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TEXTE

In 2006, his tor ian Asif Sid diqi, a pro fessor at New York's Ford ham
Uni ver sity and a spe cial ist of Russian- Soviet space ex plor a tion, pro‐ 
posed a his tori ograph ical re view of US space his tory. 1 This his tory
was Amer ican in  more ways than one: first, be cause it was largely
writ ten by his tor i ans or com ment at ors based in the United States;
second, be cause this his tory be ne fit ted greatly from sup port from
the Na tional Aero naut ics and Space Ad min is tra tion (NASA), re spons‐ 
ible for space activ it ies and safe guard ing its her it age in the United
States; and fi nally, be cause the ob ject of study was the US space pro‐ 
gramme. 2
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Six years later, Al ex an der Gep pert noted, in a brief his tori ograph ical
re view in the in tro duc tion to Ima gin ing Outer Space, 3 that the per‐ 
spect ive A. Sid diqi had ad op ted, centred on the United States, was
not only due to a biased and par tial choice. It was also, to a cer tain
ex tent, rep res ent at ive of a his tori ography primar ily dom in ated by the
work of Amer ican his tor i ans and polit ical sci ent ists who gave con sid‐ 
er able space to Amer ican mis sions, act ors and labor at or ies. While in
the in ter val that elapsed between these two pub lic a tions, re search
emerged on the So viet Rus sian "case" 4 and new coun tries in space, 5

little treat ment was given to Europe (and in Europe, France). Thus,
the very pur pose of the col lect ive volume Ima gin ing Outer Space was
to in clude Europe in his tor ical in quiry and it pro posed an en com‐ 
passing concept – that of "as tro cul ture" – to study what ‘Europe in
space’ had been. 6 Be fore de tail ing this concept and dis cuss ing the
de cidedly cul tural turn it seeks to bring to the fore, this art icle of fers
a brief his tori ograph ical re view of the his tory of space and outer
space activ it ies, es pe cially in the European con text.

2

1. The Role of Space Agen cies in
the His tory of Space
Whether in the US or Europe, space activ it ies have been and con‐ 
tinue to be widely writ ten about by the act ors in volved in de vel op ing
space tech no logy and sci ence, "major wit nesses" such as as tro nauts
or sci ent ists in volved in na tional space pro grammes, or by ex perts
with a largely norm at ive dis course 7. Among these act ors, NASA has
played an im port ant role in de vel op ing a his tory that was long in sti‐ 
tu tional and marked by con cepts and ideas of "ex plor a tion", "com pet i‐ 
tion", "tech nical pro gress" and "human space flight." This his tory has
now moved closer to broader his tor ical fields, be they polit ical his‐ 
tory, the his tory of tech no logy, so cial his tory or cul tural his tory. 8

3

In com par ison, the his tor ical pro gramme at the European Space
Agency (ESA) since the 1990s has been much less am bi tious. The
European pro gramme fa vours in sti tu tional his tory, 9 centred on ESA
and prior or gan iz a tions, and his tory based on re ports com mis sioned
to doc u ment spe cific mo ments of European space policy or spe cific
achieve ments. 10 Later, the writ ing of na tional his tor ies was added to
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this pro gramme, ad dressed mainly from a polit ical angle that should
even tu ally cover all the Mem ber States of the Agency. 11

In France, the Na tional Centre for Space Stud ies (CNES) has also not
taken re spons ib il ity for a his tor ical pro gramme. Al though it sup ports
re search in the hu man it ies and so cial sci ences through some re‐ 
search pro grammes and post- doctoral fel low ships, and has made
avail able tools and lists of her it age items to re search ers, its ac tion re‐ 
mains lim ited and frag men ted. 12 As for com mem or ative events, such
as 30  and 50  an niversar ies, they have not led to the writ ing of his‐ 
tor ical nar rat ives at tempt ing to in scribe the in sti tu tion's de vel op‐ 
ments into a broader so cial, polit ical and cul tural con text nor to ex‐ 
plore the re la tion ships among them. The book pub lished on the oc ca‐ 
sion of CNES’ 30  an niversary is akin to an in sti tu tional chro no logy
doc u ment ing the achieve ments of the French Space Agency. 13 An‐ 
other pub lished on the 50-year an niversary of the agency, al though it
is rooted in a cul tural ap proach, de lib er ately dodges the prob lem of
grand nar rat ive by em phas iz ing the jux ta pos i tion of view points on as‐ 
pects that are dif fer ent, mul tiple and not lim ited to his tory. 14

