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VANITY FAIR

: LESSONS' UNLEARNED
Empire Falls

They called it “the American Centm Y, but the past hundred years actually saw a shrft away from

Western dommance Through the long lens-of Edwald Glbell s history, The Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empzre Rome 331 and Amenca and Europe 2006 appea1 to have more than afew problems 1n

= ’Ihe dechne of Rome was the natural and mevztable eﬁ’ect of 1mmoderate greamess Prosperzty r 1pened the principle of
- decay, the causes of desb'uctton mulltplzed withithe extent of congquest. —Edward Gibbon, The Decliné and FalZ of the
: Roman Emptre “Genelal Observatlons on the Fall of the Roman Emplre in the West.”

- was ,030 years ago that Edward G1bbon pubhshed the ﬁlst

: Constantme, and crossed to the New World w1th Columbus

The idea’ Of-Western dec‘line is ihardly a new-One In the afterrnath of the :

Ilustration by.Brad Holland.

: ‘FII‘St World War a prematurely retlred German schoolteacher named

i -Oswald Spengler published the first volume of one of the most mﬂuennal books of the 20th century, Der Untergang des

Abendlandes, usually translated as The Decline 6f the West. These days however, few people bother with Spengler; his
prose is too turgld his debt to the phllosopher Frledrlch Nletzsche too large, his influence on the Nazis (for whom he -
voted but agamst whom he later turned) too. obvious. And no one takes serlously his idiosyncratic theory that c1v1hzat10ns, _
like the weather, pass thr ough seasons. In any case, events since’ 1945 have tended to discredit Spengler’s central jdeaofa
) Westem downfall It has seemed much more convmcmg—and perhaps also more gratifying—to portray the history of the
2oth century as part ofa protracted Occidental ascendancy “Much of the last three centuries,” wrote the late British
historian J. M. Roberts in his book Trzumph of the West; pubhshed in 1985, “is the story of a triumph of the outright
power of the West.” But not only a triumph of Western powe_r, he argued—above all, the triumph of Western civilization.

Just four years later, the 20th century appeared to culminate in.a comprehensive Western victory, with the breakup of the
‘Soviet empire in “Eastem Europe and the collapse of the Soviet Union itself. Famously, on the very eve:of those events,
‘Francis Fukuyama, professor at Johns Hopkins University, was moved to proclaim “the end of history” and the victory of
the Western model of liberal and democratic capitalism. Far from suffering its downfall in the 20th century, as Spengler
‘had anticipated, the West appeared to attain its historic zenith. Neoconservatives in the United States, intoxicated by their

country’s unrivaled status as a “hyperpower” and its achievement of “full-spectrum dominance” in warfare, wondered
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only hpw Arnerican primacy COuld be perpetuated for another “American centuly.”: ’

" Yetin many ways this inversion of Spengler isa fundamental mlsreadmg of the traJectory of the last hundred years. Fa1
- from belng a time of Western ascendancy, the past century hasin reallty witnessed somethlng more llke a re-orlentatlon
. of the world—albelt only a partlal re- orlentatlon—and the relatlve decline of the West

' I n 1900 the West really did rule the w011d From the Bosporus to the Bermg St a1t from Siberia to Ceylon nearly all of .

what was then known as the Orlent was under some form.of Western 1mper1a1 rule. The British had long ruled India, - o

, : ‘the Dutch the East Indies, and the F1 ench Indochma, the Amencans had just selzed the Ph111pp1nes, the Russ1ans asplred .
- ,to control Manchm ia. All the 1mperlal powers had estabhshed pa1 as1t1cal outposts 111 Chlna The East in short had been .

