
Chapter  1

Perceptions of  space and 
international  pol it ical  theory

Space is a great emptiness into which we often project our dreams.1

Introduction

How should we think about space? It makes a difference how we do, because 
although we as humans live in a physical universe, much of the ‘world’ we 
inhabit is intersubjectively constructed through our mutual understandings 
of what constitutes reality. We act in terms of our beliefs, values, theories 
and understandings of the ‘reality’ we perceive. It is also important to 
remember that the way in which such a consensus on understandings of 
reality is constructed is not an entirely innocent exercise. As Cox pointed 
out in relation to the production of theory, ‘theory is always for someone 
and for some purpose’.2 By fi rmly establishing a specifi c perception of outer 
space, a dominant narrative helps to shape a particular reality. We perceive 
outer space in a particular way, as a particular kind of realm, in which certain 
types of activity are possible, even expected, while others are frowned upon 
or specifi cally forbidden.

When there are alternative conceptions available, a particular visualisation 
is likely to favour the interests of some states more than others. In 1957 
space was essentially a tabula rasa, a blank page on which humanity was 
free to write whatever it chose. But it brought with it pre-existing values and 
behaviour patterns. The major powers who fi rst entered outer space had 
policies and belief systems structured by the ‘lessons’ of previous decades, 
and particularly by the catastrophe of the Second World War and the bitter 
peace that came to be called the Cold War. In the decades that have followed, 
policy makers, scientists and advocates of space exploration have contested 
opposing understandings of the meaning and purpose of outer space for 
humanity. The image we have of the extra-terrestrial realm ought to be such 
a contested terrain, for what we perceive space to be shapes our views of 
how it should be exploited, and this has very real implications for political, 
economic and environmental development on Earth.
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6 Perceptions of space and international political theory

It was only with the advent of the fi rst satellite that space became an 
ontological reality directly experienced by mankind. But even prior to that 
point it had never been truly a vacuum in terms of the way that it was perceived 
by humanity. Space was both an environment in which many possibilities 
could be imagined and a fruitful source of metaphorical meanings, such as 
freedom, opportunity and infi nite possibilities, and its multitude of possible 
interpretations included those that were ambiguous or incompatible.3 For 
millennia humans had speculated about the nature of what lay beyond their 
world, and had habitually placed the realm of the gods that they worshipped 
in the dimension that lay out of sight above their heads. The night skies were a 
place of beauty and mystery, and these cultural understandings of space have 
played a part in maintaining resistance to certain developments in the use of 
space, most notably the extension of terrestrial weapons and warfare beyond 
Earth’s atmosphere. Such a development can be seen as threatening what the 
Dutch call vergankelijkheid, the transitory nature of what is beautiful and 
magnifi cent.4 The desire to maintain space as a war-free sanctuary certainly 
existed immediately prior to the beginning of the space age. As early as 1952 
the International Congress on Astronautics voted to ban its members from 
using astronautical research for military purposes.5

The idea of preserving certain geographical areas as demilitarised sanctu-
aries has a historical pedigree as old as the space age itself. An entire class of 
arms control agreements, the ‘non-armament treaties’ have been concluded 
over the past fi ve decades, designed to ‘prevent military competition from 
being introduced into an area that had hitherto been free of such activity’.6 
This group of treaties includes the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, but the fi rst 
such agreement had come as early as 1959, with the Antarctic Treaty. All the 
agreements were based on the belief that it was both desirable and possible 
to maintain certain parts of the human environment as sanctuaries in terms 
of military activity.

Advocates of space militarisation have been very aware of the power 
of these conceptualisations. One such advocate noted that the idea of 
preserving space as a sanctuary from militarisation is commonly held, and 
that ‘in using the term “sanctuary”, critics of the military use of space mean 
not only a place of refuge or asylum, but a sacred and holy place secure from 
the baser instincts of men. No wonder military programs such as Star Wars 
or antisatellite (ASAT) warfare have elicited such a strong reaction’.7 Even 
President Eisenhower’s science adviser felt that the launch of Sputnik I by 
the Soviet Union in 1957 had stirred ‘atavistic, subtle emotions about cosmic 
mysteries’ and ‘an instinctive, human response to astronomical phenomena 
that transcend man’s natural ken’.8

The ambiguity and incompatibility of differing interpretations however 
lent itself to political exploitation. While the United States agreed with 
other states that space belonged ‘to all mankind’ for example, what it 
understood by this phase was no more than the celestial equivalent of the 
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Perceptions of space and international political theory 7

idea of the ‘freedom of the seas’,9 while other countries invested far greater 
philosophical and political meaning into the concept – and assumed that the 
United States did the same. The ambiguity and confl icting motivations that 
have historically surrounded space exploration mean that it is not always 
the case that there is a single or simple explanation for particular space 
programmes or missions.

