Why Empires Fall

Kerby Anderson looks at six 1insightful books and videos
exploring alarming parallels between the U.S. and failed
empires of history.

Collapse of Empires

If you study world history, you realize that empires come and
go. In this article I want to look at what has happened to
some of the major empires because we can also learn about what
is happening today in our country. I will be quoting from
recent books that have documented the decline and fall of
empires.

First, I will merely quote from a recent YouTube
video{l} that describes a pattern in history that
has destroyed three global superpowers in the last
500 years: Spain, Britain, and the Soviet Union.
Today, the U.S. is following a similar pattern.

In 1590, Spain was the richest empire on earth. Spain
controlled half the world’s gold and silver. Spain’s military
dominated Europe. Their currency was accepted everywhere. Yet
within 80 years, the Spanish government was bankrupt.

The Spanish coin that was supposed to be pure silver became
50% copper, then 75% copper. By 1600 Spanish coin contained
barely any silver. Inflation exploded. Spain went into a debt
spiral and borrowed constantly. Manufacturing declined.
Agriculture stagnated.

In 1914, Britain ruled the largest empire in human history. At
the time, it was said that the sun never set on British
empire. Britain controlled 25% of the land surface. The pound
sterling was the global reserve currency. Yet within 40 years,
the empire was gone. The currency collapsed.
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Britain had too many military commitments around the world.
They won World War I, but at a terrible cost. By 1931, Britain
had to abandon the gold standard. The pound lost 25% of its
value overnight.

In 1991, the Soviet Union still seemed dominant. It was
another superpower. It had nuclear weapons, global influence,
and satellites spanning the globe. Yet the Soviet Union ceased
to exist 900 days later due to economic implosion.

The idea that nations follow a pattern as they collapse isn’t
new. Decades ago, I did a week of radio programs on “The
Decline of a Nation.” A decade later, I did another week on
“When Nations Die” because of a book that was published with
that title.

What is new is how this video explains the seven stages of
collapse and applies them to previous empires. But the key
point of the video is the reality that America has already
completed five of the seven stages. We aren’t approaching the
pattern but are within it.

As I often suggest, we can resolve some of these issues, but
the first step is to admit that we are following this pattern
of collapse. Below we will be looking at some of the reasons
other empires fell and connect it to what is happening in our
world today.

End of Everything

Now we will look at the book by Victor Davis Hanson, The End
of Everything: How Wars Descend into Annihilation.{2}

In his book he provides four historical examples: the city-
state of Thebes, ancient Carthage, Byzantine Constantinople,
and the Aztec Empire. The leaders believed their illustrious
pasts would be enough to prevent their destruction. Alexander
the Great, Roman Scipio, Muslim Mehmet, and the Spanish
conquistador Cortés proved them wrong.
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He explains that the leveling of Thebes by Alexander the
Great, the erasure of Carthage by Scipio, the conquest and
transformation of Constantinople by Sultan Mehmet, and the
obliteration of the Aztecs all marked the end of cultures and
civilizations.

Alexander, for example, brought an end to classical Greece.
The fall of Constantinople marked the end of the Mediterranean
world as the nexus of European commerce. And the largest
Christian cathedral in the West became the greatest mosque in
the Islamic world.

The book is a warning to us today, but I also realize that few
people will read his book. That is why I would encourage you
to watch his five-minute video summary produced by Hillsdale
College.{3}
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He says his book “is about the existential destruction of the
losing side in a war. This is very rare in history. It doesn’t
happen very often. But when it does, it should enlighten us
how it does why it does, and can it happen again?”

He explains that he wrote his book “not just as a historical
journey to document the rare cases of a targeted nation being
completely destroyed, but as a warning that human nature
doesn’t change.” We naively assumed that globalization would
create a common humanity and bring an end to global conflict.
Instead, he “noticed that there were more and more existential
threats coming from autocratic regimes.”

He reminds us that the same mentalities and delusions that
doomed the Thebans, Carthaginians, the Byzantines, and the
Aztecs are still with us today. Even as they were about to be
slaughtered, some may still have been thinking, “It cannot
happen here.”

He wants us to be aware that what happened in the past could
happen in the future. We need to learn from the past and
protect ourselves in the future. This is a sobering call for



contemporary readers to heed the lessons of obliteration, lest
we blunder into catastrophe once again. He reminds us that the
world needs a strong America so that we can prevent “the end
of everything.”

