
Chapter  11

Cooperation and competit ion 
in the post-Cold War era

In the post-Cold War period a number of themes have been prominent, 
but three stand out. The move towards the increasing use of space for 
military purposes by all space powers, with the US pursuit of ‘space control’ 
has already been discussed. The other two key themes are the growing 
internationalisation of space activity, particularly with the International 
Space Station and the dynamic infl uence of the Chinese space programme 
on the programmes of other countries.

The international  space station

In many ways, space exploration is a naturally ‘federative’ activity which 
encourages international cooperation on a variety of grounds. Nevertheless, 
the experience of such cooperation has revealed that it can be extremely 
problematic to make work effectively in practice, and on occasion may 
be a cause for tension and recriminations between governments rather 
than mutual congratulation. There are signifi cant diffi culties involved in 
the establishment and implementation of long-term joint space projects, 
‘during which any number of economic and national policy imperatives may 
intervene to disrupt schedules and commitments’.1

One of the features of the American space programme has been that it has 
often lacked a clear sense of direction. This may seem an odd thing to say 
about the country which placed the fi rst humans on the Moon and developed 
the space shuttle. Historically however, the US programme has developed in 
spasmodic surges rather than through consistent evolution. The programmes 
of Europe, Russia, China and India have been less spectacular in most ways, 
but have exhibited a certain coherence and evolutionary development over 
time as they sought to meet a set of reasonably clear objectives within severely 
constraining fi nancial realities.

The American programme in contrast has often lacked a clear sense of 
purpose, outside of the military rationales. American leaders do not seem 
to have had any clear idea of what they expected from the US programme, 
other than military security and an arena for American companies to make 
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Cooperation and competition 175

profi ts. In the 1960s the US had a clear purpose, but it was an essentially 
negative one, to beat the Soviet Union to the Moon and reclaim the 
technological and political leadership that had been threatened by the Soviet 
space successes from Sputnik onwards. Once that goal had been achieved, 
the administrations of Nixon and Carter demonstrated no clear vision as to 
what they expected from the space programme. According to retired Apollo 
astronaut and the last person to walk on the Moon, Eugene Cernan, ‘we 
really haven’t had a space programme since we came back from the Moon. 
There have been a series of space events, but there was always no agenda, 
they never led anywhere’.2

Under President Reagan however, there was an attempt to re-energise 
the programme with clear political goals. The most dramatic and eye-
catching was the Strategic Defense Initiative, a focused attempt to use space 
technology to reverse the strategic nuclear determinism that had dominated 
US security since the early Cold War period. Less noticed at the time was a 
second politically inspired initiative, designed to provide a focus for NASA’s 
manned space activities, as Apollo had done in the 1960s, and once again to 
use it to emphasise American technological and political leadership of the 
free world. This was the space station programme.

NASA had orbited a space station in the early 1970s, sending three 
crews to the Skylab station, which had been built from modifi ed Apollo 
hardware after the fi nal lunar missions were cancelled for budgetary reasons. 
Originally, it had been hoped that the space shuttle would come into service 
in the late 1970s and be able to take further crews to Skylab. However, the 
shuttle was delayed and Skylab burnt up on re-entry to the atmosphere in 
1979. The only Americans to fl y in space between 1973 and 1981 were the 
astronauts on the 1975 Apollo–Soyuz rendezvous mission.