In discussions of space policy, idealism and realism continue to clash. 
The debates remain potent, because apart from the brief American Apollo 
expeditions to the Moon between 1969 and 1972, human beings have 
remained locked in low-Earth orbit even a half century after the beginning 
of the space age. To date only 24 human beings have ever viewed their 
planet from the deep space beyond Earth orbit, and the difference in 
perspective between Earth orbit and deep space is tremendous. ‘The orbital 
astronaut experiences the planet as huge and majestic, while from afar it is 
tiny, beautiful and shockingly alone’.10 It is obvious that to date the history 
of space exploration and utilisation suggests a conclusion that ‘the Space Age 
would neither abolish nor magnify human confl ict, but only extend politics-
as-usual to a new realm’.11 Nevertheless, so long as almost all of the Solar 
System and beyond remains essentially virgin territory, advocates of the 
‘sanctuary’ perspective can argue that all is not lost, despite the unpromising 
historical track record of humanity in conquering new territories in the 
quest for knowledge.12

In international relations theory, it was customary during the late Cold 
War period to speak of an ‘inter-paradigm debate’, between contending 
world views of international relations, realism, liberalism and Marxism. 
The concept is somewhat misleading, in that little or no genuine ‘debate’ 
has occurred between the proponents of the different ‘paradigms’, other 
than perhaps between the squabbling siblings of realism and liberalism; 
nevertheless the idea of clearly distinct theories is analytically useful in 
allowing comparison of different perspectives and relating them to differing 
policy implications. It is worthwhile therefore to consider how the different 
paradigms of international relations might infl uence our understanding and 
interpretation of space, and also to consider what are the paradigms within 
which space itself has been considered in the past half-century.

Looked at from a chronological historical perspective there is some 
logic to addressing the claims of realism fi rst. The Space Age began with 
the launch of Sputnik I in 1957, at a time when the Cold War was at its 
height and realism exercised a hegemonic dominance within the academic 
discipline of international relations. Studies of the early ‘space race’ between 
the superpowers typically employ key realist themes to explain the space 
competition. This is made easier by the fact that in this period it was 
classical realism that was dominant, exemplifi ed by the writings of Hans 
Morgenthau and Raymond Aron, and this version of realism was richer and 
more nuanced than the narrow neorealism characteristic of the 1980s and 
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8 Perceptions of space and international political theory

thereafter. Realists like Morgenthau saw politics as ‘a struggle for power and 
unilateral advantage’,13 in which the operation of the balance of power was 
central. In the absence of world government an ‘international anarchy’ exists 
and this self-help system produces a ‘security dilemma’ in which attempts 
by states to increase their own security lead to increasing insecurity because 
each state views its own defence efforts as legitimate and non-threatening, 
but those of other states as unnecessary and hostile.14

From the classical realist perspective the space race is explained by the 
competition for power between the superpowers, but the ‘power’ in question 
is a multifaceted amalgam of different forces ranging from tangible military 
capability to unquantifi able degrees of prestige. A space programme could 
contribute to overall power by confi rming or suggesting capabilities in a 
range of other areas, such as long-range missiles and technological expertise. 
In the classical-realist approach domestic political explanations are also 
signifi cant in a way that they are not in neorealism and therefore the internal 
political dynamics of the American and Soviet political systems are also an 
important part of the equation.

There are aspects of the history of national space programmes that seem to 
validate elements of both classical realist and neorealist international relations 
theory. The early superpower space programmes clearly lend themselves to 
a realist interpretation. The USA and USSR saw themselves as acting within 
an international anarchy in which the security dilemma was particularly 
dramatic as the implications of mutual nuclear capability sank in. ‘National 
security’, defi ned as military security from the armed forces of the opposing 
superpower, became the unquestioned priority of both states’ leaderships. 
The relationship between the USA and USSR was understood in both 
countries as being competitive at best, confl ictual at worst. The motivating 
driver of both programmes was the acquisition of military capability, both 
in terms of missiles able to deliver nuclear weapons, and satellites capable of 
securely performing reconnaissance missions over the adversaries’ territory. 
While public attention focussed on the unmanned and manned competitive 
space programmes, these too were simply part of the global competition for 
international leadership in an era when direct military confrontation was 
increasingly unthinkable. The civilian and military programmes were linked 
to the extent that the former diverted attention from the latter, and in some 
cases, such as the US Explorer/Corona satellite, was used as a deliberate 
cover for military activities.

