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T he article “Back to the Moon . . . to 
stay?” by Michael J. Neufeld in the 
December 2023 issue of Physics Today 

(page 40) presents a great deal of infor-
mation many people outside the science 
and technology communities should be 
aware of.

Neufeld writes, “Public enthusiasm 
for sending astronauts to the Moon has 
remained weak—only 12% of respon-
dents in a recent poll chose it as one of 
the ‘top priorities’ for NASA (monitor-
ing asteroid threats got 60% and Earth’s 
climate 50%).” In my experience in 
doing public outreach about space ex-
ploration, I have found few people who 
can answer correctly when asked what 
the distance from Earth to the Moon is 
or how many people have spent time 
on our natural satellite. Those types of 
questions should be included in any 
poll on support for lunar exploration.

Included in Neufeld’s article is a 
histogram of NASA funding from 1958 

through 2020 as a percentage of the fed-
eral budget. Note, though, that roughly 
every 10 days the US spends on national 
defense the equivalent of the NASA bud-
get for the entire year.1

Neufeld mentions those who have 
pushed for the use of robotic spacecraft 
because of the decreased costs and dan-
ger involved. But Steven Squyres, princi-
pal investigator for the science payload 
on the Mars rovers Spirit and Opportu-
nity, commented in 2005, “What we have 
done with these rovers a really good pair 
of field geologists could have done in a 
long weekend.”2

As Neufeld points out, there are chal-
lenges, such as the effects of harsh radi-
ation and low gravity, that need to be 
overcome for humans to adapt to space. 
But solving challenges is what science 
and engineering is about. Neufeld con-
cludes by writing, “We are going back to 
the Moon to stay, at least for a while—
and maybe for the long term.” I look 

forward to gazing up at the Moon and 
knowing the names of the people who 
are living and working there.
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Reconsidering tenure
T he article “When tenure fails” by 

Toni Feder (Physics Today, October 
2023, page 44) points to the need for 

academia to consider whether the tenure 
system needs revamping. Of course, any 
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Putting a return to the Moon in perspective

THE CREW OF ARTEMIS 2 at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center. The mission aims to take humans to the Moon for the first time in 
decades. (Courtesy of NASA/Kim Shiflett.)


