
The Fourth Turning

The Fourth Turning is a concept rooted in generational theory, first
popularized by authors William Strauss and Neil Howe in their 1997 book, "The
Fourth Turning: An American Prophecy." This theory posits that history is
marked by cyclical patterns driven by generational changes and social moods.
The authors argue that every 80 to 100 years, society undergoes a major
crisis that reshapes the social and political landscape. Understanding the
Fourth Turning provides insights into the dynamics of societal change, the
roles of different generations, and potential future developments.



Understanding the Generational Cycle

At the core of the Fourth Turning theory is the concept of generational
cycles. Strauss and Howe identified four distinct generational archetypes,
which each play a unique role in shaping societal events and trends.

The Four Generational Archetypes

1. The Hero Generation: This generation is characterized by collective action
and a focus on community. They are typically born during a time of crisis and
grow up to become the leaders and builders of society. Examples include the
G.I. Generation, which came of age during the Great Depression and World War
II.

2. The Artist Generation: Following the Hero generation, the Artist
generation is born into a period of prosperity and tends to be more
introspective and sensitive. They are often seen as reformers and
visionaries, and they focus on cultural and artistic expression. An example
is the Silent Generation, which came of age during the post-war boom.

3. The Prophet Generation: This generation emerges during a time of societal
upheaval and is known for its idealism and vision. They are often seen as the
critics of the status quo and are driven by a desire for moral clarity. The
Baby Boomers are a prime example, having come of age during the tumultuous
1960s and 1970s.

4. The Nomad Generation: Born into a time of crisis, this generation tends to
be pragmatic and adaptable. They often face significant challenges from a
young age and are characterized by a sense of independence and skepticism.
The Generation X cohort is regarded as the Nomad generation, growing up amid
economic instability and cultural shifts.

The Cycle of Turnings

In addition to the generational archetypes, Strauss and Howe outline a four-
phase cycle known as the Turnings:

1. The High: This phase follows a crisis and is marked by a strong sense of
community and collective purpose. Institutions are robust, and societal
confidence is high.

2. The Awakening: During this period, society begins to question established
norms and values. There is a push for personal and spiritual autonomy, often
leading to cultural revolutions.

3. The Unraveling: This stage is characterized by growing individualism and a
decline in civic engagement. Institutions weaken, and there’s a sense of
disillusionment among the populace.

4. The Crisis (Fourth Turning): This is the culmination of the cycle, where
society faces a major challenge that tests its foundations. The Fourth
Turning is marked by upheaval, conflict, and a redefinition of societal
norms. It often includes wars, economic collapses, or significant political
upheaval.



The Fourth Turning in Historical Context

Understanding the Fourth Turning requires examining historical examples.
Strauss and Howe analyzed past cycles to identify patterns, asserting that
each Fourth Turning has led to significant transformations in society.

Examples of Previous Fourth Turnings

1. The American Revolution (1775-1783): This Fourth Turning was characterized
by the colonies' fight for independence from British rule. It laid the
foundation for a new nation and its democratic principles.

2. The Civil War (1861-1865): This period was marked by deep national divides
over issues like slavery and states' rights. The war resulted in the
abolition of slavery and a redefined national identity.

3. The Great Depression and World War II (1929-1945): This Fourth Turning saw
immense economic hardship followed by a global conflict that reshaped world
power dynamics. The post-war era ushered in a period of prosperity and the
establishment of international institutions.

The Current Fourth Turning

As of the early 21st century, Strauss and Howe argue that we are currently in
a Fourth Turning. The events of September 11, 2001, marked a significant
shift in American society, leading to a protracted period of conflict,
economic uncertainty, and social change.

Indicators of the Current Fourth Turning

Several indicators suggest we are in a Fourth Turning:

- Political Polarization: The United States and many other nations are
experiencing unprecedented levels of political division, with extreme
partisanship becoming the norm.

- Economic Instability: The 2008 financial crisis highlighted vulnerabilities
in the global economy, with ongoing debates about income inequality and
economic justice.

- Cultural Conflicts: Rising social movements addressing issues such as race,
gender, and climate change showcase a society grappling with its values and
future direction.

- Global Uncertainty: The resurgence of authoritarianism, geopolitical
tensions, and the impacts of climate change present challenges that require
collective action.



Implications of the Fourth Turning

Understanding the Fourth Turning has significant implications for
individuals, communities, and policymakers.

For Individuals

- Adaptability: Individuals may need to develop skills that allow them to
adapt to rapid changes and uncertainties.

- Community Engagement: Active participation in community and civic life can
foster resilience and collective problem-solving.

- Awareness of Generational Differences: Understanding the perspectives of
different generations can improve communication and collaboration.

For Policymakers

- Focus on Resilience: Policymakers should prioritize building resilient
institutions capable of navigating crises.

- Emphasize Collaboration: Encouraging cross-generational dialogue can lead
to innovative solutions and social cohesion.

- Address Inequality: Tackling the root causes of economic and social
inequalities can help stabilize society during tumultuous times.

Conclusion

The concept of the Fourth Turning offers a framework for understanding
historical cycles and the generational shifts that shape our world. By
recognizing the patterns of the past, individuals and societies can better
prepare for the challenges and opportunities of the future. As we navigate
this current Fourth Turning, embracing adaptability, community engagement,
and a commitment to addressing inequality will be essential for fostering a
more resilient and equitable society. Understanding the lessons of previous
Turnings can provide valuable insights as we confront the uncertainties
ahead, ultimately striving for a more prosperous and harmonious future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Fourth Turning' theory about?
'The Fourth Turning' theory, developed by William Strauss and Neil Howe,
posits that history is cyclical and consists of four generational archetypes
that repeat every 80-100 years, leading to recurring social and political
crises.



What are the four turnings identified in the theory?
The four turnings are: The High, The Awakening, The Unraveling, and The
Fourth Turning, each representing different societal moods and challenges
throughout American history.

How does the Fourth Turning relate to current events?
Many believe we are currently in a Fourth Turning, characterized by
heightened social division, political turmoil, and a quest for renewal,
mirroring past crises such as the Great Depression and World War II.

What generational archetypes are described in 'The
Fourth Turning'?
The four generational archetypes are: Idealists (Prophets), Reactives
(Nomads), Civics (Heroes), and Adaptives (Artists), each playing a role in
shaping society during the different turnings.

What historical events exemplify the Fourth Turning?
Historical events that exemplify the Fourth Turning include the American
Civil War, the Great Depression, and the World Wars, each representing a
significant societal crisis and transformation.

How can individuals prepare for a Fourth Turning?
Individuals can prepare for a Fourth Turning by fostering community ties,
developing resilience, and engaging in civic activities to contribute to
societal rebuilding efforts.

What criticisms exist regarding the Fourth Turning
theory?
Critics argue that the Fourth Turning theory oversimplifies complex
historical events, lacks empirical evidence, and may promote fatalism by
suggesting history is predetermined.

Are there any notable predictions made by Strauss and
Howe?
Strauss and Howe predicted significant upheaval and change during the current
Fourth Turning, suggesting it could lead to a major realignment of
institutions and societal values.

How has the Fourth Turning influenced cultural
discussions?
The Fourth Turning has influenced cultural discussions by providing a
framework for understanding generational dynamics and encouraging dialogue
about how to navigate current societal challenges.
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