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“Today's national security threats are fast, flexible, and technologically adept. Staying ahead of these adversaries requires strategic management, wise investment, and public-private partnerships that involve a mosaic of disciplines. Adrift is an astute, well-reasoned look at how America went off course and provides the thoughtful, keen road map the national security establishment needs to ensure the nation's safety and prosperity.”


—Cody Monk, professor of strategic intelligence and
cyber affairs, National Defense Intelligence College


“Harris and Beschloss provide a readable and comprehensive overview of the political and economic threats to US competitiveness along with a menu of policy prescriptions. Their examples of what's worked and what hasn't give a clear sense of what's at stake and what might be done about it.”


—David Goldston, former chief of staff,
US House Committee on Science


”Adrift's immigration chapter should be required reading for all the Democrats and Republicans in Congress who think that preventing the world's smartest people from coming to America is somehow a good idea.”


—Neil Patel, former chief policy advisor to
Vice President Dick Cheney and
publisher and cofounder of the Daily Caller
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Foreword


by Governor Bill Richardson
of New Mexico


Our country is facing hard times, and we have to ask a hard question: Are our best days ahead of us or are they past? Many of our nation's schools are struggling with teaching our children. Cities and states are struggling with painful choices caused by budget deficits. The national debt is growing while we work to recover from the recession. National politicians seem to be locked in partisan wars while the public is becoming more pessimistic about the economy. We have arrived at a moment, a crossroads, that calls us to decide what kind of country we are going to be.


This should be the time for the best of us to emerge. Yet rather than roll up our sleeves and engage in the hard work and sacrifice required to fix our problems, we seem to be letting our differences divide us and allowing our common purpose to be forgotten or ignored. While the global competition for excellence and preeminence intensifies, our country drifts, hampered by this destructive stalemate.


I don't believe this troubled path is inevitable, an unstoppable reality that requires us all to merely accept a future of lowered expectations. Quite the contrary. I believe we are capable of taking a hard look at what ails us, figuring out how it happened, engaging in an adult conversation about what we should do about it, and then getting down to business reestablishing our national greatness.


That's why I was pleased to be asked by Bill Harris and Steven C. Beschloss to write a foreword for their book. They have engaged in serious reflection, gathered together many of the central threads that explain our current challenges, and created a compelling and inspiring narrative that should be at the center of a national conversation about our nation's future. The publication of Adrift can help reset our course. It couldn't be more important or more timely.


As a governor, I am glad they have tackled many of the key questions so close to my heart in my ongoing effort to make New Mexico an example of excellence. Their insights ring true because they are drawn from experience: Harris, as the director of science foundations in both Arizona and Ireland, has been devoted to spurring innovative, world-class science and research; he understands that it requires strategic leadership and public commitment to quality education from the earliest years straight through the universities. Beschloss, an award-winning writer and widely traveled journalist, has always sought out the human dimension in complicated economic, political, and global issues. That's evident throughout the book and so important in helping readers feel connected and involved.


As Adrift notes, economic development depends on nurturing talent and building partnerships to create a global, twenty-first-century future for our cities, states, and nation—it's what we have aggressively pursued in New Mexico. The book's discussion of the disaster of Detroit, the revival of Pittsburgh, and the creative dynamism of Austin is especially eye opening. They also remind us how a dedicated and diverse population, along with highly motivated immigrants, is so important to a city's or the nation's future.




At a time when many of our public figures seem reluctant to speak out about the role that government can and must play in strengthening our increasingly global economy, Harris and Beschloss are unabashed in singing the praises of good government. As they assert, such government requires building greater trust and cooperation between our citizens and their elected officials and a willingness to face hard problems together.


The authors are smart enough to point out simple things: facing our challenges requires not only cooperation and collaboration, but a heightened sense of urgency and a renewed commitment to honesty, decency, hard work, and common purpose. These are old-fashioned values that must be refashioned for our times.


Harris and Beschloss remind us that in some of our nation's darker moments, we recognized and reasserted our shared beliefs. We dreamed boldly and acted bravely, overcoming threats to our way of life during World War II and the Sputnik era, launching a man to the moon, and inspiring innovations that transformed our modern world. Why not think this big and act this energetically once again? Adrift is a much-needed wake-up call.













Preface


Why We've Written
This Book


Let's be clear from the beginning: America is at a precipice. Sitting still is not an option. Our problems, while not hopeless, are urgent. And they require rediscovering something fundamental that we have lost: our shared sense of purpose.


