
Chapter  4

International  cooperation in 
space

We do hope and we do pray that the time will come when all men of all 
nations will join together to explore space together, and walk side by 
side toward peace.

(President Lyndon Johnson, telephone conversation with Gemini 
astronauts McDivitt and White, 7 June 1965)

The drama of the space race between the superpowers in the 1950s and 
1960s, together with the overwhelming use of space for military purposes, 
easily creates an impression of space as a realm of confl ict and danger. 
However, the reality of the space age has been that space activities have 
been characterised by an enormous amount of international cooperation. 
This can be seen in the programmes of individual states, in various 
multilateral international programmes, in the dramatic cooperation of the 
western European countries, and in the work of international organisations, 
particularly those that operate under the structure of the United Nations. 
The United States recognised this even during the Star Wars tension during 
the mid-1980s, the Offi ce of Technology Assessment noting that, ‘[s]pace 
is by nature and treaty an international realm about which cooperation 
between nations on some level is essential, if only to avoid potential confl ict 
over its resources’.1

However, it was the Soviet Union that fi rst seriously exploited this 
feature for political purposes. For the Soviet Union under Khruschev, the 
space programme had been a weapon of the Cold War competition between 
the superpowers, but once the USSR had lost the race to the Moon, his 
successors turned the programme into an instrument for the promotion of 
détente and international cooperation. As with the earlier phase, symbolism 
was all-important, and propaganda was used to ensure that the message the 
USSR was attempting to convey was clearly understood. Thus, although it 
took a rather more benign form, propaganda continued to be at the heart of 
the space programme as the Soviet Union once again sought to exploit it for 
political purposes and the advantages it could yield in foreign policy.
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56 International cooperation in space

Two clear themes are notable in the post-1969 Soviet programme. One 
was international cooperation, but the second was the steady increase in the 
exploitation of space for military purposes, most notably for reconnaissance 
and early warning. These two themes are refl ected in the tone and content 
of Soviet space-related propaganda in this period. On the one hand, Soviet 
space achievements were eulogised as refl ecting humanistic principles. On 
the other hand, in order to defl ect attention away from the military aspects 
of the Soviet programme, Soviet propaganda continuously argued that the 
United States was seeking to ‘militarise’ space.

Within this overall pattern, there was a shift in the sub-theme present 
under Khruschev. Khruschev had sought to identify the successes of the 
programme with himself. Under his successors, the Soviet propaganda 
machine consistently sought to identify Soviet achievements with the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union, and with the Soviet Government as 
a whole, emphasising that both, but particularly the Party, were the source 
of the Soviet successes. In a state that was an uneasy combination of many 
nationalities besides the dominant Russians, space achievements were used 
to solidify Russian support for the Communist Party, and to encourage 
an incipient Soviet nationalism, by evoking the pride of the population 
in a successful and international prestigious endeavour. Soviet spokesmen 
confi dently asserted that ‘the Communist Party and the Soviet government 
created the necessary economic, social, scientifi c and technical conditions 
for the development of cosmonautics, and as a result of this the world’s fi rst 
socialist state opened the road to the stars for mankind’.2

The space programme continued to benefi t the Soviet Union’s image as 
a technologically dynamic industrial superpower, and a leader in the most 
advanced fi elds of science and technology. In addition, the international 
missions that were to become a feature of the 1970s and 1980s presented 
a positive image of the USSR. The inclusion of foreign cosmonauts in 
Soviet manned space missions presented the USSR as a country open to 
cooperation, with nothing to hide in its space programme, and happy to 
share the prestige of space exploration and its tangible benefi ts with other 
countries. The political importance attached to this cooperation was 
stressed by President Brezhnev in a speech to the 26th Congress of the 
Soviet Communist Party in 1981, when he insisted that ‘the cosmonauts 
of the fraternal countries are working not only for science and for the 
national economy, they are also carrying out a political mission of immense 
importance’.3

The Soviet Union continued to use the successes of the space programme 
for political advantage in a number of ways. One such was the use of 
cosmonauts as ambassadors-at-large, using their fame and recognisability 
to promote a positive image of the USSR, and to give encouragement and 
public support to communist governments and parties around the world. 
Their fame was deliberately linked with the particular political ideas and 
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International cooperation in space 57

policy lines being advocated by Moscow and, more broadly, with historic 
communist traditions.

