
Chapter 8 

Traumatizing Spaceflight

This chapter is concerned with the traumatization of the messianic mythologizing 
and technocratic organizing of American spaceflight, by the losses of Apollo 1 
in 1967 and the Space Shuttle Challenger in 1986. Both of these events induced 
a milieu of affective responses in and around NASA. Messianic hope and 
technocratic confidence around American spaceflight was punctured with shock, 
trauma and anxiety, fuelling a sense that the results of our action are indeterminate, 
unknowable, and incapable; that a barbarian future of violence, suffering and 
despair might supplant the promise of nationalistic progress. But these responses 
were quickly channelled within heroic and sacrificial eulogizing into a project 
of individual and national redemption. This twin-fold process where, described 
through Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy, negative affects are released and then 
captured, in recognizable emotions and thoughts, and put to work augmenting 
power of the State, is the concern of this chapter. 

Several studies exist that diagnose, and promise to resolve, technological 
and organizational failures within NASA (for example Cabbage and Harwood, 
2004; Cook, 2007; McConnell, 1987; Vaughan, 1996). However, these studies 
are not concerned with how these events were rendered emotionally intelligible 
as part of the cultural and political framing of American spaceflight. This is an 
important question to consider because, as Latour (2005: 245) suggests, even a 
transcendental state has to be maintained; this is because it is only as strong as 
the most fragile link through which it circulates: ‘every launch vehicle … carried 
the extra weight of the American dream going awry’ (Vaughan, 1996: 388). In 
this chapter I ask here what happens when one of these links fails; and then, how 
is the romantic edifice of ideas, emotions, machines and people that surrounds 
American spaceflight resurrected. After all, as previous chapters have shown, from 
Bonestell’s Collier’s artwork to the on-going exhibitions in the National Air and 
Space Museum, and despite later losses, notably the Shuttle Columbia in 2003, 
spaceflight continues to endure as a touchstone for hopeful reveries of American 
sublime exceptionalism and technocratic confidence. 

Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy, I explore how the shock, 
trauma and anxiety associated with the losses of the crews and hardware of Apollo 
1 and the space shuttle Challenger, disrupted and augmented hope in America as 
a transcendental space and time. These feelings are understood here as relational 
affects, rather than individualized, owned, emotions. Deleuze and Guattari 
suggest that all recognizable emotions arrive from these affects, but our emotions 
cannot contain them (Massumi, 2002: 35). This Deleuzoguattarian concept of 
affect is thus drawn upon here to register the social organization of relational, 
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How Outer Space Made America132

pre-cognitive, and experimental forces that prime bodies to act or think, without 
narrowing analysis to recognizable emotions possessed by human subjects 
(Anderson, 2006; Connolly, 2002; Massumi, 2002; Thrift, 2008). Moreover, these 
forces are not solely mediated through human bodies: ‘thought is bound up with 
things: it is through things that we think. Then, things act back’ (Thrift, 2008: 
117). This emergent ‘acting back,’ and its unpredictable influence upon intelligible 
cognition and recognizable emotion, is the realm of affect. Hence my analysis 
goes beyond following the ebb and flow of individual emotional responses in 
and around NASA to the losses of Apollo 1 and Challenger, to also consider how 
the emergent, future-orientated, ‘eventfulness’ of these two events was mediated 
through various humans and non-humans that primed us to respond in some 
manner with recognizable thoughts and emotions (Thrift, 2008: 116). 

The Apollo 1 fire, January 27th 1967 

On Friday, January 27th, 1967, three astronauts, Gus Grissom, Ed White and 
Roger Chaffee, were strapped into their Apollo 1 space vehicle for a series of tests 
on launch pad 34 at Cape Canaveral Air Force Station. The astronauts had been 
chosen to be the first to fly the newly constructed Apollo Command Module; they 
would also likely be the first choice crew for the planned lunar landing (Burrows, 
1998). The January 27th test was a so-called ‘plugs out’ test; this involved 
separating the vehicle from the launch tower systems, so that it could operate on 
internal power, and, once the hatch was sealed, use the same high-pressure, pure-
oxygen, atmosphere mixture as flight. Except for some minor communications 
problems, the launch tests proceeded as expected. The astronauts’ bodies were 
kept regulated in an optimal symbiosis with the machine in which they were seated 
through various systems designed to monitor their bodily and cognitive capacities 
to perform during launch. Burrows (1998) describes the purpose of the test as 
‘learning its [Apollo’s] peculiar idiosyncrasies and the location and use of the 
hundreds of switches that controlled its eighty-eight subsystems’ (p408). However 
in this particular test, unbeknown to the astronauts, their bodies had been plugged 
into a machine that was about to violently disorganize. 

At approximately 6:31pm a fire engulfed the capsule. NASA ground crew 
standing outside reported bright yellow flames inside. It eventually took just over 
four minutes to open the capsule due to the pressure difference with the outside, 
and only then could NASA confirm that all three astronauts had died. A post-
mortem revealed that the cause of death was asphyxiation by the toxic gasses 
released in the fire; the astronauts also suffered extensive second and third-degree 
burns (Young, 2002; Hines 1967, Burrows, 1998). The visceral trauma of the event 
threatened to diminish the rising messianic hope and technocratic confidence 
within and around NASA. The trauma of Apollo 1 threatened to spread with speed 
beyond NASA, disorganizing, and de-territorializing, assumptions of confidence 
in the agency to render the future, the cosmos, as knowable, as progressive, as 
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Traumatizing Spacefiggt 133

hopeful, as American. NASA aimed to slow this disorganizing affective force 
through censorship. 

In the minutes and hours after the Apollo 1 fire, NASA censored the release 
of information about the accident to the news media. The American Society of 
Newspaper Editors, for example, commented how ‘Although the agency knew 
within five minutes, it took two hours to learn all three astronauts were dead. And 
this came round about from Houston Manned Spaceflight Center rather than Cape 
Kennedy’ (quoted in Burrows, 1998: 409). Through this process, NASA sought 
to expunge the visceral details, the negative ‘affect’, of the event. To elaborate 
further, affect is defined here through Deleuze and Guattari’s (1988: 256-7) 
philosophy as a set of relational, pre-cognitive, and experimental, forces which 
influence how bodies, human and non-human, can realize potentials beyond their 
actual states and known capabilities to affect one another and be affected (Thrift, 
2008: 177-181). Understood in this way, affects were essential to the Apollo 1 
test; it functioned as a disciplinary test, intended to confirm that the bodies of 
the astronauts could become something beyond their known terrestrial capacities: 
productive parts of the complex machine in which they were placed. Here the 
‘body’s capacities to affect and be affected are entrained through a series of repeated, 
cyclical steps’ (Anderson, 2012: 31), intended to augment some capacities (for 
example concentration on procedures, calculation, esprit de corps within the team) 
and diminish others (for example fear, boredom). Through this test the astronaut’s 
bodies were also plugged into the wider body of the transcendental state—they 
were being summoned to become Gods. Thus we can identify two general types of 
affects, positive and negative. Deleuze and Guattari explain, affects always have 
a tenor: they can be positive, joyous, hopefully, ‘augmenting’ our potential to act, 
or negative, painful, sad, ‘diminishing’ that potential (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988: 
256). In their words:

We know nothing about a body until we know what it can do, in other words, 
what its affects are, how they can or cannot enter into composition with other 
affects, with the affects of another body, either to destroy that body or to be 
destroyed by it, either to exchange actions and passions with it or join with it in 
composing a more powerful body (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988: 257).