. 'elnplr_e's,—_the Amenoa_n, Belglan, Brltlsh Dutch French lGerma_m, It.ahan,_ Portumese, and Span;shfacoonnte_d.for 7
. percent of the woild’s land surface and just 18 percent of its population. Their possessions, however, amounted to 37

g ,percent of global te1 r1t01y and 28 percent of manlnnd And 1f we regard the Russ1an emplre as effectlvely another :

5 fNothmg symbohzedbetter the hunnhatlon of the East than the Western mlhtary mterventlon to suppress the Boxer T
- ‘Rebelhon, in Chma, in1900. The rebels, who had menaced Western dlplomats and nnss10nar1es, relied on: martlal arts
-and maglc Havmg w1ped them out; the Western expedltlonary force staged a g1 and march” thr ouvh Bemng s: Forlndden

3 .marked a tummﬂr pomt in w01ld hlstory From that pomt on, the balance of geopohtlcal power began to turn, slowly and

- _ pamfully, back toward the: more populous part of the world. Tt is. only when the extent of Western dominance in 1900 is
-appr ec1ated that the true narratlve arc.of the 20th century reveals itself: This was not “thetriumph: of the West,” but rather
‘the crisis of the European empires, the ultlmate result of whlch was the revival of the East-—begmnmg ind apan—and the

relative decline of the’ West.

This has not been a decline in the senise that Spengler envisaged: a kind of corrosive metropolitan ennui. Rather, it has
been an unexpected but inexorable military decline. It has been a scarcely perceptible-economic decline. It has been a
subtle but unmistakable cultural decline. Above all, it has been a creeping demographic decline. In short, it has been a

decline in,precis.ely. the sense that Gibbon understood the decline of Rome’s empire.

According to Gibbon, Rome fell through a combination of external overreach, internal corruption, religious

12/16/08 2:36 PM

http://www .Vanityfair.com/politics/features/2006/ 10/empire2006107...

!

i




Empire Falls: Politics & Power: vanityfair.com ' http://www vanityfair.com/politics/features/2006/10/empire2006107...

_' 'transforma‘aon and barbarian i lnvasmn That the Umted States—and perhaps even more, the European Unlon—mlght
have somethmg to learn from his account is too seldom acknowledced perhaps because Amerlcans and Europeans like to
pretend that their pohtles today are something more exalted than empires. But suppose for amoment (as the Georgetown -
" University historian Charles Kupchan has saggested_ in The End of the American Era) that Washington really is the R_orne, ) :
v 'of our time, while Brussels, the headquarters of the European Union, is Byzantium, the city transformed in the fourth
- century into the second imperial capitai Constantinople Like the later Roman Empire, the West'today has its Western: "
‘and Eastern halves, though they are separated by the Atlantic rather than the Adriatic. And that is not the only thmg we .
E have in common w1th our Roman predecesso1s ofa mlllenmum and a half ago SN
' II . The Romans had acquzred the vzrtues of war and government by the vzgorous exer tron of those vn tues .. they ‘

o had obtamed in the course of the three succeedmg centw tes, an absolute empzre over many counmes The hmlts of the

g Roman empzre sttll extended ﬁom the Western Ocean to the Tlgrzs but the ammatmg health ‘and- vzgour were ﬂed o
‘ The ba7 banans . soon dtscouered the decllne of the Roman emplre —Glbbon Chapter VII ' IR

g There IS a well estabhshed Amerlcan tradltlon perhaps best expressed by Gore V1da1 in The Decline and FalZ of the L
- Amencan Empzre, of worrylng that the Unlted States mlght go the way- of Rome. But the perenmal hberal fear is of the -

: _1mper1al presuiency Every tlme a commander in-chief attempts to. 1ncrease the power of the executlve branch pleadmg :
: vwartune ex1gency, there i 1s a predrctable chorus of "The Republici is in danger.” We have heard that chorus most 1ecent1y

2 'w1th respect 1o. the status of prlsone1s detamed w1thout trial. at Guantanamo Bay and the use of torture in the

: 1nte1 roga’aon of suspected 1nsu1 gents 1n 11 aq :

g _ were more sens1t1ve than Glbbon s to the charge that the1r own 1deals of hberty were belng subverted by the temptatlons of
: e1np1re The year when hisfirst volume appeared was also the year the Arne1 ican: colomes ‘used prec1sely that charge to- .
A]usnfy thelr own b1d for mdependence : ' .