In October 1977, for example, Valentina Tereshkova, who had been the 
fi rst woman to fl y in space, visited London at the invitation of the Communist 
Party of Great Britain, to participate in celebrations to commemorate the 
sixtieth anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution in Russia. Tereshkova was by 
this time a member of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party, 
and Chair of the Soviet Women’s Committee. After her 1963 spacefl ight she 
had become a roving goodwill ambassador for the USSR, particularly among 
international women’s organisations.

German Titov, who had become the second person to fl y in space, was 
similarly active at the head of the Soviet-Vietnamese Friendship Society, an 
important role in the context of the Cold War confl ict in Vietnam and the 
desire of the Soviet Union to expand its infl uence in South-east Asia, both as 
a counter to the massive American military presence there, and because of 
the dangerously adversarial relationship between the USSR and China.

The Soviet Union, like the United States, used its remote sensing satellites 
to build cooperative links with other countries. From 1966 onwards the 
USSR began to share imagery from its meteorological satellites through the 
World Meteorological Organisation. Imagery obtained from Salyut missions 
was also made available to developing countries, some of which were Soviet 
allies, and some that were not, for example Cuba, Vietnam, Morocco and 
Angola.4

A more dramatic example of the symbolic use of the space programme 
for political purposes was the series of joint fl ights with cosmonauts from 
communist states that began in 1978. These had been made possible by 
the development of orbiting space stations by the Soviet Union in the early 
1970s. After losing the race to the Moon in 1969, the USSR re-oriented its 
manned space programme towards the goal of placing space stations in low-
Earth orbit. In October 1969, the USSR launched three Soyuz spacecraft and 
manoeuvred them simultaneously in orbit to within a few hundred metres of 
each other. A year later a two-man Soyuz crew carried out an 18-day mission 
in orbit. These fl ights were crucial in demonstrating the capabilities needed 
to link with a station in orbit, and the resilience of human beings on long-
duration space missions, which would be required of a space station crew.

Nor had the Soviet Union completely given up on the Moon. In the 
autumn of 1970, Luna 16 successfully soft-landed on the Moon, took on 
board a sample of lunar soil and blasted off to a safe recovery on Earth. It was 
an impressive technical feat and the Soviet Union sought to gain propaganda 
mileage from it by stressing that it had cost vastly less than the American 
Project Apollo manned lunar programme, and had put no human lives at 
risk in bringing back much the same knowledge as Apollo 11 had done. Two 
months later, the USSR landed another spacecraft which placed Lunarkhod 
1 on the Moon’s surface. This roving wheeled research vehicle (one giant 
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58 International cooperation in space

leap for robotkind) spent the next 11 months manoeuvring over the lunar 
surface. The Soviet Union also demonstrated its technological prowess by 
sending several probes deeper into the solar system, notably Venera 7, which 
successfully penetrated the intensely hostile acidic atmosphere of Venus and 
transmitted signals from the equally unpleasant surface (temperatures of 
475 degrees centigrade and a surface atmospheric pressure 90 times that on 
Earth).