The body of the American transcendental state, as described across preceding 
chapters, involves the production of positive, open-ended affect—conceptualized 
here as a ‘messianic hope’—wherein astronauts bodies, and by extension those 
of all Americans, might become divine, infinitely capable to act and think, 
to transcended space and time, through space technology. Anderson (2006: 
749) suggests positive effects such as hope frequently accompany imperialist 
geopolitical projects, especially when they promise a better future elsewhere 
in time and space, un-related to negative affects from which they emerge and 
depend (that is, suffering and injustice). The Apollo 1 test released negative 
affect—traumatic suffering—against, but also within, a space of messianic hope: 
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How Outer Space Made America134

a hopeful machine painfully reduced the astronauts (and itself) to cold, inactive, 
silent, immobile, matter (Figure 8.1). 

In an attempt to block, or inhibit, this transmission of this negative affect, to 
maintain the hopeful transcendental state, NASA released reports that the astronauts 
had died instantly in the fire. And yet eyewitnesses would later report seeing the 
arms of the astronauts flailing around inside the capsule as the fire burned (Anon, 
1967b); evidence from inside the vehicle showed they had clawed for up to 20 
seconds at the hatch kept shut by the pressure required to maintain the oxygen-rich 
mixture inside the capsule (Maxwell, 1967). The astronauts’ final words to launch 
control were also sanitized by NASA: at first they were reported as ‘fire in the 
spacecraft’ while later reports revised them to: ‘We’re on fire. Get us out of here” 
(Maxwell, 1967; Anon, 1967b). A Cgicago Tribune editorial published a few days 
after the fire attempted to explain NASA’s reaction: ‘when information is tightly 
controlled, as by NASA, it suggests a conscious effort to conceal unpleasant facts 
or at least withhold them until they can be fitted together in the manner most 
favourable to NASA and the Moon program’ (Maxwell, 1967: 4). Burrows (1998: 
409) is less suspicious—NASA’s failure to tell the truth was simply because its 

Figure 8.1  View of Apollo 1 vehicle after the fire, 28th January 1967, 
NASA Image: GPN-2000-001834

Source: NASA
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Traumatizing Spacefiggt 135

employees were stunned into lack of action, unable to react, unable to make sense 
of what had happened. But even four decades later the bodies of astronauts, and 
their final moments of suffering, disappear from most analysis of this event, and 
other space-related traumas.1 

In part we can understand the removal of the visceral details of the death of the 
astronauts with reference to Kristeva’s (1982) notion of abjection, wherein noble, 
nationalistic, sacrifice requires the corpse must not become an object of worship 
and fascination (as described in the previous chapter). But Deleuze and Guattari’s 
notion of affect suggests something else was at stake here: by denying their 
prolonged, and witnessed, visceral suffering, the trauma of the dying astronauts 
appeared like an instantaneous, localized, mechanical failure; seemingly un 
-diminishing the potential of anyone or anything else to act or think. And so the 
troubling negative affects that might circulate beyond the vehicle, affects which 
seemingly ran counter to the messianic hope organized through the space program, 
could at least be slowed until they could be captured and put to work. But despite 
NASA’s efforts in this regard, negative effects were released across the news 
media. A special issue of Life magazine, published on the 3rd February, reported 
how NASA’s technology could just as equally create a ‘murderous furnace’ as 
instigate our future in space (Maxwell, 1967). 

While the press became partly gripped by the visceral suffering of the event 
itself; politicians translated these negative affects into recognizable heroic 
emotions and feelings, in order to augment messianic hope. This process began 
with the sacrificial valorization of the dead astronauts as national heroes (Hines, 
1967; Maxwell, 1967). President Johnson paid rousing homage to the astronauts 
in the day after the fire, telling reporters: ‘Three valiant young men have given 
their lives in the nation’s service. We mourn this great loss and our hearts go out to 
their families’ (Hines, 1967). The front-page of Tge Wasgington Evening Star on 
January 28th 1967 played on similar heroic sentiments, this time using Grissom’s 
own words: ‘If we die, we want people to accept it. We are in a risky business, and 
we gope that if anything happens to us it will not delay the program. The conquest 
of space is worth the risk of life’ (Hines, 1967; emphasis added). 

NASA then initiated an investigation into the event, the Apollo 204 review 
board, which sought to determine why the accident had occurred. The analysis of 
causes was vital to re-establish a progressive history of spaceflight, technocratic 
confidence in NASA, messianic hope in America. This is because it relegates the 
diminishment of our potential to act (negative affect) to a mysterious past; rather 
than allow the past to continually burst forth into the future draining the future of its 
positive potential for our confidence and hope. NASA’s management thus sought 
to identify the cause of the fire as quickly as possible through its own expertise. 
In an effort not just to improve on the design for later missions, but to counter the 

1 Dickson (2001: 219-20) for example describes, the astronauts dying in seconds or 
instantly despite the presence of contemporaneous eyewitness testimony and evidence to 
the contrary (Maxwell, 1967; Anon 1967b). 
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How Outer Space Made America136

notion that NASA, and America’s, future was diminished. However, unfortunately 
for NASA, this investigation was far from conclusive as Maloney, a reporter for 
the Wasgington Post, explains: ‘though the investigation was considered the most 
thorough of any accident, the board could not be specific about the cause of the 
fire in the cabin of the Apollo command module’ (Maloney 1977; see also, Anon 
1971b). 

NASA’s investigation described a complex web of influences, in which 
various managerial breakdowns culminated in an array of technical oversights, 
namely that uncertified, highly flammable materials made their way into an 
oxygen-rich atmosphere inside the capsule (see NASA, 1967). In response to 
the investigation in NASA, the House of Representatives and the Senate began 
parallel investigations seeking to explain the incongruous situation in which a 
group of world class scientists and engineers, funded by the wealthiest nation on 
Earth, overlooked a startlingly simply problem: ‘electrical wiring in an oxygen 
atmosphere where flammable materials is present constitutes a dangerous 
situation” (Sehlstedt, 1969).2 These investigations did not sit easily alongside 
the emotionally uplifting eulogizing of the crew within memorial ceremonies, 
as they asked whether the noble mission that the astronauts had died for, was 
itself the cause of the fire. A New York Times article published just days after the 
fire suggested that two Apollo engineers believed the pressure of the space race 
had fostered compromises over safety (Wilford, 1967). Later, in 1971, both Life 
magazine and the Los Angeles Times revealed how an ex-NASA subcontractor 
named John Dietz, repeatedly spoke up about the safety concerns of using highly 
combustible materials in the oxygen rich capsule; and yet NASA’s organizational 
hierarchy deemed his concerns of minor importance to the technical progress of 
the program as a whole (quoted in Anon, 1971a; Anon, 1971b).3 Moreover, Dietz 
was reported in Life magazine as stating that even if his warnings had been heard, 
‘Everybody was so bound to a schedule that I don’t think they’d have stopped 
the test’ (quoted in Anon, 1971b). The underlying criticism of NASA was that 
technocratic confidence, that is faith in scientific and technological expertise as 
tge solution for societal ills, was being implicitly diminished, not augmented (see 
Chapter 4), by the urgency, at least partly, induced by the messianic hope (against 
latent Cold War anxiety) of Kennedy’s ‘moon shot.’ On the 10th anniversary of the 
fire, the Wasgington Post asked explicitly: ‘DID THE HASTE in trying to achieve 
the Kennedy-set goal of having men go to the moon by 1970 contribute to the 
accident? Did trying to beat the Russians to the moon cause the deadly mishap?’ 
(Maloney, 1977; original emphasis). 