For realism, states living in the fearful world produced by the international 
anarchy will seek ‘opportunities to shift the balance of power in their favour. 
At the very least, states want to ensure that no other state gains power at their 
expense’.15 What was critical about the 1950s was that the superpowers’ 
possession of nuclear weapons led them to believe that maintenance of the 
balance of power by traditional warfi ghting methods might prove suicidal, 
and therefore alternative conceptions of the balance and the way that it might 
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Perceptions of space and international political theory 9

be manipulated became crucial. In this respect, a superpower competition in 
space launching was an attractive alternative to a nuclear confl ict in terms of 
demonstrating relative power capabilities.

The movement into space was very much an outgrowth of the terrestrial 
superpower competition for planetary hegemony and their respective 
space capabilities grew out of the strategic nuclear arms competition.16 
Nevertheless, as a theatre of political interaction, the space environment was 
responsive to changes in the world system, as was refl ected in the emergence 
of Europe, China, India and others as players in the drama. Again, realism 
had no diffi culty in explaining this in terms of the gradual evolution of the 
international system from a fairly rigid bipolarity in the immediate aftermath 
of the Second World War, to a more complex multipolarity as the 1960s 
gave way to the 1970s.

The vacuum of space did not remain a vacuum in political terms once the 
Soviet Union issued the ideological challenge represented by the launching 
of Sputnik in 1957. On the contrary, it soon became an emblematic example 
of the same power politics that characterised relations between the major 
powers on Earth. In addition, the movement into space brought about a 
new criterion for determining the gradation of power and the allocation of 
prestige in the global community. As Knorr noted early in the space era, ‘if 
space activities are conducted on a large scale and on top (actually, as part) 
of the arms race, only a few individual countries will be able to muster the 
resources for effective participation’.17

This was an early example of the kind of thinking that in the late Cold 
War and post-Cold War era would be called ‘techno-nationalism’. In this 
view, the economic and political power associated with access to the most 
advanced technology has made it the crucial determinant of international 
power and status. In the contemporary international system the development 
of advanced technology has now become the key system variable in the 
way that military power and alliance membership previously was, and geo-
technological manoeuvring has replaced geopolitical rivalry in the global 
competition for status and political infl uence.18

Technonationalism at fi rst sight seems remote from the traditional realist 
preoccupation with military capabilities as the ultimate measures of power 
within the international system. However, it is certainly possible to include 
it within the broader measurement of power associated with classical 
forms of realism. In addition, while it is distinct from a purely military 
measurement of power, there is nevertheless a signifi cant overlap between 
the kinds of technologies typically advanced by technonationalist regimes 
and contemporary indicators of military prowess. The space programmes 
of India, China and Europe, for example, have delivered enhanced military 
capabilities through the development of long-range launchers and satellite 
systems with a wide variety of military utility, including reconnaissance, 
communications, navigation and meteorology. The complex interrelationship 
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10 Perceptions of space and international political theory

between technonationalism as such, and enhanced military capability, helps 
to explain why developing countries such as China and India chose to invest 
in expensive space programmes in the face of the enormous domestic poverty 
and underdevelopment with which they were struggling. The realist emphasis 
on the importance of reputation and prestige explains why such countries 
would eventually choose to move into the hugely expensive commitment of 
a manned spacefl ight programme, as both China and India are now doing. 
Techno-nationalism is therefore a useful concept within a frame of reference 
that focuses on the motivations of emerging great powers such as China.19

The ‘space race’ was a dramatic competition for infl uence and prestige, 
conducted by two societies whose different ideologies both stressed the 
crucial historical importance of competition. For powerful states possessing 
an abundance of technological, scientifi c, fi nancial and political capability it 
was easy to argue that competition is benefi cial, because it produces benefi ts 
for all.20 However, for those states and peoples concerned with the human 
benefi ts that could come from the practical application of space activity 
(especially in economic, environmental and developmental terms) there has 
been a contrasting emphasis on cooperation. Thus, space activity brought 
an alteration in the visible measurement of power, in its image, but not in 
the underlying fundamentals. From its inception, space activity brought a 
change in the image of power to one of scientifi c and technological progress, 
but the underlying relationship of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’, of those who 
possess power, and those over whom it is exercised, was not affected. Thus 
authors of international relations texts could confi dently assert that space 
technology had come to symbolise the power of the Soviet Union and the 
United States.21

