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Letter from the Editor
Isabelle Sourbès-Verger

TEXTE

This second issue of Na celles gives tan gible form to the am bi tions of
the journal’s founders. It meets their goal of cre at ing an in ter dis cip‐ 
lin ary zone for ad dress ing aero naut ics and space in their vari ous as‐ 
pects, both from a his tor ical per spect ive and to present the state of
the ques tion. These art icles were writ ten after a col loquium or gan‐ 
ized by the CNRS re search group FRAMESPA in 2015, which brought
to gether young new re search ers work ing on the theme of space ex‐ 
plor a tion.

1

One guid ing ques tion runs through this issue: the mean ing of space
ex plor a tion, in de pend ently of its ac com plish ments. A large share of
the re search fo cuses on meth od o logy and de scrib ing the factors that
triggered the in terest in space shown by the pub lic, hu man it ies and
so cial sci ences re search ers, and polit ical act ors. The no tion of ex‐ 
plor a tion is not treated per se, but rather in how it re veals other ra‐ 
tionales at work, ana lysed through the lens of the his tory of sci ence
as well as polit ical sci ence and the his tory of know ledge. Here we find
some of the major strands of space re search today, to which we must
add so ci ology, an thro po logy, law and geo graphy.

2

The body of his tor ical re search on space is be gin ning to be rich
enough to en able new stud ies: in Oc to ber 2017, Sput nik will be 60
years old while in Decem ber 2018, we will cel eb rate the 50th an‐ 
niversary of the first manned Apollo flight around the Moon. As for
Europe, in 2019 it will cel eb rate the 30th an niversary of the first
launch of the Ariane rocket. While NASA is un ques tion ably the in sti‐ 
tu tional actor fund ing the largest num ber of stud ies in Amer ican (and
other re gions’) his tory, the European Space Agency is also keen to
pre serve the writ ten sources de pos ited at the European In sti tute of
Florence and is also con duct ing a major pro ject to safe guard oral
archives. The first his tory pro ject led by ESA from 1990 to 2000 re‐ 
traced the con struc tion of European space from its be gin nings in
1958 to 1987 through 24 re ports - known as the His tory Study Re port
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- and a book in 2 volumes. Other na tional stud ies have then sup ple‐ 
men ted this broad vis ion, pub lished from 2000 to the present.

The new His tory Pro ject, which ESA will of fi cially launch in Padua,
Italy in Novem ber 2017, sets in mo tion the goal of mak ing new re‐ 
search ers aware of space is sues. Space is now part of every day life
and many stu dents see the be gin ning of the space age, that of a
heroic age, as con tem por ary with the memory of their grand par ents
more than their par ents. But this change in per spect ive does not only
af fect the per cep tion of human activ ity in space; the his tor ical dis cip‐ 
line has also evolved. As early as the 1970s, his tor i ans of the 3rd gen‐ 
er a tion of the An nales School sug ges ted break ing with "total his tory,"
pre dom in antly eco nomic and so cial, and turn ing to ward "New Ob‐ 
jects," "New Ap proaches," and "New Prob lems." One of the con cepts
em phas ized by Pierre Nora, the event, 1 of fers us the op por tun ity to
see how the past re- emerges in the present. In deed, in its na tional
his tor ies, space does not es cape the tri logy: memory- identity-
heritage. We can also en rich our un der stand ing of the major dates in
space his tory by think ing in terms of “re gimes of his tor icity.” In this
concept, in tro duced by François Har tog, the cur rent sys tem is
"present ism," that of giv ing value to the present, which ex tends in the
dir ec tion of the fu ture as well as the past. 2 Pub lic a tions on the fu ture
of the con quest of space here find a res on ance that de serves to be
stud ied fur ther.

4

Today his tory is global, local and in ter con nec ted. Re search is ex pec‐ 
ted to be even more in ter dis cip lin ary and open to a vari ety of ob jects,
and to high light the cir cu la tions between space com munit ies around
the world, with re search co oper a tion being one of its es sen tial vec‐ 
tors.

5

The vis ion of fra gile, ran dom and in com plete his tory that takes shape
thanks to the nar rat ive of the his tor ian is quite con du cive to new re‐ 
search that is ready to in teg rate con tri bu tions from other hu man it ies
and so cial sci ences dis cip lines. The his tor ies of space must also be
en riched by mul tidiscip lin ary ap proaches, which are in them selves a
chal lenge. It is, how ever, the mul tiply ing of view points that fosters
un der stand ing of a do main as di verse as ‘space’. This second issue of
the journal Na celles, giv ing the floor to new young re search ers, opens

6



Letter from the Editor

NOTES

1  Pierre Nora, Les lieux de mémoire (Paris: Gal li mard, 1984-1992).

2  François Har tog, Régimes d’historicité. Présentisme et expériences du
temps (Paris: Le Seuil, 2003).
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up new av en ues. Let us hope that it will cre ate new vo ca tions for the
ex plor a tion not only of space it self but also of its his tor ies.
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