2 The Congressional investigation was broadly critical of both NASA and its 
contractors. For example, Representative Teague (D., Texas) described the Apollo program 
as replete with ‘All kinds of carelessness’ (Anon, 1967a). 

3 The centerpiece of the Life story was a letter from Dietz to NASA which focused 
on the problems of using an insulating material (U-577-1) on circuitry in the capsule which 
was ignored by his line managers (Anon 1971b). 
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Traumatizing Spacefiggt 137

Elsewhere the confidence of technocratic organization, not messianic hope, 
was the focus of criticism. During the Apollo 1 investigations Congress reproached 
NASA for suppressing a report in 1965 by the Apollo organizational consultant, 
Samuel Phillips, that criticized the performance and progress of North American 
Aviation—the manufacturers of the Apollo capsule (O’Toole, 1967a).4 Moreover, 
the fact that this report was suppressed from Congress (see Reistrup, 1967b) 
contributed to a feeling that NASA was becoming more and more institutionally 
aloof, operating with the pretence of an omnipotent technocracy that the Senate 
report characterized as ‘overconfidence and complacency’ (Congress Report, 
1968). During the late 1960s, various Congressmen cited NASA’s arrogance over 
Apollo 1, in particular that of James Webb, as responsible for the reduction in 
NASA’s budget in 1968: ‘Instead of sympathizing with him over the fire (which 
they did at the outset of the hearings) they turned on him because of what some 
of them called ‘his obsession with secrecy’ (O’Toole, 1967b: A1). Such feelings 
surfaced again within a series of civil lawsuits for corporate negligence filed 
against North American Aviation (NAA—the manufacture of the Apollo 1 capsule) 
by the families of the three astronauts (Anon 1971c). Within these lawsuits John 
Dietz provided ‘an unsettling eyewitness account of carelessness and bureaucratic 
indifference that invited disaster’ (Anon, 1971b). For Burrows (1998) the negative 
affect of Apollo 1 fundamentally weakened American technocratic confidence in 
technology: ‘The deaths of Grissom, Chaffee, and White showed that technology 
that was supposed to serve its creators by carrying them to the stars could just 
as easily and without warning become a dangerous, malevolent, unpredictable 
monster that defied orders with terrible results’ (Burrows, 1998: 412). 

Yet, as McCurdy (1997) suggests, in many ways ‘Rather than reduce support 
for the civilian space effort … the tragedy actually served to strengthen public 
resolve, as opinion polls revealed’ (p102). But the Apollo 1 fire was not without 
its wider consequences. Organizationally, the space race was slowed down 
significantly: NASA eventually spent over $700 million in 19 months after the 
Apollo 1 fire to modify the Apollo spacecraft (Anon, 1968) and did not launch 
a manned Apollo flight until almost two years after the Apollo 1 fire (Apollo 7). 
Apollo 1 also heightened the pressure of NASA to control its work more fully, 
leading to more intensive mechanisms to produce calculable space and time within 
the organization, through the progressive refinement of systems management as 
Apollo advanced (Johnson, 2002). But the intention to produce these ordered, 
striated, spaces was now gathered from a milieu of negative and positive effects, 
the former with instantaneous potential for disorganization, for the potential 
de-territorialization of the American transcendental state. As William Hines, 

4 James Webb (NASA administrator) told a senate committee that the ‘Phillips’ 
report was acted upon by NASA and indeed a Senate committee revealed this to be the 
case, while Webb explained its secrecy as vital to maintain relations with contractors. 
However, Congress reports would later connect this attitude towards secrecy as damaging 
the responsibility towards safety within NASA (O’Toole, 1967a; Reistrup, 1967a). 
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How Outer Space Made America138

reporter for the Wasgington Post warned after the success of the next manned 
Apollo mission (Apollo 7)—NASA must never forget the ‘frightful memory of the 
dying screams of the men on Pad 34’ (O’Toole, 1967a: A9). Hope now emerged 
through not against, or despite, suffering and trauma (Anderson, 2006: 749); thus 
perhaps hope was rendered increasingly more messianic through NASA, even as 
confidence within NASA appeared less assured. 

Challenger, January 28th 1986 

Just under nineteen years after the Apollo 1 fire, on the 8th January 1986, the Space 
Shuttle Cgallenger (STS5-51-L) made its way to launch pad 36B. The launch of 
the 25th Shuttle flight was set for 22nd January. On-board Challenger were seven 
crew members, including six full-time astronauts and Christa McAuliffe, a 37 year-
old-high-school teacher. McAuliffe was to be the first participant in the ‘Teacher 
in Space’ program, announced by President Reagan two-years earlier during his 
successful election campaign. The program was conceived to re-stimulate popular 
attention around what was increasingly becoming viewed as a routinely unexciting 
space program: ‘The public had been lulled into thinking the missions no more 
risky than an airplane flight’ (Ad Astra, 1991: 13). Yet others were more sceptical, 
as Penley (1997) explains: ‘The Teacher in Space program—strongly opposed 
by U.S. educational leaders—was a Reagan-Bush-NASA media circus’ wherein 
McAuliffe ‘was selected for her representative mediocrity [she had little scientific 
or engineering training or interest] and knew it’ (p23-4). McAuliffe, Penley (1997) 
argues, was being used to domesticate sublime and grandiose, high-technology 
within traditional (conservative) American values: the family, motherhood, small 
town America. But this attempt seemed to be working. Veteran space reporter, 
William Broad, reported how ‘The highlight of the mission is Mrs McAuliffe, 
whose presence has drawn crowds of tourists, teachers and reporters’ (Broad, 
1986: 16), not least because the launch was to be beamed live to millions of school 
children in classrooms across the United States, while 11,000 teachers across the 
country had been applied to the Teacher in Space program (Penley, 1997: 41). 

NASA had set itself the task to ‘perform-or else’ (Mackenzie, 2001: 145) as 
it ‘cultivated popular interest in particular missions’ (Mackenzie, 2001: 149), 
missions designed to bolster public and political interest in the space program. 
What was at stake in this performance was not just confidence in the competence 
of NASA, but rather confidence in American technocracy. Space commentator 
Malcolm McConnell (1987) offers us one hyperbolically nationalistic (and equally 
technocratic) account of this vision: 

5 STS is the designation used for all Shuttle flights, it refers to Space Transportation 
System. Due to revisions in NASA flight designations, the flight number does not correspond 
to the number of shuttle flights. 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Traumatizing Spacefiggt 139

The space shuttle had become the symbol of America’s technological and 
political renaissance, a bold, successful gamble, the quintessence of this 
optimistic decade. The orbiter rose beyond its own awesome fires, clean, 
powerful, high above the ashes of military defeat and political turmoil that had 
scarred the past twenty years. To millions of people, the space shuttle was a 
patriotic icon, the tangible symbol of what was best in American civilization, a 
product of daring scientific prowess, free-enterprise innovation, and insightful 
political leadership. The space shuttle had carried us back to the frontier and 
made us proud again (p8). 