Certainly, there is no doubt that considerations of power and prestige 
were at the heart of the early superpower space programmes and they have 
remained central to the motivations of the actors in the more pluralistic 
space environment that has emerged in the past quarter of a century. Taking 
issue with those who argued that superpower space cooperation might help 
bring about a thaw in the Cold War, a 1967 study by Cash stated fi rmly that 
‘the prospect of space cooperation providing an instrument for changing 
reality was rejected as preposterous by those constructing the program; it 
was never considered. Given the perception of reality that dominates the 
present world one could hardly expect otherwise’.22

While classical realism saw state power as embracing more than the military 
dimension, nevertheless military power was emphasised to a greater extent 
than other forms. Apart from its specifi c uses in deterring attack, supporting 
allies, acquiring resources and so on, it was seen as a shield behind which all 
other tools of infl uence could be exercised. The military potential of space 
was recognised at the outset of the space age.

The movement into space opened up ‘unprecedented possibilities of 
a military nature’.23 Even before the end of the Cold War the growing 
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Perceptions of space and international political theory 11

importance of satellites in the conduct of strategy and foreign policy 
encouraged the belief that ‘conventional wisdom regarding the conduct of 
world affairs is rapidly being dispelled’.24 The strategic signifi cance of space 
has been brought about by the tremendous advances in communications, 
surveillance and navigation that they have made possible. Satellite systems 
have advanced to the point where they have become the eyes, ears and 
voices of the major powers. But, as the increasing dependency of great 
power strategy has become apparent, the satellites that make it possible have 
themselves become attractive military targets.

As with the skies in the early twentieth century, space evolved from being 
seen simply as an environment in which the use of force on the ground 
might be aided, to a dimension in which combat would take place, as each 
side sought to exploit the military use of space, and deny its use to the 
enemy. The logic of the inevitability of such developments is in line with the 
realist approach to international relations, and it is similarly a self-fulfi lling 
prophecy to the extent that states act as if it was true.

Neorealism can also be felt to be validated by the convergence in goals 
that has occurred over the same period. By the mid-1980s the various space 
programmes had obvious similarities, but also important differences. A 
key feature of the neorealist explanation of international relations is the 
argument that the security dilemma compels states to behave in essentially 
similar ways if they are to survive and prosper. The constraints of the system 
drive states to become functionally alike in the security realm. There is 
evidence to support this claim in the evolution of several space programmes 
in the past three decades. The programmes of Japan and the European Space 
Agency, for example, originally had no military dimension, while those of 
China and India lacked a manned presence in space, nor did any of these 
national and international programmes seem to feel that these absences 
constituted a signifi cant weakness. In the past two decades, however, the 
various programmes have become increasingly similar in terms of their 
content and objectives.

Europe and Japan have now added a military dimension, while China 
has acquired a manned programme and India has announced its intention 
to do so. These developments appear to validate the neorealist argument 
that states in the international system differ in capability, but exhibit a 
similarity in objectives and process, and indeed are obliged to do so by the 
nature of the system.25 Neorealists like Waltz argue that states are obliged 
to be functionally alike, that they tend to operate with a similar range of 
instruments and to use them in remarkably similar ways, constrained only 
by the comparative resources available to them.

Against this, realist assumptions about the likelihood of competition in 
the international anarchy are not necessarily borne out by the history of 
space policy. For realists, states are not inclined to cooperate unless there are 
compelling reasons to do so, because of the mutual insecurity they experience 
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12 Perceptions of space and international political theory

under the security dilemma. Weber, for example, argues that international 
cooperation is likely to be limited, and where it does occur, will be ‘tenuous, 
unstable and limited to issues of peripheral importance’.26 In space policy, 
however, states have frequently sought out opportunities to cooperate and 
have often self-consciously seen this as a possible way to mitigate the dangers 
inherent in an adversarial relationship such as that between the superpowers 
during the Cold War,27 or between China and Russia.

Some realist proponents allow for such cooperation. Glaser, for example 
,argues that there will be circumstances where a state’s best security strategy 
will be cooperation rather than competition.28 For realists, statesmanship 
is about ‘mitigating and managing, not eliminating confl ict; seeking a 
less dangerous world, rather than a safe, just or peaceful one’.29 There is 
clearly an appropriate place for international cooperation in such a world 
view, though it is not seen as overcoming the essentially confl ictual nature 
of international relations. Thus, space activity brought an alteration in 
the visible measurement of power, in its image, but not in the underlying 
fundamentals. Given the dominance of realist thinking in the early years of 
the space age therefore, it was always likely that competition, rather than 
cooperation, would be the dominant political theme.30

Other theoretical approaches to the study of international relations can 
also be usefully applied to the politics of space since 1957. Liberalism and 
neoliberalism also lend themselves to the analysis of key aspects of space 
policy in the past half century, both in terms of the way that liberalism 
focuses on the domestic factors explaining national space policies, and in 
terms of neoliberalism’s focus on the effects of international organisations 
and international regimes. This approach has obvious utility for the study of 
the development of the international law of space, the role of international 
institutions such as the European Space Agency and the United Nations 
Organization, and the practice and signifi cance of international cooperation 
in the space fi eld.

