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As the product of a noted political scientist and longtime space policy specialist at George Washington University,
John Logsdon’s John F. Kennedy and the Race to the Moon has been long awaited [1]. It brings new insight into the
history of the most spectacular U.S. and human space commitment ever accomplished. Certainly “to create as
historically complete a record as possible of that [Kennedy] involvement” was needed (p. 3). Hence Logsdon tries to
fill that gap and “details the full range of JFK’s actions that carried Americans to the Moon.” (p. 2) In doing so, the
book recalls Graham Allison’s famous Essence of Decision both in its first and second versions of 1971 and 1999
[2]. 

John Logsdon’s effort is a re-visitation upon a previous study written in 1970 when the first landing on the Moon was
still fresh and Project Apollo was still underway [3]. Nevertheless, some nine years after Kennedy’s decision, Apollo
was already a very emotive issue [4]. Without historical perspective, Logsdon’s original 1970 study was somewhat
incomplete.

As with Allison’s text, Logsdon’s 1970 book was based on interviews with participants in the decision process. And
again, as with Allison, Logsdon has taken the opportunity to incorporate new perspectives, including declassified
archives. For example, according to the author, one of the main issues which was not covered in his first version was
Kennedy’s perceptions over competition in space. Kennedy’s goal regarding space was first (perhaps surprisingly) to
engage with the Soviets through cooperation and joint venture projects. This revelation is one of the most interesting
facets of the book. For Logsdon, despite Kennedy’s preferences, he was forced into a more competitive stance after
the launch of Yuri Gagarin into space on April 12 (p. 160).

“It was an approach that Kennedy was to use with respect to space in all his days in office – preferring to cooperate
but being willing to compete if that was the better path to advancing U.S. interests.” (p. 37) [5]

The Moon, Rationality and President Kennedy 

The concluding chapter entitled “John F. Kennedy and the Race to the Moon” provides the most relevant perspective
concerning how Apollo can yield some useful lessons. Why go to the Moon? According to Logsdon, down there was
a problem – i.e. world perceptions regarding USSR as superior to the US – and up there was the solution. In other
words: “a decision-maker identifies a desirable goal to be achieved or a problem to be addressed, assesses various
options for achieving that objective, and selects the option with the best ratio of benefits to costs.” (p. 226-7)

As a result, Kennedy must not be seen as a space visionary. Rather, he was a pragmatic decision-maker who took a
political decision. Kennedy’s interest in space was indeed many-fold. For Logsdon, “How much Kennedy’s emotional
state and competitive character determined or merely reinforced his resolve to proceed rapidly in space cannot be
definitively known.” (p. 79)

To cap it all, even for Kennedy, “space remained a relatively low priority item.” (p. 39) According to the President
himself:

“I am not that interested in space. I think it’s good, I think we ought to know about it, we’re ready to spend reasonable
amounts of money. But we’re talking about these fantastic expenditures which wreck our budget and all these other
domestic programs and the only justification for it in my opinion to do it in this time or fashion is because we hope to
beat them and demonstrate that starting behind, as we did by a couple of years, by God, we passed them.” (quoted
p. 156)

Kennedy’s thought on space were above all symbolic (p. 8). As a relative and scarce good in a context of tremendous
competition, prestige was important and the U.S. needed to present “a positive image […] to the countries of the third
world” (p. 7) before those states turned to the USSR. That point is certainly interesting. First, it is good to notice that
the prestige motive can be integrated as an element of rationality. Certainly, outer space and prestige have a long
history of mutual dependence [6]. However, second, NASA has a strong commitment to go faster, higher, stronger in
order to be taken seriously and push for more budget. For example, the decision to go to the Moon was taken by
President Kennedy but NASA had imagined the full adventure in 1959 [7].
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Kennedy’s Legacy to Today’s U.S. Space Program 

In his 1970 book, Logsdon argued that the triumph of Apollo could serve as a model for other ambitious future large-
scale projects. Obviously, that conclusion had turned out to be too optimistic, as witnessed by George H. Bush’s
stillborn “Space Exploration Initiative” (SEI) and George W. Bush’s “Vision for Space Exploration” (VSE).

Forty years later, Logsdon now believes that all Apollo efforts

“were unique occurrences, a once-in-a generation, or much longer, phenomenon in which a heterogeneous mixture
of factors almost coincidentally converged to create a national commitment and enough momentum to support that
commitment through to its fulfillment.” (p. 237)

As a result, conditions that made Apollo possible “were unique and will not reoccur.” (p. 242) Worse, considering the
impact on the U.S. space program, Apollo turned out to be a dead end as no human has left Earth orbit 1972.

Apollo, then, has more to offer as a “symbol of a great American achievement.” (p. 237) The conclusion stated by the
great American historian Walter A. McDougal is very similar: “Perhaps Apollo could not be justified, but, by God, we
could not not do it.” [8]

Guilhem Penent holds a Master’s degree in international politics from the Institute of Political Studies, Bordeaux,
France. 
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