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By the Light 
of the Silvery Moon.. . V

O 'N the fourth day of October in the year Nineteen Hundred and 
Fifty-Seven an explosion occurred somewhere in the depths of Soviet 
Russian territory. A strange object roared upward, tearing its way 
through the atmospheric envelope surrounding the earth, and emerging 
finally into the blackness of cosmic space. There, for approximately 
three months, it spun around the earth once every ninety minutes or so. 
What man had sometimes dreamed of in his wilder flights of fancy had at 
last been accomplished. A brand-new, man-made, mechanical moon 
had been set afloat in the skies as a fellow-traveler of the earth. This 
event marked the beginning of a new age for mankind, whether one of 
blessing or of doom only history will record.

There is certainly no romantic nonsense about this man-made 
contraption as there is about our older and more friendly moon. It 
has yet to inspire any tenderly sentimental ballads and no one would 
ever think of rhyming it with such pleasant words as June and croon 
and spoon. Nor is the light of this little Russian moon streaking through 
the sky any match for the splendor of the earth’s older satellite, 
although it does possess the power to disturb one in his sleep. And 
disturb us, it has!

For over a decade after the Second World War we, as a nation, had 
been basking in fantasies of our own strength and importance in the 
world. It was we who had built and dropped the first atomic bomb and 
for a while we had a virtual monopoly on this weapon. The feeling of 
security that this monopoly gave us persisted even when the monopoly 
itself was broken. We were sure that we were still years ahead of 
anyone else in this new scientific wonderland of nucleonics. Our thus-far 
undisputed strength made us feel that it was not only our right but also 
a kind of moral duty to provide leadership to that part of the world 
that agreed with us in general social and political philosophy or which 
felt obliged to us for one reason or another. For the rest there was al
ways the “deterrent” of the atomic bomb—later the more up-to-date 
hydrogen bomb—and the promise of “massive retaliation.”

Not only did we feel supremely confident of our military strength, 
but we felt equally confident of the soundness of our intellectual under
pinnings in an age of strange new scientific developments. It is true that 
we had had a little fun at the expense of the so-called “eggheads,” and 
the college professor was still often thought of only as the “absent- 
minded professor.” It is also true that most of us shared the general 
disdain of “practical” men for theoreticians and intellectual high-brows, 
and we often thought it the height of wit and practical wisdom to repeat
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the aphorism that “those who can, do', those who can’t, 
teach” We tended thus to relegate the instructors of our 
children to the ranks of the ignorant and the incompetent. 
Nevertheless, with a curious ambivalence, we proceeded 
to build more schools and more lavishly equipped schools 
than any other nation on earth, thereby nourishing in 
our own minds the idea that we were unquestionably 
the best-educated and the most intelligent of all peoples.

Along with our presumed pre-eminence in science, tech
nology, and education went also an unquestioning faith in 
the economic foundation that supported the whole super
structure of our world. From 1945 on, one wave of pros
perity after another had washed over us as boom followed 
boom, each one carrying us to a higher level of living than 
the one before. We found ourselves, indeed, in the hands 
of a generation of optimists from whose thinking the 
concepts of “depression” and “hard times” had all but 
vanished. While it may have talked nonchalantly and 
at odd moments of dips, and slips, and slides, and even 
of slumps, this generation really recognized no economic 
direction but “up.” It had lost the salutary feeling for 
limits—for the finiteness of all things. And so, among our 
other fantasies, we basked also in this one of perpetual 
economic prosperity.

It was in the midst of these pleasant dreams that the 
Russian satellite roared upward into the depths of outer 
space. In the security of our dreams we reacted to this new 
portent in the skies with childish trifling. We gleefully took 
the word “sputnik” into our vocabulary and bandied it 
about like a child learning his first word in an alien tongue. 
And then, in November, when a bigger rocket again 
roared aloft out of Russia, a bigger rocket propelling a 
bigger satellite still farther into the blackness of space, a 
satellite that this time carried within it a living creature— 
a dog—we exhibited our linguistic wit by promptly 
christening it “muttnik.” This was fun! Sputnik and 
Muttnik, both whirling mischieveously around the planet 
earth!

