
Analysis of Reagan’s Address after the Challenger Disaster
Introduction and Background Context
On the 28th of January 1986, tragedy struck in Cape Canaveral Florida, or rather, above it. Seven astronauts died in the explosion of the spacecraft Challenger these being Dick Scobee, Michael Smith, Judith Resnik, Ellison Onizuka, Ronald McNair, Christa McAuliffe, and Gregory Jarvis. This night had been the tentative day for the State of the Union address from the president at the time Ronald Reagan (Reagan,1986a). As a result of this, the State of the Union got delayed and Reagan gave an address about the Challenger disaster. This speech is one worth analysing as it gives a view into how a president may react to an unexpected tragedy. Specifically a view of how the Reagan administration handled tragedy head-on.
The speech is not of long duration, at just under five minutes, but is an incredibly notable one. Reagan opens this speech with an introduction explaining the rescheduled state of the union, a very rare occurrence, stating that the day was reserved for mourning (Reagan, 1986a). He then moves onto referencing the Apollo 1 disaster and then listing and celebrating the Challenger Seven. Reagan quickly moves to specifically address their families, then turned his mind to speak of the surprises that the space program had consistently delivered. He once again celebrates the ingenuity of the deceased crew, then moved on to address American children. He addresses the fact that these young children had just witnessed something incredibly traumatic, and that “sometimes painful things like this happen. It's all part of the process of exploration and discovery”(Reagan, 1986a). The middle portion of the speech is oriented around his own appreciation for space as well as the plans for the space programs to be as minimally affected as possible. Reagan then closes off this presidential address by referencing the death of sir francis drake and then quoting a poem, all with the intention of saying “We will never forget them” (Reagan, 1986a).
Previous Tragedy: Apollo 1
The space age hadn’t been without tragedy up until 1986, but a massive failure of such a collection of machinery was still quite a shock. Reagan makes a point of mentioning how unique the situation of this failure was saying “Nineteen years ago almost to the day, we lost three astronauts in a terrible accident on the ground, but we have never lost an astronaut in flight”(Reagan, 1986a). In this Reagan is referring to the Apollo 1 tragedy, which occurred on January 27, 1967, when the three astronauts onboard died after the command module filled with fire (NASA, 2012). Reagan presumably mentions this for a few reasons. The first and most obvious being the thought that these circumstances were not new, mostly. A fiery end to the lives of astronauts had happened before, just not in the air. This was a new circumstance but generally similar to the previous tragedy. Moving on from that notion you have the next which is that NASA has faced a tragic loss before, and progressed. The program didn’t stop because of that malfunction, so it surely wouldn’t because of this one. Lastly, is that which connects to some later points he makes, which is that America isn't going to just shy away when things go wrong, even if it makes America appear weaker. Because hiding the truth, at least to Reagan, is un-American and antithetical to freedom.
The Teacher In Space Project
As Reagan addresses in his speech, there was a civilian on this flight. That civilian was Sharon Christa Corrigan McAuliffe (typically referred to simply as Christa McAuliffe), a social studies teacher from Concord, New Hampshire. Her presence on the ship was a result of the Teacher In Space project introduced by Reagan in 1984 which was created to show appreciation for both students and teachers and hopefully spark interest in STEM fields(Wikipedia, 2021). There were over ten thousand other teachers all hoping to be chosen as the first teacher to be sent to space (National Aeronautics and Space Administration, 1988, p.271). The project got shut down in 1990, after the tragic loss of teacher Christa McAuliffe in the Challenger explosion (Brown, 2018).
Continuing Space Exploration
In this speech, Reagan is still audibly eager to return to space. He connects the freedom of space flight with the American virtue of freedom. Reagan (1986a) says “We don't hide our space program...That's the way freedom is, and we wouldn't change it for a minute.” The comment about not hiding the space program likely being a nod to the ongoing Cold War (Moyer, 2016). He moves from this to then talking about how this won’t stop any of their plans to send more people to space (1986a). He specifically refers to wanting to send more civilians, volunteers and specifically more teachers into space. This, as touched upon earlier, was affected by the disaster, and the tragedy had a noticeable impact on the way NASA’s space program operated. Despite the specific intent to continue something like the Teachers In Space Project, it shut down (Wikipedia, 2021). 
Civilian spaceflight has become more common in the years since. There was a reintroduction of the Teacher in Space project in a private sector in 2005, fifteen years after it had been shut down(Wikipedia, 2021). In the more recent year of 2021, the first all-civilian spaceflight occurred on the Dragon spacecraft, through the privately owned company SpaceX (Stein, 2021). In the 35 years between the Challenger and the colloquially dubbed Inspiration4, comfort around space flight has increased. Reagan’s dreams of civilians in space becomes increasingly more of a reality every day. One of the members of the inspiration4 was even a professor,(Stein, 2021) so while at the time the statement wasn’t the truth of what would happen immediately, after a while it did, and more than once. 
Reference to Sir Francis Drake
Along with his reference to a previous space-age tragedy, Reagan also pulls out a much more distant comparison, that being the death of Sir Francis Drake. Reagan refers to this saying:
There's a coincidence today. On this day 390 years ago, the great explorer Sir Francis Drake died aboard ship off the coast of Panama. In his lifetime the great frontiers were the oceans, and a historian later said, "He lived by the sea, died on it, and was buried in it." Well, today we can say of the Challenger crew: Their dedication was, like Drake's, complete. (Reagan, 1986a)
The fleet he led during his last voyage was hit hard by illness which resulted in much death, including Drake himself (Bradford and Fernández-Armesto, 2018). Drake was famous for his circumnavigation of the earth as well as for fighting Spanish ships and being a slave trader.  To use the death of someone who is known in part for partaking in the slave trade in discussing the deaths of a group of people you are calling heroes paints a very specific characterization of oneself.
