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 The experiences of the human race have been 
recorded, in more or less detail, for some 4000 years. 
If we study this time in as many countries as possible, 
we discover the same patterns repeated under widely 
differing conditions of climate, culture and religion. 
The only thing we learn from history, it has been said, 
is that men never learn from history, perhaps because 
our studies are brief and prejudiced. Historical work 
is limited to short periods of our own country or of 
some past age which we respect. Our national histo-
ries are often propaganda, not well balanced investi-
gations. History, to be meaningful, must be the his-
tory of the human race. Most empires have been large 
landblocks without overseas possessions.  
 

 
 The list calls for certain comments. There is a 
sufficient resemblance between the life periods of 
these different empires to justify further study. The 
duration of empires does not depend on the speed of 
travel or the nature of weapons. It is tempting to com-
pare the lives of empires with those of human beings, 
for which 70 years is a fair estimate. The technology of 
transport and of war have affected the shape of em-
pires. The British, making use of ocean-going ships, 
conquered many countries and subcontinents which 
were accessible to them by water—North America, In-
dia, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand—but 
never succeeded in conquering their neighbors, 
France, Germany and Spain. 
 One of the very few units of measurement 
which have not seriously changed since the Assyrians 
is the human ‘generation’, a period of about 25 years. 
Thus a period of 250 years would represent about 10 
generations. Again and again in history we find a 
small nation, treated as insignificant by its contempo-
raries, suddenly emerging from its homeland and 
overrunning large areas of the world. These sudden 

outbursts are usually characterized by extraordinary 
energy and courage. The new nation is  distinguished 
by victory in battle and unresting enterprise in every 
field--action is their solution to every problem. Moti-
vations may be either loot, plunder and rape; or admi-
ration for Roman civilization, and themselves aspired 
to become Romans. 
 Every race on earth has distinctive character-
istics--in philosophy, administration, romance, poetry 
or religion, their legal system. During the pre-emi-
nence of each culture, its distinctive characteristics 
are carried across the world, as if by divine provi-
dence. 
 The first stage of the life of a great nation after 
its Outburst, is a period of amazing initiative, and al-
most incredible enterprise, courage and hardihood. 
These qualities in a short time produce a new, formi-
dable nation. The methods employed tend to be prac-
tical and experimental, both in government and 
in warfare. The US arose suddenly as a new nation, 
and its period of pioneering was uniquely spent in the 
conquest of a vast continent, not an ancient empire. 
 The speed of modern transportation may cre-
ate the impression that far-flung commerce is a mod-
ern development, but this is not the case. 1,000 years 
before Christ the means of transport were slower, but, 
when a great empire was in control, commerce was 
freed from the innumerable shackles imposed upon it 
by passports, import permits, customs, boycotts and 
political interference. The Roman Empire extended 
from Britain to Syria and Egypt, a distance of perhaps 
2,700 miles. Today, some 20 independent countries 
separate Britain from Syria, each with its own govern-
ment, laws, politics, customs fees, passports and cur-
rencies, making commercial co-operation almost im-
possible. And this process of disintegration continues. 
The present fashion for ‘independence’ has produced 
a system with nearly insuperable obstacles to trade 
and cooperation.  
 The Mongols were some of the most brutal 
military conquerors in history. Yet, in the 13th cen-
tury, when their empire extended from Peking to 
Hungary, the caravan trade between China and Eu-
rope achieved a remarkable degree of prosperity—the 
whole journey was in the territory of one government. 
In the 8th and 9th centuries the empire of the caliphs 
constituted a single trade bloc. now divided into 25 
‘nations’. The inescapable conclusions seems to be 
that larger territorial units are a benefit to commerce 
and public stability, whether achieved by voluntary 
association or military action.  



