church (led by Cardinal Sin) and was broadcast by rebel media 

outlets. In a remarkable turn, segments of the military, including Defense Minister 

Juan Ponce Enrile and the Armed Forces vice chief Fidel Ramos, defected from 

Marcos and aligned with the people. Confronted by a sea of nonviolent 

https://hrf.org/latest/the-legacy-of-the-edsa-people-power-revolution/#:~:text=That%20can%20be%20seen%20in,demand%20that%20democracy%20be%20restored
https://hrf.org/latest/the-legacy-of-the-edsa-people-power-revolution/#:~:text=in%201986%20that%20nearly%20two,demand%20that%20democracy%20be%20restored
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demonstrators and lacking full military support, the Marcos regime collapsed in a 

matter of days. On February 25, 1986, Ferdinand Marcos fled into exile, and 

democracy was nominally restored under Corazon Aquino
hks.harvard.edu

. The Philippine 

People Power movement showed the world that a unified, disciplined populace could 

oust a dictator without resorting to armed rebellion – inspiring pro-democracy 

activists globally. 

In South Korea, a powerful example of civil resistance came in 1987. Decades of 

military-backed dictatorship led to growing public demand for democracy. When the 

regime of General Chun Doo-hwan tried to perpetuate itself by hand-picking a 

successor and refusing democratic reforms, Koreans erupted in protest. During June 

1987, millions of South Koreans took to the streets in cities nationwide, chanting 

for free elections and an end to martial law
8964museum.com

. Middle-class citizens, students, 

and opposition politicians joined in unprecedented numbers. After weeks of 

escalating demonstrations – known as the June Democracy Movement – the pressure 

became irresistible. On June 29, 1987, Chun’s ruling party conceded, with his chosen 

successor announcing the adoption of a new democratic constitution and the holding 

of direct presidential elections
8964museum.com

. This was a nonviolent revolution in effect: 

the people’s relentless yet peaceful pressure forced the regime to back down and 

ushered in South Korea’s transition to democracy. Notably, the South Korean protests 

succeeded where an earlier 1980 uprising (the Gwangju Uprising) had been brutally 

crushed, underscoring how timing, broad participation, and some restraint by security 

forces can change the outcome. 

Indonesia in 1998 offers another instance. After the Asian financial crisis hit, long-

standing grievances against President Suharto’s 32-year authoritarian rule boiled 

over. Students led huge demonstrations in Jakarta calling for Suharto’s resignation, 

and when soldiers killed student protesters, public anger only grew. Eventually, even 

Suharto’s allies withdrew support. Faced with nationwide unrest and economic 

paralysis, Suharto resigned in May 1998, marking the end of one of Asia’s most 

enduring dictatorships. Although there was sporadic rioting, the core movement was 

a civilian protest that achieved its aim without a civil war. 

Key lessons from Asia: These movements – from the Philippines to South Korea to 

Indonesia – highlight the importance of mass mobilization cutting across societal 

divisions. In each case, millions of people (well over the 3.5% population threshold) 

turned out. This critical mass created situations where the regime’s pillars of support 

(especially the military) began to fracture. Nonviolent discipline was also key; 

protesters often brought flowers, prayed, or used symbols of peace, reinforcing their 

moral high ground. Moreover, Asian people power demonstrations often unfolded in 

front of the world’s eyes via television – global media coverage amplified their impact 

and put pressure on regimes not to resort to massacres. Ultimately, by denying 

authoritarian rulers the cooperation of the governed on a huge scale, these 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=,folded%20on%20the%20fourth%20day
https://8964museum.com/time/en/t-b09-001/#:~:text=From%20June%2010th%20to%20the,hwan%27s%20military%20dictatorship
https://8964museum.com/time/en/t-b09-001/#:~:text=Under%20the%20tidal%20wave%20of,president%20of%20the%20Republic%20of
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movements forced dictators into a corner where exit (resignation or exile) became the 

only viable option. 

 

Middle East and North Africa: The Arab Spring and Beyond 

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has experienced both dramatic 

successes and harsh setbacks in civil resistance. The Arab Spring of 2011 in 

particular saw an unprecedented surge of people power against autocracy. The spark 

was lit in Tunisia, where decades of frustration under President Zine El Abidine Ben 

Ali’s police state exploded after a street vendor’s self-immolation in December 2010. 

Protests against corruption, unemployment, and repression spread rapidly, first in 

provincial towns and then in the capital, Tunis. Despite attempts at violent 

crackdowns, the protesters remained overwhelmingly nonviolent – they marched, 

chanted, and documented events on social media. Digital activism played a pivotal 

role: Tunisian bloggers and youth used Facebook and Twitter to share videos of 

demonstrations and police abuses, bypassing state media. This online dissemination 

helped galvanize more support and drew international attention. As one analysis 

noted at the time, bloggers and online activists helped force President Ben Ali to 

flee the country by January 14, 2011
aljazeera.com

. The army in Tunisia ultimately refused 

to shoot en masse at the demonstrators, and Ben Ali, losing his grip, escaped into 

exile. The victory in Tunisia – a comparatively peaceful revolution driven by social 

networking sites and grassroots action – marked the first ever ouster of an Arab 

dictator by popular revolt in the modern era
aljazeera.com

. It triggered hope for democratic 

change and indeed led to a transition process that, for a time, made Tunisia the only 

Arab Spring country to establish a democracy. 

Tunisia’s success quickly inspired Egypt, the most populous Arab nation, to follow 

suit. On January 25, 2011, Egyptians launched nationwide protests against President 

Hosni Mubarak’s 30-year authoritarian rule. Centered in Cairo’s Tahrir Square, the 

protests swelled over 18 days into the largest demonstrations in Egypt’s modern 

history. Egyptians from all walks of life – Muslims and Christians, rich and poor – 

sustained sit-ins and marches despite waves of arrests and occasional violence from 

pro-regime thugs. Once again, social media helped organizers coordinate and 

expose the regime’s tactics, and satellite channels like Al Jazeera broadcast the events 

live across the globe. By February 11, 2011, the pressure was unstoppable: the 

military stepped in and compelled Mubarak to resign. Elation filled the streets of 

Cairo as Egyptians celebrated the end of Mubarak’s rule after just 18 days of mass 

civil resistance
aljazeera.com

. While Egypt’s democratic experiment later faltered, the 2011 

uprising demonstrated the potential of unified, nonviolent pressure to bring down a 

dictator. Observers noted that social media was “instrumental in the success of the 

anti-government protests that led to the resignation of [Egypt’s] dictatorial leader”
ijoc.org

. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2011/1/17/tunisia-a-media-led-revolution#:~:text=Will%20the%20January%202011%20social,driven%20by%20social%20networking%20sites
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2011/1/17/tunisia-a-media-led-revolution#:~:text=Will%20the%20January%202011%20social,driven%20by%20social%20networking%20sites
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2021/2/11/this-is-our-country-remembering-the-day-hosni-mubarak-resigned#:~:text=On%20February%2011%2C%202011%2C%20after,filled%20the%20streets%20of%20Egypt
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/1242#:~:text=social%20media%20in%20the%202011,organization%20of%20contemporary%20social%20movements
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Beyond Tunisia and Egypt, the Arab Spring saw civil resistance surges in countries like 

Bahrain, Yemen, Syria, and Libya, though those did not have the same immediate 

success (some turned into tragic wars). However, a second wave of nonviolent 

uprisings in the MENA region later in the decade did score victories. One notable 

case is Sudan in 2019. Starting in December 2018, Sudanese fed up with soaring 

prices and 30 years of oppression under President Omar al-Bashir began protesting in 

towns and cities. Women and young people were at the forefront of what grew into 

the largest mass movement in Sudan’s history. They organized through 

neighborhood committees and professional associations, maintaining nonviolent 

discipline even as security forces occasionally fired on crowds. By April 2019, months 

of nationwide demonstrations and strikes had made Bashir’s position untenable
freedomhouse.org

. In a last resort to stabilize the country, the Sudanese military **deposed 

Bashir in a coup d’état – but only after massive civilian pressure forced their hand
freedomhouse.org

. Bashir’s fall was followed by negotiations in which protest leaders secured 

a civilian-military power-sharing agreement (though Sudan’s transition remains 

fragile). Sudan’s revolution echoed two earlier people’s uprisings in its history (1964 

and 1985), showing a long tradition of Sudanese using nonviolent mass action to 

topple dictators. 

  

Key lessons from MENA: The successful cases in this region highlight the 

importance of digital activism, the contagion effect of people power (one success 

inspiring another), and the role of the army’s stance. Protesters skilfully used social 

media to organize and to win the narrative globally – Tunisia and Egypt were often 

dubbed “Facebook revolutions” in recognition of this new tool. International solidarity 

was evident as well: Egyptians in the diaspora and global civil society put pressure on 

regimes and provided support (for example, tech support to keep protesters online 

when governments tried to shut down the internet). Another factor was that in cases 

like Tunisia and Egypt, the military ultimately refused orders to massacre and instead 

facilitated a change in leadership – a reminder that winning over or neutralizing the 

security forces is critical. When nonviolent movements can create splits within a 

regime’s pillars (as happened when the Tunisian and Egyptian armies sympathized 

with a largely peaceful popular movement), the fall of the dictator can come swiftly. 

 

 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/special-report/2022/civic-mobilizations-authoritarian-contexts/Sudan-summary#:~:text=36
https://freedomhouse.org/report/special-report/2022/civic-mobilizations-authoritarian-contexts/Sudan-summary#:~:text=36
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Key Strategies and Methods of Successful 

Movements 

Despite differences in context, successful civil resistance movements against 

authoritarian regimes tend to rely on a common toolkit of strategies and methods. 

These include maintaining nonviolent discipline, mobilizing a wide cross-section of 

society, leveraging communications technology, and garnering outside support. 

Below, we outline some of the key strategies and how they have been applied in 

various movements: 

 

1. Nonviolent Discipline and Diverse Tactics 

A commitment to nonviolent action is the defining feature of these movements and a 

source of their strength. By eschewing armed struggle, civil resistance campaigns can 

attract far greater numbers of participants – including women, children, the elderly, 

and others who would not take up arms – thus expanding the movement’s size and 

diversity. Nonviolent movements also impose a dilemma on authoritarian rulers: if 

a regime cracks down violently on peaceful protesters, it often backfires by eroding 

the regime’s domestic and international legitimacy, and even triggering more public 

outrage. On the other hand, if the regime tolerates the protests, the movement gains 

space to grow. Either way, the regime’s usual tools of control are less effective. This 

partially explains why, historically, every campaign that mobilized at least 3.5% of 

the population and maintained nonviolent discipline was successful in forcing 

political change (typically regime change)
commonslibrary.org

. 

  

Successful movements practice nonviolent discipline even under provocation, and 

they employ a creative variety of tactics beyond just street rallies. As Chenoweth 

and Stephan’s research notes, campaigns that innovate with numerous methods 

(strikes, boycotts, sit-ins, stay-at-home protests, humor and satire, parallel 

institutions, etc.) are harder to suppress
hks.harvard.edu

. For example, Poland’s Solidarity not 

only organized strikes but also ran underground schools, newspapers, and cultural 

events, creating an alternative society that the regime could not fully control
hks.harvard.edu

. 

In Chile, when direct protests were too dangerous, opponents of Pinochet found 

ingenious ways to signal dissent, like the nighttime pot-banging protests or a 

national “flash mob” style slowdown of traffic
nonviolent-conflict.org

. In Morocco during the 

Arab Spring, activists dyed stray cats in the colors of the national flag and released 

them in the streets as a whimsical protest – injecting humor to undercut the regime’s 

aura of control
hks.harvard.edu

. Such imaginative tactics keep people engaged and can 

undermine the fear that sustains authoritarian rule. 

https://commonslibrary.org/social-movements-and-the-misuse-of-research-extinction-rebellion-and-the-3-5-rule/#:~:text=This%20article%20explores%20XR%E2%80%99s%20use,to%20the%20liberal%20democratic%20context
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=The%20key%20ingredients%20of%20a,movement%2C%20the%20researchers%20found%2C%20are
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=,%E2%80%9D
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/chile-struggle-military-dictator-1985-1988/#:~:text=more%20visible,of%20confidence%20among%20the%20opposition
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=can%20make%20or%20break%20a,resistance%20movement
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Just as important is training participants to resist provocations to violence. 

Movements often emphasize discipline – no stones thrown, no retaliation against 

police – even if infiltrators try to spark riots. This discipline helped movements like 

Serbia’s Otpor gain moral high ground. When riot police beat unarmed Serbian 

students, it only made the regime look worse and swelled the protesters’ ranks. 

Chenoweth identifies unity, strategic planning, and nonviolent discipline as three 

crucial attributes that determine a movement’s success or failure
hks.harvard.edu

. By staying 

united in purpose and refusing to be lured into violence, successful movements 

avoided giving regimes a pretext for all-out repression. 

 

2. Mass Mobilization and Coalition-Building 

The sheer size and social breadth of a movement is one of the strongest predictors of 

success. Large numbers signal that the resistance is not a fringe group but truly 

represents the populace’s will. A common rule of thumb from research is 

that engaging at least 3.5% of the population in active protest is correlated with 

victory
hks.harvard.edu

. Reaching this level requires building broad coalitions – uniting 

disparate social groups and even unlikely allies against the regime. In case after case, 

successful movements found ways to bridge ideological, class, and religious divides in 

the name of a common goal (freedom, democracy, human rights). 

  

For instance, the People Power movement in the Philippines brought together urban 

middle classes, rural poor, the Catholic Church hierarchy, former political elites, and 

communist guerrilla sympathizers into a loose but effective alliance against Marcos. 

In Sudan’s 2018–19 uprising, professionals (doctors, lawyers, engineers), trade unions, 

women’s groups, rebel regions, and even elements of the Islamist movement all 

coordinated under the banner of removing Bashir. This broad social basis made the 

protests the “largest social movement in Sudan’s history,” creating nationwide 

pressure on the regime
freedomhouse.org

. Similarly, Poland’s Solidarity started in the 

shipyards with workers but soon encompassed students, intellectuals, rural farmers, 

and the Catholic Church – a true cross-section of Polish society
nonviolent-conflict.org

. A large 

and diverse participation sustained over time not only boosts the movement’s 

legitimacy; it also means the regime would have to repress an untenable proportion 

of its own people to stop it. 

  

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=The%20key%20ingredients%20of%20a,movement%2C%20the%20researchers%20found%2C%20are
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=Chenoweth%20and%20Stephan%20collected%20their,the%20population%20were%20uniformly%20successful
https://freedomhouse.org/report/special-report/2022/civic-mobilizations-authoritarian-contexts/Sudan-summary#:~:text=In%20April%202019%2C%20Sudan%E2%80%99s%20President,social%20movement%20in%20recent%20history
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/polands-solidarity-movement-1980-1989/#:~:text=establishment%20of%20the%20Solidarno%C5%9B%C4%87%20,transition%20ushered%20Poland%20onto%20the
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Mass mobilization can take the form of huge demonstrations (as seen in Korea 1987 

with millions in the streets
8964museum.com

) but also general strikes and shutdowns. When 

people stop the machinery of daily life – factories idle, transportation halts, shops 

close – the regime feels economic and governance pressure. Serbia in 2000 is a 

classic example: opposition leaders called for a general strike after Milošević tried to 

steal the election, and many industrial workers and miners answered that call, 

crippling the country until he gave in
nonviolent-conflict.orgnonviolent-conflict.org

. The ability to mobilize 

across sectors (workers, students, civil servants, etc.) stems from coalition-building 

and planning. Leaders of successful movements often spend years quietly organizing 

networks and partnerships so that when the decisive moment comes, society can act 

in unison. They also deliberately craft messages that resonate widely – focusing on 

shared grievances and values rather than narrow ideologies. This inclusive approach 

is vital for getting to that magic 3.5% participation and beyond. 

 

3. Digital Activism and Communication 

Modern civil resistance movements have added a new set of tools to their 

arsenal: digital media and communications technology. Especially in the last two 

decades, the internet, mobile phones, and social media platforms have dramatically 

changed how movements organize, communicate, and draw support. Successful 

uprisings have leveraged these technologies in various ways: 

• Organization and rapid mobilization: Social media platforms like Facebook 

and Twitter allow activists to publicize protest plans and rally supporters at 

lightning speed. In Egypt 2011, for example, youth activists administered 

Facebook pages (like the “We Are All Khaled Said” page) that helped 

coordinate the initial Jan 25 protests. Through viral posts and messages, tens 

of thousands of Egyptians learned where to go and what to demand, largely 

bypassing state-controlled TV and newspapers. Scholars note that social media 

was instrumental in mobilizing the “first movers” of the Egyptian uprising and 

facilitating collective action in the face of fear
ijoc.org

. 
• Circumventing censorship: Authoritarian regimes often try to control 

information, but the internet provides routes around official censorship. In 

Tunisia, despite heavy internet surveillance by the regime, bloggers and citizen 

journalists uploaded videos of protests and police brutality to YouTube and 

shared updates on Twitter, ensuring that Tunisians (and the outside world) 

knew what was happening beyond the state media narrative. As one 

commentator asked during the revolution, Tunisia’s uprising became 

possibly “the first peaceful revolution to be driven by social networking sites” in 

the Arab world
aljazeera.com

. When regimes shut down local internet or cell 

networks (as Egypt did temporarily in 2011), activists have found workarounds 

via satellite phones, proxy servers, or simply smuggling out flash drives with 

https://8964museum.com/time/en/t-b09-001/#:~:text=From%20June%2010th%20to%20the,hwan%27s%20military%20dictatorship
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/otpor-struggle-democracy-serbia-1998-2000/#:~:text=refused%20to%20accept%20the%20decision%2C,called%20for%20a%20general%20strike
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/otpor-struggle-democracy-serbia-1998-2000/#:~:text=On%205%20October%2C%20nonviolent%20demonstrators,The%20central%20police%20station
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/1242#:~:text=social%20media%20in%20the%202011,organization%20of%20contemporary%20social%20movements
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2011/1/17/tunisia-a-media-led-revolution#:~:text=Will%20the%20January%202011%20social,driven%20by%20social%20networking%20sites
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footage. The presence of pan-Arab satellite TV (like Al Jazeera) also meant that 

images uploaded from one country could instantly be broadcast to millions in 

the region
aljazeera.comaljazeera.com

. 
• Winning hearts and minds (media war): By mastering social media and 

online messaging, movements can gain a propaganda edge. They share 

inspiring stories, martyrs’ narratives, and calls for solidarity that can move 

fellow citizens to join and also generate sympathy abroad. In the Sudan 2019 

protests, videos of peaceful demonstrators facing down armed security, or 

protesters cleaning up the streets after rallies, went viral and built an image of 

a dignified, nonviolent movement – making it harder for the regime to justify a 

crackdown. Even memes and hashtags (like #Jan25 in Egypt) help sustain 

morale and global awareness. In essence, digital activism has become a force 

multiplier for civil resistance, allowing decentralized leadership and quick 

adaptation. It helped that by the 2010s, youthful populations adept at social 

media were at the forefront of movements (the median age in many Arab 

countries is mid-20s), bringing their digital savvy to the struggle. 

That said, successful movements also recognize the limits of social media. Regimes 

have adapted with their own digital surveillance and misinformation. Erica Chenoweth 

notes that thinking beyond social media is important – movements must eventually 

convert online support into real-world action and not rely solely on clicks
hks.harvard.edu

. 

The strongest movements use digital tools to augment traditional grassroots 

organizing, not replace it. For example, protest organizers in Tunisia and Egypt would 

use Facebook to call a rally, but then once on the streets, relied on face-to-face 

coordination and trust built in communities. In sum, digital activism is a powerful 

enabler of resistance – a 21st-century equivalent of the underground press or 

clandestine radio in earlier eras – but it works best in tandem with on-the-ground 

networks and strategies. 

 

4. International Solidarity and External Pressure 

No civil resistance movement operates in an isolated bubble; outside forces often 

play a significant role. Successful campaigns have frequently benefited 

from international solidarity, media attention, and pressure on the authoritarian 

regime from abroad. This can take many forms: 

• Global media and public opinion: International news coverage can amplify 

the moral pressure on a regime. When the world watches peaceful protesters 

being beaten or jailed, it can lead to condemnation, UN resolutions, or at least 

reputational costs for the dictators. During Eastern Europe’s 1989 revolutions, 

Western media broadcasts (and outlets like Radio Free Europe) kept a 

spotlight on events, emboldening protesters that they were not alone. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2011/1/17/tunisia-a-media-led-revolution#:~:text=The%20development%20of%20satellite%20technology,state%20broadcasting%20and%20Arab%20audiences
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2011/1/17/tunisia-a-media-led-revolution#:~:text=Will%20the%20January%202011%20social,driven%20by%20social%20networking%20sites
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=Smart%20Repression


47 
 

Similarly, the 1986 People Power in the Philippines and the 2011 Arab Spring 

were global news, which encouraged foreign leaders to distance themselves 

from the embattled regimes. (For instance, the US, which had propped up 

Marcos and Mubarak for years, ultimately told them their time was up.) 
• Economic sanctions and boycotts: International economic pressure can 

weaken authoritarian regimes and signal support for the opposition. A classic 

example is the fight against apartheid in South Africa. The internal resistance 

(mass protests, strikes, and the defiance campaign led by groups like the 

African National Congress and United Democratic Front) made the country 

increasingly ungovernable in the 1980s
theguardian.com

. But what really forced the 

regime’s hand was the growing international isolation – the global anti-

apartheid movement succeeded in lobbying for sanctions, disinvestment, and 

sports boycotts that hit the apartheid government economically and 

psychologically. Ordinary citizens worldwide joined in solidarity, refusing to 

buy South African goods, pressuring corporations and banks to cut ties, and 

treating the Pretoria regime as a pariah
theguardian.com

. By the mid-1980s, one in 

four Britons boycotted South African products and campuses across the US 

and Europe were demanding divestment
theguardian.com

. These collective global 

actions made a real impact: foreign banks called in loans, investors fled, and 

the South African white elite felt increasing costs for clinging to apartheid
theguardian.comtheguardian.com

. Eventually, President F.W. de Klerk released Nelson 

Mandela and negotiated an end to apartheid, knowing that doing so would 

end the boycotts and global ostracism
theguardian.com

. This illustrates 

how international solidarity campaigns – when aligned with a strong 

internal resistance – can significantly weaken an authoritarian regime’s resolve 

and resources. 
• Diplomatic and material support: In some cases, foreign governments or 

NGOs quietly assist resistance movements with training, technology, or safe 

havens. For example, Serbian activists in 2000 received advice on nonviolent 

tactics from international pro-democracy groups and academics (some had 

studied Gene Sharp’s writings on nonviolent struggle). Polish Solidarity in the 

1980s got support from the Vatican (Pope John Paul II’s moral backing and 

visits to Poland were huge morale boosts) and covert financial aid from 

Western trade unions and governments, helping them publish underground 

newspapers and maintain an organizing structure. Western NGOs and the 

media documented Chile’s human rights abuses, which added pressure on 

Pinochet’s regime and gave credibility to the Chilean opposition’s cause in the 

eyes of Chilean citizens. Moreover, neighboring countries’ experiences can 

inspire movements: the success of people power in one country often 

encourages activists in another (the “demonstration effect”), effectively a form 

of cross-border moral solidarity. 
• External pressure on regime insiders: Sometimes, international actors 

directly negotiate with or pressure members of the authoritarian regime to 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/23/israel-apartheid-boycotts-sanctions-south-africa#:~:text=Neither%20of%20those%20events%20was,of%20communism%2C%20played%20its%20part
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/23/israel-apartheid-boycotts-sanctions-south-africa#:~:text=But%20the%20rise%20of%20the,imports%20by%20the%20Irish%20government
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/23/israel-apartheid-boycotts-sanctions-south-africa#:~:text=Irish%20government
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/23/israel-apartheid-boycotts-sanctions-south-africa#:~:text=For%20others%2C%20the%20moment%20of,ever%20higher%20price%20for%20apartheid
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/23/israel-apartheid-boycotts-sanctions-south-africa#:~:text=The%20US%20didn%E2%80%99t%20have%20the,of%20financial%20sanctions%20and%20divestment
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/23/israel-apartheid-boycotts-sanctions-south-africa#:~:text=The%20US%20didn%E2%80%99t%20have%20the,of%20financial%20sanctions%20and%20divestment
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step aside peacefully. In the Serbian case, on the eve of Milošević’s fall, Russia’s 

foreign minister flew to Belgrade and reportedly told Milošević the world 

would not come to his aid and even hinted at guarantees against prosecution 

if he resigned
nonviolent-conflict.org

. Such interventions can provide a face-saving exit 

for dictators. Similarly, during Sudan’s uprising, the African Union and Ethiopia 

mediated talks that nudged the military to compromise with civilian leaders 

after Bashir’s ouster. 

While international solidarity is often helpful, successful movements do not rely solely 

on outsiders; they primarily succeed because of internal pressure. But external factors 

can tip the balance. At the very least, a united global voice against an authoritarian’s 

violent crackdown can limit the extent of repression used. Many regime elites calculate 

their self-interest, and if they sense that sticking with a dictator will make them 

international pariahs with travel bans or frozen assets, they may defect or push for 

the regime to yield. Thus, civil resistance and international diplomacy can work 

hand-in-hand to dismantle repressive systems – with the people’s struggle providing 

leverage that the international community can reinforce. 

 

5. Inducing Loyalty Shifts and Defections 

A final critical strategy is targeting the regime’s support pillars – especially the 

security forces, state media, and key economic elites – to persuade or pressure them 

to shift their loyalties. Nearly every successful movement has reached a point where 

some in the regime’s camp decided to withdraw support from the dictator, whether 

by refusing orders to fire on crowds, openly defecting, or quietly aiding the 

opposition. Nonviolent movements actually have an advantage here: by not using 

violence, they make it easier for soldiers and officials to empathize with protestors or 

at least calculate that a bloody repression is too costly or illegitimate. 

We saw this clearly in several cases: The Philippine military’s defection in 1986 was 

pivotal – when generals and tens of thousands of troops went over to the side of 

People Power, Marcos had no tools left to enforce his rule. In East Germany 1989, 

security officers began ignoring orders as the crowds in Leipzig swelled, and 

eventually the regime found it “no longer had a reliable instrument of repression.” In 

Egypt and Tunisia 2011, the armies’ decision not to rescue the dictator, and instead 

facilitate his departure, was essentially a case of elites switching sides (in Tunisia some 

say Army Chief Rachid Ammar’s refusal to shoot protesters sealed Ben Ali’s fate). Even 

in Chile, although Pinochet stayed technically until 1990, the fact that his armed 

forces and economic elites allowed the 1988 vote to proceed and respected its result 

indicated a shift – they were no longer willing to bypass the popular will on his 

behalf. 

https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/otpor-struggle-democracy-serbia-1998-2000/#:~:text=news%20agency%20declaring%20Kostunica%20the,%E2%80%9D
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Movements encourage such shifts through messaging and nonviolent courting of 

opponents. Protesters often carry slogans like “Police, join us – you are also the 

people” or offer flowers to soldiers (famously done in the 1968 “Prague Spring” and 

many protests since). In Serbia, Otpor activists made a point to joke with police and 

even invite them to share food or information, building a certain rapport. In Sudan, 

protest leaders appealed to lower-ranked soldiers’ and junior officers’ sense of 

national duty and showed that the movement was not against the army as an 

institution, only against the dictator. By maintaining a peaceful demeanor, protesters 

reduce the psychological distance that regimes try to create (authorities often paint 

protestors as “terrorists” or “foreign agents”; that narrative is hard to sustain when 

demonstrators are clearly unarmed civilians). Additionally, movements 

sometimes seek endorsements from respected figures or insiders – for example, 

revered veterans, former regime officials, religious authorities – urging the regime not 

to shoot or to negotiate. Such endorsements give cover for members of the regime 

to break ranks. 

It’s important to note that loyalty shifts are often a tipping point rather than an initial 

strategy. Early on, movements may be met with a unified repressive response. But as 

the other strategies discussed (mass protests, international spotlight, etc.) take their 

toll, cracks can appear. Successful movements anticipate this and work to widen 

those cracks. They might disseminate pamphlets aimed at soldiers (as was done in 

Portugal’s 1974 Carnation Revolution and by Solidarity in Poland), or declare 

amnesties for those who abandon the dictator. When security forces do defect or 

stand down, movements must also be ready to protect them (to encourage others). 

The endgame of many nonviolent revolutions is effectively a coalition between the 

people and portions of the old regime against the hardline core of the dictator’s 

circle. When that coalition becomes stronger than the forces remaining loyal to the 

tyrant, the regime collapses from within. 

  

In sum, the strategies above – nonviolent discipline, broad coalition-building, savvy 

use of media, external networking, and inducing loyalty shifts – are mutually 

reinforcing. Together, they constitute a playbook that many successful movements 

have employed, whether consciously or by trial and error. Of course, each struggle 

has unique aspects and must adapt to local conditions. But the recurrence of these 

themes in victory after victory is what underlies the strategic logic of nonviolent 

conflict that scholars like Chenoweth and Stephan have articulated
hks.harvard.edu

. 

 

 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=Chenoweth%20and%20Stephan%20collected%20their,the%20population%20were%20uniformly%20successful
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The 3.5% Rule: Why Mass Participation Matters 

One of the most significant findings to emerge from the study of civil resistance 

(especially the research of Erica Chenoweth, now at Harvard Kennedy School, and 

Maria J. Stephan) is the outsized impact of relatively small percentages of the 

population engaging in resistance. Dubbed the “3.5% rule,” it refers to the empirical 

observation that no regime has withstood a challenge of 3.5% of its population 

(or more) mobilized against it in sustained, peaceful protest
hks.harvard.edu

. In their 

comprehensive dataset of resistance campaigns from 1900-2006, Chenoweth and 

Stephan discovered that every single campaign which hit that threshold of active 

participation succeeded in achieving its main objectives (typically regime change or 

secession)
commonslibrary.org

. This held true across different regions and types of regimes, as 

long as the campaign was primarily nonviolent. 

Why is 3.5% so impactful? On the surface, it sounds small – 3.5% is only 1 out of 

every 30 people. However, in a nation of tens of millions, that translates to hundreds 

of thousands or even millions in motion, which is enough to disrupt the normal 

functioning of society and signal a loss of legitimacy for the regime . Importantly, 

active protestors are usually backed by a much larger portion of the population who 

passively agree with them. So 3.5% in the streets might imply perhaps 20%, 50%, or 

more of the public sympathizing. When such a critical mass is reached, several 

dynamics favor the movement: 

• Elites Calculate the Odds: Regime elites realize that if so many people are 

willing to risk joining protests, the regime’s days may be numbered. They start 

hedging bets or switching sides (as discussed in loyalty shifts). The 3.5% figure 

may actually mark the “point of no return” where enough momentum exists 

that even more people will join (a bandwagon effect), and the regime cannot 

return to business as usual. 
• Security Forces are Stretched: No government, however repressive, has 

enough reliable forces to physically contain protests of that magnitude 

continuously, especially if protests erupt in multiple cities. Forces can guard 

the palace, but they cannot be everywhere. If they try to be, they risk 

defections and exhaustion. Massive protests thus strain the coercive apparatus 

to a breaking point. 
• The Economy Grinds Down: If millions are protesting or on strike, economic 

life is severely disrupted. The regime faces pressure from business elites and 

even shortages (as happened in Serbia 2000 when strikes stopped power 

plants
nonviolent-conflict.org

). International investors and allies also take fright, adding 

economic isolation. All of this undermines the regime’s ability to govern. 
• International Legitimacy Erodes: A movement that encompasses a large slice 

of the population can credibly claim to represent “the people.” Foreign 

governments then find it hard to justify supporting the regime. We saw this 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=Research%20featuring%20Carr%20Center%27s%20Erica,Chenoweth
https://commonslibrary.org/social-movements-and-the-misuse-of-research-extinction-rebellion-and-the-3-5-rule/#:~:text=This%20article%20explores%20XR%E2%80%99s%20use,to%20the%20liberal%20democratic%20context
https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/otpor-struggle-democracy-serbia-1998-2000/#:~:text=publically%20supported%20resistance,called%20for%20a%20general%20strike
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when Philippines’ Marcos lost US support once the size of People Power 

demonstrations signaled his lost mandate. Even the Soviet Union refrained 

from intervening in Eastern Europe in 1989 partly because the movements 

were so widespread (and Soviet policy was shifting). In 2019, Algeria and 

Sudan both had the military step in to remove presidents after huge sustained 

protests – partly to avoid international isolation or civil war. 

