Pax Americana

Sability, Anxiety, and the Sructure of American Power

Robert E. Tucker




PAX AMERICANA

Chapter 1. The Postwar Moment
We Mistook for Normal

In 1939, the United States Army had 334,000 soldiers. Smaller than Portugal’s. Smaller than
Romania's. The country that would, within six years, field the most powerful military force in
human history could not have defended its own coastline against a serious naval assault. No one
in America expected to run the world. No one wanted to. These were Depression survivors,
people who had watched banks fail, farms blow away, and factory towns go silent. They had
learned the hardest lesson a generation can learn: that individual virtue does not save you when
the system breaks. Y ou can work hard. Y ou can save. Y ou can do everything right. And you can
still lose everything, because the machinery around you has stopped. That knowledge lived in
their bones. It would shape everything that came next.

Then war. A country that could not feed itself five years earlier was suddenly fighting on
two oceans against industrial powers that had been preparing for a decade. There was no
institutional memory of global power. No practice. The last mgjor war had ended twenty years
before and America had mostly tried to forget it, retreating into isolationism, dismantling its
military, pretending the Atlantic was wide enough to make Europe’'s problems irrelevant. Now
young men who had grown up watching their fathers stand in breadlines were shipped to North
Africa and the Pacific to fight armies that had been training since the mid-1930s. They were not
used to being strong. They had no tradition of empire, no expectation of dominance. They were
just trying to survive, again, but this time with rifles.

The Germans had genuinely revolutionary technology. Not just better tanks, though the
soldiers on the ground at Kasserine Pass in February 1943 certainly thought so, but things no one
else on earth could build. The V-2 was the first long-range guided ballistic missile ever created, a
weapon so far ahead of anything in the Allied arsenal that the United States literally raced the
Soviet Union to capture the scientists who designed it. The Me 262 was the first operational jet
fighter. The Germans had guided anti-ship bombs, submarine designs a generation ahead of the
Allies, and nerve agents that Allied chemists did not know were possible. This was not
propaganda. This was not myth. In specific and critical domains, German science was years



ahead of everyone.

And it did not matter. Because America had something the Germans could never match: the
ability to turn a problem into a production line. Willow Run, the Ford plant outside Detroit,
produced a B-24 Liberator every sixty-three minutes. Liberty ships came off the ways faster than
U-boats could sink them. There were five Shermans for every Tiger and fifty more coming from
Detroit next week. The German equipment might have been superior in a vacuum. But war does
not happen in a vacuum. It happens in supply chains and rail yards and fuel depots, and on that
terrain the American system was overwhelming. The soldiers who fought that war understood
something that no amount of theorizing could have taught them: systems win. Not individual
courage, though there was plenty of that. Not superior technology, though it helped when you
had it. Systems. The ability to organize production, logistics, and manpower at a scale your
enemy cannot match. That is what wins.

And Los Alamos proved it was the same lesson, not a different one. The Manhattan Project
was the most complex scientific undertaking in history, but its beating heart was industrial. Oak
Ridge, Tennessee, became the largest industrial complex on earth, not to advance physicsin the
abstract, but to enrich uranium at a scale that would produce enough fissile material for a
weapon. The bomb was not science instead of Ford. It was science run through Ford. Theoretical
physics made the thing possible. American industrial capacity made it real. The country that
could build a bomber every hour could also build the machinery to separate uranium isotopes by
the ton. Other nations had brilliant physicists. Only America had brilliant physicists and the
industrial infrastructure to turn their ideas into a deliverable weapon in three years. This was the
lesson: not that you needed factories or laboratories, but that the distinction between them was
false. The system that builds the factory builds the laboratory. Scale and science are the same
discipline applied to different problems.

August 1945. A warm morning and then the flash. Surrender. The kiss in Times Square.
One morning America was at war. The next morning it was the only viable industrial economy
left on the surface of the earth. Not because it had pulled ahead in some great race. Because
everyone else had been destroyed. Europe was rubble. Japan was ash. The Soviet Union had lost
twenty-seven million people. Britain was bankrupt. And America, which had fought the war
from behind two oceans, whose factories had never been bombed, whose cities had never been
shelled, produced roughly half the world' s manufactured goods and held two-thirds of its gold
reserves. It had a nuclear monopoly. There was no second place.

