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In the contemporary World System there are many revolutions in its periphery 
and especially in African countries. The causes of large part of these revolu-
tions are connected with special state of these societies, because they are in 
their period of modernization. In this article is discussed some important pro-
cesses connected with revolutions in modernizing societies on the theoretical 
level which can help to understand much better and deeply revolutionary pro-
cess in different modern countries. The core element of the modernization pro-
cess is industrialization and associated deep changes. This gives an opportunity 
to escape from the Malthusian trap, which is characterized for a complex agrar-
ian society and associated with the lag of productive forces behind the popula-
tion's growth rate, i.e. with insufficiently rapid technological growth and gener-
ally insufficient dynamism of changes. But in the process of escape from the 
Malthusian trap it, as well as in the process of changing society, there is a great 
danger of falling into a different type of trap – a modernization trap. The mod-
ernization trap, on the contrary, is the result of excessively rapid changes, to 
which a number of societal important relations and institutions do not have time 
to adapt. Because of the inability of many traditional institutions, relations, and 
ideologies to keep up with changes in technology, communications, the system 
of education, the medical sphere, and demographic structures, strong prerequi-
sites for a revolutionary crisis emerge. Thus from the point of view of the world-
historical process, revolutions are not coincidental in a sense that they are es-
pecially characteristic of a certain phase of societal development when among 
many transformations modernization is also present. The author proposes ty-
pology of modernization traps as in historical process at whole. Among them, 
the youth-bulge and Urbanization traps are still influential among African 
countries. The author also proposes new typology of modernization traps which 
especially are characterized for African societies (weak state trap, ethno-
secessionist trap, Islamist trap). 
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1. Revolutions and Modernization Period 

Elsewhere we showed (Grinin 2022a, 2022b, 2022d; Grinin A., Grinin L. 2025), with 
the advent of the Modern era, revolutions became not only one of the means of chang-
ing socio-political regimes but also an important accelerator of development both of 
certain advanced societies and of the World System in general. It is no surprise that they 
became a landmark phenomenon in socio-political transformations of the Modern peri-
od. Thus, in terms of the world historical process, revolutions (starting from the early 
Modern period) can be considered as a regularity intrinsic to a certain stage of a socie-
ty's development (see Goldstone et al. 2022b; Grinin 2022a, 2022b, 2022d, 2022e; see 
also Grinin 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2019b). This stage is often defined as a modernization 
period witnessing changes in many societal relations which gradually (but in compari-
son with previous time quite quickly) transform societies from archaic into modern ones. 
However, such transitional periods often proceed with crises. The latter are a conse-
quence of the inability of many traditional institutions and social relations, as well as 
ideologies, to keep up with changes in technology, communications, the education sys-
tem, medicine, and demographic structures. This results in growing radical sentiments 
in society and a revolutionary crisis. 

Revolutions occurred prior to the beginning of the Modern period. They may also 
break out in societies which completed their modernization rather long ago. Besides, 
revolutions may occur due to some other causes including the fight for independence or 
against authoritarian regimes.1 However, in this article we mostly deal with classical-
type revolutions which are more closely associated with societal modernization. 
The suggested idea about the relation between revolutions and the modernization period 
is that just in this period (a) revolutions occur more frequently; (b) the role of revolu-
tions increases since they become the means of developmental advance of societies; and 
(c) revolutions may be treated as a result of abrupt changes in societies which unfold 
(usually in an uncontrollable way) in the process of its complex and contradictory de-
velopment, in particular in cases of catching-up (i.e. accelerated) development. Howev-
er, it would be an oversimplification to state that modernization generates revolution. 
The relationship between revolutions and modernization undoubtedly exists but it is indi-
rect and much more complex than it is often suggested.2 In the present article we show 
the critical mechanism of this relationship. 

There are a number of studies which investigate the relations between revolutions 
and the degree of modernization of a society (see, e.g. Brunk et al. 1987; Burkhart and 
Lewis-Beck 1994; Cutright 1963; Dahl 1971; Epstein et al. 2006; Goldstone 2001, 
2014; Hobsbawm 1996; Huntington 1968, 1986; Lipset 1959; Londregan and Poole 
1996; Mau and Starodubrovskaya 2001; Moore 1966; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992; Tilly 
1986; Boix 2011).3 There exist diametrically opposed views on the character of these 
relations (see, e.g., Huntington-Tilly's debate [Huntington 1986; Tilly 1986]). One 
should note that the researchers' views to a great degree depend on their attitude to-
wards the very concept of modernization. 

Modernization is a vague and tendentious concept (Tilly 1986: 48). ‘Instead of try-
ing to pace off modernization precisely, I shall ordinarily substitute for it somewhat 
better defined processes, such as industrialization or demographic expansion’ – Tilly 
added (Ibid.). However, the changing aspects are numerous in a modernizing society 
and they are closely related to each other. So it would be inefficient to consider them in 
isolation. On a large temporal scale or in the world-system context, it would be more 
convenient to apply a term that would cover the whole range of the interrelated trans-
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formations. Thus, Tilly (Ibid.: 57) finally admits that, though indirectly, population 
growth, industrialization, urbanization, and other large-scale structural changes do, 
to be sure, affect the probabilities of revolution. Besides he pointed out that the mobili-
zation of new groups into politics (or into a revolution) occurs as a more or less direct 
effect of rapid social and economic change (Ibid.: 50). And what are industrialization, 
urbanization, population growth, rapid social and economic change, and other large-
scale structural changes if not the different facets of modernization? 