Chenoweth’s work also underscores that nonviolent movements are far more likely 

to reach that high level of participation than violent insurgencies
hks.harvard.edu

. Most 

people are risk-averse and will not join a violent rebel group, but they might join a 

peaceful march if they feel strongly about change. This is why, historically, nonviolent 

campaigns have achieved success about twice as often as violent ones
hks.harvard.edu

. With 

larger participation comes greater diversity (students, workers, civil servants, even off-

duty police or soldiers quietly joining). A diverse movement can deploy varied tactics 

and is more resilient – even if one group of people is repressed (say, students are 

beaten on campus), another group (workers in factories) can take up the mantle, 

creating a sustained pressure that authoritarian regimes find very hard to withstand. 

To put the 3.5% rule in perspective: In a country of 10 million, 3.5% is 350,000 people 

actively involved – attending protests regularly, organizing strikes, etc. Tunisia’s 

population is about 11 million; indeed hundreds of thousands participated in the 

climax of its revolution, and it succeeded. Egypt’s is ~90 million; the Tahrir Square 

movement at its peak had several million involved across Egypt – again above 3.5%. 

The Philippines in 1986 had ~55 million people; at least 1-2 million took part in 

People Power directly, easily meeting the threshold. These numbers are rough, but 

they illustrate the point. When engagement goes from tens of thousands into the 

hundreds of thousands or millions, a movement gains an almost unstoppable 

momentum. 

Of course, the 3.5% figure is not a magic guarantee – context matters, and tragically 

some modern movements (e.g., in Myanmar 2021 or Hong Kong 2019) had massive 

participation yet were crushed by overwhelming force. Chenoweth’s data mostly 

covers up to 2006; a few recent cases may challenge the “never failed” claim (analysts 

have noted at least two instances around 2019 where regimes survived despite huge 

protests, due to extreme repression)
directactioneverywhere.com

. Nonetheless, the overall pattern 

remains strong: greater popular participation greatly increases the probability of 

success
hks.harvard.edu

. Even in cases that didn’t fully democratize, large nonviolent 

movements often wring concessions or force interim changes that violent rebellion 

likely could not. 

From the perspective of movement organizers, the lesson is clear: focus on growth 

and inclusion. Rather than relying on an elite vanguard or militant cadre, invest in 

outreach to get ordinary citizens involved. The movements Solidarity profiled did 

exactly that – Solidarity at its height had around 10 million members (out of 36 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=Ackerman%2C%20and%20Kurt%20Schock%2C%20they,The%20data%20proved%20her%20wrong
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/35-rule-how-small-minority-can-change-world#:~:text=Research%20featuring%20Carr%20Center%27s%20Erica,Chenoweth
https://www.directactioneverywhere.com/dxe-in-the-news/chenoweth-blog#:~:text=The%20rule%20of%203.5,
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=Chenoweth%20and%20Stephan%20collected%20their,the%20population%20were%20uniformly%20successful
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million Poles!), the Chilean opposition registered millions of new voters, and Sudan’s 

organizers formed committees in nearly every neighborhood to involve locals. By 

aiming to mobilize a significant minority of the population, movements create 

conditions where even those not protesting start to envision change as possible – the 

“radical flank” of active protesters in a sense carries the hopes of a much larger 

passive population, which can then swing into active support if needed. 

In conclusion, the 3.5% rule encapsulates the power of mass civil engagement: a 

relatively small fraction of determined citizens, if they remain nonviolent and united, 

can defeat heavily armed dictators. It’s a heartening message – one backed by data 

and numerous real-world victories. As Chenoweth writes, it highlights “the surprisingly 

small critical mass needed for success” in civil resistance
hks.harvard.edu

. This does not make 

such struggles easy – reaching 3.5% may require tremendous courage and 

organization – but it provides a target and a reassurance that people power is not just 

a romantic ideal, but a practical force that has again and again reshaped history. 

Conclusion 

The experiences of civil resistance movements around the world demonstrate 

that authoritarian regimes are not invincible. From the shipyard strikes of Gdańsk 

to the crowds of Manila’s EDSA, from the chanting masses in Seoul to the banner-

waving throngs in Tunis and Khartoum, ordinary people have used extraordinary 

solidarity and ingenuity to defeat dictators. These case studies underscore several 

final points worth noting: 

• Nonviolent, People-Powered Change is Possible: Even against ruthless 

regimes, sustained nonviolent defiance has led to outcomes that armed revolt 

likely could not have achieved with such relatively low cost in lives. Civil 

resistance has expanded political freedom across Eastern Europe, Latin 

America, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East over the past half-century. It has 

often been the driving engine of democratic transitions when institutions 

were blocked and political opposition was persecuted. 
• Common Strategies, Different Cultures: Movements in very different cultural 

and regional settings have independently discovered the efficacy of tactics like 

strikes, boycotts, mass demonstrations, and courting international support. The 

“best practices” of civil resistance – maintaining unity, planning wisely, staying 

nonviolent, and adapting creatively – seem to transcend any one culture. This 

hints at a certain universality in how repressive power can be undermined by 

collective moral and social power. 
• Role of Leadership and Organization: While these movements are often 

described as spontaneous, most benefited from dedicated organizers and 

networks (be it unions like Solidarity, student groups like Otpor, or 

professional associations in Sudan). Leadership in civil resistance is usually 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=Chenoweth%20and%20Stephan%20collected%20their,the%20population%20were%20uniformly%20successful
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decentralized but still coordinated – a balance between guiding strategy and 

empowering grassroots initiative. The case studies reveal unsung heroes: 

community organizers, religious leaders, union stewards, etc., who built the 

capacity for mass action over months or years. 
• The Aftermath Matters: Toppling a regime is one victory; building a lasting 

democracy is another. Civil resistance can open the door to freedom, but the 

work of governance and reconciliation comes next. In Poland, Chile, South 

Africa, Tunisia and others, the legacy of the movements lived on in 

constitutional reforms and civil society building (often movement leaders 

became political leaders). In some cases, gains were reversed (Egypt’s brief 

democratic opening gave way to a new autocracy), showing that a successful 

revolution doesn’t guarantee a sustained democracy without continued civic 

engagement. Nonetheless, even where outcomes are imperfect, the fact 

remains that the people gained a voice and altered their national trajectory 

through collective action. 
• Continued Relevance: As of 2025, authoritarianism is again on the rise in 

some parts of the world, and many societies face renewed struggles for 

democracy and human rights
hks.harvard.edu

. The lessons from past movements are 

deeply relevant. New movements – whether for democratic reform in Hong 

Kong, Belarus, Myanmar, or elsewhere – study the successes and failures of 

their predecessors. Institutions like the Harvard Kennedy School’s Ash 

Center Nonviolent Action Lab and the International Center on Nonviolent 

Conflict actively disseminate this knowledge
ash.harvard.eduhks.harvard.edu

. The principles 

that “people power” advocates like Gene Sharp laid out, and that Erica 

Chenoweth empirically validated, continue to inform how activists strategize 

today. Even in the digital age, the core dynamic remains: when enough people 

stand together nonviolently for a just cause, change can happen against the 

odds. 

In closing, the defeat of authoritarian regimes through civil resistance is one of the 

most striking phenomena of modern history. It testifies to an enduring truth: the 

legitimacy of governments ultimately depends on the consent of the governed . 

Tyrants rule by fear and apathy; they fall when citizens choose courage and solidarity. 

As the 3.5% rule encapsulates, a committed minority can awaken a majority and 

reshape a nation’s destiny. The case studies from Eastern Europe, Latin America, Asia, 

the Middle East, and Africa each illuminate a piece of this larger story – a story in 

which the human spirit’s desire for freedom, combined with strategic acumen and 

collective action, has repeatedly overcome the forces of oppression. 

 

 

 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/advocacy-social-movements/paths-resistance-erica-chenoweths-research#:~:text=With%20authoritarianism%20and%20populist%20nationalism,%E2%80%9D
https://ash.harvard.edu/programs/nonviolent-action-lab/#:~:text=Nonviolent%20Action%20Lab%20,failure%2C%20trends%20in%20political%20violence
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/carr/publications/future-nonviolent-resistance#:~:text=The%20Future%20of%20Nonviolent%20Resistance,needed%20reset
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Most Recent Resistance Strategies 

and Future Visions from 16 Public 

Figures 

Note from the editor: 
I could have included many more people, but that would have been a bit overload. I have 
included 16 people, half of whom are women. I think we need more women in 
governance and management, which is why I have put them first. It is also time for the 
United States to have its first female president (Norway had its first in 1981). I have also 
included four Republicans in this list. 

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez 

Resistance Recommendations 

Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez emphasizes grassroots defiance of authoritarian 

actions. Speaking at an April 2025 “Fighting Oligarchy” rally, she praised Los Angeles 

school staff who refused to let federal agents intimidate immigrant students. “It will 

never be just institutions and officials alone that uphold our democracy. It will always 

be the people, the masses who refuse to comply with authoritarian regimes,” AOC 

declared
abc7.com

. Her recommendation is clear: ordinary people must stand up and say 

“No” at every level when faced with unjust orders. By collectively dissenting and 

protecting vulnerable communities, citizens can create a “reindeer cyclone” of 

resistance that makes it “harder…for this authoritarian agenda to succeed”
theguardian.com

theguardian.com
. AOC calls on Americans to actively defend democratic norms in daily life, 

rather than relying solely on institutions. 

Vision for the United States 

AOC envisions an America defined by social justice, economic security, and dignity for 

all. She has long argued that “in a modern, moral and wealthy society, no person in 

America should be too poor to live”
washingtonpost.com

. In practical terms, this means 

guaranteeing basic rights and needs: healthcare as a human right, tuition-free college 

or trade school for every child, and housing for all so that “no person should be 

homeless”
washingtonpost.com

. Ocasio-Cortez sees the United States as a country where the 

economy serves everyone, not just the wealthy, and where economic rights are treated 

as human rights
abc7.com

. Her future America is one rooted in compassion, equal 

opportunity, and the collective empowerment of “the people” – a nation that lives up 

to democratic ideals by ensuring no one is left behind. 

https://abc7.com/post/bernie-sanders-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-speak-fighting-oligarchy-rally-downtown-la/16161747/#:~:text=She%20praised%20school%20staff%20and,to%20comply%20with%20authoritarian%20regimes
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=Right%20now%2C%20already%2C%20in%20many,dissent%20except%20by%20being%20a
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=The%20more%20we%20stand%20up%2C,an%20admonition%20to%20be%20kind
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/no-person-in-america-should-be-too-poor-to-live-ocasio-cortez-explains-democratic-socialism-to-colbert/2018/06/29/d6752050-7b8d-11e8-aeee-4d04c8ac6158_story.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20believe%20that%20in%20a,%E2%80%9D
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/no-person-in-america-should-be-too-poor-to-live-ocasio-cortez-explains-democratic-socialism-to-colbert/2018/06/29/d6752050-7b8d-11e8-aeee-4d04c8ac6158_story.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20believe%20that%20in%20a,%E2%80%9D
https://abc7.com/post/bernie-sanders-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-speak-fighting-oligarchy-rally-downtown-la/16161747/#:~:text=Contrasting%20the%20gains%20made%20by,economic%20rights%20are%20human%20rights
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Elizabeth Warren 

Resistance Recommendations 

Sen. Elizabeth Warren urges an uncompromising fight to protect democracy from 

authoritarianism. She warns Democrats against timidity in the face of rising 

autocracy: “The way to stand up to a dictator is to fight back against him, not 

capitulate to him. Surrendering to tyranny invites more of it,” she has stressed
bsky.app

. 

After President Trump’s inauguration in January 2025, Warren told supporters 

that “what we do next is important, and I need you in this fight with me”
warren.senate.gov

 – a 

rallying cry for collective action. She condemned Trump’s early “Day One” executive 

orders as an “agenda of revenge, division, and cruelty” and promised to resist policies 

that betray American values
warren.senate.gov

. Warren has even taken procedural action in 

the Senate (such as holding the floor to stall extreme nominees
facebook.com

) to slow what 

she calls Trump’s “sandstorm of chaos” meant to distract from plutocratic goals
warren.senate.gov

. Her recommendation is clear: Democrats and citizens must “grow a spine”, 

vigorously oppose abuses of power, and fight – not fold – in the face of bullying
x.com

bsky.app
. 

Vision for the United States 

Warren’s vision for America centers on a thriving democracy and an economy that 

works for everyone, not just billionaires. “Americans do not want a country where 

political parties each field their own team of billionaires who then squabble over how to 

divvy up the spoils of government,” she wrote in late 2024
warren.senate.gov

. Instead, she calls 

for returning power to the people by “unrigging” the economy
warren.senate.gov

 and rooting 

out corruption. Warren envisions a future United States defined by opportunity and 

fairness: where working families are economically secure, the rule of law is respected, 

and government truly serves the public good. She argues that Democrats must earn 

back the trust of working people by championing their interests and delivering 

tangible results
warren.senate.govkatiecouric.com

. In Warren’s future America, wealth and influence 

do not buy power – integrity, equality, and accountability do. It’s a nation where 

democracy is strengthened by an active, empowered middle class and where, as she 

often says, “everyone – not just the rich and powerful – has a fighting chance” (a 

principle she’s highlighted throughout her career). 

 

 

https://bsky.app/profile/rbreich.bsky.social#:~:text=History%20teaches%20us%20that%20the,This
https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/warren-op-ed-in-time-the-plan-to-fight-back#:~:text=To%20everyone%20who%20feels%20like,in%20this%20fight%20with%20me
https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/warren-statement-on-trump-day-one-actions#:~:text=%E2%80%9CDonald%20Trump%20ran%20on%20the,%E2%80%9D
https://www.facebook.com/senatorelizabethwarren/videos/i-spoke-for-an-hour-on-the-senate-floor-to-hold-up-the-nomination-of-project-202/1782839725849321/#:~:text=I%20spoke%20for%20an%20hour,each%20of%20us%20into
https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/warren-slams-trumps-sandstorm-of-chaos-meant-to-distract-from-his-billionaire-tax-giveaways#:~:text=Senator%20Warren%20called%20the%20first,programs%20that%20benefit%20working%20people
https://x.com/llakin123/status/1900927878222471296#:~:text=Leakin%20on%20X%3A%20,to%20grow%20a%20spine
https://bsky.app/profile/rbreich.bsky.social#:~:text=History%20teaches%20us%20that%20the,This
https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/warren-op-ed-in-time-the-plan-to-fight-back#:~:text=Warren%20Op,Plan%20to%20Fight%20Back
https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/warren-op-ed-in-time-the-plan-to-fight-back#:~:text=%E2%80%9C,%E2%80%9D
https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/warren-op-ed-in-time-the-plan-to-fight-back#:~:text=%E2%80%9C,%E2%80%9D
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=As%20Democrats%2C%20we%20have%20to,when%20we%20were%20growing%20up
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Marianne Williamson 

Resistance Recommendations 

Author and activist Marianne Williamson calls for bold, principled opposition to the 

Trump administration’s authoritarian tendencies. After Trump’s return to office, 

Williamson acknowledged the gravity of the moment – “a shock-and-awe 

campaign” of executive orders that fulfilled her “worst fears”
katiecouric.com

 – but insisted 

that Americans must not lose heart. “When [Trump’s] policy positions go 

against…human values, then I think it’s incumbent upon us to stand up, show up, and, 

where necessary…push back,” she urged in January 2025
katiecouric.comkatiecouric.com

. Williamson 

advocates working within Congress when possible, but resisting firmly whenever 

fundamental values are at stake
katiecouric.comkatiecouric.com

. She also believes in matching 

Trump’s fervor with an equally passionate counter-vision: “We have to match his level 

of audacity,” she says – meeting demagoguery with bold truth-telling and moral 

courage
katiecouric.com

. Her recommendation for resistance is a combination of political 

action and moral resolve: protest unjust orders, support vulnerable communities, and 

never normalize cruelty or lies. 

Vision for the United States 

Williamson’s vision for America is one of spiritual and social renewal – a country that 

lives up to its highest ideals of compassion, justice, and shared prosperity. As a 

candidate for DNC Chair in 2025, she argued that the Democratic Party (and the 

nation) must “reinvent…from the inside out” to truly serve the people
katiecouric.comkatiecouric.com

. 

She advocates a return to “unequivocal advocacy for the working people of the United 

States,” tackling issues like economic inequality, healthcare access, and climate 

change with New Deal-level ambition
katiecouric.com

. “The anger and despair [out there] are 

palpable,” Williamson says, noting that younger generations face crises her 

generation didn’t
katiecouric.com

. Her future America addresses that pain: she envisions a 

society that provides material support (good jobs, healthcare, 

education) and rekindles a sense of national purpose and unity. In her words, “we get 

to choose” how to respond to this dark time, and history will reward those who 

choose to “stand up for…American values” of democracy, fairness, and love-driven 

politics
katiecouric.comkatiecouric.com

. Williamson imagines an America redeemed by a “politics of 

conscience,” where government is ethical and empathetic, and people are 

empowered to heal their communities – truly “a country redeemed,” as she often says. 

 

https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=that%20was%20then%2C%20and%20this,ways%2C%20are%20my%20worst%20fears
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=that%20was%20then%2C%20and%20this,ways%2C%20are%20my%20worst%20fears
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=American%20values%2C%20or%20just%20human,appropriate%20way%20%E2%80%94%20push%20back
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=As%20you%20know%2C%20Trump%E2%80%99s%20return,they%20can%20strike%20a%20balance
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=As%20Democrats%2C%20we%20have%20to,when%20we%20were%20growing%20up
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=That%20single%20mother%20working%20at,match%20his%20level%20of%20audacity
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=Amid%20the%20internal%20discord%2C%20author,%E2%80%9D
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=On%20Feb,the%20Democratic%20Party%20to%20members
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=As%20Democrats%2C%20we%20have%20to,when%20we%20were%20growing%20up
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=and%20economic%20crises%20that%20my,when%20we%20were%20growing%20up
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=that%20was%20then%2C%20and%20this,ways%2C%20are%20my%20worst%20fears
https://katiecouric.com/news/politics-and-policy/marianne-williamson-dnc-chair-interview/#:~:text=American%20values%2C%20or%20just%20human,appropriate%20way%20%E2%80%94%20push%20back
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Liz Cheney 

Resistance Recommendations 

Former Congresswoman Liz Cheney has emerged as a fervent defender of 

constitutional democracy against Trump’s authoritarian turn. Though a lifelong 

Republican, Cheney urges Americans of all stripes to put country over party to thwart 

what she calls Trump’s “danger” to the republic
aljazeera.comaljazeera.com

. In late 2024, after 

Trump suggested she deserved a firing squad for opposing him, Cheney blasted him 

as a “vindictive, cruel…dictator”. “This is how dictators destroy free nations. They 

threaten those who speak against them with death,” she warned, adding, “We cannot 

entrust our country and our freedom to a petty, vindictive, cruel, unstable man who 

wants to be a tyrant.”
aljazeera.com

. Cheney’s recommendation for resistance begins at the 

ballot box – she even crossed party lines to endorse Democrat Kamala Harris to stop 

Trump’s re-election
aljazeera.com

. But it goes beyond voting: she calls on citizens to stand 

firm on principle. “Those who believe in the Constitution have an obligation” to 

oppose leaders who defy the rule of law, Cheney insists
news.lehigh.edu

. “When…a time of 

testing came, we stood up, and we did our duty because we love this country more,” she 

says of the effort to unite against Trump
news.lehigh.edu

. In short, Cheney urges Americans 

to work together – regardless of party – to uphold the rule of law, tell the truth about 

authoritarian threats, and never flinch in defending our democratic institutions. 

Vision for the United States 

Cheney’s vision for America is rooted in a reverence for constitutional democracy and 

the peaceful transfer of power. She often speaks about the kind of nation she wants 

her children and future generations to inherit: one where our foundational principles 

remain intact. “The vast majority of citizens of this great country want our kids to grow 

up and to live in a nation that is characterized by the peaceful transfer of 

power,” Cheney reminded an audience
news.lehigh.edu

. This is the America she is fighting for 

– a country where elections are respected, where political violence and intimidation 

have no place, and where no leader is above the law. Cheney envisions an American 

future in which duty, honor, and accountability are restored to politics. It’s a vision of a 

nation that “remembers who it is,” as she has implied – one that values truth over 

tribalism. In practical terms, Cheney advocates for a rejuvenated GOP (and political 

system) grounded in constitutional fidelity rather than cults of personality. She 

imagines a United States that has learned from the current crisis and returned to core 

values: freedom, equality, decency, and justice. As she succinctly puts it, “we can’t 

survive a president who goes to war with the Constitution”
news.lehigh.edu

 – her future 

America is one where such a threat is vanquished and the constitutional order thrives 

stronger than ever. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/11/1/cheney-slams-tyrant-trump-after-he-suggests-she-should-face-firing-squad#:~:text=In%20response%2C%20Cheney%20on%20Friday,Trump%20a%20%E2%80%9Cvindictive%2C%20cruel%E2%80%9D%20dictator
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/11/1/cheney-slams-tyrant-trump-after-he-suggests-she-should-face-firing-squad#:~:text=One%20of%20the%20most%20high,and%20calling%20Trump%20a%20%E2%80%9Cdanger%E2%80%9D
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/11/1/cheney-slams-tyrant-trump-after-he-suggests-she-should-face-firing-squad#:~:text=In%20response%2C%20Cheney%20on%20Friday,Trump%20a%20%E2%80%9Cvindictive%2C%20cruel%E2%80%9D%20dictator
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/11/1/cheney-slams-tyrant-trump-after-he-suggests-she-should-face-firing-squad#:~:text=One%20of%20the%20most%20high,and%20calling%20Trump%20a%20%E2%80%9Cdanger%E2%80%9D
https://news.lehigh.edu/liz-cheney-we-cant-survive-a-president-who-goes-to-war-with-the-constitution#:~:text=Speaking%20before%20a%20capacity%20crowd,in%20the%20November%20general%20election
https://news.lehigh.edu/liz-cheney-we-cant-survive-a-president-who-goes-to-war-with-the-constitution#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWhen%20you%27re%20thinking%20about%20what,%E2%80%9D
https://news.lehigh.edu/liz-cheney-we-cant-survive-a-president-who-goes-to-war-with-the-constitution#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWhen%20you%27re%20thinking%20about%20what,%E2%80%9D
https://news.lehigh.edu/liz-cheney-we-cant-survive-a-president-who-goes-to-war-with-the-constitution#:~:text=Speaking%20before%20a%20capacity%20crowd,in%20the%20November%20general%20election
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Rebecca Solnit 

Resistance Recommendations 

Writer Rebecca Solnit offers a vision of resistance as an everyday, collective practice 

accessible to all. In a February 2025 Guardian column, Solnit noted that under 

Trump’s emerging authoritarian regime, “there’s pressure to shut up and toe the Trump 

line.” But every act of truth-telling and refusal matters: “Every person who 

doesn’t…makes it easier and safer and more encouraging for others to likewise 

dissent,” she explains
theguardian.com

. Solnit urges people to speak up in their communities – 

to “call lies lies, call cruelty cruelty, call fascism fascism” – because silence only 

normalizes oppression
theguardian.com

. She uses vivid metaphors: just as animals herd 

together to protect their young, citizens must close ranks around the vulnerable. “The 

more we stand up, the harder it is for this authoritarian agenda to succeed,” Solnit 

writes, “and the more uncomfortable we make it for those going along with the lies and 

the cruelty.”
theguardian.com

 In practical terms, her “10 things to do” include actions like 

intervening when someone is targeted, supporting independent media, and staying 

engaged locally. Above all, Solnit counsels courage and persistence: authoritarianism 

thrives on fear and acquiescence, so courage is contagious. “Not going along with 

it…not pretending human rights violations are anything but [what they are]…that’s up 

to us,” she insists
theguardian.com

. Her resistance playbook is one of small, persistent 

acts – constant truth-telling, mutual aid, protest, and refusal to comply with 

injustice – which, added up, form a bulwark against tyranny. 

Vision for the United States 

Solnit’s vision of America’s future is an inclusive, humane society that actively lives its 

values of equality and compassion. “In this moment, it matters to…affirm that the 

climate crisis is real and climate solutions benefit us all, immigrants are vital to our 

economy…and diversity strengthens…our country,” she writes, listing truths that should 

form the basis of policy
theguardian.com

. She imagines a United States that not only 

acknowledges facts and science but also treasures diversity and human rights: 

where transgender people are safe from harm, where “women’s rights and 

equality” are “non-negotiable,” and where nobody is demonized for who they are
theguardian.com

. In Solnit’s America, leadership would be accountable and empathetic – the 

opposite of rule by fear. She looks forward to a civic renaissance built on solidarity: 

neighbors defending neighbors, cities welcoming refugees, and a populace that 

remains “loud” in the face of injustice
theguardian.com

. Ultimately, Solnit’s vision is hopeful. 

She believes in “the rescue of the world” by ordinary people working together
theguardian.com

. She often invokes the concept of “active hope”: despite dark times, 

Americans can still build a more just, sustainable, and beautiful country by refusing 

despair and insisting on the possible good. In short, Rebecca Solnit sees the United 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=Right%20now%2C%20already%2C%20in%20many,dissent%20except%20by%20being%20a
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=Something%20that%20should%20be%20said,even%20in%20the%20bleakest%20circumstances
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=The%20more%20we%20stand%20up%2C,an%20admonition%20to%20be%20kind
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=they%20alone%20cannot%20legitimize%20and,and%20how%20boldly%20we%20talk
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=about%20facts%2C%20science%2C%20history%2C%20rights%2C,negotiable
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=about%20facts%2C%20science%2C%20history%2C%20rights%2C,negotiable
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/feb/02/resistance-trump-administration#:~:text=Something%20that%20should%20be%20said,even%20in%20the%20bleakest%20circumstances
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/nov/09/authoritarians-like-trump-love-fear-defeatism-surrender-do-not-give-them-what-they-want#:~:text=Authoritarians%20like%20Trump%20love%20fear%2C,She%20is%20the
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States not as a past paradise lost to authoritarianism, but as a nation of promise that, 

through active citizen engagement, can fulfill its unrealized potential for justice. 

Leigh McGowan 

Resistance Recommendations 

Leigh McGowan, widely known as “PoliticsGirl,” has been a prominent voice in 

advocating for democratic principles and resisting authoritarian shifts in the United 

States. In her recent appearances and publications, she emphasizes the importance of 

civic engagement and the dangers of complacency. McGowan warns against 

initiatives like Project 2025, stating that if such efforts aren't curtailed now, they will 

persist and evolve, posing ongoing threats to democracy.  

She urges citizens to stay informed, vote, and actively participate in the democratic 

process. McGowan believes that understanding the structure and function of 

government empowers individuals to hold leaders accountable and resist 

authoritarian tendencies. Through her platforms, she provides resources and 

commentary to help people recognize and counteract anti-democratic actions. 

Vision for the United States 

Solnit’s McGowan envisions an America where democracy is robust, and citizens are 

actively engaged in governance. She advocates for a return to common sense in 

politics, emphasizing unity over division and the importance of truth and integrity in 

leadership. In her book, she outlines six key principles aimed at uniting Americans 

across the political spectrum, focusing on shared values like freedom and the role of 

government as a force for good. 

She also highlights the need for systemic reforms to address issues like voter 

suppression and misinformation. By fostering a well-informed electorate and 

promoting transparency, McGowan believes the United States can overcome current 

challenges and build a more equitable and just society. 

Kamala Harris 

Resistance Recommendations 

In her first major public address since the 2024 election, former Vice President Kamala 

Harris delivered a powerful speech at the Emerge America gala in San Francisco on 

April 30, 2025. She criticized President Trump's administration for fostering fear, 

suppressing dissent, undermining the judiciary, and causing what she described as 
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the "greatest man-made economic crisis" in modern history through reckless tariff 

policies. 

Harris emphasized the importance of civic engagement and solidarity among citizens, 

stating, "Courage is contagious." She urged Americans to speak out against 

authoritarian tendencies and to actively participate in the democratic process to 

safeguard constitutional values. 

Vision for the United States 

Harris envisions a United States where democracy is robust, and citizens are actively 

engaged in governance. She advocates for a return to common sense in politics, 

emphasizing unity over division and the importance of truth and integrity in 

leadership. In her speech, she highlighted the need for systemic reforms to address 

issues like voter suppression and misinformation. 

She also called for the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms, warning 

against the erosion of constitutional checks and balances. Harris concluded her 

speech with a call to action: "This country is ours. It doesn't belong to whoever is in 

the White House. It belongs to you. It belongs to us. It belongs to We the People." 

 

Naomi Klein 

Resistance Recommendations 

In 2025, Naomi Klein has been a prominent critic of the authoritarian tendencies 

emerging in the United States. In her recent essay co-authored with Astra Taylor, "The 

Rise of End Times Fascism," she describes the current far-right ideology as a form of 

"monstrous, supremacist survivalism." Klein argues that this ideology is characterized 

by a retreat from democratic principles and an embrace of apocalyptic narratives that 

justify authoritarian control. 

Klein emphasizes the importance of building a broad, inclusive movement to counter 

these trends. She advocates for a coalition that is both spiritual and political, rooted 

in mutual care and a commitment to planetary stewardship. This movement, she 

argues, must confront the interconnected crises of climate change, inequality, and 

political instability. 
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Vision for the United States 

Naomi Klein envisions a United States that embraces "eco-populism" as a response to 

the dual threats of ecological collapse and rising authoritarianism. In a recent talk at 

UCLA titled "Fascism or Eco-populism: Our Stark Choice," she discussed how climate 

disasters, such as the 2018 Paradise Fires, have been exploited to deepen social 

divisions and justify authoritarian measures. Klein advocates for policies that address 

environmental degradation while promoting social equity and democratic 

participation. 

She also warns against the rise of "corporate city-states," where wealthy individuals 

and tech companies create autonomous zones with minimal regulation and 

democratic oversight. Klein argues that such developments represent a dangerous 

shift away from collective governance and towards a fragmented, privatized society. 

Through her work, Klein calls for a recommitment to democratic values, 

environmental justice, and social solidarity as the foundation for a resilient and 

equitable future. 