Liberalism provides a mechanism for seeing national space policy not 
as the output of a unitary national government, but as the end product of 
complex political interactions between domestic actors. United States space 
policy from this perspective is not simply something produced by NASA, 
but rather the result of political bargaining processes between NASA, 
the Department of Defense, the State Department, Congress, US state 
governments, the aerospace industry and many others. And these ‘actors’ 
in turn are not genuinely unifi ed, but are themselves fi elds of contention, 
where policy decisions emerge from previous bargaining sequences, between 
planetary scientists and the supporters of the manned programme within 
NASA, between the Air Force and the Navy within the Pentagon, between 
various aerospace corporations and so on. Similar complexities are present 
not only within a multinational body such as the European Space Agency, 
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Perceptions of space and international political theory 13

but even within such apparently homogenous entities as the Chinese and 
former Soviet space programmes.

Yet while there are similarities, there are also differences. History, culture, 
value systems and ‘domestic’ political structures also help to shape the 
objectives and modalities of space programmes. The Indian, Japanese and 
European programmes are all clear examples of the different ways in which 
such factors can structure a space effort.

Liberalism also lays stress on the way in which national policies adapt to the 
international environment during the complex bargaining sequences that are 
a feature of the international space regime, and can be seen in the governance 
of the geostationary Earth orbit, and in the development of the International 
Space Station. Liberal international relations theory has seemed particularly 
appropriate since the end of the Cold War. For the fi rst three decades of 
the space age, space was dominated by the politico-military confrontation 
of the two superpowers. And, notwithstanding the stunning achievements 
of their manned and robotic space exploration mission, superpower use of 
space was itself dominated by military applications. Because of this, the end 
of the Cold War, which coincided with the emergence into maturity of the 
programmes of other actors such as Europe, China, India and Japan, led to 
optimistic speculation that a new era of space utilisation was dawning, whose 
tone and content would be overwhelmingly civilian.31 Certainly, the gradual 
emergence of a growing multipolarity is evident, and it is noteworthy that 
the key actors involved, Europe, China and India, all have vigorous space 
programmes.32

During the Cold War these space powers tended to justify their programmes 
in terms of non-military criteria such as economic development, technological 
progress, communications advances and environmental surveillance. In the 
past decade, however, the military (as well as the broader security) rationale 
has been advanced without embarrassment. The utilisation of space has 
thereby taken on a characteristically mixed character in which it can still be 
argued that traditional power considerations remain prominent. Space has 
proven to be a domain where non-military facets of power can be exploited, 
and which are sometimes particularly advantageous.33 But the end result can 
still be viewed as a struggle for power and infl uence in the global system 
using space as an instrument or utility. In the utilisation of space, ‘we have 
witnessed a trend away from competition for prestige, with ulterior motives 
of a markedly military nature, to a scientifi c and economic competition, 
coupled with a military reality’.34

However, it should be remembered that this is not the fi rst time that 
an apparent evolution from a realist to a liberal interpretation of space 
international activity has been celebrated. The superpower competition 
entered a period of improved relations in the fi rst half of the 1970s that 
was characterised as détente. The willingness to explore potential areas of 
competition that détente represented was visible in the increased interactions 
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14 Perceptions of space and international political theory

of the two states’ space programmes. The Apollo crews that landed on the 
Moon between 1969 and 1972 brought back considerable quantities of 
lunar soil for scientifi c analysis. In 1970 the Soviet Union performed the 
same feat with the unmanned Luna 16 spacecraft which also successfully 
returned lunar samples. Subsequently the two countries exchanged samples 
from the different lunar sites they had explored, evidence of the move from 
a purely competitive, to a cautiously cooperative superpower relationship. 
This move lends itself to interpretation through a liberal pluralist rather than 
a straightforward realist perspective.

An even more dramatic example of this new approach was the political 
symbolism constructed by the Apollo–Soyuz mission of 1975, in which the 
two countries docked their spacecraft together in orbit for the fi rst time, 
with the two crews visiting each others’ spacecraft. Both superpowers also 
cooperated with other countries in the years that followed. However, the 
superpower space cooperation was unable to survive the re-emergence of 
Cold War antagonisms at the end of the 1970s.