5

th th

th

These works can be used as a found a tion for re search by fu ture his‐ 
tor i ans on how and why cer tain tech niques emerged and why some
politico- socio-technical com prom ises were made. Yet I would also
add the small num ber of in sti tu tional his tor ies doc u ment ing the
achieve ments of cer tain labor at or ies that have played an im port ant
and per man ent role in space tech no logy and sci ence in France, 15 as
well as pub lic a tions of con fer ence pro ceed ings or gan ized in the first
half of the 2000s by the French In sti tute for Space his tory [IFHE]. 16

While all these stud ies share the char ac ter istic fea tures of a lit er at ure
centred on the role of in sti tu tions and cer tain "pi on eers," which are
in ten tion ally pro gress iv ist and dis con nec ted from the sort of so cial,
polit ical, and cul tural ques tion ing that has marked the field of pro fes‐ 
sional his tory in the last dec ades, they do con sti tute a writ ten
memory of the sub ject. As such, they provide es sen tial doc u ment a‐ 
tion to then en able his tor i ans to work on this sub ject, which seems
frag men ted and un developed due to the lack of reg u lar and am bi tious
in vest ment by space agen cies. Moreover, they are sources in them‐ 
selves for ana lyz ing the con struc tion of the memory of the space sec‐ 
tor.
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2. Space through the Lens of His ‐
tor ical and So ci olo gical In quiry
In ad di tion to the stud ies fun ded by space agen cies seek ing to es tab‐ 
lish or pro tect a memory and a her it age, al though not quite a proper
his tory, the space in dustry has also in ter ested pro fes sional his tor i ans
(and so ci olo gists) who have found it to be a fer tile ground for ana lys‐ 
ing broader dy nam ics. Al though ex clud ing here stud ies that focus on
the con tem por ary geo pol it ical is sues of space pro grammes, 17 without
doubt the most nu mer ous, I would men tion, in a re l at ively chro no lo‐ 
gical order, stud ies that doc u ment the be gin nings of French space
policy, that take a polit ical his tory ap proach marked by the his tory of
in ter na tional re la tions. 18 De vel op ment in the space sec tor, which, at
least until re cently, fa voured pro to types and tech no lo gical soph ist ic‐ 
a tion, has drawn the at ten tion of spe cial ists in the eco nomic his tory
of con tem por ary France, be cause the space sec tor’s spe cific char ac‐ 
ter ist ics have en abled a series of high- tech com pan ies to emerge. 19

7

Then, his tor i ans of sci ence and tech no logy have been par tic u larly in‐ 
ter ested in this sub ject. In this field, which in re cent dec ades has un‐ 
der gone many changes in its ques tions and meth ods and seen the
growth of polit ical, so cial and cul tural stud ies, 20 ap proaches vary.
Within a first sub set re lated to the his tory of tech no logy, re search
has fo cused on the emer gence of tech nical in nov a tions and their ef‐ 
fects on a field or a sci ence that is not ne ces sar ily space per se, such
as satel lites in the his tory of tele com mu nic a tions 21 or man aging spa‐ 
tial data from in stru ments on board satel lites in earth sci ences. 22