 

Michael Moore 

Resistance Recommendations 

Filmmaker Michael Moore is rallying Americans to take to the streets in mass protest 

against what he calls the Trump administration’s slide into authoritarianism. Uniting 

his large grassroots following, Moore helped organize a “nationwide day of protest” in 

early April 2025, warning that complacency was not an option. “Get Up! Get Out! Get 

in the Streets!” he implored on social media. “Mass protests [are happening] Saturday 

near you!”
x.com

. Moore has been blunt that only loud, public opposition can halt 

Trump’s agenda. In fact, he celebrated when millions heeded the call: “An estimated 

3.5 MILLION people mobilized to tell Trump HANDS OFF! … This is what democracy 

looks like!” he cheered, affirming the power of peaceful unrest
m.facebook.com

. Moore’s 

recommendations for resistance include sustained demonstrations, creative activism, 

and uniting across state lines – channeling outrage into a concrete show of “people 

power.” He’s also encouraged whistleblowing and leaks to expose wrongdoing 

(recalling his TrumpiLeaks project) and constant pressure on elected officials. His 

message is one of urgency and action: authoritarianism must be met with massive, 

sustained public resistance. “The people in charge…are not just going to hand back 

power – we have to make them,” Moore contends (as evidenced by his April protest 

efforts). By keeping the public activated, he believes, Americans can stop Trump’s 

more extreme plans before they calcify. 

https://x.com/MMFlint/status/1908334702274208155#:~:text=Michael%20Moore%20,90
https://m.facebook.com/50states50protests/posts/an-estimated-35-million-people-mobilized-to-tell-trump-hands-off-so-very-proud-o/680457637835715/#:~:text=An%20estimated%203,is%20what%20democracy%20looks%20like
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Vision for the United States 

Moore’s vision for America is deeply rooted in democracy, equality, and the voice of 

the common citizen. He imagines a country that emerges from the Trump era with 

a renewed commitment to true democracy – one that is of, by, and for the people. After 

witnessing massive protests coast to coast, Moore expressed hope that this 

grassroots energy would translate into lasting change. “This is what democracy looks 

like!” he exclaimed as diverse crowds marched in city after city
m.facebook.com

, suggesting 

that an engaged populace is the heart of the America he wants to see. In Moore’s 

ideal future, the government addresses the needs of working families – healthcare for 

all, higher wages, strong social safety nets – rather than catering to billionaires. He 

often highlights stories of ordinary Americans to underscore economic injustice, and 

he calls for policies that reflect basic fairness and compassion. For example, Moore 

has decried Trump’s climate deregulation as a “declaration of war” on the planet
aol.com

, 

implying his vision includes aggressive action on climate change for future 

generations. Ultimately, Michael Moore sees an America that has learned from the 

Trump years: a nation that doubles down on democratic norms, passes robust 

protections for voting and civil rights, and ensures that “never again” will a 

demagogue subvert the Constitution. It’s a vision of a more egalitarian country, 

where the loudest voice is that of the people in unity – an America rebuilt from the 

grassroots up. 

 

Bernie Sanders 

Resistance Recommendations 

Sen. Bernie Sanders urges vigorous, uncompromising resistance to Trump’s 

authoritarian policies. On April 12, 2025, Sanders headlined a Los Angeles rally 

against the administration, decrying Trump’s use of state power to trample 

rights. “We’re fighting a president who undermines our Constitution every day and 

threatens our freedom of speech and assembly… That is what happens in dictatorships, 

not democracies. And we’re going to stop that outrageous action on the part of the 

president,” Sanders vowed to a crowd of tens of thousands
democracynow.org

. His approach 

to resistance is multi-faceted: organizing massive rallies and tours (“Fighting 

Oligarchy” rallies), blocking destructive legislation in Congress, and encouraging local 

activism. Sanders emphasizes solidarity across issues – urging people to fight for 

reproductive rights, workers’ rights, [and] access to healthcare while also opposing 

Trump’s abuses
democracynow.org

. He believes public pressure can thwart Trump’s agenda, 

much as protests stopped some of Trump’s first-term excesses. “Unless we stop them 

– and we will stop them,” he said of the “oligarchy” and its greed-fueled policies
abc7.com

. 

https://m.facebook.com/50states50protests/posts/an-estimated-35-million-people-mobilized-to-tell-trump-hands-off-so-very-proud-o/680457637835715/#:~:text=An%20estimated%203,is%20what%20democracy%20looks%20like
https://www.aol.com/news/2017-04-02-michael-moore-calls-trump-s-actions-on-climate-change-declarati-22022903.html#:~:text=Michael%20Moore%20calls%20Trump%27s%20actions,interview%20with%20the%20Huffington%20Post
https://www.democracynow.org/2025/4/14/headlines/bernie_sanders_and_aoc_address_la_crowd_of_36_000_as_part_of_fighting_oligarchy_tour#:~:text=,%E2%80%9D
https://www.democracynow.org/2025/4/14/headlines/bernie_sanders_and_aoc_address_la_crowd_of_36_000_as_part_of_fighting_oligarchy_tour#:~:text=Senator%20Sanders%20was%20joined%20by,and%20to%20oppose%20Trump%E2%80%99s%20authoritarianism
https://abc7.com/post/bernie-sanders-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-speak-fighting-oligarchy-rally-downtown-la/16161747/#:~:text=,he%20said
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Sanders often reminds supporters that real change comes from the bottom up: 

through voter mobilization, strikes, protests, and mutual aid. His recommendation, in 

essence, is organized, joyful defiance – “We’re going to make our revolution with 

joy…sing and dance our way to victory against hatred and divisiveness,” he told the 

rally, harnessing optimism as an act of resistance
abc7.com

. 

Vision for the United States 

Sanders’ future America is one that finally fulfills the promise of economic and social 

justice for all. He envisions a country that rejects oligarchy and guarantees basic 

rights like healthcare, education, and a decent standard of living as fundamental 

human rights. “Economic rights are human rights,” Sanders insists
abc7.com

 – reflecting his 

long-held belief that the United States should have Medicare for All, tuition-free 

public college, and housing as a right. In contrast to Trump’s divisive rule by the 

wealthy, Sanders calls for an American renewal akin to a “21st-century Bill of Rights” 

for working people. He frequently cites Franklin D. Roosevelt’s ideals; indeed, at the 

rally he recounted how political freedom must be accompanied by freedom from 

want and fear
abc7.com

. Bernie’s vision also includes a robust democracy protected from 

authoritarian erosion: automatic voter registration, campaign finance reform, and 

strong labor unions so that power is distributed among the people. Internationally, he 

imagines the U.S. as a force for peace and human rights, not “aligning with 

dictatorships abroad”
wsws.org

. Ultimately, Sanders sees America as a multi-racial, multi-

generational democracy where the billionaires and corporations no longer control our 

economic and political life
abc7.com

. In its place would be a government that represents 

the working class, an economy that values “the poor and the disabled and working 

class people” over profit
abc7.com

, and a society in which dignity – not wealth – is the 

measure of success. 

Arnold Schwarzenegger 

Resistance Recommendations 

Former California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger has broken decisively with his 

party to oppose Trump’s autocratic trajectory. In late 2024, Schwarzenegger stunned 

many by formally endorsing Democrat Kamala Harris over his fellow Republican, 

framing it as an act of patriotism. “I will always be an American before I am a 

Republican,” he wrote, urging others to do the same
theguardian.com

. Schwarzenegger 

implored Americans who “don’t recognize our country” under Trump to channel their 

fury into action: vote against Trumpism and support leaders who respect democracy
theguardian.com

. He has condemned Republican enablers and pleaded with Congress to act 

as a check on executive power. Not one for street protests, Schwarzenegger’s 

resistance playbook is about speaking out and building unusual coalitions . He’s 

https://abc7.com/post/bernie-sanders-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-speak-fighting-oligarchy-rally-downtown-la/16161747/#:~:text=on%20stage%20with%20familiar%20chants,Bernie%21%20Bernie
https://abc7.com/post/bernie-sanders-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-speak-fighting-oligarchy-rally-downtown-la/16161747/#:~:text=Contrasting%20the%20gains%20made%20by,economic%20rights%20are%20human%20rights
https://abc7.com/post/bernie-sanders-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-speak-fighting-oligarchy-rally-downtown-la/16161747/#:~:text=Contrasting%20the%20gains%20made%20by,economic%20rights%20are%20human%20rights
https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2025/04/14/sblg-a14.html#:~:text=,Trump
https://abc7.com/post/bernie-sanders-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-speak-fighting-oligarchy-rally-downtown-la/16161747/#:~:text=,old%20senator%20charged
https://abc7.com/post/bernie-sanders-alexandria-ocasio-cortez-speak-fighting-oligarchy-rally-downtown-la/16161747/#:~:text=,he%20said
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20will%20always%20be%20an,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20will%20always%20be%20an,%E2%80%9D
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used his platform to call Jan. 6 rioters “domestic terrorists” and liken Trump’s tactics 

to those of historical tyrants
theguardian.com

. On social media and in interviews, 

Schwarzenegger consistently calls out lies about election fraud, telling Americans 

that “rejecting the results of an election is as un-American as it gets”
theguardian.com

. His 

recommendation: put aside partisan loyalties and stand together to defend the 

Constitution. As he bluntly warned, another Trump term would be “four more years of 

bullshit…more divided, and more hateful” – an outcome Americans must prevent 

by voting decisively and refusing to tolerate any attacks on democratic norms
theguardian.com

. 

Vision for the United States 

Schwarzenegger’s vision for America is one where unity and democratic integrity are 

restored. He often invokes his love for his adopted country’s ideals, famously 

referring to America as “the shining city on a hill”
theguardian.com

. In his view, the United 

States should return to being a global beacon of freedom – a nation that honors 

alliances, stands by democratic friends abroad, and leads by example. Domestically, 

Schwarzenegger wants to “close the door on this [divisive] chapter of American history”
theguardian.com

 and move forward with common purpose. That means a country where 

leaders from both parties address real problems (debt, immigration, climate) instead 

of treating politics as a game
theguardian.com

. He believes in rebuilding a strong national 

identity grounded in civic education and service. For instance, he has floated ideas 

like promoting national service for youth to bridge divides. Schwarzenegger also 

speaks to the need for “a strong redefinition of the nation’s moral mission” in times of 

crisis (echoing Lincoln’s example)
theatlantic.com

. In practice, his ideal America values 

character over party – elected officials who put country first, citizens who engage 

respectfully despite differences, and immigrants (like himself) who are embraced as 

part of the American family. It’s a vision steeped in optimism: Schwarzenegger often 

says he’s never stopped believing in America. He sees a future where the U.S. 

emerges from Trump’s shadow more united, more honorable, and more focused on 

“making Americans’ lives better”
theguardian.com

 – an America that once again earns the 

world’s respect and its own people’s trust. 

David Brooks 

Resistance Recommendations 

New York Times columnist David Brooks approaches resistance from a moral and 

structural standpoint. In the face of Trump’s “MAGA” authoritarianism, Brooks has 

used his pen to systematically dismantle the legitimacy of the regime’s actions. He 

argues that Trump’s movement is built on “nihilism” and “the logic of bullies” – an 

obsession with power for power’s sake
theatlantic.comtheatlantic.com

. By illuminating these truths, 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=Schwarzenegger%2C%20who%20replaced%20Donald%20Trump,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=and%20current%20Republican%20candidate,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=Were%20Trump%20to%20be%20re,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=failed%20leader,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=Were%20Trump%20to%20be%20re,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=Schwarzenegger%2C%20who%20quit%20acting%20between,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=child%20labor%20and%20the%20creation,of%20disability%20insurance
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2024/oct/30/arnold-schwarzenegger-endorses-kamala-harris-i-will-always-be-an-american-before-i-am-a-republican#:~:text=Schwarzenegger%2C%20who%20quit%20acting%20between,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=George%20Orwell%20is%20a%20useful,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=If%20there%20is%20an%20underlying,48%2C%20%2049%20oversight
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Brooks provides intellectual ammunition for the public to resist through 

understanding. He highlights how Trump’s inner circle is purging checks and balances 

(“destroying any institution…that might check the strongman’s power”) and governing 

by cruelty
theatlantic.comtheatlantic.com

. His recommendation to readers and policymakers is 

to not normalize these abuses: keep calling them out and refuse to work for or with 

those who subvert democracy. Brooks suggests “extraordinary measures” may be 

needed – for instance, he’s floated reforms like multi-party proportional 

representation to weaken extremist hold on power
theatlantic.com

. In commentary and 

public forums, he encourages pro-democracy Republicans and Democrats to form a 

common front (“a Society Organized to Save American Democracy” as one article 

paraphrased
fpif.org

). While not a street protester, Brooks’ resistance advice is potent: tell 

the truth relentlessly (to pierce propaganda), shore up institutions (courts, press, 

civil service) that can constrain Trump, and prepare the nation for the moment 

when “Trumpism’s collapse” inevitably comes
theatlantic.com

. That collapse, he notes, is 

necessary but not sufficient – Americans must be ready to step in with better 

leadership and ideas the moment the authoritarian falters
theatlantic.com

. 

Vision for the United States 

David Brooks envisions an American renewal – a comprehensive reinvention of the 

nation’s values, institutions, and social fabric after the Trump era. “Recovery from 

national crisis demands comprehensive reinvention at all levels of society,” he writes, 

drawing lessons from history
theatlantic.com

. In Brooks’ view, the future United States needs 

both progressive and conservative strengths: economic justice and cultural 

cohesion. He foresees a “national shift in values” away from cynicism and nihilism 

toward generosity and communal responsibility
theatlantic.com

. For example, he cites how 

the Gilded Age’s Social Darwinism gave way to a Social Gospel movement – a shift 

America may need again to reject rampant cruelty in favor of empathy
theatlantic.com

. 

Brooks also emphasizes rebuilding a “strong national identity” or moral mission that 

unites Americans around shared ideals, much as Lincoln did at Gettysburg
theatlantic.com

. 

This could involve a renewed emphasis on civics, patriotism that isn’t partisan, and 

leaders who inspire our “better angels.” Additionally, he calls for a “civic renaissance”: 

after political trauma, Americans must revive local communities, volunteerism, and 

civic organizations to heal the social fabric
theatlantic.com

. In Brooks’ ideal future, the U.S. 

has overcome toxic polarization. Politics becomes about problem-solving (e.g. fixing 

immigration pragmatically, as Schwarzenegger also laments
theguardian.com

) rather than 

perpetual culture war. Economic life is rebalanced so that working-class Americans 

see real opportunity – defusing the populist anger that fueled Trump. And crucially, 

the rule of law and truth itself are reaffirmed as non-negotiable foundations of 

society
theatlantic.comtheatlantic.com

. In sum, David Brooks sees an America that has learned from 

this near-catastrophe and embarked on an era of “civic and political renewal”
theatlantic.com

 – a kinder, more united nation with a reinvigorated democracy. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=If%20there%20is%20an%20underlying,48%2C%20%2049%20oversight
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https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2023/07/proportional-representation-house-congress/674627/#:~:text=A%20Radical%20Idea%20for%20Fixing,torn%20printed%20pictures%2C%20singed
https://fpif.org/how-to-stop-an-autocrat/#:~:text=How%20to%20Stop%20an%20Autocrat,SOSAD
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=But%20although%20Trumpism%E2%80%99s%20collapse%20is,true%20civic%20and%20political%20renewal
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=But%20although%20Trumpism%E2%80%99s%20collapse%20is,true%20civic%20and%20political%20renewal
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=Progress%20is%20not%20always%20a,process%20requires%20several%20interconnected%20efforts
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=First%2C%20a%20national%20shift%20in,20th%20century%2C%20most%20mainline%20Protestant
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=First%2C%20a%20national%20shift%20in,20th%20century%2C%20most%20mainline%20Protestant
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=child%20labor%20and%20the%20creation,of%20disability%20insurance
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https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/05/trumpism-maga-populism-power-pursuit/682116/#:~:text=But%20although%20Trumpism%E2%80%99s%20collapse%20is,true%20civic%20and%20political%20renewal
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Robert Reich 

Resistance Recommendations 

Economist and former Labor Secretary Robert Reich has become a leading voice 

detailing how to resist Trump’s “neofascist” agenda. He argues that appeasement is 

fatal. “History teaches us that the way to stand up to a dictator is to fight back against 

him, not capitulate to him,” Reich urges
bsky.app

. “Surrendering to tyranny invites more of 

it.” His recommendations for action span from Congress to the streets. In a Guardian 

column days after Trump’s inauguration, Reich laid out “10 things you can do to 

resist” – including mass protests, general strikes, court challenges, and constant 

contact with representatives
theguardian.comtheguardian.com

. He supported the April 2025 

nationwide protests, emphasizing that visible public opposition puts a check on 

Trump’s ambitions. Reich also advocates for bureaucrats and military officials to 

refuse illegal or anti-democratic orders (whistleblowing if necessary) – essentially a 

peaceful internal resistance. Above all, Reich stresses persistence. “We will never give 

up,” he insists, encouraging Americans to keep fighting for “social justice, equal 

political rights, equal opportunity and the rule of law” despite setbacks
theguardian.com

. He 

notes Trump actually won narrowly in 2024, a sign that opposition can prevail next 

time if it remains energized
theguardian.com

. His mantra to the public is “stay engaged, stay 

outraged, but also stay sensible.” Reich frequently reminds followers to take care of 

themselves and each other – to not let Trump’s “darkness take over” their lives
theguardian.com

. This balance, he believes, will sustain the pro-democracy movement 

through what could be a protracted struggle. 

 

Vision for the United States 

Reich’s vision for America is essentially the inverse of Trump’s: a vibrant democracy 

with an economy that works for the many, not the few. He yearns for an America 

where no one’s vote is suppressed, workers have power, and billionaire influence is 

curbed – a country rooted in fairness and democratic participation. In his writing, 

Reich often references the New Deal and Great Society eras as inspiration, imagining 

a future with strengthened unions, publicly funded healthcare and education, and 

robust social safety nets. The goal is an America “for the common good,” as he titled 

one of his books. In 2025, as Trump rolled back climate and labor regulations, Reich 

doubled down on the alternate path: investing in green jobs, raising the minimum 

wage, and taxing wealth to fund public services. He also supports structural reforms 

to make democracy more representative (such as eliminating the Electoral College or 

adopting proportional representation)
theatlantic.com

. In the Guardian list, his final point 

was “Keep the faith. Do not give up on America”
theguardian.comtheguardian.com

 – reflecting an 

underlying optimism about the nation’s future. Reich envisions an American society 

https://bsky.app/profile/rbreich.bsky.social#:~:text=History%20teaches%20us%20that%20the,This
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that lives up to its ideals: where “the fights for social justice… and the rule of law” are 

ultimately won
theguardian.com

, and where government is transparent and accountable. In 

his future United States, the authoritarian chapter is closed and serves as a cautionary 

tale. He frequently says the experience should galvanize a new era of reform – much 

like the Progressive Era answered the excesses of the Gilded Age. Robert Reich’s 

America is thus a reborn democracy, fortified by an engaged citizenry, with an 

economy that is equitable and sustainable. It’s a place where no tyrant can find 

footing because the people, well-informed and united, simply won’t permit it
bsky.app

theguardian.com
. 

 

Al Gore 

Resistance Recommendations 

In April 2025, former Vice President Al Gore delivered a powerful keynote at San 

Francisco Climate Week, issuing a stark warning about the Trump administration's 

authoritarian tactics. He drew parallels between the administration's manipulation of 

truth and the early strategies employed by Nazi Germany, emphasizing the dangers 

of undermining factual reality for political gain. Gore highlighted specific falsehoods 

propagated by the administration, such as denying climate change and spreading 

misinformation about renewable energy, asserting that these tactics threaten the 

foundation of democracy.   

Gore urged citizens to actively resist these authoritarian tendencies by standing up 

for truth and democratic principles. He emphasized the importance of civic 

engagement, encouraging individuals to speak out against disinformation and 

support policies that uphold environmental and democratic integrity. By drawing 

lessons from history, Gore stressed the necessity of vigilance and collective action to 

safeguard the nation's constitutional values. 

 

Vision for the United States 

Al Gore envisions a United States that leads the global fight against climate change 

through innovation, economic opportunity, and social justice. He believes that 

despite federal setbacks, momentum for climate action is "unstoppable," driven by 

states, cities, businesses, and a new generation committed to sustainability.   

Gore advocates for a transition to a clean energy economy, emphasizing that such a 

shift not only addresses environmental concerns but also offers significant economic 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/jan/24/trump-fascism-what-to-do#:~:text=won
https://bsky.app/profile/rbreich.bsky.social#:~:text=History%20teaches%20us%20that%20the,This
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/jan/24/trump-fascism-what-to-do#:~:text=America%20has%20deep%20problems%2C%20to,we%20cannot%20allow%20them%20to
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benefits. He points to the declining costs of renewable energy and the growing 

demand for sustainable practices as indicators of this inevitable transformation. Gore 

also highlights the role of technological advancements, such as real-time emissions 

tracking through initiatives like Climate TRACE, in empowering informed decision-

making and accountability.  

In his vision, the United States embraces its role as a global leader in combating 

climate change, fostering a resilient economy, and upholding democratic ideals. Gore 

calls for a united effort to protect the planet for future generations, emphasizing that 

political will is a renewable resource that must be harnessed to achieve these goals.   

 

 Stuart Stevens 

Resistance Recommendations 
 
Stuart Stevens, a veteran Republican strategist and senior advisor to The Lincoln 
Project, has been a vocal critic of the GOP's shift towards authoritarianism. In his 2023 
book, ÑőĲЮ9ŸŰƚƓŔƖċĦǃЮƣŸЮEŰĬЮ ůĲƖŔĦċжЮ[ŔƻĲЮìċǃƚЮ~ǃЮ§ũĬЮÂċƖƣǃЮfƚЮ?ƖŔƻŔŰŊЮ§ƨƖЮ?ĲůŸĦƖċĦǃЮ
ƣŸЮ ƨƣŸĦƖċĦǃ, Stevens outlines how the Republican Party has embraced tactics that 
threaten democratic institutions. 

In 2025, Stevens continues to emphasize the importance of confronting these 
authoritarian tendencies. He warns against initiatives like Project 2025, backed by right-
wing extremist groups, which he describes as a blueprint for turning America into an 
autocracy. Stevens urges citizens to stay informed, vote, and actively participate in the 
democratic process to safeguard constitutional values. 

 

Vision for the United States 
 
Stevens envisions a United States where democracy is robust, and citizens are actively 
engaged in governance. He advocates for a return to common sense in politics, 
emphasizing unity over division and the importance of truth and integrity in leadership. 
Stevens believes that acknowledging past mistakes and striving for a more inclusive and 
equitable society are essential steps toward healing and progress. 

Through his work with The Lincoln Project and other platforms, Stevens continues to 
champion democratic ideals and encourages Americans to uphold the principles upon 
which the nation was founded.  
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Nick Hanauer 

Resistance Recommendations 
 
Nick Hanauer, a venture capitalist and progressive advocate, emphasizes that the 
erosion of democracy in the United States is closely tied to extreme economic 
inequality. He argues that decades of "trickle-down" economics have not only failed to 
deliver broad prosperity but have also destabilized democratic institutions. Hanauer 
warns that when the vast majority of citizens feel economically disenfranchised, it 
creates fertile ground for authoritarian movements to take hold. 

To counter this trend, Hanauer advocates for a "middle-out" economic approach, which 
focuses on empowering the middle class as the primary driver of economic growth. He 
believes that policies aimed at reducing inequality—such as fair wages, progressive 
taxation, and robust public services—are essential not only for economic health but 
also for preserving democratic norms. Hanauer stresses that active civic engagement 
and informed policymaking are crucial in resisting authoritarian tendencies. 

Vision for the United States 
 
Hanauer envisions a United States where economic policy prioritizes the well-being of 
the majority rather than the wealth accumulation of the few. He supports a "middle-out" 
economic model that invests in education, infrastructure, and healthcare to build a 
resilient middle class. Hanauer argues that such investments lead to sustainable 
economic growth and a more equitable society. 

In his writings and public appearances, Hanauer highlights the staggering impact of 
income inequality, noting that since 1975, nearly $80 trillion has been transferred from 
the bottom 90% of Americans to the top 1%. He contends that reversing this trend is  
imperative for both economic stability and the preservation of democratic institutions. 
Hanauer calls for bold policy reforms that address systemic disparities and promote 
inclusive prosperity. 
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Women in Society: Historical 

Suppression, Religion, and Modern 

Leadership 

1. Historical Suppression of Women in Europe and the 

Middle East 

Europe – Political and Cultural Oppression: For centuries, European societies were 

overwhelmingly patriarchal. Power and property were held by men, and women’s 

roles were largely restricted to the domestic sphere as daughters, wives, and mothers
coe.int

. Social and legal conventions were designed for the benefit of men, leaving 

women disadvantaged in most realms of life
schlagergroup.com

. In ancient Greece and Rome, 

for example, women could not vote or hold public office, and under English common 

law married women had no independent legal identity (the doctrine of coverture). 

Such norms persisted into the modern era – women across Europe lacked suffrage, 

equal education, or economic rights until the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Early 

feminists like Olympe de Gouges (executed in 1793 for demanding women’s equality 

in revolutionary France) and Christine de Pizan (writing in 15th-century Italy) were 

exceptions that prove the rule: historically, European women’s voices were 

marginalized or silenced by law and custom
coe.intcoe.int

. It was not until the mid-19th to 

early 20th centuries that organized women’s movements in Europe won major 

victories such as property rights and the right to vote
coe.int

. 

  

Middle East – Tradition and Patriarchy: In the Middle East, women’s suppression 

also has deep historical roots in patriarchal traditions. Most ancient Middle Eastern 

civilizations were patriarchal, with men holding authority in family and public life
schlagergroup.com

. Cultural norms of female seclusion and modesty took hold over centuries 

– for instance, practices like veiling and limiting women’s presence in public were 

common in many Middle Eastern societies well before modern times. Under the 

Ottoman Empire and later, women were largely secluded from political life; an 

observer noted that prior to the 1950s “women were marginalized and secluded… 

and there was no female participation in public life” in countries like Tunisia
e-ir.info

. Well 

into the 20th century, women in the region lacked basic rights to education, 

employment, and political participation. Many legal systems in Middle Eastern 

countries formally enshrined men’s authority over women (e.g. requiring a husband’s 

permission for a woman to work or travel). Even very recently, some Gulf Arab states 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/gender-matters/feminism-and-women-s-rights-movements#:~:text=group,part%20of%20all%20human%20societies
https://www.schlagergroup.com/women-and-gender-in-the-ancient-world/#:~:text=women%20were%20disadvantaged%20by%20rules,of%20the%20power%20and%20authority
https://www.coe.int/en/web/gender-matters/feminism-and-women-s-rights-movements#:~:text=Italian%20writer%20Christine%20de%20Pizan%2C,for%20women%20of%20that%20time
https://www.coe.int/en/web/gender-matters/feminism-and-women-s-rights-movements#:~:text=feed%20their%20families%2C%20but%20also,resulting%20in%20her%20immediate%20execution
https://www.coe.int/en/web/gender-matters/feminism-and-women-s-rights-movements#:~:text=The%20fight%20for%20women%E2%80%99s%20right,used%20from%20that%20point%20on
https://www.schlagergroup.com/women-and-gender-in-the-ancient-world/#:~:text=women%20were%20disadvantaged%20by%20rules,of%20the%20power%20and%20authority
https://www.e-ir.info/2012/08/02/women-in-the-arab-world-a-case-of-religion-or-culture/#:~:text=According%20to%20Ben%20Salem%2C%20prior,French
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completely excluded women from political life – for example, Saudi Arabia only 

granted women the right to vote and run for office in 2015, reflecting how 

entrenched their disenfranchisement was
coe.int

. In short, across both Europe and the 

Middle East, a mix of political structures (male monarchs, tribal patriarchy), cultural 

beliefs about women’s “proper” place, and societal norms valorizing male dominance 

led to the historic suppression of women’s rights. 

2. The Role of Christianity and Islam in Women’s 

Suppression 

Christianity’s Influence: Organized Christianity has played a significant role in 

reinforcing patriarchal norms in Europe and beyond. For much of history, Christian 

institutions barred women from positions of authority and used religious doctrine to 

justify women’s subordination. The Church preached that women should be obedient 

helpmates – drawing on Biblical passages like “wives, submit to your husbands.” 

Indeed, Christianity has a long “history of manipulating the Bible to reinforce 

patriarchy, in which men are seen as spiritual leaders and women are to submit to their 

authority.” This led to the exclusion of women from leadership roles and the dismissal 

of their voices and talents within the Church
christiansforsocialaction.org

. For example, the Catholic 

Church has never permitted women to become priests, and many Protestant 

denominations also long resisted female clergy. Such theological interpretations 

effectively sanctified the existing social order in which men ruled over women. 

Throughout the medieval and early modern periods, Church teachings often depicted 

women as morally or intellectually inferior – echoing Aristotle’s view (adopted by 

influential Christian theologians) that women were naturally the property of men and 

created for men’s service
en.wikipedia.org

. These religious attitudes perpetuated laws against 

women owning property, the idea of women as “temptresses” (fueling phenomena 

like witch hunts), and other forms of misogyny. While Christianity also has diverse 

traditions (and some sects, especially in recent times, endorse gender equality), the 

historical record shows that Christian authorities frequently aligned with cultural 

patriarchy rather than challenging it. The result was to legitimize women’s oppression 

as part of a divinely ordained order
christiansforsocialaction.org

. 

  

Islam’s Influence: In the Middle East and North Africa, Islam is often intertwined with 

cultural practices in ways that have contributed to the suppression of women – 

although it’s important to distinguish religious doctrine from cultural tradition. Islam, 

especially in conservative interpretations, has been used by authorities to justify 

gender inequality. Many Muslim-majority countries enforce personal status laws and 

social codes derived from traditional readings of sharia that put women in a 

subordinate position (for instance, requiring male “guardians” for women, unequal 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/gender-matters/feminism-and-women-s-rights-movements#:~:text=ImageIt%20is%20true%20that%20in,female%20genital%20mutilation%20still%20exist
https://christiansforsocialaction.org/resource/churchs-oppression-women/#:~:text=Christianity%20has%20a%20history%20of,experiences%20have%20been%20unfairly%20dismissed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patriarchy#:~:text=,Twelve%20Volumes
https://christiansforsocialaction.org/resource/churchs-oppression-women/#:~:text=Christianity%20has%20a%20history%20of,experiences%20have%20been%20unfairly%20dismissed
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inheritance rights, polygyny for men, strict dress codes for women). As one analysis 

notes, “many Muslims and Muslim governments appropriate Islamic text to justify 

discrimination against women and to impose social and legal restrictions on women’s 

rights and freedoms.”
arabcenterdc.org

 In practice, this has meant that certain Quranic verses 

or hadith are cited to bar women from leadership, education, or mobility. For 

example, conservative clerics have enforced bans on women driving, justified child 

marriage, or opposed women working outside the home, all under the banner of 

religious adherence. Islamist regimes (such as Saudi Arabia’s theocracy or the Taliban 

in Afghanistan) explicitly mandate female dress and behavior based on their 

interpretation of Islam, severely curtailing women’s public presence. Historically, 

figures like the jurist Al-Ghazali argued that a woman’s primary duty was to obey her 

husband and remain at home, reflecting how religious scholarship often skewed 

toward patriarchal norms. It must be said that these restrictions are interpretations – 

many scholars argue the Quran and early Islamic history granted women rights (to 

own property, to consent in marriage, etc.) that were advanced for their time. 