The launch of the key manned missions was typically linked to political 
considerations. In April 1971, the USSR chose the tenth anniversary of 
Yuri Gagarin’s fl ight to launch its fi rst space station into orbit. The Salyut 
stations were much larger than the Vostok and Soyuz spacecraft, making 
long-duration missions possible. Soyuz 10 was launched to dock with 
Salyut, but the crew were unable to gain entry and returned to Earth. It was 
therefore the cosmonauts of Soyuz 11, Dobrovolski, Volkov and Patseyev, 
that were the fi rst Salyut crew. In contrast to the secrecy typical of the early 
Soviet spacefl ights, the now confi dent USSR beamed daily television images 
of the crew’s activities to the Soviet population. The three cosmonauts 
became instantly recognisable national heroes. This familiarity made it all 
the more shocking when a depressurisation accident killed the crew during 
their re-entry through the Earth’s atmosphere. Western diplomats reported 
that the reaction of the Soviet people was comparable only to the national 
trauma suffered by Americans as a result of the assassination of President 
Kennedy in 1963. Soviet leader Brezhnev wept openly at the state funeral 
of the cosmonauts. As with the earlier Voshkod, the crew of Soyuz were 
not wearing pressure suits, to save weight. The suits would have saved their 
lives had they been wearing them. Soyuz never fl ew with a three-man crew 
again, and it was two years before another manned fl ight by the USSR was 
launched.

Salyut 1 tumbled from orbit in 1971. The follow-on stations incorporated 
modifi cations and improvements, including a second docking port on Salyut 
6. The second port was needed so that unmanned resupply spacecraft could 
visit the station while the crew’s spacecraft was docked at the fi rst docking 
port. However, once unloaded, these supply craft were undocked and allowed 
to burn up in the Earth’s atmosphere, leaving the docking port available. 
The addition of the second docking port had a revolutionary impact, making 
it possible to carry out long-duration missions.5

This feature also made it possible for shorter-duration visiting crews to 
be sent up to visit the long-term crews on the Salyut station, and it was 
this that gave birth to the Intercosmos programme, where one of the two 
visiting cosmonauts would be a ‘guest’ from outside the Soviet Union. The 
Intercosmos fl ights were invariably accompanied by frequent expressions of 
mutual friendship, solidarity and support for common policies. For example, 
in March 1978, Czech cosmonaut Vladimir Remek fl ew on the Soyuz 28/
Salyut 6 mission, becoming the fi rst space traveller who was not an American 
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International cooperation in space 59

or Soviet citizen.6 In a speech marking the fl ight in May 1978, Joseph Lenart, 
the leader of the Czechoslovak Communist Party, claimed that the fl ight had 
demonstrated the communist countries’ desire to use science for national 
economic development and wellbeing, whereas the United States military-
industrial-complex sought only to expand the arms race.

Cosmonauts in orbit routinely sent politically inspired congratulatory 
messages to the Soviet leadership. For example the Salyut 5 crew assured 
President Brezhnev that ‘we would like to dedicate this fl ight to the 
forthcoming sixtieth anniversary of the great October Socialist Revolution’. 
An article on ‘Cosmonautics and social development’ in the November 1977 
issue of International Affairs (Moscow) in many ways sums up the key themes 
in Soviet propaganda relating the space programme to Soviet political goals. 
The article is a comprehensive statement of the Soviet attitude toward space 
exploration placed within a political context. Key themes include the idea 
that the space programme of the socialist states has the profoundly humane 
task of making outer space and space technology serve man, whereas western 
programmes are driven by military considerations and the desire of capitalist 
companies to make ‘immense’ profi ts.7 The link between the visible successes 
of the space programme and the virtues of the communist political and 
economic system, a theme present since 1957, is also prominent. Thus, ‘the 
development of theoretical and practical cosmonautics in the Soviet Union 
and the constant fulfi lment of most sophisticated space programmes are 
striking evidence of the advantages and potential of socialism’.8 The central 
role of the party in making these achievements possible is also emphasised.9

The inauguration of the Intercosmos programme began in December 
1976 when foreign cosmonauts began fl ight training. The Soviet Union 
saw the programme both as an important symbolic effort that lent itself 
to positive propaganda, and also as an integrating force for consolidating 
the unity of the Soviet bloc. Guest cosmonauts were ‘fl ight engineers’ and 
‘mission specialists’. By the end of the programme cosmonauts from all the 
Warsaw Pact states as well as the other communist countries in the world 
had fl own Soyuz/Salyut missions.