NASA’s confident show was already in doubt when the planned January 22nd 
launch date came and passed. In fact, the shuttle was eventually to sit motionless 
on the pad for a further six days prior to launch, due to a range of technical and 
environmental factors.6 And then on January 27th, the launch was re-scheduled 
for the penultimate time to 9.38am EST on January 28th. That night the ambient 
air temperature dropped below 20ºF; it was expected to climb just above freezing 
the next day. Such freezing temperatures are unusual for central Florida, even 
in January. As the weather chilled some sub-contracted engineers expressed a 
variety of technical concerns about the safety of launching in such abnormally 
cold temperatures. Consequently, on the morning of the 28th three ice/frost-
inspection teams examined the shuttle’s flight readiness in these conditions. A poll 
at 9.00am by NASA’s Mission Management Team finally approved the launch. At 
approximately 9.00am the shuttle’s crew were strapped in and then, at 11.38am, the 
25th space shuttle flight launched from Kennedy Space Center towards low Earth 
orbit (for more detailed information on the events prior to launch see Burrows, 
1998; McConnell, 1987; Vaughan, 1996; Launius and Ulrich, 1998). In every split 
second of flight, millions of parts, unthinkable to any one person in their dynamic 
relationships, simply had to perform together (Mackenzie, 2001). 

For some engineers working at NASA’s sub-contractor—Morton Thiokol—
the possibility of the shuttle not performing together was far from a remote risk, 
it was almost demonstrable. Among these doubters were a number of engineers, 
working for the Utah based contractor, Thiokol, who designed and constructed 
the solid rocket boosters (SRB’s)7 (McKenzie, 2001; Vaughan, 1996). Through a 
series of heated teleconferences with NASA on the eve of launch, the probability 

6 Many of these reasons are discussed in Vaughan (1996: 52) as well as Burrows 
(1998: 554). They include the delayed launch of the preceding shuttle flight Columbia 
(STS-61-C), updates to crew training procedures, technical problems with the hatch handle, 
inaccurate readings from the launch pad-fire detection systems and on the 27th the presence 
of unallowably high crosswinds. As Vaughan (1996) makes clear, such delays were normal 
rather than exceptional for shuttle launches. 

7 NASA sub-contractor Rockwell also expressed doubts about the safety of launching 
on the 28th, due to the risk of ice hitting and damaging the shuttle or being aspirated by the 
Solid Rocket Boosters (Vaughan, 1996: 7). 
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How Outer Space Made America140

of failure was downgraded into a very remote possibility. Key to understanding 
this process is the circulation of negative affect—anxiety—and its capture by 
technocratic confidence that took place across the teleconferences between NASA 
and Morton Thiokol. 

Various studies (for example McConnell, 1987; McKenzie, 2001; Vaughan, 
1996) have explored in detail the two teleconferences between NASA and Morton 
Thiokol that were held on the eve of the launch of Challenger to confirm approval 
to launch. All agree that what pervaded the second teleconference was a feeling 
of confidence that appeared to block some of the more anxious thoughts that had 
flowed between NASA and Morton Thiokol. The caution centred upon the effect 
of the sub-zero temperatures (predicated for January 28th) on the O-ring seals that 
are used to seal the segments that comprise the two solid rocket boosters. Several 
Morton Thiokol engineers predicted that the cold weather would harden the 
material properties of the seals sufficiently to create an ineffective seal between 
the segments during launch and allow the possibility of the ‘blow by’ of explosive 
gasses through the joint gap and the O-ring; this leak of hot explosive gas during 
launch could easily jeopardize the vehicle. 

In fact, the resilience of the seals to cold had repeatedly concerned the 
engineers working at Morton Thiokol. These engineers had built up an archive of 
post-flight data which revealed evidence of blow by on cold launches, and induced 
anxiety within their team about the resilience of the joint. Thiokol had even been 
ordered by NASA, after ‘blow by’ evidence on STS-41B in April 1984 (launch 
temperature 57ºF), to urgently review the design of the seals through laboratory 
testing. However, this review centred upon evidence that the application of putty 
within the O-ring, and its displacement through subsequent leak testing was the 
cause of the erosion—a theory which some evidence seemed to support. The 
findings of this review were delivered to NASA HQ in August 1985, and did 
not mention the effect of cold on joint, but did stipulate the need for escalating 
investigation of the problem. As a result, Thiokol initiated an internal O-ring 
task force. And yet, despite the mounting concern over the joint, both NASA and 
Morton Thiokol continued to confidently approve launches while a new design was 
developed (McConnell, 1987: 7; Vaughan, 1996: 299-305). These approved, and 
seemingly successful, launches of the Shuttle effectively blocked the transmission 
of anxiety within and around NASA about the seals. In fact, three of the five flights 
launched between the August review at NASA HQ and Challenger’s final launch, 
experienced some degree of ‘blow by.’ But NASA appeared confident: past actions 
served as a guide for future events. The seals were being eroded but tolerance 
levels were said by NASA’s SRB manager to be within acceptable thresholds; the 
evidence was not outside the ‘data base’ (until the eve of launch), and thus was 
seldom mentioned to senior managers (Rogers Commission, 1986: 148). 

But this confidence was not purely subjectively relayed. Underpinning all of 
these discussions was another kind of confidence that the very existence of the 
seals produced. The O-ring seals were only required because the SRBs had to 
be broken into segments to facilitate transport via train from Morton Thiokol’s 
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plant in Utah, near the Rocky Mountains, to Kennedy Space Center for assembly, 
testing and launch. Before Morton Thiokol, rather surprisingly, won the SRB 
contract in the early 1970s, it was a small company. The contact award, and thus 
the seals, had raised questions of political nepotism between the then NASA 
Administrator James Fletcher (whose home state was Utah), Congress and the 
Utah political hierarchy (Klerkx, 2004: 86; McConnell, 1987: 7). Notwithstanding 
such criticisms, the design of the O-rings to contain hot gasses at launch was vital 
to ensure construction, test and reprocessing costs were minimized, and in turn 
that Thiokol as the cheapest bidder of four in the competition for the SRBs, and 
ranked lowest for technical quality, had won the contract (Rogers Commission, 
1986: 120-1). Thus, the design of the seals, bound together far more than explosive 
rocket engines—they also provided a valuable conduit to circulate confidence in 
and around Thiokol, NASA, and the Shuttle. 

Massumi (2002: 42) describes how ‘confidence is the apotheosis of affective 
capture. Functionalized and nationalized, it feeds directly into prison construction 
and neo-colonial adventure’ (p42) and now space travel. Confidence is defined 
here through a simple maxim: past action is a guide for future events; this closed 
orientation to the future is more than apparent within the systems thinking of NASA 
where spatio-temporal predictability and control are paramount (see Chapter 4). 
During the second teleconference, confidence reverberated loudly within NASA. 
For NASA managers, this feeling appeared partly as a bureaucratic survival tactic 
to avoid further funding cuts. NASA had to be seen to act confidently as this 
conferred the confidence of others. McKenzie (2001: 149-150) similarly describes 
an imperative of ‘political accountability’ dominating NASA prior to Challenger’s 
launch. McKenzie explains this pressure as being part of a broader challenge for 
technological organizations to realize ‘social efficacy’ (p149-150). For Thiokol, such 
efficacy was essential to secure a renewed contract for SRBs.8 Ultimately, for both 
institutions, confidence was politically valuable because it augmented the Reagan 
administration’s preoccupation with the projection of national confidence, vis-à-vis 
the USSR, and by extension the American public (cf. Massumi, 2002: 41-2). 