Before twelve million of our soldiers began returning from the battlefields of Europe and the Pacific in 1945, America passed the GI Bill to open the doors to college education and homeowner-ship. As the Cold War took root and the United States recognized the need to expand the frontiers of knowledge, the National Science Foundation was created in 1950 to support basic research in science and engineering. After the Soviets launched Sputnik in 1957, America set its sights on sending a man to the moon—and marshaled the brains and resources to make it happen. These were meaningful and long-reaching decisions inspired by national purpose, a public will to action, and, yes, an awareness that our survival was at stake. They ushered in an extraordinary period of prosperity and innovation.


But that was then.




How do we nourish potential and inspire the best among us? What will it take to unleash the creativity pent up by structures that are too rigid and outmoded? What kind of strategic partnerships can spur innovation? How do we build an ecosystem that supports risk taking and experimentation? How do we direct our resources to improve the quality of life? How do we reinvigorate our nation to secure its status as a model to the world and driver of prosperity? Isn't it better to risk failure than suffer complacency? These are the kinds of questions that have driven my work in science, education, and government.


My name is Bill Harris. I am a scientist by education. It's my job to look at the world with clarity and a cool head. That's not easy these days; the country I love is in trouble. On so many fronts, the United States seems determined to sit idly by while other nations—even some of the least developed economically—are applying their minds and limited resources to educating their young. At a time when the United States seems increasingly unable or unwilling to see how slow moving and vulnerable it has become, China, India, and a growing number of other countries are boldly positioning themselves for global success. Nations that once longed to catch up with us are now passing us by in everything from educational achievement to technological mastery.


The risks of ignorance and inaction are enormous. Twenty-five years ago, a seminal report on US education described a nation at risk.1 That's still true, except that the problems are now worse. A Nation at Risk gave hope that the urgency of its call could be and would be answered. Yet today the United States is a nation adrift, and it's not certain that we Americans have the will to turn course. It's my belief that our survival will depend on rediscovering our shared values and common purpose to make the necessary changes. This book will explain why.


Where do we find good ideas? There's no single rule, of course. But throughout my career, I've tried to create the conditions for scientists and engineers to make connections across disciplines—for a physicist to feel free to pursue a lead into biology, say, or a chemist to follow an idea into the realm of physics. It may seem obvious, but financing that research required creating a structure that enabled scientists to expand their focus; the system had grown too rigid and restricted. As the assistant director of the Mathematical and Physical Sciences (MPS) at the National Science Foundation (NSF), I asked my colleagues how we could create more flexibility and give scientists and engineers more options. I wanted to see what ideas were out there. The result was the creation of the Office of Multidisciplinary Activities.


In the first year, we drew about $5 million from each division within the MPS directorate, totaling about $30 million. Some program directors didn't like this: They thought I was taking away their money. But I believed that it was taxpayers' money—money intended to keep America on the cutting edge of research. After all, the US Congress had to approve the budget plan. If I didn't think the money would make a difference, I didn't spend it.


One of the scientists supported by that program was Ahmed Zewail, an extraordinary chemist who was thinking about leaving the United States and heading to the Max Planck Institute in Germany for research exploring the links between chemistry and physics. The good news? He was able to stay, his work using lasers to capture images of chemical reactions earned him a Nobel Prize, and he's Caltech's long-standing Linus Pauling Professor of Chemistry and Physics.


While I began my career as a working scientist and teacher (I was a professor of chemistry at Furman University in South Carolina), I soon realized that I could help other scientists achieve their full potential. I went to the NSF after taking a one-year leave of absence and stayed twenty years. To put it simply, I felt my job was to try to figure out how to make things better: to provide strategic management, build partnerships, and create opportunities that would help other people succeed. I believed that science, including basic research, matters most when meaningfully connected to the world that surrounds it.


So I worked to build partnerships that not only crossed academic disciplines but also linked universities, industry, and government —and that meant getting scientists, educators, business leaders, and government officials to talk to each other and recognize their shared interests. No small task, then or now.


