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T
he National Aeronautics and 

Space Administration (NASA) 

turns fifty years old in 2008. 

Michael Griffin, the administrator of 

NASA, kicked off the space agency’s anni-

versary lecture series with an address at 

the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, D.C. 

on September 17, 2007. Excerpts of that 

address, and of the subsequent question-

and-answer session, appear below, lightly 

edited for clarity. 

Fifty years ago, space was a far off 

place. It was the stuff of science fiction. 

Today, it is pervasive in our lives, criti-

cal to a range of activities that create 

and provide value to human beings.

It grew from NASA’s roots in space 

exploration. . . . NASA was born and 

came of age during the Cold War—in 

a historical context that is difficult for 

many who were not there at the time to 

appreciate. It was a time when our very 

way of life was being called into ques-

tion. The Soviet Union had declared 

that our democracy was too weak and 

too inefficient to compete with commu-

nism, and after the successful launch of 

Sputnik, there were many people in our 

country and in the world who feared 

that they might be correct. There were 

many others who were committed to 

proving them wrong.

The Moon race was more than explo-

ration for its own sake, and it was a lot 

more than an exercise in national pride. 

It was considered a test of the viability 

of an open society, a  vindication of the 

very concept of freedom. The American 

people admired NASA’s expertise, our 

 derring-do or can-do attitude. These 

were a reflection of America itself. 

People  marveled at our ability to meet 

John F. Kennedy’s challenge to land a 

man on the Moon when we did it in just 

eight years and two months, a feat that 

seems ever more wondrous the more 

distant we grow from it. But it was 

even more than that: the Soviet Union 

had shown that success on the frontier 

of space could, and did, translate into 

power and influence in the world. In 

the Cold War, we were in a strategic 

competition for just such power and 

influence against a totalitarian regime 

whose core values were abhorrent to 

most Americans.

So, when Americans watched the 

Moon missions depart, our belief in 

freedom and in our way of life and 

in our hopes for a better life for our 

children and their children were rid-

ing along with the astronauts. For a 

moment, we could leave our anxieties 

about the larger struggle of the Cold 

War behind, and let our spirits soar 

into the skies, but we knew always in 

those years that we were locked in that 

struggle, and that it was playing out 

most visibly on the space frontier, and 

that we were finally winning.

Because of this, the connection 

between what we do at NASA and 

the daily lives of Americans at that 

time was immediate and intense. Even 
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more, these events were inspiring to 

the world, not just to the United 

States. Friends of mine who have come 

here from other lands tell me directly 

that the world was cheering us on 

because of the sheer magnitude of 

the accomplishment. Americans’ self-

confidence, our belief that we can do 

what we set out to do, drew admiration 

from across the world then as it does 

now, and NASA, then as now, was the 

embodiment of that spirit.

Today, we are in a very different 

world. The military and political com-

petition has largely receded into the 

background; today we are primari-

ly engaged in economic  competition 

around the world. We increasing-

ly live in a global economy where 

rising wealth and living standards 

also mean ever-heightened levels of 

 competition. . . . There are now more 

software engineers in Bangalore, India, 

than in Silicon Valley. Japan, Taiwan, 

and South Korea together generate 

a fourth as many patents as does the 

U.S. every year, and their percentage is 

growing rapidly. . . .

Economic growth and  competitive 

success result primarily from the 

introduction of new goods and ser-

vices or from finding more efficient 

ways to produce existing ones. That is, 

economic growth is driven by techno-

logical innovation. Societies that foster 

it lead the pack, and others lag behind. 

But if technological innovation drives 

competitiveness and growth, what 

drives innovation?

There are many factors, but the 

exploration and exploitation of the 

space frontier is one of those. The 

money we spend—half a cent on the 

federal budget dollar—and the impact 

of what we do with it doesn’t hap-

pen out there. It happens here, and the 

result has been the space economy. So, 

if America is to remain a leader in the 

face of burgeoning global competition, 

we must continue to innovate, and we 

must continue to innovate in space.

There is another factor driving 

 innovation, also—and in my opinion, it 

is too often overlooked, or if it is seen, 

it is too often dismissed. Success in an 

economic competition depends upon 

image as well as substance. Companies 

the world over have a choice as to 

where to do deals and with whom to 

do them. The nation that appears to be 

at the top of the technical pyramid has 

taken a very large step toward being 

there in fact. Developing countries like 

China recognize the value of space 

activities as a driver of innovation, as 

a source of national pride, and as a 

membership in the most exclusive of 

clubs—that of spacefaring societies. It 

is no coincidence that we are seeing 

thousands of high-tech jobs starting up 

in China. . . .

I don’t think people broadly under-

stand how capable today Russia, China, 

India are—not that we need to regard 

any of them as adversaries. . . . I person-

ally believe that China will be back on 

the Moon before we are. I think when 

that happens, Americans will not like 

it, but they will just have to not like it.

I think we will see, as we have seen 

with China’s introductory manned 

space flights so far, we will see again 
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In late September 2007, a 51-year-

old Brazilian woman gave birth to 

her own grandchildren. Brazilian law 

requires that only close relatives may 

serve as surrogate mothers; after her 

27-year-old daughter suffered four 

years of failed attempts at pregnan-

cy, she accepted four embryos from 

her and bore her twin sons. Earlier 

this year, a Greek woman also gave 

birth to twin grandsons under similar 

 circumstances.

In contrast to these complicated 

family trees, an unmarried 60-year-old 

Japanese woman is currently pregnant 

with a donated embryo—a first in 

Japan, where fertility treatments are 

ordinarily restricted to married cou-

ples. Many women who become preg-

nant through IVF off-shore cannot 

obtain obstetrical care on their return; 

this one, who traveled to the United 

States for the procedure, has found 

an ally in Dr. Yahiro Netsu. Though 

he has been involved in controversial 

surrogate pregnancies before, he did 

confess to some concern in this case: 

“She is sixty years old and single. I 

hesitated in my mind about whether 

this pregnancy should continue when 

I thought about the risk and the future 

of the child.”

~

It turns out that James Hansen, the 

global warming researcher known 

as the “NASA whistleblower” for 

claiming in 2006 that the Bush admin-

istration was muzzling him, has been 

getting money from George Soros, 

the billionaire financier of left-wing 

groups like MoveOn.org. According to 

a September 2007 report in Investor’s 

Business Daily, Hansen received as 

much as $720,000 for “legal and media 

advice” from Soros’s Open Society 

Institute (OSI). Considering that 

Hansen aired his claims about being 

“muzzled” on the front page of the 

New York Times and in a 60 Minutes 

interview, it seems the pricey “media 

advice” paid off handsomely. It is tell-

ing that a government scientist like 

Hansen, who preens and postures 

about political interference in his work, 

should be in the pay of an overtly polit-

ical organization; that he is able to get 

that nations look up to nations that 

appear to be at the top of the techni-

cal pyramid, and they want to do 

deals with those nations. It is one of 

the things that made us the world’s 

greatest economic power. I think we 

will be re-instructed in that lesson 

in the  coming years, and I hope that 

Americans will take that instruction 

positively and react to it by investing 

in those things which are at the leading 

edge of what is possible. . . . We should 

look hard for things that we as a nation 

and as a society can do that cause other 

people to want to bind themselves to 

us. To do that, we have to be a leader.
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