
A ground breaking new perspective on the dynamics  
of the past driving our understanding of the future

Are we heading inexorably to a third and potentially apocalyptic world conflict  
in 2025? The decline of America, the rapid and accelerating rise of Asia and the 
threat from militant Islam are transforming the balance of power in the world.  
The dwindling of the Earth’s resources and global warming pose a threat to 
humanity on a scale once unimaginable.

In this prescient book of remarkable breadth, first-time author David Murrin 
presents a unifying theory of the social and political dynamics that have propelled 
us from the first human civilizations to our present perilous position. Human 
history he argues is not random, but determined by specific, quantifiable and 
predictable patterns fuelled by our need to survive and prosper. As individuals and 
collectively, we have been governed for thousands of years by unconscious 
responses that repeatedly mire us in catastrophe. To resolve the critical issues 
confronting us today we cannot merely study the past - we also need to understand 
the precise behavioural algorithm that has caused us to re-enact the same 
destructive cycles in ever-greater magnitudes.

Murrin takes the reader on a journey from the first civilizing impulses of early 
humans to the modern era, offering evidence of how civilizations develop, wax and 
wane in a five-stage replicating process. These ‘Five Stages of Empire’ are repeated 
the world over as regional powers accumulate resources, expand, mature, overextend 
and finally decline. Set within a framework informed by analysis of geopolitical 
strategy and commodity theory, the book’s thesis is also a work of prophecy and 
warning. He predicts a future in which the EU, Russia and the US should be forming 
new alliances to counter China’s rapid rise to global dominance. A future where 
religious polarization, commodity depletion, disease and climate change act as 
dangerously combustible factors which, unless checked, will head us precipitously 
to war by the end of the first quarter of the century. Yet, he argues, we can save 
ourselves, if we can take the necessary first steps towards consciousness. 

The philosopher George Santayana famously wrote: ‘Those who cannot remember 
the past are condemned to repeat it.’ Murrin takes this idea further. We must not 
only remember the past, he says, but understand it. Only by deciphering the code  
of history and breaking age-old patterns can we transcend our destructive cycles 
and rise to the immense challenges facing humankind.
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David Murrin has an extraordinary range of interests and breadth of knowledge. He 
began his career as a geophysicist in Papua New Guinea. Working with local tribes 
in the Sepik Basin he started to formulate his theories on collective emotional 
behavioral patterns. Although a scientist by training he has had a lifetime passion 
for military history pursuing his own private research for over 30 years. 

In 1986, he joined JP Morgan in London, where he had a highly successful career as 
a trader and strategic advisor building a revolutionary market analysis group based 
on human behavior patterns. An entrepreneur at heart, in 1993 he launched the 
first of his own businesses and in 1997 co-founded Emergent Asset Management, 
focusing on emerging markets. Most recently, Emergent has established the ground-
breaking African Agricultural Land Fund (AALF) investing in large scale farming 
projects across sub-Saharan Africa. The Emergent AALF employs over 3,500 people 
and is backed by international private equity investors.

Breaking the Code of History took five years to research and write evolving from 
key-note speeches he had given all over the world and fuelled by his concern for 
the world his children would inherit. The breadth and depth of his research as well 
as his personal experience enabled him to construct a macro view of geopolitics in 
the coming decades. Extraordinarily, Murrin has had a life-long struggle with 
dyslexia which makes the writing of this magnum opus all the more remarkable. 

Murrin speaks widely on financial markets, appearing regularly as a keynote 
speaker and on television. He also has had a life-long passion for the sea and 
sailing, and has raced successfully at national level. 

The Author
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routed. More importantly, it failed to devote sufficient resources to the enormous 

investment required to lift the country from three decades of war into a new 

way of life. A huge opportunity was lost, at a time when the Afghans could have 

been helped onto a path of sustainability and self-determination.