Other stud ies have in cluded the space sec tor in the his tory of earth
sci ences or en vir on mental his tory, some times su per fi cially, some‐ 
times more thor oughly. 23 In this re gard, how ever, his tor ical stud ies
of space tech no logy (re gard less of the angle from which they are
done and the mean ing we at trib ute to this term) oc cupy a rather
small place while they may be of in terest to his tor i ans of nu mer ous
fields: met eor o logy, geo logy, ocean o graphy, and at mo spheric sci‐ 
ences (all com pon ents of what has con trib uted to the emer gence of
"Earth Sys tem Sci ence"), 24 as well as his tor i ans of as tro nomy (with
sub jects ran ging from plan et ary sci ence to as tro phys ics). 25

8



Popular and Cultural Appropriations of Space: Towards a European Space Historiography

The study of space activ it ies is not lim ited to ana lys ing them in re la‐ 
tion to con tem por ary sci entific de vel op ments and the polit ical, so cial
and cul tural con di tions of their emer gence (with an ap proach par tic‐ 
u larly marked by con struct iv ism). 26 The study of space is also ex pli‐ 
citly groun ded in so ci olo gical ana lyses, at tent ive to the ways in which
a scientific- technical field is or gan ized and changes over time, de‐ 
pend ing on polit ical, ma na gerial or in sti tu tional trans form a tions. 27 In
ad di tion, re search on space activ it ies is also con nec ted to the study
of so cial and cul tural res on ances that reach bey ond the sci entific and
tech nical com munity.

9

Thus, a first ap proach is to study how space activ it ies are men tioned,
per ceived or nar rated in other set tings, par tic u larly through the in‐ 
ter me di ary of the media. The most prom ising stud ies in this field are
not con tent to ana lyse media dis course as a dir ect re flec tion of space
activ it ies, but rather to con sider how the media helps to forge col‐ 
lect ive rep res ent a tions of space and space activ it ies, through its very
pro fes sional stand ards (that dif fer from those in sci entific and tech‐ 
nical fields) and its par tic u lar re quire ments in terms of writ ing, fund‐ 
ing, etc. 28 To this end, vari ous ap proaches can be used and en rich
each other: the his tory of space seen through the lens of sci ence and
tech no logy in ter sects with is sues in in form a tion sci ence and com mu‐ 
nic a tion, the his tory of the press, pub lish ing, or tele vi sion in build ing
a cul tural his tory of space.

10

Within this per spect ive, then, the field of in vest ig a tion widens and
the ques tions mul tiply, as do the chro no lo gical bound ar ies. In deed,
try ing to make sense of space and at tempts to reach space do not
con cern only sci ent ists and en gin eers, and do not begin with the
start of the "space age" (con sidered to start with the first Sput nik in
1957). Not only has there been both ex per i mental and the or et ical re‐ 
search for tech nical solu tions to the prob lem of get ting to space
(choices made re gard ing propul sion and rocket nav ig a tion, etc.),
along with ef forts to le git im ize such re search to make sure that
"space flight seems real" be fore it was pos sible;  but there have also
been ways of ima gin ing space that differed, more or less clearly, from
le git im ate sci entific and tech nical ap proaches. Bey ond the po etic, lit‐ 
er ary and artistic ap proaches that may be of in terest more spe cific‐ 
ally to his tor i ans, the re la tion ships that ex is ted (or not) among space
am a teurs and space lov ers, as well as ufo lo gists and those who

11
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claimed to have wit nessed paranor mal events, are also part of a his‐ 
tor ical and so ci olo gical study of space that seeks to re con struct and
ana lyze the di versity of space his tory’s cul tural com pon ents. 30

In all these stud ies, the in terest in space may ini tially arise from
ques tions con cern ing the or gan iz a tion of the sci entific and tech nical
com munity, and its re la tion ship with what is com monly con sidered,
in the con text of sci ence and tech no logy re search, as "so ci ety." Yet, a
body of work is emer ging that gradu ally but pro gress ively chooses
ex pli citly to ex am ine the col lect ive rep res ent a tions of space or space
activ it ies, as well as the ap pro pri ations and uses of con cepts, data
and im ages pro duced by the sec tor. In doing so, space has be come an
ob ject for re search that can res ol utely claim to be cul tural, even
though these cul tural di men sions re mains fairly dis tant from cul tural
his tory which has, up until re cently in France, rather neg lected the
fields of sci ence and tech no logy. 31 Stud ies have re cently been pub‐
lished in Europe in this dir ec tion that should pro mote fur ther re‐ 
search in this area.