: 'Yet Gibbon’s real lnterest lay elsewhere Wlth the perlod of Roman decline long after repubhcan Vlrtue had ylelded to

i 1mper1al v1ce The Decline and Fall is not concerned with the fall-of the republic. Tt is a-story that: properly begins w1th the
first signs. of 1mpe1 Hal: overstretch ‘Until-thetime of the Emperor Julian (A.D. 331—63), Rome could still conﬁdently send
_ its Ieglons as far as the r1ve1 Tlgns Yet.J uhan s 1nvasmn of Mesopotamla (present-day Iraq, but then unde1 Persran rule)

: ' natwn whlch had 50 long re81sted and 1nsu1ted the ma]esty of Rome " Although 1n1t1a11y victorious at Cte51phon

‘ (appl oximately 20 mlles southeast of modern Baghdad) Julian was forced by his enemy’s scorched-earth policy to

. retreat back to Roman temtory “As soon as the flames had subsided which interrupted [his] march,” Gibbon relates, “he

' beheld the melancholy face of a-smoking and naked desert.” The Pe1 sians harriéd his famished legions as they withdrew.
In one skirmish, Julian himself was fatally wounded.

‘What had gone wrong? The answer sheds revealing light on some of the problems the United States currently faces in the
same troubled region. A recurrent theme of Gibbon’s work is that the Romans gradually lost “the animating health and
vigour” which had made them mﬂitarily invincible in the glory days of J ulian’s predecessor Trajan. They had lost their
discipline. They started complaining about the weight of their armor. In a word, they had gone soft. At the same time, like
most armies, their fighting effectiveness diminished the farther they were from home.
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o .these in overseas: conﬂlct zones.

http://www.vanityfair.com/politics/features/2006/10/empire2006107...

o Most of us take it for granted that the United States Army is the best in the world It mlght be more accur rate to say that 1t
o 1s the best equipped and the best fed More doub&ul is how well itis configured to wm a protracted low—1nten51ty conﬂlct _

ina country such as Iraq. One 51gn of the times: that might have amused Glbbon has been the recent relaxatlon of
conditions for recruits undergoing basic training. (A friend of mine who was in the army snorted w1th derision on

hearing that trainees are now allowed eight and a half hours of sleep a night.) Another symptom of 1n111tary malaise has: |

. beenthe heavy reliance of the Defense: Department on Natmnal Guard and reserve troops who have at times accounted for :
: about half of the Us. contmgent deployed in Ir aq

s Th'eﬁr_eal probl_em,'hoWever, is a simple matter of num‘be‘rs.‘To put it _bl_untly; the United States' hasa chroni_c manpower "
- deficit, which means it cannot :pu‘t enough boots on the ground to maintain law and order in conquered territory. This is
. not because it lacks young men; it has at least seven tlmes as many as Iraq Ttis that 1t chooses fora vanety of reasons to

: ;employ only a tmy proportlon of its populatlon (half of 1 percent) in 1ts armed forces and to deploy only a fractlon of

o :135,000 Cornc1denta11y, that i is very close to the number of Arneucan mlhtary personnel cunently in that country The k G

: ¥ ;trouble is that the populatlon of Iraq was Just over 3 mllhon 1n 1990 whereas today 1t 1s around 26 nnlhon Thus the

3 iuell as Romans .Trwas scarcely posszble that the ey Jes of contemporanes should dzscover in the publtc felzcrty the latent
E :causes of decay and corruptton —Gibbon, Chapter II : S REE

: You are stlll not convmced So, you say, the warin Iraq is- not going well. ' But What about the brgger plcture'? How can the
- “West possrbly be regarded as being in dechne when it is so economlcally domrnant in the world? Today the combmed
- .output of the six bigg est Western economies—Canada, France, Germany, Italy, ‘the- Unlted K_mgdom, and the Unlted
,States——exceeds half of total global output. Gross domestic: product (G.D.P.) per caplta in the Umted States 1s more than : '
- _30 tnnes tugher than it is in the economies of East Asia and the Pacific.

: * Yet the difference between the West an‘d the Rest is much narrower than it once was. As recently as 1968, American G.}D.P.
per capita was 127 times higher than that of East Asia. By this measure alone, the gap between’ West and East has
- narrowed.dramatically in ourtime. And it will continue to narrow. The Internatlonal Monetary Fund estimates that the

Chinese economy is growing at a rate roughly three times that of the United States. Accordlng to: Goldman Sachs, China’s
G.D.P. will overtake Britain’s this year. By 2041 it is likely to be the biggest: economy in the world.