 One of the more benevolent ways a super-
power can promote both peace and commerce is by its 
command of the sea. From Waterloo in 1815 to 1914, 
the British Navy commanded the seas of the world, 
made the seas safe for the commerce of all nations, 
and prevented major wars for 100 years. Sea power 
does not offend small countries, as does military occu-
pation. However, its navy was swept away in the pop-
ular outcry against imperialism after WW2. 
 The age of Conquest is followed by the age of 
Commerce and Affluence. Money replaces honor and 
adventure as the objective of the best young men. 
Moreover, men do not normally seek to make money 
for their country or community, but for themselves. 
Affluence follows commerce and silences the voice of 
duty. The object of the young and the ambitious is no 
longer fame, honor or service, but cash. What we may 
call the High Noon of the nation covers the period of 
transition from the Age of Conquest. The change 
might be summarized as being from service to selfish-
ness. 
 An outward change which invariably marks 
the transition from the Age of Conquest to Affluence is 
the spread of defensiveness. The Great Wall of China 
and the Maginot Line in France in 1939 are examples. 
Money being in better supply than courage, subsidies 
instead of weapons are employed to buy off enemies. 
Military readiness, or aggressiveness, is denounced as 
primitive and immoral, enabling us to assume an atti-
tude of moral superiority. In fact, great nations do not 
normally disarm from motives of conscience, but ow-
ing to the weakening of a sense of duty in the citizens 
and the increase in selfishness and the desire for 
wealth and ease.  
 The age of Affluence provides ample funds for 
the pursuit of knowledge. This also the Age of Intellect 
accompanied by advances in natural science. A by-
product is the unconscious growth of the idea that the 
human brain can solve the problems of the world. In-
tellectualism and the loss of a sense of duty appear 
simultaneously in the life-story of the nation. Indeed 
it often appears in individuals, that the head and the 
heart are natural rivals. Another remarkable and un-
expected symptom of national decline is the intensifi-
cation of internal political hatreds. Internal rivalries 
become more acute, as the nation becomes weaker. In 
the age of the first outburst and subsequent Age of 
Conquests, the race is normally ethnically more ho-
mogeneous. But when decline sets in, it is extraordi-
nary how the memory of ancient wars is suddenly re-
vived and local or provincial movements appear. It is 
the wealth of the great cities which draws immigrants. 
As the nation declines in power and wealth, a univer-
sal pessimism gradually pervades the people, and has-
tens the decline. The heroes of declining nations are 
always the same—the athlete, singer or actor. Contem-
porary descriptions of 10th-century Baghdad might 
have been taken out of The Times today. The resem-
blance of details was breathtaking—the break-up of 
the empire, the abandonment of sexual morality, the 

‘pop’ singers with their guitars, the entry of women 
into the professions, the 5-day work week. Past em-
pires show almost every possible variation of political 
system, but all go through the same procedure from 
the Age of Conquest, Commerce, Affluence, Intellect, 
to Decline and Collapse. 
 The people of past great nations seem to have 
imagined that their pre-eminence would last forever. 
In all ages, the regular rise and fall of great nations 
has passed unperceived. We have not drawn from his-
tory the obvious conclusion that material success is 
the result of courage, endurance and hard work. Self-
assurance seems to go hand-in-hand with the luxury 
resulting from wealth. History seems to suggest that 
the age of decline of a great nation is often a period 
which shows a tendency to philanthropy and to sym-
pathy for other races. The impression that it will al-
ways be automatically rich causes the declining em-
pire to spend lavishly on its own benevolence until 
such time as the economy collapses. 
 The Age of Decadence is the disintegration of 
a system, not of its individual members. Citizens of 
great nations in decadence are normally physically 
larger and stronger than those of their barbarian in-
vaders. No two persons in the world are identical, nor 
are two nations. But the lives of nations follow a simi-
lar pattern. Any regime which attains great wealth and 
power seems with regularity to decay and fall apart in 
some 10 generations. Their lives are surprisingly uni-
form, but the results of their falls are  diverse. In gen-
eral, decadence is the outcome of too long a period of 
wealth and power. If a small country doesn’t share in 
the wealth and power, it won’t share in the decadence.  
 The life-expectation of a great nation com-
mences with a violent, and usually unforeseen, out-
burst of energy and ends in a lowering of moral stand-
ards, cynicism, pessimism and frivolity. History goes 
back only some 3,000 years because before then writ-
ing was not sufficiently widespread to allow the sur-
vival of detailed records. If we could accept these great 
movements as beyond our control, there would be no 
excuse for our hating one another because of them. 
The noblest and most spiritual of the devotees of all 
religions seem to reach the conclusion that love is the 
key to human flurishing.  
 
 [The only thing we learn from history is that 
men never learn from history, perhaps because our 
studies are brief and prejudiced. The heroes of declin-
ing nations are always the same—the athlete, singer or  
actor. All dominant nations go through the same pro-
cedure from the Age of Conquest, Commerce, Afflu-
ence, Intellect, to Decline and Collapse. ] 
 


