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Chapter §

Opposing Apollo: Political Resistance to
the Moon Landings

Roger D. Launius'

Abstract

Rising criticisms of the current direction of U.S. human spaceflight, espe-
cially the Constellation program, as a star-crossed engineering effort have led
defenders of the effort to compare it to the Apollo program. During the question-
and-answer period of the American Astronautical Society’s von Braun Sympo-
sium on 21 October 2008, Ares Project Manager Steve Cook passed off technical
criticism of Ares with a reference that such criticism was nothing new, that it had
always swirled around NASA. Even the vaunted Apollo program, he insisted,
experienced significant criticism both internal and external to the space agency.
This response seemed unusual, essentially making the case that criticism of major
projects undertaken by NASA, especially in human spaceflight, routinely en-
dured significant criticism from all quarters. How true might that be? Did Apollo
engender significant criticism? Where did that criticism originate? How was it
manifested and what did it consist of? How does that experience compare to the
current critical analyses of NASA’s human spaceflight efforts?

* Presented at the Forty-Fifth History Symposium of the International Academy of Astro-
nautics, 3-7 October 2011, Cape Town, South Africa. Paper IAC-11-E4.1.05. A different version
of this work was published as “Opposing Apollo: Political Resistance to the Moon Landings,” New
Space, Vol. 2, No. 2 (June 2014): pp. 74-80. DOI: 10.1089/space.2014.0004.

t National Air and Space Museum, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC, U.S.A.
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Introduction

Rising criticisms of the Constellation program, especially the Ares I
launcher, as a star-crossed engineering effort have led defenders of the effort to
compare it to the Apollo program. During the question-and-answer period of the
American Astronautical Society’s von Braun Symposium on 21 October 2008,
for example, Ares Projects Manager Steve Cook passed off technical criticism of
Ares with a reference that such criticism was nothing new, that it had always
swirled around NASA. Even the vaunted Apollo program, he insisted, experi-
enced significant criticism both internal and external to the space agency.' This
response seemed unusual, essentially making the case that criticism of major pro-
Jects undertaken by NASA, especially in human spaceflight, routinely endured
significant criticism from all quarters. How true might that be? Did Apollo en-
gender significant criticism? Where did that criticism originate? How was it
manifested and what did it consist of? How does that experience compare to the
current critical analyses of NASA’s Constellation program?

The Dominant Narrative of Apollo

Without question Apollo represented for the majority of observers, and
perhaps consistently for the majority of the American public, an epochal event
that signaled the opening of a new frontier in which a grand visionary future for
Americans might be realized. It represented, most Americans have consistently
believed, what set the United States apart from the rest of the nations of the
world. American exceptionalism reigned in this context, and Apollo is often de-
picted as a great event in U.S. history, one that must be revered because it shows
how successful Americans could be when they try. At a basic level Apollo of-
fered an exceptionalist perspective that has dominated its public characterizations
from the beginning to the present, regardless of the form of those characteriza-
tions.

Apollo persistently has represented a feel-good triumph for the nation and
its people. Certainly Apollo represented this in the imagery that became iconic in
the public consciousness—an astronaut on the Moon saluting the American flag
served well as a patriotic symbol of what the nation had accomplished. This self-
image of the United States as a successful nation was affirmed in the Apollo pro-
gram.’

At sum, Americans have usually viewed Apollo as a result of a grand vi-
sionary concept for human exploration that may be directly traced to the Euro-
pean voyages of discovery beginning in the fifteenth century.® Celebrants of
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Apollo have long argued that returns on investment in this age of exploration
changed Americans’ lives.” As President Lyndon B. Johnson remarked at the
time of the third Gemini flight in August 1965, “Somehow the problems which
yesterday seemed large and ominous and insoluble today appear much less fore-
boding.” Why should Americans fear problems on the Earth, he believed, when
they had accomplished so much in space?® If we can go to the Moon, why can’t
we solve our other national problems? In this triumphalist narrative, the Moon
landings demonstrated that anything we set our minds to we could accomplish.
“If we can put a man on the Moon, why can’t we...” entered the public con-
sciousness as a statement of unlimited potential.” It remains a powerful trope of
American exceptionalism. '