So, similar to other broad concepts the term ‘modernization’ has its drawbacks. 
Yet, I maintain that its advantages outweigh the drawbacks, since it gives a definite per-
ception concerning the direction and rate of a society's development. I agree on this 
point with Tipps that the notion of modernization must be sought not in its clarity and 
precision as a vehicle of scholarly communication, but rather in its ability to evoke gen-
eralized images which serve to summarize all the various transformations of social life 
attendant upon the rise of industrialization and the nation-state (Tipps 1973: 199). 

Therefore, it will be more reasonable to make a conclusion that one should better un-
derstand the relationship between modernization and revolutions not as a direct and spe-
cific cause of revolutions but as their main foundation. And this becomes all the more 
meaningful if one accounts for what we have said in (Grinin 2022d) about the division of 
a revolutionary situation into a general situation (which can last for a long period, for 
many years and even decades) and a much shorter particular situation (see Fig. 3.1 in 
Grinin 2022d). Modernization can hardly affect the particular revolutionary situation 
since these are two different phenomena in type, duration and scale; but it can produce 
a strong impact on the origin of a general revolutionary situation and its exacerbation.4 

Thus due to the inability of many traditional institutions and relations, as well as 
ideologies, to keep up with changes in economy, technology, urbanization, demography 
and other rapid and uncontrolled transformations caused by modernization, there 
emerges a strong probability of a structural crisis. 

All together the major changes in these factors create structural vulnerability to the 
danger of social upheavals like revolutions. To be sure, revolutions may start due to some 
other reasons or they may break out in rather modernized societies. There are also a 
number of examples when no revolutions occurred in countries during their moderniza-
tion period. This explains why there hardly exists a direct correlation between moderni-
zation and revolutions (Goldstone 2014). However, despite these variations, the mod-
ernization transition, in our opinion, is still the most dangerous period in this context. 

As to those cases of countries with rapid modernization accompanied by drastic 
population growth, yet without revolution we can say that sometimes it may be explained 
by a state’s more or less successful domestic and foreign policy (e.g., Japan after the Meiji 
Restoration or Egypt in the nineteenth – beginning of the twentieth century). This means 
that at a certain stage of development a society manages to escape the modernization trap. 
However, in the context of modernization and rapid demographic growth the cases of cri-
sis-free development should be considered more as an exception that needs special expla-
nation, while revolutions and political upheavals are the typical phenomena observed. 
This conclusion leads us to introduce the notion of the modernization trap, which is an 
expected social-political crisis resulting from modernization which a society faces when 
trying to overcome its backwardness (see Grinin 2012b). In what follows we present a 
detailed description of the correlation between the Malthusian and modernization traps as 
well as of the different types of modernization traps. 
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2. The Processes and Types of Modernization 

The concept of modernization covers a wide range of subjects and its exact definition is 
disputable (Apter 1965; Black 1966; Eisenstadt 1966, 1978; Grinin 2010a, 2013b; Grin-
in and Korotayev 2015; Huntington 1968; Levy 1966, 1967; Nefedov 2007; Poberezh-
nikov 2006; Przeworski and Limongi 1997; Rostow 1971; Smelser 1967; Tipps 1973; 
Travin and Margania 2004; Yakovlev 2010; see also Bendix 1967; Collins 1968). De-
spite this variety, for this chapter we define it as follows. Modernization is the process of 
a society's (and of the whole World System's) transition from archaic (supercomplex agrar-
ian) to industrial society (and currently, to industrial-informational society). The term may 
also refer to a group of related societies (as it was in disunited Italy and Germany in the 
nineteenth century) and to the whole World System if we take the period when such 
transition occurred for the first time (i.e. among most of developed societies). This pro-
cess is continuous enough for every society (lasting at least for several decades, some-
times over a hundred or more years) and all the more continuous for the World System 
(see below). With respect to the World System we can speak about the early moderniza-
tion (in the sixteenth – eighteenth centuries), classical modernization (the nineteenth and 
the beginning of the twentieth centuries), modern modernization (in the 1910–1960s),  
and postmodern modernization (the 1970s – nowadays). The early modernization corre-
lates with the catching-up divergence (see Grinin and Korotayev 2015), the classical 
and modern ones correlate with the Great Divergence (see e.g., Goldstone 2002b, 2009); 
the postmodern correlates with the Great Convergence (Grinin and Korotayev 2015). 
Each period of modernization has its own fundamental peculiarities and relations with 
evolution (see below). Moreover, the relationship between early modernization (the 
early Modern era) and early revolutions is much more complex and ambiguous. The great 
revolutions in the Netherlands (in the 1560s), Britain (the 1640s), even the future US 
(1776) and France (1789) all occurred before there was any shift to markedly higher 
GDP per capita and before steam industrialization. Within these revolutions the defined 
relationship was heavily complicated by the religious ideology, archaic social system 
and absence of nations and of the modern type state or the mature one (see Grinin 
2022e; Tsygankov 2022; see also Grinin 2008, 2011, 2012b). The most obvious rela-
tionship with revolutions is traced for the periods of the classical and modern moderni-
zation (see Grinin 2022a, 2022c; Grinin and Grinin 2022a). 

The process of modernization is accompanied by accelerated social development 
and is usually characterized by the following features: 

• development of a dominant commercial sector and monetization; 
• industrial development; 
• urbanization (a transition to societies with a large part of the population living in 

cities); 
• modernization in agriculture; 
• spread of mass education, the establishment of modernized health service, and 

propagation of sanitary culture and hygienic norms; 
• significant changes in demographic development, the so-called demographic 

modernization (i.e. the first and the second phase of the demographic transition); 
• transition to the economic model of continual growth of volume of output as well 

as capital and income on the base of continual technical improvement. This model was 
closely connected with economic cycles of a new type. 
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Besides, modernization ultimately requires significant political, legal and social 
transformations which political elites often resist. This may be the main cause of mod-
ernization crises (see below). 