Liberal interpretations of international relations are also more useful in 
explaining those dimensions of space policy at the confl uence of domestic 
and international politics, seeing no sharp boundary between the two. In 
the early 1960s, for example, the vigorous American space programme was 
being driven both by a domestic requirement of the Kennedy administration 
to divert attention from other set-backs such as the Bay of Pigs disaster, and 
a desire to use the exploration of outer space as a tangible manifestation 
of the meaning underlying the President’s frequent rhetorical references to 
the existence of the ‘new frontier’ for the American people. At the same 
time, it was also a reaction to the successes of the Soviet space programme 
and refl ected a perceived need to demonstrate American strength to an 
international audience of nervous allies and uncommitted Third World 
states.

The neoliberal approach has clear utility in terms of the analysis of 
international organisations and of space-related regimes. A major driver of 
the development of neoliberal theory in the 1980s was the demonstrable 
fact that ‘levels of international cooperation were much higher than could 
be explained by neorealist theory’.35 While agreeing that states were the 
key actors in international relations, neoliberals suggested that international 
organisations played a crucial role in the international system, particularly in 
the operation of international regimes, defi ned as ‘sets of principles, norms, 
rules and decision-making procedures’. The neoliberal rapprochement 
with neorealism produced a view of international relations in which states 
sought to develop and enforce international regimes based on rules and law, 
even while ‘political outcomes continue to be heavily infl uenced by power 
politics’.

The efforts by the West European states to coordinate their space 
programmes within ELDO and ESRO in the 1960s and ESA from the 
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early 1970s provide interesting case-studies for the neoliberal approach, 
and these organisations would benefi t from detailed investigation along 
these lines. The European Space Agency to date has operated through the 
harmonisation of national policies rather than through their integration 
within a supranational framework. As an organisation it therefore lends 
itself to an analysis refl ecting neoliberal assumptions about the centrality of 
state policies in explanations of international cooperation and the strategic 
decision-making processes that drive them.36 Certainly in the post-Cold War 
period international cooperation has been one of the dominant themes in 
space, with the construction of the International Space Station as its most 
dramatic symbol. Liberalism has some purchase in explaining particular 
aspects of space history, notably international cooperation in space, and 
the European experience in combining space exploration with the broader 
socio-political goal of European integration.

The utility of liberal analysis for explaining some aspects of space policy is 
not diminished by the emphasis on military issues in contemporary debates 
about space policy. Since the mid-1980s, the myth of ‘space demilitarisation’ 
has moved away from the idealist conception of a total ban on military space 
systems, to a more neoliberal account aiming at constraining the military 
use of space by promoting inter-state cooperation and commitment towards 
regulatory treaties.37

The space arms control regime is currently inadequate and is in need of 
urgent upgrading, especially under an emerging multipolar system.38 The 
creation of such a regime poses exceptional diffi culties however, given the 
variety of possible anti-satellite operations, and the overwhelming overlap 
between the civil and military technologies in this fi eld.

The regulation of space reaffi rmed that while international law exists in 
part to prevent the abuse or indiscriminate use of power in the world, it 
cannot be made effective without the possibility of power being exercised. 
For Klaus Knorr, there are two primary ways in which states came to 
organise their space activities in compliance with the emerging international 
law of space. One is through the enforcement of law by a supranational 
body, in this case the United Nations Organization, with all its limitations as 
an intergovernmental organisation, the second is through state commitment 
to positivist international law and action,39 refl ecting inter-governmentalism 
and a system of checks and balances.

The dramatic dominance of the early space age by the United States and 
the Soviet Union was a refl ection of the broader historical shift in geopolitical 
power that had been inaugurated by the Second World War. That confl ict saw 
the end of a long historical period of European domination of international 
relations. Neither of the two superpowers that pioneered the human entry 
into space were fully European. The Soviet Union straddled Europe and 
Asia, while the United States was an entirely non-European power. As with 
many other aspects of international relations, this refl ected the way in which 
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the political centre of gravity had moved away from the European powers, 
who had been devastated by the two world wars and relative economic 
decline. When the European powers did enter the fi eld, they would do so 
collectively, again refl ecting the broader currents of European integration 
that were to be such a feature of the subsequent half-century, and which 
were central to the development of liberal international relations theory in 
the 1960s and 1970s.

