
Just	af	ter	11pm	US	time	on	July	20,	1969,	Buzz	Aldrin	and	Neil	Arm	strong	un	veiled	a	plaque	at	tached	to	the	lad	-
der	on	the	land	ing	gear	strut	of	the	Apollo	11	lu	nar	mo	d	ule.
Arm	strong	read	its	message	to	the	watch	ing	tele	vi	sion	au	di	ence:	“Here	men	from	the	planet	Earth	�rst	set	foot
upon	the	Moon.	July	1969	AD.	We	came	in	peace	for	all	mankind.”
What	do	we	cel	e	brate	when	we	cel	e	brate	the	50th	an	niver	sary	of	the	moon	land	ing?	Ob	vi	ously	a	very	great	sci	-
en	ti�c	achieve	ment,	but	not	one	that	could	be	jus	ti	�ed	by	its	con	tri	bu	tion	to	sci	ence	alone.
It	was	pres	i	dent	John	F.	Kennedy	who,	in	a	speech	to	a	joint	ses	sion	of	congress	on	May	25,	1961,	an	nounced
“that	this	na	tion	should	com	mit	it	self	to	achiev	ing	the	goal,	be	fore	this	decade	is	out,	of	land	ing	a	man	on	the
moon	and	re	turn	ing	him	safely	to	Earth”.
Yet	while	con	sult	ing	be	fore	mak	ing	this	com	mit	ment,	he	had	to	pro	vide	Jerome	Wies	ner,	chair	man	of	the	pres	i	-
dent’s	sci	en	ti�c	ad	vi	sory	com	mit	tee,	with	a	prom	ise.	In	ex	change	for	the	com	mit	tee’s	ac	qui	es	cence,	he	would
never	jus	tify	the	lu	nar	mis	sion	in	terms	of	its	sci	en	ti�c	pay	o�s.
It	wasn’t	an	achieve	ment	that	could	be	sup	ported	by	its	mil	i	tary	con	tri	bu	tion	alone,	ei	ther.	There	was	a	pub	lic
con	cern	that	the	Soviet	Union	would	some	how	con	quer	the	moon	and	con	trol	mankind.
Yet	Kennedy’s	de	fence	sec	re	tary,	Robert	McNa	mara,	was	al	ways	very	cool	about	the	idea	of	a	moon	land	ing.	He
could	see	the	ad	van	tages	of	space	tech	nol	ogy	in	mis	sile	de	vel	op	ment,	com	mu	ni	ca	tion	satel	lites	and	con	trol	of
space	near	Earth,	but	the	ex	tra	spend	ing	of	a	manned	lu	nar	land	ing,	es	pe	cially	one	done	rapidly,	didn’t	seem	to
him	or	many	de	fence	experts	to	be	war	ranted	on	a	purely	mil	i	tary	ba	sis.
So	what	did	jus	tify	it?	I’m	rather	drawn	to	one	ex	pla	na	tion	pro	vided	by	the	ac	tor	Tom	Hanks,	some	one	who	has
de	voted	a	good	part	of	his	�lm	ca	reer	to	cel	e	brat	ing	the	Apollo	project.	“Go	ing	to	the	moon	was	not	just	a	tech	-
no	log	i	cal	en	deav	our,	but	an	artis	tic	one,	like	Michelan	gelo’s	fres	coes	on	the	Sis	tine	Chapel	ceil	ing.	The	same
kind	of	imag	i	na	tion	that	al	lowed	Michelan	gelo	to	pro	duce	the	crown	ing	achieve	ment	of	his	era	helped	NASA’s
en	gi	neers	build	their	moon	ships.
“Above	all,	Apollo	was	a	voy	age	of	in	spi	ra	tion.”
Lest	this	seems	an	ac	tor’s	con	ceit,	it	isn’t	too	far	away	in	spirit	from	the	ex	pla	na	tion	pro	vided	by	JFK	in	his	most
ex	pan	sive	speech	on	the	moon	mis	sion.	In	Septem	ber	1962	at	Rice	Univer	sity,	the	in	sti	tu	tion	that	pro	vided	the
land	for	the	Hous	ton	space	cen	tre,	the	pres	i	dent	said:	“Many	years	ago	the	great	British	ex	plorer	Ge	orge	Mal	-
lory,	who	was	to	die	on	Mount	Ever	est,	was	asked	why	did	he	want	to	climb	it.	He	said,	‘Be	cause	it	is	there.’	Well
space	is	there,	and	we’re	go	ing	to	climb	it.”
It	was,	Kennedy	added,	the	“great	est	ad	ven	ture	on	which	man	has	ever	em	barked”.