Opposition to Apollo from the Political Left

A counter narrative to the master account of American triumph, exception-
alism, and success also emerged in the 1960s and argued that Apollo deserved
criticism from the left as a “moondoggle” of wasteful expenditures of federal
funds that could have been much more effectively used to feed the poor, help the
elderly, care for the sick, or otherwise carry out “Great Society” social pro-
grams.8 Left-leaning critics argued that NASA’s efforts were, in the words of
aerospace historian Roger E. Bilstein, “a cynical mix of public relations and
profit-seeking, a massive drain of tax funds away from serious domestic ills of
the decade, or a technological high card in international tensions during the cold
war.” Some of those attacks were sophisticated and involved, others were sim-
plistic and without appeal to all but those with the predilection to believe them.

For example, Vannevar Bush, a leading and well-respected scientist who
appreciated the marshaling of the power of the federal government in the further-
ance of national objectives, questioned Apollo. He wrote to NASA Administrator
James E. Webb in April 1963 voicing his concerns about the cost, versus the
benefits of the Moon program. He asserted “that the [Apollo] program, as it has
been built up, is not sound.” He expressed concern that it would prove “more
expensive than the country can now afford,” adding that “its results, while inter-
esting, are secondary to our national welfare.”"®

Sociologist Amitai Etzioni was even more critical. In a reasoned, full-
length critique of Apollo in 1964, he deplored the “huge pile of resources” spent
on space, “not only in dollars and cents, but the best scientific minds—the best
engineering minds were dedicated to the space project.” Could not those re-
sources have been better spent on improving the lives of people in modern Amer-
ica?"' Etzioni bemoaned the nation’s penchant for embracing both high technol-
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ogy and unsustainable materialism: “We seek to uphold humanist concerns and a
quest for a nobler life under the mounting swell of commercial, mechanical, and
mass-media pressure.”'

Several of the leaders in the United States, especially those within the De-
mocratic Party, found that support for Apollo clashed with supporting funds for
social programs enacted through “Great Society” legislation. They disparaged
Apollo both as too closely linked to the military-industrial complex and defense
spending and too far removed from the ideals of racial, social, and economic jus-
tice at the heart of the positive liberal state the Democrats envisioned. Liberal
senators such as J. William Fulbright, Walter Mondale, and William Proxmire
challenged the Johnson administration every year over funding for Apollo that
they believed could be more effectively used for social programs.

Accordingly, Bureau of the Budget Director Charles Schultze worked
throughout the middle part of the 1960s to shift funds from Apollo to such pro-
grams as the war on poverty. Johnson even tried to defend Apollo as a part of his
“Great Society” initiatives, arguing that it helped poor southern communities
with an infusion of federal investment in high technology. Nonetheless, this
proved a difficult sell and the NASA budget declined precipitously throughout
the latter half of the 1960s." Indicative of this concern, even as Apollo 11 was
being prepared for launch from the Kennedy Space Center in Florida on 16 July
1969, Rev. Ralph Abernathy led a protest at the gates of the center to call atten-
tion to the plight of the poor even as the U.S. government spent lavishly on
flights to the Moon."

In contrast to the triumphalist, exceptionalist narrative that celebrates the
Apollo Moon landings, this narrative views Apollo as a waste, a missed opportu-
nity to further important and necessary goals in America. Indeed, the triumphalist
narrative of Apollo has been so powerful a memory that most people in the
United States reflecting on Apollo believe that it enjoyed enthusiastic support
during the 1960s and that somehow NASA lost its compass thereafter.'> Contrar-
ily, at only one point prior to the Apollo 11 mission, October 1965, did more than
half of the public favor the program. Americans of the era consistently ranked
spaceflight near the top of those programs to be cut in the federal budget. Such a
position is reflected in public opinion polls taken in the 1960s when the majority
of Americans ranked the space program as the government initiative most de-
serving of reduction, and its funding redistributed to Social Security, Medicare,
and other social programs. While most Americans did not oppose Apollo per se,
they certainly questioned spending on it when social problems appeared more
pressing.'®
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Opposition to Apollo from the Political Right