Within the teleconference, confidence blocked more open-ended, experimental 
possibilities for the future, not least the anxious negative affects released by 
Thiokol engineers Roger Boisjoly and Allan MacDonald, and their post-flight 
archive of O-ring ‘blow by.’ Both engineers remained deeply unconvinced about 
the performance of the seals in these frozen conditions. These engineers had 
gathered some evidence that the O-rings, a small but vital link in the circulation 
of the American transcendental state, were now no longer capable of circulating 
confidence or hope; instead they were inducing negative effects. If they were 
plugged into the launch, live on TV, these affects could be disastrously negative. 
However because they had been denied support to thoroughly investigate the 

8 Indeed the Rogers commission that investigated the loss of Challenger revealed 
how Morton Thiokol’s lucrative contract with NASA for the SRBs had been up for renewal 
when the decision was made to launch Challenger (Isikoff, 1986: A15). 
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resilience of the seals (see Rogers Commission, 1986: 141), Boisjoly could 
not put a definite number on his analysis of the risk. After all, no O-rings had 
actually completely failed before, but none of these launches had been subjected 
to temperatures below the 53ºF encountered almost a year before on the flight of 
the space shuttle Discovery, STS-51C (Rogers Commission, 1986: 129-31). What 
was required was a test, but the means, and time, to perform this test were not 
available. As Vaughan (1996) puts it: ‘the engineering argument failed because 
it did not meet the standards of scientific excellence prescribed by the original 
technical culture. In cultural terms, the engineering rationale for delay was a weak 
signal’ (p398-9) And thus crucially, Boisjoly did not sound confident within the 
teleconference; rather he referred to the adverse launch conditions as being beyond 
‘goodness’ (quoted in Vaughan, 1996: 317). 

Managerial confidence, as both McKenzie (2001) and Vaughan (1996) 
describe, was well organized by NASA’s bureaucracy: a set of prescriptive rules 
and procedures existed for identifying all manner of risks and making decisions 
based upon the transmission of measurable, scientifically verifiable, data up the 
agency’s hierarchy (Chapter 4). Some of these checks were intended to gather data 
to prove that it is safe to launch confidently, as objective three of NASA’s Shuttle 
Flight Readiness Review makes clear: ‘Review solved problems and previous 
flight anomalies and establish confidence in solution rationale.’ (quoted in Rogers 
Commission, 1986: 145; emphasis added). Remarkably, in the meetings prior to 
Challenger’s launch, it now appeared proof was being asked that it was not safe 
to launch (Rogers Commission, 1986: 93). Bob Lund, Thiokol’s Vice President of 
Engineering, later recalled: 

We had to prove to them that we weren’t ready, and so we got ourselves in 
the thought process that we were trying to find some way to prove to them it 
wouldn’t work, and we were unable to do that. We couldn’t prove absolutely that 
that motor wouldn’t work (testimony to Rogers Commission, 1986: 94). 

This insistence on proving a negative, lead to a worrying situation: NASA’s SRB 
middle managers had already denied their engineers the means to investigate, and 
potentially quantify a risk based on their confidence in successful launches; a risk 
that might emerge from unusually cold temperatures, and thus could never be 
confidently predicted in advance. This organization of confidence, thus confident 
organization, this insistence on predicting future events through a narrow range of 
past actions (successful launches in cold temperatures), meant that the affect of the 
cold on the O-rings, and thus on NASA, was blocked, at least within this meeting. 
Unlike Boisjoly, NASA’s SRB project manager, Lawrence Mulloy, was exemplary 
in relaying confidence. Towards the end of the second teleconference, just before 
a 30-minute offline caucus for either side to decide whether to launch, Mulloy 
exclaimed, in defiance of the possibility of changing the predetermined launch 
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parameters (the Launch Commit Criteria9) to include a stipulation not to launch 
below 53 ºF: ‘My God, Thiokol, when do you want me to launch, next April?’ 
(quoted in Vaughan, 1996: 305). The answer from Thiokol when it came after the 
caucus was a confident one: ‘MTI [Morton Thiokol Incorporated] recommends 
STS-51L launch proceeds on 28th Jaunary 1986. SRM [Solid Rocket Motor]-25 
will not be significantly different than SRM-15 [the SRBs used on STS-51C].’ 
Thus the experiment with the effect of the cold on the O-ring was the launch itself.

Almost 56 seconds after Challenger’s launch, an unusually strong wind 
removed a build-up of oxides that had provided a temporary seal over a small 
gap in the O-ring seal in aft section of the right hand SRB; two seconds later the 
gap widened as a plume of hot gas emerged from the hole. Six seconds later the 
plume caused a leak in a tank of liquid hydrogen in the aft-section of the External 
Tank. Four second later and the Shuttle crew were given the all-clear by flight 
controllers to increase the thrust of the main engines to the pre-planned, 104 per 
cent of thrust10. Five second later: the hydrogen tank exploded and was forced into 
the forward oxygen tank; the right SRB broke from its mooring and collided with 
the External Tank; the External Tank exploded; the orbiter itself did not explode 
but as its launch trajectory was compromised, excessive aerodynamic pressure 
alone caused it to disintegrate. The stronger SRBs survived these forces, but were 
remotely detonated by launch controllers to avoid causing damage on the ground. 
Amid the disintegrating orbiter, the more robust crew compartment survived but 
now fell towards the Atlantic ocean from 65,000 feet (for a timeline of events 
see Rogers Commission, 1986: 20-39). At least three of the crew activated their 
emergency air supply and survived the 165minute fall, whether the crew cabin was 
sufficiently pressurized for the crew to remain conscious for the entirety of the fall 
and their eventual terminal collision with the ocean at over 200mph is not known 
(Kerwin, 1986). 

The event was excessive to the rhythm of confidence in and around NASA, 
manifesting itself in a discernible shift in the NASA launch commentator, Steve 
Nesbitt’s, tone from self-assured buoyancy to stuttered alarm: as he witnessed 
Challenger disintegrate, Nesbitt hesitantly responded: ‘Flight controller here 
looking very carefully at situation. Obviously a major malfunction’ (New York 

9 The Launch Commit Criteria (LCC) is a set of standardized conditions devised 
by NASA in consultation with its contractors, which determine whether shuttle flight 
readiness can be approved. At the time of Challenger it relied heavily upon statistical data 
that demonstrated a reading within tolerance parameters that had already been identified in 
testing. 

10 Although at launch the Shuttle’s main engines operated at 100 per cent of thrust, 
at around 26 seconds after launch this thrust was gradually reduced to prevent the Shuttle 
over-speeding in the denser lower atmosphere, to limit damaging aerodynamic pressures. 
From around 60 seconds after launch the Shuttle passes into lower density atmosphere 
and the main engines were increased again. The thrust generated by the SRBs is constant 
during their planned 126 seconds of operation and cannot be halted once ignited at launch 
(NASA, 2013). 
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Times, 1986a; Sawyer, 1986: A1). Far from callous, Nesbitt’s dry technical 
response was entirely in keeping with NASA’s technocratic idiom. He simply 
could not render this affective event intelligible; it was excessive. The pause, 
the hesitancy, the affective suspense, of Nesbitt was repeated elsewhere. Unlike 
the Apollo 1 test, this event was witnessed live on television across the world, 
including by millions of American children, not least Christa McAuliffe’s own 
class. NASA could not hope to control the release of negative affect by Challenger. 