Peak Human

Let’s now turn to examine the book Peak Human,{4} written by
historian Johan Norberg.

His book explains what we can learn from the rise and fall of
“golden ages.” He describes seven of humanity’s greatest
civilizations from ancient Athens and the Roman Republic to
Renaissance Italy, the Dutch Republic, and today’s
Anglosphere.

Each had their golden age and contributed to our world today.
Ancient Greece gave us democracy and the rule of law. From the
Muslim world came algebra and modern medicine. The Dutch
Republic gave us economic ideas and some of the greatest
artistic movements.

He explained that he picked these civilizations because each
of them exemplifies what can be described as a golden age.
This was a period of innovations that revolutionized many
fields and sectors in a short period of time. The
characteristics are <cultural creativity, scientific
discoveries, technological achievements, and economic growth.

He laments that human history is a long list of deprivations
and horrors. But it is also the source of the knowledge,
institutions, and technologies that have set most of humanity
free from such horrors. It requires raw material, but the
citizens needed to be free to experiment and innovate, without
being subject to feudal lords, centralized governments, or
raving armies.

In a recent interview with John Stossel{5}, he talked about
how Rome inspired our form of government, a republic with a



system of checks and balances. “There is a reason why we have
a Senate, and they meet in the Capitol,” Norberg explained.
“We borrow these ideas from the Romans.”

Of course, these empires fell. “The emperors wanted to become
popular by handing out free stuff to people. Originally, this
started small. You just handed the very poor means of
subsistence. But it was popular, so the group that lived on
the public’s expense grew larger all the time.”

Eventually the ever-expanding system of entitlements became
too much. Norberg observed, “Romans could conquer the world,
but they couldn’t do entitlement reform.” To pay for this, the
Roman emperors devalued their currency by putting less gold
and silver in each coin. He concluded that, “Inflation was
much worse than barbarian invaders.”

This sounds 1like our world today. Modern governments,
including our own, make more financial promises than they can
keep. To pay for it, they print more money. We have been
living in a golden age, but the question before us today 1is
whether it will continue.

Loss of Moral Values

In this section we will look at an essay by Allen Mashburn who
reminds us that “Societies That Surrender Moral Foundation
Historically Self-Destruct.”{6}

This is not a new idea. Decades ago, I did a week of radio
programs on “The Decline of a Nation.” A decade later, I did
another week on “When Nations Die” because of a book that was
published with that title. And more recently I even did a week
of programs based on a book that compared America to Rome.

The reason for Mashburn’s article were several events that
took place during Pride Month. He “never envisioned a day
where transvestites would lecture us on human biology, or
sterilizers would pose as health professionals advocating for
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human rights. It seems that our nation has descended into a
state of utter madness, where men can now claim pregnancy and
the number of genders rivals the alphabet.”

Those issues are just a few of the many legitimate concerns
which point to the well-documented decline and fall of other
civilizations. Greece tolerated and even celebrated immoral
behavior. And “the decline of the Roman Empire can be
attributed to the abandonment of strong familial bonds and
moral values in favor of weakness and laxity.” He observes
that the similarity between Rome and America is alarming.

Of course, the pattern we recognize in Greece and Rome can be
seen in other civilizations in the past. That would include
the Egyptians, the Babylonians, the Persians, and even the
nation of Israel. In Isaiah 5:20 we read that God pronounced
judgment on Israel. “Woe to those who call evil good and good
evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who
put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.”

Of course, there is another side of this equation. Mashburn
reminds us that “whenever a nation upholds high moral
standards, it reaches the pinnacle of success.” Yes, it 1is
true that nations decline when they lose a moral foundation
for society. But they also flourish when it upholds morality
and integrity while also supporting and encouraging strong
families.

He also quotes from the book, Christians in the Wake of the
Sexual Revolution, by Randy Alcorn. He warns that unless our
country experiences spiritual repentance and undergoes a
profound reversal of moral values, we risk inviting the same
judgment that befell Sodom and Gomorrah.

That is why Christians should devote themselves to daily
prayers for our nation’s spiritual and moral well-being. The
only way to reverse this downward moral spiral is for a
spiritual revival and spiritual repentance in this country.



America’s Expiration Date

Finally, we will look at a book by Cal Thomas, America’s
Expiration Date.{7}

He asks, what is America’s future? The book came out years ago
but has a new preface and is more relevant today. He was on my
radio program to talk about the fall of empires and the future
of the United States.