In 1987, after President Reagan reversed his plan to eliminate the NSF and announced in the State of the Union that he would double NSF's budget and initiate funding for new science and technology centers, I was charged by NSF director Erich Bloch to kick-start this program. Within a few years, we launched twenty-five new research centers, awarding expansive multi-year grants to support them rather than individual scientists. That meant combining the resources of universities, industry, and government to advance key technologies. And it required collaboration to solve problems, even when it was hard to work together, even when it meant a competing university, corporation, or elected official would get a bigger share of the funding or credit. The result was extraordinary undertakings like the Center for Molecular Biology, led by Leroy Hood, a gifted scientist and educator who developed the first automated gene sequencer, which revolutionized genomics and played a crucial role in the rapid pace of the Human Genome Project.


So often such successes depend on making hard choices. In my first weeks leading the NSF's mathematical and physical sciences directorate and managing federal grants totaling $750 million, I was confronted simultaneously with several enormously complicated projects that were in trouble. One involved complex construction work by Caltech and MIT to build LIGO (Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Observatory), then the largest physics project ever undertaken by NSF, with a price tag of $230 million. Its goal was to detect gravity waves envisioned by Einstein's theory of relativity and, in the process, profoundly expand our understanding of the origins of the universe.


LIGO was over budget, off track, and rife with infighting—a clear path to failure. So I froze the funding for a year, conducted a cost review, and ultimately replaced the leadership team. While nearly everyone expected LIGO would die, its advocates believed deeply in its significance and fought to turn things around. The effort worked. Having earned the unanimous support of the National Science Board, two gravitational wave observatories were constructed on time and on budget in Louisiana and Washington State. Today, some six hundred individuals at roughly forty institutions—part of this joint Caltech-MIT project—continue to analyze data to detect activity of spiraling neutron stars, black holes, and the cores of collapsing stars. Albert Einstein's brain lives on.


If I had to summarize my approach in the simplest possible terms, I would put it this way: Connect science to the world that surrounds it. Pursue bold projects committed to innovation. Build partnerships that cut across fields. If you want to make things better, solve problems that need fixing—don't avoid them.


That's why I was drawn to Biosphere 2. Columbia University made a brave decision in 1996 to take responsibility for this unusual facility. Built near Tucson, Arizona, nearly twenty-five hundred miles away from Columbia's New York campus, the glass-and-metal dome attracted headlines and mockery for both its originality and its trouble in creating a self-contained artificial environment that could support life, much like a space colony. (It didn't help that oxygen levels fell and fresh O2 had to be pumped in—or that the eight “biospherians” who entered in blue jump-suits were reported to be at each other's throats.) But the university's leaders saw an opportunity, before many others did, to research climate change by modeling the impact of CO2 on oceans, trees, and other ecosystems in this controlled environment. They knew it would be risky to manage, but they also understood that there was nothing else like it, and they wanted to be at the forefront of global climate-change research. The project intrigued me, not only for the important science driven by Professor Wally Broecker, a highly prized scientist and one of the most respected researchers of earth systems and climate change, but also for the chance to enhance some challenging partnerships.


It was the hardest job I've ever had—an entrepreneurial enterprise (supported by Texas billionaire Ed Bass) that was an experimental earth sciences lab that combined modeling planetary conditions with a school, business, and tourist attraction. I was responsible for creating a research campus and a semester-long program for about 150 students from thirty universities and colleges, managing the project's hotel and conference center, even overseeing its restaurant. I worked to make the project a tool for Arizona teachers and tried to draw in state universities and legislators who were reluctant to invest in it. It was a little like taking the Edsel and putting it back on the road. But Biosphere 2 taught me that there's no reason to limit our vision for the kinds of partnerships that can inspire innovation.


I left the desert landscapes of Arizona in 2000 and headed a year later to Dublin, Ireland. I was invited to be the founding director general of Science Foundation Ireland, an agency within the Irish government working to attract world-class scientists and innovative researchers to support and sustain the long-term growth of the Irish knowledge economy. This required forming close partnerships between the universities (which are typically detached from other spheres) and their counterparts in government and industry. Backed by nearly $1 billion over five years, SFI resulted from a year of thoughtful study by national leaders. With their trust, I took an active role in shaping the national legislation that established a framework for novel public-private research partnerships.


