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SCIENCE

Fostering National Prestige

Prestige is an important factor in human interaction at all levels but
especially in foreign affairs. In these troubled days when our alliances are
under strain prestige is especially important. Without it even a trillion dollar
defense program will lack credibility. Insofar as the buildup lacks credibil-
ity it will be a waste of money, for an object of the game is to convince the
other fellow that an attack would be too risky.

A decade ago the United States enjoyed tremendous respect for its highly
visible successes in civilian science and technology, but preeminence has
been lost in some areas and is eroding in others. Failures of our ability to
compete have been conspicuous in the automobile and steel industries. The
troubles and delays with the space shuttle have detracted from our stature.
In contrast, U.S. science has remained a major source of international
prestige. However, instead of fostering this valuable asset, the Administra-
tion compiled a sorry record during its first year.

Budget cuts in many fields of science translated into severe cuts in terms
of constant dollars. Months of uncertainty about budgets had a demoralizing
effect. The 12 percent meat-ax cut proposed in September indicated a
complete insensitivity to the many important roles of science. From the
standpoint of international affairs one of the worst decisions was to curtail
our activities in the glamorous field of planetary exploration. Abandonment
of our share of the solar polar mission has raised doubts that persist about
the reliability of U.S. commitments.

In a recent visit to France and Germany I found a different atmosphere for
science than in the United States. Morale was high. New ideas, new
approaches, and new equipment were evident. While much attention was
focused on immediate needs, there were long-range plans to achieve world
leadership. This was particularly true in France, where a new government is
determined to improve capabilities in science and technology.

The official French policy for science represents a quickening of a trend
already in being. As a minister under Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, Pierre
Aigrain had charted a course in which support for science was to increase
by 6 percent per year beyond inflation (Science, 1 August 1980, p. 545).
Apparently in parliamentary testimony before a committee headed by
Socialist Jean-Pierre Chévenement, Aigrain had been persuasive. In any
event, after the Socialists took office Chévenement, one of the most
powerful figures in French politics, chose to take responsibility for science
and technology. In the interval since the May 1981 election he has
maneuvered successfully to expand his dominion over R & D wherever
they are governmentally sponsored. He has taken control of their budgets.
He has announced plans to increase spending on R & D for the next 5 years
at the rate of 8 percent per year or more over inflation. The program is likely
to be implemented. For a time before the election, the selection of Frangois
Mitterrand as the Socialist nominee was in doubt. Efforts by Chévenement
were crucial in obtaining the nomination for Mitterrand. One of Chevene-
ment’s activities during the past 8 months has been to arrange and conduct a
big public relations campaign for science and technology. Large meetings
were held in the provinces, culminating in a gathering in Paris on 13 to 16
January attended by 4000 of the most influential political, industrial,
educational, and union leaders of the country.

There is a strain of anti-Americanism in French attitudes, or perhaps
more precisely a determination to be independent of foreign dominance.
This attitude has already led to a bid for world leadership in nuclear energy
which many regard as successful. It has also led to development of the
Ariane satellite launcher, which will be used to place many communications
satellites in orbit. The French are embarking on a major effort to strengthen
education in science and technology at all levels. As part of the program
they plan to install computers in each of the more than 10,000 high schools
of France.-——~PHILIP H. ABELSON