Massumi (2002) suggests that affective suspense—the inability to affect or 
be affected—always manifests itself in visceral, bodily, registers: ‘viscerality is 
the perception of suspense. The space into which it jolts the flesh is one of an 
inability to act or reflect, a spasmodic passivity, so taut a receptivity that the body 
is paralyzed until it is jolted back into action-reaction by recognition’ (p61)

And it is exactly this sense of affective suspense that Challenger seems to have 
released, at least initially. Joel Powell, a space enthusiast, later recollected what he 
saw on the day: ‘I literally had no idea what was happening … The awful empty 
feeling and the anguished faces of the reporters and the lingering smoke cloud are 
something I will never forget. We were utterly helpless’ (Powell, 1986: 184). The 
principal of the high school McAuliffe had worked at recalled her experience of 
watching the launch with the school’s children—‘We were rejoicing in the lift-off. 
We were exalting in it. We were celebrating with her. Then it stopped. That’s all. It 
stopped’ (Kiernan, 1986: A1). The experience of bodies being frozen in space and 
time was shared across American classrooms as one high-school student recalled 
on the front page of the Wasgington Post: after the accident ‘I just stood there kind 
of empty for a minute.’ Equally, the Post’s reporter characterized the atmosphere 
in McAuliffe’s classroom as ‘horrified silence’ (Vobejda, 1986: A1). The media 
reverberated with this tone of suspense, witness a Wasgington Post report from 
29th January: ‘The horror dawned slowly: for one very long moment after the 
explosion, few realized they witnessed a disaster’ (Rensverg, 1986: A1). Evidence 
of this feeling of spatio-temporal suspense has also been found in academic 
analysis of the traumatic effect of Challenger, including children (for example 
Terr, 1992).

NASA appeared to try to contain this negative affect as it limited access to 
any information regarding the accident; not least the fate of the crew, pending an 
official investigation, just as it had done with Apollo 1. As the New York Times 
reported: ‘Soon after the shuttle explosion Jan 28, NASA impounded virtually 
all information it had related to the shuttle program and instructed its employees 
not to provide information to reporters, even on an off-the-record basis’ (New 
York Times, 1986c). NASA again sought to control the flow of information, and 
maintain the affective void of suspense. Just two weeks later, the Wasgington 
Post described how NASA’s secretive approach contributed to ‘NASA’s decaying 
public image’ (Johnson, 1986: A2). Mindful perhaps of the accusations of 
secrecy surrounding the Apollo 1 investigation, President Reagan inaugurated 
an independent investigation headed by President Nixon’s Secretary of State, 
William Rogers. The Rogers Commission would take 120 days and involve 160 
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Traumatizing Spacefiggt 145

witness testimonies in live televised hearings; the Commission was instructed to 
investigate both the proximate and underlying causes of the failure and provide 
recommendations for improvement (see Rogers Commission, 1986, for a review 
see Vaughan, 1996). 

Through the gathering of witness testimony, documentary and material evidence 
(including almost 90 per cent of Challenger), as well as test data, the Commission 
concluded that the O-rings, rendered ineffective by the ambient cold temperatures, 
had been the proximate cause of the disaster. This conclusion culminated in a 
memorably theatrical moment in the televised hearing on the 11th February 
when a piece of Shuttle O-ring material was being passed from Commissioner to 
Commissioner for inspection. Commissioner Richard Feynman, 1965 Noble Prize 
winning physicist, quietly asked for a cup of ice water for the lunch break. After 
the break he addressed NASA’s Lawrence Mulloy, live on television: 

I took this stuff that I got out of your seal and I put it in ice water, and I discovered 
that when you put some pressure on it for a while and then undo it, it doesn’t 
stretch back. It stays the same dimension. In other words, for a few seconds at 
least and more seconds than that, there is no resilience in this particular material 
when it is at a temperature of 32 degrees (quoted in Cook, 2006: 264).

This event penetrated the affective void induced by Challenger and perpetuated 
by NASA. The inflexible material was affected negatively by the cold, unable 
to circulate confidence, unable to respond at launch without diminishing other 
bodies, just as NASA. This experiment about the inflexibility of the O-ring material 
released negative affects into the void NASA had sought to maintain. This negative 
affect, analogous to Boisjoly’s anxiety before launch—primed the media to report 
stories regarding different aspects of diminishment of NASA, and America. The 
day after Feynman’s ad-hoc experiment, the Wasgington Post depicted NASA as 
a: ‘a once-proud agency rudderless, uncertain, torn by dissension and low morale” 
(Johnson, 1986: A2). 

The conclusion was inescapable: if NASA had performed this test themselves 
and those results had informed their decision-making before launch, Challenger 
would not have been lost. Just as with Apollo 1, NASA was shown to be organized 
to block utterly simple scientific evidence. Messianic hope and technocratic 
confidence in and around NASA had been diminished again by negative affect; this 
time released by an O-ring and a cup of ice water, live on television, replayed again 
in the evening news. Challenger’s initial explosion induced affective suspense that 
primed America for an investigation that then released, via Feynman’s experiment, 
negative affect: how could confident NASA, the beacon at the center of the ‘shining 
city on the hill’, be so incompetent, so incapable, so diminished? And why was this 
negative affect, now released through this high-school style experiment onto the 
global news media, not allowed to circulate in NASA prior to Challenger—how 
had it been blocked? The question the Commission now faced was how NASA had 
been organized in this way to be supremely confident, to forestall experimentation, 
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How Outer Space Made America146

to capture affect. Thus just like the Apollo 1 investigation, the Rogers Commission 
also examined NASA’s organizational culture but this time on a far wider scale. 

The Commission concluded that NASA was an internally divided organization, 
where middle managers, like Lawrence Mulloy, within Marshall Field Center were 
withholding potentially serious information, like the concerns over the O-rings 
resilience, from their seniors, and thus poor decisions were taken to commit to 
launch. The Commission concluded: ‘This tendency is altogether at odds with 
the need for Marshall to function as part of a system working toward successful 
flight missions, interfacing and communicating with the other parts of the system 
that work to the same end’ (Rogers Commission, 1986). McCurdy (1993) later 
identified this organizational conflict as bound up with a lack of political clarity (and 
funding) over NASA’s mission, coupled to a bureaucratic-political diminishment 
of NASA’s Apollo-era technical culture (see also Perrow, 1999: 379; Johnson, 
2002; Vaughan, 1996: 396). Moreover, the Commission suggested this problem 
was long-established: the full extent of concerns of Thiokol’s engineers about 
the O-ring within the Shuttle flight program were regularly withheld from senior 
NASA managers by NASA’s SRB middle managers, not least their performance 
in cold conditions. The basis for the lack of communication with senior managers 
was partly said to be belief in redundancy (the O-rings had two seals) despite 
knowledge by senior managers within NASA that after launch the second seal 
could not function (Rogers Commission, 1986). Indeed this latter point—the 
confidence (and accountability) of senior NASA managers for the disaster is hardly 
discussed by the Commission—further evidencing what Vaughan observes as a 
culture of ‘conformity not deviance’ (p399) in NASA. Across NASA’s hierarchy, 
evidence of past action was used as the basis for flagging up exceptional events. 
Once senior NASA managers had instigated the review of the SRBs in April 1984 
(and subsequent presentation at NASA HQ in August 1985), the SRB middle 
managers in NASA believed there was no requirement to continue to inform 
their seniors of problems about the same issue. NASA even instructed Thiokol to 
request the problem be ‘closed out’, after becoming frustrated at its convoluted 
appearance during flight reviews with senior managers and its threat to launch 
confidence (Rogers Commission, 1986: 137-8). In effect, as the Commission 
report put it: ‘NASA and Thiokol accepted escalating risk apparently because they 
‘got away with it last time’ (Rogers Commission, 1986). Or, as Richard Feynman 
characteristically put it, they were playing ‘a kind of Russian roulette’ (Rogers 
Commission, 1986: 148; see also Burrows, 1998: 560). Contra Vaughan (1996: 
380), this is more than mere conformity, it is confidence. 

