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Space Flight: Manned Versus Unmanned

James A. Van Allen’s Perspective “Mvths
and realinies of space flight™ (30 Mav, p.
1075 1s a contriburion to the present na-
tonal debare on means and ends in the U.S.
avilan space program. [ am writing 1o
present a ditferent view. Van Allen’s cri-
tiques of present policies, and of the space
shurtle as a launcher of unmanned sarellites,
contain much with which 1 agree. Whar [
respecttullv disagree with 1s his central thesis
that increasing human actviny mn space is a
will-of-the-wisp, artractive as romance and
entertainment bue, 1n this century ar least, a
drain on resources berter used to support
unmanned activines.

In mv view. the chowe 1s not” berween
manned and unmanned actnvaties. bur be-
tween an intelligentdy planned, developing
program conaaining both elements and one
that lacks these virtues. To take one pointed
example, the prices tor launching satellites
on Ariane are not appreciably lower than
those tor the space shurtle. although Artane
is an unmanned svstem specifically devel-
oped tor this purpose. No doubr both
launch svstems have been subsidized, bur [
see no evidence cha chis 1s much more true
ot one than the other. The unmanned sci-
ence nussions now wainng to be launched,
particulariv: Galileo and the Hubble Space
Telescope. are verv expensive. Some of this
high cost can be blamed on our manned
launch svstem. but most of it. I believe, is
due to 4 mix ot rechnical and institurional
problents that have grown sreadily worse
since the davs of Apollo.

Van Allen cites with approval a quoration
trom Willlam Fowler on the drive of the
human mind thar underlies science, the
drive to understand the world's mvsteries.
Why does he reject so sharplyv. in chis con-
text. the drives to travel. o explore, 1o build
and develop. and to create wealth, which are
just as basic to our nature and which have
buile the resources that support science
music. and all other culcural endeavors?

{s a reterence to Christopher Columbus
so inappropriage’ Since | am tond of quor-
ing Ferdmand Columbus’s biography ot his
tather « /1. Van Alien touches a tender place
here. The wealth and technical resources of
the late 15th century were minure by the
standards ot the late 20th century. Colum-
bus was derided in his litetime tor his useless
and expensive discoveries: in his son’s lite-
time it was otherwise. The parallel seems to
me potenrially a close one. The reader s
referred to Freeman Dvson's analvsis (2) for
a more detailed. and illuminating, economic

olo

comparison of space with carlier explonng
and colonizing etforts.

The scientific ficlds of molecular biology,
materials science, and  compurer  science
flourish in part because they are seen to be
full of promise and hence artrace resources
and bright voung people. but at least equally
because thev are capable ot creaning new
wealth and new jobs. Space science has the
first of these virtues. but so tar not the
second. [ behieve it will come.

Ve do have to start atresh, and we do
have to make choices. Those choices must
rake into account a broad range of goals, as
well as hard economic and technical realities.
The best current source of guidance tor
strategy seems o me to be the just-issued
report of the Presidential Commission on
Space (3). A brief preface ro char report,
“Looking ity vears mro the turure.” should
be read and pondered by all concerned with
space PUI[L\ [ agree wich the commission
rand wich Van Ailum particularly on the
urgency of developing lower-cost. more reli-
able launching and space propulsion tech-
niques. There are excinng possibilicies.

It this can be done. [ think some of the
“futuristic proposals tor space flight™ thar
Van Allen lists will come into being quickly
enough and make space, like other advanced
technologies. a source of wealth rather than
a sink. These are hkely to be tollowed by
others thar neither he nor [ can now imag-

ine. And one of the prime beneficiaries of

such developments will be space science.
JamEs R. ArRNOLD
Calitorma Space Tnstture,
University of California, San Diego,
La Jolla, CA 92093
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[ was surprised that Van Allen taled o
include owo of the most pernicious myths
abourt space flight:

1) The mvth thar the space program ex-
ists mainly for the purpose of sciennfic
research.

23 The myth thae if manned space Highe
can be curtatled or stopped alogether, the
money saved will be rurned over to scientists
for cheir work.

The U.S. space program’s primary mot-
vations are. and alwayvs have been, political
and economic. Scientfic rescarch has been
necessary and usetul. Any member of AAAS

cannot h&.lp bur be thrilled at the wonders of
new knowledge we have gained trom space

science. Bur che hard fact 1s cthar 1f the

manned space program were killed. the
space science program would die with it

The American taxpaver 15 not willing to
spend billions tor space science by sself. The
taxpaver has supported. and will continue to
SUpport, space science as part ot a larger
program ot exploration and commercial de-
velopment of space. Instead of narrowly
pleading tor his own special interests, Van
Allen should be supporung the broad and
vigorous program outlined bv the Narional
Commission on Space. Thar is the best way
to ensure a strong and continuing scientific
research effort in space.