Not to be caught napping in this new age, toy makers 
devised sputniks and other “space” toys for the kiddies, 
and dress designers dreamed up dazzling “space” suits 
for the gals, complete with “beep-beep” umbrella re
ceivers. Equally alert to the implications of the new age, 
soda jerks concocted sputnik sundaes for the high school 
crowd, and the newspapers told of sputnik cocktails mixed 
by inventive bartenders. Moon-watching began to rival 
bird-watching as a pleasant outdoor sport.

We felt safe in indulging in such playful tomfoolery 
because of the unshakable confidence we had in our own 
pre-eminence in all important fields of human endeavor. 
And so we dreamed on in the light of the silvery moon— 
the one named Sputnik, and, later, the one we nicknamed 
Muttnik.

Soon, however, Reality came knocking at the door of 
the mind, and we awoke abruptly from our sleep. After 
all, Reality was saying, it was Russia and not we who put 
those moons in the sky. And a rocket that can send a 
moon around the earth in an hour and a half could just

as easily carry a hydrogen bomb to any of our cities in 
half an hour. And a satellite that can carry instruments of 
observation and measurement can just as easily carry a 
bomb to be released at will over any target. And a 
satellite that can carry a dog may soon be made to carry 
men.

Moreover, Reality reminded us, these accomplishments 
could not have taken place without the prior existence of 
a technology at least equal to our own, and without the 
creation of a generation of rigorously trained scientists 
and technical experts. This we had never dreamed possible 
in a country we had always considered woefully backward.

Whether actually justified by the facts or not, the 
psychic trauma we experienced in this encounter with 
Reality expressed itself, first in a wave of recrimination 
in which everybody blamed everyone else for letting 
Russia outdistance us in satellites and missiles, and then 
in a strident demand that we recover our position at the 
head of the parade as quickly as possible.

That we shall be able to recover our technical and 
military position quickly is doubtful. That we can do so 
easily is out of the question. Only gradually are we becom
ing aware of the ultimate cost of winning out in this 
strange and fateful race with Soviet Russia. It is going 
to involve the very roots of our being—our attitudes 
toward learning; our appreciation of education in its real 
sense as opposed to the gingerbread that is often confused 
with it; the standards of excellence that we must be 
willing to substitute for the too prevalent ideal of just 
getting by. The cost will also consist in large part of the 
sacrifices we will be willing to make to defend and pre
serve the fundamental values upon which our country was 
founded. First of all, however, the cost is going to 
involve money—lots of it.

Our immediate reaction to the implications of Sputnik 
is therefore a loud outcry for more Government expendi
tures—for satellites, for missiles, for anti-missile missiles, 
for scientists, for teachers, for scholarships for bright boys 
and girls with a talent for mathematics. There has been 
some talk, of course, that the additional billions that 
these things will cost may be offset by giving up some 
older and possibly less essential Government spending 
programs. But human nature being what it is, and political 
pressures being what they are, it would be a mistake to 
expect too much from this direction. We shall probably 
have to reconcile ourselves to some net addition to the 
national debt and be prepared to sacrifice a balanced 
budget on the altar of military necessity.

It is fortunate that this unforeseen and imperious 
necessity had not confronted us a year, or even ten 
months, earlier. Then it would have fallen upon the 
economy at what was virtually the peak of the credit 
expansion by which we had financed the successive p°st' 
war booms. To have imposed this additional burden upon 
the economy at such a time might have raised the infla
tionary pressure to a point beyond which it could not be 
restrained.

In a way, therefore, it was fortunate that our encounter 
with Sputnik came at a time when the inflationary danger
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seemed to have abated and when considerable slack was 
beginning to be felt throughout the economy. The last of 
the great postwar booms, the one in capital goods, was 
beginning to wane and many people saw nothing on the 
horizon to take its place as a stimulus to the economy. 
Business confidence was falling to a lower ebb than seemed 
justified by the current statistics. Business seemed haunted 
by a fear that this recession might be something different 
than those of 1949 and 1953-54.

The period since the Second World War had been 
marked by shortages of almost everything except money 
and credit. Under such conditions, a slackening of pressure 
in any one sector of the economy merely released demand 
and resources to other sectors where new booms would 
thus be generated. It was in these circumstances that we 
developed the concept of the “rolling readjustment.” It 
seemed important, therefore, to know whether the reces
sion that developed in 1957 was merely another rolling 
readjustment—the prelude to another boom—or whether 
it was something more serious than that.