The identity of the countries selected, and the order in which their 
cosmonauts fl ew in space was highly politicised. The fi rst such fl ight was 
Soyuz 28, taking Vladimir Remek in 1978. Remek as a Czechoslovak was 
deliberately chosen fi rst because 1978 was the tenth anniversary of the 
controversial Soviet invasion of Czechslovakia, which had brought the 
‘Prague Spring’ of Alexander Dubcek’s liberal communist regime to an end in 
1968. The Soyuz fl ight therefore sought to emphasise the closeness of Soviet–
Czechoslovak cooperation and the USSR’s recognition of Czechoslovakia 
as a sovereign equal of the USSR within the Warsaw alliance. On Remek’s 
return to Earth, Czechoslovak political leaders vied with each other in 
emphasising the political signifi cance of the mission. The President, Gustav 
Husak declared that it was ‘above all, a manifestation of the internationalist 

:C C  7D C F C DI F 8IFD D M IA :  QFI 4 DM 5 I  & 8 I9 M 3=IIE 1 F 
C - =IIE F I M IG FD= I D C G ? DF DI /?I 2. &

1 ? A IG I D C G I & , && -& -&

1
I

Q
D

C
&

QF
I

4
DM

5
I

0
FF

D
C

M
M

P
?



60 International cooperation in space

policy of the CPSU and the Soviet state, of friendship and brotherhood 
of socialist countries’,10 while Party leader Josef Lenart announced that it 
had shown the advanced technology possessed by the socialist countries, 
their commitment to the peaceful exploration of space, the commitment 
of communist scientists to using technology for peaceful purposes, and the 
opposition of the Czechoslovak and Soviet people to the US ‘neutron bomb’ 
programme!

All the guest cosmonauts were carefully screened for political reliability, 
so that there would be no deviation from the chosen propaganda themes. 
Czech cosmonaut Remek, for example, was the son of the Czech deputy 
defence minister and had toured Czechoslovakia as a 19-year-old fl ight cadet 
in 1968 giving lectures on the virtue and legitimacy of the recent Soviet 
invasion of his country. Remek was followed by a series of guest cosmonauts 
from the other Warsaw Pact allies of Poland, East Germany, Bulgaria and 
Hungary. Signifi cantly, cosmonauts from Vietnam, Cuba and Mongolia fl ew 
before the fi nal Warsaw Pact country, Romania, saw its cosmonaut in orbit. 
This was a deliberate symbolic snub to Romania by the USSR, which had 
always been irritated by Romania’s undeferential stance within the Warsaw 
Pact (it had refused to take part in the 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia, for 
example), and the obvious gap before it was represented was a symbolic but 
fi rm slap on the wrist from Moscow.

After Hungary, the penultimate Warsaw Pact ally, it was Vietnam that 
fl ew the next joint mission with the USSR. Again, the fl ight was laced with 
political symbolism. The fl ight coincided with the Moscow Olympics, which 
the United States boycotted. Soyuz 37 saw Pham Tuan of Vietnam fl y to 
Salyut in July 1980. Tuam was the fi rst Asian to fl y in space, and was a 
former air-force pilot who had shot down an American B-52 bomber during 
the Vietnam War. As ‘mission specialist’ he carried out an environmental 
survey of Vietnam from space, whose unsurprising conclusion was that 
Vietnam’s environment had been very badly damaged by American military 
activities during the war, particularly by the use of the Agent Orange chemical 
defoliant. The propaganda message of the joint fl ight was very clear.