12

3. Space as an Or gan iz ing Prin ‐
ciple for Cul tural Stud ies: a new
Dir ec tion for His tor ical Re ‐
search?
In re cent years, a pro gramme en titled "The Fu ture in the Stars:
European As tro cul ture and Ex tra ter restrial Life in the 20  Cen tury"
was set up at the Freie Universität in Ber lin to pro mote the his tory of
space in Europe. It ad op ted a de cidedly cul tural per spect ive con‐ 
cerned with doc u ment ing and ana lyz ing the ways in which space is
and has been un der stood in West ern Europe. In other words, this ini‐ 
ti at ive seeks to un der stand not only space pro grammes’ dy nam ics
and changes over time by link ing them with polit ical and cul tural de‐ 
vel op ments and tak ing into ac count the role of "ima gin a tion," 32 but
also the "cul tural sig ni fic ance and so ci etal re per cus sions of outer
space and space ex plor a tion," by ana lyz ing the di versity of human re‐ 
sponses when try ing to "render the in fin ite vast ness of outer space
con ceiv able."  To this end, mem bers of the re search pro gramme,

13
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headed until re cently by Al ex an der C. Gep pert, vol un tar ily em braced
the broad concept of "as tro cul ture." 34

Seek ing to avoid po ten tial mis un der stand ings arising from the use of
the poly semic phrase "Space cul ture(s)," this pro gramme seeks to
study a "het ero gen eous array of im ages and ar ti facts, media and
prac tices that all aim to ascribe mean ing to outer space" and to re‐ 
place it within in di vidual and col lect ive ima gin a tion. 35 Thus, the
concept of "as tro fu tur ism," forged by De Witt Douglas Kil gore in his
study of the spec u lat ive sci entific and fic tional nar rat ives pro duced
by sci ent ists, en gin eers and writers of sci ence fic tion and pop u lar
sci ence pro mot ing space travel, is a sub set of the broader concept
"as tro cul ture." 36 Re search on "as tro cul ture" means tak ing into ac‐ 
count the di versity of human activ it ies and con cepts that have been
cre ated about space without grant ing pre dom in ance to in sti tu tional
sci entific and tech nical frame works or ele ments that have con trib‐ 
uted to the pro mo tion of these lat ter fields. There fore, the pub lic’s
en thu si asm for space activ it ies, am a teur prac tices, as well as the de‐ 
vel op ment of science- fiction and stor ies about ex tra ter restrial life,
and the de bates on all these sub jects, have just as much right to be
in cluded as ob jects for study.

14

Al though ex tend ing the field will be a chal lenge to over come, it is
also, in the cur rent state of re search on space, an in ter est ing pro pos‐ 
i tion be cause it can bring people to gether or at the very least, cre ate
a dia logue between very dif fer ent ap proaches that have hitherto been
frag men ted – as the brief present a tion of the French his tor ical and
so ci olo gical works given above has un doubtedly shown. In so doing,
space it self comes to the fore of schol ars’ in quiry, who can each con‐ 
trib ute dif fer ent read ings with the po ten tial to en rich each other.
Moreover, this re search pro gramme on Europe cer tainly con sti tutes
an im port ant focal point, not only be cause it ex am ines a pre vi ously
neg lected re gion in the lit er at ure, but also be cause it raises ques tions
at a time when his tory, on space in par tic u lar but also his tory in gen‐
eral, is thought of in terms of "global his tory" or "con nec ted his‐ 
tory." 37 On the whole, then, and des pite the dif fi culty to forge a uni‐ 
fied field of his tori ography at the na tional or the European level, par‐ 
tic u larly in ter est ing av en ues for fu ture re search are open ing up for
schol ars in ter ested in the study of space.
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Tech no lo gical Satel lite Data Prac tices (Paris: EHESS, doc toral thesis, 2014).
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volved in pro du cing, man aging and using satel lite data.