'At the same time, the Western 'economies have vulnerabilities that have been largely obscured by the debt-financed boom

of the past five years. America’s gross federal debt now exceeds $8.5 trillion, and if the Congressional Budget Office’s
outlook turns out to.be correct, we are just:a decade away from a $12.8 trillion debt—more than double what President
Bush inherited from hispredecessor. Moreover, the officially stated borrowings of the federal government are only a
small part of the U.S. debt problem. Ordinary American households, too, have.gone on a borrowing spree of
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'unprecedented maumtude US. household credlt-market debt has 1 risen from Just above 45 percent of G. D.P. in the early
1980s to 1nore . than 70 percent in recent years. The remarkable res1hence of American consu1ne1 spendlng in the past 15

years has been based partly ona collapse in the personal savrngs rate from around 7.5 percent of income to below zero.

For demographrc reasons, Amerlcans need to be savmg much more than thls Accordmg to the United Natlons , ' . '
: intermediate pr ojections, male life expectancy in the Umted States will nse from 75to 8o between now and 0050 The -
_ share of the American populatlon that is aged 65 or over w111 rise from 12 Dpercent to nearly 21 percent By 2050 the
_ elderly—dependency ratio (the ratio of the populatlon aged 65 years or over tothe populatlon aged 15— 64) could double
"--Only a minority of Amerlcans have made adequate prlvate I ov1$1on for their retrrement That nnplles that most new
, Tetir rees in the years ahead will depend to some extent on Socral Securrty, Mechcare and Medlcald Today, the average :

: ietn ee recelves benefits totallng $21, 0002 yea1 from these programs Multlply that by 37 nnlhon (the current number of .

‘elderly Amerlcans) and you can see why these programs already consume 42 percent of federal outlays o o

N All this -implies that the federal- governm'ent‘has much:l_argeriu_nfund_e_d liabilities than_offioi_al data»imply._ If you :c'orn:p'arfe; :
the: current valtre'o'f all proj ected future: government e)tpenditnres—'includillg debt—servlce payments—with the current

~value of all prO]ected future government 1ece1pts, the gap is about $66 tulhon, accordmg to calculatlons by economlsts
Jagadeesh Gokhale, of the Cato Inst1tute, and Kent Smetters, professor at the Wharton School o

‘ Arnericans,' however, are not just borrowing from One a'noth'er and in effect from the next generation They are also' 'to a o

: ' fthe Umted States exports and the amount it 1mports has grown w1de1 Thrs year, the current account defic1t—wh1ch is E
, 'largely atrade def1c1t—could rISe as hlgh asy percent of G.D.P.; or nearly double 1ts peak m the m1d-198os The result i 1s a

a 5remarkable accnmulatlon of forelgn debt Estlmates of the net lnternatlonal mvestment posmon of the Unlted States—the e

- :other wor ds, forelgners are accumulatlng large clalms on the future output of the Unlted States Around 20 percent of

v Ecorporate bonds are nowin forelgn hands and nearly 10- percent of the U. S stock market

j . These are largely lndden weaknesses at present Yet it cannot be a s1gn of Western strength that the annual bill for Socral .
: ecurlty in the Unlted States ($554 bllhon) is now larger than the bill for natlonal securrty ($512 bllhon) And it cannot be' -
a sign of nnperlal v1g01 that the United States needs to rely so heavﬂy on forelen mvestors—mcludlng Asian central banks

N and Mlddle Eastern treasurles—to ‘help ﬁnance a forelgn pohcy that currently has mmnnal 1nternat10nal support

IV. The minds of7nen were gradudll y reduced to the same leue'l theﬁre Ofgenius was 'e\’iinguis:hed' ¥ The name of '

' .Poet was almost forgotten; that of Orator was usw ped by the: sophlsts A cloud of critics, of compzlel s, of commentatm S,

darkened the face of learning, and the decline of ¢ genzus was:soon followed by the corruption of taste.... This diminutive
:stature of. mankznd : was.daily siriking below the old standard. —Glbbon, Chapter IL '

