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Editorial

Fifty years after President John F. Kennedy called 
on this nation to “commit itself to achieving the 
goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on 
the Moon and returning him safely to the Earth,” 
President Barack Obama and a complicit Con-
gress have all but rung the death knell for Ameri-
ca’s space program.

On Sept. 12, 1962, Kennedy spoke at Rice 
University, and reviewed the progress since his 
address to Congress the previous year, in which he 
first laid out his vision for space exploration. We 
present here excerpts from that 1962 speech, in 
the hope that they will inspire a new generation of 
Americans to take up the torch.

“. . .[M]an, in his quest for knowledge and 
progress, is determined and cannot be deterred. 
The exploration of space will go ahead, whether 
we join in it or not, and it is one of the great adven-
tures of all time, and no nation which expects to be 
the leader of other nations can expect to stay 
behind in this race for space.

“Those who came before us made certain that 
this country rode the first waves of the industrial 
revolutions, the first waves of modern invention, 
and the first wave of nuclear power, and this gen-
eration does not intend to founder in the backwash 
of the coming age of space. We mean to be a part 
of it—we mean to lead it. For the eyes of the world 
now look into space, to the Moon and to the plan-
ets beyond, and we have vowed that we shall not 
see it governed by a hostile flag of conquest, but 
by a banner of freedom and peace. . . .

“Yet the vows of this Nation can only be ful-
filled if we in this Nation are first, and, therefore, 
we intend to be first. In short, our leadership in sci-
ence and in industry, our hopes for peace and se-
curity, our obligations to ourselves as well as 

others, all require us to make this effort, to solve 
these mysteries, to solve them for the good of all 
men, and to become the world’s leading space-far-
ing nation.

“We set sail on this new sea because there is 
new knowledge to be gained, and new rights to be 
won, and they must be won and used for the prog-
ress of all people. For space science, like nuclear 
science and all technology, has no conscience of 
its own. Whether it will become a force for good 
or ill depends on man, and only if the United States 
occupies a position of pre-eminence can we help 
decide whether this new ocean will be a sea of 
peace or a new terrifying theater of war. I do not 
say that we should or will go unprotected against 
the hostile misuse of space any more than we go 
unprotected against the hostile use of land or sea, 
but I do say that space can be explored and mas-
tered without feeding the fires of war, without re-
peating the mistakes that man has made in extend-
ing his writ around this globe of ours.

“There is no strife, no prejudice, no national 
conflict in outer space as yet. Its hazards are hos-
tile to us all. Its conquest deserves the best of all 
mankind, and its opportunity for peaceful coop-
eration may never come again. But why, some say, 
the Moon? Why choose this as our goal? And they 
may well ask why climb the highest mountain. 
Why, 35 years ago, fly the Atlantic? Why does 
Rice play Texas? We choose to go to the Moon.

We choose to go to the Moon in this decade 
and do the other things, not because they are easy, 
but because they are hard, because that goal will 
serve to organize and measure the best of our ener-
gies and skills, because that challenge is one that 
we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to 
postpone, and one which we intend to win. . . .”
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