However, the prevailing traditionalist view in much of the region linked piety with 

female subservience. The result has been legal codes and societal expectations in 

many Muslim-majority countries that systematically put men in control. Whether it is 

requiring a woman to have a male guardian’s permission for travel (as in Saudi Arabia 

until recently) or giving fathers automatic advantage in child custody, 

the “misogynistic readings of Islam” have had lasting influence
arabcenterdc.org

. In 

summary, while Islam – like Christianity – has diverse interpretations, its patriarchal 

interpretations have been used to constrain women’s freedoms and justify an 

unequal status quo in the Middle East. 

3. Benefits Women Bring to Politics and Leadership 

Modern research and real-world experience indicate that women’s inclusion in 

leadership yields significant benefits for governance, organizations, and society at 

large. A growing body of evidence points to several key advantages of women in 

political and executive roles: 

• More Effective Governance & Economic Gains: Women’s leadership is 

linked to improved policy outcomes and economic growth. When more 

women hold political power, governments tend to enact family-friendly and 

inclusive policies (such as paid family leave, equal pay laws, and social welfare 

programs) that benefit society broadly. In fact, a study found that a 10 

percentage-point increase in women’s parliamentary representation is 

associated with a 0.7 percentage-point increase in GDP growth – 

suggesting that empowering women politically can boost national prosperity
weforum.org

. Countries with greater female representation also consistently 

implement gender-equal labor policies that increase workforce participation 

and productivity
weforum.org

. In short, having women in politics isn’t just about 

https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/five-things-you-need-to-know-about-women-in-islam-implications-for-advancing-womens-rights-in-the-middle-east/#:~:text=The%20issue%20of%20women%E2%80%99s%20rights,claims%20against%20Islam%20and%20Muslims
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https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/03/political-power-and-economic-parity-we-need-more-women-leaders-for-the-future-of-jobs/#:~:text=When%20women%20hold%20political%20power%2C,productivity%20and%20fuel%20economic%20expansion
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representation; it can translate into tangible economic and developmental 

gains. 
• Integrity and Lower Corruption: Women in public office often help foster 

cleaner, more transparent governance. Multiple studies indicate that higher 

proportions of women in government correlate with lower levels of corruption
warpreventioninitiative.orgwarpreventioninitiative.org

. One cross-country analysis even concluded that 

female politicians are consistently less corrupt than male politicians in 

environments where corruption is stigmatized
occrp.org

. Women leaders are 

frequently perceived as more trustworthy and ethical, and they may be more 

likely to push for accountability. As a result, societies with more women in 

power tend to enjoy better governance and higher public trust. This integrity 

dividend also links to stability – less corrupt governments are better able to 

maintain peace and invest in social goods. 
• Peace and Stability: Women’s leadership has been associated with more 

peaceful outcomes, both within countries and on the international stage. 

Research in peace and conflict studies finds that countries with higher gender 

equality (more women in parliament and leadership) are less likely to resort 

to military force to resolve disputes
cfr.org

. Women leaders, on average, 

prioritize issues of social welfare and exhibit strong negotiation and conflict-

resolution skills
warpreventioninitiative.org

. A recent global study found that states with 

more women in government are more peaceful and that women’s participation 

has an indirect effect of reducing conflict through lowering corruption
warpreventioninitiative.org

. Moreover, when women participate in peace negotiations, the 

resulting agreements are more durable – one UN study notes peace deals 

are 35% more likely to last 15 years if women are involved in the negotiating 

process
cfr.org

. This evidence underscores that women leaders often bring an 

inclusive, consensus-building approach that can reduce societal tensions and 

build lasting stability. 
• Enhanced Organizational Performance and Collaboration: In the corporate 

and organizational realm, numerous studies have found that female leaders 

tend to excel at fostering teamwork, mentorship, and innovation. Decades of 

research summarized by the American Psychological Association show 

that women leaders help increase productivity, enhance collaboration, 

inspire organizational dedication, and improve fairness in the workplace
linkedin.com

. Teams with women in leadership report higher collective intelligence 

and better team dynamics. Female executives often adopt a more democratic 

and inclusive management style, which can unlock employees’ potential and 

boost morale. For instance, one analysis found companies with more women 

in senior management are more innovative and handle risk better, contributing 

to better financial performance in certain sectors. While leadership ability is 

individual, on average women score highly on key leadership competencies 

such as taking initiative, resilience, self-development, and driving for results (as 

https://warpreventioninitiative.org/peace-science-digest/more-women-in-government-less-corruption-more-peace/#:~:text=,to%20promote%20and%20support%20peacebuilding
https://warpreventioninitiative.org/peace-science-digest/more-women-in-government-less-corruption-more-peace/#:~:text=The%20article%20finds%20that%20the,level%20peace%20by%20reducing
https://www.occrp.org/en/feature/study-female-politicians-less-corrupt#:~:text=The%20researchers%20stated%20that%20female,behavior%20as%20males%20in%20autocracies
https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/#:~:text=The%20presence%20of%20women%20in,and%20intrastate%20conflict
https://warpreventioninitiative.org/peace-science-digest/more-women-in-government-less-corruption-more-peace/#:~:text=Corruption%20is%20considered%20a%20form,standards%2C%20trustworthiness%2C%20and%20less%20opportunism
https://warpreventioninitiative.org/peace-science-digest/more-women-in-government-less-corruption-more-peace/#:~:text=The%20article%20finds%20that%20the,level%20peace%20by%20reducing
https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/#:~:text=UN%20Member%20States%20adopted%20this,fifteen%20years%20by%2035%20percent
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/case-women-leaders-catalyst-organizational-success-michael-jones-7fhqc#:~:text=strategic%20imperative%20backed%20by%20compelling,evidence
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some 360-degree leadership evaluations have shown). These strengths benefit 

organizations of all kinds. 
• Focus on Social Issues and Long-Term Priorities: Women policymakers are 

often strong advocates for issues that benefit families and underrepresented 

groups – such as health care, education, poverty reduction, and childcare. 

Greater representation of women has been linked to more legislation 

addressing women’s rights, children’s welfare, and social inclusion
weforum.org

. For 

example, women legislators worldwide have been instrumental in pushing for 

laws on domestic violence, maternal health, and equal employment 

opportunity. This focus on human development areas can lead governments to 

invest more in public health and education, improving overall human capital. 

Female leaders also tend to take the long view on issues like environmental 

sustainability and climate change, arguably because they may be less tied to 

status-quo power structures and more attuned to community well-being. The 

benefit to society is a more responsive and holistic policy agenda. 

In sum, the presence of women in leadership broadens the perspectives in decision-

making and often leads to more socially responsive, transparent, and compassionate 

governance. These benefits are increasingly backed by data – from macroeconomic 

growth linked to women in parliament
weforum.org

 to lower conflict and corruption in 

countries with more women leaders
warpreventioninitiative.org

. As one expert put it, having 

women in charge isn’t just right, it’s smart policy for achieving better outcomes for 

all. 

4. Differences in Women’s Leadership Styles vs. Men’s 

While leadership styles vary widely among individuals, research has identified some 

general tendencies that distinguish women’s leadership approaches from men’s. On 

average, women leaders exhibit a style that is more collaborative, empathetic, and 

transformational. A landmark meta-analysis by psychologist Alice Eagly and others 

found “considerable evidence that female leaders have a somewhat more 

participative, androgynous, and transformational leadership style than their 

male counterparts.” Women in leadership were more likely to involve others in 

decision-making and to motivate through inspiration and mentorship rather than 

top-down commands
cambridgemc.com

. By contrast, male leaders have traditionally skewed 

slightly more toward transactional or authoritarian styles (emphasizing hierarchy, 

rules, and unilateral decision-making), though of course there are many exceptions. 

  

Women’s leadership styles often prioritize communication, cooperation, and the 

development of subordinates. Female leaders are frequently noted for their strength 

in “soft skills” – qualities like active listening, empathy, emotional intelligence, and 

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/03/political-power-and-economic-parity-we-need-more-women-leaders-for-the-future-of-jobs/#:~:text=When%20women%20hold%20political%20power%2C,productivity%20and%20fuel%20economic%20expansion
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/03/political-power-and-economic-parity-we-need-more-women-leaders-for-the-future-of-jobs/#:~:text=When%20women%20hold%20political%20power%2C,productivity%20and%20fuel%20economic%20expansion
https://warpreventioninitiative.org/peace-science-digest/more-women-in-government-less-corruption-more-peace/#:~:text=The%20article%20finds%20that%20the,level%20peace%20by%20reducing
https://www.cambridgemc.com/international-womens-day-2023-promoting-diversity-from-the-top#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThere%20is%20considerable%20evidence%20that,%E2%80%9D
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coaching. These skills help build trust within teams. As Eagly’s research concludes, 

women tend to lead with a focus on compassionate and ethical outcomes, aiming 

to “promote the public good” in their decisions
cambridgemc.com

. In practical terms, this 

might mean women leaders are more apt to seek consensus, to consider the human 

impact of policies, and to foster inclusive environments. For example, in corporate 

settings, surveys find female managers more likely to encourage participation from all 

team members and to take employees’ personal circumstances into account. One 

veteran who worked under dozens of managers observed that women leaders 

“consistently promoted collaborative teamwork over individual heroics... Their 

leadership style tended to be more inclusive, considering team members as 

whole individuals rather than just productive units.”
linkedin.com

 This holistic, people-

centered approach can boost morale and loyalty. 

  

Another common observation is that women often excel in transformational 

leadership – a style defined by motivating others through a shared vision, providing 

support and mentoring, and leading by example. Women are now seen as equally or 

even more competent than men in such transformational capacities according to 

many evaluations
linkedin.com

. They tend to give constructive feedback and reward 

performance (rather than rely on fear or micromanagement). Men, on the other hand, 

have been found in some studies to engage in laissez-faire (hands-off) leadership 

more than women, or to use directive command styles slightly more. Women are also 

somewhat more likely to exhibit democratic leadership, consulting others and 

building consensus. This doesn’t mean women avoid making tough decisions – 

rather, they often approach decisions by gathering input and aiming for buy-in, which 

can lead to more informed and accepted outcomes. 

  

It’s important to avoid stereotypes: not all women lead one way and all men another. 

There is tremendous overlap, and context matters. However, on balance, female 

leaders are often described as more empathetic, nurturing, and oriented toward 

long-term relationship-building, whereas male leaders are often described as more 

competitive, assertive, or risk-taking. Notably, qualities traditionally branded as “soft” 

have proven to be incredibly important in modern leadership. The World Economic 

Forum has emphasized that emotional intelligence, creativity, and people 

management – areas where women score strongly – are vital skills for 21st-century 

leaders
cambridgemc.com

. Meanwhile, studies have found no significant difference in overall 

effectiveness ratings; in fact, some surveys during the COVID-19 crisis rated women 

leaders higher on decisive action and communication. 

  

https://www.cambridgemc.com/international-womens-day-2023-promoting-diversity-from-the-top#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThere%20is%20considerable%20evidence%20that,%E2%80%9D
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/case-women-leaders-catalyst-organizational-success-michael-jones-7fhqc#:~:text=,through%20actions%2C%20not%20just%20words
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/case-women-leaders-catalyst-organizational-success-michael-jones-7fhqc#:~:text=strategic%20imperative%20backed%20by%20compelling,evidence
https://www.cambridgemc.com/international-womens-day-2023-promoting-diversity-from-the-top#:~:text=These%20views%20are%20also%20echoed,will%20hopefully%20change%2C%20in%20time
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In summary, women’s leadership styles typically differ by being more cooperative and 

transformational, focusing on team empowerment and ethical outcomes
cambridgemc.com

. 

These differences can yield workplaces and governments that are more inclusive and 

responsive. As organizations and electorates seek leaders who can navigate complex 

human challenges, the distinctive strengths that many women bring to leadership 

have become increasingly salient. 

5. Women Heads of State: Examples and Comparisons of 

Outcomes 

Women today serve as presidents or prime ministers in a number of countries, 

providing real-world case studies of leadership at the national level. However, they 

remain relatively rare. As of early 2025, only 25 countries have a woman as head of 

state or government (in total 28 women leaders, since a few countries have both a 

female president and prime minister), out of nearly 200 nations
unwomen.org

. This means 

the vast majority of countries are still led by men. Nevertheless, examining those led 

by women – and comparing national indicators – offers insight into how female 

leadership stacks up. Below are contemporary examples of female-led countries and 

some key outcomes (economic performance, social stability, international rankings) 

relative to male-led peers: 

Country (Female 

Leader) Economic Outcomes Social / Global Indicators 

New Zealand (PM 

Jacinda Ardern, 2017–

2023) 

Avoided worst economic fallout of 

COVID-19; quick lockdowns led to one of 

the shortest recessions and a strong 5.6% 

GDP growth rebound in 2021. 

COVID-19 mortality ~50% lower than the 

average in male-led countries

theguardian.com (thanks to early decisive 

response); Global Peace Index 2022: 

Ranked 2nd most peaceful nation

visionofhumanity.org. 

Bangladesh (PM 

Sheikh Hasina, 2009–

present) 

Rapid GDP growth ~6–7% annually in the 

past decade – outpacing male-led 

Pakistan by ~2.5 percentage points per 

yearbrookings.edu. Bangladesh’s per-capita 

income surpassed Pakistan’s, reflecting its 

economic boombrookings.edu. 

Significant social progress: improved 

public health and education outcomes. 

The country’s transformation is driven “in 

large part by the empowerment of 

women,” according to analystsbrookings.edu. 

(Female garment workers and NGO-led 

girls’ education are often credited for 

development gains.) 

Iceland (PM Katrín 

Jakobsdóttir, 2017–

present) 

High prosperity with GDP per capita over 

$55,000. Steady growth and recovery from 

the 2008 financial crisis under strong 

social welfare policies. 

Consistently #1 in the World Economic 

Forum’s Global Gender Gap 

Index (Iceland has topped the index 13 

years running)weforum.org; Ranked the most 

peaceful country globally (GPI #1 in 

2022)visionofhumanity.org. Iceland’s society is one 

of the most socially stable and egalitarian 

in the world. 

https://www.cambridgemc.com/international-womens-day-2023-promoting-diversity-from-the-top#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThere%20is%20considerable%20evidence%20that,%E2%80%9D
https://www.unwomen.org/en/articles/facts-and-figures/facts-and-figures-womens-leadership-and-political-participation#:~:text=participation%20www,have%20a%20woman%20Head
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/18/female-led-countries-handled-coronavirus-better-study-jacinda-ardern-angela-merkel#:~:text=Countries%20led%20by%20women%20had,as%20those%20led%20by%20men
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/maps/#:~:text=Countries%20www,Zealand%2C%20Ireland%2C%20Denmark%20and
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-is-bangladesh-booming/#:~:text=Yet%20that%20year%20would%20turn,reversed%20barring%20gross%20policy%20mismanagement
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-is-bangladesh-booming/#:~:text=Moreover%2C%20at%C2%A01,correction%20for%20purchasing%20power%20parity
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-is-bangladesh-booming/#:~:text=To%20what%20does%20Bangladesh%20owe,with%20the%20empowerment%20of%20women
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2022/in-full/1-benchmarking-gender-gaps-2022/#:~:text=For%20the%2013th%20consecutive%20year%2C,scoring%20performances%20in%20all%20subindexes
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/maps/#:~:text=Countries%20www,Zealand%2C%20Ireland%2C%20Denmark%20and
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Country (Female 

Leader) Economic Outcomes Social / Global Indicators 

Denmark (PM Mette 

Frederiksen, 2019–

present) 

Robust economy (high-income, low 

unemployment). Handled COVID-19 with 

minimal long-term economic damage; 

GDP quickly regained pre-pandemic 

levels. 

Tied for #1 least corrupt country in the 

world (Transparency International index) 

during her tenureoccrp.org; Among top 5 on 

Global Peace Index 2022visionofhumanity.org. 

Denmark also ranks among the happiest 

nations, reflecting strong social cohesion. 

Germany (Chancellor 

Angela Merkel, 2005–

2021) 

Europe’s largest economy grew ~1.8% on 

average annually under Merkel (solid for a 

mature economy). Navigated the 2008 

financial crisis and eurozone debt crisis 

with minimal increase in unemployment. 

Germany’s stability and growth over 16 

years earned it a reputation as an 

economic anchor of Europe. 

Known for political stability and effective 

crisis management. During the COVID-19 

pandemic, Germany (with Merkel at the 

helm) had lower death rates than many 

peer countries like the UK or US

theguardian.com. Germany also consistently 

ranked high in international influence and 

had a strong global reputation under 

Merkel’s steady, evidence-driven 

leadership style. 

Table: Examples of female-led countries and select outcomes. These nations illustrate 

that women-led governments often perform as well as or better than male-led peers on 

key indicators.  

  

Across these examples, a pattern emerges: countries led by women are frequently 

among the world’s top performers in terms of peace, stability, and social well-being. 

Notably, in 2023 the world’s three “happiest” countries – Finland, Denmark, and 

Iceland – were all led by women
womensagenda.com.auwomensagenda.com.au

. (Finland’s Prime Minister 

Sanna Marin, Denmark’s Mette Frederiksen, and Iceland’s Katrín Jakobsdóttir oversaw 

societies with high trust and quality of life.) In fact, 5 of the top 20 happiest countries 

that year had female heads of government
womensagenda.com.au

, far exceeding the global 

share of women leaders. 

Female-led nations also stood out in their response to the COVID-19 crisis. An 

analysis of 194 countries in 2020 found that those led by women had “systematically 

and significantly better” COVID outcomes, with approximately half the number of 

deaths compared to countries led by men
theguardian.com

. Leaders like Jacinda Ardern in 

New Zealand and Angela Merkel in Germany acted decisively with early lockdowns 

and transparent public communication, resulting in lower fatalities and faster 

containment of the virus
theguardian.comtheguardian.com

. This suggests that the leadership style 

often exhibited by women – cautious, science-based, and empathetic – paid off 

during an unprecedented global emergency. 

  

https://www.occrp.org/en/feature/study-female-politicians-less-corrupt#:~:text=While%20not%20indicative%20of%20any,a%20female%20head%20of%20state
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/maps/#:~:text=Countries%20www,Zealand%2C%20Ireland%2C%20Denmark%20and
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/18/female-led-countries-handled-coronavirus-better-study-jacinda-ardern-angela-merkel#:~:text=Countries%20led%20by%20women%20had,as%20those%20led%20by%20men
https://womensagenda.com.au/latest/the-worlds-top-three-happiest-countries-are-led-by-women/#:~:text=Finland%2C%20led%20by%20Prime%20Mininster,happiest%20population%20in%20the%20world
https://womensagenda.com.au/latest/the-worlds-top-three-happiest-countries-are-led-by-women/#:~:text=Coming%20in%20second%20place%20was,in%20the%20role%20since%202017
https://womensagenda.com.au/latest/the-worlds-top-three-happiest-countries-are-led-by-women/#:~:text=Other%20top,of%20Lithuania%20since%20December%202020
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/18/female-led-countries-handled-coronavirus-better-study-jacinda-ardern-angela-merkel#:~:text=Countries%20led%20by%20women%20had,as%20those%20led%20by%20men
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/18/female-led-countries-handled-coronavirus-better-study-jacinda-ardern-angela-merkel#:~:text=The%20relative%20early%20success%20of,headlines%20but%20little%20academic%20attention
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/18/female-led-countries-handled-coronavirus-better-study-jacinda-ardern-angela-merkel#:~:text=%E2%80%9COur%20results%20clearly%20indicate%20that,with%20Reading%20University%E2%80%99s%20Uma%20Kambhampati
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Of course, female heads of state are not a magic bullet for all problems. Many factors 

(economic structure, institutions, culture, etc.) influence a country’s outcomes. There 

have been women leaders of countries that still struggled (for example, Liz Truss’s 

brief tenure in the UK coincided with economic turmoil, though her term was 

exceptionally short). Moreover, some male-led countries also excel on various 

indicators. However, broad trends and these contemporary examples indicate 

that women-led countries perform as well as, and often better than, male-led 

countries on measures of good governance, economic growth, and social 

stability. Female leaders have guided nations to prosperity (Bangladesh’s economic 

rise), championed equality and happiness (Nordic countries), maintained peace (New 

Zealand, Iceland), and handled crises effectively (COVID responses). In comparative 

rankings – whether it’s corruption perceptions, peace indexes, or human 

development – countries with women at the helm are frequently among the leaders 

of the pack
occrp.orgvisionofhumanity.org

. This strong performance undermines any traditional 

argument that women are unsuited for the top jobs; on the contrary, it showcases the 

valuable contributions women make when entrusted with national leadership. 

6. Women Shaping the Future Globally 

Women are increasingly playing transformative roles on the global stage, shaping the 

future of politics, business, science, and social movements. Although gender gaps 

persist, the trajectory is toward greater female influence in solving the world’s biggest 

challenges. Here are some key ways women are driving the future globally: 

• Global Leadership and Institutions: More women than ever are leading 

prominent global and regional institutions. For instance, Christine 

Lagarde heads the European Central Bank, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala is Director-

General of the World Trade Organization, and Ursula von der Leyen is 

President of the European Commission. These women are steering 

international economic and political policies for billions of people. At the 

United Nations, women occupy senior roles and push forward agendas on 

human rights and sustainable development. The increased visibility of women 

in such positions is inspiring a new generation and slowly normalizing female 

authority in international affairs. As of 2025, 28 women serve as heads of state 

or government around the world – including in major economies and smaller 

nations alike
unwomen.org

. Their voices in forums like the G20, African Union, and 

UN Security Council ensure that global decisions increasingly reflect women’s 

perspectives. This is crucial for issues like gender equality, but also for broader 

topics (trade, climate, peace) where diverse viewpoints lead to better 

outcomes. 
• Peace and Security: Women are shaping the future of peace and conflict 

resolution. There is growing recognition that women’s participation is vital to 

ending wars and building stable societies. Female peacebuilders and 

https://www.occrp.org/en/feature/study-female-politicians-less-corrupt#:~:text=While%20not%20indicative%20of%20any,a%20female%20head%20of%20state
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/maps/#:~:text=Countries%20www,Zealand%2C%20Ireland%2C%20Denmark%20and
https://www.unwomen.org/en/articles/facts-and-figures/facts-and-figures-womens-leadership-and-political-participation#:~:text=participation%20www,have%20a%20woman%20Head
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negotiators – whether formally at negotiation tables or informally in 

communities – are making a difference. In Colombia, for example, women 

played an important role in the peace process with the FARC, pushing for 

inclusion of victims’ rights and gender-based violence issues in the agreement. 

Globally, movements like Women, Peace & Security (anchored by U.N. 

Resolution 1325) have elevated women’s involvement in peacekeeping and 

conflict prevention. The evidence is clear that when women are involved, peace 

agreements last longer and communities recover faster
cfr.org

. Women are also 

leading humanitarian efforts in conflict zones, from Syria to South Sudan, 

working to rebuild and heal war-torn societies. As the world faces complex 

security challenges, women leaders – whether heads of government or 

grassroots activists – are bringing more collaborative and compassionate 

approaches to conflict resolution and international diplomacy. This bodes for a 

future in which peace processes and security policies are more inclusive and 

effective. 
• Social Movements and Advocacy: Many of the most potent social and 

political movements of our time have women at the forefront. Women are 

leading the charge on issues like climate change, education, and human 

rights. For instance, young female activists such as Greta Thunberg have 

galvanized global climate action with their moral clarity and tenacity. In the 

realm of girls’ education, figures like Malala Yousafzai have become 

international symbols, influencing global commitments to ensure every girl 

goes to school. The #MeToo movement against sexual harassment and assault, 

which started in the United States with activist Tarana Burke and gained 

worldwide momentum in 2017, is another example – it has led to concrete 

changes in laws and workplace norms across countries. From Poland to 

Argentina, women’s rights activists are organizing mass movements to fight 

femicide, expand reproductive rights, and demand equal treatment. These 

movements are reshaping cultural attitudes and forcing institutions to 

respond. As a result, future societies are likely to be more aware of gender 

justice thanks to today’s women advocates. 
• Science, Technology, and Innovation: Women are also increasingly 

contributing to shaping the future through science and technology. Although 

underrepresented in STEM fields, women have made landmark innovations – 

from Dr. Özlem Türeci (co-founder of BioNTech, key to developing the Pfizer 

COVID-19 vaccine) to Katie Bouman (who helped produce the first image of a 

black hole). Worldwide, initiatives are underway to involve more girls in STEM, 

recognizing that the next generation of discoveries needs women’s minds. The 

rise of women in tech leadership – e.g., CEOs of major tech companies and 

unicorn startups – means the digital economy’s future will have female 

architects. This is crucial as technology (AI, biotech, renewable energy) will 

define the next decades. When women help design tech, products and 

research are more likely to serve all of society (for example, considering 

https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/#:~:text=UN%20Member%20States%20adopted%20this,fifteen%20years%20by%2035%20percent
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women’s health needs in medical research, or mitigating biases in AI). Thus, 

women in labs, universities, and tech firms are shaping the future as much as 

those in parliaments. 
• Global Economy and Labor: Women’s growing role in the workforce and 

entrepreneurship is another transformative force. In many countries, increasing 

female labor participation is expanding the economy and changing workplace 

cultures. Women-run businesses are on the rise globally, and many are 

focused on social entrepreneurship – solving local problems from clean water 

to financial inclusion. As more women attain higher education and control 

economic assets, we can expect shifts in global economic priorities. Already, 

research shows women investors and leaders often prioritize sustainability and 

ethical business practices, influencing companies to be more socially 

responsible. Furthermore, women as consumers drive trends and demand 

corporate accountability. The “she-conomy” is an emerging power shaping 

markets and innovation focus (for example, growth in sectors like 

telemedicine, childcare tech, etc., that cater to needs long overlooked). In 

short, women are not just joining the global economy but transforming it to 

be more responsive and inclusive. 

Overall, women are essential stakeholders in all facets of the world’s future. Higher 

gender equality is directly linked to greater global security and prosperity – 

countries with more empowered women are less likely to fall into conflict and more 

likely to prosper
cfr.org

. As we move further into the 21st century, the imprint of women 

in leadership, activism, and innovation will only deepen. We are likely to see more 

female heads of state, more women CEOs, more female Nobel laureates – inspiring 

others and normalizing women’s presence at the helm. The collective impact of 

women shaping the future is a world that could be more collaborative, equitable, and 

sustainable. 

7. Strategies to Strengthen and Empower Women 

Globally (with a Focus on the U.S.) 

Empowering women worldwide requires concerted action across education, 

economics, politics, and cultural norms. The following strategies are being suggested 

and implemented to strengthen women’s roles – with special emphasis on policies 

relevant to the United States: 

• Expand Girls’ Education and Skills Training: Education is the foundation of 

empowerment. Globally, initiatives to ensure girls complete primary and 

secondary school (and have equal access to higher education) are crucial. 

Educated women marry later, have healthier families, and earn more, creating 

positive ripple effects. Programs like scholarships for girls, school meal 

https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/#:~:text=The%20presence%20of%20women%20in,and%20intrastate%20conflict
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incentives, and campaigns against child marriage all help keep girls in school. 

In the U.S., enforcing Title IX (which prohibits gender discrimination in 

education) and encouraging girls in STEM through programs like Girls Who 

Code or science camps are ways to build the pipeline of future women leaders. 

Supporting female literacy and vocational training in developing countries 

through U.S. foreign aid and NGOs is another lever – for example, USAID’s 

initiatives have focused on girls’ education in countries from Afghanistan to 

Zambia. 
• Enact and Enforce Legal Equality and Protection: Strengthening the legal 

rights of women is fundamental. This includes enacting laws that guarantee 

equal pay for equal work, prohibit gender-based discrimination and 

harassment, and protect women’s rights to own property and inherit. Many 

nations have adopted constitutional or statutory guarantees of gender equality 

– the U.S. has laws like the Equal Pay Act and Civil Rights Act; there is also 

ongoing advocacy for finally ratifying the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to 

the Constitution. Robust enforcement is as important as the laws themselves. 

Policies to combat gender-based violence are key as well. Globally, the 

adoption of laws against domestic violence, marital rape, and sexual 

harassment (backed by effective policing and judicial action) can empower 

women to live free from fear. The U.S. reauthorization of the Violence Against 

Women Act (VAWA) and efforts to address sexual assault in the military are 

examples of strengthening protections. Ensuring women’s reproductive rights 

and access to healthcare is another critical legal area – as seen in current U.S. 

debates post-Roe v. Wade, which have significant bearing on women’s 

autonomy and equality. 
• Increase Women’s Political Participation (Quotas and Training): To 

empower women in leadership, many experts advocate measures to boost 

their numbers in politics. One proven approach is adopting gender quotas – 

requirements that a certain percentage of election candidates or legislative 

seats go to women. Around the world, over 130 countries have some form of 

gender quota, and it has had a “massive impact” on the number of women in 

politics, often doubling or tripling female representation
hir.harvard.edu

. Countries 

like Rwanda (with a 60% female parliament) illustrate the effect of quotas. 

While the United States does not have formal quotas, parties and 

organizations are working to recruit and train more women candidates. 

Initiatives like Emily’s List (which funds pro-choice women candidates) and 

bipartisan programs for campaign training have helped increase the share of 

women in U.S. Congress to about 28% (a record high). Further strategies 

include mentorship programs pairing young women with female politicians, 

public financing incentives (e.g. extra campaign funds for parties that run more 

women), and addressing barriers like childcare for candidates. By creating a 

supportive pipeline, the goal is to achieve greater gender balance in political 

offices. Greater representation not only empowers the women who hold office 

https://hir.harvard.edu/equal-representation-the-debate-over-gender-quotas-part-1/#:~:text=1%29%20hir,women%27s%20political%20representation%20by%20country
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but also ensures women’s interests are better represented in policy – studies 

show that when women are at the table, issues like health care, education, and 

childcare get more attention
weforum.org

. 
• Economic Empowerment and Workplace Equity: Empowering women 

economically is essential for global progress. This involves policies to help 

women enter, remain, and thrive in the workforce. Key strategies include 

providing affordable childcare and paid family leave (so that having children 

doesn’t derail women’s careers), ensuring fair wages and labor rights, and 

improving access to capital for women entrepreneurs. The United States is 

notably one of the few developed countries without a national paid maternity 

leave – addressing this gap (through legislation like the proposed FAMILY Act) 

would greatly support working women. The current administration has also 

focused on boosting the minimum wage and tipped wage (which 

disproportionately affect women in service jobs) and supporting caregiving 

infrastructure as part of economic plans. Globally, microfinance programs have 

famously empowered millions of women to start small businesses (e.g., 

Grameen Bank in Bangladesh). Larger-scale efforts, such as the U.S. Gender 

Equity and Equality Action Fund established in 2021, direct foreign aid to 

women’s economic security programs worldwide
bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov

. Mentoring 

and networking programs (like Goldman Sachs’ 10,000 Women initiative or 

local businesswomen’s associations) also strengthen women’s economic roles. 