Modernization also significantly changes and often splits the elite, some part of 
which can start supporting revolutionary changes. This reinforces the revolutionary 
crisis, increases the chances of successful mobilization of the masses and weakens the 
government. Thus, revolutions can be viewed as the result of drastic changes in the de-
velopment process which lead to a great variety of societal tensions and conflicts.5 

As we noted above, the modernization processes cover quite a long period, and in 
every society they have their own peculiarities (Berger 1986). However, one can distin-
guish several types of modernization: a natural-historical, a catching-up modernization, 
and a forced one. 

A natural-historical modernization occurs without external impact. It can unfold 
only in societies which are first to launch the process. In their case modernization can 
take a long time. Such pioneer societies lack models and must cope with new challenges 
by trial and error. Consequently, the dramatic changes in social structure, in particular, 
the growing urbanization and literacy, can cause acute tensions and social conflicts. 
As a result of falling into modernization traps, such societies experience revolutions. 
Since in such pre-industrial societies there was a relatively high level of urbanization, 
this type of modernization trap will be further referred to as an urbanization trap, pro-
posed as a subtype of the modernization trap (see below). 

However, much more often a society's modernization is associated with catch-up 
development by, accelerated industrialization or rapid joining of international division 
of labor, when the already existing industrial and sociopolitical management technolo-
gies are borrowed. In this situation, on the one hand, the process of transformation ac-
celerates, but, on the other hand, many necessary reforms fail. Thus, great dispropor-
tions arise in a society, since modernization involves, first of all, the military sphere, 
technology and economy, while privileges, the distribution system, archaic political and 
social structures may change much more slowly.6 

Sometimes a forced (imposed from outside) modernization can take place, but it 
more frequently happens that only certain phases or modes of implementation are ex-
ternally imposed rather than the entire process. This can be illustrated by the example of 
Egypt under English occupation (1882–1919), Japan under American occupation (after 
1945), and India in the late period of British Raj. For the purposes of the chapter, it is 
worth noting that a society undergoing forced modernization often succeeds in avoiding 
social explosion for a long time (though they can at last break out as happened in Egypt 
in 1919 and in India in 1942–1947; see Grinin and Grinin 2022a). In many African 
countries, modernization began as a forced process, as the colonial authorities (and their 
businesses) were interested in developing these countries for more productive exploita-
tion and management (for details see Grinin A., Grinin L. 2025). 

3. The Malthusian and Modernization Traps 

It is also important to emphasize that modernization is tightly connected with an escape 
from the Malthusian trap although unfortunately this aspect of modernization is insuffi-
ciently studied and rarely mentioned. 

The Malthusian trap (as we define it) implies a situation when a society fails to 
technologically resolve the problem of sustaining the growth of agricultural output at a 
faster rate than the population increases.7 In this situation an agrarian society actually 
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exhausts its potential. In the pre-industrial period, the supercomplex societies' attempts 
to overcome resource restrictions typically resulted in their falling into the Malthusian 
trap. The escape from the Malthusian trap started with the first phase of the Industrial 
Revolution in the sixteenth century and in advanced European countries it ended with the 
completion of this Revolution (see Grinin 2007a, 2007b; Grinin and Grinin 2015, 2016; 
Grinin and Korotayev 2009a, 2015; Grinin et al. 2009; Grinin, Korotayev, Malkov 2008 
for more details). In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries most social systems managed 
to escape the Malthusian trap (see the references in Endnote 7). Thus, in the World Sys-
tem core the escape took a very long period of three centuries, from the second half of the 
sixteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century (the landmark is the abolition of the Corn 
Laws in 1847 in Great Britain). In the late nineteenth century, the international division of 
labor became so advanced that some societies could specialize in industrial production 
while making up for food shortages with imports. Thus, a growing number of states start-
ed their escape from the Malthusian trap. The final escape from the Malthusian trap took 
place in Europe with the global agrarian crisis (in the 1870–1890s), which led to a contin-
uous price reduction or stagnation for basic grains, thus clearly demonstrating a qualita-
tive change in the World System (Grinin et al. 2009; Grinin, Korotayev, Malkov 2010; 
Grinin and Korotayev 2012a). 

Still even now there are some societies, especially in Tropical Africa, that have 
failed to fully escape it (however, they are seriously moving to the exit from it; see 
Endnote 7). 

3.1. The Societal Contradiction Generated by the Modernization Process and the 
Threat of Revolutions 

The escape from the Malthusian trap together with a society's transformation brings 
great danger of falling into a trap of another type – the modernization one. And while 
the Malthusian trap is associated with the lag of productive forces behind the popula-
tion's growth rate (i.e., with their insufficiently rapid growth and generally low dynam-
ics of changes), the modernization trap is, on the contrary, a result of sweeping changes 
which leave a number of important relations and institutions behind. 

The following disproportions emerge as result of the transformation process:  
(1) shifts in the size and incomes of various economic groups, generally creating a 
deeply unequal income distribution among social groups and regions (leading to under 
consumption in some strata, groups, and regions); (2) the maldistribution of resources 
and population within society (e.g., when with an overall sufficiency of farmland, some 
districts face an acute problem of land shortage and rural overpopulation); (3) dispro-
portions in the population age structure (see below); (4) resistance on the part of outdat-
ed, but influential institutions (e.g., religious movements or institutions, in particular, 
like the Islamic institutions [Grinin 2019a], craftsmen or peasants' organizations, 
the Russian peasant community may be a well-known example here [see Grinin 2017a, 
2017b]); (5) the authorities' self-interested reaction to increasing resources, in particular 
their interest in international adventures; (6) growing literacy and education levels cre-
ate a powerful group of intellectuals who try to ideologically influence the whole of 
society; (7) increasing expectations among different sections of the population, which 
often fail to be realized in full. This range of changes tends to destroy traditional ideol-
ogy and authorities. 