My five years in Ireland were, in a word, stunning. Working closely with government, university, and business leaders, I saw firsthand how a small nation, fueled by a sense of urgency and common purpose, energetically pursued growth. I admired the proximity of ordinary citizens to their politicians—they knew their leaders' names, and they demanded responsiveness, competence, and clearly articulated goals. And I was deeply impressed by policies that understood the critical link between investments in education and economic growth. Yet I struggled with the judgment of the deputy prime minister and her economic team, already in 2001, that the United States may have peaked and that Ireland needed to expand its business partnerships with China and India to maintain momentum. In response, I traveled frequently to China and India on behalf of the Irish government and learned how energetically those countries were working to compete on a global scale. They were looking for models to emulate and partnerships to pursue, and I was invited in January 2005 to a state dinner in the Great Hall of the People in Beijing after signing a research and development agreement between Ireland and China. I came to see more clearly, with the distance and separation that an ocean provides, what was failing in America.


I returned to the United States in 2006 with a hunger to achieve in Arizona what I saw happening then in Ireland and other European countries. Rather than focus my attention on national efforts, I felt that innovative state and city initiatives can and must play a central role in shaping America's global future. Supported by then governor Janet Napolitano and working with business, university, and other political leaders, I helped launch Science Foundation Arizona to create a competitive advantage and a stronger, more diversified economy for Arizona. This public-private partnership has funded strategic research on the edge of discovery and startup companies positioned to release new products. In the first two years, Science Foundation Arizona helped launch a dozen new technology companies and numerous research labs, including one focused on producing commercially viable jet fuel from algae and another that's researching early detection of skin cancer using satellite remote sensing technology now used by the military.


While the focus on solar energy and biofuels takes advantage of Arizona's natural resources, these inventive state-centric projects offer models that can benefit the nation. (The skin cancer work involves the unusual pairing of a cancer research center and a defense contractor.) Arizona is not alone: I have worked with leaders of other states and cities that are demonstrating the creativity that can reap results well beyond their own borders. But the work ahead will not be easy. At a time when nearly every state is searching desperately for ways to slash its budget, I have struggled with state legislators who do not grasp that education and research funding are two of the most critical routes to improving their state's economic fortunes—and that, in an increasingly competitive global landscape, building a knowledge economy is not a luxury.


Is there still a will to succeed in America? Of course. Do parents want the best education for their children, and do our citizens want government to be proactive and long-range in its thinking? I believe most do. Are Americans still capable of pursuing a common purpose? For our ultimate survival, the answer must be yes. But it will require a clearheaded view of what's failing—indeed, brutal honesty—and a strong-minded commitment to identifying and making fixes.


I don't think Americans are ready to accept a position as a second-rate nation, dwarfed in size and ambition by China, India, and other emerging countries. We don't want to be dragged down by declining educational levels, a preference for entertainment and consumption over hard work, a failure to reconfigure our educational and political institutions, an unwillingness to demand honesty and straight talk from our leaders, a tolerance of virulent partisanship and fact-free rhetoric, and a lack of creativity in forming partnerships that can spur innovation and reignite global advantage. If the 1940s' GI Bill, the 1950s' commitment to scientific development, and the 1960s' mission to the moon created modern America, a fresh focus on national purpose—fueled by strategic thinking and genuine bipartisan policy making—can help create a reinvigorated America for the twenty-first century.


It's the reason for writing this book.


To bring this book into reality, I turned to Steven C. Beschloss, whose combination of literary skill, wide-ranging international experience, and journalistic acumen have helped shape the book's insights and content. He has written stories from the United States and overseas for the New York Times, the New Republic, Newsday, the Chicago Tribune, the San Francisco Chronicle, the Village Voice, Parade magazine, and many others. In addition to earning a master's degree from Northwestern University's Medill School of Journalism, he studied economic and social history in the graduate school of the London School of Economics. His award-winning work has frequently examined urban and national affairs—economically, culturally, and politically—in such diverse settings as Helsinki, Moscow, London, New York, and Los Angeles. As both a journalist and filmmaker, he covered the collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence of a post-Soviet Russia. He and I first met in Dublin. And he, like me, is a strong believer in the notion that our nation's solutions depend on creative thinking across disciplines and the willingness to rediscover our shared values as Americans.


In the following chapter, we look at several moments of bold action in our recent history and explore whether we have lost the ability to act with common purpose. After that, we will turn to the historical debate about America's decline and the shift away from hard work and excellence as the path to success. In the succeeding chapters, we will explore the diminishing faith in government, the decrease in civic education and engagement with the democratic process, the need for educational reform, the importance of foreign-born graduates to achieve global advantage, the centrality of innovation, and the urgency of strategic policy making and moderate decision making at the national, state, and city levels to reinvigorate our economic standing and body politic.