. ‘Perhaps our most perplexing vilnerability, however, is.cultural. Gibbon was acute inidentifying literary decline as one
.symptom of-a more profound Roman malaise. And if his'barbed allusion to the “darkened.... face of learsing” does not
immediately strike a chord, then some of the other symptoms may. While “the corrupt and opnlent nobles of Rome
gratified every vice that could be collected from the mighty. conflux of nations and manners,” Gibbon wrote, “the most
lively.and splendid amusement of the idle multitude depended on the frequent exhibition of public games and spectacles.”
Orgies and circuses are not precisely the favorite pastimes of Western society today. But if you substitute pornography
and NASCAR, the parallel is not so far-fetched.
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‘ V The natwes owa ope

' 'Outwardly, it is true, the institutions that exist to preserve and propagate our culture are in good shape. Never has the
: percentage of young people attending college been higher. Never have American universities- donnnated hlgher education
- and academic research as they do today Our museums and concert halls offe1 more exhibitions and re01tals than the
g »enthusmst can possxbly hopeto atten_d. And to enter any branoh of Barnes & Noble is to be overwhelmed by the sheer

number of books being published.

: Yetbeneath this,upper }crust of high culture there sinlnlers a less appetizing stew. Few children read_ _for pleasure, Most
. boys would rather fritter away their time on brutalizing video games such as:Grand Theft Auto. Girls no longer play with

: dolls they are‘th‘enisel\'fes the dolls, dressed according to the dictates of the fashion industry. Endlessly gaming, chatting,

and chllhng w1th then iPods, the next generatlon already has a m01e tenuous connectlon to “Western c1v1hzat10n” than o

:,mostpatentsappre(:late , e SO o : ‘*.::'Eﬁ '._;:.

: EGibbon?s_argument against;Rom‘an"‘lu)'cury”‘wasin partthat it sapped the.ernpire"s_ niartlal strength. Here,;too:,'th_erevis_a -

- _striking' analogy l“ol' our culture’s sedentary Characteréour strong preference for Watching' over doing, for virtual' over s
'real actlon—seems closely correlated to'our changing physmal shape Gibbon’s Romans became metaphoucal pygmles

: ’We, by con’a ast are belng t1 ansfm med into actual ﬂlants We are certalnly tallet on aver: age than past generatlons a

consequence of 1n1provements n nutntlon But we are also w1de1 since we now consume s1gn1f1cantly more fats and

the sense of natlonal hornor, the presence of danger and the habzt aof command They trusted for thezr defence to a

' : :mercenary-arm 1. The postel 1ty of thelr boldest leaders was contented wlth the rank of ctnzens. jthbon, Chapter II.: s

-Often fat and sometlmes fatheaded the new Romans of the Umted States are nevertheless less decadent than thelr
‘counterparts 1n that part of the new West across the Atlantic,. governed from the new Constantlnople, Brussels The Umted

‘States: Lemalns a v1gorously Christian country, thanks in part to the 1nv1<forat1nrr competmon there has always been’

amoncr its multlple denominations and sects. Amencans also remain capableof a robust patrlotlsm (though this seems
to require regular foreign attacks on U.S. sail to be sustained). And—-unhke the Romans—they still have a restllent work

ethic.

3Thi_ngs are differentin Europe. The Europ:eans:have all but renounced warfare as a tool of policy. Their armies are puny,

their weapons inferior. In some areas, standards of: phys'ica.l'ﬁtness are: eVen'lowe1 than invMiddle America Take .

.Scotland theland of my birth. Male life expectancy in-some parts of Glasgow is now as low as 54. There hasbeen a 350
o percent rise in alcohol-related deaths in the last two decades About 13,000 people die flom smoking-related: dlseases

every year. More than athird of Scotland’s 12-year-olds are. overwelght or clmlcally obese. ‘

While Americans work, young Europeans are to a remarkable extent idle. In Britain as a whole, more than 5 million -
.adults of working age—nearly 15 percent of the workforce—are now dependent on benefits. Nearly half of those have been
living on welfare for more than five years. The reason these people do not show up in: the official unemployment statlstlcs
is that many of them are counted as unfit for work rather-than jobless. Every day, 23 more teenagers in Britain sign up for -
“incapacity benefit.” This reflects a crisis of public education as much as of public health. As the Organization for

Economic Cooperation and Development recently pointed out, an exceptionally large share of British pupils leave school
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‘Europeans blame the U.S. governmeut for rising sea levels (not to mention the'g/11 terrorist attacks).

