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T
he year 2007 marks the 

 centennial of the birth, and the 

thirtieth anniversary of the 

death, of the distinguished American 

scientist and essayist Loren Eiseley—

and so gives us an opportunity to look 

back on this unique thinker and his 

elegant reflections on man’s place in 

the universe.

Ever since antiquity, mankind has 

put a human face on the sky. The 

ancients named the planets for gods 

and goddesses that looked like them-

selves, and populated the heavens by 

Connecticut Senator Christopher Dodd, 

would have banned the use of contrac-

tors in combat and interrogations. More 

recently, an  amendment to the 2008 

defense authorization bill, approved 

by the House of Representatives this 

spring, would establish guidelines gov-

erning contractor weapons and uni-

forms, create a database of contracted 

firms, and track their casualties. This 

amendment may not make it through 

the legislative meat-grinder, but if it 

does, and if the Pentagon implements 

the UCMJ jurisdiction change, then 

contractors accompanying U.S. forces 

overseas may for the first time be actu-

ally subject to legal sanction and regu-

latory oversight.

Yet the privatization should still make 

us uneasy, because there is  another 

price we pay for even the most well-

regulated and cost-effective privatiza-

tion: the virtue of our warriors. As 

it stands now, the all-volunteer army 

makes use of market principles but has 

not surrendered to them. To switch to 

private firms, though, is to turn war 

over to the marketplace on a scale not 

seen since the 1700s. Soldiers’ pay is 

far from adequate for the goals they 

achieve and the burdens they bear. In 

its highest sense, military “service” 

is for far more than the money: our 

troops join out of duty, patriotism, or 

even a desire for greatness. They fight 

to give back to the society that has 

given them so much, endangering their 

own lives abroad to protect ours here 

at home. It is for this sacrifice that they 

deserve our admiration—regardless of 

the conflict in which they fight. The 

private soldier of fortune claims none 

of this virtue. Just another dangerous 

man laboring at dangerous work, he 

is without a G.I. Bill education, veter-

ans’ health care benefits, or burial in 

Arlington National Cemetery.

Combat is not merely another occu-

pation, and we should be wary of 

degrading such a noble calling by 

renting it out. Soldiers, sailors, air-

men, and marines are a special breed, 

to be distinguished from the masses 

not only by vocation, but also by the 

character of their souls.

—Habib Moody, a New Atlantis intern, 

is a student at Yale University.

The Man in the Moon
Remembering Loren Eiseley
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connecting stellar dots to form famil-

iar shapes. Thus, the blazing orb of the 

sun was transported across the sky by 

a horse-drawn Hellenic chariot (or, if 

you were Egyptian, by a Nilotic boat) 

and the shadowed surface of the moon 

became a smiling face gazing down on 

Earth. Even the conquest of space (as 

it once was so presumptuously called) 

represents, in reality, a modern varia-

tion on the same theme, announcing 

to all the world that the universe is 

but another piece of real estate, albeit 

distant, waiting for development.

Eiseley did not labor under such 

misconceptions. For him the universe 

would always be alien—even that part 

of it we call Earth. Or rather it is we, he 

would argue, who are the aliens, forev-

er strangers in a strange land, doomed 

to drift rootlessly through space.

Eiseley knew what rootlessness was. 

A lonely child of the Nebraska plains, 

he came to manhood in the dust-bowl 

Depression, riding the rails in the box-

car company of hobos. His mother was 

stone deaf and half-crazed with a mad-

ness that Eiseley always feared lurked 

in his own genes, just waiting to lurch 

out. Perhaps it was for this reason he 

never had children of his own. Instead, 

he was attracted to stray animals—

dogs, foxes, or jack-rabbits, it did not 

matter which—sentient creatures who 

were his brothers under the skin, who 

knew and had come to terms with 

their own apartness, just as had he. An 

uneasy inhabitant of cities, he felt most 

at home in the solitude of nature that 

echoed the inner solitude of his soul. 

And when he wrote, the titles of his 

books and essays mirrored that sense 

of aloneness: The Immense Journey, 

The Night Country, “Man Against the 

Universe,” “The Long Loneliness.”