He begins with an observation by Sir John Glubb, who wrote The
Fate of Empires and the Search for Survival. He noticed an
interesting historical fact. The average age of a nation or
empire’s greatness is only 250 years. Most nations lose their
way in a relatively short amount of time.

Using that ruler, Cal Thomas gives us a history lesson of the
Persian Empire, the Roman Empire, the Byzantine Empire, the
Arab Empire, the Spanish Empire, the Ottoman Empire, the
British Empire, and the Russian Empire. He concludes with the
United States.

Each empire fell for different reasons, but they are lessons
to us today. Sometimes they fell because they became too
prosperous and thus too apathetic. Sometimes they fell because
the empire was over extended. Most had a period of decadence
and decline. The Spanish empire was so riven with conflict,
they were never invaded because other countries saw nothing
worth conquering.

Persia’s decline was due to class struggle. The common people,
who were not part of the upper class, began organizing riots
and revolts. Kings became greedy and started stealing from the
nation’s wealth rather than sharing the wealth with the
people. The social structure collapsed.

As we have discussed above, Rome’s fall was gradual. The
familiar saying, “Rome wasn’t built in a day.” Neither was it
destroyed in a day. As the Roman empire grew, more money
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needed to be provided to the military. The empire’s
infrastructure suffered. And the common people suffered
because the ruling class cared more about what was on the next
horizon than what was at home.

He does believe that there is still time to resurrect the
republic, but the answer can’t be found in politicians. Our
future doesn’t depend on the White House, but instead 1is
dependent on what we do in our house.

Cal Thomas ends his book with valuable suggestions. First, set
standards of decency and morality for your yourself and your
family. Reevaluate the education of your children. Don’t send
them to schools or universities that have largely become
propaganda centers for secular progressives. Gather with other
believers to worship, celebrate, and to encourage one another.
Daily obey the call to “go and make disciples” (Matthew
28:19), often witnessing with words and actions.
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Socialism and Society

Kerby Anderson provides an overview of the popularity of
socialist ideas in America from a biblical perspective.

Socialism is more popular today than anyone would have
predicted a few years ago. A significant number of socialist
characters can be found in Congress. Universities have many
professors who are promoting socialism. And more young people
than ever believe socialism is superior to capitalism.

Why 1is socialism so appealing to so many Americans? Young
people are drawn to the siren song of Bernie Sanders and
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. Part of the reason is that it
appeals to their sense of fairness. Another reason is that it
promises lots of free stuff.

Free college tuition and student loan forgiveness are
examples. The millennial generation (Generation Y) and the
iGen generation (Generation Z) have lots of student debt. They
see the need but forget that someone would have to pay for
this new massive entitlement. And they rarely stop and think
about why someone who didn’t go to college and took a blue-
collar job should pay for their university education. These
may be the most educated generations in history, but they
don’'t seem to spend too much time reflecting on what they
supposedly learned in economics.

The cost of some of these policies is enormous. Just covering
the cost of tuition at public colleges and universities 1is
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estimated at $70 billion a year. One study of the cost of
government-run health care (called “Medicare for All”) was
estimated to cost $32 trillion during the first ten years.
Some estimate the cost of the “Green New Deal” to be $93
trillion. We can certainly debate how accurate some of those
estimates are, but we can’t ignore that they would be very
expensive once these programs are implemented.

There is some evidence that the popularity of socialism is
waning. A post-election survey done by the Cultural Research
Center shows a significant decline in support for socialism.
George Barna believes that another reason for this decline 1is
the aggressive marketing of a government-driven culture that
show young and old what socialism in America would really be
like.

He found that the most precipitous decline in support for
socialism was among Americans ages 30 to 49. Just a decade
ago, they were the demographic I often pointed to as those who
supported socialism more than capitalism. That has changed
significantly.

Socialism is less popular even for Americans who are age 50
years or older. In the past, they have been the group most
consistent in their support of capitalism. But even in this
group, there was an eight percentage-point decline of support
for socialism.

The demographic groups with the least support for socialism
were Christians who had a biblical worldview and what George
Barna calls SAGE Cons (Spiritually Active Governance Engaged
Conservative Christians). But there are still a small
percentage of them who support socialism. That is why I also
address whether the Bible teaches socialism.