Contrarily, during the Apollo era some figures on the American political
right criticized the program as an abuse of federal power. In their view, the fed-
eral government should not do much of anything, offering a persistently libertar-
ian position that emphasized individual prerogative and freedom over state ac-
tion. As an example, for this reason Eisenhower believed that empowering
NASA to accomplish the Apollo Moon landings of the 1960s was a mistake. He
remarked in a 1962 article: “Why the great hurry to get to the moon and the plan-
ets? We have already demonstrated that in everything except the power of our
booster rockets we are leading the world in scientific space exploration. From
here on, I think we should proceed in an orderly, scientific way, building one ac-
complishment on another.”'” He later cautioned that the Moon race “has diverted
a disproportionate share of our brain-power and research facilities from equally
significant problems, including education and automation.”'® Likewise, in the
1964 presidential election, Republican candidate Senator Barry Goldwater urged
a reduction of the Apollo commitment to pay for national security initiatives.

With the coming of the successful Moon landings, however, the American
right largely retreated from high profile criticism of Apollo. That position domi-
nated until the 1980s when a full-scale assault on the “Great Society” efforts of
the Democrats in the 1960s emerged in the public realm. Questioning of the
Apollo program became part of a conservative strain in American political dis-
course that increasingly found expression during the Reagan administration of
the 1980s. Percolating for many years, it emerged full-blown during the era to
reconsider the history and policy of liberal ideology in the United States. In the
process, reappraisals have castigated the social upheaval of the 1960s, defeat in
Vietnam, and Great Society programs as failures of American politics.' There
was also a conservative space policy, as well as a conservative space history, that
emerged during the same era to criticize Apollo. Historian Walter A. McDougall
even hinted that criticism of Apollo was part of a larger assault on what some
believed were the “products of the maniacal 1960s.”%

No one was more successful in a conservative critique of Apollo than Wal-
ter A. McDougall, who published a Pulitzer Prize-winning “political history of
the space age.””' His situation of the history of Apollo in the context of the well-
documented U.S. political “right turn” may well represent the central thrust of
space history and policy since the 1980s, for many have followed in his foot-
steps.”” The foundation and growth of this conservative space policy agenda has
been well-documented in several historical works. Its linkage to space advocacy
groups, conservative futurists such as Gerry Pournelle, and space power advo-
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cates such as Pete Worden, ensure that conservative space advocates have been
able to manipulate the political system to achieve at least some of their techno-
logical goals. These have included a derogation of government programs as
wasteful and inefficient, a celebration of private sector space initiatives, a relaxa-
tion of the regulatory environment, and a redistribution of federal research and
development funds from traditional sources to organizations less tied to Democ-
ratic administrations.”

Nothing expresses this “right turn” better than the rehabilitation of Dwight
D. Eisenhower as president in McDougall’s reinterpretation. He emerged as the
hero of the early space age, seeking to hold down expenditures, refusing to race
the Soviet Union into space, and working to maintain traditional balances in pol-
icy, economics, and security. As Alex Roland pointed out:

Mr. McDougall pictures him as standing alone against the post-Sputnik

stampede, unwilling to hock the crown jewels in a race to the moon, confi-

dent that America’s security could be guaranteed without a raid on the

Treasury, and concerned lest a space race with the Russians jeopardize
America’s values and freedoms and drag us down to the level of the enemy.

Conversely, the Democrats—especially Kennedy and Johnson—were the
villains in this drama, ever seeking to enhance the power of big government to
reshape the landscape of the United States to support their schemes of social
revolution. Indeed, as NASA Administrator James E. Webb asked, if we can ac-
complish Apollo “why can’t we do something for grandma with Medicare?”**
The linkage of space policy and social policy may seem tenuous at first, but in
the view of Apollo critiques both celebrated the power of the federal government
and the state system to “intrude” in individual lives.

Critiques from the right also noted that the mandate to complete Apollo on
President John F. Kennedy’s schedule prompted the space program to become
identified almost exclusively with high-profile, expensive, human spaceflight
projects. This was because Apollo became a race against the Soviet Union for
recognition as the world leader in science and technology and by extension in
other fields. For example, McDougall juxtaposed the American effort of Apollo
with the Soviet space program and the dreams of such designers as Sergei P.
Korolev to land a Soviet cosmonaut on the Moon. While he recognized Apolio as
a significant engineering achievement, he concluded that it was also enormously
costly both in terms of resources and the direction to be taken in state support of
science and technology. In the end, NASA had to stress engineering over science,
competition over cooperation, and international prestige over practical applica-
tions.
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Most important, McDougall argued that the space age gave birth to a state
of “perpetual technological revolution” because of the technocracy that arose to
support this incredibly complex set of machines. In essence, driven to respond to
the Soviet challenge the United States recreated the same type of command tech-
nocracy that the Soviets had instituted. McDougall concluded that the space race
led to nothing less than “the institutionalization of technological change for state
purposes, that is, the state-funded and -managed R&D explosion of our time.”*