Generally speaking, the escape from the Malthusian trap actually means that the pop-
ulation on average improves its living standards (as evidenced, e.g., by increasing average 
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values of per capita calorie intake or rising life expectancies). However, actual improve-
ments are often highly disproportionate, and combined with other social distortions; cer-
tain crisis situations are fraught with revolution. The increasing contradictions and revolu-
tionary spirits are also fueled by the population's growing expectations (see below). 

3.2. Types of Modernization Traps at the Escape from the Malthusian Trap 
Since the World System core generally needed much time to escape from the Malthusi-
an trap, it is not surprising that we observe an evolution of the modernization trap itself. 
This is the reason for working out a classification of traps. The main types of moderni-
zation traps emerging in the process of escaping from the Malthusian trap are presented 
in Figure 1. 

 

Fig. 1. Main types of modernization traps 

Urbanization trap. At first, the Malthusian trap can evolve into the one that can be 
called an urbanization trap. It primarily affects pre-industrial societies with a relatively 
high urbanization level and an established bourgeoisie. In such societies, there is no 
machine industry yet, but there exist different forms of early capitalist trade and indus-
trial enterprise. But the main point is that urbanization reaches the level beyond which 
some serious societal transformations are indispensable. At the same time the political 
elite hardly realizes this whereas some citizens, bourgeoisie, and intellectuals come out 
as a vanguard of public opposition. Our investigations show that in modernizing socie-
ties most of such tensions arise at an urbanization rate from 10 to 30 % (Grinin, Korota-
yev, Malkov 2008; Grinin et al. 2009; Grinin and Korotayev 2009b).  

The urbanization trap correlates with early modernization (in the sixteenth to eight-
eenth centuries), which we call a natural-historical modernization (see above). Britain 
before the Revolution of 1640 is the first example of this dynamic pattern. Another ex-
ample is France on the eve of the French Revolution of 1789. Yet, in Britain, distinctly 
from France, great progress was made in the agricultural sector (see Apostolides et al. 
2008; Grinin and Korotayev 2015; Grinin, Korotayev, Malkov 2008; Grinin et al. 2009; 
Goldstone 1984, 2009; Overton 1996; Trevelyan 1978),8 which probably was one of the 
reasons for the peasants’ relative inactivity during the revolutionary period. 

The main difference that political crises and political actions against authorities in 
the situation of an urbanization trap display (in comparison with rebellions in the late-
agrarian estate societies [Grinin 2022b]) consists in the following: there is an aspiration 
to spread the action nation-wide and give it a definite ideological character. Moreover, 
another evident difference is the aspiration to change the existing social system and cre-
ate a new national body of power. Moreover, the upper urban strata, including counter-

MALTHUSIAN TRAP

ESCAPE

MODERNIZATION TRAP

Urbanization trap Marxian trap Youth-bulge trap
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elites and a part of the elite that believes it has no real power commensurate with its 
importance (e.g., ‘What is the Third Estate? Everything! What has it been in the politi-
cal order? Nothing!’), make the core of such movements (for the social structure of rev-
olutionary masses see, e.g., Sorokin 1992: 286). These strata are united by a new ideol-
ogy. In other words, the urbanization trap means a transition from urban rebellions and 
peasant wars to social revolutions. 

Malthusian-Marxian trap and the Marxian trap. The Marxian trap is a situation of 
weakly regulated exploitation of the emerging working class and a consequent fierce class 
struggle leading to dangerous social destabilization. However, the transition to the Marxi-
an trap occurs far from immediately and only at the stage of intense industrialization. 

The transition from the Malthusian trap to the Marxian one occurs during the start 
of industrialization (i.e., the last phase of Industrial revolution, see Grinin and Grinin 
2015, 2016; Grinin and Korotayev 2015; Grinin, Grinin, Korotayev 2024), when the 
factory industry emerges and the industrial proletariat becomes a noticeable (but still 
rather small in number) social layer. The Malthusian-Marxian trap emerges when the 
demographic pressure in a society is great while the society is still in the course of tran-
sition from feudalism to capitalism (Grinin 2010b, 2017a; Grinin and Korotayev 2012a; 
Grinin et al. 2008: 81). 

One can distinguish two main constituents of this trap: the economic (Marxian) and 
demographic (Malthusian). Its Malthusian component provides a relatively cheap labor 
force, and Marxian component is connected with a high level of exploitation. In indus-
trialized societies, a large and relatively redundant rural population is a source of seri-
ous demographic pressure.9 

Thus, here the structural-demographic constituent acts not in the direct Malthusian 
form, but as a producer of socially explosive material in the form of an unsatisfied pro-
letariat and urban community. The entrepreneurs get their labor force from the seeming-
ly inexhaustible reserve of workers and the demographic pressure constantly emits new 
workers to towns. 

The Marxian component arises from the disproportion in distribution of benefits 
from rapid economic growth and from the lack of social legislation; and all that makes 
the workers powerless and the exploitation often becomes barbaric. In short, the rapid 
dynamics of economic development and changes in social life require serious transfor-
mations in the political system and legislation, but these transformations can seriously 
lag behind. These disproportions are one of the most common reasons for revolutions. 