No civilian cars had rolled off a Detroit assembly line since February 1942. Now the
factories that had been building bombers and tanks switched back, and they could not build fast
enough. Men married. Houses filled. In 1946, 3.4 million babies were born in the United States,



and more came every year after that. Homeownership climbed from 44 percent to 62 percent in a
single generation. The economy was not without turbulence. Some 4.5 million workers struck in
1946, and inflation surged when price controls lifted. But the trgjectory was unmistakable. Cars
in driveways. Steaks on grills. New schools going up in towns that had not existed five years
earlier. It went on so long that it stopped feeling like a boom and started feeling like the natural
order of things. Thisiswhat Americawas. Thisiswhat it had always been. Thisiswhat it would
aways be. The baseline was set. And the baseline was not dominant. It was absolute. Category
of one.

Meanwhile, the army demobilized at a pace that would be comical if it were not so
consequential. Twelve million men under arms became 1.5 million in two years. The military
was discharging 650 soldiers an hour. The draft was terminated in March 1947. The most
powerful country in the history of the world was voluntarily disarming as fast as the paperwork
would allow, because America had no interest in empire. It wanted the mortgage and the
barbecue and the new Chevrolet. The men who had won the war wanted to come home and live
in the world their victory had made possible. They had no idea they were building something that
would outlast every empire that had come before.

August 29, 1949. The Soviet Union detonated its first atomic bomb, years ahead of every
American intelligence estimate. Six weeks later, Mao Zedong proclaimed the People’ s Republic
of China. Eight months after that, North Korea crossed the 38th parallel and the United States
was at war again. In the space of a single year, the world America thought it owned cracked
open. The monopoly was over.

But the numbers did not support the feeling. When the Soviets tested their bomb, America
had roughly 200 nuclear warheads. The Soviet Union had one. Within five years the ratio would
be thousands to dozens. By any material measure, the United States remained overwhelmingly
dominant: militarily, economically, technologically. It did not matter. The baseline had been
absolute. Not strongest. Not most advanced. Absolute. The only one. Going from a category of
one to a category of two felt like losing, even when the ratio was a hundred to one. Gap
psychology was born, not after the boom ended, but while it was still roaring. The distance
Americans measured was not the distance between themselves and their competitors. It was the
distance between where they were and where they had been. And where they had been was an
anomaly that no country could sustain.

October 4, 1957. Sputnik. And this one was not irrational. The United States had grabbed
Wernher von Braun and his entire V-2 rocket team at the end of the war, had literaly raced the
Soviets across collapsing Germany to get them, and the Soviets still got to orbit first. Threeand a
half yearslater, Y uri Gagarin would reach space before any American. The rocketry gap was not



a phantom. It was real. America had captured the best rocket scientists in the world and still lost
the race. That fact landed on a country already primed to interpret any competition as decline,
and it detonated. Missile gap. Technology gap. Education gap. The language of gaps flooded
American discourse overnight, and some of those gaps were genuine. The fear was justified.
What was disproportionate was the response. One satellite, a beach ball with an antenna that
posed no military threat, and the United States built NASA, created DARPA, and rewired its
entire education system through the National Defense Education Act. The system treated the
threat the way the war had taught it to treat every threat: as a production problem and a science
problem simultaneously. As a systems problem. And it built the solution at a scale that dwarfed
the original danger. Fear did not paralyze the machine. Fear fed it.

And the lesson was already migrating. It had started in the Pentagon and at Los Alamos, but
by the mid-1950s it was spreading into corporate America on its own momentum. Bell Labs had
invented the transistor in 1947 on a phone company’s budget, because AT& T understood that
basic research was how you stayed ahead of problems you could not yet name. IBM built its
research division by consciously modeling it on Bell Labs. GE and DuPont were employing
thousands of PhD scientists to do work with no immediate commercial application. Private R&D
spending quadrupled in the five years after the war, and it kept climbing. Here was the part that
would prove more durable than any policy: the tax code of the 1950s, with top marginal rates at
91 percent and corporate rates above 50 percent, happened to push capital toward reinvestment
and research rather than extraction. But capital discovered something in the process. The
research paid. Not because the government forced it. Because it was good business. When the tax
rates eventually came down, the investment did not come down with them. It kept going up. By
2022, American R&D spending would reach 3.4 percent of GDP, higher than the 1964 peak,
with business funding three-quarters of it. The accident of the tax code had revealed a structural
truth, and the private sector kept building on that truth long after the accident was over. The
lesson did not need the policy. The lesson had become the culture.