 The crew of the Challenger mission (STS-51L) was a diverse one, and one less likely to appreciate this comparison. This comparison, however, is incredibly characteristic of Ronald Reagan. As the Fortieth president of the United States Reagan utilised his veto power and had to be overruled by Congress(Glass, 2018). What is the relevancy of that fact? The legislation in which he attempted to dismiss was that which ensures that civil rights legislature must be enforced. As pointed out by Andrew Glass (2018), the last time a civil rights act had been vetoed was in 1866, this veto of Andrew Johnson’s was, like Reagan’s, reversed by Congress. The last time someone had opposed civil rights law in such a brazen way, it was someone who had a history of owning slaves (National Park Service, n.d.). 
Poetic Reference
To anyone who has read the poem “High Flight” by John Gillespie Magee Jr. the end of the speech will stand out. Particularly “as they prepared for their journey and waved goodbye and "slipped the surly bonds of earth" to "touch the face of God"” (Reagan, 1986a). Reagan is quoting the poem’s opening and closing lines (John Gillespie Magee Jr., 1941). The inclusion of such a direct quote is something that should be considered in analysing this source. The poem was written about a high-altitude test flight and was only published posthumously (Poetry Foundation, 2023). The poem is perhaps even more harshly fitting to the Challenger disaster as Magee died mid-air in an aeronautical accident. Thanks to all of this, the poem is now inseparable from this tragedy, not just because of the address but also because it is on the back of the Challenger memorial in Arlington National Cemetery (Arlington National Cemetery, n.d.).
Another Speech: The Memorial Speech and Eulogy
Reagan gave another, more intimate speech, relating to the Challenger. This speech was his eulogy at the memorial service for the seven Challenger astronauts. This memorial took place on the 31st of January, three days after the disaster, in Houston, Texas. He starts with the common type of introduction to a funerary service. But rather immediately starts in with patriotism and Americentrism. There are many phrases and notions that were present in both the address and this memorial. The first one to present itself was Reagan’s (1986b) introductory “seven brave Americans” remark closely followed by phrases like “our nation’s loss” and ”brave sacrifice.” Reagan then goes on to list each person, similarly to his address but this time in a much more intimate feeling way. In the eulogy, he addressed each person, and some personal things to them. One example of this is one of his remarks surrounding Ronald McNair where he said “Well, Ron, we will miss your saxophone; and we will build your space station”(Reagan, 1986b). This is markedly less formal compared to his address, and even other parts of this otherwise very solemn speech. As in his Challenger address, he does put a particular emphasis on Christa McAuliffe, though this is not something purely reserved for Reagan. Most news sources at the time as well also found themselves focusing on the late social studies schoolteacher, due to her incredibly unique astronautical situation(CBS News, 2022). 
Quite a large chunk of this speech however is centered around Americans banding together, more so than the address, but the sentiment is a staple of Reagan’s rhetoric. This is initially engaged through discussion of banding together in grief, through television sets and radio calls. Reagan includes himself in this group which is the American public, with a repeating “we” throughout this latter part of the eulogising(Reagan, 1986b). He then takes a bit of a hiatus on the subject to bring up American favourite, Abraham Lincoln, quoting him on “America, which Abraham Lincoln called the last, best hope of man on Earth, was built on heroism and noble sacrifice”. He then returns to the topic of unity and loss discussing things such as the losses on the Oregon Trail.  He brings this eulogy to a close with a quote from crewmember Dick Scobee, saying "If something ever does go wrong, I hope that doesn't mean the end to the space shuttle program"(Reagan, 1986b). Whether or not that quote was based in legitimacy, it is what supported Reagan’s endeavours, and what would convince the public that those who died would want things to continue. Reagan only continued so that he could wish them all goodbye and ask for God to bless those who live and give eternal life to those who passed.
 Rhetorical Analyses
The Challenger Address is a speech that has already been analysed numerous times. One such example is Michael Frogge's portion of the book Feeling Rhetoric. In this Frogge discusses the address using Lloyd Bitzer’s rhetorical theory. This theoretical approach to the speech takes a look at the “exigence, audience, and constraints”(Frogge, 2022). For example, and in short, the exigence is that the crew of a spacecraft died and that needed to be addressed as soon as possible, the audience being the families of the crew as well as Americans at wide, and the constraint mainly being time. Another analysis is that of Jack Lule, his is an essay published in the journal Political Communication talking about how Reagan was able to rewrite what could've been a disastrous narrative. Lule discusses how the speech used the “victimage” of the seven crewmembers to console and comfort the American public (Kratz, 2021).
Reagan's other speeches also have been heavily analysed sometimes even in comparison with each other. As previously discussed Reagan gave a eulogy for the crew of the Challenger. The analyses of this, as well as other speeches, may give further context to his Challenger address. Giving even more insight as to what is commonplace in Reagan’s speeches as an alternative to what is new and specific with this address in particular. While these analyses aren’t being specifically discussed here, they are generally something that could be further used to solidify the points previously made. Though they would become redundant as one other speech has already been analysed in comparison here.
Conclusion
The Challenger disaster was an unforeseen tragedy that was almost immediately responded to. This speech gives an interesting insight into the thinking of the Reagan administration when under pressure. While Reagan was often not the most amiable of politicians he took to addressing the Challenger disaster with relative grace, while still being quite consistent with the rest of his character. The speech was almost as much a call to action as it was in memoriam. It was a call to further space travel, celebrate freedom, and to mourn those lost.
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