A more specific reason is that most of the new members of the working class have 
few or no skills. Therefore, a disparity emerges between demand for a skilled labor 
force and an excessive offer of a non-skilled labor force, and as a consequence a large 
gap grows in the income of workers of different groups. During periods of economic 
growth, employers are often ready to increase wages, yet in the periodic crises the de-
mand for workers, especially the unskilled ones, significantly decreases and the danger 
of social unrest grows. 

But with the development of capitalist industrialization and the growth of class 
struggle, the Malthusian-Marxian trap turns into a typical Marxian trap (Grinin 2010b, 
2012b, 2013a, 2017a, 2017b; Grinin and Korotayev 2012a). The Marxian trap can be 
resolved by means of (a) social reforms; (b) completed industrialization; (c) completed 
demographic transition (birthrate reduction); (d) achievement of a certain degree of de-
mocratization which yet is far from complete.  
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As we pointed out above, a sharp increase of the urban population share in the de-
mographic structure may also cause social tensions. In the situation of a Marxian trap 
among the urban population, it is the middle-class and proletariat that actively partici-
pate in revolutionary events. Samuel Huntington places the middle-class in the first 
place, especially the intellectuals with traditional background and modern values which 
are followed by salary earners (Huntington 1968) while the working class is placed in 
the second place (Ibid.). Yet, in his study Huntington focuses on the society of his 
epoch (i.e., of the 1940–1960s) adding that in the nineteenth century the proletariat used 
to be much more radical in European countries (Ibid.). In fact, in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries it was workers and employees who were the revolutionary im-
pact force and actively employed such means as mass protests or general strikes. 

Thus the modernization process proceeded far from smoothly and easily in most 
countries. ‘Modernity breeds stability, but modernization breeds instability’ (Hunting-
ton 1968: 41). It is only after passing through the modernization period that a society 
gains immunity (yet, not permanent) to certain types of crises. 

The youth-bulge is always associated with social-demographic factors and is a re-
sult of modernization. Due to modernization, growing food production together with 
improved medical care reduces mortality and sharply increases the proportion of youths 
(aged from 15 to 29 years old),10 i.e. there appears a so-called youth bulge, which is 
presented in the diagrams showing the proportion of young people relative to the total 
adult population or total population (Figure 2).  

 

Fig. 2. The dynamics of the proportion of youth (20–29 years old)  
in the total population of Algeria in 1970–2020, % 

Source: UN Population Division 2021. 

Such a change in the age structure with the onset of modernization creates condi-
tions for social-political instability. According to Jack Goldstone most twentieth-centu-
ry revolutions in developing countries occurred in societies with exceptionally large youth 
bulges (Goldstone 1991, 2002a: 11–12; see also Fuller 2004; Grinin 2013a; Grinin, Is-
saev, Korotayev 2016; Heinsohn 2003; Mesquida and Weiner 1999; Moller 1968).11 

In many countries, including African ones (especially the North-African, which are 
more developed among African countries) such large youth cohorts who benefit from 
more education and higher aspirations as part of modernization, but yet are unable to find 
satisfactory employment or political roles, play a key role (especially at the present stage) 
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in creating a continuity of political instability in society after the escape from the Malthu-
sian trap. That is why we propose to call this type of modernization trap the youth-bulge 
trap. (About the mechanism of falling into such a trap in the process and/or as a result of 
the escape from the Malthusian trap see Grinin, Korotayev, Malkov 2010; Grinin 2011; 
Korotayev 2014; Korotayev, Zinkina et al. 2011; Korotayev, Malkov, Grinin 2014). 
The youth-bulge trap is typical for the first phase of the demographic transition (it can 
also operate at its final stage or at the beginning of its second phase). It appears due to a 
rapid reduction of infant and child mortality with the birth rate remaining high (Grinin and 
Korotayev 2012b; Korotayev, Bozhevolnov et al. 2011). The results of this reduction in 
child mortality and several-fold growth in the number of surviving children can lead to 
considerable increase of youth cohorts as part of the population structure within 15–
20 years. As a result, each generation is much more numerous than their parents' genera-
tion. The effect of this trap is reinforced by rapid urbanization processes (Grinin, Korota-
yev, Malkov 2010; Grinin and Korotayev 2009b). 

In the past centuries, ‘youth bulges’ were observed as part of the development of 
many modernizing states. However, currently the great progress in medicine has re-
duced infant and child mortality to unprecedentedly low rates. Additionally, in a num-
ber of contemporary developing countries (even in the medium-developed countries) 
the consumption level has substantially increased in comparison with previous years. 
That is why today with other conditions being equal, the youth share (and correspond-
ingly the scale of the youth bulge) is larger than in previous epochs. Consequently, 
nowadays for a number of developing countries the danger of falling into the youth trap 
is in some respects even larger in comparison with the previous period (but at the same 
time due to historical experience and the international community's aid the danger can 
also be reduced). Today political analysts speak about the countries with a young age 
structure (the youth bulge) as forming an ‘arc of instability’ stretching from the Andes 
region in Latin America across Africa (especially south of the Sahara), then across the 
Middle East and the northern regions of South Asia (The World after the Crisis … 
2009: 59). Such fears came true with respect to Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Syria, Yemen, 
and other Arab countries in 2010–2011 (see Grinin and Korotayev 2022a, 2022b; see 
also Grinin 2022b; Grinin, Issaev, Korotayev 2016; Grinin, Korotayev, and Tausch 
2019; Kuznetsov 2022; Korotayev and Zinkina 2022; Akhmedov 2022; Barmin 2022; 
Issaev et al. 2022; Korotayev et al. 2022). 12. 