Finally, we envision an informed electorate that demands political leaders who are not narrowly partisan, not rigidly ideological, and not risk averse—leaders who are devoted to excellence, comfortable with complexity, global in outlook, capable of inspiring civil discourse and civic responsibility, aware of the urgencies that require attention, willing to speak honestly, and focused on solving problems. Is that too much to ask? We don't think so.













Chapter 1


Are Americans Still Capable
of Bold Action and
Common Purpose?


It was a tiny speck in the black night sky, 560 miles from Earth and traveling at a speed of 18,000 miles an hour. Sputnik 1, a shiny aluminum sphere about twice the size of a basketball and weighing just 184 pounds, rocketed into space on October 4, 1957.1 Launched by the Soviets, the silver satellite with four radio antennae ushered in the Space Age with a simple message: beep, beep, beep.


That radio transmission was a sound heard round the world, triggering a combination of admiration, confusion, and fear from Americans. Circling the globe every ninety-six minutes, Sputnik provided a vivid symbol of the Soviet Union's capacity for scientific and technological superiority. Millions of Americans, dazzled by this stunning human achievement, gathered at night to try and catch a glimpse of Sputnik traveling overhead. Many, beset by darker concerns about the Soviets' intentions, worried that this was more than a satellite to study space—this was a Cold War demonstration of an intercontinental missile capable of transporting atomic bombs, the ultimate weapon of mass destruction.




The startling success of Sputnik 1, followed by the launch of Sputnik 2 a month later with the dog Laika on board, was a serious blow to American prestige and morale. It was a wake-up call for Americans who had grown complacent in their presumption of dominance. It was a shock to the system, representing a kind of “technological Pearl Harbor,” as David Halberstam put it, and a worldwide boon to Soviet propaganda hailing communism as the more advanced system.2 Yet even though Sputnik wrought havoc with American pride, it also presented the United States with a rare gift, a singular moment for reflection and action—to focus its collective mind, question what it had accomplished and where it was failing, and think boldly about the future. With the calm leadership of President Dwight D. Eisenhower, Sputnik spurred a fresh emphasis on basic research and the importance of science and math education to the nation's success, even its very survival.


At first this was more about action than reflection. In its terrible haste to respond, the United States prepped the Vanguard rocket for a December 6 launch at Cape Canaveral in Florida. Yet seven seconds after its engines were ignited that Friday morning, the rocket exploded in flames. A fantastic failure that further shook the nation's confidence, Vanguard was dubbed in the media “Kaputnik” and “Stayputnik” and “Flopnik.”3 Lyndon Johnson, then the Senate Majority Leader, described his reaction to this new blow to American morale: “I shrink a little inside of me when the United States announces a great event—and it blows up in our face. Why don't they perfect the satellite and announce it after it is in the sky?”4


Less than two months later, though, the United States celebrated the achievement of German rocket scientist Wernher von Braun, by then a US citizen and working for the US Army. On January 31, 1958, his Explorer 1 lifted off from Cape Canaveral and became the first US rocket to orbit Earth. The space race with the Russians was officially on.


In the following months, President Eisenhower responded to the growing fear of Soviet domination and the fresh doubt about the quality and focus of American schooling. He named James R. Killian, the president of MIT, as his first special assistant for science and technology.5 He stressed the importance of education to the nation's security by proposing the creation of the National Defense Education Act to encourage students to pursue degrees in science and technology; Congressional backing of the program led to dramatically increased funding for scientific research and the teaching of science, math, and foreign languages. The civilian-led National Aeronautics and Space Agency (NASA) was formed in July 1958. And the National Science Foundation substantially expanded its funding for new curricula and textbooks as well as scholarships for potential scientists, engineers, and mathematicians.6


Suddenly, science education was not only cutting edge—it was at the center of American life. The existential threat posed by the Soviets had focused the nation's collective mind. As we have learned all too well in the post-9/11 world, fear is a powerful motivator.


Yet as deeply felt as the Cold War fears were in the late 1950s, early 1960s, and even decades later, the Sputnik era elicits a remarkable sense of nostalgia, above and beyond the typical gaze at bygone times. It's easy to see why: The children of Sputnik benefited from a strong sense of common purpose and community. They had a clearly defined enemy and an obvious reason for pulling together to achieve shared goals. At their most acute, Americans felt that the nation's existence was at stake. But so too was its pride and identity as a world leader. America's technological prestige and self-confidence had been seriously dented by the Soviets' success; Americans had something to prove.


