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The United States Empire 
(1907-2???) 

At the close of the Constitutional Convention of 1776, Benjamin Franklin was queried as he left 
Independence Hall: “Well, Doctor, what have we got – a Republic or a Monarchy?” Benjamin Franklin 
responded, “A Republic, if you can keep it.”  

During the 4,000 years of recorded history, more than a dozen significant empires have existed. Only a 
few have risen to superpower status. Will Durant (1885-1981) documented these empires in the eleven- 
volume Story of Civilization and History of Civilization. Another noteworthy historian, Lieutenant-
General Sir John Glubb (1897-1986), also wrote extensively on the Middle East and the history of 
empires. In his two brief essays “The Fate of Empires” and “Search for Survival,” Glubb addresses 
learning from history, and the lives of empires. Glubb notes: “In spite of the accidents of fortune, and the 
apparent circumstances of the human race at different epochs, the periods of duration of different empires 
at varied epochs show a remarkable similarity.”  

Glubb writes that the average empire has lasted approximately 250 years or 10 generations. The 
Babylonian Empire of Nebuchadnezzar had a limited duration of only 74 years, after being overthrown by 
Cyrus. The Roman Republic and Roman Empire combined existence as a super power lasted 440 years 
with the accession of Augustus in 260 B.C. to the death of Marcus Aurelius in 180 A.D.  

According to Glubb empires experience 6 stages of overlapping development.  

Stage 1: The age of outburst, or the initial pioneering phase, exhibits reckless bravery, no rules, 
hardiness and daring, and undaunted courage.  

Stage 2: The age of conquest witnesses hardiness, initiative, honor, self sacrifice and great 
enterprise.  

Stage 3: The age of commerce is noted for the rise of merchant princes, the patronizing of music, 
literature, and the arts, and the rise of universities.  

Stage 4: The age of affluence is consumed by greed, luxury, money, preservation of the status quo, 
the building of defensive walls, ( i.e. Hadrian’s Wall, China’s Great Wall and the nuclear 
shield), a quest for personal wealth above civic duty and public service, and the use of 
education for personal wealth rather than the development of science and engineering.  

Stage 5: The age of intellectualism is the time for the broad spread of knowledge and witnesses great 
advances and discoveries in science, mathematics, along with high immigration. Politicians 
show bifurcation, arguments and hatred, cynicism, and put self interest above the national 
interest. The nation weakens. 

Stage 6: The age of decadence, the final phase, is associated with the disintegration of the system, 
the devouring of heritage, moral and spiritual decline, cynicism, pessimism and frivolity.  

President Teddy Roosevelt, in 1907, ordered the “Great White Fleet” to circumnavigate the world. The 
ascent of the American Empire was at hand. By the end of World War II, the United States possessed the 
most powerful military in the world and alone possessed the atomic bomb. The Bretton Woods 
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Agreement of July 1944 placed the United States as the dominant world economic power, and established 
the U.S. dollar as the world reserve currency.  

As a nation, the United States has enjoyed empire status as a super-power for over 100 years. Those 
living since WWII have enjoyed the good fortune of having lived during the zenith of the empire. 
How long can the United States maintain her military and economic dominance? Again, history has its 
lessons. Every empire that was a creditor nation maintained economic and military dominance. Every 
empire that became a debtor nation lost both military and economic dominance. In 2000 the United States 
was the world’s largest creditor nation. By 2007 the United States had become the world’s largest debtor 
nation.  

During the past 50 years, policies set in Washington and by the Federal Reserve have spiked the national 
debt. The Viet Nam War, the Great Society, the Cold War and space race, three regional wars and the 
massive, irresponsible governmental entitlement programs are all significant contributors to our growing 
debt load. By 2007, the United States had a total debt of $50 trillion. In the past 2 years, an additional $20 
trillion dollars has been added to the total debt. This $70 trillion includes future contingent liabilities like 
Medicare, Social Security, federal retirement benefits, interest on the federal debt, Fannie Mae, and other 
quasi governmental agencies.  

Last year the nation narrowly avoided an “economic meltdown.” This crisis was brought on by 
irresponsible lending standards, low interest rates, lax regulatory oversight, and massive leverage 
exposure. These practices have not been entirely curtailed. The Fed during 2008-2009 dramatically 
increased the money supply, and the total debt to GDP now exceeds 375%, (600% with future contingent 
liabilities.) By comparison, at the peak of WWII, debt was 250%percent of GDP, a record amount. The 
probability that the nation can “earn” its way out of its massive debt burden is low. It will be difficult for 
the dollar to maintain its current value over the long-term with the debt at such a high level. Should the U. 
S. government fail to pay back the debt, it will be forced to print money, creating higher monetary 
inflation. Should this dangerous environment arise, we must be very careful to intelligently allocate 
capital in order to protect purchasing power.  

Wealth is created through production, not through consumption. Production now is less than 30% of 
United States GDP. Consumption represents over 70% of GDP. We continue to transfer production to the 
emerging market economies, along with our wealth. Emerging economies have in excess of $ 6 trillion 
worth of reserves. China has over $2 trillion of surplus, and is now the world’s largest creditor nation. 
Although a rising super-power and major producer and exporter, China faces tremendous social problems 
and a population in excess of 1.2 billion citizens. Should their GDP growth continue at its current growth 
rate, there is a reasonable probability that China will equal the United States in economic and military 
power during the latter part of the 21st century.  

Perhaps in a hundred years, historians will record the rise and decline of the United States. Her epoch may 
indeed be similar to empires of the past. One constant in history is that human nature does not change. 
Politicians, in an attempt to appease their constituents, promise more than they can deliver. Those in 
power who give in to greed, preservation of the status quo, the quest of luxury and personal wealth, 
frivolity, and the like, significantly contribute to the eventual decline of the empire.  

After 234 years our Republic is the world’s dominant military and economic superpower. However, 
indications are that it may be in the latter stages as an empire. Hopefully, our nation, which has given the 



United States Empire, page 3 
Roger Johnson, 1/4/2010 

 
 

Summa Global Advisors, LLC, P.O. Box 69022, Portland, OR 97239  •  phone (503) 636-2022  •  fax (503) 635-6473 

Investing in a changing world 

light of democracy to the world, and an economic example of opportunity for billions of people to 
emulate worldwide, will regain the courage, intelligence, vision and integrity of our founding fathers.  

Roger L. Johnson  