Ensuring workplace equity also means promoting women to leadership roles in 

companies – some countries have mandated women on corporate boards 

(e.g., France and California with 40% and 30% quotas respectively, though 

enforcement varies). A diverse leadership leads to better business outcomes 

and breaks stereotypes that top jobs are “for men.” 
• Leadership Development and Role Models: Empowering women globally 

also requires cultivating leadership skills and highlighting role models. This can 

start young – for instance, schools and universities can encourage girls to take 

on leadership positions, debate, and public speaking. Civil society and 

governments are supporting programs to train the next generation of women 

leaders (such as leadership academies, fellowship programs, and peer 

networks). In the U.S., organizations like Emerge America train women to run 

for public office, and Lean In circles (inspired by Sheryl Sandberg’s initiative) 

provide support for professional women aiming for management roles. 

Internationally, exchange programs and scholarships (like the Fulbright 

program or the U.S. State Department’s TechWomen) empower women from 

around the world with education and global networks. Just as important 

is celebrating female role models in all fields – from heads of state to 

scientists and athletes. Seeing women succeed in various arenas combats 

stereotypes and motivates younger women and girls to aspire high. Media 

campaigns and public recognition (e.g., awards, profiles) of women achievers 

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/03/political-power-and-economic-parity-we-need-more-women-leaders-for-the-future-of-jobs/#:~:text=When%20women%20hold%20political%20power%2C,productivity%20and%20fuel%20economic%20expansion
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2025/01/14/fact-sheet-the-biden-harris-administration-advanced-gender-equity-and-equality-at-home-and-abroad/#:~:text=FACT%20SHEET%3A%20The%20Biden,and%20girls%20and%20address
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are simple but effective tools to shift cultural perceptions about women’s 

capabilities. 
• Community and Cultural Change Initiatives: Lasting empowerment will also 

come from changing mindsets and social norms at the community level. Thus, 

strategies include engaging men and boys as allies in gender equality (through 

education campaigns about respectful relationships and shared household 

responsibilities), working with religious and traditional leaders to reinterpret 

cultural norms that have limited women, and using media to portray women in 

empowering roles. For example, some development programs work with entire 

villages to abandon female genital mutilation or child marriage, emphasizing 

community dialogue led by respected local women. In the United States, 

movements like #HeForShe encourage men in workplaces and universities to 

champion gender equity. Additionally, promoting women’s rights in areas like 

reproductive health (access to contraception, etc.) allows women to make life 

choices that enable them to pursue education and careers, which in turn 

strengthens their agency. Changing culture is a slower, diffuse process, but it 

underpins all the other reforms – laws and policies are most effective when 

society broadly supports the idea of women as equals. 
• Institutionalizing Gender-Focused Policy: Governments can empower 

women by making gender equality a sustained priority across all agencies. The 

U.S. recently created a White House Gender Policy Council to coordinate 

federal efforts on gender issues and ensure accountability on the National 

Gender Strategy
brookings.edu

. This kind of institutional mechanism helps integrate a 

“gender lens” in policy-making – for instance, analyzing how a budget or a 

new law might impact women differently and adjusting accordingly. Other 

countries have similar bodies (ministries or departments of women’s affairs, 

gender equality task forces, etc.). Internationally, continuing to fund and 

support UN Women and other multilateral initiatives keeps women’s 

empowerment on the global agenda. Donor countries like the U.S. are 

increasing aid targeting women and girls – for example, in 2023 President 

Biden announced the largest-ever U.S. budget allocation for global gender 

equality and women’s economic empowerment programs
donortracker.org

. These 

investments finance everything from girls’ education in Africa to women’s 

political participation training in Asia. By institutionalizing support and 

funding, governments signal that empowering women is not a one-time 

project but a permanent commitment. 

In applying these strategies, the United States has a dual role: advancing gender 

equality domestically and supporting it worldwide through diplomacy and 

development. Domestically, there have been positive steps such as appointing a 

diverse cabinet (with a record number of women), strengthening workplace 

harassment protections, and pushing for family-friendly policies. The Biden-Harris 

administration’s National Strategy on Gender Equity and Equality (2021) outlines a 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-biden-harris-administrations-gender-strategies-and-policies-strengths-challenges-and-opportunities/#:~:text=Since%20taking%20office%2C%20the%20Biden,Strategy%20on%20Global%20Women%E2%80%99s%20Economic
https://donortracker.org/policy_updates?policy=biden-announces-26-billion-gender-upcoming-budget#:~:text=US%2C%20Gender%20Equality%20,economic%20empowerment%20and%20gender%20equity
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comprehensive plan touching on economic security, health, gender-based violence, 

and equity for women of color and LGBTQ+ people
brookings.edubrookings.edu

. For example, the 

administration launched a U.S. Strategy on Global Women’s Economic Security in 

2023 to guide foreign assistance in empowering women entrepreneurs and workers 

abroad
brookings.edu

. These are promising frameworks, but implementation will be key – 

and advocates note that progress must accelerate to meet persistent gaps. 

  

Ultimately, empowering women is a multifaceted endeavor requiring legal, economic, 

educational, and social change. The payoff, however, is immense. When women are 

empowered, families prosper, communities are healthier, economies grow faster, 

and peace is more enduring
cfr.orgweforum.org

. As the world has come to recognize these 

truths, the momentum behind women’s empowerment has never been stronger. By 

continuing to implement and expand the strategies above – and by ensuring men 

join as partners in the effort – we move closer to a future where women everywhere 

can fully exercise their rights, talents, and leadership for the betterment of all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-biden-harris-administrations-gender-strategies-and-policies-strengths-challenges-and-opportunities/#:~:text=Since%20taking%20office%2C%20the%20Biden,Strategy%20on%20Global%20Women%E2%80%99s%20Economic
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-biden-harris-administrations-gender-strategies-and-policies-strengths-challenges-and-opportunities/#:~:text=The%20new%20U,employment%2C%20entrepreneurship%2C%20and%20social%20protection
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-biden-harris-administrations-gender-strategies-and-policies-strengths-challenges-and-opportunities/#:~:text=unveiled%20its%20National%20Strategy%20on,the%20White%20House%20released%20the
https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/#:~:text=UN%20Member%20States%20adopted%20this,fifteen%20years%20by%2035%20percent
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/03/political-power-and-economic-parity-we-need-more-women-leaders-for-the-future-of-jobs/#:~:text=When%20women%20hold%20political%20power%2C,productivity%20and%20fuel%20economic%20expansion
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US Political Polarization and 

Immigrant Scapegoating: Causes 

and Solutions 

Historical Roots of Polarization 

U.S. political parties only began to sort into sharply contrasting camps in the mid-

20th century. For most of the 19th and early 20th centuries, major issues (slavery, 

Populism, labor vs. capital) divided the nation, and many periods saw broad 

bipartisan consensus (for example, on foreign policy after WWII)
brookings.edu

. That 

changed with the 1960s civil-rights realignment: as Democrats embraced civil rights, 

they “lost their old Southern base” and consolidated support in liberal northern 

states, while the GOP shed its moderate Northeastern wing and became “anchored in 

the South and West,” growing more conservative
brookings.edu

. In other words, 

longstanding regional/ideological coalitions unraveled, leading each party’s base to 

become more homogeneous. By the 2000s this sorting was complete – as one study 

notes, congressional Democrats and Republicans now have “almost no ideological 

overlap”
brookings.edu

. In short, the legacy of the civil rights era and subsequent 

realignments has left today’s parties sharply divided along race, region, and values. 

Contemporary Drivers of Polarization 

In recent decades, several new factors have entrenched these divides. Media and 

technology play a major role: the explosion of cable TV, talk radio, and especially 

social media allows people to “seek each other out” online and be exposed almost 

entirely to ideologically congenial news
brookings.edubrookings.edu

. Surveys show that Americans 

increasingly choose news sources by political preference (for example, conservative 

viewers favor Fox News while liberals favor NPR and the New York Times)
brookings.edu

. 

News outlets also often exaggerate conflict because “acrimony and strident rhetoric 

make good copy,” which reinforces the sense of a bitter divide
brookings.edu

. Social-media 

algorithms and echo chambers further amplify extreme viewpoints and personal 

grievances, making ordinary citizens more partisan over time. 

  

Economic and cultural shifts have reinforced polarization. Economic inequality has 

grown since the 1980s, generating anxieties among those who feel “left behind.” 

Globalization and automation hollowed out manufacturing and blue-collar jobs, 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Historical%20circumstances,World%20War%20II%20period
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Sectional%20realignment%20of%20the%20electorate,and%20West%2C%20became%20more%20orthodox
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-great-divide-polarization-in-american-politics/#:~:text=Scholars%20and%20political%20observers%20generally,phenomena%2C%20moreover%2C%20are%20mutually%20reinforcing
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=The%20role%20of%20technology,organize%2C%20pool%20resources%2C%20and%20proselytize
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Role%20of%20the%20media,social%2C%20economic%2C%20and%20political%20issues
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Role%20of%20the%20media,social%2C%20economic%2C%20and%20political%20issues
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Role%20of%20the%20media,social%2C%20economic%2C%20and%20political%20issues
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fueling resentment in rural and small-town America. Many of these voters have been 

drawn into politics by populist messages blaming immigrants and global elites for 

their economic pain. Meanwhile, cultural issues – religion, gun rights, abortion, and 

attitudes toward race and identity – have become sharp fault lines, with 

secular/liberal Americans on one side and religious/conservative Americans on the 

other. Religion, in particular, now correlates more strongly with party: frequent 

churchgoers tend to be Republican, while secular voters tend to be Democratic
brookings.edu

. 

  

Electoral structures and party strategies have also magnified 

polarization. Gerrymandering: After the 2010 census, many state legislatures 

aggressively redrew district maps in their own favor. As Brookings scholars note, in 

earlier decades dozens of seats might swing between parties each election, but in the 

2000s the number of competitive U.S. House districts plummeted (by 2004 only about 

6% of seats were truly in play)
brookings.edu

. Modern mapping technology makes it easy to 

create extremely safe “one-party” districts. In such districts, the real contests are 

primary elections among hard-liners, so candidates cater to the partisan base rather 

than the center
brookings.edu

. Primaries: Direct primaries (especially closed ones) have 

grown more important and tend to be dominated by activists. With turnout often 

below 20%, candidates who win primaries must appeal to small, ideologically intense 

factions, pushing them away from the median voter
brookings.edu

. On the Republican side, 

the number of congressional primaries has risen steeply, empowering the most 

conservative activists
brookings.edu

. These forces combine: partisan maps plus hard-line 

primaries produce congressional delegations with few moderates, locking in 

ideological extremes. 

• Cues from Leaders: Tight election margins (e.g. electoral disputes in 2000 and 

2016) have incentivized each side to fight fiercely. When elections hinge on a 

few swing votes, both parties often turn to aggressive tactics (legal challenges, 

disinformation, dramatic pledges) to eke out every possible edge
brookings.edu

brookings.edu
. Political norms have eroded: tactics like holding up judicial 

appointments or refusing bipartisan cooperation – once rare – are now 

common, heightening mutual distrust
brookings.edu

. 
• Technology and Mobilization: Campaigns and interest groups use big data 

and social media to micro-target voters with tailored, polarizing messages. As 

Brookings observes, the “revolution in communications” allows ideologues to 

organize and proselytize online with unprecedented efficiency
brookings.edu

. 

Smartphones and social apps have increased exposure to political content 

(often negative or sensational) and lowered the barriers to viral conspiracy 

theories. 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Role%20of%20religion,embrace%20a%20strictly%20secular%20agenda
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Congressional%20redistricting,appeared%20to%20be%20in%20play
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Congressional%20redistricting,appeared%20to%20be%20in%20play
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=The%20dominance%20of%20primaries,factions%20regard%20as%20litmus%20tests
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=The%20dominance%20of%20primaries,factions%20regard%20as%20litmus%20tests
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Party%20parity,whatever%20means%20are%20deemed%20effective
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Restraining%20gerrymanders,foreign%20models%20might%20be%20emulated
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=New%20institutional%20norms,electoral%20gains%20from%20such%20behavior
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=The%20role%20of%20technology,organize%2C%20pool%20resources%2C%20and%20proselytize
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Table 1: Comparative Reforms to Mitigate Polarization. Below are sample 

strategies (some used abroad) for reducing partisan fragmentation. 

Reform/Strategy Description Example 

Nonpartisan 

Redistricting  

Independent commissions draw electoral maps, 

reducing “safe seats.” 

Iowa, Arizona, Utah – bipartisan 

panels; Canada, UK use neutral 

commissionsbrookings.edu. 

Open/Ranked 

Primaries 

Open or top-two primaries (and ranked-choice 

voting) encourage candidates to appeal to 

broader electorate rather than base. 

California (top-two), Alaska/NWS 

(ranked-choice), Australia (instant 

runoff). 

Campaign Finance 

Reform 

Limiting “dark money” and foreign influence 

can reduce extreme negative ads. 

Many democracies cap donations; 

e.g., France limits individual 

contributions. 

Civic Education & 

Dialogue 

Curriculum on civics/media literacy and 

programs for cross-partisan dialogue. 

Ireland’s citizens’ assemblies on 

sensitive issues (abortion, climate) 

fostered consensus. 

Media 

Accountability  

Fact-checking and transparency rules (e.g. 

disclosure for online ads) to combat 

disinformation. 

EU’s Digital Services Act forces content 

moderation; UK’s Ofcom imposes 

impartiality rules. 

Approaches to Reducing Polarization 

Addressing polarization requires both institutional reforms and civic initiatives. No 

single fix will suffice, but scholars and policymakers suggest multiple strategies: 

• Electoral and Institutional Reform: Reducing gerrymanders is often cited as 

a key step. Several states (e.g. Iowa, Arizona, Utah, Washington) have 

created independent redistricting commissions to draw fair maps
brookings.edu

. 

Early results show more competitive elections and fewer guaranteed safe seats. 

(By contrast, most countries do not redraw districts every ten years in the 

hyper-partisan way the U.S. does; foreign models like proportional 

representation or commission-based maps could be studied and emulated
brookings.edu

.) Similarly, moving to open primaries or ranked-choice voting can 

force candidates to appeal beyond the base. States like Alaska and California 

have experimented with these systems, and Australia’s instant-runoff voting 

for parliament tends to produce more moderate coalition governments. 

Reforming campaign finance (e.g. public financing, donation limits) could also 

reduce candidates’ reliance on extreme donors. 
• Media and Technology: Acknowledging the role of social media, many 

experts urge greater regulation of online platforms. (For example, a Brookings 

report recommends empowering regulators to enforce a “code of conduct” for 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Restraining%20gerrymanders,foreign%20models%20might%20be%20emulated
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Restraining%20gerrymanders,foreign%20models%20might%20be%20emulated
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/thinking-about-political-polarization/#:~:text=Restraining%20gerrymanders,foreign%20models%20might%20be%20emulated
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social media to curb misinformation and incendiary content.) 

Encouraging media literacy education in schools can help citizens recognize 

bias and fact-check partisan claims. Fact-checking organizations and bipartisan 

journalism (with clear labeling of opinion vs. news) can counteract echo 

chambers. Congress and the FTC have explored rules for political ad 

transparency online. More controversially, some propose requiring algorithms 

to expose users to cross-cutting viewpoints, or taxing political micro-targeting. 
• Civic Engagement and Dialogue: Strengthening civic institutions can bridge 

divides. Programs that bring together citizens from different backgrounds to 

deliberate on common issues (so-called “citizen assemblies” or local 

“polarization reduction” groups) have had success abroad. For example, in 

Ireland a series of citizens’ assemblies allowed ordinary people to recommend 

reforms on abortion and climate policy, leading to broad consensus and major 

reforms. In the U.S., nonprofits like Braver Angels organize workshops where 

Democrats and Republicans find personal common ground. Expanding 

nonpartisan civic education and service (e.g. national service programs, inter-

state exchange programs) could foster mutual understanding across red-blue 

lines. Institutionalizing dialogue (for instance, bipartisan commissions on major 

issues, or “Republican-Democrat summit” traditions) might also temper the 

zero-sum mindset. 
• Economic and Social Policies: Since some polarization stems from real social 

divisions, policies that ease inequality and strengthen the middle class may 

reduce resentments. This includes support for healthcare, education, and 

worker retraining programs that benefit people of all political stripes. 

Addressing the roots of anxiety – such as urban-rural income gaps or regional 

job declines – could undercut populist appeals. Finally, actively promoting 

inclusive national narratives (e.g. patriotism that acknowledges diversity) can 

shift attitudes toward compromise. 

Table 2: International Examples of Polarization-Reduction (success varies by 

context) 

Country/Region Strategy Note/Result 

Germany 

Multi-party coalitions & 

consensus norms 

Grand coalitions (major parties governing together) 

diffuse extremes. Strong federalism and party discipline. 

New Zealand 

Mixed-member proportional 

system (MMP) 

Adopted MMP in 1990s, leading to broad coalitions and 

less winner-take-all politics. 

Australia  

Preferential voting (ranked 

ballots) 

Requires major parties to court second preferences; 

reduces incentive for extreme appeals. 

Nordic Countries 

Mandatory civic education and 

robust social safety nets 

High social trust and trust in media; lower income 

inequality correlates with higher cross-ideological trust. 
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Country/Region Strategy Note/Result 

Taiwan/South 

Korea 

Truth and Reconciliation 

Commissions 

After authoritarian periods, commissions helped heal 

polarized historical grievances (though success is mixed). 

Immigrant Scapegoating by Trump (2016–2025) 

Donald Trump’s rhetoric and policies have notably demonized immigrants. From his 

2015 campaign onward he portrayed immigrants as the source of America’s 

problems, and he doubled down on this narrative both as president (2017–2021) and 

as the 2024 Republican nominee. 

• Presidency (2016–2020): Trump frequently labeled undocumented 

immigrants as criminals and threats. At campaign rallies and policy speeches 

he blamed them for violent crime, drug trafficking, and economic ills. For 

example, a mid-2017 rally in Ohio saw him describe illegal-immigrant gang 

members as “animals” who “slice and dice” victims and “bring ... drugs, 

violence [and] bloodshed” to American towns
hrw.org

. Human Rights Watch 

condemned this as “dangerous scapegoating,” noting that Trump’s words 

painted immigrants as outsiders “responsible for violent crime and deep 

societal problems”
hrw.org

. The administration’s policies reflected this worldview: it 

enacted a travel ban on nationals from several countries, instituted “zero 

tolerance” family-separation at the southern border, and expanded aggressive 

ICE deportations. In practice, ICE enforcement under Trump “made little 

distinction between people with no criminal records and dangerous gang 

members,” as the agency itself admitted
hrw.org

. Tens of thousands of mostly 

nonviolent migrants – including asylum seekers and visa overstayers – were 

detained or deported. These measures and narratives were politically 

calculated. They energized his base by tapping into fears about crime and 

terrorism, and they diverted attention from other issues. Racially tinged 

language (“invasion,” “drug lords,” etc.) also played as dog whistles to 

nationalist and anti-immigrant sentiments. 
• 2024 Campaign: As Trump ran again, he continued these themes. In a 

September 2024 rally in Savannah, he spent much of an “economic 

development” speech attacking immigrants. The Guardian reported that he 

repeatedly “blame[d] immigrants for everything from fentanyl overdoses to 

crime and taking Americans’ jobs”
theguardian.com

. He told the crowd that 

undocumented immigrants were “responsible for myriad ills” in the country
theguardian.com

. Such claims – often fact-checked as false – were aimed at exciting 

supporters. Trump’s 2024 platform similarly emphasized a massive border wall 

and deportations: he has promised to “close the border” entirely and to carry 

out the “largest deportation effort in U.S. history”
reuters.com

. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/07/27/trumps-dangerous-scapegoating-immigrants#:~:text=At%20a%20%E2%80%9CMake%20America%20Great,%E2%80%9D
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/07/27/trumps-dangerous-scapegoating-immigrants#:~:text=Trump%20isn%E2%80%99t%20just%20condemning%20gang,foreigners%20to%20justify%20inhumane%20policies
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/07/27/trumps-dangerous-scapegoating-immigrants#:~:text=families,%E2%80%9D
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/sep/24/election-trump-georgia-rally#:~:text=A%20t%20an%20event%20intended,he%20did%20discussing%20the%20economy
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/sep/24/election-trump-georgia-rally#:~:text=Haitian%20immigrant%20group%20calls%20for,Vance%20in%20Ohio%20Read%20more
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/trump-holds-victory-rally-washington-ahead-inauguration-2025-01-19/#:~:text=,at%20the%20Capital%20One%20Arena
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• 2025 Developments: Even before a potential second term, Trump escalated 

the rhetoric. On January 19, 2025 – the eve of his scheduled inauguration – he 

addressed thousands at a “Make America Great Again” rally in Washington. He 

vowed that “by the time the sun sets tomorrow, the invasion of our country 

will have come to a halt”
reuters.com

. He repeated his pledge to remove “millions” of 

undocumented immigrants from the U.S.
reuters.com

. Reuters noted his promise of 

a sweeping crackdown and the largest-ever mass deportation. This shows that 

even after four years out of office, the strategy of framing immigrants as an 

existential threat remains central to his message. 

These tactics rely on simple, fear-based appeals. Immigrants – especially Latin 

American and Muslim newcomers – are painted as outsiders undermining American 

security, culture, or economy. Statements like “they’re taking your jobs” or calling 

migrants “vermin” are meant to stir anger. By contrast, more nuanced factors (e.g. 

corporate interests hiring cheaper labor, or domestic crime) are downplayed or 

ignored. The political motivation is clear: scapegoating a vulnerable group unites a 

core constituency, distracts from complex policy failures, and creates an enemy image 

that can justify harsh measures. 

  

 
*Image: Migrants from Central America embrace after crossing into the United States (U.S.–

Panama border, 2024). This illustrates that many asylum-seekers are families fleeing danger, 
not criminals. (Source: Human Rights Watch) 

 

https://www.reuters.com/world/us/trump-holds-victory-rally-washington-ahead-inauguration-2025-01-19/#:~:text=,at%20the%20Capital%20One%20Arena
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/trump-holds-victory-rally-washington-ahead-inauguration-2025-01-19/#:~:text=Sign%20up%20here
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Approaches to Countering Immigrant Scapegoating 

Combating anti-immigrant sentiment involves reshaping narratives and policies. 

Broadly, solutions focus on education, inclusion, and fair policy enforcement: 

• Fact-based Public Messaging: Governments and media can highlight the 

positive contributions of immigrants. For example, official reports and think-

tank analyses show that immigrants often pay more in taxes than they 

consume in public services over the long term, and that they create jobs by 

starting businesses. Public awareness campaigns (akin to past efforts on HIV or 

trade facts) can debunk myths. Media outlets and educators should emphasize 

stories of immigrant families, veterans, and entrepreneurs to humanize 

immigrants. (For instance, in some Latin American countries migrating to the 

U.S., children reuniting at the border reinforce that many migrants are family-

oriented refugees, not the “invasion” portrayed in rhetoric.) 
• Inclusive Integration Policies: When newcomers are well integrated, 

scapegoating tends to diminish. This means investing in language and civics 

classes, education, and job training for immigrants – a practice used in 

countries like Germany and Canada. Germany’s Integrationskurse (integration 

courses) include German language and cultural orientation to help migrants 

assimilate, which many experts cite as a model. Canada’s official 

multiculturalism policy, which provides settlement services and encourages 

expression of cultural identity within a Canadian framework, is often pointed to 

as helping maintain social cohesion (public opinion on immigration remains 

more positive there than in many European countries). Making legal 

immigration more accessible and providing clear pathways to citizenship (for 

example, for high-skilled workers or long-term residents) can also reduce 

underground flows and remove the sense of permanent “otherness.” 
• Community Engagement and Enforcement: Policies should build trust 

between immigrant communities and authorities. For example, “sanctuary city” 

policies protect immigrant cooperation with police by keeping local law 

enforcement separate from federal immigration enforcement; law enforcement 

officials argue this increases crime reporting and safety. Tough border 

enforcement can be paired with due process for asylum-seekers so that the 

public sees a balance of security and compassion, reducing fear. It is also 

important to strictly enforce laws against hate crimes and hate speech: many 

European democracies criminalize inflammatory scapegoating (Germany bans 

Nazi-like language, for instance). Denouncing high-profile scapegoaters legally 

can set a norm that immigrant-bashing is unacceptable. 
• Grassroots and Cultural Efforts: Civic groups and religious organizations 

often bridge divides. Dialogues between native-born and immigrant 

communities – in churches, mosques, or civic halls – can dispel rumors and 

build empathy. Schools can teach the history of immigration and its role in 
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America’s development. Media diversity helps too: having immigrant voices in 

newsrooms and on public broadcasts provides alternative viewpoints. Policing 

the internet to remove clearly false rumors (e.g. that 98% of immigrants 

commit violent crime, etc.) can slow hateful viral narratives. 

Table 3: International Examples of Combating Xenophobia 

Country/Strategy Description Example 

Germany 

Integration courses + strict hate 

speech laws 

Provides free language classes; Strafgesetzbuch §130 

penalizes incitement. 

Canada 

Official multiculturalism + skills 

immigration (points system) 

Emphasizes immigrant contributions; high public 

support. 

Sweden/Norway 

Local integration programs + social 

trust policies 

Municipal “welcome programs” for refugees; broad 

social welfare lessens competition fears. 

Malaysia/Singapore 

Bilingual/bicultural education + 

compulsory integration exams 

Immigrants take civics/language tests; success is 

debated but formalized. 

Philippines Global diaspora narrative 

Government emphasizes overseas Filipino workers’ 

remittances, countering stigma. 

Overall, reducing polarization and countering scapegoating both require restoring 

accurate, empathetic political discourse. In polarization’s case, that means 

institutional checks (like fair districts and open primaries) and a culture of 

moderation. In the immigration debate, it means replacing fear-based myths with 

facts and human stories, and enacting fair policies that treat immigrants with dignity. 

Both challenges benefit from civic engagement and leadership that rewards unity 

over division. 
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Democracy Index: Norway vs. 

United States – A Comparative 

Analysis 
Note from the editor: 
This overview shows data from 2023. Norway tops the list at number 1, while the United 
States is down to 29th place. After Trump came back to power in the United States in 
2025, the country has quickly fallen further down the list. 

Overview of the Democracy Index and Rankings 

The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) publishes an annual Democracy Index that 

scores countries (0–10) across five categories – electoral process and pluralism, 

functioning of government, political participation, political culture,  and civil 

liberties
economist.com

. Based on these scores, nations are classified as “full 

democracies” (scores 8.01–10), “flawed democracies” (6.01–8.00), “hybrid 

regimes”, or “authoritarian regimes”
worldpopulationreview.com

. In the most recent index 

(2023), Norway ranks #1 with an overall score of 9.81 (the highest in the world), 

making it the top-rated full democracy
indvstrvs.orgworldpopulationreview.com

. By contrast, 

the United States scores 7.85 (ranked 29th globally), classifying it as a flawed 

democracy
worldpopulationreview.com

. The sections below explain why Norway tops the 

index and compare its performance to that of the United States, highlighting key 

differences in each category. 

Norway – Why It Ranks #1 in Democracy 

Norway has been the world’s highest-ranked democracy for years, owing to 

exceptionally strong performance in all five index categories
indvstrvs.org

. It 

consistently scores near the maximum in each aspect of democratic governance. 

Key factors contributing to Norway’s top ranking include: 

• Electoral Process and Pluralism: Norway’s elections are free, fair, and 

inclusive, with a high degree of pluralism. It employs proportional 

representation, ensuring that multiple parties are represented in the Storting 

(parliament). There are no significant barriers to voting or political 

candidacy, and electoral integrity is well protected. As a result, Norway earned 

a perfect 10.00/10 in this category
indvstrvs.orgworldpopulationreview.com

. (By 

https://www.economist.com/interactive/democracy-index-2024#:~:text=Since%202006%20EIU%20has%20scored,hybrid%20regimes%20and%20authoritarian%20regimes
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=An%20index%20score%20of%208,01%20are%20not%20considered%20democracies
https://indvstrvs.org/eiu-democracy-index-2023-age-of-conflict/#:~:text=The%20Nordic%20countries%20,Europe%20was%20also%20the%20best
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://indvstrvs.org/eiu-democracy-index-2023-age-of-conflict/#:~:text=The%20Nordic%20countries%20,Europe%20was%20also%20the%20best
https://indvstrvs.org/eiu-democracy-index-2023-age-of-conflict/#:~:text=The%20Nordic%20countries%20,Europe%20was%20also%20the%20best
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
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comparison, Freedom House also notes that Norwegian elections are fully 

free and power regularly alternates between parties in government
freedomhouse.org

.) 
• Functioning of Government: The Norwegian government 

operates efficiently and transparently, with high public trust in institutions 

and low levels of corruption. Consensus-based politics and coalition 

governance are common, leading to effective policy-making and 

implementation. Norway scored about 9.64/10 on government functioning
d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net

, one of the highest scores globally. This reflects a well-

functioning system with strong checks and balances, accountability, and public 

confidence in governance. 
• Political Participation: Citizen participation in Norway’s democracy is robust 

and widespread. Voter turnout is typically high (around 75–80% in recent 

national elections
freedomhouse.org

), and there is broad engagement in civic and 

political life. Both men and women, and various social groups, are actively 

involved in politics, whether through voting, party membership, or public 

debate. Norway received a perfect 10.00/10 for political participation
indvstrvs.org

worldpopulationreview.com
, indicating that political engagement is near-universal and 

accessible. 
• Political Culture: Norway exhibits a strong democratic political culture, 

meaning that public attitudes overwhelmingly support democracy and 

reject authoritarian alternatives. There is high societal trust and acceptance of 

core democratic values such as tolerance, pluralism, and respect for the rule of 

law. Surveys find minimal appetite in Norway for non-democratic governance 

(e.g. military rule or strongman leaders). Accordingly, Norway 

scores 10.00/10 on political culture
indvstrvs.orgworldpopulationreview.com

 – a reflection of 

Norwegians’ deep commitment to democratic norms and institutions. 
• Civil Liberties: Norwegians enjoy extensive civil liberties and protections for 

fundamental rights. Freedoms of expression, association, religion, and 

assembly are well-respected. The press is free and independent, and civil 

society organizations operate without undue restrictions. Law enforcement 

generally respects due process and individual rights. Norway 

scored 9.41/10 in civil liberties
d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net

, among the highest in the 

world. (For context, Freedom House rates Norway as “Free”, highlighting that 

civil liberties are respected and independent media and NGOs hold the 

government to account
freedomhouse.org

.) The slightly non-perfect score in this 

category may reflect minor issues (for example, Norway has laws against hate 

speech that balance free expression with protecting minorities), but overall civil 

freedoms in Norway are exemplary. 

In sum, Norway’s democracy is exceptional across the board. It is a “full 

democracy” with an overall score of 9.81 out of 10
worldpopulationreview.com

. This indicates 

that Norway has almost no democratic deficits: its elections are fully free and fair, 

its governance is effective, citizen participation and political trust are very high, and 

https://freedomhouse.org/country/norway/freedom-world/2024#:~:text=Norway%20is%20one%20of%20the,and%20Norway%E2%80%99s%20Indigenous%20S%C3%A1mi%20communities
https://d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Democracy-Index-2023-Final-report-11-15.pdf#:~:text=Full%20democracy%20Norway%209,71
https://freedomhouse.org/country/norway/freedom-world/2024#:~:text=Norway%20is%20one%20of%20the,and%20Norway%E2%80%99s%20Indigenous%20S%C3%A1mi%20communities
https://indvstrvs.org/eiu-democracy-index-2023-age-of-conflict/#:~:text=The%20Nordic%20countries%20,Europe%20was%20also%20the%20best
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://indvstrvs.org/eiu-democracy-index-2023-age-of-conflict/#:~:text=The%20Nordic%20countries%20,Europe%20was%20also%20the%20best
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Democracy-Index-2023-Final-report-11-15.pdf#:~:text=Full%20democracy%20Norway%209,71
https://freedomhouse.org/country/norway/freedom-world/2024#:~:text=Norway%20is%20one%20of%20the,and%20Norway%E2%80%99s%20Indigenous%20S%C3%A1mi%20communities
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
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individual liberties are strongly protected. These strengths explain why Norway 

remains the top-ranked country in the Democracy Index
indvstrvs.org

. 