The combined modernization trap. It is worth noting that traps of the above men-
tioned types are rarely observed in pure form. This is more typical of a natural-historical 
modernization. As for a catch-up modernization, a combined trap type usually emerges, 
which only increases instability, conflict, and the risk of revolution. Thus, the urbaniza-
tion trap always emerges during the period of modernization, but the later the historical 
period in which a country modernizes, the more powerful the urbanization trap be-
comes in combination with other types of modernization traps: with the Marxian trap 
and the youth trap. Russia in the early twentieth century was a striking example of such 
a combined modernization trap, which was one of the main reasons for such a powerful 
revolution. In modern African countries, there is a potent mixture of the urbanization 
trap and the youth trap, which, given their huge populations, creates the basis for seri-
ous destabilization. In some cases, this combination in African countries also includes 
the Malthusian-Marxian trap. 
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4. Africa, Modernization and Revolutions 

Elsewhere we argued that in some sense we can expect that the twenty-first century will 
be the African century (Grinin 2020a, 2020b, 2020c; Grinin, Korotayev 2023, 2024; 
Grinin A., Grinin L. 2025; Grinin L. and Grinin A. 2026). The reasons are that Africa is 
the most rapidly growing continent and the growth and development of African socie-
ties (demographic, economic, cultural, national etc.) will bring at the same time both 
challenges and opportunities. The growth of the African economy is inevitable already 
in connection with the growth of the population, especially urban one, and its escape 
from extreme poverty; yet, this can increase inequality in societies. We also discussed 
problems of current and future instability in many African countries, connected with 
rapid growth, modernization, weakness of statehood and national historical experience, 
traditions and so on.  

We stressed that explosive and rapid modernization contributes to the accelerated 
development of African countries, but it also creates considerable instability in many 
societies, which should be taken into account, etc. That is why we predict that in the 
twenty-first century Africa will be the most turbulent continent in the World System, 
with the highest number of revolutions, conflicts, and explosions of extremism.  

So even a brief analysis of a number of factors characteristic for the current state 
and development of many African countries suggests that Africa will be the most rest-
less continent in the 21st century. These factors include the following: a) insufficient 
maturity of political relations and public administration; b) archaism of the economy 
and social relations; c) ongoing processes of modernization and urbanization; d) Africa, 
including the Sahel and North Africa, become a territory of increasing geopolitical ri-
valry between major powers. 

However, it is worth giving additional explanations (for details see also Grinin A., 
Grinin L. 2025; Grinin L. and Grinin A. 2026). Let us try to expand on the answer to 
the question of why modernization in African countries is particularly fraught with rev-
olutions, as well as, of course, other forms of destabilization, including military coups, 
guerrilla and civil wars, separatism, terrorism, and the like. It is important that these 
forms of destabilization often merge in African realities. In particular, many protests 
begin as mass civil unrest and end in military coups and regime change.13 Revolutions 
often take the form of guerrilla or civil wars, mass terror, and the like. Moreover, they 
can drag on for many years and even decades. 

The reasons for the particular sensitivity of African societies to modernization in 
terms of the emergence of instability, including revolutionary instability, are as follows: 

1) African modernization is accelerated modernization. Underdevelopment is so 
great that the rate of change is inevitably high or very high with respect to society's abil-
ity to adapt. 

2) African modernization is expanded modernization. We mean that virtually every 
sphere and sub-sphere of life and public administration is modernized, so the moderni-
zation front is exceptionally broad. 

3) Besides, accelerated and expanded modernization is going under strongly com-
plicated circumstances.  

Let us describe these complicated circumstances. They rather considerably compli-
cate peaceful and quiet transition to the state of developed society. 

1. An exceptional level of backwardness. If we analyse all cases of modernization in 
different countries and different periods, we find that none of them lagged behind the 
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advanced countries to the same extent as the vast majority of African countries lagged 
behind European countries and the United States.  

2. A situation of weak statehood. If we continue to analyse the above-mentioned 
cases of historical modernizations in different societies, it is crucial to note that we do 
not find instances of such weak and underdeveloped statehood as it was and still is the 
case in many African countries. On the contrary, statehood traditions have been more or 
less strong in every modernised country in other regions of the world while there is the 
very limited historical experience of statehood among African countries (see Grinin, 
Grinin, Korotayev 2024). Today, only a few countries could be compared to some Afri-
can countries, such as Libya, the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Central African 
Republic, and others in terms of weak statehood development, these are perhaps only 
Afghanistan or Yemen, which have failed to modernize and are in a state of profound 
destabilization. As our research shows, there is a correlation between the duration of 
historical experience of statehood and the resilience of society to destabilization, that is, 
the shorter the experience, the greater the risk of destabilization (see Grinin, Grinin, 
Korotayev 2024). The lack of experience of statehood leads to the fact that many coun-
tries of Tropical Africa are weak or failed states, unable to resist criminal and terrorist 
groups, and protect their own population (as we see in Mali, Niger and other countries 
in Sahel and other African regions.).  

3. A situation of immature ethnicity. Modernization often leads to a situation when the 
previously economically and culturally backward regions and peoples within multination-
al empires or states develop to the level where their national self-identity awakens. 
And this paves the way for their struggle for political equality, autonomy and even the 
desire to break free of larger states and create independent states. As a result, most nation-
al liberation revolutions in a certain sense were more or less prepared by transformations 
associated with modernization (see Grinin 2022c; Grinin and Grinin 2022b; Filin et al. 
2022), inasmuch as nationalism is yet another product of changes in literacy, communica-
tions, and social relations (see Grinin 2022c; see also Gellner 1983; Grinin 2008). 