There was one difference. This 1957 recession was 
occurring at a time when there were no general shortages. 
The output of major materials was running at less than 80 
percent of capacity and the number of unemployed, 
though not large in absolute figures, was nevertheless 
growing. Under such conditions, to say nothing of high 
inventories in nearly all sectors; high debt commitments 
by individuals, businesses, and governments, and a general 
state of illiquidity; inflexibility in wage and price struc
tures; weakening economies abroad and declining export 
markets; and a perennially sick agriculture plagued by 
extraordinarily unseasonable weather—under such con
ditions, instead of acting as a stimulus elsewhere as had 
been the case in the recent past, it was thought that any 
sagging of the economy anywhere could only contribute to 
a cumulative downswing. Instead of a rolling readjustment, 
therefore, it seemed to some observers that we were facing 
what might more properly be considered a listing of the 
vessel to one side. Such listing would not necessarily lead 
to a capsizing of the vessel, although it might do so if it 
continued too long. This possibility was a danger that 
haunted the minds of many and caused them to consider 
the problem of overcoming the recessionary downdrift 
as coequal with that of recovering military and political 
status in the world vis-a-vis Soviet Russia.

Such was the economic climate in which Sputnik was 
set afloat in the skies. And it is fortunate that it was so. 
The growing slackness in the economy could serve, indeed, 
as a cushion to absorb the economic impact of our in
evitable reaction to Sputnik and its implications. That the 
current recession may be a movement of much more 
gravity than a mere rolling readjustment gives it the power, 
indeed, to absorb a much greater impact than would other
wise be the case. The existence of this recessionary 
cushion, therefore, could save us, perhaps, from the social 
and economic demoralization that might have followed a 
resumption of inflation had our encounter with Sputnik 
come a year earlier. It is hard to think well of any business

recession, but we may yet come to think of this one with 
something akin to gratitude.

Just what will be the outcome of the interaction of 
these two problems—the problem of outdistancing Russia 
in science and in weapons, and the problem of over
coming the recession—remains to be seen. In our anxiety 
to recover our military and political position in the world, 
we could perhaps go so far as to plunge the economy 
into the inflationary stratosphere and court again the 
dangers from which we have so recently fled.

On the other hand, our anxiety and alarm could 
possibly subside to a point where we would be unwilling 
to bear the burden and to make the sacrifices that world 
leadership entails. Already much of our excitement over 
the Russian moons has vanished. Few watchers still 
follow “Muttnik” on its lonesome course, now that Sputnik 
I has died.

Our deeper interest in the problems of the “space age” 
could be overwhelmed almost as easily in the welter 
of day-to-day affairs. After all, we are a people of 
mercurial temperament and it is hard for us to sustain 
an attitude of continuous worry about any problem. It 
is therefore easy for us to forget that vigilance is still 
the price of liberty, and that our heritage of democratic 
values is not self-perpetuating. They will not be preserved 
unless we preserve them.

And so we enter 1958 at a most solemn moment in 
human history. By the light of the silvery moon—the 
little Russian moon that still encircles the earth and any 
moon we may put up there beside it—we see a divided 
world gravitating more and more around two hostile 
ideological poles. Despite the triumphs of Science, edu
cation, and engineering in creating here and there a few 
islands of prosperity and material well-being, this process 
of polarization is going on in a world still desperately poor 
and growing poorer day by day. For two-thirds of the 
earth’s inhabitants, bread is the daily elemental problem 
and starvation the ever-present threat. Each country, 
moreover, faces baffling economic problems peculiar to 
itself. Beside them, our own problem of countering an 
incipient recession pales into insignificance.

Under such circumstances, the commonest of common 
sense tells us that, for the time being at least, we are 
all marooned together on the planet earth and that our 
mutual welfare, to say nothing of our very survival, de
pends upon our willingness and our ability to work to
gether in solving our common problems. Unless man
kind learns this lesson, and learns it soon, it will continue 
to squander its resources in the mad competition to build 
intercontinental ballistic missiles that can indeed put a 
halo of satellites around the earth, and splatter with 
rockets our unoffending neighbors in the planetary sys
tem, but which may also finally bring about the mutual 
extermination of the human race.

If that day, unhappily, should ever come, the light 
of the silvery moon—the age-old, friendly moon—may 
then shine down upon a world as desolate as the moon 
itself.

E a r l e  L. R a u b e r
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