The next fl ight, Soyuz 38, took Arnaldo Tamayo of Cuba to Salyut. As 
a Cuban, and a military offi cer in the Cuban air-force, his fl ight was an 
important symbolic message of Soviet solidarity with the Cuban revolution 
and with the embattled Cuban socialist experiment. To rub salt in the wounds, 
Tamayo was also black and Soviet propaganda gently noted the irony that 
the Soviet Union had included a non-white in its space programme, although 
it had no black population, while the United States had never done so, even 
though more than 10 per cent of its population were of African descent. No 
accusation of racism was made, but the ‘irony’ was there for the whole world 
to see and draw the appropriate conclusions.

After Romania fi nally saw its cosmonaut in space, one from Afghanistan 
fl ew. Again, this was a highly political choice given the ongoing controversy, 
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International cooperation in space 61

domestic as well as international, about the Soviet military presence in 
Afghanistan after 1979. But while the Vietnamese, Cuban and Afghan joint 
missions were perhaps unsurprising, the subsequent inclusion of cosmonauts 
from France and India was certainly a dramatic demonstration of Soviet 
inclusiveness regarding its space programme.

Political considerations remained clearly at the heart of both missions. 
Throughout the Cold War, notably during the détente period, it was always 
clear that political considerations determined both the nature and scope of 
space cooperation. It could be used to punish another state by reducing or 
refusing cooperation during a period of bad relations, or it could be used 
positively to symbolise an era of improving relations.

France, as a NATO member, was an unusual potential partner, but France 
was eager to demonstrate its autonomy and its freedom of national decision-
making vis-a-vis the United States. The two countries already had a history 
of cooperation in space science going back as far as 1966, and the joint 
space fl ight was only one example of this cooperation.11 With a national 
space programme of its own, and a leading role within the European Space 
Agency, France sought to avoid dependence on either superpower in space 
matters and felt that cooperation with the impressively successful Soviet 
programme would serve French national interests. The Deputy Head of the 
French space programme stated in 1981 that ‘the Soviet Union is a great 
space power, which possesses immense technical and scientifi c possibilities…
we are very satisfi ed with the development of this cooperation, if not for it 
we would have to substantially reduce our programme’.12 Such comments 
were a validation of the Soviet programme and all the more dramatic given 
that 1981 was at the height of the ‘Second Cold War’ in Europe.

The relationship with India had to some extent grown out of the 
cooperation that both countries had with France, but the Soviet Union was 
in any case eager to develop its relationship with the most powerful state in 
the Indian Ocean region, particularly given the close relationship between 
Pakistan and China. Like France, India had its own robust national space 
programme, and was seeking to diversify its outside dependence, so that it 
too had much to gain from cooperating in space science research with the 
USSR. The Soviet Union in turn saw a cooperative relationship with India 
as something that would enhance its ties with one of the leading countries 
of the non-aligned movement, that would demonstrate the benefi ts of the 
Soviet model of socialism, and that might drive a wedge into the unity of 
the democracies. The joint fl ight in 1984 provided visible evidence of this 
successful cooperation.

The joint fl ight was politically signifi cant for both countries. Agreement 
on the inclusion of an Indian cosmonaut in the Intercosmos programme 
had been reached in 1980, and the Indian Prime Minister met the Indian 
cosmonauts in training during an offi cial visit to the Soviet Union in 1982. 
When Squadron-Leader Rakesh Sharma fl ew on Soyuz T-11 to the Salyut-7 
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62 International cooperation in space

space station in 1984 he brought with him ‘an Indian fl ag, pictures of the 
country’s political leaders, and a handful of soil from the Gandhi memorial’.13 
The following day he held a televised conversation from orbit, in English 
and Hindi, with the Prime Minister, Mrs Indira Gandhi.