[nadencallv, as a science fiction writer. [
resent Van Allen’s insinuation thar science
fiction is misleading. The world of todav is
quice well described in science ficion stories
wrirten three and tour decades ago. Even
narrow-minded scientists who stand in the
way of progress are depicted in some of
those stories!

Bex Bova

Nawwonal Space Society,

600 Marvland Avenne, SIV,
Washingron, DC 20024

As a former emplovee of the Jer Propul-
sion Laboratorv (JPL). I was delighted to
read Van Allen’s perspective. His excellent
remarks about the myvthology of space flight
are long overdue and should be given the
broadest publicitv. On the other hand. any-
body who has had the privilege of observing

the immenscly important contributions of

JPL at close distance and the “fallouc” of its
work for industry cannor help but admire
greatly how much has been accomplished
with a moderate budger and no nisk for the
lite ot the staff.

The comparison berween unmanned and
manned space development becomes more
striking if one considers the effect on the
federal budger. How could Medicare and
Medicad, public educanion. medical re-
search. the old. the poor. and so torth have
benetited it the mostly wasted bullions spent
on manned space fight had been allocared
instead to them?

Very few, it any, of the so-called accom-
plishments of manned space Highr are our-
side the reach of unmanned space technolo-
gV N its present state of the art or furure
development. It is indeed high time that the
space policy of our country be scrupuloushy
examined and revised by a highly comperent
group of impartial experts.

J. H. Laus
1340 £l Mirador Drre,
Pasadena, CA 91103

Response: Reactions to my Perspective (1)
have ranged trom those that are thoroughiy
supportive of mv views to those thar are
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fervently critical of them. I appreciate the
tormer and will make briet comments rela-
tive to the larrer.

At the present time. the United Srates has
several billion dollars worth of unmanned,
high-priority spacecraft i its launching
queue. and the queue grows longer month
by month. The list includes a comprehensive
mix of spacecraft for commercial. applica-
nonal. sciennfic. and military purposes.

The true national urgency is to reestablish
adiverse and restlient launching capabilicy as
quickiy as possible. Because of massive and
complex safeny consideranions (of which the
well-known O-ring problem is only the up
of the wceberg) in requalifving the shurle tor
the fhght of human crews, we can best do
this by recurning to primary dependence on
combinations ot expendable launch vehicles,

There is no comparable urgency to resum-
ing manned shuttle Hights. and there is even
less urgency to developing a large space
station. One may recall that no U.S. manned
fights were conducred tor nearly 6 vears—
Julv 1975 to April 1981—ver rhis period
was ore of the most fruittul in the history of
space exploration and exploitation.

For the more distant furure, we can derive
guidance from the recent report of the Na-

tional Commission on Space (2) and 1ts
many kindred antecedents (31 and trom the
forthcoming report of the Nartional Acade-
my of Sciences (41,

Bur I find it extremely difficult, if not
impossible. to foresee anv substantial real
growth in the federal budget for civilian
space purposes during the next decade of
prospective fiscal restraint.

Meanwhile. our dedicarion must be to use
the best means ar our disposal. limited
though thev will be. to ensure that our
national space effort produces the maximum
possible vield of truly sigmificant results.

That 1s my point.

JaMEs A, Van ALLEN

Department of Phivsics and Ascronomy,
Unaversiry of lowa,

Towa Ciry, LA 532242
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Nerenees

Ervarum. A number was inadvertenty omirted from
the News and Comment article “Pentagon plans new:
anusatellite rests”™ by R Jetfrev Smuth 25 Julv, p. 409,
In & discussion on page 410 abour porenual Sovier
evasion tacties  second column. suucmd'paragranhu_ the
numeral 2 was onured from the following sentence:
“The problem stems in large measure from t!l:nc fact that
targee coordinates for the weapons must be supplied
more than 2 hours betore an artack.”™

Ervanom: The Vovager 2 spacecraft 15 powered by
radiossorope thermoclectnie generators. A decrease in
output by this power source. not solar bartenies This
Week in Saience. 4 Julv. p. 7, may at some furure tme
bring an end to the etfective operation of the Vovager 2
spacecraft.
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