The Taliban was therefore enabled to return, renewed, and it has so far 

resisted all attempts at being dislodged, particularly through its strategic use 

of western Pakistan’s lawless tribal zones to launch attacks. The US response 

has been to strike in Pakistan’s territory, which only further inflames Islamic 

fundamentalism in that country – a trend that, should it continue, risks 

complete destabilisation of the region and Pakistan becoming a nuclear power 

controlled by extremists. A radical Pakistan would then be likely to engage 

India in war, which in turn could suit China (the spectre of a nuclear exchange 

notwithstanding), because its biggest regional competitor and valuable member of the 

US/Asian alliance (with Japan) would be neutralised.

The seriousness of this position cannot be overstated. The US must urgently 

employ maximum military and political resources to bring this conflict to a successful 

conclusion. There are several key imperatives to achieve US success in Afghanistan:

	 1 �The US must show strong political will to win the war, whatever it takes 

and however long it takes. If it fails to do this unambiguously, the Taliban 

will simply wait it out. The US must therefore deploy the maximum 

number of available forces with the prime objective of restoring the life 

of the population to normal parameters, providing it with security, access 

to medical care and a viable economic framework. The Afghan people 

must be treated with the greatest respect, and every measure must be 

taken to ensure the minimum loss of innocent civilian life. Doing so is 

essential for a successful hearts-and-minds campaign.

	 2  Troops should be equipped to the highest protective standard so as to 

reduce the rate of casualties to an absolute minimum.

	 3  Cultural-sensitivity training should be given to all soldiers operating 

in the Afghan theatre, so as to avoid alienating the population and 

maximise the military’s effectiveness in identifying suspects.

	 4 The insurgents must be effectively isolated from their supply sources.

	 5 The country’s international borders must be sealed and monitored.

	 6 Control zones must be created to limit movement across countries.

	 7  Where possible, the population must be isolated from the insurgents 

in order to prevent resource resupply and intelligence gathering.

RIGHT Burqa-clad Afghan women 
beg in Kabul, Afghanistan, in 
February 2009. It is thought that up 
to 80 percent of economic activity 
across the country is undertaken 
by those people who have neither 
adequate incentives nor suitable 
mechanisms to formalise their 
business activities. Excluding the 
multi-billion dollars that are made 
from opium production, it is 
estimated that the private sector 
contributes approximately 
89 percent of the total GDP.
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PAST_______  CHAPTER FOUR: EMPIRES AND SUPER-EMPIRES_______ The WCSE

DECLINE AND LEGACY, 1945–2001
By 1945 the European component of the WCSE was battered physically, 

 psychologically and financially. The collapse of the old core empires of Europe, 

Britain and France was accelerated. They divested themselves as rapidly as 

possible of their colonial assets over the next decade. The nascent American 

Empire, however, after a half-century of aspiration, stepped into the power 

vacuum as the leader of the now declining super-empire.

The Cold War that followed was, in many ways, another civil war as 

the Communist system (no longer considered Western or Christian) that had 

broken off from the WCSE fought for control of the remnants of the super-

empire with the Western contingent. After nearly five decades of tumultuous 

struggle that set the economies of both sides head to head, the Soviet Union 

collapsed in 1990. The apparent victory of the Capitalist democratic model 

seemed to promise a new period of stability. The US (and the WCSE it had led 

since 1945) appeared to become the dominant global entity.

In reality, the power wielded by the US in 2001 was a shadow of that 

commanded by the European nations of the WCSE on the eve of war in 1914. 

While the US forged ahead after 1945, Europe re-entered the cycle at the 

 regionalisation stage, taking a long, slow path with the EU  towards becoming a 

‘United States of Europe’. (European foreign policy and power projection have verged, as 

a result, on  non-existence.) The US, the last empire left in the WCSE, now faces immense 

challenges from China and the Islamic world. It does not have the luxury of passing the 

baton to another WCSE  entity; it is, instead, faced with precipitous  decline.

It may appear baffling that the threat to US dominance posed by the Chinese 

and Islamic blocs is so serious, that American peak power did not endure beyond a few 

years (1990–2001). Yet the strength of the American Empire at its height has been a 

 distraction. It should always have been placed within the overall context of the WCSE, 

which has, in fact, been declining since 1914. Now that this final offshoot of the WCSE 

has entered its own decline, we will see a steep drop in the fortunes of the super-empire 

as a whole, as the Middle and Far Eastern power blocs rise.