With the- decllne of Christianity, Europe is also experiencmg arisein what politicians euphemistically call “antisocial

startling rudeness. Profanity in the sireet and on television has become the norm. Once, a lifetime ago, an English writer

‘population. Far from being inhibited by their loss of privacy, they glory in mutual degradation. Shame has gone; so has

without any quahﬁcatlons at all. One in six Brltlsh adults lacl(s the literacy skills of an 11-year-old. It may be technlcally
correct that the incapacitated are not unemployed The ieahty is that they are unemployable.

~ Most striking of all, Eu1 ope has become the world’s first post-Christian society. There was a time when Europe could
justly refer to itself as “Chnstendom indeed, this was the most enduring legacy of both Rome and Byzantium. Europeans

built the continent’s great cathedrals to accommodate their acts of WOIShlp As pﬂgr ims, missionaries, and

" .conquistadores, they sailed to the four corners of the ea.rth intent on converting the heathens to the true faith. Now,
 however, it is they who are the heathens Acc01 ding to the Gallup International Millennium Survey of 1 ellgious attitudes,

barely 20 percent of Western Europeans attend church services at least once a week, while 47 percent of North Americans -

: and 82 percent of WestAfucans do. And fully 15 percent of Westem Eur opeans deny that there is any: kllld of ¢ spirit, God, - :
B :or hfe force ——more than 7 ’umes the Amet ican ﬁgure and 15 tlmes the West Afucan : : :

' The-exceptionall)r low leyel:of British 1=eligiousness Was perhaps the rnost striking revela‘tion of .abrecent ICM llesearch '
- poll. One in fiye Britons clair‘ns tot“attend an organized religio‘u‘s'service regularly;” less than half the Ametican figule
x And only 19 percent would be w1111ng to die for his or her behefs while 71 pei cent of Americans say they would

L Y I | he de Chrisnamzation of Britain isa 1elat1vely recent phenomenon, as BI'l’[lSh 1el1g10us and cultural hlst01 ian -

Callum Brown has shown For most of the first half of the 20th century, Anghcan Easter Day commumcants K N

' accounted for between 5 and 6 pe1 cent of the populatlon of England it was only after 1960 that the proportion slumped to

v :un'nl the late 19505 estabhshed-church membershrp, 1f not attendance, was 1e1at1vely hlgh and steady

- :Prror to 1960 most 1narr1ages 1n England and Wales were solemnized ina church then the sllde began down to around 2
40 percent in the late 1990s. Especlally strikmg 1s the decline in conﬁrmations of: baptized children Fewer than a fifth of ’
: :those baptlzed are now conﬁrmed roughly half the ﬁgure for the period frorn 1900 to 1960 e

C(')nu'a'ry to popular belief it was not the British ’Catholic writer G K 'Chesterton who said, “Whén men stop believing in

’ 'God they dor’ t beheve in nothmg They beheve in anythlng » But he could have said it. Chesterton viewed atheism w1th the

;utrnost susp1c1on Those who dlsbeheve in God on supposedly rational grounds he argued merely become prey to

pseudo-1 eligions and superstltlons His neatest forniulation was in The Mu acle of Moon Crescent, where he wrote, “You

~ all swore’ you were hard-shelled nlatenahsts and asa rnatter of fact: you were all balanced on the very edge of bel1ef——of
' -bellef in almost anything -Evidence to support his point is now. -abundantly available in post-Chnstlan Europe, where all R {
: kinds of New Age cults.and 1rrat10nal behefs ﬂourlsh Otherw15e intelligent people. choose apartments onthe basis of

feng shu1 They delude themselves into th1nk1ng that attendance ata concert will reduce poverty-in Africa. They ‘are’
simultaneously against poverty and against global warming, when it is precisely the- reduction-of poverty in Asia that is
increasing emissions of carbon dioxide. Drawn to conspiracy theories as the ancients were to superstitions, some

behavior.” The restrained civility that was once a hallmark of English life has all but vanished, to be replaced by a

warned of a future in which the state would keep the population under permanent surveillance. Today, George Orwell’s

imaginary Big Brother is the name of a television series in which individuals volunteer for surveillance by the rest of the

civility. On Friday and Saturday nights, most English city centers become no-go zones where drunken, knife-wielding

-
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- of 1mnn<rrants to Brltaln, is s 4. 3.