During the 1970s, however, the United States had three successive 
Presidents who had only lukewarm enthusiasm for the space programme 
and the manned programme in particular. In 1978 the Carter administration 
had issued PD-42, a presidential policy document outlining US space policy 
goals, which specifi cally stated that ‘it is neither feasible nor necessary 
at this time to commit the US to a high-challenge, highly-visible space 
engineering initiative comparable to Apollo’.3 Nevertheless, Carter’s Under-
Secretary for the Air Force testifi ed to Congress in 1980 that ‘the next major 
commitment after the Space Shuttle is completed should be the development 
of a permanently orbiting manned space station’.4 President Reagan, in 
contrast to his predecessors, was an enthusiast for the space programme, 
and a politician deeply suspicious of the Soviet space effort. In a speech 
as Governor of California in 1971, he had suggested that the orbiting of 
the fi rst Soviet space station was an ominous development given that ‘those 
who control space may hold an unbeatable military advantage’.5 His choice 
as NASA Director in 1981 was James M. Beggs, a strong advocate of an 
American space station. During his confi rmation hearing, he was questioned 
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176 Cooperation and competition

by Senator Harrison Schmidt, himself a former astronaut. Schmidt suggested 
that the space programme had been drifting without a clear goal since it had 
met President Kennedy’s lunar landing challenge, to which Beggs replied 
that ‘the next logical step is a space station’.6

Many of the members of the Reagan administration were far less 
enthusiastic about the project. The President’s science adviser, budget director 
and Secretary of Defense were all strong opponents, with Defense Secretary 
Weinberger noting that NASA could provide no military justifi cation for the 
proposal.7 While Weinberger objected that it would divert space funding 
away from the defence-relevant SDI programme, science adviser Keyworth’s 
argument was that NASA should be pursuing a more ambitious goal, such as 
a manned lunar base or a mission to Mars.8

In making the case for the station, Beggs focused heavily on political 
benefi ts. Beggs argued that the space station would be an important operating 
base, that it would counter Soviet, European and Japanese challenges to 
American space leadership, that both the European Space Agency and 
the Japanese space agency would be interested in participation and could 
contribute a signifi cant portion of the necessary funding, and that the space 
station would have major foreign policy advantages for the United States.9 
The West German government was strongly supportive, due to feeling 
pressured by domestic public opinion and the Warsaw pact states over its 
decision to allow the deployment of US cruise and Pershing nuclear missiles 
on German territory. The space station was seen as a civilian project that 
would project a more positive image about the collaborative efforts of the 
western allies.10

In his 1984 State of the Union Address to Congress, President Reagan 
announced that ‘We can follow our dreams to distant stars, living and working 
in space for peaceful, economic and scientifi c gain. Tonight, I am directing 
NASA to develop a permanently manned space station and to do it within a 
decade’.11 Both the phraseology used, and the deliberate choice of a ten-year 
deadline were deliberate echoes of President Kennedy’s commitment to land 
Americans on the Moon before the end of the 1960s. Unlike the earlier call, 
however, Reagan’s was for an American-led effort, rather than simply a US 
commitment, and like the Strategic Defense Initiative therefore, there was a 
deliberate attempt to bring allied and friendly countries under the umbrella 
of the American programme. Reagan declared that ‘NASA will invite other 
countries to participate so we can strengthen peace, build prosperity, and 
expand freedom for all who share our goals’. The President had already 
consulted key foreign leaders on the proposal prior to the speech, and the 
State department favoured their inclusion, since it would ‘demonstrate the 
strength of American power by allied cooperation rather than unilateral 
action’.12

The terms Reagan used, associating the project with ‘peace’, ‘freedom’ and 
‘prosperity’ were both a restatement of what he considered quintessential 
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American values, and an attack on the totalitarian values and policies of the 
Soviet Union. This political symbolism would be reinforced in July 1988 
when Reagan designated the project as Space Station Freedom. The space 
station was therefore very much a Cold War symbol.13 Soviet leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev responded in kind. The follow-on Soviet space station, scheduled 
for launch in early 1986 and due to be called Salyut 8, was renamed Mir 
(meaning ‘Peace’), on his orders. Unlike its predecessors, which had two 
docking ports, Mir had six, and was clearly designed to be the hub of a much 
larger orbiting complex.14

For President Reagan, the SDI and the space station were both parts of 
a larger overall Cold War framework of using technological programmes 
to develop US technological advantage, bind America’s allies closer, and 
to push the struggling Soviet economy to its limits. The space station is 
seen by some analysts as ‘the civilian equivalent of the strategic defence 
initiative proposed by the Reagan administration during this critical period 
of the Cold War’.15 With a second Cold War underway, Reagan was trying to 
bankrupt the USSR, not only by re-igniting the arms race with SDI, but by 
re-launching the space race through the space station.

