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Is America ready to rule the world? Probably not. 

But the author argues that it has –or has had– 

better gear for the task. British historian Niall 

Ferguson states that the U.S. is an empire de facto. 

He is right to argue that, since its foundation 

through anti-colonial rebellion against British rule, 

the U.S. has been in denial of its imperialistic 

features, which seems logical having been forged 

in a war against imperial Britain. Nowadays, a vast 

majority of U.S. citizens are reluctant to accept 

this theory, refusing to see their country as 

something different that the standard-bearer of 

liberties and ultimate guarantor of freedom in the 

world. It is certainly uncomfortable to be linked to 

eighteenth century Britain or Ancient Rome, to 

name a few. 

Niall Ferguson is one of the most renowned 

historians, a professor of history and business 

administration at Harvard and a senior research 

fellow at several other universities, including 

Oxford. He is the bestselling author of numerous 

books, including Civilization, The War of the 

World, and Empire. Always critical but with an 

outstanding mastery of matter the submerges in, 

this controversial commentator on history, 

economics and contemporary politics is the author 

of not only one, but several masterpieces. And 

with Colossus, he made it again.  

The book presents a reinterpretation of the history 

of the British Empire and makes an interesting 

proposal: that modern policies and manners of the 

United States –just as the United Kingdom before–

, in taking a more active role in resolving conflict 

arising from the failure of states, are analogous to 

the ones adopted by the British Empire throughout 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In 

Colossus, Ferguson explores the United States’ 

hegemony in foreign affairs and visions its future 

role in the world.  

Ferguson shows that from its very birth, the 

business of the new American nation was that of 

imperial expansion, which at the beginning 

adopted the form of a continental empire. The total 

area of the 13 colonies is only eight percent of the 

total extent of the U.S. today.  

There are many kind of empires, and Ferguson 

suggests that the best of them, if needed be, is a 

liberal one. Therefore, ideologically, at least, 

Americans should, first and foremost, recognize 

the obvious, that they are indeed an empire-like 

nation. And secondly, they should be well-

prepared to administer such an empire. Ferguson’s 

attack on this naive American self-image lays in a 

central argument which is that it is better to be 

honest about US interests overseas than to pretend 

they do not exist or are not important.  

George W. Bush said to have the objective to 

extend the benefits of freedom to every corner of 

the world and he maintained that America has 

never been an empire. In a similar way, Secretary 

of Defense Rumsfeld said that the U.S. does not 

seek empires, and has never been a colonial power. 

Complete nonsense, says Ferguson. In Colossus he 

argues that in both military and economic terms 

America is not just another empire, but the most 

powerful empire the world has ever seen. And 

Ferguson is not alone in the discussion over U.S. 

imperialism. On the contrary, the debate has long 

existed. To cite a few, Richard Immerman, author 

of the book Empire for Liberty, defends that 

America is and always has been an empire. He 

sees it as undeniable fact. The Vietnam war or 
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interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan are 

evidences of it. Another historian, Samuel Flagg 

Bemis, particularly prominent in the 1950s, 

pointed out especially the Spanish-American War 

as another clear evidence of colonial aspirations, 

branding such period of American history as an 

aberration. But Ferguson states that American 

imperialism began before 1898. According to him, 

the U.S. decided to expand from its very inception. 

In the draft Articles of Confederation in 1776, 

there was a proposal to set western boundaries of 

the states, but it was rejected immediately. The 

Founding Fathers soon understood that no 

territorial limit should be imposed in the nascent 

nation. And they did not hide this idea. In 1809, 

Thomas Jefferson wrote to James Madison that 

“no constitution was ever before as well calculated 

as ours for extending extensive empire and self-

government”. Madison himself argued in the tenth 

of the Federalist Papers “for extend[ing] the 

sphere” to create a larger republic. And Alexander 

Hamilton shared this view. He opened the first of 

the Federalist Papers revealing that the U.S. was 

for him “an empire in many respects the most 

interesting in the world”. 

However, Ferguson argues, this debate is 

somehow unproductive giving the overwhelming 

evidence to support this theory. And other authors 

too, such as Paul Kramer, call for a move beyond 

such sterile discussions. For the author, we should 

assume that the U.S. is and has always been an 

empire and, rather than trying to deny the obvious, 

we should focus on how American imperialism has 

functioned and evolve over history. In other words, 

Ferguson is not concerned about the existence of 

U.S. imperialism, but about its characteristics. 

Another issue that concerns the author is whether 

the world needs such a unique empire. Ferguson’s 

argument is that the answer depends mainly on 

failures that are all too visible in the aftermath of 

European decolonisation. He lists countless post-

colonial countries which have corrupt 

governments, civil wars and other internal 

conflicts… His argument is that “in most cases, 

their only hope for the future would seem to be 

intervention by a foreign power capable of 

constructing the basic institutional foundations that 

are indispensable for economic development.”  

Therefore, the world needs an empire and the 

American is the only one currently on offer. The 

issue to consider here is that it is a very peculiar 

kind of empire. Amongst its weaponry, according 

to Joseph S. Nye’s theory of ‘soft power’ –

expressed in his world-famous books Soft Power 

(2004) and The Future of Power (2011)– there is 

the dollar, consumerism, entertainment, rhetoric, 

and an overwhelming military power. Its imperial 

expansion relies on formal and especially informal 

means, backed by its extraordinary economic and 

military reach. 

Ferguson is a proponent of imperialism. As he says 

in the introduction of Colossus, “unlike the 

majority of European writers who have written on 

this subject, I am fundament- ally in favour of an 

empire. Indeed, I believe that an empire is more 

necessary in the twenty-first century than ever 

before.” And throughout the book Ferguson traces 

the history of the American empire through the 

twentieth century and the Cold War while 

explaining precisely how handy could be to have a 

unique empire such as the one the U.S. represents.  

The author seems to go from reality to an oneiric 

world in some parts of the book while dreaming of 

empire. However, he recovers the sense of reality 

towards the end of the book. There is a good 

discussion of the prospects for the European 

Union, the United Nations –to which he is 

sceptical– and an analysis of the economic 

problems that confront the U.S. His conclusion is 

that the U.S. has neither the will nor the economic 

means to sustain the new empire he would like to 

see.  Actually, in the U.K. edition, he changed the 

subtitle of Colossus to “The Rise and Fall of the 

American Empire”. However, in the original U.S. 

edition it was “The Price of America’s Empire”, 

reflecting maybe that the U.S. empire requires an 

honest recognition of the price to be paid for it.  

In conclusion, according to Ferguson, “the United 

States is an empire running on empty, weakened 

by chronic deficits of money, manpower and 

political will”. When the New Rome falls, he 

warns, its collapse will come from within. 
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Niall Ferguson is a historian and best-selling 

writer. He is the Laurence A. Tisch Professor of 

History at Harvard University. He is also a Senior 

Research Fellow of Jesus College, University of 

Oxford, a Senior Fellow of the Hoover Institution, 

Stanford University and visiting professor at the 

New College of the Humanities. His specialities 

are international history, economic history, and 

British and American imperialism. He has been a 

contributing editor for Bloomberg Television and a 

columnist for Newsweek and his books include 

Empire: How Britain Made the Modern 

World, The Ascent of Money: A Financial History 

of the World and Civilization: The West and the 

Rest.  
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