The Promise of Socialism

In order to understand the appeal of socialism, we need to
make a clear distinction between capitalism and socialism.
Capitalism is an economic system in which there is private
property and the means of production are privately owned. In
capitalism, there is a limited role for government. Socialism
is an economic system in which there is public or state
ownership of the means of production, and the primary focus 1is
on providing an equality of outcomes. In socialism, the state
is all-important and involved in central planning.

Often when young people are surveyed about socialism, the
pollster does not provide a definition. If you merely believe
socialism means more equality in society, then you can see why
so many choose socialism over capitalism. Also, young people
under the age of 30 are probably the least likely to associate
socialism with Soviet-style repression. Instead, they may have
in their minds the current government push toward European
socialism and find that more attractive.

There is also an important philosophical reason for the
popularity of socialism. When Karl Marx first proposed the
concepts of socialism and communism, he enjoyed an
intellectual advantage. He could talk about the problems with
capitalism the modern world was going through as they were
adapting to the difficult process of industrialization. He
could contrast the reality of capitalism with the utopian
ideal of socialism.

Utopian visions will always win out over the harsh reality of
the world. But we now have the terrible record of socialism.
Unfortunately, socialism’s death toll never quite gets
factored into any equation. The late columnist Joseph Sobran
said: “It makes no difference that socialism’s actual record
is terribly bloody; socialism 1is forever judged by its
promises and supposed possibilities, while capitalism is
judged by its worst cases.”{1}



Dinesh D’'Souza reminds us that many countries have tried
socialism and all failed. The first socialist experiment was
the Soviet Union, then came lots of countries in eastern
Europe (Poland, Yugoslavia, Albania, Czechoslovakia, Hungary,
Romania, and East Germany). Add to that countries in Asia
(Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, North Korea, and China) and
countries in South America (Cuba, Nicaragua, Bolivia, and
Venezuela) and Africa (Angola, Ghana, Tanzania, Benin, Mali,
Mozambique, Zambia, and Zimbabwe). By his count, there are 25
failed experiments in socialism.{2}

The typical answer to these failures is that each of these
wasn’t done correctly. The failure of these socialist
experiments was a failure of implementation. But this time,
they say, we will get it right. Believing in socialism
apparently mean never having to say you’'re sorry.

In the next section we will look at the argument that
democratic socialism is the ideal we should pursue. We should
ignore this list of socialist failures and focus on socialism
in the Scandinavian countries.

A Different Kind of Socialism

Proponents of socialism not only argue that it was not
implemented correctly in the past but also argue that what
they are proposing is “democratic socialism.” They usually
point to the Scandinavian countries as examples.

Anders Hagstrom in one of his videos asks, “What does
socialism mean to [people such as actor and comedian Jim
Carrey]?” He says that conversations about socialism often go
like this: “A 1liberal says we should be socialist. A
conservative points to Venezuela, and says socialism doesn’t
work. A liberal says, What about Sweden and Norway? The
conservative then points out that those countries aren’t
actually socialist.”{3}



He says that even if we accept the comment by liberals, there
is a problem. “Nordic countries have tiny populations of less
than 10 million. And copying and pasting their policies to a
country of 330 million isn’t going to work.” These Nordic
countries were successful before they adopted the
redistributive policies they have now. Here’s a reality check:
if Sweden were to join the U.S. as a state, Sweden would be
poorer than all but 12 states.

Hagstrom also explains that the policies of true socialists
like Senator Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio Cortez go
far beyond what the Nordic countries have. For example, Bernie
Sanders wants a planned economy. None of the Nordic states
have this. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez wants to abolish profit.
None of the Nordic countries have done that. And both of them
want a universal minimum wage. None of the Nordic states have
that.

There’s another problem with the argument. These countries
aren’'t socialist. John Stossel in one of his wvideos
interviewed a prominent Swedish historian.{4} Johan Norberg
makes it clear that “Sweden is not socialist-because the
government doesn’t own the means of production. To see that,
you have to go to Venezuela or Cuba or North Korea.” He does
admit that the country did have something that resembled
socialism a few decades ago. The government heavily taxed the
citizens and spent heavily. That was not a good period in
Swedish history, especially for the economy.

Yet even with the high Swedish taxes, there was simply not
enough money to fund Sweden’s huge welfare state. Norberg
explains that “People couldn’t get the pension that they
thought they depended on for the future.” At this point, the
Swedish people had enough and began to reduce the size and
scope of the government.