Something to prove. How far the nation has drifted from that mind-set.


In the coming pages, we will explore the dangerous rise of complacency, the decline of ambition, the growing alienation from government, the failure to educate our children, the deepening pessimism over public solutions, the shrinking confidence of our global peers, the mind-numbing partisanship that is stifling constructive action—and why a turnaround is so urgent. Much of this discussion will spotlight what's broken: how it happened and why we need to fix it. But it's energized by the optimistic belief that we are capable of regaining a sense of purpose and unity.


To be clear, we need a sense of urgency. We need incentives that inspire excellence. We need to compete globally, we need to cooperate locally, and we need to work harder to make change. Yes, our schools are struggling, our economic underpinnings are shaky, our political culture is filled with rancor and cynicism, and our popular culture is fixated on celebrity and easy pleasures. Yet success in the 21st century depends on brains and speed, innovation and new partnerships. It requires long-range thinking and a reinvigorated commitment to hard work, excellence, and purposeful action.


And we need this now. Before it's too late. Because we have something to prove.


Let's recall how a sense of urgency has influenced modern America. Not many years before Sputnik pierced the sky, American leadership demonstrated the ability to take action in a way that could dramatically move the nation. The landmark GI Bill, officially the Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944, passed by unanimous votes in both the House and the Senate, making it possible for millions of returning US veterans to go to school or college and buy homes. By 1951, more than eight million vets, nearly one out of seven in the labor force of fifty-nine million, had benefited from these government subsidies for education, at a cost of $14 billion—including financial assistance for half a million engineers, 250,000 teachers, 200,000 men with medical training, and 117,000 metal workers.7 The visionary bill opened the door for a generation to expand their skills and their ambitions. It was an extraordinary national investment that not only smoothed the postwar transition but also spurred a generation of workers to gear up for a changing world and participate in the expansion of American prosperity. This was a far different outcome than many returning vets had feared: one survey found that the majority expected to face an economic depression when they got back.8


College students who had not served in the military were often startled by the level of seriousness of these returning vets, their new classmates. “All they care about is their school work,” complained one Lehigh College senior to a writer from the New York Times who visited the leafy Pennsylvania campus in 1946. “They're grinds, every one of them. It's books, books all the time with them. They study so hard, we have to slave to keep up with them.” From the veterans, there was no apology, even if they showed little interest in the frivolities of college life. “We didn't come to college to play games,” explained one new Lehigh student. “We've lost several years out of our lives, and we have to make up for it…. We've come to study.”9


Like Sputnik, the GI Bill inspired a shared will. Veterans returning from the battlefronts of Europe and Asia acted out of self-interest, but they were determined to put their lives back together and give meaning to the years of sacrifice on foreign soil. The GI Bill recognized this by creating a financial infrastructure that would reinvest them on American soil. Just as Americans would later feel the need for action because of Sputnik, Americans understood that fourteen million returning vets required a clear plan of action. “Think of what the after-effects would have been had there been no G.I. Bill,” noted the administrator of Veterans Affairs, Carl Grey Jr., in 1951. “These young men would have returned home hoping to assume their rightful places in their communities and eager to become the leaders of tomorrow—but entirely unprepared for the task.”10 That sense of urgency created the conditions for the nation to showcase its best self.


Nearly a decade later, doubts persisted whether America's best was good enough. On April 12, 1961, the Soviets beat the United States again when cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin shot into space, the first human to do so. Gagarin, aboard the spacecraft Vostok, orbited the globe for eighty-nine minutes before returning safely. Only twenty-three days later, on May 5, astronaut Alan B. Shepard became the second human and the first American to travel in space. His fifteen-minute, suborbital flight, inside the Redstone rocket named Freedom VII, ended with a splashdown in the Atlantic.11 (Shepard's reported thoughts while awaiting liftoff: “The fact that every part of this ship was built by the low bidder.”12)


Shepard's heroic feat only intensified the hunger to surpass the Russians. This was dramatically symbolized by the announcement three weeks later from the new American president, John F. Kennedy, that the United States should commit itself to landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to Earth by the end of the decade. The May 25 speech, before a joint session of Congress, was titled “Urgent National Needs.” Kennedy opened by addressing what he believed was at stake: “to win the battle that is now going on around the world between freedom and tyranny,” he said, adding that the adventures in space were influencing “the minds of men everywhere, who are attempting to make a determination of which road they should take.”13


The costs of a mission to the moon would run into the billions, Kennedy acknowledged, and the burdens of achieving success would be heavy; they would require diverting resources and technical manpower from other important projects. And why hadn't this commitment already happened? The United States had “never made the national decisions or marshaled the national resources required for such leadership,” Kennedy told Congress. “We have never specified long-range goals on an urgent time schedule, or managed our resources and our time so as to insure their fulfillment.”