However, by this time the Cold War was fading dramatically and 
would be over completely within three years, and the American political 
establishment did not react to Reagan’s clarion call in the way they had 
to John Kennedy’s. By 1987 Reagan himself had abandoned his Cold War 
rhetoric and developed an effective working relationship with his Soviet 
counterpart. One of the fruits of the improving US–Soviet relations was the 
‘Agreement concerning cooperation in the exploration of outer space for 
peaceful purposes’, signed by the foreign ministers of the two countries in 
April 1987.16 Congress authorized only $200 million for the initial work, 
rather than the $967 million the administration had asked for to allow 
NASA to begin work on the station. Congress’ continuing scepticism about 
the space station project, and its refusal to fund it at the levels NASA felt 
necessary led to the resignation of the NASA Director James Fletcher in 
1989. The budgetary shortfall meant that in 1989 NASA began scaling down 
its proposed design in an effort to remain within the fi nancial constraints 
imposed on the project.

The space station project was also badly affected by the loss of the space 
shuttle Challenger in an explosion soon after lift-off in January 1986. It 
was not just because of the loss of the shuttle and the associated years of 
delay before shuttles were deemed safe to fl y once more. These delays set 
back the planned construction schedule for the station, since the shuttle 
was needed to fl y the components into orbit. In many ways even more 
damaging was the report of the Rogers Commission into the Challenger 
disaster, which catalogued a huge series of errors by NASA, and strongly 
criticised the poor safety culture at NASA and the Agency’s managerial 
failings. The commission’s report had the effect of making congressional 
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178 Cooperation and competition

legislators more suspicious of NASA and less willing to fund its ambitious 
proposals.

The scaling down of the station plans by NASA produced extreme 
dissatisfaction from the international allies that the project had attracted. 
The partner countries felt that the United States was failing to consult 
them on design changes that had huge implications for the elements that 
they were contributing to the station. The European Space Agency was 
suffi ciently alarmed to announce that it would withdraw from the project 
if the continuing modifi cations meant that their Columbus orbiting module 
would not be launched before 2000.17

Even so, it was to a large extent because of the international implications 
that Congress did not terminate the project entirely. In 1991 the House of 
Representatives overturned a recommendation by one of its subcommittees 
to cease funding the station, because of the domestic political costs and 
the likely international repercussions of such a decision. After travelling to 
discuss participation with the allied governments, NASA Director Beggs had 
reported to Secretary of State Schultz that ‘our principal Allies are moving 
quickly, or have already moved, to take political decisions to participate. 
And their reactions clearly showed appreciation for the major foreign policy 
benefi ts that will fl ow from open and collaborative cooperation on such a 
bold, visible and imaginative project’.18

In reality the allies were responding more coolly than Beggs suggested. 
They recognised that participation in the space station would tie up a large 
proportion of their space exploration budgets, and were not inclined to take 
such a momentous decision lightly. At the same time they recognised that it 
would be diffi cult to reject the American offer without ‘compelling reasons’ 
for doing so.19 Nor did America’s allies react in a uniform manner. While 
the Europeans were cautious, the Japanese government was enthusiastic, 
welcoming the chance to cooperate with an ‘anticommunist bloc in the fi eld 
of basic science technology’.20

Within the United States there were concerns that the international 
collaboration would transfer control from NASA and the United States to 
foreign agencies. Similar concerns affl icted the allies, who worried that they 
would have insuffi cient infl uence on the project and that their industries 
would not receive a reasonable share of the contracts.21 Nevertheless, the 
Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA) between the United States and its 
international partners was signed in September 1988.