The same process occurs with the immature ethnicity of numerous African peoples. 
As national consciousness grows, many African ethnic groups begin to perceive them-
selves as nations mature enough to aspire to independence or at least broad autonomy, 
especially in provinces rich in minerals or of strategic importance. However, the level 
of ethno-national organization in Africa does not yet correspond to the usual level of 
nations embarking on the path to modernization, which is explained by the continent's 
general backwardness, its colonial past, weak statehood, artificially established borders, 
and exceptionally rapid demographic growth in the last 50–70 years. The latter has 
blown all proportions so that peoples, who were mentally united primarily by tribal 
principles, became populous nations led by highly active politicians. While in previous 
periods, such a level of power was typically represented by associations of hundreds of 
thousands, today tribal associations comprise millions, and sometimes tens of millions, 
of people. Tribalism is incompatible with the level of modernizing societies, leading to 
many difficulties, but especially to preference of an ethno-tribal but not the whole coun-
try interest as well as the entrenched principle of appointing people primarily from their 
own ethnic groups to government positions. Overall, this leads to further weakness of 
states and the growth of separatism and national revolutions. 

Tribalism outside of Africa exists globally only in the countries listed above and in 
some provinces within certain countries, such as Balochistan in Pakistan and Iran. 
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However, it is very important that tribalism in African countries has the status of a cru-
cial institution and a factor influencing all major spheres of life. Of course, tribalism 
also modernizes, adapting to change and development. Therefore, one could say that it 
has in a state of severe overmaturity for a long time, analogous to normal national rela-
tions in other countries. However, this process of the development of political tribal 
nations (ethnicities) into political state nations has an extremely serious impact on both 
modernization and destabilization processes. More about the role and influence of im-
mature statehood and ethnicity on destabilization see in Grinin 2020a; Grinin et al. 2024). 

4. Accelerated modernization under high demographic pressure. Many destabiliz-
ing events, including revolutions, are linked to demographic factors. High demographic 
pressure has long been considered a critical destabilizing factor (see Goldstone 1991, 
2002a; Grinin, Korotayev 2022b; Grinin 2020b). We have already discussed above youth 
traps, as a widespread type of modernization trap (see also Grinin 2012a, 2013a, 2013b, 
2014, 2019b, 2022a; see also Korotayev, Bozhevolnov et al. 2011). The Arab Spring 
was a demonstration of the impact of such traps (Grinin and Korotayev 2022b). 

A rapid population growth in Africa was the primary reason why the average annu-
al per capita GDP growth was negative in 30 countries on the continent in the 1980s 
and in 25 countries in the 1990s (Bessonov 2010: 58). However, since the 2000s, 
the gradual development of economies and institutions, along with the integration of Afri-
can countries into the global market and increasing globalization, have reversed this 
trend. 

5. Accelerated modernization under strong Islamist radical revolutionary activity. This 
refers not to all but to a half of African societies, where Islam is predominated or wide 
spread. We have pointed out (Grinin, Grinin 2022b; Grinin 2020c, 2020d, 2021) that the 
phenomenon of the Islamic renaissance, together with a wide spread of Islamism, actu-
ally creates an important basis for destabilization, since it generates radicalism as its 
extreme wing. In the Sahel and beyond, Islamism is largely undeveloped. As a result, 
these societies proved to be susceptible to radicalism and terrorism, on the one hand, 
because radicals from the Middle East and North Africa can quite easily recruit support-
ers and volunteers here, and on the other hand, because these countries (due to abovemen-
tioned reasons: their lack of experience, the insufficient level of development of the 
state apparatus, a rapidly growing population, including urban, the so called youth bulg-
es and other reasons) appeared to be helpless against terrorists in many respects. As a 
result, some of them have become bases for the spread of terror. However, these radi-
cals can be regarded as revolutionaries because they have a special (though radical and 
terrorist) ideology, the goal to overthrow the civil regime and impose a style of life ac-
cording the Quran and the Sharjah. This is also a way to modernization, though this is a 
religious and very narrow modernization. Of course, the increasing threat of Islamist 
revolutionary-terrorist radicalism poses the problem (which is beginning to be solved in 
some places) of strengthening statehood in the countries of Tropical Africa. However, 
the fight against terrorism and extremism contributes to the development of statehood in 
many countries, the modernization of the system of governance, armed forces, police, etc.  

So, it is not surprising that a significant number of African countries find them-
selves in modernization traps. In addition to the three traps mentioned above (urbaniza-
tion trap, Marxian trap, and youth-bulge trap), we can add the following traps specific 
to African countries: 1) Weak-state trap, 2) Islamist trap, and 3) Ethno-confessional trap. 
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All of them are quite characteristic of Africa, although they can also be observed in 
other parts of the Global South. They are presented in Figure 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. Main specific African types of modernization traps 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, we may summarize that during the modernization period rapid and un-
controlled changes together with increasing structural disproportions and demographic 
pressure can lead a society into an emergent – modernization – trap. Such factors as 
weakness of statehood and ethno-separatist movements also greatly influence destabiliza-
tion and hamper national building. These disproportions can also be enhanced by rapid 
urbanization and growing expectations; the latter surpass the society's opportunities and 
are taken especially hard against the background of growing inequality. It is worth men-
tioning also inevitable nepotism, corruption and ethno-tribal privileges, the rise of reli-
gious radicalism. All together these factors increase the danger of the disruption of social 
equilibrium (e.g., Goldstone 2014; Johnson 1968; Smelser 1963) that can lead to signifi-
cant destabilizing processes, including revolutions, separatism, and civil wars. Thus, the 
fundamental roots of revolutions mostly lie in serious disproportions emerging in a socie-
ty's development which result from accelerated modernization. 