In 1977, on the anniversary of Gagarin’s fl ight, the Soviet army newspaper, 
Krasnaya Zvesda, declared that the USSR sought to achieve mutual benefi ts 
from international cooperation. ‘Space research represents particularly 
broad opportunities in this respect. It is capable of uniting the efforts of 
different countries for the sake of solving the large tasks facing the whole of 
mankind to their mutual benefi t. This has been graphically demonstrated by 
the successful implementation of the joint Soviet–American Soyuz–Apollo 
fl ight and by cooperation with scientists of France, Sweden, India and other 
countries’.14

For Oberg, the 1980s represented a ‘decade of space exploitation rather 
than earlier space exploration’.15 The USSR was seeking more practical gains 
from its space programme, in a sense initiating a new space race, not for 
prestige, or even curiosity, ‘but for wealth and power’.16

Superpower cooperation

Karash calls the fi rst half of the 1970s the most intriguing period in the 
history of US–Soviet space cooperation, since neither of the leaders of the two 
countries were initially enthusiastic about their national space programme, 
and neither initially saw space as a potential area for US–Soviet cooperation. 
This was particularly noticeable since both were openly looking to build 
such cooperation in other areas of the superpower relationship.17

The emergence of cooperation was also noteworthy because, as is discussed 
below, this period was one in which both countries were energetically 
pursuing the military uses of space in order to strengthen themselves in 
terms of their global strategic confrontation. In the second half of the 1960s, 
while the NASA budget was falling, the Pentagon’s military space spending 
was increasing dramatically. Interestingly, at the height of the Cold War in 
the 1950s, two popular Soviet science fi ction novels had depicted US–Soviet 
space cooperation. In both stories, an American astronaut had reached 
another world (the Moon in one, Mars in the other) and, on becoming 
trapped there, is rescued by a subsequent Soviet mission.18

As noted earlier, even during the ‘space race’ of the 1960s US Presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson had advocated the benefi ts of superpower space 
cooperation. In his 1963 speech to the United Nations, President Kennedy 
proposed a joint manned expedition to the Moon with the Soviet Union. A 
number of members of Congress subsequently protested to Kennedy about 
the proposal, arguing that it contradicted what the government had been 
consistently insisting, that the space race was a crucial part of the global 
confrontation with communism.19 Kennedy defended himself by arguing that 
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International cooperation in space 63

his administration had always been in favour of space cooperation with the 
Soviet Union and that such cooperation would only be possible if the United 
States had a strong space programme of its own. The technological, as well 
as the political diffi culties, involved in such cooperation would have made 
it very diffi cult to implement quickly in practice, but Kennedy’s arguments 
were consistent with his public utterances in the previous three years, and 
in the period following the Cuban Missile Crisis, the United States was 
seeking ways to increase cooperation between the two superpowers, as is 
evidenced by the signing of the Partial Nuclear Test Ban treaty in 1963. 
However, the Soviet Union did not respond to Kennedy’s proposal, and in 
October 1963 Congress passed an amendment to NASA’s annual funding 
bill which specifi cally forbade the United States government from agreeing 
to participate in a joint lunar mission with any ‘communist, communist-
controlled, or communist-dominated country’.20

President Johnson had also shown a willingness to encourage the idea of 
such cooperation, for example asking a 1965 press conference the question 
that ‘as man draws nearer to the stars, why should he not also not draw 
nearer to his neighbor? As we push even deeper into the Universe, we must 
constantly learn to cooperate across the frontiers that really divide the 
Earth’s surface’.21 US administrations in the fi rst two decades of the space 
age sought both to achieve American leadership in space, because this was 
felt to contribute signifi cantly to US prestige and infl uence, and sought 
international cooperation, because it was believed that this would encourage 
other states to seek compromises with the United States on other issues in 
the hope of gaining access to American space technology.22