The international space station project was very much a Cold War creation, 
a tool in the superpower confrontation that had escalated once more in the 
early 1980s. For the international partners, participation was both a way 
to energise their own space programmes through collaboration with the 
highly experienced NASA, and a way of enabling them to demonstrate their 
credentials as fi rm allies of the United States in the renewed confrontation 
with the Soviet Union. The United States remained the hegemonic partner, 
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Cooperation and competition 179

in the space station as much as in NATO. Article 7.2 of the IGA affi rmed that 
the United States would ‘be responsible for overall program management 
and coordination of the Space Station’.

The winding down of the Cold War at the end of the 1980s removed 
the rationale of superpower competition that had underpinned political 
support for NASA and the American space programme particularly during 
the 1960s. It was noticeable that when President George H.W. Bush unveiled 
his ‘Space Exploration Initiative’ with a speech in 1989 it was anti-climatic. 
The President promised a new policy involving ‘manned exploration of 
the Solar System’, and the following year echoed President Kennedy by 
declaring that the United States should commit itself to the goal of ensuring 
that by 2019 the American fl ag would be planted on Mars.22 Despite this 
appeal to American patriotism, the proposal aroused no enthusiasm in 
Congress, nor did it excite the general public, and in the face of this obvious 
indifference and the expenditure required to achieve it, the initiative was 
quietly abandoned.

Given its Cold War origins, the end of the Cold War inevitably raised 
doubts about the continuing viability of the space station project. However, 
the new era created the potential for a far better relationship between 
Russia and America than had prevailed during the Cold War. The two 
countries quickly looked for practical and symbolic ways in which this better 
relationship might be demonstrated. As so often during the previous thirty 
years, space exploration suggested itself as an effective way to achieve both 
objectives.

In June 1992 Presidents Bush and Yeltsin signed a new bilateral space 
cooperation agreement.23 Article I of the agreement identifi ed a wide range 
of areas of space cooperation, including joint Russian–American fl ights on 
the space shuttle and the Russian Mir space station. The framework created 
by this agreement would make possible a much closer working relationship 
between the two national space agencies, and pave the way for Russia to 
join the international space station project. Indeed, the new relationship 
may well have saved both the Russian and American space stations from 
being abandoned.24 Russia was in any case now in a position where its 
space programme was absolutely dependent upon cooperation with other 
countries, since the Ukraine and Kazakstan, formerly parts of the Soviet 
Union, were now independent. Russian space station communication was 
run from Ukraine and its main launch site was in Kazahstan. The potential 
diffi culties this could produce were shown when, following a political 
disagreement with Russia, Ukraine cut off communications with Russia’s 
Mir space station.25

When President Bill Clinton entered offi ce, he reaffi rmed American 
support for the space station, called for a further redesign to reduce 
costs, and declared that ‘full consideration would be given to the use of 
Russian assets during the station redesign process’.26 Russian space offi cials 
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180 Cooperation and competition

suggested merging the planned Mir-2 Russian plans with the NASA space 
station proposals as a way of massively reducing programme costs.27 Clinton 
met with Yeltsin at the Vancouver Summit in April 1993 and looking for 
ways to dramatise the new relationship between the countries, saw a partial 
merger of the two space programmes as ‘the ideal initiative’.28 However, 
agreement was delayed for some months because of a problem caused by 
Russia’s cooperation with India’s space programme. Russia was in the 
process of selling cryogenic engine technology to India, but the United 
States opposed this as part of its global efforts to limit the proliferation 
of ballistic missile technology. The issue was successfully resolved in July 
1993, and vice-President Gore and Russian Prime Minister Chernomyrdin 
signed the agreement bringing Russia in as a space station partner. As a 
further signal that the Cold War between the two was over, the name of 
the station was changed from Freedom to Alpha. Given the long history 
of rivalry and suspicion between the two countries, the agreement was 
a historic achievement.29 It was an important part of the redefi nition of 
the relationship between the two countries that both hoped would shape 
the new era. It allowed a return to the idealistic rhetoric that had been 
briefl y fashionable at the start of the space age, with NASA Director 
Goldin declaring that ‘as we leave a century full of war, where nations 
worked together on mega projects that developed weapons, we have an 
opportunity on the largest project in history, to bring nations together for 
peaceful cooperation, to signal a new era’.30