Liberalism is also relevant to debates over the relationship between 
globalisation and space policy. Liberals have emphasised ‘the increasing 
irrelevance of national borders to the conduct and organisation of economic 
activity’.40 The space age saw the full Earth globe become an iconic image 
for humans in a way that had never previously been the case. World-
circling satellites and spacecraft annihilated distance and demonstrated the 
insubstantiality of international frontiers. The space age showed repeatedly 
that many of the political, economic and social issues of the Cold War period 
could neither be contained by, nor successfully resolved within the constraints 
imposed by the traditional boundaries of nation states. At the same time, 
the growing cooperation between different national space programmes 
emphasised the inadequacy of traditionally autonomous states in addressing 
certain contemporary challenges. The high cost of space ventures, along 
with the associated technological interdependence makes cooperation both 
necessary and inevitable.41

The fact that Outer Space has been a realm about which humans speculated 
and into which they projected their beliefs long before humanity’s physical 
movement beyond the confi nes of Earth is important in terms of social 
constructivist approaches to understanding international relations. For 
social constructivists like Onuf, international relations is ‘a world of our 
making’.42 There is an external objective reality, composed of mountains, 
seas, deserts, rainfall and so on, but the social world that people inhabit, 
of tribes and states, economic and political institutions, ideas, norms and 
cultural values and so on, is a social construction. It is created by dialogue and 
intersubjective consensus that produces provisional agreement on both what 
constitutes the external reality, the ontological environment in which humans 
fi nd themselves, and also on the meaning of all or parts of that ‘reality’. 
Such a consensus is subject to change, both evolutionary and, occasionally, 
revolutionary. Physical reality may be prior to human intervention, but it 
is human beings who give meaning to the reality they encounter and relate 
to it in terms of that meaning. When such interpretations stabilise, it is as 
the result of social processes, and the same processes may challenge that 
consensus in the future. Ideas and understandings shape reality and have the 
capacity to change it, as evidenced by the contribution made by Gorbachev’s 
‘new thinking’ on international relations to the ending of the Cold War.43

Agreed meanings emerge from a contested intellectual environment in 
which the interests of the antagonists are central in their attempt to defi ne 

DAAD=I 8E?D=AG DA 7I AMI= E I=G 9 GE E? =?A = G M 5M=I?E 6M P  & 9M :PA 4 F 2AI M=G 
D . A F?AI M=G M PA ? GE I EICD= A =EG =? E I0 ?73/ & ,,

2MA= A M I EICD= I & - && . .

2
MEC

D
S

&
=

G
M

5M
=I

?E
6

M
P

1
GG

MEC
D

MA
AM

QA



Perceptions of space and international political theory 17

reality. The acquisition of knowledge itself ‘is a societal process, based on 
incentives, motives and interests of individuals in a natural and societal 
environment’.44 Thinking in these terms is important when trying to under-
stand space politics. Decisions for and against space-related policies, and 
even decisions about whether to have such policies, are shaped by world 
views and beliefs about what space does, or might, represent. This can be 
seen in debates over whether to allow weapons to be placed in space, or 
what sort of regime should govern human activities on the Moon.

In this regard, post-structuralism would seem to have a particularly useful 
part to play in the analysis of the international politics of space. This is not 
simply due to its function as a critique of alternative conceptions such as 
realism. The critique of modernity as such has a particular resonance when 
dealing with the technocratic ambitions of space programmes. Modernity 
seeks to reveal the mysteries of the universe through the application of 
human reason. It sees history in terms of a linear progress towards a distant 
but real telos of greater understanding and material well-being. It seeks to 
shape the future ‘through powers of scientifi c prediction, through social 
engineering and rational planning, and the institutionalisation of rational 
systems of social regulation and control’. 45 The space programmes were, 
and are, an apotheosis of this mode of thinking.

The critique of modernity by post-structuralism is therefore particularly 
appropriate in considering the various claims made on behalf of space 
exploration and utilisation, of deconstructing the processes by which certain 
ways of thinking about space emerged and became seen as valid, while 
others did not. It is in the world of ideas that post-structuralism provides the 
greatest purchase. Post-structuralism contests the idea of rationally derived, 
incontestable social or scientifi c truth. From a post-structuralist perspective, 
action takes place within a pre-existing structural and narrative framework. 
This structure in turn sets limits as to what is considered possible.

At the functional level the postmodern world is an age of compressed 
space and time. Satellite technology and the looming menace of nuclear-
tipped long-range ballistic missiles have helped to produce a world where 
fl ows of information, capital and ideas are almost instantaneous, while 
trade, military power and populations move about the world at undreamt 
of speeds. Again, this is an area where post-structuralist approaches to the 
study of international relations are particularly relevant, as is the inside/
outside distinction between domestic and international politics, which plays 
out somewhat differently in the inside/outside issues of post-sovereignty 
represented by human activities beyond the Earth’s atmosphere.