“Nature,” Eiseley wrote in The 

Unexpected Universe, “contains that 

which does not concern us, and has 

no intention of taking us into its con-

fidence.” But nature, Eiseley intuited, 

had also left us signs, messages embed-

ded in strata or scattered among the 

stars. “Some of the messages cannot 

be read, but man will always try. He 
 hungers for messages, and when he 

ceases to seek and interpret them he 

will no longer be man.”

Even so, our bold exploration of the 

universe must be matched, he insisted, 

by an even bolder exploration of our 

selves. “Man . . .may have come to the 

end of that wild being who had mas-

tered the fire and the lightning. He 

can create the web but not hold it 

together, not save himself except by 

transcending his own image. For at the 

last, before the ultimate mystery, it is 

himself he shapes.”

In one of his most haunting essays, 

Eiseley described wandering before 

sunrise along a desolate beach 

strewn with the myriad corpses of 

sea creatures abandoned in the sand 

by an  ebbing tide. In the distance 

he glimpsed the solitary figure of 

a  beachcomber methodically bending 

down and repeatedly flinging objects 

far out into the sea. The beachcomber 

was rescuing starfish, one by one. “The 

stars,” the man said, “throw well. One 

can help them.” In a seeming act of 

folly, the “star thrower” had chosen life 
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over death, compassion over callous-

ness, action over indifference. Could 

God with similar madness have once 

flung a handful of stars out into the 

 universe like seeds, hoping against 

hope that humanity might take root in 

the  cosmic night?

Before leaving our lasting imprint 

on Mars and other planets, Eiseley 

cautions, we who have already scarred 

the Earth and littered its moon must 

curb our unbounded appetite for 

 despoliation and instead earn redemp-

tion, for only then will the “Man in the 

Moon” smile down on us.

—Stephen Bertman is Professor Emer-

itus of Classics at Canada’s University of 

Windsor and the author, most recently, of 

The Eight Pillars of Greek Wisdom.

Faces Disappearing
The Implications of Cystic Fibrosis Screening

C
ystic fibrosis (CF) is a heredi-

tary disease that affects much 

of the body, especially the 

lungs and digestive system, leading 

eventually to disability and death. The 

disease runs its course very differ-

ently in different patients; some have 

severe pulmonary and gastrointestinal 

problems starting in the first year of 

life, while others have relatively mild 

symptoms until adolescence. Lung dis-

ease is usually the primary factor in 

determining the quality and length 

of a patient’s life; about 90 percent of 

all people with CF die from pulmo-

nary complications. Since cystic fibro-

sis generally doesn’t impair cognitive 

functioning or musculoskeletal devel-

opment, it is possible for patients with 

mild cases to lead relatively normal 

lives; a 1995 survey reported that 35 

percent of young adults diagnosed 

with CF work full-time and 90 percent 

had completed high school. Thanks to 

therapeutic advances in recent decades, 

the median survival age of patients has 

been steadily rising: According to the 

Cystic Fibrosis Foundation, in 1976 it 

was 18 years, in 1995 it was 30.1 years, 

and in 2005 it was 36.8 years.

About 30,000 Americans have cystic 

fibrosis, and around 1,000 new cases 

are diagnosed each year. The disease is 

most common among Caucasians, with 

an incidence of 1 in 3,500 live births 

(compared to roughly 1 in 12,000 in 

non-white populations). Our under-

standing of the genetic causes of the 

disease have improved; since 1989, 

over 1,300 mutations of a particular 

gene have been linked to CF. These 

discoveries have made it possible to use 

genetic tests to determine if expecting 

parents are unwary carriers of a cystic 

fibrosis mutation, or to determine if 

a person actually has the disease—

so parents with afflicted newborns, 

for instance, can know about the dis-

ease before symptoms are manifest. A 

workshop convened by the Centers for 

Disease Control in 1997 recommended 

such neonatal CF screening, calling it 

a “paradigm for public health genetics 

policy development.”
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