Space cooperation appeared because it ultimately came to be seen as 
serving the newly emerging interests of both countries. The early 1970s were 
characterised by a period of détente between the superpowers. A number 
of factors had come together to produce this ‘era of negotiations’ between 
the United States and the Soviet Union. The United States was struggling 
to cope with the political and fi nancial pressures produced by the war in 
Vietnam, the need to implement social and economic reforms under the 
pressure of the racial and social tensions within the United States, the costs 
of alliance commitments in Europe and Asia, and the world-wide demands 
of the confrontation with the Soviet Union, particularly in the military–
technology realm. An opening to improve relations with the USSR had 
also been made possible by the Ostpolitik foreign policy of West Germany, 
which had led to a signifi cant improvement in West Germany’s relations 
with the Soviet Union and its allies, and a consequent reduction in NATO–
Warsaw Pact tensions. All these factors, plus fears of the dangers created by 
unconstrained arms racing, made the United States receptive to the idea of 
a limited rapprochement with the Soviet Union. President Nixon declared 
in his inauguration speech that ‘after a period of confrontation, we are now 
entering an era of negotiations’.23
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64 International cooperation in space

The USSR in turn was struggling to cope with the economic demands of 
its global commitments, faced an increasingly diffi cult relationship with its 
former ally China, which had seen heavy fi ghting on their eastern and western 
borders in 1968 and 1969, and was also aware of the dangers represented by 
the nuclear confrontation with the United States. A crucial additional factor 
was that by the beginning of the 1970s the Soviet Union had fi nally achieved 
nuclear ‘parity’ with the United States, a situation where the two superpowers 
had an approximate equilibrium in terms of numbers of strategic nuclear 
weapon systems, and relative capacity to infl ict devastation on the other 
country. This equilibrium and its acceptance by the United States meant that 
the two sides were willing to codify their relationship as great power equals. 
Without this parity, and recognition by the United States, the Soviet Union 
would not have been willing to sign agreements that in effect locked it into 
a permanent position of inferiority relative to the USA.

Both countries sought to use this improved relationship to conclude 
agreements that reduced the dangers inherent in their Cold War relationship. 
The early 1970s were therefore marked by a series of arms control agreements, 
including the landmark SALT I Treaty of 1972. Some of these treaties, such as 
SALT, were hugely signifi cant, others, such as the 1971 Seabed Treaty, were 
of no more than symbolic value. The symbolism was important, however, 
because the two countries were seeking a variety of ways both to dramatise 
their new relationship to the global audience, and to consolidate it by fi nding 
areas where mutually benefi cial cooperation was possible.

One such area was space research. The symbolic importance of superpower 
cooperation in this area was seen as all the more signifi cant and politically 
resonant, because of the drama of their intensely public competition and 
rivalry in this activity during the previous decade. For the Soviets, such 
cooperation also fi tted in well to their revised foreign policy use of space 
in the post-1969 period. For them, it was an extension of the Intercosmos 
programme of international cooperation, which would see the beginning of 
joint missions with other countries three years later. The chairman of the 
Intercosmos Council argued that the 1972 US–Soviet space agreement was 
of immense political signifi cance and showed that ‘outer space is becoming, 
in all its aspects, an arena for broad international cooperation and demands 
joint efforts of many countries, especially those countries which have made 
considerable achievements in this matter’.24

In May 1972, The United States and Soviet Union signed the ‘Agreement 
Concerning Cooperation in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space for 
Peaceful Purposes’, agreeing to cooperate in a number of aspects of space 
science.25 Political statements in both countries following the accords 
emphasised both the utilitarian benefi t of space cooperation and its symbolic 
and practical importance as an alternative to the dangers of arms racing and 
war. Pravda declared that ‘Earth is the planet of mankind. Cooperation in 
space paves the road to peace, mutual understanding and the good of all the 
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people’,26 while US Senator Cook insisted that ‘nations everywhere must 
begin to recognise that it is only through mutual interdependence that this 
world can exist peacefully for many tomorrows to come’.27 TASS, the Soviet 
international news service, described the agreement as ‘an important new 
act in the development of international relations’.28