The past millennium belonged to the WCSE. The next, however, will be claimed 

by these new challengers – chief among them the rising ASE, headed by China.

RIGHT During a Martyr’s Day rally 
in Beirut in 2009, a Shi‘i Muslim 
girl holds up a portrait of slain 
Hizbullah chief Abbas al-Musawi, 
who was killed in 1992 during an 
Israeli air raid on South Lebanon. 
Hizbullah remains an armed and 
political force to contend with in 
Lebanon, and is a means for Iran to 
project its power within the Middle 
East in general and against US 
interests specifically.

BELOW RIGHT Reservists from the 
People’s Liberation Army of China 
attend a ceremony at a stadium in 
April 2007 in Nanjing. The country’s 
military system combines a militia 
with a reserve service, volunteers 
and conscript soldiers.
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Human Social Structures

THE EVOLUTION OF COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOUR
History and the collective behaviour patterns that determine its course are 

products of the human decision-making process, and therefore of the human 

mind and its engine, the brain. The earliest section of the human brain to 

 develop was the stem, which governed the majority of the body’s basic 

 functions. During the early stages of human existence, it was also  instrumental 

in assessing the place of an individual within the tribe. The acceptability of 

every action, and the continued inclusion of a single member of the tribe, were gauged 

within the collective. Rejection by the tribe meant a severe reduction in an individual’s 

ability to survive. Those who did survive would, by definition, have developed a keen 

sense of what was required to preserve their place. As a result, the tribe developed a 

 collective consciousness to which all its members were connected by various degrees.

Only relatively late in human development have we acquired sophisticated 

functions in the middle part of the brain, where emotions are processed, and in the 

 frontal lobes, where logic and reasoning are enabled, allowing for a more  comprehensive 

thinking process. The recently evolved frontal lobes have not yet had time to assume 

complete control of human thought and action; the older sections of our brains still 

predominate, producing highly emotional behavioural patterns that can, at times, 

 override the brain’s higher centres. 

The inescapable conclusion is that logic has not governed human history, which 

has instead been influenced by collective emotional responses. Although individuality is 

valued in many societies, we are all to some extent deeply linked to each other via our 

lower-brain functions. Few people are able to maintain their independent-mindedness 

in the face of strong group response – such individuals are the ones most suited to the 

task of leadership and invention. For the purposes of historical analysis, we may 

 conclude that human social constructs, such as a city-state, regional power, empire or 

religion, all manifest a collective consciousness that processes information and then 

responds on a predominantly emotional basis, reflecting, for example, fear and greed.  

It is this group engine that drives both short- and long-term patterns; individuals may 

not recognise their part in this dynamic, but, when observed from a distance, these 

responses can be perceived as existing within a cycle.

It is these cycles that I shall examine in this book. Once the algorithm of a 

 natural cycle is understood and recognised, its characteristics can be used to discern 

where a society or societies are situated within it and where they might be  heading.

The hierarchy of needs is also an important factor in the way societies  cooperate, 

focusing their energies on an ascending pyramid – the developmental sequence of 

 human social organisation. Food, water, shelter and security take top priority. Once 

these conditions for survival are met, they are transcended by the need for emotional 

fulfilment, procreation and spiritual connection.

RIGHT Traders signal offers in the 
euro pit of the Chicago Mercantile 
Exchange in 2004, following an 
announcement that the US Federal 
Reserve would raise interest rates. 
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Chapter Three

The Five Stages of Empire

 

 
The Five Stages of Empire – a model of the growth and decline of civilisations – can 

 provide a way both to understand history’s ‘big picture’ and to accurately assess current 

and future geopolitical environments. To illustrate the influence and power projection 

possessed by an empire, Figure 5 uses a graphical representation of the five stages 

similar to a  Gaussian curve – a statistical probability distribution of data around an 

average.  Empires are not all the same, of course, but the majority of them exhibit a 

similar distribution, peaking at about 60–70 percent along their life cycles. The Five 

Stages of Empire, then, are as follows:

 

	 1 regionalisation;

	 2 ascension to empire;

	 3 maturity;

	 4 overextension;

	 5 decline and legacy.