, :colon'ies'mi’grated in response to apparent labor shortages. Many family members later followed. Now, as European

-socletles age, they are attracting mmngrants from rather closer to home—from Eastern Europe. especially—but the ﬂow

'Middle East expert Bernard Lewis’s récent prophecy—that Muslims would be a majority in Europe by the end of the 21st

youths brawl with one another and the police. Another strlklng syrnptom of this new prnnltmsm is sthe extraordlnary

~ surge in the popularlty of tattoos once assocmted W1th the unruly Picts of the Far North In th1s modern dechne and fall it

seems, at least some of the barbauans come from w1th1n the empire.

: i’ Io ' A perpetual stream of s_trangers and prbvincials ﬂowed into the capacious bosom of Rome. Whatever w'as : a
. strange or.odious, whoever was guilty or suspecred might hope, in the obscurity of that immense capital, to elude the.
- vigilance of the law.... It was the just complazm‘ of the ingenuous natives that the capital had attracted the vices of the '

umverse and the manners of the most opposzte nations. —G1bbon, Chapters XV andXXXI

j rmmlgrants 1o the United States come from countues that were colomzed by Roman Cathohcs and qulckly ﬁnd Johs 1n -

:vAmerlcasdynannc labor market the s1tuat10n m Europe is altogether dlf'ferent :'f E B I T -:515;;3:_-

. The demographic transformation ofthe West has its roots in feminism Legislation against"sea discrinlinatlon 'op':ened' o
Call klnds of careers to women that had prev10usly been dominated: by meén. At the same tlme, the ready avarlabrhty of
'contraceptlon and abortlon gave women an- unprecedented control over their own fertility. Beginning in the late 197os, the

-average Western European couple had fewer than two children. Today the figure is around 1.4, whereas it needstobe' = .

: sl1°htly h1ghe1 than 2 for a. populatlon 0 remain constant Europeans qulte simply, have ceased to reproduce themselves

’ The Umted Nations Populatlon D1v151on forecasts that, if Spamsh fert1hty per51sts at such: low levels w1th1n 50 years the

' vcountry’ s populatlon w111 declme hy more than 4 I’I’lllllOll The popula’uon of Italy w1ll fall by a ﬁfth The ove1 all: reductlon ,

- v1n natwe-born Eu1 opean numbers could be as much as 14 mllhon Not even two World Wars 1nﬂ1cted such an absolute :
rdeclmempopulatlon Lot o 8 SERRETRIRETEIE AR K g

o :Meanwhﬂe, however the. combmatron of relatlve poverty and rehglous rev1val had a very drfferent effect on Europe s o
' 'southern and eastern nelghbors Slnce ‘the 1 1950s accordmg to U.N. figures the crude bn'thrate in seven of the Mushm N
g »counmes to the south and east of the Medlterranean—Morocco, Algerla, Tumsla, leya, Evypt J ordan, and Syrla—has
| been two or three tlmes the European average The gap between Paklstan and Britain has been even w1der "The total
‘ number of children per woman in Britain today is around 1.7. The latest ﬁgure for Paklstan, one of the pr1nc1pal sources

The first wave of immigration 1o .Europe after'World War I was a post-imperial _phenomenon; people from former

, from the Muslnn ;periphery continues, much of it illegal. The tr ouble is that many-of the NEWCOIMers are moving to

resrdentlal ghettos witly niiserable economic prospects ‘InFrance, the Western European country w1th the largest Muslim
populatlon the unemployment rate among for: elgn-born residents is more than twice the natlonal average, which, at 9
percent is already hrgh enough. - '

Today, around 20 million Mus,'lims make their home in the European Union, and that number is certain to rise, even if

century—surely goes too far. Fouad Ajami, director-of the Middle East Studies Program at Johns Hopkins University, is
more realistic when he anticipates:that Muslim “colonization” will continue to:be concentrated in certain regions.of
Europe, just as it was when the Moors ruled southern Sparn (which they did from the 8th to the 15th century), or when the
Ottomans ruled the Balkans (from the 14th to the 19th).

