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Introduction
Exploring NASA in the Long Civil Rights Movement

Brian C. Odom

On July 15, 1969, the Reverend Ralph Abernathy and members of the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s Poor People’s Campaign 
gathered outside the gates of the Kennedy Space Center in protest of the 
vast sums diverted from social programs here on Earth to the techno-
logical marvel now pointed at the Moon. To many Americans, the Apollo 
program represented the embodiment of the Enlightenment ideal of 
progress—an ideal grounded in the belief that all problems encountered 
in society were surmountable through the application of scientific princi-
ples. However, to the African American protestors standing alongside Ab-
ernathy and to many other critics across the country, Apollo represented 
a turning away from the plight of the poor and, with it, the abandonment 
of previous gains of the civil rights movement.
 The intersection of the civil rights movement and the National Aero-
nautics and Space Administration (NASA) on that July day at Cape Ca-
naveral, Florida, was neither the first nor the last. During the decade of 
the 1960s, NASA became something of a laboratory for social progress. 
Actions such as President John F. Kennedy’s order for Equal Employment 
Opportunity in March 1961 and the creation of cooperative education pro-
grams between NASA and several Historically Black Colleges and Univer-
sities were representative of the concrete but limited engagement between 
the federal government and black graduates in technical disciplines. 
With the Apollo program, black graduates found the doors of economic 
opportunity gradually opening in many previously segregated occupa-
tions. White and black women also saw an increase in opportunities for 
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themselves in the previously white, male-dominated fields of engineering 
and science. While the overall small increase in terms of numbers by the 
launch of Apollo 11 on July 16, 1969, left much to be desired, the pathways 
to new economic opportunity for black graduates and for women were 
enshrined in law and visible within the public discourse.
 This collection of diverse essays is intended to promote a deeper, inter-
disciplinary exploration of the social history of NASA during the age of 
Apollo, developed around the ideas advocated by Jacquelyn Dowd Hall in 
her 2005 essay, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of 
the Past.” As a means of centralizing individual agency, Hall expanded the 
timeline of the civil rights movement and extended the scope to include 
the struggle for women’s rights and labor. She also called upon historians 
to place their histories of the civil rights movement “in the context of a 
longer story,” a move that would make that history “harder to simplify, 
appropriate, and contain.”1 Recent additions to space historiography and 
filmography also reflect the growing interest in racial and social aspects 
of space history. Using Hall’s framework, the contributing authors seek 
to provide a deeper degree of analysis so that other stories might emerge 
from the richer context.
 Applying this interdisciplinary approach to the experience of NASA 
during the Apollo program provided the authors an opportunity to re-
contextualize the experience of the space agency against the backdrop 
of social revolution, an economic transformation, and the growing Cold 
War with the Soviet Union. This approach reflects what former NASA 
chief historian Roger Launius described as the “New Aerospace History” 
and is representative of other works from the NASA History Office, in-
cluding the Societal Impact of Spaceflight.2 In his essay from that volume 
titled “Space History from the Bottom Up,” Glen Asner echoes Hall’s ar-
gument, noting that by “bringing ordinary people and social groups into 
our analysis,” historians could “avoid reifying the concept of society and 
relegating masses of people to passive subjects of historical forces.”3