Comparison: Norway vs. the United States 

Despite both being long-established democracies, Norway and the United States 

diverge significantly in their Democracy Index scores and rankings. The United 

States is rated lower in every category, reflecting certain democratic challenges not 

present in Norway. The table below summarizes the latest Democracy Index 

(2023) scores for key metrics in Norway and the U.S. side by side: 

Democratic Indicator Norway (Score) United States (Score) 

Overall Score 9.81 (Rank 1)worldpopulationreview.com 7.85 (Rank 29)worldpopulationreview.com 

Regime Classification Full Democracyworldpopulationreview.com Flawed Democracyworldpopulationreview.com 

Electoral Process & Pluralism 10.00worldpopulationreview.com 9.17worldpopulationreview.com 

Functioning of Government 9.64d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net 6.43worldpopulationreview.com 

Political Participation  10.00worldpopulationreview.com 8.89worldpopulationreview.com 

Political Culture  10.00worldpopulationreview.com 6.25worldpopulationreview.com 

Civil Liberties  9.41d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net 8.53worldpopulationreview.com 

Table: Democracy Index 2023 scores for Norway and the United States across key 

categories. Sources: EIU Democracy Index 2023
d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.networldpopulationreview.com

. 

  

As shown above, Norway outperforms the United States on every metric. Both 

countries hold regular elections and uphold core democratic institutions, but 

the magnitude of differences in scores highlights how much more consolidated 

Norway’s democracy is compared to the U.S. Below are the main differences in 

democratic development between the two countries, corresponding to each 

category: 

• Electoral Process and Pluralism: Free and fair elections are a hallmark in both 

nations, but Norway’s electoral system ensures broader representation. 

Norway uses nationwide proportional representation, resulting in multiparty 

inclusion and few wasted votes, which contributes to its 10/10 score. The 

United States, with a 9.17/10 in this category, still has a strong electoral 

process but faces issues that Norway largely avoids. For example, the U.S. 

https://indvstrvs.org/eiu-democracy-index-2023-age-of-conflict/#:~:text=The%20Nordic%20countries%20,Europe%20was%20also%20the%20best
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Democracy-Index-2023-Final-report-11-15.pdf#:~:text=Full%20democracy%20Norway%209,71
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Democracy-Index-2023-Final-report-11-15.pdf#:~:text=Full%20democracy%20Norway%209,71
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Democracy-Index-2023-Final-report-11-15.pdf#:~:text=Full%20democracy%20Norway%209,71
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
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presidential elections are influenced by the Electoral College (which can 

diverge from the popular vote) and partisan gerrymandering in legislative 

districts, which can skew representation. Additionally, voting rights in the U.S. 

have some friction (e.g. varying ID laws, fewer viable parties), whereas 

Norway’s system makes voting straightforward and highly accessible. These 

factors give Norway a slight edge in electoral integrity and pluralism
worldpopulationreview.comworldpopulationreview.com

. 
• Functioning of Government: This is one of the biggest gaps between the two 

countries. Norway’s government functions with a high degree of efficiency, 

consensus, and public confidence (score 9.64), while the U.S. score is much 

lower (6.43)
worldpopulationreview.com

. In Norway, coalition governments and cross-party 

cooperation are common, and there is strong accountability with relatively 

low corruption. In contrast, the U.S. has struggled with political gridlock and 

polarization – for instance, frequent deadlocks between the executive and 

legislature, government shutdowns, and partisan conflicts that hinder policy-

making. Public trust in the U.S. federal government is comparatively low, and 

concerns about lobbyist influence and transparency persist
axios.com

. According 

to the EIU, issues like dysfunctional governance, lack of accountability, and 

partisan division undermine the functioning of government in the U.S.
axios.com

, 

explaining why the U.S. falls into the “flawed” category. Norway’s ability to 

implement decisions effectively and maintain public trust stands in stark 

contrast to these challenges. 
• Political Participation: Both countries have an engaged citizenry, but Norway 

achieves a perfect 10 while the U.S. scores 8.89
worldpopulationreview.com

. Norway’s 

higher mark reflects slightly higher and more universal voter 

participation and civic engagement. Voting in Norway is easy and turnout is 

consistently high (around 78% in recent elections) with minimal barriers to 

participation. The United States has also seen improved political participation 

in recent years – notably, the 2020 U.S. election had the highest turnout in 

over a century (about 66% of eligible voters) and overall U.S. participation 

levels are among the highest in the world
freedomhouse.orgindvstrvs.org

. In fact, the EIU 

noted North America’s political engagement (driven by the U.S.) remains at 

a world-leading level of 8.89
indvstrvs.org

. However, the U.S. still lags Norway due 

to factors like lower turnout in midterm elections, socio-economic disparities 

in voting rates, and obstacles such as voter registration hurdles. Norway’s 

culture of participation is more uniformly strong, whereas in the U.S. 

participation, while vigorous, is not as universal. 
• Political Culture: This category reveals a stark difference: Norway scores 10.0, 

versus 6.25 for the U.S.
worldpopulationreview.com

. Political culture measures the 

population’s support for democracy and the degree of polarization or 

extremism in society. Norway’s perfect score indicates an almost universal 

commitment to democratic values and acceptance of the democratic process. 

The United States, on the other hand, has experienced eroding consensus on 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=Norway%20has%20the%20highest%20democracy,process%2C%20participation%2C%20and%20political%20culture
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://www.axios.com/2025/02/27/global-democracy-score-record-low-report#:~:text=,the%20index%20cautioned%2C%20noting%20that
https://www.axios.com/2025/02/27/global-democracy-score-record-low-report#:~:text=,the%20index%20cautioned%2C%20noting%20that
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
https://freedomhouse.org/country/united-states/freedom-world/2024#:~:text=College%20votes%2C%20leaving%20Trump%2C%20the,eligible%20population%20casting%20a%20ballot
https://indvstrvs.org/eiu-democracy-index-2023-age-of-conflict/#:~:text=America%2C%20where%20levels%20of%20political,22%20points
https://indvstrvs.org/eiu-democracy-index-2023-age-of-conflict/#:~:text=wake%20of%20the%20global%20financial,region%20that%20is%20dominated%20by
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
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democratic norms. Public trust in institutions and elections has declined in 

the U.S., and surveys show a segment of Americans express openness to 

undemocratic alternatives or conspiracy theories (for example, questioning 

election legitimacy)
axios.com

. The violent contestation of the 2020 election 

outcome (the Capitol riot of January 6, 2021) and ongoing polarization are 

symptomatic of a political culture under strain. The EIU notes that low social 

cohesion, deep partisan polarization, and growing cynicism in the U.S. 

have hurt its political culture score
axios.com

. In Norway, by contrast, there is broad 

social trust and acceptance of political outcomes, so such challenges are 

minimal or absent. This difference in political culture is a major factor 

distinguishing a “full” democracy like Norway from a “flawed” democracy like 

the U.S. 
• Civil Liberties: Both Norway and the United States uphold a wide range of 

civil liberties, but Norway’s safeguards are slightly stronger in practice. Norway 

scores 9.41 in this category, ahead of the U.S.’s 8.53
d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net

worldpopulationreview.com
. In Norway, freedoms of speech, religion, association, and the 

press are not only legally protected but also highly respected in society. The 

media environment in Norway is less polarized and generally free of the 

intense partisan pressure seen in the U.S. The United States also 

constitutionally guarantees core liberties and has a vibrant free press, but 

certain issues lower its score: for example, higher levels of gun violence and 

incarceration, debates over mass surveillance and privacy (e.g. post-9/11 

security measures), and recent attempts at book bans or restrictions at the 

state level can signal stresses on civil liberties. Additionally, during crises like 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the U.S. saw contentious disputes over balancing 

public health and individual rights. Norway managed such issues with high 

trust and compliance, maintaining a strong civil liberty record. Overall, while 

both countries remain free societies, Norway’s civil liberties are marginally 

more comprehensive, contributing to its superior score. 

Conclusion 

In summary, Norway stands as the world’s strongest democracy in the EIU index 

due to its exemplary performance across all democratic dimensions – from 

flawless elections and highly effective governance to an engaged public, a deeply 

rooted democratic culture, and extensive freedoms. The United States, although a 

longtime democracy with solid institutions, falls short in several areas (notably in 

government functioning and political culture) and is thus rated a “flawed 

democracy.” Norway’s experience highlights the value of broad political consensus, 

social trust, and inclusive institutions in sustaining a full democracy. The United 

States, by comparison, faces ongoing challenges such as partisan polarization, lower 

institutional trust, and policy gridlock that have hindered its democratic development 

https://www.axios.com/2025/02/27/global-democracy-score-record-low-report#:~:text=,the%20index%20cautioned%2C%20noting%20that
https://www.axios.com/2025/02/27/global-democracy-score-record-low-report#:~:text=including%20the%20smooth%20election%20and,the%20index%20cautioned%2C%20noting%20that
https://d1qqtien6gys07.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Democracy-Index-2023-Final-report-11-15.pdf#:~:text=Full%20democracy%20Norway%209,71
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-index-by-country#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20has%20a,25
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in recent years
axios.com

. Nevertheless, the U.S. continues to have strengths like 

competitive elections and active civic participation, which could help it improve its 

democratic health if reforms address its shortcomings. 

  

By examining the Democracy Index’s detailed scores, we clearly see that Norway 

outpaces the United States on every core metric of democracy – a gap that 

underlines the importance of not just having democratic institutions on paper, but 

ensuring they function well and enjoy public legitimacy. Norway’s top 

ranking reflects a democracy that is truly comprehensive and resilient, setting a 

benchmark for other nations, while the U.S. ranking reveals areas where even an 

established democracy must continually strive to strengthen its foundations
indvstrvs.org

worldpopulationreview.com
. 
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Comparison of the Nordic Model vs 

the United States 
Note from the editor: 
In my opinion Happiness and Quality of Life (which is the last point in this chapter) is the 
most important indicator for a society. It has been said that the measure of a good 
society is how well it takes care of the "weakest" in a society. Here, the Nordic countries 
score high, and this may be an important reason why the Nordics are repeatedly 
measured among the happiest countries in the world. Here is a short video that explains 
a little about why the countries in the North (with a focus on Finland) score so high. 

Economic Performance 

The Nordic economies (Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Finland) are small but 

wealthy, with GDP per capita levels comparable to high-income countries like the U.S. 

In 2023, Norway’s GDP per capita was about $88,000 – one of the highest in the 

world – while Sweden’s was around $55,000 and Finland’s about $53,000
worldometers.info

worldometers.info
. Denmark also ranks among the top economies with roughly $68,000 per 

capita income
worldometers.info

. For comparison, the United States had a GDP per capita of 

approximately $80,700 in 2023
worldometers.info

, falling between Norway’s exceptional level 

and the other Nordics. In other words, Norway (boosted by oil wealth) 

slightly outpaces the U.S. in output per person, while Sweden, Finland, and 

Denmark are somewhat lower, though still very affluent by global standards
worldometers.info

. 

  

Unemployment rates in the Nordic region tend to be low, akin to U.S. levels, except 

in a couple of cases. Norway’s unemployment was only ~3.6% in 2023
statista.com

 – 

virtually identical to the 3.6% unemployment rate of the United States that year
bls.gov

. 

Denmark also managed low joblessness around 5.1% in 2023
statista.com

. Finland and 

Sweden, however, saw higher unemployment at 7–8% in 2023
statista.comstatista.com

 (Sweden’s 

was about 7.6% on average
statista.com

). Even so, these rates are not far above the 

broader European average, and Sweden’s spike owes partly to more immigrants and 

youth in the labor force. The U.S. labor market has been very tight recently, hitting 

multi-decade low unemployment around 3.5–3.7%
bls.gov

, so by that measure America 

slightly led the Nordics except Norway. All Nordic countries have “flexicurity”-style 

labor policies that promote flexibility for employers to hire and fire, but with strong 

social safety nets to support workers (see Social Welfare section). 

  

https://youtu.be/edxK200E1z8?si=SmY0CTayyeHqp3C2
https://www.worldometers.info/gdp/gdp-per-capita/#:~:text=4%20%20Ireland%20%20,76%2C110%20%20%2448%2C311%20%20333
https://www.worldometers.info/gdp/gdp-per-capita/#:~:text=20%20%20Sweden%20%20,61%2C575%20%20%2452%2C762%20%20270
https://www.worldometers.info/gdp/gdp-per-capita/#:~:text=8%20%20Brunei%20%20,70%2C340%20%20%2465%2C330%20%20308
https://www.worldometers.info/gdp/gdp-per-capita/#:~:text=4%20%20Ireland%20%20,76%2C159%20%20%2480%2C827%20%20333
https://www.worldometers.info/gdp/gdp-per-capita/#:~:text=4%20%20Ireland%20%20,76%2C110%20%20%2448%2C311%20%20333
https://www.statista.com/statistics/327313/unemployment-rate-in-norway/#:~:text=In%20total%2C%20the%20unemployment%20rate,by%20a%20declining%20unemployment%20rate
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2024/annual-average-unemployment-rates-decreased-in-6-states-in-2023.htm#:~:text=Annual%20average%20unemployment%20rates%20decreased,6
https://www.statista.com/statistics/318316/unemployment-rate-in-denmark/#:~:text=The%20unemployment%20rate%20in%20Denmark,
https://www.statista.com/statistics/523809/finland-unemployment-rate/#:~:text=In%202023%2C%20the%20unemployment%20rate,Finland%20from%202013%20to%202023
https://www.statista.com/statistics/375284/unemployment-rate-in-sweden/#:~:text=Unemployment%20rate%20in%20Sweden%202023,workforce%20that%20is%20currently
https://www.statista.com/statistics/375284/unemployment-rate-in-sweden/#:~:text=Unemployment%20rate%20in%20Sweden%202023,workforce%20that%20is%20currently
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2024/annual-average-unemployment-rates-decreased-in-6-states-in-2023.htm#:~:text=Annual%20average%20unemployment%20rates%20decreased,6
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In terms of productivity, both the Nordics and the U.S. are highly productive 

economies. Norway in particular stands out with one of the world’s highest 

outputs per hour worked, thanks in part to its capital-intensive oil sector
qery.no

. 

Indeed, OECD comparisons show Norway and Ireland at the top of labor 

productivity rankings (Norway’s GDP per hour was about 50% above the OECD 

average in 2022)
qery.no

. The United States also has very high productivity – 

roughly $77–$80 in output per hour in recent estimates – placing it near the top of 

OECD countries
qery.no

. Sweden, Denmark, and Finland have slightly lower productivity 

levels than the U.S. or Norway, but still above the OECD average (e.g. Sweden’s 

productivity is roughly on par with Germany’s) and have narrow productivity gaps 

across industries. Overall, all the Nordic economies are “advanced economies” 

with strong GDP per capita and productivity, fully in the same league as the U.S. 

on these metrics
oecdstatistics.blogoecdstatistics.blog

. 

Income and Wealth Inequality 

A hallmark of the Nordic model is its low income inequality compared to most 

countries. After taxes and transfers, the Gini coefficient (where 0 = perfect equality, 1 

= max inequality) in Nordic countries lies in the 0.25–0.30 range. For example, 

Denmark’s Gini is about 0.28 and Finland’s 0.27 in recent years
cia.gov

. Sweden and 

Norway are only slightly higher (~0.28–0.30)
cia.govcia.gov

. In contrast, the United States 

has a much higher income inequality, with a Gini around 0.41 in 2022 (one of the 

highest among developed nations)
cia.gov

. This means the U.S. income distribution is far 

more unequal – roughly the U.S. Gini is 10–15 points higher than in Sweden or 

Denmark, indicating significantly greater income gaps
cia.govcia.gov

. The difference reflects 

the redistributive policies of the Nordics: they use taxes and social benefits to 

compress after-tax income differences. By one estimate, the ratio of richest 10% to 

poorest 10% incomes is about 5:1 in the Nordics vs. 18:1 in the U.S.  (OECD data). 

Consequently, poverty rates in Nordic countries are among the lowest in the OECD, 

while the U.S. has one of the highest relative poverty rates. In summary, Nordic 

societies are far more equal in income – a direct outcome of the Nordic model’s 

emphasis on egalitarianism
nber.org

. 

  

When it comes to wealth inequality, the picture is a bit different. Private 

wealth (assets like savings, stocks, real estate) is highly concentrated at the top in 

both the U.S. and the Nordics. In fact, Nordic countries actually exhibit very high 

wealth Gini coefficients (around 0.75–0.85) – comparable to or even exceeding 

U.S. levels
advisors.ubs.com

. According to Credit Suisse data, the average wealth Gini in 

Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Finland is ~0.78 (with 1.0 meaning one person 

holds all wealth)
advisors.ubs.com

. Sweden has the most unequal wealth distribution of the 

group (wealth Gini 0.87, and the top 1% owns ~36% of Sweden’s wealth)
advisors.ubs.com

, 

https://qery.no/highest-and-lowest-productivity-levels-in-oecd-countries-in-2022/#:~:text=Highest%20and%20Lowest%20Productivity%20Levels,with%20the%20highest%20productivity%20levels
https://qery.no/highest-and-lowest-productivity-levels-in-oecd-countries-in-2022/#:~:text=Highest%20and%20Lowest%20Productivity%20Levels,with%20the%20highest%20productivity%20levels
https://qery.no/highest-and-lowest-productivity-levels-in-oecd-countries-in-2022/#:~:text=Highest%20and%20Lowest%20Productivity%20Levels,with%20the%20highest%20productivity%20levels
https://oecdstatistics.blog/2024/04/10/new-purchasing-power-parities-reveal-large-relative-cost-of-living-difference-across-the-oecd-in-2022/#:~:text=The%20latest%20%E2%80%9Cflash%E2%80%9D%20PPPs%20point,countries%2C%20notably%20Iceland%20and%20T%C3%BCrkiye
https://oecdstatistics.blog/2024/04/10/new-purchasing-power-parities-reveal-large-relative-cost-of-living-difference-across-the-oecd-in-2022/#:~:text=Domestic%20Product%20,increased%20between%202023%20and%202022
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/gini-index-coefficient-distribution-of-family-income/country-comparison/#:~:text=137Denmark28,7%202021%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/gini-index-coefficient-distribution-of-family-income/country-comparison/#:~:text=125Sweden29,4%202020%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/gini-index-coefficient-distribution-of-family-income/country-comparison/#:~:text=141Norway27,6%202022%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/gini-index-coefficient-distribution-of-family-income/country-comparison/#:~:text=36United%20States41,7%202017%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/gini-index-coefficient-distribution-of-family-income/country-comparison/#:~:text=125Sweden29,4%202020%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/gini-index-coefficient-distribution-of-family-income/country-comparison/#:~:text=36United%20States41,7%202017%20est
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w33444/w33444.pdf#:~:text=The%20U,the%20wage%20struc
https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=countries%2C%20the%20Gini%20coefficient%20for,and%2023.4
https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=countries%2C%20the%20Gini%20coefficient%20for,and%2023.4
https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=countries%2C%20the%20Gini%20coefficient%20for,spectrum%2C%20with%20Gini%20coefficients%20of
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which is about the same as the top 1% share in America (around 35%). Denmark 

and Finland, while a bit less extreme, still have wealth Ginis above 0.70
advisors.ubs.com

. 

The United States’ wealth Gini is roughly 0.85 (one of the highest globally), so in 

pure statistical terms, private wealth inequality in the Nordics is in the same ballpark 

as in the U.S.
advisors.ubs.com

. 

  

However, context is crucial: Nordic citizens rely more on robust public welfare 

(pensions, healthcare, education), so they need to personally accumulate less 

wealth for retirement or emergencies
advisors.ubs.com

. Middle-class Danes or Swedes may 

have lower private savings (and more of their wealth in heavily taxed pensions or 

home equity), which mathematically drives up measured wealth inequality
advisors.ubs.com

. 

At the same time, Nordic governments hold substantial public wealth (e.g. 

Norway’s sovereign wealth fund is over $1.3 trillion, equivalent to 300% of GDP)
peoplespolicyproject.org

. If one considers net social welfare (public + private wealth), the 

Nordics achieve far more equality in life outcomes than the raw wealth Gini suggests. 

In the U.S., by contrast, individuals must save for college, healthcare, and retirement 

largely on their own, and many cannot – leading to a smaller middle class nest egg 

and extreme wealth held by the top. In short, Nordic income inequality is very low 

compared to the U.S.
cia.govcia.gov

, and while both systems show high wealth 

concentration at the top, the Nordic model mitigates the impacts of wealth 

inequality through universal public provisions
advisors.ubs.com

. 

Healthcare Systems 

All Nordic countries have universal healthcare systems that provide coverage 

to all residents as a right. Access: This stands in stark contrast to the United States, 

which (despite recent gains from the Affordable Care Act) still had about 8% of its 

population uninsured in 2022
aspe.hhs.gov

. In practical terms, a Swedish or Norwegian 

citizen has automatic health coverage from birth, whereas roughly 27 million 

Americans lack any health insurance and many more face high out-of-pocket costs. 

The U.S. is the only wealthy nation without universal health coverage. Nordic 

systems are mostly tax-funded single-payer or highly regulated public-private 

hybrids: for example, Denmark and Norway have predominantly government-run 

hospital systems, while Finland and Sweden have decentralized public 

providers. Americans, by comparison, rely on a mix of private insurance (often 

employer-based), Medicare/Medicaid for the elderly and poor, and a sizable 

uninsured segment – leading to gaps in access. 

  

https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=the%20top%201,and%2023.4
https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=countries%2C%20the%20Gini%20coefficient%20for,and%2023.4
https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=Income%20inequality%20is%20low%20in,6%2C%20which%20is
https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=Income%20inequality%20is%20low%20in,6%2C%20which%20is
https://www.peoplespolicyproject.org/2018/11/08/public-wealth-in-the-us-and-nordic-countries/#:~:text=Project%20www,6%20percent%20of%20GDP
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/gini-index-coefficient-distribution-of-family-income/country-comparison/#:~:text=125Sweden29,4%202020%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/gini-index-coefficient-distribution-of-family-income/country-comparison/#:~:text=36United%20States41,7%202017%20est
https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=Income%20inequality%20is%20low%20in,6%2C%20which%20is
https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/e497c623e5a0216b31291cd37063df1d/NHIS-Q3-2023-Data-Point-FINAL.pdf#:~:text=,percent%2C4%20which%20is%20not
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Health outcomes in the Nordic region are among the best in the world, and 

notably better than U.S. outcomes on average. Life expectancy at birth in Sweden 

and Norway is about 82–83 years
worldometers.infomacrotrends.net

 (even after a slight COVID-era 

decline), and similar in Finland and Denmark (~81–82 years)
macrotrends.netcountryeconomy.com

. In 

the United States, life expectancy has fallen in recent years, standing around 76–77 

years in 2022
worldometers.infocia.gov

 – a significant 5+ year gap compared to Nordic averages. 

This gap in longevity is often attributed to higher U.S. rates of infant mortality, 

chronic disease, opioid overdoses, and homicides, as well as unequal access to care. 

Indeed, the infant mortality rate in the U.S. is about 5.1 per 1,000 live births
cia.gov

, 

more than double the rate in Finland or Norway (which have ~2 infant deaths per 

1,000
cia.govcia.gov

). Sweden’s infant mortality is around 2.0–2.3 per 1,000
cia.govcia.gov

, whereas 

the U.S. rate, while improved from past decades, is still high for a rich country. Other 

health indicators tell a similar story: rates of heart disease, obesity, and diabetes are 

lower in the Nordics, and measures like hospital admissions for preventable causes 

are better. The Nordic healthcare systems achieve generally superior health 

outcomes and higher patient satisfaction, with no one left unable to afford care , 

unlike the U.S. where medical bills can bankrupt patients despite the higher spending. 

  

Costs: The United States notably spends far more on healthcare than any other 

nation. U.S. health expenditure is about 16.5–17.8% of GDP (post-pandemic)
commonwealthfund.orghealthsystemtracker.org

, nearly double the OECD average. In 2023 the U.S. spent 

$13,432 per person on health care, which was $3,700 more than any other high-

income country
healthsystemtracker.org

. By comparison, the Nordic countries spend around 9–

11% of GDP on health. For example, Sweden spends ~11.2% of GDP on health 

(close to the EU average)
oecd.org

, and Finland ~10%
data.worldbank.org

. Denmark and Norway 

are in between (~10–11%). In per capita terms, Nordic health spending is roughly 

$5,000–$7,000 PPP per person, about half the U.S. level
healthsystemtracker.org

. Despite the 

lower cost, coverage is universal and care outcomes are strong, indicating the Nordics 

achieve much greater efficiency. The U.S. system’s notorious inefficiencies 

(administrative costs, higher drug/hospital prices, etc.) mean Americans pay more for 

often comparable or worse outcomes
commonwealthfund.org

. It’s often noted that the U.S. 

“pays twice as much for care” but has lower life expectancy and higher infant 

mortality than the Nordics
worldometers.infocia.gov

. 

  

In summary, Nordic healthcare is accessible to everyone, delivered at lower cost, 

and yields generally better public health metrics. The U.S. excels in certain cutting-

edge medical treatments and has world-leading hospitals, but its lack of universal 

access and high costs cause overall performance to lag. Nordic citizens do face 

some issues like wait times for elective procedures, but basic care, emergency 

services, and essential treatments are guaranteed free or very low-cost. The trade-off 

https://www.worldometers.info/demographics/life-expectancy/#:~:text=Worldometer%20www,42
https://www.macrotrends.net/global-metrics/countries/DNK/denmark/life-expectancy#:~:text=Denmark%20Life%20Expectancy%201960,decline%20from%202020
https://www.macrotrends.net/global-metrics/countries/DNK/denmark/life-expectancy#:~:text=Denmark%20Life%20Expectancy%201960,decline%20from%202020
https://countryeconomy.com/demography/life-expectancy/denmark#:~:text=Denmark%20,9%20years
https://www.worldometers.info/demographics/life-expectancy/#:~:text=Worldometer%20www,42
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/life-expectancy-at-birth/country-comparison/#:~:text=Life%20expectancy%20at%20birth%20Comparison,7
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/infant-mortality-rate/country-comparison/#:~:text=173United%20States5,176Bosnia%20and%20Herzegovina5%202024%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/infant-mortality-rate/country-comparison/#:~:text=218Sweden2,1%202024%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/infant-mortality-rate/country-comparison/#:~:text=223Norway1,5%202024%20est
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/infant-mortality-rate/country-comparison/#:~:text=Infant%20mortality%20rate%20Comparison%20,3
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/infant-mortality-rate/country-comparison/#:~:text=218Sweden2,1%202024%20est
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2023/jan/us-health-care-global-perspective-2022#:~:text=Fund%20www,Health
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/health-spending-u-s-compare-countries/#:~:text=Image
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/health-spending-u-s-compare-countries/#:~:text=Image
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/12/sweden-country-health-profile-2023_1f0c8967/ec938a6d-en.pdf#:~:text=%5BPDF%5D%20Sweden%20,basis%20and%20adjusted%20for
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.XPD.CHEX.GD.ZS?locations=OE#:~:text=Selected%20Countries%20and%20Economies,2021
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/health-spending-u-s-compare-countries/#:~:text=Image
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2023/jan/us-health-care-global-perspective-2022#:~:text=Fund%20www,Health
https://www.worldometers.info/demographics/life-expectancy/#:~:text=Worldometer%20www,42
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/infant-mortality-rate/country-comparison/#:~:text=173United%20States5,176Bosnia%20and%20Herzegovina5%202024%20est
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is funding through higher taxes, but as we’ll see in Taxation, those taxes buy 

extensive health security for the populace. Overall, healthcare is a clear example of 

the Nordic model’s emphasis on universal welfare versus the U.S. emphasis on 

individual responsibility and market-driven provision. 

 

Education Systems 

Access and structure: Nordic education systems are highly accessible and publicly 

financed from preschool through university. All four Nordic countries 

offer tuition-free education not just for primary and secondary school (as is 

standard in most nations) but also for college and graduate studies for their 

citizens. For instance, Denmark, Sweden, and Norway charge no tuition at public 

universities and even provide government stipends to students for living 

expenses
theworld.orgtheworld.org

. A Danish university student can receive around $800 per 

month from the government to help cover rent and food
theworld.orgtheworld.org

 – effectively, 

students are paid to study as if it were a job. As a result, Nordic students typically 

graduate without burdensome debt
theworld.orgtheworld.org

. In Finland and Norway, loans are 

available but used sparingly, and any loans are low-interest with long repayment 

horizons backed by the state
theworld.orgtheworld.org

. By contrast, the United States has the 

most expensive higher education in the world: public universities often charge 

sizable tuition (average ~$10,000 per year in-state, more for out-of-state) and private 

colleges can cost $30k–$50k+ per year. Most American students rely on personal or 

family funds and student loans. Consequently, American graduates commonly 

carry significant student debt – as of 2023, about 43 million Americans owed over 

$1.7 trillion in student loans, with an average debt of ~$30,000 per borrower. The 

U.S. and UK thus produce graduates with the highest student debt levels globally
theworld.org

, whereas Nordic graduates typically owe little or nothing (fewer than 5% 

of Danish students take any loans at all)
theworld.orgtheworld.org

. This stark difference stems 

from the Nordic belief that higher education is a public good, vs. the more market-

driven U.S. approach. 

  

Quality and performance: Despite free access, Nordic countries consistently rank 

among the best in educational outcomes. Finland, in particular, has a global 

reputation for excellence in K–12 education. Finnish 15-year-olds have historically 

scored at or near the top of PISA (Programme for International Student 

Assessment) in reading, math, and science – e.g. Finland scored 520 in reading 

(OECD #1 tie) in PISA 2018
julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi

. (Finland’s scores have dipped slightly in 

recent years but remain high
nea.org

.) Other Nordics like Estonia, which follows a 

similar model, and Sweden also perform above the OECD average on PISA. 

https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=Borrowers%20in%20the%20US%20and,education%20comes%20with%20a%20price
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=And%20like%20most%20Danes%2C%20she,as%20if%20it%E2%80%99s%20a%20job
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=Hannah%20Hirschsprung%20Lange%2C%20who%20is,support%20from%20the%20Danish%20government
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=tuition%20at%20public%20universities%20and,as%20if%20it%E2%80%99s%20a%20job
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=And%20like%20most%20Danes%2C%20she,as%20if%20it%E2%80%99s%20a%20job
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=With%20student%20debt%20repayments%20back,%E2%80%9D
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=Still%2C%20many%20Danish%20students%20like,aren%E2%80%99t%20always%20used%20for%20school
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=paying%20back%20the%20loan
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=Borrowers%20in%20the%20US%20and,education%20comes%20with%20a%20price
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=Borrowers%20in%20the%20US%20and,education%20comes%20with%20a%20price
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=And%20like%20most%20Danes%2C%20she,as%20if%20it%E2%80%99s%20a%20job
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/161921/PISA%2018%20first%20results%20-%20Brochure.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=#:~:text=,523%29%2C%20Canada
https://www.nea.org/nea-today/all-news-articles/pisa-2018-slight-us-progress-what-do-results-really-tell-us#:~:text=PISA%202018%3A%20Slight%20U,improvement%2C%20the%20increase%20was
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Sweden’s performance declined in the early 2000s but has stabilized after reforms. 