Idealism certainly lay behind the project, but so did hard political and 
national security considerations. Russian involvement would allow its 
struggling space programme to continue and possibly fl ourish. This was 
important because the space programme had been one of Russia’s few 
successes in recent history and, for democracy to take root in Russia, the 
overwhelming sense of national humiliation that had followed the end 
of the Cold War needed to be countered with some visible successes. In 
addition, in order to participate, Russia had to join the ballistic missile 
international control regime led by the United States, and a fl ourishing 
space programme made it less likely that Russian rocket scientists would 
seek employment abroad in countries hostile to the United States. Finally, 
Russia and the European Space Agency had been discussing the possibility 
of turning the Mir-2 into a joint Russo–European space station. This would 
have undermined America’s ability to develop the Freedom station on its 
own, and would have left Russia and Europe operating the world’s only 
space station, a scenario that the United States was anxious to prevent.31 
As early as 1983, NASA administrator Beggs had told his staff that ‘if we 
can attract international cooperation, then other nations will be cooperating 
with us in the resources that they spend on space, rather than competing 
with us’.32 In the event ESA agreed its involvement in the new project at 
the ESA Council in Toulouse in November 1993. Every ESA member state 
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Cooperation and competition 181

except the UK signed the agreement. The formal invitation to Russia was 
made the following month.33

The creation of the new international consortium did not bring an end to 
political diffi culties between the partners. The US Iran Non-proliferation Act 
caused problems, for example. Under the Act the United States is forbidden 
to make ISS-related payments to Russia unless the President determines 
that Russia is taking steps to prevent the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction, missile technology and other advanced military systems to 
Iran.34 After the loss of the Shuttle Columbia in 2003, NASA was prevented 
from funding Russian Soyuz and Progrez spacecraft missions to service the 
ISS, because of the terms of the Iran Act. Only a great deal of lobbying by 
NASA and the White House led the Senate to relax the restrictions, in order 
to allow NASA to use the Russian spacecraft.35

The international space station is as much a purely political creation as 
the Vostok and Apollo programme’s were. Reimar Lust, former Director-
General of the European Space Agency, declared in 1995, that the ISS had 
only been developed at all because of political considerations, that the station 
‘can only be justifi ed in political terms, not really by itself. No convincing 
concept for its utilization has as yet been developed’.36 Given this, it is all the 
more striking that to date the cooperative international effort represented 
by the ISS ‘has proven to be remarkably resistant to the shifting moods of 
bilateral and international relations’.37

The impact of  China and Japan

From the late 1980s, the Chinese economy began to undergo a remarkable 
transformation so that by the mid-1990s it was producing double-digit 
economic growth annually, a pattern it has maintained for over a decade, in 
the process transforming China’s capabilities and potential. The government 
was able to increase dramatically investment in many areas, notably 
including the space programme, and this allied to the increasing importance 
of prestige questions led China to re-emphasise development of a manned 
space programme.

In 2003 China orbited its fi rst astronaut, Yang Liwei in the Shenzou 4 
spacecraft, and two years later sent a crew of two into orbit in Shenzhou 6 
on a fi ve-day mission. The manned programme is an impressive achievement 
for China, making her only the third country in the world to launch her 
own astronauts into space on her own spacecraft. What is equally striking, 
however, is the dramatic impact that the Chinese achievement has had on 
other space powers. The 2003 Chinese manned fl ight was a watershed in 
terms of re-energising other countries who felt compelled to compete with 
China, triggering a new, prestige-driven space race.