 Adjusting the view of the movement to the perspective of the Apollo 
program also offers new ways of thinking about both the impact of tech-
nology on society and the constraining environment offered in the Cold 
War context. The purpose of the following collection of essays is to address 
the role/relationship of NASA to the long civil rights movement, particu-
larly, but not limited to, the Deep South (Huntsville, Alabama; Florida; 
Houston; Mississippi; and New Orleans) and to identify the impact of 
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NASA on the movement and the experience of those who were directly 
affected by the space program but also the impact of the movement on 
NASA’s development in the period.
 The chapters in part 1, “New Frameworks,” address the larger concep-
tual themes of NASA’s relationship to the civil rights movement in an 
effort to expand beyond the largely white-focused, hagiographical nar-
ratives of the space program. In the first chapter, Margaret Weitekamp 
explores the state of the “New Aerospace History” field. Here, Weitekamp 
offers a reevaluation of the state of the field in space history, looking es-
pecially at the influence of race, gender, and regional history. In response, 
Weitekamp suggests that attention should be paid to three major areas 
of growth in the field: individual and collective biography, fresh takes on 
technologies and cultural contexts, and international/global history. With 
the fiftieth anniversary of the first lunar landing in 2019, Weitekamp offers 
fresh thoughts on how historians should evaluate recent histories written 
since the last major reexamination in 2007, when it was occasioned by the 
fiftieth anniversary of the birth of the Space Age.
 In chapter 2, P. J. Blount and David Molina trace NASA’s attempted 
counternarrative of social value and a policy of liberal equality rooted in 
the concept of “all mankind.” They consider whether this argument for 
NASA’s value remains a salient one at present as the continued inequali-
ties in American life are increasingly highlighted in the media, and as we 
face a historical moment in which activists and astronauts alike will be 
challenged to bridge the distance between Black Lives Matter and Mars. 
In chapter 3, Molina and Blount offer a contextualization of NASA’s in-
terlocutory role throughout the long civil rights movement by mobilizing 
these three themes to analyze a series of archival and cultural artifacts. 
The authors first analyze the rhetoric deployed by the Poor People Cam-
paign’s various mobilizations to show that the American space program 
was viewed with deep skepticism by the African American community 
and particularly within the context of ongoing struggles for black free-
dom. Second, they discuss the “distance” between the tropes of spatial dis-
enfranchisement represented in the civil rights movement and the Moon 
missions to show how space exploration was portrayed as an acceleration 
of the marginalization of black spaces.
 The three chapters that make up part 2, “Southern Context,” explore 
the experience of the space agency in the Jim Crow South. Brenda Plum-
mer examines the effect of the US space program on race relations in key 
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areas of the South and the impact of that connection on popular culture. 
She also explores the intersection of the struggle for racial equality and 
aerospace exploration, as both constituted potent narratives of freedom in 
the American imaginary. Plummer disputes the assumption that NASA as 
an instrument of modernization was implicitly allied with the civil rights 
movement. While the transformation of parts of the Deep South unde-
niably broke up earlier political, economic, and cultural patterns, aero-
space research and development helped inaugurate a successor regime 
that neither challenged the structural foundations of racial inequality nor 
guarded against the production of new disparities.
 Matthew L. Downs explores the impact of Sun Belt–era federal de-
velopment and the response of civic and commercial leaders to the civil 
rights movement, demonstrating how local leaders worked closely with 
government officials to attract and maintain such installations and the 
accompanying public and private investment. When federal officials and 
their representatives in Huntsville made clear that southern intransigence 
on civil rights would adversely affect the local, space-based economy, the 
city’s civic leaders modulated their approach to civil rights in the hopes 
of ensuring continued support. Such action was particularly surprising 
given the overtly hostile response to the movement by Alabama’s other 
local leaders and the state government. While Huntsville was not with-
out conflict, the presence of the federal government, combined with the 
threat that southern resistance might lead to a withdrawal of federal sup-
port, led the city to a more moderate reaction when the city’s local move-
ment pressured for equality.
 In chapter 6, Brian Odom surveys the implementation of equal employ-
ment opportunity at NASA’s Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville. 
Odom contends that Marshall’s strategy focused on recruiting qualified 
African American engineering students outside of Alabama and devel-
oping a partnership with the Association of Huntsville Area Contractors 
(AHAC) locally. By serving both as a catalyst for technical educational 
programs in the Huntsville community and as a clearinghouse for job op-
portunities and racial dialogue, AHAC facilitated a modicum of progress 
toward minority gains. During the civil rights movement, local activists 
such as Dr. Sonnie Hereford III and aerospace executives such as Brown 
Engineering Company’s Milton K. Cummings brokered “backroom” 
agreements meant to improve Alabama’s “image” problem while also ex-
panding opportunities for black graduates.