Overall, Nordic students tend to have strong fundamentals, low performance 

variation between schools, and high equity (relatively small achievement gaps). By 

comparison, U.S. students perform around the OECD average on PISA. In 2018, the 

U.S. was mid-pack (rank ~25-30) in math and science, and above average in 

reading, but well behind the Nordics and East Asian economies
nea.org

. The U.S. has 

many excellent schools and top-tier universities; however, K–12 quality is uneven, 

tied to local funding disparities. Nordic public schools are more uniformly high-

quality, with national curricula, well-paid teachers, and a strong emphasis on equal 

opportunity (e.g. Finnish schools offer extra help to struggling students, keeping 

variance low). 

Cost and funding: Nordic countries invest heavily in education as a share of GDP, 

similar to or higher than the U.S. All Nordics provide universal preschool or heavily 

subsidized childcare from an early age (parents usually pay a small fee capped by 

income). This means virtually all children enter primary school with some formal early 

education. In higher education, because it’s taxpayer-funded, per-student 

spending in Nordics is high and infrastructure is well-maintained – though 

universities are generally less plush than elite U.S. campuses. U.S. education 

spending per student is among the highest at the K–12 level, but the funding is 

inequitably distributed (rich districts vs. poor districts). At the college level, U.S. public 

funding is lower, pushing costs to students. 

Outcomes: Nordic countries have very high tertiary education attainment 

rates (e.g. over 40% of young adults have a college degree in Finland and Denmark), 

comparable to the U.S. (which is around 45%). Notably, Nordic graduates enter the 

workforce without student debt burdens, enabling them to start families or buy 

homes earlier on average
theworld.org

. The U.S. system produces world-class research 

and top universities, attracting international students (including Nordics), but it also 

leaves many Americans behind due to cost. In summary, the Nordic model 

offers free, equitable education  from pre-K through college, resulting in strong 

performance and social mobility, whereas the U.S. offers high -quality education 

for some  but at the cost of high tuition and inequality in access . 

Social Welfare and Safety Nets 

The Nordic social welfare system is famously comprehensive, providing a wide 

safety net “from cradle to grave.” Public social expenditures (government spending 

on welfare programs, pensions, healthcare, etc.) are among the highest in the 

world: Nordic countries spend over 25% of GDP on social services
weforum.org

. In 

2019, Finland spent 29% of GDP on social benefits, and Denmark, Sweden, Norway 

each spent around 25–28%
weforum.org

. This is well above the OECD average (~20%), 

and significantly higher than the United States, which spends roughly 18–20% of 

https://www.nea.org/nea-today/all-news-articles/pisa-2018-slight-us-progress-what-do-results-really-tell-us#:~:text=PISA%202018%3A%20Slight%20U,improvement%2C%20the%20increase%20was
https://theworld.org/stories/2023/08/29/us-college-grads-brace-student-loan-repayments-denmark-pays-students-go-college#:~:text=With%20student%20debt%20repayments%20back,%E2%80%9D
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/02/social-spending-highest-lowest-country-comparison-oecd-france-economics-politics-welfare/#:~:text=,The%20OECD%20average%20was%2020
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/02/social-spending-highest-lowest-country-comparison-oecd-france-economics-politics-welfare/#:~:text=,The%20OECD%20average%20was%2020
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GDP publicly on social programs (around the OECD average)
weforum.orgweforum.org

. In 

fact, France was the only country higher than the Nordics, at ~31% of GDP
weforum.org

. 

The U.S. appears lower in public social spending, but if one includes certain private 

expenditures (like employer health insurance and private pensions), U.S. “net social 

spending” approaches 30% of GDP
oecd.org

. Even so, the coverage and generosity of 

benefits differ vastly. 

  

Key features of the Nordic welfare model include: Universal child allowances, 

subsidized daycare, generous paid leave for new parents, free education, 

unemployment insurance, disability and sickness benefits, and universal 

pensions. For example, parental leave in Sweden is about 16 months (480 days) per 

child, with a high percentage of your salary paid, which parents can split between 

mothers and fathers. Norway offers ~49 weeks at full pay (or 59 weeks at 80% pay) 

for parental leave. Denmark guarantees at least 52 weeks of parental leave (with a 

mix of maternity, paternity, and shared leave) with most of it paid via the social 

insurance system. Finland similarly provides nearly a year of paid leave. By contrast, 

the **United States has no federal paid maternity or paternity leave mandate – 

new parents often rely on a patchwork of employer policies or must take unpaid 

leave under the limited Family and Medical Leave Act. This is a stark difference: 

a Nordic mother can expect ~$/year of paid leave to care for a baby, whereas an 

American mother often must return to work in a few weeks or leave the labor 

force (only some states or progressive companies offer paid leave). 

Another aspect is unemployment benefits. Nordic countries have generous 

unemployment insurance schemes (often union-administered in the “Ghent system”). 

A laid-off worker in Denmark, for instance, can get up to 90% of previous 

earnings (capped) for a period (2 years, with active job-seeking requirements) – this 

softens the blow of job loss. Sweden and Finland offer ~80% of previous income for 

the first 200 days of unemployment, etc. In the U.S., unemployment benefits replace 

only about 30–50% of wages and typically last 6 months or less, varying by state. 

The Nordic “flexicurity” approach means it’s easier for firms to adjust the 

workforce, but workers have security and retraining opportunities funded by the 

state. 

Healthcare and eldercare are also major parts of the safety net (covered in 

Healthcare section) – essentially free at point of use in Nordics. Childcare: Nordics 

heavily subsidize daycare/preschool, often capped at around 5–15% of household 

income. As a result, most Nordic children attend high-quality daycare and both 

parents can work (female workforce participation is very high). The U.S. has 

comparatively scant childcare support; many families face daycare costs that rival 

college tuition, or one parent (often the mother) drops out of work due to childcare 

costs. 

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/02/social-spending-highest-lowest-country-comparison-oecd-france-economics-politics-welfare/#:~:text=,The%20OECD%20average%20was%2020
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/02/social-spending-highest-lowest-country-comparison-oecd-france-economics-politics-welfare/#:~:text=Anglo%20countries%20rank%20a%20bit,Mexico%20had%20lower%20spending%20rates
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/02/social-spending-highest-lowest-country-comparison-oecd-france-economics-politics-welfare/#:~:text=While%20social%20spending%20as%20a,on%20social%20benefits%20a%20priority
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/society-at-a-glance-2024_918d8db3-en/full-report/social-spending_d72b8d7b.html#:~:text=Net%20total%20social%20spending%20is,of%20GDP%2C%20where
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Pensions: The Nordics have universal basic pensions plus earnings-related schemes – 

ensuring virtually all elderly are above the poverty line. Elderly poverty is very low 

in Scandinavia, whereas in the U.S., Social Security provides a base but many retirees 

struggle without additional savings. 

  

The outcomes of this broad welfare state are evident: Nordic countries consistently 

have some of the lowest poverty and inequality rates in the world. Social mobility 

is high (a child’s income correlates less with their parents’ income than in the U.S.). 

Citizens enjoy a high degree of economic security – losing a job or falling ill in a 

Nordic country will not typically result in destitution or bankruptcy, thanks to the 

safety net. By contrast, while the U.S. does have programs (Social Security, Medicare 

for seniors, Medicaid for the poor, food stamps, etc.), its welfare system is 

more targeted and means-tested, often with strict eligibility. The U.S. tends to 

provide relief primarily to the very poor or elderly, whereas Nordic welfare is more 

universal (benefiting the middle class as well as the poor) by design
taxfoundation.org

. 

One illustrative metric: Denmark, Norway, and Sweden all rank at or near the top in 

social mobility and absence of poverty, with relative poverty rates (share below 

50% median income) around 5-8%, whereas the U.S. relative poverty rate is about 

17% (one of the highest in OECD). These differences reflect choices: Nordic countries 

tax more and spend more on social support, resulting in a stronger safety net 

and less economic hardship, while the U.S. opts for lower taxes and spending, 

leaving more to individual responsibility and the private sector. 

Taxation 

To fund their extensive welfare states, Nordic countries impose significantly higher 

taxes on their populations than the United States does. The overall tax burden (total 

tax revenue as a percentage of GDP) in the Nordics is almost twice that of the 

U.S. Specifically, in 2021 the tax-to-GDP ratios were 46.9% in Denmark, ~42% in 

Sweden and Norway
taxfoundation.org

 (and around 42% in Finland as well), compared to 

only ~24.5% in the United States
taxfoundation.org

. Even among advanced economies, the 

Nordics are at the high end of taxation: by 2022 Denmark’s ratio was one of the 

highest globally. The U.S. tax ratio (~25%) is the lowest of the G7 economies and 

well below the OECD average (~34%). This fundamental difference underscores 

that Nordic citizens contribute a larger share of national income to the public 

coffers in exchange for the broad services provided. 

  

https://taxfoundation.org/blog/scandinavian-social-programs-taxes-2023/#:~:text=Scandinavian%20countries%20are%20well%20known,percent%20in%20the%20United%20States
https://taxfoundation.org/blog/scandinavian-social-programs-taxes-2023/#:~:text=education%2C%20parental%20leave%2C%20and%20child,percent%20in%20the%20United%20States
https://taxfoundation.org/blog/scandinavian-social-programs-taxes-2023/#:~:text=education%2C%20parental%20leave%2C%20and%20child,percent%20in%20the%20United%20States
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Tax structure differs in important ways. Nordic tax systems rely heavily on broad-

based taxes like VAT (Value-Added Tax) and social contributions, in addition to 

high income taxes. All Nordic countries have a hefty VAT of ~25% on most goods 

and services (a form of national sales tax) which generates a large portion of revenue
taxfoundation.org

. The U.S. has no federal VAT and only state-level sales taxes (typically 5–

10%), meaning consumption is taxed more lightly. Personal income taxes in the 

Nordics are progressive and reach high marginal rates relatively quickly. For example, 

Sweden’s top national income tax rate is 20% on top of municipal income tax ~32%, 

giving ~52% marginal tax on high earners (Denmark’s top rate is even a bit higher 

~55%, Norway ~47%). The United States’ top federal income tax rate is 37%, and 

including average state taxes (~5%) yields ~42% – still lower than Nordic levels. 

Moreover, the U.S. top rate kicks in at a much higher income (hundreds of thousands 

of dollars) compared to Nordic top brackets. This means upper-middle-class 

households in Nordics pay a higher effective tax share than equivalent U.S. 

households. 

  

On the other hand, Nordic countries tend to have lower tax on corporations and 

investments relative to the U.S. historically, to encourage business (though this gap 

has narrowed after the U.S. cut corporate tax to 21%). And importantly, Nordic 

taxation is not just about soaking the rich – it’s often said the Nordic model relies 

on taxing everyone, including the middle class, quite highly. For instance, payroll 

taxes (for pensions, unemployment insurance, etc.) and the VAT affect virtually all 

workers and consumers. In Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, even average workers 

face income tax rates around 30-35%, plus 25% VAT on consumption, whereas in 

the U.S. a middle-income worker might pay ~12% federal income tax, maybe ~7% 

payroll (after deductions/credits), and ~0–10% sales tax. The trade-off is that in 

Nordics those taxes directly fund benefits that Americans must often purchase 

privately (healthcare, college, retirement savings, etc.). 

  

Social security contributions (payroll taxes) are another piece: In Sweden and 

Norway, employers and employees pay significant payroll levies (in Sweden, ~31% 

employer social fee on salaries, in Finland ~20%, etc.) to fund universal benefits. The 

U.S. has a 15.3% payroll tax (split between employer/employee) for Social Security 

and Medicare, but no more for things like universal childcare or paid leave (which are 

funded by general taxation or not provided). 

  

The result is that Nordic citizens bear a higher overall tax “burden” but receive 

many services in return, while Americans keep more of their paycheck but must 

https://taxfoundation.org/blog/scandinavian-social-programs-taxes-2023/#:~:text=tax,percent%20in%20the%20United%20States
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individually pay for services or go without. As the Tax Foundation notes, “high levels 

of government spending naturally require high levels of taxation”
taxfoundation.org

 – the 

Nordics illustrate this clearly. The public attitude toward taxes also differs: there is 

generally broad acceptance in Nordic countries of the high-tax/high-service social 

contract (trust in government is relatively high, and tax compliance is good), whereas 

in the U.S., low taxes are often valued for fostering personal freedom and private 

enterprise. 

  

To summarize, Nordic taxation is characterized by: heavy value-added taxes, high 

personal income taxes across most income levels, and substantial payroll taxes, 

along with relatively low tax evasion. The U.S. taxation is characterized by lower 

rates, a greater reliance on progressive income tax on the wealthy (and on 

property taxes at the local level), and lower reliance on consumption taxes. Despite 

the U.S. having a reputation for low taxes, one quirk is that when including things like 

private health premiums as a de facto “tax”, Americans pay comparably for certain 

services but via private sector. In any case, the tax burden in Nordic countries 

(around 42-46% of GDP) far exceeds that in the U.S. (~25%), reflecting 

fundamentally different approaches to financing society
taxfoundation.org

. Nordic tax policy 

prioritizes collective provision funded by broad taxes
taxfoundation.org

, while the U.S. 

prioritizes lower taxes and individual choice, with less revenue for public programs. 

Labor Market and Work–Life Balance 

Nordic labor markets combine strong worker protections and work–life 

balance with competitive business environments. A key aspect is the high rate 

of labor union membership and collective bargaining in the Nordic countries. 

Over 60% of workers in Denmark, Sweden, and Finland belong to unions , and 

about 59% in Norway
progressivepolicy.org

. (Iceland is even higher at 90%+ unionized
progressivepolicy.org

.) This is the highest unionization in the world. Unions negotiate industry-

wide agreements that set wages and working conditions, resulting in relatively high 

minimum wages (often by agreement, not law) and generally good labor standards 

for all. In contrast, only about 10% of American workers are union members (and 

just ~6% in the private sector)
progressivepolicy.org

. The U.S. labor market is far more 

decentralized – wages and conditions are often set by employers or individual 

contracts, which contributes to greater wage dispersion (e.g. very low wages for some 

low-skill jobs in the U.S. versus higher “floor” wages in the Nordics). Despite high 

unionization, Nordics have flexible labor arrangements – employers can still hire and 

lay off workers relatively freely (especially in Denmark’s famed “flexicurity” system), 

but laid-off workers are supported by generous unemployment benefits and 

retraining. This model results in low labor disputes and cooperation between unions 

https://taxfoundation.org/blog/scandinavian-social-programs-taxes-2023/#:~:text=Scandinavian%20countries%20are%20well%20known,percent%20in%20the%20United%20States
https://taxfoundation.org/blog/scandinavian-social-programs-taxes-2023/#:~:text=education%2C%20parental%20leave%2C%20and%20child,percent%20in%20the%20United%20States
https://taxfoundation.org/blog/scandinavian-social-programs-taxes-2023/#:~:text=tax,percent%20in%20the%20United%20States
https://www.progressivepolicy.org/ppis-trade-fact-of-the-week-scandinavia-has-the-worlds-highest-union-membership-rates/#:~:text=countries,contracts%20and%20retirement%20benefits%2C%20they
https://www.progressivepolicy.org/ppis-trade-fact-of-the-week-scandinavia-has-the-worlds-highest-union-membership-rates/#:~:text=countries,contracts%20and%20retirement%20benefits%2C%20they
https://www.progressivepolicy.org/ppis-trade-fact-of-the-week-scandinavia-has-the-worlds-highest-union-membership-rates/#:~:text=Statistics%E2%80%99%20first%20systematic%20survey%20of,And%20last%20Thursday%E2%80%99s%20release
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and employers; for instance, union wage moderation has been credited with helping 

Nordic firms stay competitive internationally. 

  

Working hours and vacations: One of the most striking differences is in work–life 

balance. Nordic workers enjoy shorter working hours on average and more paid 

leave. The average full-time employee in Denmark or Norway works about 

1,380–1,420 hours per year
worldpopulationreview.comworldpopulationreview.com

. Sweden and Finland are 

slightly higher (~1,437 and 1,499 hours/year respectively)
worldpopulationreview.com

worldpopulationreview.com
. By comparison, the average American worker logs around 1,799 

hours annually
worldpopulationreview.com

 – roughly 350–400 more hours per year than a 

Dane
worldpopulationreview.comworldpopulationreview.com

. That translates to about 7-8 extra hours per 

week for U.S. workers, or two extra months of work over a year. Part of this is 

because paid vacation and holidays are far more generous in the Nordics . All 

European Union countries, including the Nordics, have legally mandated paid 

vacation (minimum 4 weeks). In practice, Nordic workers typically get 5 to 6 

weeks of paid vacation annually (e.g. Sweden mandates at least 25 paid days off
worldpopulationreview.com

, Denmark 25 days, Finland 25–30 days). On top of that are public 

holidays. The United States has no statutory paid vacation at the federal level – 0 

days required by law – so many American workers, especially in lower-wage jobs, 

have very limited paid time off. The average U.S. full-time worker with paid leave gets 

around 10 vacation days (2 weeks) after a year on the job, plus perhaps 10 holidays, 

but a significant number (especially part-time or gig workers) get none. This 

contributes to Americans working more weeks per year. As the World Population 

Review notes, countries with a cultural emphasis on leisure (like the Nordics) 

have shorter workweeks and more vacation, which correlates with higher 

reported happiness
worldpopulationreview.com

. 

  

Work hours per week are also somewhat lower in the Nordics. A full-time workweek 

is typically 37.5 hours in Finland, 37 hours in Norway, and around 38 hours in 

Sweden/Denmark, often with flexibility. In the U.S., the nominal full-time week is ~40 

hours, and many salaried employees work beyond that (with no overtime pay if they 

are exempt). Overtime regulations are stricter in Nordic countries, and there is a 

cultural norm to leave work on time – late evenings or constant weekend work are 

less common than in some competitive U.S. industries. Additionally, Nordic workers 

benefit from policies like parental leave (as discussed) and sick leave that allow 

them to take time off for family or health without losing their job or pay. For 

instance, if a child is ill, Norwegian or Swedish parents can take paid leave to 

care for them (VAB in Sweden). The U.S. has far fewer such protections (the FMLA 

grants only unpaid leave for certain family emergencies, and many workers are not 

covered by it due to employer size or tenure). 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Image
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Image
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Sweden29
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Finland28
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=United%20States36
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Image
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=United%20States36
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Denmark28
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Around%20the%20world%2C%20the%20average,reduced%20amenities%20often%20rank%20as
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Workplace culture and conditions: Thanks to collective agreements, Nordic workers 

have a strong say in workplace conditions. There are often worker representatives 

on company boards (cooperative management in e.g. Sweden). Dismissals usually 

require notice and severance. At the same time, employment is at-will in the U.S. 

(outside of union or certain contracts), meaning workers can be fired more easily 

(which companies argue allows agility, but it also causes job insecurity). 

  

Despite working fewer hours, Nordic countries do not suffer in productivity – in 

fact, productivity per hour is very high. The shorter hours and generous leave 

arguably contribute to higher labor productivity and better health. The focus on 

work–life balance in the Nordics is often cited as a reason these countries score high 

on happiness and life satisfaction. Americans work longer and take fewer 

vacations, which has its pros (higher total output, possibly higher incomes for some) 

but also cons in terms of stress and work-life conflict. It’s telling that surveys 

consistently show Nordics feel they have a good work–life balance (e.g. ~70% in 

Denmark say they have time for personal life, one of the highest rates, whereas the 

U.S. is lower). 

Labor market outcomes: Unemployment was covered earlier (generally low in both 

models recently). Another outcome is female labor force participation – it is very 

high in Nordics (~70%+ of women work, often full-time) partly due to childcare and 

parental leave policies. In the U.S., female participation is lower (~60%) and many 

more women work part-time or drop out due to child-rearing. Nordic policies 

enable both parents to work and share child-raising duties, improving gender 

equality in the workforce. Wages in the Nordics are more compressed – lower-paid 

occupations like retail or cleaning pay a livable wage (thanks to unions), whereas the 

U.S. has a wider gap (the U.S. federal minimum wage, ~$7.25/hour, is far below what 

a Nordic counterpart would earn, which might be the equivalent of $18–$20/hour 

through collective agreements). 

In summary, Nordic labor markets prioritize a healthy balance between work and 

personal life, supported by union-negotiated contracts and welfare 

policies. Americans benefit from a dynamic labor market with lower 

unemployment and potentially higher top-end earnings, but often at the cost of 

longer hours, less job security, and fewer guaranteed benefits. The differences 

manifest in statistics like annual hours (Nordics ~1.4k vs U.S. ~1.8k)
worldpopulationreview.com

worldpopulationreview.com
 and guaranteed vacation (5+ weeks vs 0 by law)

worldpopulationreview.com
. These 

factors also feed into the overall quality of life and happiness, as discussed next. 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Finland28
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=United%20States36
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Around%20the%20world%2C%20the%20average,reduced%20amenities%20often%20rank%20as
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Happiness and Quality of Life 

By various measures of overall well-being and quality of life, the Nordic countries 

outperform the United States. Perhaps most famously, the World Happiness 

Report – which ranks countries by self-reported life satisfaction – has seen Nordic 

nations consistently in the top ten (often the top five) year after year . In 2025, 

Finland was ranked #1 happiest country for the eighth year in a row, with an 

average life satisfaction score around 7.7/10
worldpopulationreview.comaljazeera.com

. Denmark was 

#2, and other Nordics like Iceland (#3) and Sweden (#4) were right at the top as well
data.worldhappiness.reportworldpopulationreview.com

. Norway typically also ranks in the top ten (in some 

years Norway was #3 or #5). In contrast, the **United States fell to 24th place in the 

2025 Happiness Index – its lowest rank on record
aljazeera.com

. (In earlier years the U.S. 

hovered around 18th or so, but it has slid in rankings.) The report cites factors 

like social support, healthy life expectancy, freedom, trust, and generosity as 

drivers of happiness
aljazeera.comaljazeera.com

. The Nordics score extremely high on social trust 

(people trust their neighbors and government) and support (having someone to 

count on), whereas the U.S. scores lower on those and suffers more from issues like 

perceived corruption and social fragmentation. The happiness gap is striking: for 

example, on a scale of 0 to 10, Finns rated their life ~ 7.8, Swedes ~ 7.3, while 

Americans were around 6.9
data.worldhappiness.reportworldpopulationreview.com

. These differences, though 

seemingly small on a 0–10 scale, are statistically significant across large samples. 

  

Beyond subjective happiness, objective quality-of-life indices also favor the 

Nordics. The United Nations Human Development Index (HDI), which combines 

GDP per capita, life expectancy, and education, consistently ranks Norway #1 in the 

world (Norway has topped HDI for many years)
advisors.ubs.com

. Sweden, Denmark, and 

Finland all rank in the top 15 on HDI, indicating very high human development. 

The United States ranks high as well (usually around #17 on HDI in recent reports), 

due to its wealth and education, but if you adjust for inequality (the “HDI inequality-

adjusted”), the U.S. falls further behind the Nordics. Life expectancy and health-

adjusted life expectancy are better in Nordics; education attainment is high 

universally (with minimal dropout rates and virtually 100% literacy). Crime rates are 

lower in the Nordics (e.g. the homicide rate per 100k is around 0.9 in Norway versus 

5.3 in the U.S.), and incarceration rates in the U.S. are vastly higher than in any 

Nordic country. 

  

Another telling measure is the Social Progress Index or the OECD Better Life Index, 

which aggregate various well-being indicators (housing, safety, work-life, 

environment, civic engagement, etc.). Nordic countries score at the top on such 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/happiest-countries-in-the-world#:~:text=Happiest%20Countries%20in%20the%20World,344%29%2C
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=The%20US%20fell%20to%20its,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://data.worldhappiness.report/table#:~:text=Report%20data,Sweden
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/happiest-countries-in-the-world#:~:text=Happiest%20Countries%20in%20the%20World,344%29%2C
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=The%20US%20fell%20to%20its,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=The%20US%20fell%20to%20its,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=Finland%20and%20other%20Nordic%20countries,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://data.worldhappiness.report/table#:~:text=Report%20data,Sweden
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/happiest-countries-in-the-world#:~:text=Finland%20took%20top%20honors%E2%80%94for%20the,344%29%2C
https://advisors.ubs.com/gaffneygroup/mediahandler/media/582898/global-wealth-report-2023.pdf#:~:text=The%20fourteenth%20edition%20of%20the,countries%2C%20but%20wealth%20inequality
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indexes, reflecting clean environments, low pollution, high civic engagement (voter 

turnout in Nordic countries is ~70-80% vs ~55% in recent U.S. elections), and overall 

life satisfaction. The U.S. performs well economically and in some areas like 

housing space and earnings, but lags in work-life balance, safety, and health. For 

instance, obesity and related health issues are more prevalent in the U.S., which can 

detract from quality of life. 

  

It’s also notable that the **Nordics have relatively high levels of personal 

freedom and social cohesion, which contribute to both happiness and quality of life. 

Citizens report feeling free to make life choices, and there is a high degree of gender 

equality and equal opportunity. The U.S. excels in some aspects of quality of life – 

it has a very high average income, lots of consumer choices, and many top cultural 

and educational institutions. Many people value the U.S. for its entrepreneurial 

opportunities and diversity. However, these strengths are offset in international 

comparisons by issues like income inequality, higher stress, less time off, and 

concerns about healthcare, safety nets, and social divisions. 

  

In concrete terms, the average person in a Nordic country can expect: 

• A healthy, long life (82+ years), with free healthcare and low risk of falling 

into poverty due to medical bills
worldometers.infocia.gov

. 
• Free education through college, minimal debt, and strong skills (Nordic 

countries have some of the highest literacy and numeracy skills among adults). 
• Low crime and a secure environment – for example, cities like Oslo, Helsinki, 

Copenhagen routinely rank among the safest and most livable. 
• Work-life balance with at least 5 weeks vacation, shorter work days, and 

generous family leaves, allowing time for family, hobbies, and rest
worldpopulationreview.com

. 
• Social trust and cohesion – people generally trust each other and their 

institutions; government services are reliable and corruption is very low. 
• High gender equality – the Nordics lead in female workforce participation 

and representation (e.g. around 45% of parliament members are women, and 

policies support dual-earner families). 

The average American by contrast has a higher chance of: earning a bit more in 

absolute terms (U.S. GDP per capita is high), but also working longer hours and 

having less social protection if things go wrong. The U.S. offers great opportunities 

for those who succeed (world-leading incomes for top professionals, for instance) 

and a climate of innovation, but quality of life is more heterogeneous – many enjoy 

high living standards, while others struggle without robust safety nets. 

https://www.worldometers.info/demographics/life-expectancy/#:~:text=Worldometer%20www,42
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/field/life-expectancy-at-birth/country-comparison/#:~:text=Life%20expectancy%20at%20birth%20Comparison,7
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/average-work-week-by-country#:~:text=Around%20the%20world%2C%20the%20average,reduced%20amenities%20often%20rank%20as
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Crucially, happiness surveys capture this balance – Nordic populations, benefiting 

from economic security and work-life harmony, report higher overall life 

satisfaction
aljazeera.comaljazeera.com

. The U.S., with more economic dynamism but more 

inequality and insecurity, sees lower average happiness and more stress (e.g. 

Gallup surveys often find Americans report more daily stress and worry than residents 

of the Nordics). 

  

International rankings summarize it well. In addition to the Happiness Index and 

HDI: the 2023 World Happiness Report ranked all four Nordic countries in the 

top 7 (Finland #1, Denmark #2, Iceland #3, Israel #4, Sweden #6, Norway #7)
data.worldhappiness.reportworldpopulationreview.com

. The U.S. was ranked 15th in 2023 and fell to 24th 

by 2025
aljazeera.com

. On the Quality of Life Index (US News/BAV) which considers 

factors like stability, healthcare, education, Nordics again dominate the top while the 

U.S. ranks lower due to high cost of living and poor safety nets. These consistent 

results indicate that the Nordic model, through its combination of economic 

prosperity, equality, and strong social support, delivers a higher aggregate 

quality of life than the American model for most citizens
aljazeera.comaljazeera.com

. 

 

Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, across these multiple dimensions, the Nordic 

model demonstrates strong economic performance, low inequality, universal 

services, and an emphasis on work-life balance and well-being, whereas 

the United States shows higher output in absolute terms and more top-end 

wealth, but also greater inequality, higher costs for services, and a more work-

centric lifestyle. International data and rankings from the OECD, World Bank, UN, 

and World Happiness Report consistently reflect these differences – with the 

Nordics often leading in social outcomes and happiness, and the U.S. leading in sheer 

size and innovation but lagging in equity and some quality-of-life measures. Each 

model has its trade-offs, but the comparative analysis illustrates how the Nordic 

countries have achieved high living standards with robust social support, versus 

the more market-driven approach in the U.S. that yields wealth alongside 

notable social gaps
aljazeera.comtaxfoundation.org

. 

 

 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=The%20US%20fell%20to%20its,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=Finland%20and%20other%20Nordic%20countries,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://data.worldhappiness.report/table#:~:text=Report%20data,Sweden
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/happiest-countries-in-the-world#:~:text=Happiest%20Countries%20in%20the%20World,344%29%2C
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=The%20US%20fell%20to%20its,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=The%20US%20fell%20to%20its,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=Finland%20and%20other%20Nordic%20countries,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/20/finland-takes-top-spot-us-gets-lowest-ever-rank-in-world-happiness-report#:~:text=The%20US%20fell%20to%20its,the%20top%20of%20the%20index
https://taxfoundation.org/blog/scandinavian-social-programs-taxes-2023/#:~:text=Scandinavian%20countries%20are%20well%20known,percent%20in%20the%20United%20States
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From “Soulless” to “Soulful”: 

Transforming Society for Meaning 

and Connection 

Modern life is often critiqued as “soulless” – marked by materialism, hyper-

individualism, disconnection from nature, eroding community bonds, and a lack of 

spiritual depth. How can such a society be transformed into a “soulful” society rich 

in connection, meaning, and vitality? This report explores four key dimensions of this 

transformation: (1) philosophical and spiritual perspectives that reorient our 

values, (2) practical grassroots initiatives and community models, (3) public policy 

shifts prioritizing well-being and ecology over mere GDP, and (4) cultural changes in 

media, education, and public discourse to nurture compassion, awe, and community. 

Each section provides examples and evidence of how a more “soulful” society can be 

realized, supported by sources. 

Philosophical and Spiritual Perspectives for a Soulful 

Society 

 

Caption: A bee pollinating a flower – a simple example of interdependence (“interbeing”) in 

nature. Many spiritual philosophies emphasize that humans are deeply connected to each 
other and the natural world. 
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At the philosophical level, many traditions call for a reconnection to something 

larger than the individual self – be it community, nature, or a spiritual reality. 