How	ever,	there	is	an	other	mean	ing,	and	an	other	tri	umph,	hid	den	in	a	care	ful	read	ing	of	the	plaque	left	be	hind
by	Arm	strong	and	Aldrin	with	the	US	�ag.	The	Amer	i	can	as	tro	nauts	did	come	in	peace	and	on	be	half	of	all
mankind.	That	is	be	cause	they	be	lieved	it	to	be	pro	foundly	in	the	in	ter	ests	of	peace	and	of	all	mankind	that	the
US	be	�rst	to	reach	the	moon.
The	de	ci	sion	to	land	a	manned	craft	on	the	lu	nar	sur	face	was	the	prod	uct	of	a	very	par	tic	u	lar	pe	riod	in	world
history:	a	hand	ful	of	years	in	the	late	1950s	and	early	60s	in	which	the	West	came	to	be	lieve	that	it	was	be	ing
out	paced	eco	nom	i	cally,	tech	no	log	i	cally	and	po	lit	i	cally	by	the	Soviet	bloc.	And	this	was	of	par	tic	u	lar	con	cern	to
lead	ers	in	the	free	world,	be	cause	this	be	lief	came	at	a	time	when	em	pires	were	dis	solv	ing.	For	mer	colonies,
newly	in	de	pen	dent,	were	choos	ing	their	eco	nomic	mod	els.	There	was	a	fear	that	the	lights	of	Soviet	civil	i	sa	tion
would	daz	zle	th	ese	na	tions	and	the	world	would	tip	de	ci	sively	to	wards	com	mu	nism.



British	prime	minister	Harold	Wil	son’s	prom	ise	in	1963	to	forge	a	new	Bri	tain	in	the	white	heat	of	tech	nol	ogy
came	from	his	be	lief	the	British	were	also-rans	to	the	Sovi	ets.	Kennedy’s	em	pha	sis	on	a	mis	sile	gap	with	Rus	sia
was	cen	tral	to	his	1960	elec	tion	cam	paign.
The	com	mit	ment	to	the	moon	land	ing	was,	sim	i	larly,	a	prod	uct	of	this	worry.	When	JFK	�rst	took	o�	ce,	he	was
so	un	con	cerned	and	un	sure	about	space	pol	icy	that	he	al	lowed	Dwight	Eisen	hower’s	head	of	NASA	to	leave	of	-
�ce	on	in	au	gu	ra	tion	day	with	out	any	one	from	the	ad	min	is	tra	tion	hav	ing	con	tacted	him	or	iden	ti	�ed	a	re	place	-
ment.	Then	came	news	in	April	1961	that	the	USSR	had	sent	Yuri	Ga	garin	into	space	and	he	had	com	pleted	an	or	-
bit	of	the	Earth.
The	at	mos	phere	in	the	Kennedy	White	House	changed	com	pletely.	The	Soviet	Union	could	not	be	al	lowed	to	win
the	space	race.	It	would	val	i	date	those	who	thought	that	messy	cap	i	tal	ist	democ	ra	cies	could	not	achieve	the
heights	scaled	by	so	cial	ist	com	mand	economies.	It	would	in	di	cate	that,	by	con	trast,	open	so	ci	eties	lacked	will
and	imag	i	na	tion.
Kennedy	could	see	that	tak	ing	small	steps	in	space	might	yield	mil	i	tary	or	sci	en	ti�c	div	i	dends	in	pro	por	tion	to
the	money	it	would	cost.	But	only	a	huge	step,	a	lu	nar	land	ing,	held	out	the	prospect	of	beat	ing	the	USSR	to	it.
This	would	demon	strate	the	will,	e�		ciency	and	creativ	ity	of	free	na	tions.	The	idea	that	the	Soviet	Union	was
ever	over	tak	ing	the	Western	economies	now	seems	lu	di	crous.	There	was	no	mis	sile	gap	and	JFK	started	the
space	race	on	his	own,	since	his	power	ri	vals	lacked	the	know-how	and	re	sources	to	se	ri	ously	chal	lenge	the	US.
When	we	cel	e	brate	the	50th	an	niver	sary,	we	are	cel	e	brat	ing	the	achieve	ments	of	a	gen	er	a	tion	that	took	se	ri	-
ously	its	duty	to	pro	tect	the	lib	eral	demo	cratic	cap	i	tal	ist	sys	tem	and	make	it	a	bea	con	of	the	world.	We	are	cel	e	-
brat	ing	its	be	lief	in	sci	ence	and	progress	in	a	free	so	ci	ety	and	its	con	�	dence	that,	with	enough	will,	there	is
noth	ing	pos	si	ble	that	we	can	give	up	as	im	pos	si	ble.
The	cliche	is	right.	If	we	can	send	a	man	to	the	moon,	we	can	do	any	thing:	de	feat	poverty,	con	quer	disease,	�nd
a	tech	no	log	i	cal	so	lu	tion	to	cli	mate	change.	And,	with	con	�	dence,	lib	eral	democ	racy	need	not	re	treat.