 

These five stages can be compared to the human life cycle, beginning with birth and a 

period of nurturing, and followed by independence, self-expression and the  manifestation 

of one’s capabilities in the world. A peak is reached after, say, four or five decades; if it 

could be measured, it would comprise a mixture of wealth, energy, health, contentment, 

power and creativity. Finally, the decline towards death begins, completing the cycle.

As an empire grows, the world around it tends towards uni-polarity, until at its 

peak it comes to dominate its surroundings. Then, as it declines, there is a trend towards 

multi-polarity as it weakens and its neighbours strengthen.

Empires embody a critical dynamic balance between investment, defence, 

 consumption and protectionism. The first two characteristics dominate the growth phas-

es of an empire, as the rising power seeks to build its future and ensure its growth and 

survival. The third and fourth characteristics become dominant during the  contractive 

phases, when the priority is protecting the status quo and maintaining a high standard of 

living, not investing in the future. (A comparison can be made with an  elderly person who 

generally does not invest in their future but instead consumes during the last years of life.)

CONTRACTIVE PHASE

1  Shrinking sphere of influence
2  Protectionism
3   Emphasis on individual rights
4   Social fragmentation
5  Social discord
6  Pessimism

EXPANSIVE PHASE

1  Expansion of territory and influence
2  Risk-orientation
3   Growth and development of national infrastructure
4  Social cohesion
5  National pride and sense of duty
6  Optimism
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PRESENT_______  CHAPTER FIVE: THE MULTI-POLAR WORLD_______ Emerging Powers: Africa, the Middle East, Latin America and Asia

Japan into a potentially more stable growth phase – but only if the country can 

structurally reorganise its moribund institutions.

INDIA AND PAKISTAN: REGIONALISATION

Without competition from China, India might have had a clear run at a 

dominant role within the ASE. Instead, this country – so vast that it is referred 

to as a subcontinent – remains a regional power. The fifteen years by which it 

lags behind China might as well be fifteen decades, given the energy that 

China has devoted to cornering the world’s already overstretched resources to 

feed its growth. However, despite the challenges that it faces, India’s pursuit of 

commodities will force it to interact within a larger sphere of influence, giving rise to a 

new chapter in India’s geopolitical relationships.

The Republic of India has moved ahead of its regional competitor, the Islamic 

Republic of Pakistan, in almost every way. Nuclear tensions between the two countries 

have, fortunately, been calm in the last few years, although the spectre of these two 

countries exchanging nuclear strikes will not be easily banished. On a rare positive note, 

in the aftermath of the gruesome terrorist attacks on Mumbai in 2008, India showed 

remarkable restraint towards a Pakistan already struggling with the rise of Islamic 

radicalism and the war in neighbouring Afghanistan threatening its capital and 

However, since North Korea became a nuclear state, unafraid to launch missiles over it 

and coincident with a new wave of nationalism, a strong lobby in the Japanese diet 

favours broadening defence commitments.

Japan’s defence spending currently stands at 1 percent of GDP compared with 

the US’s 4 percent, but, as befits a world leader in technology, it commands very advanced 

forces, including a navy that, at present, matches the combat power of the People’s 

Liberation Army Navy of China. Japan’s increasing wish to shoulder more of its own (and 

regional) defence suits an overstretched US: Japan is the US’s closest global ally with 

respect to sharing defence technology. (Japan’s navy uses the US-developed Aegis 

Combat System, for example, which is capable of acting effectively as a missile shield to 

counter any potential North Korean or Chinese aggression.) The time will soon come 

when Japan once more develops a fully fledged navy that is able to ease some of the 

pressure on the US fleet in the region. This is likely to be done with the US’s blessing as 

China continues to develop its own blue-water navy.

However, as the Asian arms race gathers momentum, it must be borne in mind 

that the Japanese collective memory can best be relied upon to fully appreciate the 

potentially disastrous consequences of military aggression gone wrong. As such, Japan 

can be expected to be the voice of reason amid the volatile tendencies of the other 

nations in the region, and it is very unlikely to be the instigator in any potential conflict. 