Embracing these wisdom perspectives can infuse a society with “soul.” Key examples 

include: 

• Indigenous Wisdom (Interdependence with Nature) – Indigenous cultures 

worldwide teach that humans are part of an extended family of life. For 

example, many Indigenous traditions regard the Earth as a living mother and 

all creatures as kin, fostering a sense of responsibility and reverence for nature
mindandlife.org

. As one scholar of Indigenous contemplative traditions 

explains, “Indigenous peoples understand ourselves as interdependent, so the 

perception of self and world is based on responsibility to the environmental 

community”
mindandlife.org

. In this view, a person’s well-being is inseparable from the 

well-being of their community and environment – “there is no human 

flourishing without Mother Earth flourishing”
mindandlife.org

. Reviving Indigenous 

principles like kinship with nature, respect for ancestors, and the seventh-

generation ethic (considering impacts on descendants) can imbue society with 

a sacred sense of connection that counteracts soulless materialism. 
• Eastern Philosophies (Harmony, Compassion, and “Interbeing”) – Eastern 

spiritual traditions offer frameworks that counter individualistic and materialist 

mindsets. Buddhist philosophy, for instance, emphasizes compassion and the 

interdependent nature of existence. The Zen teacher Thich Nhat Hanh coined 

the term “interbeing” to express that “we cannot be by ourselves alone. ‘To be’ 

is always to inter-be… We inter-are with one another and with all life.”
garrisoninstitute.org

. This insight suggests that recognizing our profound 

interconnectedness can cultivate empathy and collective responsibility. 

Likewise, Buddhist-inspired “Engaged Buddhism” and Buddhist 

economics urge simplicity, non-violence, and prioritizing true well-being over 

excessive consumption
theguardian.com

. Hindu and Taoist philosophies echo the call 

for living in balance with the Tao or Dharma of the natural world, seeing the 

divine in all beings. Sufi mysticism in Islam, and other contemplative paths, 

similarly stress love, service, and unity. All these traditions provide spiritual 

antidotes to a shallow consumer culture by encouraging mindfulness, 

compassion, and a sense of awe toward the universe. 
• Deep Ecology and Ecological Spirituality – Modern environmental 

philosophy has converged with spiritual ideas in the deep ecology movement. 

Championed by thinker Arne Næss, deep ecology asserts that humans are not 

separate from nature but one part of the broader living system, with no right 

to dominate other life forms
earth.org

. It urges a shift from an anthropocentric 

worldview to an ecocentric one where all species have inherent value. One of 

deep ecology’s core principles is appreciating “life quality” (experienced 

through things like relationship, tranquility, contact with nature) over an ever-

https://www.mindandlife.org/insight/why-we-need-indigenous-wisdom/#:~:text=,gratitude%2C%20awe%2C%20responsibility%2C%20and%20reverence
https://www.mindandlife.org/insight/why-we-need-indigenous-wisdom/#:~:text=Indigenous%20peoples%20understand%20ourselves%20as,keen%20awareness%20of%20relational%20networks
https://www.mindandlife.org/insight/why-we-need-indigenous-wisdom/#:~:text=,flourishing%20without%20Mother%20Earth%20flourishing
https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/insight-of-interbeing/#:~:text=About%20thirty%20years%20ago%20I,another%20and%20with%20all%20life
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/nov/10/small-is-beautiful-economic-idea#:~:text=Small%20is%20beautiful%20%E2%80%93%20an,It%20was%20a
https://earth.org/deep-ecology-an-often-misunderstood-theory/#:~:text=Arne%20Naess%20offers%20another%20approach,a%20drastic%20reduction%20in%20population
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higher material standard of living
earth.org

. This principle challenges the pursuit of 

GDP growth at all costs – instead favoring a society that measures progress by 

well-being of humans and the rest of the ecosystem. Ecophilosophers and 

movements like Gaia theory (seeing Earth as a living organism) 

or pantheism (seeing the divine in all nature) cultivate a sense of the 

sacredness of Earth, inspiring policies and lifestyles that enrich the “soul” of 

society through harmony with the natural world
earth.org

. 
• Humanistic and Spiritual Worldviews (Ubuntu and Spiritual Humanism) – 

A soulful society can also draw on humanistic values that elevate our shared 

humanity and moral potential. The African philosophy of Ubuntu is a prime 

example: it is often translated as “I am because we are,” expressing that one’s 

identity is formed through community and mutual care
en.wikipedia.org

. Ubuntu-

oriented values – compassion, hospitality, cooperation – directly counter the 

isolation and competition of a soulless society. In a similar vein, Spiritual 

Humanism has been described as “a faith in Humanity” and the project 

of “learning to be fully human is to ‘form one body with Heaven, Earth, and the 

myriad things’”
cambridge.org

. This idea (articulated by Confucian scholar Tu 

Weiming) bridges secular humanism with spiritual depth: it reveres human life 

and potential, but situates humanity within a larger, meaningful cosmos 

(Heaven and Earth). Such a worldview honors reason and human rights while 

also nurturing qualities like empathy, conscience, and a sense of cosmic 

belonging. Altogether, philosophical perspectives like Ubuntu and spiritual 

humanism call for a shift in values – from seeing humans as isolated 

economic actors to seeing humans as persons in community, stewards of 

nature, and seekers of meaning. 

By reviving and integrating these philosophical/spiritual frameworks, a society gains a 

“soul” – people come to see life as more than a rat race; it is a network of 

relationships to be cherished. Values like interdependence, balance, reverence, and 

compassion form an ethical foundation for the practical changes discussed next. 

Practical Initiatives: Grassroots Movements and 

Community Projects Fostering Connection 

A soulful society is built from the ground up through how people live, work, and form 

communities in everyday life. In recent decades, numerous grassroots movements, 

community projects, and alternative living models have emerged to counteract 

alienation and nurture belonging, meaning, and well-being. These initiatives 

offer practical blueprints for a more connected and fulfilling way of life: 

  

 

https://earth.org/deep-ecology-an-often-misunderstood-theory/#:~:text=6,to%20implement%20the%20necessary%20changes
https://earth.org/deep-ecology-an-often-misunderstood-theory/#:~:text=quality%20rather%20than%20adhering%20to,to%20implement%20the%20necessary%20changes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ubuntu_philosophy#:~:text=Ubuntu%20%28Zulu%20pronunciation%3A%20,4
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/diogenes/article/spiritual-humanism-self-community-earth-and-heaven/4B7931227D474C0025FC5A7441AE2375#:~:text=believes%20that%20human%20life%20has,unity%20between%20immanence%20and%20transcendence
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Caption: Community members engaging in collective gardening at Findhorn Ecovillage 

(Scotland) – an intentional community that integrates sustainable living, spirituality, and 
cooperation. 

• Cohousing and Intentional Communities – Cohousing is a model where 

residents live in private homes but share common spaces (like kitchens, 

gardens, community rooms) and collectively manage the community. This 

design fosters neighborly interaction, mutual support, and resource-sharing – 

an antidote to suburban isolation. Research suggests that cohousing can 

reduce loneliness and improve quality of life by strengthening social support 

networks
publichealthreviews.biomedcentral.compublichealthreviews.biomedcentral.com

. For example, elders in 

cohousing report a greater sense of community and security than those living 

alone
publichealthreviews.biomedcentral.com

. These communities often operate by consensus, 

giving residents a voice (and hence a sense of agency and belonging) in 

decisions. Around the world, there are hundreds of cohousing communities 

(from Denmark to the U.S. to Australia) demonstrating more “soulful” living: 

neighbors share meals, care for each other’s children, lend tools, grow food, 

and celebrate together. Such environments naturally encourage generosity 

and collaboration in place of the anonymity of typical urban neighborhoods. 
• “Slow Living” Movement – Slow living is a cultural shift away from the 

frenetic pace of modern life toward a more intentional, present, and 

community-oriented lifestyle. Adherents of the slow movement choose to 

prioritize quality over quantity – whether in food, work, or relationships. This 

can mean things like cooking meals mindfully (as championed by the Slow 

Food movement), reducing digital overload, or opting for a less demanding 

career to have time for family, community, and nature. “Living a slower pace of 

https://publichealthreviews.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40985-020-00138-1#:~:text=live%20together%20in%20a%20community,7%20%2C%20%2023
https://publichealthreviews.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40985-020-00138-1#:~:text=Of%20the%202560%20articles%20identified%2C,of%20the%20evidence%20was%20low
https://publichealthreviews.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40985-020-00138-1#:~:text=live%20together%20in%20a%20community,7%20%2C%20%2023
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life allows you to pause, reflect and reconnect with yourself, your community, 

and the planet”
slowlivingkitchen.com

. People who practice slow living often report less 

stress and burnout, stronger relationships, more creativity, and deeper 

gratitude in daily life
slowlivingkitchen.com

. For instance, a neighborhood might organize 

weekly unplugged gatherings or communal meals, fostering real human 

connection in place of endless “hustle.” By rejecting the cult of speed and 

hyper-productivity, the slow living movement creates space for meaning – 

encouraging mindfulness, leisure, and connection as measures of success 

rather than just income or status. 
• Ecovillages and Sustainable Communities – Ecovillages are intentional 

communities that integrate ecological design, cooperative living, and often 

some form of spiritual or holistic ethos. They serve as living laboratories for a 

soulful society by demonstrating lifestyles that are both Earth-friendly and 

people-friendly. For example, Findhorn Ecovillage in Scotland, founded in the 

1980s, emphasizes the interconnection of social, ecological, and spiritual 

dimensions of life
happiness.com

. Findhorn’s residents share facilities, meditate 

together, practice arts, and jointly steward the land. Impressively, Findhorn’s 

ecological footprint is ~50% less than the UK average, meaning they consume 

half the resources and generate half the waste of a typical citizen
happiness.com

 – 

evidence that living in community with intention can be 

both sustainable and satisfying. Similarly, EcoVillage Ithaca in New York has 

~230 residents farming organic food and governing by consensus; their 

community’s carbon footprint is estimated 70% lower than the US average
happiness.com

. Many ecovillages incorporate spiritual practices (like meditation, 

yoga, or indigenous ceremonies) to build shared meaning. At Eco Truly Park in 

Peru, for instance, residents live in harmony with nature guided by Indian 

Vaishnava spiritual principles, cultivating values of non-violence, compassion, 

and simple living
happiness.comhappiness.com

. Across Europe, the Americas, Africa, and 

Asia, ecovillages and permaculture communities are gaining traction through 

networks like the Global Ecovillage Network. They show that communal life 

rooted in sustainability and spirituality can yield high levels of happiness 

and well-being even with modest material wealth – offering a direct contrast 

to soulless consumerism. 
• Contemplative and Holistic Education – Education is a powerful lever for 

cultural change, and new models of schooling are bringing “soul” back into 

learning. Contemplative education integrates mindfulness, empathy, and 

ethical values into curricula, rather than focusing solely on test scores. For 

example, some schools have introduced daily meditation or yoga for students, 

finding it helps reduce stress and aggression while improving focus and 

emotional regulation. School-based mindfulness programs aim to “regulate 

stress, reduce anxiety and impulsivity, improve health and well-being, and 

support students to act ethically and education** (SEL) – with encouraging 

results. A 2019 review found school mindfulness programs *“consistently 

https://slowlivingkitchen.com/slow-living/#:~:text=The%20slow%20living%20moment%20is,your%20community%2C%20and%20the%20planet
https://slowlivingkitchen.com/slow-living/#:~:text=The%20slow%20living%20moment%20is,your%20community%2C%20and%20the%20planet
https://www.happiness.com/magazine/inspiration-spirituality/eco-village-community/#:~:text=Initially%20set%20up%20in%201985,aspects%20of%20life%20are%20interconnected
https://www.happiness.com/magazine/inspiration-spirituality/eco-village-community/#:~:text=According%20to%20an%20expert%20study%2C,therefore%20curbing%20their%20carbon%20footprint
https://www.happiness.com/magazine/inspiration-spirituality/eco-village-community/#:~:text=One%20of%20the%20largest%20sustainable,footprint%20than%20the%20average%20American
https://www.happiness.com/magazine/inspiration-spirituality/eco-village-community/#:~:text=features%2018%20striking%20conical%20structures,connection%20with%20nature%20and%20themselves
https://www.happiness.com/magazine/inspiration-spirituality/eco-village-community/#:~:text=impact%20on%20its%20surrounding%20natural,%E2%80%9D
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suggest small to moderate impacts... most reliably on psychosocial health and 

well-being, especially mental health”ₓ. Benefits include reduced anxiety and 

depression in students, better emotional regulation, and improved empathy 

and cooperatioₓ. Some pioneering schools integrate meditation, yoga, 

or “quiet time” for reflection, treating the student not just as a future worker, 

but as a whole person with emotional and spiritual needₓ. Holistic 

approaches like social-emotional learning (which cultivates skills like 

kindness, conflict resolution, and community service) have been shown to 

boost students’ collaborative behaviors and ethical developmenₓ. By 

educating heart and soul in addition to mind, contemplative education 

initiatives create a generation more equipped to value connection over 

competition, and inner growth over mere grades – seeding a more soulful 

future society. 

Together, these practical initiatives – cohousing, slow living, ecovillages, mindful 

education, and more – demonstrate viable paths to reclaiming a sense of 

community, purpose, and balance in daily life. They prove that people hunger for 

connection and meaning, and when given the chance, will innovate new forms of 

living that prioritize relationships, well-being, and reverence for life over material 

accumulation. 

Policy Changes: Public Policies for Well-Being, Ecology, 

and Spiritual Flourishing 

To support and scale up a soulful transformation, changes at the policy and 

governance level are crucial. Instead of measuring success only by economic output, 

soulful societies are adopting policies that prioritize well-being, ecological balance, 

and even spiritual/cultural vitality. Key examples include: 

• Well-Being Indicators Beyond GDP (Gross Domestic Product) – The small 

nation of Bhutan famously pioneered the concept of Gross National 

Happiness (GNH) as a guiding development philosophy. GNH is a holistic 

index that measures nine domains of well-being: psychological well-being, 

health, education, time use (work-life balance), cultural diversity, good 

governance, community vitality, ecological resilience, and living standard
oecd.org

ₓ. By constitution and policy, Bhutan evaluates all major decisions by how 

they impact the GNH of the people, not just the GDP. For instance, protected 

areas and cultural preservation are given high priority. The GNH framework 

has “shaped Bhutan’s development policy” and is designed as 

a “multidimensional, equitable… policy-relevant” tool valuing various 

aspects of life equallₓ. This approach has inspired other efforts worldwide 

(e.g., New Zealand’s Wellbeing Budget, or cities adopting happiness indexes) 

https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/well-being-knowledge-exchange-platform-kep_93d45d63-en/bhutan-s-gross-national-happiness-gnh-index_ff75e0a9-en.html#:~:text=overall%20well,subjective%20psychological%20ranking%20of%20%27happiness
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/well-being-knowledge-exchange-platform-kep_93d45d63-en/bhutan-s-gross-national-happiness-gnh-index_ff75e0a9-en.html#:~:text=overall%20well,subjective%20psychological%20ranking%20of%20%27happiness
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to reorient government focus toward what truly makes life worth living – a 

prime example of institutionalizing “soulfulness.” In effect, it recognizes that 

economic growth is a means, not an end; the end is human and ecological 

thriving. 
• Universal Basic Income (UBI) and Economic Security – UBI is a policy 

proposal to provide all citizens with a regular, unconditional cash payment 

sufficient to cover basic needs. While primarily an economic idea, UBI 

has soulful implications: it can free people from survival anxiety and allow 

them to pursue purpose, community involvement, or creative and spiritual 

pursuits. A Finnish pilot study (2017–2018) showed that even a modest basic 

income (560€ a month) led to *“significantly better well-being on multiple 

dimensions”ₓ. Recipients reported higher life satisfaction (7.3/10 vs 6.8/10 

in control group) – a jump equivalent to what a large income raise would 

normally producₓ. They also had better health, less stress, less sadness and 

loneliness, and more trust in others and societₓ. Crucially, the basic income 

created positive feedback loops: with basic security, people felt more confident 

to seek education or social activities, which further improved well-beinₓ. This 

suggests that policies ensuring a baseline of material dignity can 

unleash “soulful” outcomes – more time for family, volunteering, arts, or 

contemplation, and less fear-driven competition. Similarly, experiments in 

other countries (Canada, Kenya, etc.) have shown UBI can improve mental 

health and social cohesioₓ. UBI aligns with the idea that a society’s health is 

measured not by the wealth of a few, but by the well-being of all – and it 

might reduce the existential precarity that pushes people into soulless work or 

ethical compromise. 
• Rights of Nature and Environmental Stewardship Laws – A soulful society 

extends moral and legal consideration to the more-than-human world. In 

recent years, there’s a growing movement to grant legal rights to nature – 

recognizing rivers, forests, and ecosystems as entities with intrinsic rights to 

exist and thrive. For example, Ecuador’s Constitution (2008) was the first to 

recognize enforceable Rights of Nature: *“Nature, or Pachamama, has the right 

to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles”ₓ. This means any 

person or community can go to court on behalf of an ecosystem (e.g., to stop 

pollution), shifting law from a purely human-centered stance to a life-centered 

stance. In 2017, New Zealand granted the Whanganui River legal 

personhood after a long struggle by the Māori, who view the river as an 

ancestor. The law acknowledges the Māori worldview of the river as an 

indivisible, living whole and states that the river *“can hold all the rights, duties 

and liabilities of a legal person”ₓ. Two guardians (one appointed by Māori, 

one by the government) now speak for the river’s interests. This precedent, as 

legal scholars note, “embodies an exciting synthesis of ecological 

jurisprudence” that could herald a broader recognition of nature’s rightₓ. 
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Other places (India for the Ganges, Colombia for the Amazon, various US 

communities for local ecosystems) have followed with rights-of-nature laws. 

Such policies, inspired by indigenous perspectives and deep ecology, infuse 

law with soul by asserting that humans are not masters of a dead world, but 

relatives in a living community. They encourage development that honors the 

sanctity of nature, reinforcing ecological balance as a core value. 
• Policies for Shorter Workweeks and “Slow” Economics – Beyond high-

profile ideas like UBI, even adjusting labor and urban policies can enhance the 

“soul” of society. Some governments are exploring 4-day workweeks or limits 

on after-hours emails to ensure people have time for family, rest, and civic life. 

For example, experiments in Iceland and New Zealand found that productivity 

did not suffer with a shorter workweek, while workers’ well-being improved 

(less stress, more time for hobbies and volunteering). “Slow cities” (Cittaslow 

movement originating in Italy) aim to curb chaotic urban growth and preserve 

local traditions, conviviality, and green spaces. City planning that favors 

walkable neighborhoods, parks, and community hubs (rather than just 

commercial districts and highways) helps residents interact and feel a sense of 

place. Zoning for cohousing or cooperative housing developments, and 

providing funding or land for community gardens and arts centers, are further 

policy choices that can help soulful communities flourish. 
• Health, Recreation, and Spiritual Spaces – A soulful society would invest in 

the commons that nurture connection. This could include funding for public 

parks and wilderness conservation (recognizing nature’s role in 

mental/spiritual health), support for community centers, libraries, and 

museums (places for lifelong learning and gathering), and protecting spaces 

for worship, contemplation or intercultural dialogue. Some countries 

consider Loneliness as a public health issue – the U.K., for instance, 

appointed a “Minister for Loneliness” in 2018 to address social isolation. 

Policies arising from this focus include social prescribing (doctors “prescribing” 

community activities), and building design standards that facilitate social 

interaction. These efforts treat community connection as important 

infrastructure, much like roads or internet access. 

In summary, policy innovations – from measuring happiness, to securing basic 

incomes, to granting nature rights – embed the values of well-being, justice, and 

reverence into the system’s DNA. They move society away from soulless metrics and 

towards goals of collective flourishing. Crucially, they validate that government’s 

role is not just managing the economy, but stewarding the conditions for meaningful, 

connected lives. 
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Cultural and Value Shifts: Media, Education, and 

Discourse Nurturing a Soulful Ethos 

Even with new ideas and policies, a transformation isn’t complete without a 

deeper cultural shift. How people think, what they celebrate, and how they relate 

day-to-day must evolve. Fortunately, around the world, many cultural currents are 

already moving towards elevating compassion, awe, mindfulness, and community: 

• Media that Uplifts and Informs (Storytelling for Good) – The stories a 

society tells itself – through news, films, social media – shape its soul. In a 

soulless society, media often fixates on consumerist lifestyles, fear-based news, 

and shallow entertainment. To counter this, movements in solutions 

journalism and constructive media focus on stories of hope, resilience, and 

innovation that bring people together. The Solutions Journalism Network, for 

example, works with news organizations to report on how communities 

address challenges, not just the problems. This type of journalism has been 

found to make audiences feel *“less anxious, more energized and more 

trusting”ₓ, and can even increase civic engagement and optimism. Similarly, 

platforms like Positive News, Greater Good Magazine, or the Good News 

Network highlight compassion, cooperation, and acts of kindness – reminding 

the public that goodness is pervasive, not rare. The aim is not to ignore harsh 

realities, but to balance the narrative so that people are not paralyzed by 

cynicism, but motivated by possibility. When media nurtures empathy rather 

than outrage, it encourages readers/viewers to emulate pro-social 

behavior. Documentaries on nature’s wonders (like BBC’s Planet Earth series) or 

human triumphs can inspire awe and a sense of connection. Even popular 

entertainment is seeing more productions that emphasize friendship, diversity, 

and the triumph of the human spirit. Over time, these storytelling shifts help 

reweave a cultural fabric in which soulful values are seen as strengths, not 

naïveté. 
• Reviving Community and Ritual – Modern secular societies often lack rituals 

and shared practices that traditionally bonded communities (harvest festivals, 

communal dances, collective prayers, etc.). However, new forms of gathering 

are emerging: neighborhood potlucks, interfaith ceremonies for environmental 

healing, or city-wide days of service. For example, the annual “Day of 

Service” in many countries (like Martin Luther King Jr. Day in the US) mobilizes 

millions to volunteer, turning an individual holiday into a community-building 

event. Likewise, movements like “Compassionate Cities” (a program inspired 

by Karen Armstrong’s Charter for Compassion) encourage cities to adopt 

compassion as a guiding principle – organizing dialogues, kindness 

campaigns, and inclusive festivals. Arts and music also play a role: community 

choirs, drumming circles, or street murals can create shared joy and 

expression, crossing social divides. These cultural activities rekindle soul by 
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giving people a tangible sense of togetherness and belonging to something 

greater than themselves. 
• Education in Values and Meaning – We touched on contemplative education 

earlier; here it’s worth noting how schools and universities can foster cultural 

change by teaching values and ethics alongside academics. Programs 

in character education or philosophy for children invite students to reflect 

on why to be kind, or what makes a good life. Exposure to literature and 

history can be framed to draw lessons about compassion (e.g., reading Anne 

Frank’s diary to discuss empathy and resilience). Some schools hold “empathy 

workshops” or partner students from different backgrounds to cultivate 

understanding. Higher education is also seeing a rise in courses on happiness, 

mindfulness, and sustainable living (for instance, Yale University’s most 

popular class ever was “Psychology of Happiness,” which debunked 

materialistic notions of success and taught practices like gratitude and 

savoring). As these cohorts of students enter society, they carry a more soulful 

outlook – valuing balance, human connection, and personal growth, not just 

their paycheck. 
• Public Discourse that Embraces Spiritual Pluralism – In a soulless society, 

public discourse often marginalizes spiritual conversation or questions of 

meaning, deeming them too private or irrational. A soulful society, by contrast, 

makes respectful space for spiritual and philosophical dialogue in the public 

square. This doesn’t mean imposing a religion, but rather recognizing that 

humans have spiritual yearnings – for purpose, for transcendence, for moral 

order – and that it’s healthy to discuss these openly. We see hints of this in the 

increasing popularity of mindfulness (a practice with spiritual roots) in 

corporate and healthcare settings, or the way political leaders in New Zealand 

and Bhutan talk about kindness and well-being as core goals. Even in Western 

psychology, there’s more research on the role of awe, gratitude, and 

compassion in mental health, validating age-old spiritual wisdom in scientific 

terms. The more a culture can openly honor virtues like forgiveness, humility, 

and interconnectedness, the more it counters cynicism. For example, the Dalai 

Lama’s message that *“the key to a happier and more successful world is the 

growth of compassion”ₓ is now frequently cited in secular contexts, such as 

leadership workshops or conflict resolution trainings. The language of love and 

unity is becoming more mainstream as people realize that the alternative – 

endless division and competition – is unsustainable. 
• Role of Technology and Social Media – Lastly, even our cutting-edge 

technologies can be harnessed for soulful ends. While social media has often 

fueled vanity or polarization, it also has the power to connect people to causes 

and each other. Online communities of practice (for meditation, yoga, 

gardening, etc.) allow people to find like-minded peers and mentors globally. 

Crowdfunding platforms let individuals support heartfelt projects (art, medical 

needs, community initiatives) in a spirit of generosity. Mindfulness apps bring 
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techniques for inner peace to millions. The concept of a “digital detox” or 

mindful tech usage is gaining traction, encouraging people to reclaim their 

attention and use technology intentionally (e.g., scheduling device-free family 

time). Tech companies, under public pressure, are beginning to address how 

their designs impact mental health and societal well-being. As awareness 

grows, we might see design ethics that promote meaningful connection 

(features that facilitate deep conversation over endless scrolling) and reduce 

harmful comparison or misinformation. In a soulful culture, technology would 

be a tool in service of human values, rather than humans serving the gods of 

technology. 

Conclusion 

Transforming a soulless society into a soulful one is a grand, multi-faceted endeavor 

– but, as shown, it is already in motion. Philosophies from Indigenous wisdom to deep 

ecology are reminding us of our interdependence and the sacredness of life. 

Grassroots experiments like cohousing, slow living, and ecovillages are proving by 

example that we can live richly with less and find happiness through community and 

simplicity. Forward-thinking policies like Bhutan’s GNH, Universal Basic Income pilots, 

and Rights of Nature are enshrining new priorities in our economic and legal 

systems, valuing well-being and balance over mere profit. Meanwhile, cultural shifts 

in media, education, and everyday values are nurturing compassion, awe, and 

generosity, especially among younger generations. 

A truly soulful society would be one where material progress does not eclipse 

moral progress, where economic activity is harmonized with ecological rhythms, and 

where individuals feel embedded in supportive communities and a meaningful 

universe. In such a society, success might be measured in the health of relationships, 

the beauty of our surroundings, and the depth of our joy and purpose. The path from 

soulless to soulful is challenging – it asks for inner change as much as outer change – 

but the trends highlighted here suggest a growing collective desire for a more 

connected and soul-rich way of life. As people and policymakers continue to align 

actions with these values, the more “soul” our society will have, manifesting in both 

the human spirit and the living world that sustains us. 
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I'll be back 
 

The United States is now in one of its worst crises ever. But crises accelerate change. 

Who hasn't experienced crises and then emerged stronger from them? In fact, many 

have come to appreciate in retrospect that the crisis put us on a new path. It changed 

us for the better. There is no reason why this shouldn't also happen to the United 

States. 

There is only one country with continuous democracy for more than two hundred 

years and that is The United States. In 2026 it will be 250 years since its founding in 

1776, when it declared independence. Maybe that is the year for the return? 

If you make it, and I am convinced that you will, the United States will once again be 

an example for the rest of the world. We would very much welcome that. 
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Recommended further reading 
For those interested in solutions (This idea is of American origin): 

I was working on a book and website promoting solutions globally in the second part 

of 2024. It was launched in January 2025, but it did not get much attention because 

Trump and the new administration got most of it. Here is text from the press release: 

Global Solutions 

Center 

Humanity has now 

passed the first quarter 

of this century. The 

question is: where do we 

stand today?  

If our goal is to create a 

civilization without wars 

and suffering, we have a 

long way to go. If the goal 

is a civilization that thrives 

and cares for nature, we 

are far behind schedule. 

The necessary changes are too few and are happening too slowly. 

There are several reasons for this: we rarely have a 

long-term perspective, our focus on profit is too great, and we do not collaborate 

effectively enough.  

We can do better, and here is an idea that could accelerate progress: Establish a large, 

dynamic, and impactful Global Solutions Center that scan for, map, connect, and 

communicate what works worldwide, across all sectors. What exists now is too weak, 

fragmented and one-sided. 

The world is constantly balancing on the edge of catastrophes, whether due to 

climate change, pandemics, inequality, polarization, wars, or tyrants. We need to think 

holistically and long-term to address these challenges in the future. 

The proposal for such a center is presented in its own website and free book:  

www.globalsolutionscenter.org 

http://www.globalsolutionscenter.org/
https://www.globalsolutionscenter.org
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A few years ago, I wrote a science fiction book that described a future where humanity 

thrives and most of our problems are solved. The book is free: 

Message from the future: WE MADE IT! 

www.gaiainnovations.org/book/we-made-it 

 

Humanity is struggling with so many 

serious problems, and many countries like 

America is going through a tough time. 

We need optimism and hope, something 

to look forward to, something that shows 

another future, a more enlightened future. 

What we visualize is especially important, 

if we only focus on a dystopian future (as 

so many do), we will sooner or later 

manifest it. On the other hand, if we focus 

on a positive, more pleasant future, that is 

what we will manifest. 

A JOURNEY INTO OUR NEAR FUTURE 

This science fiction book is not about a 

dystopian future where humans have to 

fight for survival. Quite the contrary, it is 

about a bright future where we have managed to overcome most of our problems. It 

will show the unity, strength, love, and potential of man. 

The reader is invited on a journey into the future and gets to experience what life is like 

there. The main character gets to know a woman, and feelings arise between them. 

Together, they explore society and have numerous conversations about the difference 

between our society and theirs. There will be a trip to a space station, down into an 

underwater research station, and not least meeting with our cosmic friends at the end 

of the book. 

The world the protagonist encounters has a far more loving and positive approach to 

life. The book is free from murder, crime, intrigue, fear and other misery. However, it 

contains imagination, good experiences and a lot of optimism and hope. 

 

 

http://www.gaiainnovations.org/book/we-made-it
https://www.gaiainnovations.org/book/we-made-it/
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Evolving human consciousness 

 

For those of you who are interested in expanding 

human consciousness, I can recommend studying 

the material of the American Neale Donald 

Walsch. I have personally had the pleasure of 

inviting him to Norway twice. 

Neale Donald Walsch is a modern-day spiritual 

messenger. He is most famous for the 

Conversations with God series of books that has 

touched and inspired millions. 

I have asked ChatGPT make a summary of his 

book Tomorrow’s God: 

Neale Donald Walsch’s Tomorrowõs God: Our Greatest Spiritual 

Challenge (2004) lays out a bold vision for humanity’s spiritual evolution. It argues 

that only by changing our deepest beliefs about God, life, and each other can we 

create an elevated, peaceful society. Below is a structured summary of the book’s 

core ideas on how society can evolve, followed by clear steps for individuals and for 

communities/ governments to put these ideas into practice. 

The summary is divided into three parts: 

1. Overview of Core Ideas for Societal Evolution 

2. Specific Actionable Steps for Individuals 

3. Specific Actionable Steps for Communities and Governments 

 

Read the complete summary here: 

Evolving Humanity to a Higher State (PDF) 

 

 

 

 

https://www.inspirasjonogideer.no/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Evolving-Humanity-to-a-Higher-State.pdf
https://chatgpt.com/s/dr_680d1c83b5108191a3ee51b7c6b0fd38
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