Thoughts from upNorth

Gibbons’ Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire should be realistically titled a specific example of a Rise and Fall of an Empire for what happened with Rome can in general terms be equally applied to Spain, France, Great Britain, and now the U.S.  

In Rome’s Case, the fall was hastened  by barbarians from outside the empire.  These barbarians invaded because they wanted what Rome had: wealth and prosperity.  The barbarians succeeded because they had “hunger,” motivation, “drive” whereas the Romans had become highly complacent and unmotivated.  In addition,  the barbarians succeeded because they had been  well trained--by the Romans themselves.  They had been the mercenaries hired   by the Romans to defend the empire  when her citizens no longer wanted the dirty jobs required to defend themselves.   

This scenario has been repeated countless times over the eons.  A group external to the empire, vigorous and energetic, motivated and restless, eventually overcomes the complacent empire.  The Persians had the Medes; the Chinese the Mongols, the Greeks had the Macedonians, the Macedonians, the Romans, etc.  The only  real limitation we have is written history.  The Sumerians, Assyrians, Hittites,  are known; countless others we know not of.

And the most interesting part of all of this is that  the barbarians create their own empire.  At first, their energy expands the previous empire.  But complacency sets in.  Luxury and gracious living with slaves doing grunt work.  Shear momentum allows the empire to continue (the empire is at this point living off the principal).  Successive generations continue to live more luxuriously.  Incentive and motivation declines.  In the beginning was the citizen army, the draft, as pride in the empire and a feeling of obligation for the right to be a part of the empire.  As the empire becomes established and prospers,  each succeeding generation feels less obligated to expend of oneself for the benefit of the empire.  Eventually the citizen army disappears and is replaced by mercenaries.  These mercenaries are more and more often from the outer provinces and beyond.  They become the barbarians which eventually overcome the empire.

This scenario has played itself out many times.  The British, considered on the outskirts of the empire, defeated the confident Spanish in 1588. The Spanish empire by 1600 was already on its way out but it took 2 centuries before finalized.  The British prospered and by the 1800’s was the kingpin.  But the barbarians on the outskirts (Americans) defeated a mostly mercenary army with its own rabble ‘motivated’ citizenry.   

Now we come to America.  The drive that has sustained the US during the 20th century is waning.  The citizen army that won WWII has given way to a dual class army that flopped in Vietnam and eventually to the present mercenary army. Even then,  despite higher pay and benefits, the military is hard pressed to fill its ranks.  I project that as a final effort, true mercenaries (non citizens) will be pressed into service.  Already, Hispanics and Blacks represent a much higher proportion of armed forces than they do for the population at large (and this will only worsen in the years to come). 

An analysis of previous generations confirm the spiraling downward effect.  The Children of the 20s who fought in WWII who suffered through the depression  were the last truly motivated generation.  Their children, the baby boomers, were cuddled by their parents who wanted them to have everything they had not.  This generation, although somewhat spoiled, still had some drive and experienced rough times (so many of them, they had to learn to fight to stand out).  The Gen Xers and Boomlet generation, the grandchildren, have known nothing but prosperity.  They demand and get extravagant luxuries even their parents did not know: their own room and bath. Own computer.  Designer clothes.  College tuition and fees paid.  So prosperous of times they are so highly in demand they can name their own price, take any job of their choice.  Complacent?  Spoiled?  The current generation can be said to have no sense of the past and no view of the future--only the present matters.  

The first generation, born between 1910 and 1930 had to endure the depression of the thirties and the waryears .  Many fought and died.  America was still very rural and the people were still very much pioneers.   This generation saw streets paved and indoor plumbing.  Impromptu play was the thing--they entertained themselves.  Of all the boys, perhaps one had a bat and one a ball and they would play ball in the streets or playground.  If a household had a bicycle or wagon, it was shared by all.   Not only did you share a bedroom with your sibling but highly likely another relative or two as well.  But they didnt know how bad they had it.   The GI bill allowed the first generation to be widely college educated.  And the baby boomers appeared.  The second generation

The first generation made an oath that their children were to be better off then they were.  It didnt hurt that the fifties and sixties were economic heaven.   New houses in the suburbs.   Multiple bathrooms. You may still share a bedroom but you had separate beds.  Every baby boomer had his/her own bicycle.   And college was expected.  Nevertheless, the boomers were so plentiful that competition was unreal.  College was expected but you still had to find a way to pay for it.  Employment prospects was difficult.   The boomers were not spoiled. They had it easier than their parents but their sheer mass made life competitive.   Of course, they had their record players and tape players.  

The boomers finally married and began having kids by the late 70s and throughout the eighties.  They made the oath that their kids would have it better.    Houses were bigger.  Bikes were new and regular.  Kids had their own rooms and bathrooms.  They had their own computers and CD  players.  With the economic times of the 90s, jobs were plentiful.  If a boomlet wanted a job, he could get one.  If he didn’t like it, he quit and went to the next one.  College was not merely expected but presumed.  And parents were to pay.  Whereas their parents lived in dorms, shared rooms, and had communal baths, the boomlets demanded single rooms and own baths.  And whereas AC was a non-thought, no boomlet would have survived without it.   This, then , is the third generation.

Would the current generation fight for Korea?  for Vietnam?  No.   Is there anything they would fight for?  Probably Not.  

Someone recently commented that an apt description for today’s younger generation (Principle the Gen Xers in their twenties although accurate for many GenYers in their teens) as  “no appreciation for history, no sense of interest or concern in the future, their entire life is rooted in the present with the express purpose of maximizing the utility of the present.”

Just as it is Rags to Riches to Rags in 3 generations,  we are in the 3rd generation of prosperity.  Twenty years of unparalleled economic prosperity has created a condition whereas few if any  Americans  under 30-35 have experienced downtimes.  The coming downtimes--and it will come, too many forces are creating a bubble--will really create havoc.

True to form,  The barbarians will eventually overcome.  They have the drive.  They have the energy.  We have what they want--economic prosperity and wealth.  What we dont have  (or wont have much longer) is the drive and motivation and the will to fight and protect what we have from those who want to take it away from us.  Where will they come from?  My best guess if From south of the Rio Grande.  If the current immigration appears to be a torrent, just wait a few years.  If we have an economic depression, it will affect Latin America worse than us.  And the torrent will become a flood as millions cross the border looking for a better life.  The North Americanos will not be able to check the flow and another empire will bite the dust.

What lurks ahead?   
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