John Stossel says, “They cut public spending, privatized the
national rail network, abolished <certain government



monopolies, eliminated inheritance taxes and sold state-owned
businesses like the maker of Absolut vodka.” While it is true
that Sweden does have a larger welfare state than the US and
higher taxes than the US, there are many other areas where
Sweden is actually more free market.

Socialism and Equality

One of the moral arguments for socialism is that it creates a
society with more social and economic equality. Proponents
want us to consider the fairness argument when applied to a
free market. How fair is it that basketball star Lebron James
makes more than $37 million when a social worker starting out
only makes about $30,000? Even more extreme is the estimate
that Jeff Bezos makes more than $320 million a day while the
average Amazon salary is around $35,000 a year.

Of course, this is what happens in a free society where people
with different skills, different abilities, and different
motivations are allowed to participate in a free market. You
will get inequality, but you also have a free society where
people can use their gifts to pursue their calling and still
receive a good income.

We don’t have to guess what will happen in a socialist economy
because we have lots of historical examples. In a desire to
bring equality, socialism doesn’t bring people up out of
poverty. Instead, it drives them into poverty. Consider two
test cases (Germany and Korea).

After World War II, Germany was divided into two countries:
West Germany was capitalist, while East Germany was socialist.
Throughout the time they were divided, there was a striking
difference between the two countries. When the two countries
were reunified, the GDP of East Germany was a third of the GDP
of West Germany.

An even better example is North and South Korea, because it



lasted longer and continues to this day. South Korea 1s now
more than 20 times richer than North Korea. Of course, people
in South Korea are also freer than North Korea. They are also
taller and live about 12 years longer than people in North
Korea.{5}

By contrast, capitalism provides every person a chance to
influence the society. In his book, United States of
Socialism, Dinesh D’Souza doesn’t ignore the issue of justice
but actually embraces it. Capitalism, he says, “far more than
socialism, reflects the will of the people and expresses
democratic consent.”{6} A consumer 1is like a voter. As a
citizen, we get to vote in an election every two to four
years. But a consumer gets to vote every day with his or her
dollar bills. That money represents the time and effort put in
to get those dollar bills.

The free market provides you a level of popular participation
and democratic consent that politics can never provide. You
get to vote every day with your dollars and send economic
signals to people and companies providing goods and services.
Essentially, capitalism, like democracy, is a clear form of
social justice.

The Bible and Socialism

Perhaps you have heard some Christians argue that the Bible
actually supports socialism. The book of Acts seems to approve
of socialism. In Acts 4, we find a statement that the
believers in Jerusalem “had all things in common.” It also
says that those who possessed land or houses sold them and
brought the proceeds to the apostles’ feet. They distributed
these gifts to anyone in need. This looks like socialism to
many who are already predisposed to believe it should be the
economic system of choice.

First, we need to realize that this practice was only done in



Jerusalem. As you read through the rest of the book of Acts
and read the letters of Paul and Peter, you see that most
believers in other parts of the Roman world had private
property and possessions. Paul calls upon them to give
voluntarily to the work of ministry.

Second, the word voluntary applies not only to Christians in
other parts of the world, but it also was a voluntary act by
the believers in Jerusalem to give sacrificially to each other
in the midst of persecution. This one passage in the book of
Act is not a mandate for socialism.

If you keep reading in the book of Acts, you can also see that
the believers in Jerusalem owned the property before they
voluntarily gave the proceeds to the apostles. The next
chapter (Acts 5) clearly teaches that. When Peter confronted
Ananias, he clearly stated that: “While it remained, was it
not your own? After it was sold, was it not in your own
control?”

Owning property contradicts one of the fundamental principles
of socialism. In the Communist Manifesto, “the abolition of
property” is a major item in the plan for moving from
capitalism to socialism and eventually to communism.

By contrast, the Ten Commandments assume private property. The
eighth commandment forbidding stealing and the tenth
commandment about coveting both assume that people have
private property rights.

In fact, we can use biblical principles to evaluate economic
systems like capitalism and socialism. Although the Bible does
not endorse a particular system, it does have key principles
about human nature, private property rights, and the role of
government. These can be used to evaluate economic systems
like socialism and communism.

Socialism is still a popular idea, especially among young
people. Recent polls along with various books about capitalism



and socialism illustrate the need for us to discuss and
explain the differences between capitalism and socialism.
Socialism may sound appealing until you begin to look at the
devastating impact it has had on countries that travel down
the road of greater governmental control.
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