Those historic parallels are a.reminder that Islam played a crucial role in Gibbon’s explanation of the decline and fall of
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the Roman Empne For it was Islam that struck a heavy blow to what 1erna1ned of the Roman Ernpne in the West when -

the Moors advanced into France as far as Poitiers, where they were finally halted in732. Andit was again Islam wh1ch

-~ finally decapitated what remained of the empire in the East when the Turks sacked Constantmople in 1453. -

Gibbon’s account of monotheism is certalnly the most controvers1al part of hls g1 eat w01k Tt was the sp1 ead of

Chri 1st1an1ty within the Roman world, he argues in the notorious 15th chapter of The Declme and Fall that tended to

dilute the martial values of the Romans. Venerating the Vngm Mary was very different from venetatmg Mars, the god of ,
© war, Yet the monotheism of Muhammad had a very different character from that of Christianity. Islam, in thbon s »
account, was always a belltgerent religion. “The 1ntrep1d souls of the Arabs’ were ﬁred w1th enthus1asn1 by it, he notes.. L o
- "‘The death which they had always desplsed became an obJect of hope and desne o L

: 'That passage 1esonates in-our own tlme when suicide bombets stalk our transport systems, dt eamlng of heavenly trysts i
. with multiple Vlrglns The p10blem as Eut opeans have come to understand is that it takes only a few would -be rnartyls 2

'w1th1n a smo'le Mushrn communlty to produce a calannty

. ‘ II ° Glbbon called the dechne and fall of the Roman Emplre “the greatest perhaps, and rnost awful scene in the -

‘ : : :Rome s dechne was the result of mlhtary overstretch inner decadence, rehclous conversmn, and barbarlan 1nva51on To
: _my mmd all of these are operatmg today to undeumne what 1ema1ns of Western dommance in the world If the Unlted
' 'States suffers malnly from the first: and second the Eutopean Unlon seems even more affhcted by the tlnrd and fourth

A hundred years ago, as we have 'seemn, the West could Justly cleum to rule the world After a century durmg wh1ch one

g Western emplre after anothet has dechned and fallen that can no longe1 credlbly be claimed. .Empires, of. course take _ : e
I time to decline: and fall Glbbon bevlns his narr: ative in AD. 96 he ends 1t in 1430; more thana mlllenmum later Yet
: jthe1e can be no questlon that the pace of: 1mperlal descent has qulckened in modern times. The loncest-hved .empire aftet

: ?the Romans was the Ottoman Empire, -which endured for 469 years. The East European empires of the Habshurgs and thej

'-: ' Rornanovs each exrstedvfor morethan three centurles. The Moguls ruled a ‘substantial part- of what_ls now IndJa for 235
years. Of an almost identical duration was the realm of the Safavids in Persia. The Spanish, Dutch, French, and British

, 'er_n:pir’es.can all be saidto have endured about 3_60years. The lifespan of the Portuguese er_n_pire -was closer to 500.

The-en1pires created in the 20th century, on the other hand, were all of comparatively short duration. The Bolsheviks’

‘Soviet Union (1922'—91)_lastedless than 70 years, a meager record indeed, though one not yet equaled by the People’s ‘
Republic-of China, established in 1949. Japan’s colonial empire, which can be:dated from the conquest of Taiwan in 1895,
tla_s'ted barely 50. Most ephemeral of all modern emipires was the so-called Third Reich of Adolf Hitler, which did not . '
extend beyond its predecessor’s borders before 1938 and had retreated within them by the end of 1944. The remaining

' :empires of the West are young hy Roman'standards But by the standards of modern tirnes .the United States—at 230

years—is quite long in the tooth. The day when the Capitol in-Washington, D.C., will be reduced toa picturesque ruin may
seem to us infinitely remote. History—including the greatest historian of them all, Edward Glbhon—suggests that it may
come sooner-than we think.

Niall Ferguson ls Laurence A. Tisch Professor of History at Harvard University and a Senior Fellow of the Hoover Institution at Stanford, and
the author of The War of the World: Twentieth-Century Conflict and the Descent of the West.
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