23  See for in stance S. Grevsmühl, À la Recher che de l’En viron nement Global :
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search, J. Vertesi, ‘See ing like a Rover: Visu al iz a tion, em bod i ment, and in ter‐ 
ac tion on the Mars Ex plor a tion Rover Mis sion’, So cial Stud ies of Sci ence n°
42, 2012/3, 393-414.
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less so ci olo gical tone) art icle by P. Var noteaux, ‘La part du CNRS dans les
débuts de la conquête de l’es pace (1945-1965)’, La Revue pour l’his toire du
CNRS n° 6, 2002, which relates the or gan isa tion of schol arly re search with
the earli est sci entific and tech nical re search on space in France.

28  J. Lamy, ‘L'Ex press et l'es pace, de Spout nik à Apollo- 11’, L’In form a tion
géographique 74, 2010/2, 36-44; J. Lamy, ‘L’Ex press et l’es pace après Apollo
11’, French Polit ics, Cul ture & So ci ety n° 30, 2012/1, 68-87. See also O. Laügt,
‘La représentation du fait spa tial dans la presse quo ti di enne na tionale
française en 2006’, Com mu nic a tion n° 28, 2010/1, 207-225; for an ap proach
groun ded in in form a tion and com puter sci ence, as well as a forth com ing
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doc toral thesis: R. Nardone, Ana lyse his torique du traite ment de l’in form a‐ 
tion aérospatiale par le JT du 20h entre 1954 et 1989. Les techno- sciences
entre « émerveillement et ef froi », (CNAM, on go ing thesis). See also the sem‐ 
inar on the com mu nic a tion of im ages in as tro phys ics, or gan ised by Jean- 
Stéphane Car nel as part of the PEPS Cybele Pro ject, in Gren oble 21
Novem ber 2014.

29  This ex pres sion is the title of the second chapter of H. E. Mc Curdy, Space
and the Amer ican Ima gin a tion (Bal timore: The Johns Hop kins Uni ver sity
Press, 2011).

30  It is par tic u larly the two lat ter cat egor ies of people that so ci olo gist
Pierre Lag range ana lyzed in his broader study on para s ciences. See es pe‐ 
cially P. Lag range, La Rumeur de Roswell (Paris: La Découverte, 1996); P. Lag‐ 
range, ‘Les ex tra ter restres rêvent- ils de preuves sci en ti fiques ?’, (http://fr.wikip

edia.org/wiki/La_D%C3%A9couverte)Eth no lo gie française n° 23, 1993/3, 428-458;
P. Lag range, ‘Pro pos i tions pour re penser la so ci olo gie de la croy ance. L’ana‐ 
lyse des débats sur les ovnis et sur le pro gramme Seti’, Prétentaine 25/26,
2009, 272-317.

31  Without draw ing up an in vent ory of all the cul tural stud ies that ad dress
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C. Prochas son in 2003 which still rings true today, that “l’his toire des sci‐ 
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Prochas son, ‘In tro duc tion  : Au tour de l’his toire cul turelle’, Les Cahiers du
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cul tural stud ies as they are un der stood in the English- speaking world than
cul tural his tory à la française.

32  In ref er ence to sem inal work on the US case, by W. A. Mc Dou gall, … The
Heav ens and the Earth: A Polit ical His tory of the Space Age, (New York: Basic
Books, 1985); Mc curdy, op. cit.

