
The Bumpy Road to Empire
“When does a nation become an empire?” we asked 
rhetorically in our Empire of Debt book published in 2006.  

“When it can,” we answered.

We went on to put the key date – when the road to empire 
was decisively chosen – as 1917, when Woodrow Wilson 
sent U.S. troops to enter a European war, a fight in which 
the U.S. had no dog and no particular reason to favor one 
bloody cur over another.  

World War I was “won” by the Allied 
powers on the battlefields of France, 
and then the peace was lost at the 
conference table in Paris. The French 
and English laughed at Wilson’s “14 
Points.” “Even God Himself only had 
10,” sneered French prime minister 
Clemenceau. 

Instead of taking the high road that 
Wilson had mapped out for them, the 
negotiators and diplomats went down 
the foul trail they knew so well, playing 
power politics with borders, people, 
and money.

The experience was so mortifying that 
Wilson had a stroke, and Americans 
returned to minding their own 
business… for a while.  

Impulse to Empire
But Stephen Kinzer’s book The True Flag shows us that the 
impulse to empire struck the North American continent 
at least 20 years earlier than we realized. Even before the 
20th century, the attitudes and ambitions of an elite class 
of interventionists were already well developed.  

The U.S. economy became the world’s largest around 
1890. Memories of the War Between the States were still 
sharp and painful. But before the new century arrived, U.S. 
imperial expansion was already underway.

We wrote our book in 2005. Then, for the next 10 years, 
we left the subject alone. There was not much to say 
about it. Besides, we had developed a fatalistic view of 
history, especially where empires were concerned. Just as 
a bubble in finance expands until it pops, so does a bubble 

in geopolitics. Empires rise. And then 
they all fall.

“Amor fati” was the expression 
Nietzsche gave for this “que sera, 
sera” approach to history. What will 
happen, will happen. Rise and fall 
is the nature of life… of people… of 
businesses… and of empires.

It might have turned out so 
differently. In a recent article in The 
Boston Globe, Kinzer writes:  

After the collapse of the Soviet Union 
in 1989, the United States had an 
epochal opportunity to redefine 
the role of a world power. We could 
have declared victory, congratulated 
ourselves for avoiding nuclear 
annihilation, stepped back from

global security commitments designed to contain the 
Soviet Union, and begun an era of rebuilding our own 
country. Instead we proclaimed a “new world order” in 
which, as President George H. W. Bush put it, “American 
leadership is indispensable” because “we have a unique 
responsibility to do the hard work of freedom.”

But when George W. Bush came upon the scene with his 
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war on Iraq, we saw it as part of the pattern. “Imperial 
overstretch” is the term given to us by historian Paul 
Kennedy. Empires expand. Then they expand too far. 
Unable to afford the costs of their stretched possessions, 
they become vulnerable, either to military attack or 
financial calamity.

Bush followed the playbook given to him by Osama bin 
Laden. At trivial cost, in 2001, terrorists had inflicted a 
painful – but strategically insignificant – blow against the 
U.S. American forces responded asymmetrically, spending 
approximately $70,000,000 for each $1 spent by the 
terrorists. 

Empires must find some way to destroy themselves… This 
was certainly one way to do it!

Regards,

Bill Bonner 
Miami, FL 
February 8, 2017
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