In April 2005 the Japanese space agency, JAXA, announced new, ambitious 
plans for a manned space programme, including a landing on the Moon by 
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2025. This marked a major change in Japanese space policy that had been 
signalled the previous year, when a Japanese government panel had called for 
a reorientation of the space programme from unmanned scientifi c planetary 
probes to manned space missions. Related plans to establish a permanent base 
on the Moon would require a six-fold increase in the Japanese space budget, 
which is only about one-tenth of NASA’s.38 The dramatic announcement 
followed nearly a decade of low activity and set-backs in the Japanese space 
programme. While Japan had included plans for a manned spacecraft in 
earlier space plans, no priority had been given to the programme, which 
had therefore failed to materialise. The acceleration of the Chinese space 
programme, to include manned missions to the Moon and eventually 
beyond, clearly acted as a political spur to the Japanese government. The 
only other element in Japanese space activity which has accelerated in recent 
years is the military reconnaissance programme, largely directed at North 
Korea. Manned missions contribute nothing to military security, and would 
clearly divert funding from the military programme. That Japan has chosen 
to pursue a manned programme at this time therefore is a measure of the 
degree to which it feels that the Chinese manned programme is a direct 
challenge to Japan’s prestige and relative political standing in the region. 
China is unlikely to be prepared to let its advantage slip. ‘Given the strong 
anti-Japanese sentiment among the Chinese public, and the frosty relations 
at government level, there is little doubt that China’s National Space 
Administration will not want to be upstaged by its Japanese counterpart’.39 
Effectively the two Asian states have entered a new space race, and they are 
not the only Asian entrants.

The dramatic announcement by India of a manned programme has 
been discussed earlier. India has insisted that its manned programme was a 
logical next step for the Indian programme, and not simply a reaction to the 
emergence of the Chinese manned programme.40 That may well be, but the 
shift in policy is so dramatic in comparison to the almost ideological previous 
opposition to manned fl ights, that the timing seems hardly coincidental. 
As with Japan it may be that the Chinese launches were the ultimate spur 
necessary to accelerate what otherwise might have been a much longer-term 
development.

Nor were the Asian states necessarily the only ones for whom China’s 
progress in space raised major questions. On January 2004, shortly after the 
fi rst Chinese manned fl ight, President George W. Bush announced a dramatic 
new programme for American manned exploration of the Solar System. The 
plans announced included the completion of the International Space Station 
by 2010, the development of a new manned spacecraft to explore beyond 
Earth orbit, manned landings on the Moon by 2015 ‘with the goal of living 
and working there for extended periods’ and preparations for manned 
missions to Mars.41
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Fifty years after the launch of Sputnik, the issue of prestige and 
international perceptions of political leadership have returned to dominate 
the agenda of space exploration. During the fi rst fi ve decades of the Space 
Age, politics were always at the heart of space activity, and this remains the 
case. What has been striking about the international politics of space has 
been their lack of novelty. To date they have precisely mirrored terrestrial 
preoccupations and approaches. This is as true of the adversarial elements 
as it is of the cooperative ones. There are powerful pressures encouraging 
international cooperation in the utilisation of space, but there are equally 
powerful nationalist pressures to act alone, and a complex set of factors 
determines which will prevail in particular relationships and historical 
periods.

In one sense space can be seen as a ‘fi nal frontier’ to be crossed, but in 
another sense humanity has brought its frontiers with it into space, replicating 
the political divisions and tensions that characterise global politics. The 
movement into space has also profoundly affected terrestrial politics because 
of the impact it has had on the security, military, economic, environmental 
and cultural dimensions of life on Earth. Yet it has also been a vehicle for the 
creation of complex epistemic communities and international organisations. 
It still remains a distinctive arena nevertheless, because however much 
human activities there tend to refl ect terrestrial realities, it continues to 
encourage international actors to believe that it ought to be possible to do 
things differently, and better, beyond the security of our home planet.
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