As McDougall wrote:

In these years the fundamental relationship between the government and

new technology changed as never before in history. No longer did state and

society react to new tools and methods, adjusting, regulating, or encourag-

ing their spontaneous development. Rather, states took upon themselves the

primary responsibility for generating new technology. This has meant that

to the extent revolutionary technologies have profound second order conse-

quences in the domestic life of societies, by forcing new technologies, all

governments have become revolutionary, whatever their reasons or ideo-
logical pretensions.”®

And once institutionalized, technocracy has not gone away. McDougall
concluded that it was enormously costly to the nation, and not just in public
treasure. Emphasizing the effect of the Moon race upon American society, this
critique focused on the role of the state as a promoter of technological progress—
to the detriment of the nation.

The Apollo critique from the right bemoaned fundamentally what one ob-
server called so much nostalgia for “the lost world of Thomas Jefferson and
Adam Smith, its seeming faith in the untrammeled operation of the marketplace,
its occasionally strident anticommunism, or its neo-orthodox assertions about
humanity’s sinful nature.”” Whether or not such a world ever actually existed
was problematic, but in reality the criticism of Apollo from the right revolved
around how much activity by the federal government is appropriate. Conserva-
tives questioned an activist government and Apollo clearly demonstrated activ-
ism in a most significant manner. While most Americans accepted at face value
the benign nature of that power, conservatives tended to challenge its legiti-
macy.?

Though distinctive in many respects, critics from the right also asserted
that the power accrued by those overseeing Apollo sometimes corrupted them,
making them exploitative of others and engendering in them cynicism toward
those they dominated. They may have tried to conceal that fact by laying claim to
the dominant myths and symbols of the American frontier, invoking heroes from
American folklore, positivist images of “manifest destiny,” and happy visions of
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white-topped wagon trains traveling across the prairies, but conservative critics
declared that only a ruse.

Through Apollo the federal government enhanced its power and gained
virtually total control of spaceflight as an activity. While many Americans cele-
brated this use of federal power, conservatives bemoaned its intrusion into their
vision of individual liberty for the future. That concern has enjoyed a persistent
presence in the American spaceflight community since the 1980s.

Conclusion

While it is impossible for many to take these criticisms seriously, for those
raised in the postmodern world of the latter twentieth century where the nature of
truth is so thoroughly questioned it is more likely to gain a footing. Indeed, post-
modernism suggests that reality is more a suggestion of meaning rather than an
absolute. It blurs the line between fact and fiction, between realism and poetry,
between the unrecoverable past and our memory of it.’

This raising of the inexact character of historical “truth,” as well as its rela-
tionship to myth and memory and the reality of the dim and unrecoverable past,
has foreshadowed deep fissures in the landscape of identity and what it means to
be American. Truth, it seems, has differed from time to time and place to place
with reckless abandon and enormous variety. Choice between them is present
everywhere both in the past and the present; my truth dissolves into your myth
and your truth into my myth almost as soon as it is articulated. We see this rein-
forced everywhere about us today, and mostly we shake our heads and misunder-
stand the versions of truth espoused by various groups about themselves and
about those excluded from their fellowship. They have given and continue to
give meaning and value to individual human lives and to create a focal point for
explaining the sufferings and triumphs of the group.

At some level there is no absolute; instead everything is constructed. If so,
what might be the case of the Moon landings? This has happened in history re-
peatedly, as versions of the past have replaced earlier versions that once seemed
so true. For more than a half-century, for example, the Frontier Thesis as enunci-
ated by Frederick Jackson Turner reigned supreme as a critical explanation of-
fered for the manner in which the U.S. character emerged. It was dismantled and
destroyed and all but forgotten in the last quarter of the twentieth century.*® How
might humanity view the Apollo program 100 years from now? Will it remain as
it is now?
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