As we have already pointed out, modernization in every society has a certain type 
and aspect, so that the same institutions (depending on their development and society's 
peculiarities) may both reduce the threat of revolution and increase its danger. That is 
why African countries both with unstable democratic and with authoritarian regimes are 
vulnerable to revolutions.14 

It makes sense to conclude this article by emphasizing that modernizing countries 
can be more easily drawn into a wave of revolution than countries that have already 
modernized. The list of countries that experienced the Arab Spring confirms this. It is 
worth noting that revolutionary waves have occurred quite frequently in recent decades. 
In particular, we identified three such waves in the twenty-first century alone, which 
significantly affected African countries (see Grinin and Grinin 2022b; Goldstone et al. 
2024). 
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values) and its political organization (see Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Grinin and Korotayev 2016). On 
the other hand, there are a number of cases where democratic revolutions occurred in societies that 
were underdeveloped for them, for example, as happened in 1905–1911 in Iran or in 1911 in China. 
This can happen due to the world-system impact when in ideological and political terms the revolu-
tionaries start to get ahead of the developmental level of their society. See more details in Grinin 
2022d; Grinin and Grinin 2022a. 

2 In this context Goldstone is surely right when arguing that modernization has no consistent rela-
tionship to the onset of revolutions (Goldstone 2014: 12). 

3 See also our studies of the complex relationship between the processes covered by the terms of 
modernization and revolutions (e.g., Grinin 2012a, 2013b, 2017a, 2017b; Grinin and Korotayev 2012a, 
2012b; Korotayev et al. 2011; Korotayev et al. 2017). 

4 It seems that in his arguing against Huntington’s idea about correlation between modernization 
and revolutions (Huntington 1968, 1986), Tilly made the same mistake in his structure and agency 
approach on revolutions, i.e. mixed short-run and a long-run analyses (Karasev 2022). 

5 About the splitting of elites and other abovementioned processes see (Goldstone et al. 2022b) 
and Grinin 2022d. 

6 Such catching-up modernization leads to cultural borrowings and then sooner or later to impor-
tation of revolutionary ideologies. As a result, in the catching-up countries indigenous leaders started 
to consider revolutions (similar to democracy) as a certain universal and advanced means to rise to a 
new level. Such a world-system effect allows revolutions to engage peripheral countries which are not 
objectively ready for such forms of advancement (see about this Grinin 2022b). 

7 This may at times mean a decline of living standards for a considerable part of population and 
even their balancing at the edge of physical survival (see, e.g., Artzrouni and Komlos 1985; Kögel and 
Prskawetz 2001; Komlos and Artzrouni 1990; Steinmann and Komlos, 1988; Steinmann et al. 1998; 
Wood 1998; see also Grinin et al. 2008; Grinin and Korotayev 2012a). It is important to emphasize that 
such situation has been observed in many African countries for a long time but in the recent decades the 
growth of crop yields in general does not lag behind and in general even outpaces population growth. 

8 Between 1600 and 1750, labor productivity noticeably increased, approximately twofold (see 
Dennison and Simpson 2010: 150, Table 6.2). 

9 On the other hand, it is worth noting that Marxian traps are far from always connected with the 
problems of powerful demographic pressure and rapid population growth. In nineteenth century 
France, for example, the population grew comparatively slowly, increasing only by 50 %, from 26.9 to 
40.7 million (Armengaud 1976: 29). But that did not prevent several revolutions in France during the 
nineteenth century. 

10 But of course, the more mature (up to 35 years of age) cohorts of youth also play an active part 
in protests. 

11 About the role of youth bulges in the Arab Spring see Grinin and Korotayev 2022b; Korotayev 
and Zinkina 2022. 

12 It should be noted that over the past decade, the birth rate and total fertility rate in North Afri-
can countries have been slowing down, albeit at different rates in different countries. Therefore, the 
youth bulge is generally the result of a previous birth peak. However, many African countries not only 
have higher total fertility rates, but the peak of their youth bulges is still ahead. Consequently, the role 
of youth modernization traps has not yet been fully played out for them.  

13 This form is called a coup d'état. Recently, in 2025, a coup d'état occurred in Madagascar, for 
the second time (Taukumova 2026). Coup d'état, like military coups, is characteristic of countries 
where the military play a greater role than usual, and civilian authority is insufficiently institutional-
ized or stable, i.e., of many African countries.  

14 We already considered the correlation between revolutions and democracy in (Grinin and Koro-
tayev 2022a). Still we would like to point to further examples when democracy prevented revolution, 
and when it prepared the prerequisites for its outbreak. On the one hand, many modernizing societies 
are to a certain extent authoritarian and possess a rigid structure. That is why they are more prone to 
revolutionary breaks in contrast to the societies in which social discontent can be canalized in legal 
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(i.e., democratic) forms. For example, in 1848 in Europe and Britain there was observed a rise of so-
cial activities. In Britain, peaceful forms (Chartism) would prevail while Continental Europe faced 
revolutions (see Grinin 2022c). On the other hand, in our opinion the most dangerous in terms of so-
cial upheavals are the situations of partial (non-institutionalized) democracy when the zero-sum game 
starts between the authoritarian and radical forces and also when influential radical forces, which are 
not democratic in their nature and views, use democratic freedoms and elections to take power. That 
was the case in Russia in 1917 and in Germany in 1933. Such situations continue to take place (see 
Grinin and Grinin 2022a). This also happened in Egypt after the Islamists' victory at the 2011–2012 
elections (see Grinin and Korotayev 2022a; Grinin and Korotayev 2022b; Korotayev and Zinkina 
2022; see also Goldstone et al. 2022a). 
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