33  A. C. Gep pert, ‘European As tro fu tur ism, Cos mic Pro vin cial ism’, op. cit. 8.

34  The cur rent pro gramme now how four in de pend ent sub- projects: "The
Fu ture in the Stars: As tro cul ture and Tran scend ence in the European Space
Age, 1942-1975" headed by A. C. Gep pert ; "The Earth from Space: the Mak‐ 
ing of a Cos mic View in Early Twentieth- Century France and Ger many"
man aged by J. Brugg mann; "Plaus ible Fu ture: Rocket En thu si asm in Ger ‐

st

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_D%C3%A9couverte


Popular and Cultural Appropriations of Space: Towards a European Space Historiography

many, 1920-1960", headed by D. Brandau, and "War and Peace in the Third
Di men sion: Europe and the Mil it ar iz a tion of Outer Space in the 1970s" co‐ 
ordin ated by T. Siebeneicher. See http://www.gesch kult.fu- berlin.de/en/e/
fmi/as tro fu tur is mus/pro jekt/index.html [con sul ted on 18 Dec. 2014]. In ad‐ 
di tion to the col lect ive volume Ima gin ing outer space, op. cit., this re search
pro gramme has also pro duced a them atic issue, co ordin ated by Al ex an der
C. Gep pert, en titled As tro cul ture and Tech nos cience pub lished in the journal
His tory and Tech no logy n° 28, 2012/3.

35  A. C. Gep pert, ‘European As tro fu tur ism, Cos mic Pro vin cial ism’, op. cit. 8.

36  D. D. W. Kil gore, As tro fu tur ism. Sci ence, Race, and Vis ions of Uto pia in
Space (Phil adelphia: Uni ver sity of Pennsil vania Press, 2003). Fol low ing A. C.
Gep pert, it should be noted that while Kil gore men tions the in ter na tional
roots of this as tro fu tur ist tra di tion, he is not in ter ested in this as pect of the
ques tion.

37  For an ex ample of this line of ques tion ing in a study on space, see A. A.
Sid diqi, ‘Com pet ing Tech no lo gies, Na tional(ist) Nar rat ives, and Uni ver sal
Claims: To ward a Global His tory of Space Ex plor a tion’, Tech no logy and Cul‐ 
ture n°  51, 2010/2,  425-443. In this art icle, how ever, Europe is re gret tably
ab sent from the space pro grammes men tioned (Amer ican, Russo- Soviet,
and the new ‘space powers’).

RÉSUMÉS

English
Until re cently, in France, his tor ical nar rat ives deal ing with outer space and
space activ it ies were mainly writ ten by former pro fes sion als, keen on pre‐ 
serving the memory of this sci entific and tech no lo gical field. The paper
aims at set ting the his tori ograph ical and European con text of re cent his tor‐ 
ical works about outer space. It com pares the emer ging European his tori‐ 
ography with the Amer ican one and points out the role of space in sti tu tions
in its de vel op ment. It also con siders the dif fer ent per spect ives of French
his tor ical works about outer space and con cludes by high light ing a cul tural
ap proach that seems to be come more and more im port ant in the European
con text.

Français
Jusqu’à ré cem ment, les ré cits his to riques sur l’es pace et les ac ti vi tés spa‐ 
tiales éma naient prin ci pa le ment en France d’an ciens ac teurs du sec teur
spa tial, sou cieux d’en pré ser ver la mé moire. L’ar ticle pro pose de re si tuer le
ré cent dé ve lop pe ment de tra vaux his to riens dans une his to rio gra phie eu ro‐
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péenne de l’es pace qui est, elle- même, en émer gence. Pour cela, il com pare
cette his to rio gra phie à celle, do mi nante sur le sujet, amé ri cain ; il s’in té resse
aux rôles des ins ti tu tions spa tiales dans son dé ve lop pe ment ; il en vi sage les
dif fé rentes pers pec tives dé ve lop pées plus par ti cu liè re ment par les tra vaux
fran çais ayant abor dé le do maine. Il se conclut en met tant en avant l’ap pa ri‐ 
tion d’une pers pec tive cultu relle qui semble ga gner en im por tance dans le
cadre eu ro péen.
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