And here was what no one noticed, because everyone was too busy measuring gaps. While
Americans mourned their monopoly, the architecture of a new kind of power was assembling in
plain sight. Bretton Woods made the dollar the world’ s reserve currency, not by force, but by the
simple fact that there was no alternative. The Marshall Plan poured seventeen hillion dollarsinto
rebuilding Europe, which looked like generosity and was market creation: you rebuild your
customers so they can buy your goods. NATO strung a tripwire across Europe that committed
the United States to the defense of countries it had been ignoring twenty years earlier. Korea
militarized the economy permanently. The defense budget went up in 1950 and never came back
down, and the peacetime draft became afact of American life that would persist for two decades.
Each of these structures was built in response to a specific crisis, and none of them were



understood, at the time, as components of a single system. But that is what they were.

And here was why American power would prove more durable than every competitor that
seemed to be gaining on it. The Soviet Union could put a satellite in orbit because it did not have
to build suburbs. It could pour a colossal share of its GDP into rockets and missiles and space
because no one in the Politburo had to answer for the fact that Soviet citizens could not buy a
decent car or arefrigerator that worked. The space program was not competing with consumer
demand. There was no consumer demand, not because Soviets did not want things, but because
the system did not care what they wanted. China could become the world's factory floor a
generation later for the same structural reason: you can suppress domestic consumption for
decades when wages are policy instruments and quality of life is not a competing budget line.
These systems produced spectacular results on a single axis because they never had to answer to
the people living inside them. America had to do everything at once. Build the rockets and the
Buicks. Fund DARPA and fill the suburbs. Put a man on the moon and keep the steaks cheap and
run a globa military and build the interstate highway system. No other country in history had
tried to do all of that simultaneously, and because the American system distributed resources
across every domain at once, no single domain ever got the concentration that a specialist
competitor could muster. Which meant that on any given axis, at any given moment, someone
always looked like they were winning. And the specialist systems were brittle. The Soviet Union
collapsed. China's consumption suppression became its deepest structural problem. The
American system looked messy and unfocused and perpetually behind, and it was the only one
still running.

Two redlities ran in parallel for fifteen years and they never connected. Americans felt
decline. Americans built the most durable power structure in human history. The feeling and the
building happened simultaneously, in the same households, to the same people. A man could
drive his new Ford to his new house in his new suburb, kiss his wife, turn on the television, and
feel aknot in his stomach when the newscaster talked about the Soviets. He was living inside the
most prosperous society the world had ever produced and he was afraid it was sipping away.
The construction was invisible because everyone was staring at the gap.

The postwar moment was not normal. It was a four-year anomaly produced by the
destruction of every other industrial economy on earth, experienced by people still carrying the
wounds of the Depression, interpreted through a psychology of loss that was aready operating
before the first real competitor appeared. The baseline was a mirage, not because the prosperity
was not real, but because the conditions that produced it could never be sustained. No country
can remain the only industrial economy on earth. No country can hold a permanent nuclear
monopoly. The anomaly was always going to end, and when it did, every subsequent shift, every
new competitor, every lost monopoly, every technological challenge, would register as decline.



Not because America was getting weaker. Because the yardstick was impossible.

Americans would spend the next seventy years trying to get back to 1946. They would
measure every decade against that impossible baseline and find it wanting. They would build the
most sophisticated military alliance in history, the most productive economy, the most advanced
technological infrastructure, the deepest capital markets, and the most imitated cultural engine on
the planet, and they would feel, in their bones, that they were falling behind. Because the system
they built was invisible to them. It did not look like the empires they had read about in schoal. It
did not have provinces or governors or a flag planted on foreign soil. It looked like trade
agreements and defense treaties and research grants and shipping lanes and a currency that every
other country needed. It looked like ordinary life. And ordinary life, measured against the
memory of an impossible golden age, always feels like loss.

The wound came first. Then the lesson. Then the mirage. Then the building. And the
building never stopped. But the feeling of decline never stopped either. The story of Pax
Americana is the story of that gap, between what Americans felt and what they actualy built.
This book is about the building.
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