Then he summoned a call to action, a goal that he admitted would be difficult and expensive to achieve, an effort that would require a shared commitment: “In a very real sense, it will not be one man going to the Moon—if we make this judgment affirmatively, it will be an entire nation. For all of us must work to put him there.”14


The speech stunned Robert Gilruth, the director of NASA's Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston. “I could hardly believe my ears,” he recalled years later. “I was literally aghast at the size of the project.…It was a tremendous act of faith by the President.” Gilruth heard Kennedy's address on a radio while flying on a DC-3 with James E. Webb, NASA's top administrator. “I knew how much work was required before an American, or any other spacemen, could set foot on the moon's hostile surface,” said Gilruth.15


By every measure, this was a major commitment, rooted in a combination of American confidence and competitive fear, as well as a new president struggling with the aftermath of the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba. It was by no means certain that the mission would be successful: In contrast to the Soviets, the United States had not yet succeeded at sending an astronaut into orbit. (While astronaut Gus Grissom successfully replicated Alan Shepard's suborbital flight several months after Kennedy's bold decision, Grissom narrowly escaped drowning after splashdown when his capsule hatch opened prematurely and sank to the bottom of the Atlantic.16) The first manned orbit by a US astronaut was nearly a year later, in February 1962, when John Glenn circled Earth three times in four hours and fifty-six minutes.17


It took public opinion a while to catch up with the president's initiative. Before Kennedy's 1961 speech, a Gallup poll found that only a third of Americans supported spending the money to send a man to the moon. By 1963, more than two-thirds believed that the United States should maintain or increase the speed of the lunar effort. The majority's wish was granted. Within three years of Kennedy's commitment, NASA's budget rose more than 500 percent to $5.3 billion in 1965, and the lunar landing program involved more than 34,000 NASA workers and 375,000 employees of university and industrial contractors at its peak. By one estimate, the manned moon mission's total cost exceeded $20 billion (more than $130 billion in 2007 dollars).18 Kennedy was not reluctant to argue on behalf of the expenditure: Speaking in 1962 at Rice University in Houston, he promised benefits in science and education, industry and medicine. The billions spent that year, he noted, were less than Americans were spending on cigarettes and cigars.19


The investment paid off. On July 20, 1969, eight years and two months after Kennedy launched the program, Apollo 11 landed on the moon and American Neil Armstrong set foot on the lunar surface. It was a remarkable technical achievement; the success was a testament to America's capacity to respond to a perceived threat, grasp the potential of change, marshal the nation's resources, and act with great urgency.


One small step for man, indeed.


Fast forward to July 1979, exactly one decade after Armstrong planted the American flag on the moon and two decades after Sputnik. The contrast between Kennedy's initiative and President Jimmy Carter's effort for energy reform is like looking in a funhouse mirror: One was robust and energizing, the other was fallow and ultimately dispiriting. It was not what Carter intended when he sat before the hot television lights and a skeptical nation to deliver his fateful “crisis of confidence” speech.


Clad in his modest wool cardigan, Carter called his six-point plan to reduce oil consumption by 4.5 million barrels a day by 1990 “the most massive peacetime commitment of funds and resources in our nation's history.” Its purpose: to develop alternative energy sources and reduce the nation's dependence on foreign oil. Sober and determined, Carter's speech came amid the second oil crisis of the 1970s, as the Iranian revolution had cut off oil production and the United States faced gas shortages. It followed a much-publicized ten-day delay during which he gathered views from a diverse collection of Americans, “people from almost every segment of our society,” he said, “business and labor, teachers and preachers, governors, mayors, and private citizens.”20




Yet as strongly as the president aimed to describe the urgency of the moment, he faced a much altered world. He sought to inspire action by describing the conditions gripping the nation, yet his words failed to resonate in the way he had hoped. Typically known as his “malaise” speech, it may well have sunk his chances for reelection the following year against the sunnier Ronald Reagan.