The Commission offered various recommendations to improve NASA including; 
technical improvements to the joint supported by more rigorous testing, overseen 
by the National Research Council (NRC); increased authority of program directors 
over Field Center operations; an independent safety and quality assurance Office 
within NASA; more thorough reviews of critical flight elements, audited by the 
NRC; and a cut in the Shuttle flight-rate to ensure time to resolve problems. What 
was being proposed was hardly a deviation from NASA’s systems management. 
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In a concluding thought after the recommendations, the Commissioners then re-
iterated the imperative that to foster confidence (through systems management) 
requires the release of messianic, hopeful affect. Specifically, NASA’s capacity to 
engender a better America future elsewhere in space and time:

The Commission urges that NASA continue to receive the support of the 
Administration and the nation. The agency constitutes a national resource that 
plays a critical role in space exploration and development. It also provides a 
symbol of national pride and technological leadership … The Commission 
applauds NASA’s spectacular achievements of the past and anticipates 
impressive achievements to come. The findings and recommendations presented 
in this report are intended to contribute to the future NASA successes that 
the nation both expects and requires as the 21st century approaches (Rogers 
Commision: 201). 

The messianic hope, expressed here by the Rogers Commission, blended well into 
a wider climate of transcendental eulogizing for the crew of Challenger. Witness, 
President Reagan’s eulogy two days after the disaster: ‘They had a hunger to 
explore the universe and discover its truths. They wished to serve and they did—
they served all of us’ (Reagan, 1986). Tropes of an American transcendental state 
animated Reagan’s eulogy as he compared the astronauts to ‘pioneers,’ wherein 
their deaths and our pain is ‘all part of the process of exploration and discovery 
… The future doesn’t belong to the fainthearted. It belongs to the brave. The 
Challenger crew was pulling us into the future and we’ll continue to follow them’, 
as they ‘slipped the surly bonds of earth to touch the face of God’ (Reagan, 1986: 
A18). Reagan’s religious eulogizing echoed remarks made a day earlier by Pope 
John Paul II: ‘I lift up to God a fervent prayer so that he accepts in his embrace the 
souls of these courageous pioneers in progress of science and man’ (Suro, 1986: 
page unknown). Here hope is drawn from within trauma, just as with Apollo 1. 

For Reagan, these transcendental reveries primed his audience for Cold War 
ideological politics: ‘We don’t hide our space program, we don’t keep secrets and 
cover things up … That’s the way freedom is and we wouldn’t change it for a 
minute’ (Reagan, 1986). Here, the affectively charged spectacle of the televised 
trials, NASA’s own shocking diminishment, was rendered intelligible by Reagan as 
supreme verification of the messianic cause of America, despite NASA’s own self-
demonstrated departure from these ideals. The re-appointment11 of James Fletcher 
as NASA Administrator continued this process of deriving hope from trauma—in 
a speech on his return, Fletcher argued: ‘[criticism of NASA] could do irreparable 
damage, not only to the agency, its people and its program, but also to the nation as 

11 Fletcher had previously served as NASA’s 4th administrator from 1971 to 1977, 
under Presidents Nixon, Ford and Carter. When re-appointed by Reagan in 1986, he was 
charged with overseeing a general improvement in reliability and safety after the loss of 
Challenger (Burrows, 1998). 
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How Outer Space Made America148

a whole’, because as Fletcher suggested, ‘NASA is more than another government 
agency’ it is ‘a symbol of American aspiration and achievement, it is a vital national 
asset. Indeed, what NASA does deeply affects the way Americans look at ourselves 
and the way the world looks at us’ (Fletcher, 1986: 1; emphasis added). Yet, despite 
the confident posturing, Fletcher knew NASA was an institution enacted through 
political (and technical) compromise as much as confident dreaming as his days 
working with Nixon made clear (Klerkx, 2004). 

In marked opposition to the confident oratory of Reagan and Fletcher, the Soviet 
news media, cited the urgency of NASA, partly fuelled by Kennedy’s messianic 
hope in space exploration, to critique the image of America as the transcendental 
state. For example, a Polish newspaper, Zolnierz Wolnosci, explained the disaster 
as evidence of imperialist ambition to militarize space wherein ‘seeking quick 
progress in militarizing space, created a climate of haste and nervousness at 
NASA, compromising safety’ (quoted in New York Times, 1986b). In a similar 
vein, the Communist Party newspaper Pravda noted how ‘Although it seemed 
that the tragic spectacle of the public death of people should underline the extreme 
need to unite man’s creative efforts in the difficult cause of the peaceful use of 
space, in Washington there are officials who find it possible to call for the speedy 
militarization of outer space’ (quoted in Dee, 1986: A12). On 30th January 1986, 
Russian news agency Tass explained how, and not entirely without foundation (see 
Chapter 6), that Challenger exploded because NASA ‘was in a hurry to turn them 
[shuttle flights] into real commercial flights’ (quoted in New York Times, 1986b). 
A day later, a Russian television news reporter remarked that space technology 
‘remains a world of terrible unpredictability, even though politicians speak about 
some kind of brilliant triumph … of security and confidence’ (Fesunenko, 1986). 
On the same day the Russian new agency Tass, starkly suggested that space 
technology is ‘a weapon that is capable of blowing up the world and which is 
beyond their [politicians] control however hard they try’ (Tass, 1986). In August 
1986, Moscow television news went further and criticised how Reagan had 
cleared the Shuttle’s schedule to focus on military missions instead of commercial 
payloads12: ‘it has once again shown that in conditions of capitalism, technological 
progress nearly always turns against man and his vital interests … Technological 
progress has been put to the service of the most reactionary forces of militarism’ 
(MDS, 1986). 

As journalists and politicians attempted to render the affect of the event 
intelligible within sociological, technical or ideological registers, something less 

12 President Reagan announced this shift in space policy towards the end of June 
1986, in part because the aerospace industry was unable to compete with the government 
subsidies that kept the price of shuttle cargo down. The decision finally put pay to the notion, 
put forward in the 1970s, that the shuttle would make space travel profitable, an idea that 
had helped promote the shuttle program; it also made available more shuttle launches for 
military and scientific missions (Tapscott, 1986). The payload on STS-51L was a civilian 
communication satellite and scientific instrumentation. 
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intelligible but perhaps more affective remained—the shock and suspense of the 
event itself was replayed in images of the explosion found in television and film. 
Images of Challenger exploding (Figure 8.2) performed a similar role as they were 
re-used in the print media. In 1996, ten years after the disaster, the Wasgington 
Post remarked the image was ‘used to illustrate, if not actually embody, a whole 
succession of ideas’ (Washington Post, 1996: C5), from NASA’s ‘bureaucratic 
arrogance’ during the accident investigation, to the ‘political evil’ of the White 
House and Congress, which had pressured NASA to compromise design quality 
in the early 1970s (Chapter 6), but above all it, concluded the image ‘presented 
the Challenger explosion as a dramatic moment in an extended historical process: 
American decline’ (pC5). As evidence for the final point, the Post describes how 
it was used in visual montages of American decline, ‘because it was so dramatic it 
was often the rhetorical exclamation point to such visual arguments’ (pC5). What 
is absent from the analysis offered by the Post is acknowledge that the image 
arrived first, the shock, the sounds all arrived before we could contemplate its 

Figure 8.2  Orbiter and external fuel explosion and separated SRB 
exhaust trails, 28th January 1986, Kennedy Space Center 
Florida, NASA image: GPN-2004-00012

Source: NASA
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How Outer Space Made America150

significance, its meaning. This image does not simply engage us but rather it 
primes us to be shocked, to become anxious, and then perhaps hopeful of a better 
future, even confident, just like Reagan. 