Gender theory is also an approach from which the study of space policy 
would benefi t, both in terms of including gender analysis as an approach 
and of making women’s experiences part of the subject matter. Women were 
strikingly absent from the early superpower space programmes, the fl ight 
of Soviet cosmonaut Valentina Tereskova in 1963 being the exception that 
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18 Perceptions of space and international political theory

proved the rule, and only in recent years has the subject of women in space 
begun to be systematically analysed. The gendered nature of early astronaut 
selection is all the more striking given the public image of space exploration 
as representing the best of humanity, at the cutting edge of progress. It 
took 20 years before the fi rst female American astronaut followed her male 
compatriots into space, and a further 20 years elapsed before a female 
astronaut was commander on a space mission.46

In the dramatic era of the superpower space race, there were plenty of 
women who met most of the NASA selection criteria, and the US Air Force 
even initiated a programme to identify suitable female astronaut candidates. 
However, in December 1959 the programme was cancelled. Potential female 
astronauts were ‘the right stuff, the wrong sex’.47

Just as there are numerous international relations theories that can provide 
purchase on the international politics of space, there are also a number of 
different ways of conceptualising space that have been signifi cant since the 
1950s. Space has typically been viewed in terms of three perspectives; as a 
sanctuary, as an environment and as a theatre of war. This is a useful way of 
thinking about space as a whole and in addition, the three categories have 
some intellectual correlation between IR approaches characteristic of post-
structuralism, liberalism and realism.

The exploration of space can be seen as being of value to all humanity, 
not only in terms of the technological advances required in order to be able 
to explore it, and the ‘spin off ’ from such technologies to other aspects of 
desired progress, but also because unexplored space represents a dominion of 
unclaimed knowledge in itself.48 Since ancient times humans had wondered 
about the nature of space and looked to it as a source of explanation and 
prediction of terrestrial unknowns.49 Space in this sense is a value, ‘the 
fi nal frontier’, a realm to be explored for the secrets it can slowly reveal to 
humanity. In 1958, The Majority Leader of the US Senate, Lyndon Johnson, 
called for the United States to use international space cooperation to build 
confi dence and peace between the nations of Earth, declaring that it would 
be appropriate for the US to propose to the member states of the United 
Nations that they join the US in ‘this adventure into outer space together. 
The dimensions of space dwarf our national differences on Earth’.50

The exploitation of space refers to the actual use of space as another 
political theatre, where states in the long term might seek to exploit 
cosmic resources for their power potential, but in the short term exploit 
space because of its ability to produce ‘force multiplier’ effects on their 
existing terrestrial military capabilities,51 or as an economic asset.52 Here, 
space is simply a medium for the acquisition or exercise of power, strategic, 
economic, ideological, but always with profound political implications. This 
dichotomy was present from the beginning of the space age. It can be seen in 
the schizophrenic attitude of the German and Soviet rocketry pioneers in the 
interwar rocket societies VfR and GIRD who had scientifi c and spacefl ight-
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ideological goals favouring space exploration, but had to subordinate them 
to the demands of the military.

This dichotomy between competition and cooperation is of great political 
signifi cance for the major powers in relation to their foreign policy interests 
in space activity. On the one hand they will cooperate where refusal to 
do so is likely to ‘stimulate moves towards space independence by other 
nations’.53 On the other hand, they wish to preserve their hegemonic 
position unchallenged and will therefore restrict cooperation to those areas 
of space activity that will not affect the stable and predominant position 
enjoyed by the major space powers, particularly when they fear the transfer 
of technology with critical military or commercial value.54

The continuing centrality of this dilemma can be seen in United States’ 
space policy, which has become focussed on the requirement to gain and 
maintain ‘space control’. The United States has edged steadily closer to 
the acquisition of the military and infrastructural capabilities necessary to 
conduct space warfare and ensure that the US is able to exercise an effective 
monopoly of military space use in wartime. But the United States has so 
far resisted the temptation to cross the threshold of space weaponisation 
and move swiftly to deploy such capabilities because, so long as America’s 
hegemonic position in space is under no signifi cant challenge, then it is 
preferable to maintain the current cooperative and non-weaponised space 
environment, since it meets all the United States’ requirements.55

From the dawn of the space age space has posed a challenge for those 
seeking to create policy for it. Because it was a completely novel theatre of 
political activity, the temptation was to use terrestrial analogies to understand 
it. This was understandable, and has signifi cantly shaped subsequent 
conceptualisations of outer space as a realm of political activity, but it has 
also often been misleading and unduly constraining in terms of conceiving of 
what might be possible on what has been called the ‘fi nal frontier’.
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