But let's inspect the contents of that speech. While it failed to push the nation toward energy independence, it offered an impressive detailing of the conditions responsible for the nation's increasing disconnection from shared purpose. Influenced by social theorists like Christopher Lasch, who wrote the bestselling book The Culture of Narcissism, 21 Carter described a crisis in confidence and a decline of belief in government, political solutions, and democracy itself. The country had been harmed by the tragic murders of John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr., he said. America had not yet escaped “the agony of Viet Nam” and the “shock of Watergate,” and Washington had become “an island” separated from the people and their concerns.


It is a crisis that strikes at the very heart and soul and spirit of our national will. We can see this crisis in the growing doubt about the meaning of our own lives and in the loss of a unity of purpose for our nation…. In a nation that was proud of hard work, strong families, close-knit communities…too many of us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption. Human identity is no longer defined by what one does, but by what one owns. But we've discovered that owning things and consuming things does not satisfy our longing for meaning. We've learned that piling up material goods cannot fill the emptiness of lives which have no confidence or purpose.…As you know, there is a growing disrespect for government…and for schools, the news media, and other institutions. This is not a message of happiness or reassurance, but it is the truth and it is a warning.22




The president's message rang clear. The nation had drifted from its core values and a shared sense of purpose. Yet as a wakeup call to underscore the need for energy independence and motivate full-blooded action, the speech was clearly a failure. Thirty years later, the United States is significantly more dependent on foreign oil than it was then. In contrast to the space race with its clearly defined enemy, Carter struggled to define the threat in a way that would ensure public support. In 1977, he had already described the energy shortages as “the moral equivalent of war.”23 In this speech, he tried again, his voice rising: “The energy crisis is real. It is worldwide. It is a clear and present danger to our nation. These are facts and we have to face them.”


But the public was not having it—not rallying around the president in the midst of an oil crisis, not following his call for renewed respect for government and schools and a new foundation for shared purpose. While the speech garnered an initial uptick in the polls, criticisms gradually mounted that the real crisis of confidence was Jimmy Carter's own. His failure to inspire action caused the words to ring hollow, raised new doubts about his abilities, and set the stage for Ronald Reagan's ascendancy. His mass dismissal of cabinet members days later didn't help; that became the focus of the media.24


Carter's speech followed a remarkable period of soul searching within his administration about the direction of the country, indeed, the sense of being adrift. His pollster Pat Caddell identified a rising national mood of pessimism and cynicism. As much as Carter aimed to remind Americans of their core values, he faced an increasingly fragmented country, a government rife with special interests, and a growing resistance to common solutions. Lasch's Culture of Narcissism resonated because it described a people increasingly immersed in material consumption, drawn to self-awareness over political involvement, and separated from a sense of belonging to the past and future—instead choosing to live for the moment.


Is it any wonder that Carter's calls for conservation and sacrifice fell flat? Or that President Reagan's antigovernment stance, combined with a deregulation fervor and a focus on getting rich, captured the nation's attention and votes? Or that greed and short-term thinking—two flip sides of an alienated and cynical populace—profoundly undermined American security and prosperity?


In the week after Carter's speech, New York Times correspondent John Herbers questioned its impact: “What Mr. Carter seemed to be trying Sunday night, through his philosophical and moral tone, was to echo the great debate over ‘national purpose' prompted in the 1950s by Sputnik. It is too early to tell whether such a debate has even been launched. But it is not too early to ask what kind of political and economic resources remain in the country to meet a newly perceived juncture of crises.”25


Three decades later, it's time again to ask what kind of country we want. And that requires asking whether we still have something to prove and are still capable of pursuing a common purpose, especially if it requires personal sacrifice, honest public conversation, and thinking beyond the moment. Carter installed solar panels on the roof of the White House, only to see President Reagan remove them in 1986; renewable energy was no longer in fashion. These days opponents of federal funding for solar energy research, or a myriad of other national-level government actions, can voice their criticisms while using their cell phones or sending a text message over any number of wireless devices. Such technologies benefitted from Earth-orbiting satellite research and the space race—both funded by the federal government—as well as the skilled work of scientists and others educated through the GI Bill.


At the time when the nation committed to those efforts, no one could know what all the benefits would be. But on the way to the moon, we took a shot in the dark: We acknowledged a sense of urgency and the need for concentrated action—and we are better off for it today.
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