Yet the meaning of this image is far from easily contained with a nationalistic 
script. Witness two examples of its re-use after the disaster in adverts placed in 
the national news media. The first was an advert placed in the Wasgington Post 
in 1987 by the Society of Professional Journalists and the Advertising Council; it 
contained three images (one of the Shuttle disintegrating, one of launch with the 
plume from the right SRB circled and one of the frozen launch pad), using the 
slogan ‘If the press didn’t tell us, who would’. The second was an advert placed in 
1990 by the Government Accountability Project, a non-profit making organization, 
encouraging and protecting government and corporate whistleblowing. In the 
advert, beneath an image of the disintegrating Shuttle, the organization promotes 
itself as making ‘government honest, open and accountable’ (GAP, 1990). 

Such explicit attempts to circumvent the capture of shock and anxiety by the 
State through confidence and hope did not appear to engage the public in large 
numbers and invoked angry feedback from some in NASA (Washington Post, 
1987). Instead, Challenger ultimately appeared to actually help circulate Reagan’s 
renewed confidence in NASA, and hope in the exceptional transcendence of 
America in space and time. Indeed, a survey of public opinion by the Northern 
Illinois University (NIU) Public Opinion Laboratory in 1987 (NIUPOL, 1987), 
concluded that 95 per cent of its respondents believed the Shuttle was still an 
outstanding piece of American technology that should be fully supported; and that 
it failed because of its complexity rather than ‘bureaucratic arrogance’ or ‘political 
evil’. The NIU report concluded: ‘the short-term effect of the Challenger accident 
was to increase the already strong sense of national pride in the shuttle program and 
to stimulate a significant sense of personal loss in regard to the seven astronauts 
killed’ (NIUPOL, 1987: 50). Reagan’s release of messianic hopeful affect within 
narratives of heroic sacrifice is surely crucially in priming such thoughts. 

Similar imagery of transcendental rebirth accompanied the restart of 
America’s human spaceflight program on the 29th September 1988. Two years 
after the disaster, the Shuttle Discovery (STS-26) was launched from Kennedy 
Space Center; this time the crew were wearing full pressure suits, equipped with 
bail-out systems, and were powered by SRBs incorporating the more resilient 
joint design. On the fourth day of the flight, live on television from orbit, the 
astronauts paid testimony to their own and the nation’s emotional journey. Mission 
Specialist, David Hilmers reflected: ‘Many emotions well up in our hearts—joy, 
for America’s return to space—gratitude, for our nation’s support through difficult 
times—thanksgiving, for the safety of our crew—reverence, for those whose 
sacrifice made our journey possible’ (quoted in NASA, 1988). With even more 
patriotic lyricism, Mission Specialist, John Lounge emphasized the national need 
to explore: ‘we are convinced that this is the road to the future—the road America 
must travel if we are to maintain the dream of the Constitution—to secure the 
blessings of liberty to ourselves and to our posterity’ (quoted in NASA, 1988). 
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As the Rogers Commission indicates (see also Burrrows, 1998: 560), 
confidence, that is, the capture of negative affect, no doubt contributed to the losses 
of Apollo 1 and Challenger (and other spacecraft and crews). Vaughan (1996), 
in her sociological investigation of the normalization of deviance in NASA, is 
suggestive of this point as she concludes: ‘What is compelling is how structures 
of power, history, processes, and layered cultures that affected all participants’ 
behavior at a subtle, prerational level combined to produce the outcome’ (p399; 
emphasis added). 

My analysis here elaborates upon these proposals that some kind of pre-
cognitive, but systemic, force was at work in NASA. I suggest that this force 
was affect. Specifically, the organized capture of negative affect by confidence 
in and around NASA, and the accompanying release of positive affect: hope. 
However, forensic diagnosis of the (affective) relays involved in these disastrous 
events is not my concern per se. Rather my purpose in this chapter is to understand 
how the hopeful edifice of the American transcendental state was repaired (re-
territorialized) after it was disorganized (de-territorialized) as it passed through 
two unruly conduits: faulty electrical wiring in the Apollo 1 vehicle and a leaky 
O-ring joint in the right SRB of Challenger. 

But these two events did not operate in the same way. Unlike the loss of 
Apollo 1, Challenger was a shared media spectacle—a place (for most) to 
(safely) experience negative affect, perhaps in order to become primed for heroic, 
ideological, or religious, recognition, for confidence and hope (Penley, 1997: 48-
49). The philosopher of science, Michel Serres, has perhaps gone the furthest in 
making this argument as he compares the loss of Challenger, and our repeated 
enactment of it via television, to the worshipping of a Carthaginian funeral pyre13; 
thus modernity is connected to its ancient past of sacrificing human life to the 
heavens:

religion is in technology; the pagan god is in the rocket; the rocket is in the statute; 
the rocket on its launching pad is in the ancient idol—and our sophisticated 
knowledge is in our archaic fascinations. In short, the construction of a failed or 
successful society is in the successful or failed project of going toward the stars 
(Serres, in Latour and Serres, 1995: 160-1). 

13 Specifically, the ‘ancient Carthaginian practice of enclosing humans [including 
children] in a gigantic brass structure of the god Baal and incinerating them there, as a 
sacrifice to their deity’ (Serres and Latour, 1995: 205). For Serres, both this practice and 
Challenger can be regarded as a cosmic sacrifices because they involve: the worship of 
massive, technological objects; voyages beyond Earth; and crucially, denial—in Carthage 
parents denied the screams of their children were human, for Challenger this denial is an 
insistence the loss was an accident, even though, as Serres (in Serres and Latour, 1995) 
explain, it was ‘inevitable, even calculable, through probabilities’ (p160; see also Penley, 
1997: 48-9). 
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Despite the controversy surrounding this comparison (see Serres and Latour, 
1995: 205), it is difficult to disagree that Challenger induced widespread, and 
repeated, affective engagement: a 2001 US survey of the most closely followed 
news events of the previous twenty years placed the Challenger story top (Anon, 
2001). Unlike Apollo 1, Challenger could be repeated via the printed and visual 
media; and thus negative affects like shock, trauma and anxiety, were harnessed 
to dis/organize (that is ‘de/re-territorialize’) bodies far beyond NASA, including; 
Cold War politics, NASA’s funding, American technocracy, systems management, 
media openness, and school children’s desires to become astronauts. Yet, there 
are also clear similarities between the affective patterning of these two events: 
most significantly, these two catastrophes throw into relief mechanisms through 
which negative affects (shock, anxiety and trauma) appear both the cause and 
effect of technocratic confidence in and around NASA, and messianic hope in 
the American transcendental state. And this is precisely how, and why, on the 
28th September 1988, on the eve of the launch of STS-26, Shuttle Commander 
Frederick Hauck reflected: ‘Dear friends, we have resumed the journey that we 
promised to continue for you; dear friends, your loss has meant that we could 
confidently begin anew’ (NASA, 1988). 
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