Ultimately, though, its need for resources will compel it to protect its maritime trading 

interests and its sovereign integrity. Also not to be underestimated is the likely positive 

effect on Japan of direct Chinese competition, which could act as a catalyst to move 

BELOW Mumbai’s Taj Mahal Hotel 
burns on 27 November 2008. Up to 
a hundred people were killed and 
about the same number wounded 
in coordinated attacks by gunmen 
armed with powerful assault rifles 
and grenades in India’s commercial 
capital, with two five-star hotels 
being among the targets.
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Japanese Demographics and Power, 1870–2010 (fig. 23)

Red line indicates projected figures.

The peak of economic Japanese 
power came in 1989, when the 
Nikkei reached 40,000. The 
combination of the ensuing 
collapse and the declining 
demographic drivers in Japan 
created two economically  
lost decades.
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PRESENT_______  CHAPTER EIGHT: GLOBAL MILITARY BALANCE_______ War by Land, Sea and Air

employed and the ability to meet the substantial production costs.

The skills and traditions of a navy take time to build into a combat-

effective unit. Japan has provided the most impressive example in this respect – 

in only a few decades, with construction and training support from the Royal 

Navy, it created a very effective fighting force. Fortunately for the West, China 

does not have the benefit of such an accelerator for its ambitions and has still to 

develop its navy on a number of fronts. It faces significant challenges in evolving 

its predominantly Soviet military infrastructure into one that is on a par with 

that of the US, Japan and the European allies. However, the Chinese capability gap is 

expected to narrow during the next two decades due to the country’s expanding wealth 

base (much as Japan’s did prior to Pearl Harbor). This inevitably raises the threat of a 

regional confrontation around the Taiwan Strait. In a bid to counter this threat, the US has 

increased its cooperation with India.

The threat of a naval challenge from China is very real and should not be 

underestimated. Britain and France need to maintain their carriers and nuclear 

submarine force, which could, within the next decade, be playing a vital role in 

maintaining the integrity of the Atlantic against Chinese incursion.

CONVENTIONAL LAND WARFARE
The American Civil War introduced a new type of industrialised war, in which the 

increased destructive power of the weaponry, and the use of railroads to supply the front 

lines, combined to strongly favour the northern states. This resulted in the deaths of 

more Americans than all of the subsequent wars from then to the present day combined. 

Some 618,000–700,000 died, amounting to a staggering 1.5 percent of the then population.

Unfortunately, the lessons of this war were lost on the insular European 

generals when embarking on World War One, and the result was deadlock and 

horrendous casualty rates. It was only in 1918, when the kaiser launched his last 

offensive with a million men along a 50-mile front, that a new era of prosecuting land 

war was ushered in. Germany’s final assault ran out of steam after penetrating only 

40 miles. The British counter-attacked with a new combined arms capability sweeping 

all before them. This approach integrated light machine guns to counter the bigger 

fixed defensive machine guns that had previously dominated no-man’s-land; a 

creeping artillery barrage in front of the advancing infantry; and a combination of 

tanks and aircraft that provided both reconnaissance and strafing of the enemy 

positions. In addition, the British solved the problem of supply between the railheads 

and the advancing troops by using mechanised transport, which maintained the 

momentum of the advance. This integrated technique returned mobility to the 

battlefield and forced the Germans to sue for peace.

Ironically, it was the visionary attempts at modernising the British army with the 

creation of fully mechanised tank brigades by the British commander Major General J. F. 

C. Fuller and his subordinate, Captain Liddell Hart, that attracted the attention of the 

German generals when they sought to rebuild their own army. Indeed, history is replete 

with examples of challenging empires that are eager to embrace new technology in order 
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LEFT Chinese sailors guard missile 
destroyer 115 Shenyang at the port 
of Qingdao on 21 April 2009. The 
vessel attended an international 
fleet review on 23 April 2009 to 
celebrate the sixtieth anniversary 
of the founding of the People’s 
Liberation Army Navy.
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