The agreement made possible a number of important joint scientifi c 
programmes linking the two countries’ space activities. From the American 
perspective the most useful was probably the three Soviet satellites launched 
in 1975, 1977 and 1978, which carried numerous American biological 
experiments. No comparable American unmanned biological missions or 
manned spacefl ights were taking place in this period and the missions were 
therefore extremely valuable for US space biology scientists. During the 
same period the two countries coordinated their Venera and Pioneer-Venus 
missions to Venus and exchanged the resulting data.298 Some leading offi cials 
within NASA even speculated during this period about the possibility of 
developing a space station jointly with the Europeans and the Soviet 
Union.30

The most dramatic symbol of the new desire to cooperate was the Apollo–
Soyuz Test Project, under which the two countries committed themselves to 
a joint manned mission in which their spacecraft would link-up and dock 
in space. The idea of the ‘hand-shake in space’ had come from Secretary 
of State Henry Kissinger, who saw it as an effective way to symbolise the 
détente foreign policy being pursued by the Nixon administration.31 The 
ASTP obliged the two states to cooperate closely in the three years leading 
up to the mission, in order to allow each to understand how the other’s 
systems operated, and to train the astronauts and cosmonauts for the joint 
mission. The space link-up took place on 17 July 1975.

One of the crucial factors that made such a joint mission possible was 
that by the beginning of the 1970s the Soviet Union had gradually begun to 
reduce some of the secrecy surrounding its space programme. The military 
dimension remained hidden, but secrecy was less prominent for the manned 
and unmanned scientifi c missions. This was a signifi cant development. As 
Oberg noted, ‘the most salient feature of the old Soviet space program 
was itself invisible. It was the secrecy that Moscow wrapped around all its 
activities – a secrecy designed to mislead, either to allow protection of real 
technology or to trick foreigners into overestimating the level of Soviet space 
technology’.32 The greater openness was a refl ection of the Soviet Union’s 
growing confi dence in the genuine achievements of its space programme. 
But it came at a price; when disasters such as the loss of the Soyuz 11 crew 
in 1971 occurred, they could not be hidden.

The Apollo–Soyuz joint mission was the last manned American spacefl ight 
for six years. Americans would not fl y in space again until the launch of the 
fi rst space shuttle in 1981. The United States expected the Soviet Union to 
capitalise on this period of relative American inactivity. The US believed 
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that periods in which the USSR appeared to dominate space exploration 
would be characterised by efforts to maximise its unilateral propaganda 
gains. A Senate report in 1982 declared that ‘a surging Soviet space program 
pitted against an American programme in retrenchment, particularly in an 
environment of deteriorating political relations, could create irresistible 
political opportunities for the Soviets to play space politics with even greater 
intensity’.33

By the second half of the 1970s the détente relationship was beginning 
to cool once more, and while the advantages of cooperation meant that 
it continued in some areas of space research, once again political realities 
shaped the limitations of that cooperation. What this period demonstrated 
was that space cooperation, like arms control, was a refl ection of improving 
interstate relations, not a generator of them. If relations were improving, 
cooperation in space could be used to symbolise dramatically and encourage 
that improvement, but when relations were poor, space cooperation was 
simply not politically feasible. At all times, therefore, such cooperation 
remained hostage to broader political dynamics. The end of the détente 
period, and a re-emergence of the Cold War confrontation in the early 1980s 
made this dramatically clear.

President Reagan’s 1983 Strategic Defense Initiative was in this, as in 
many other respects, a critical development for the Soviet Union. SDI was 
dependent on the development of highly advanced technology, much of 
which would be deployed in space. The American willingness to pursue 
such a programme in the face of Soviet objections demonstrated not only 
that the détente period was clearly over, but also that a very different 
conceptualisation of the possibilities of US activities in space was dominant 
in Washington. The following year, Mikhail Gorbachev became Soviet leader 
and sought to bring about a distinct change in the foreign policy orientation 
of the USSR. Gorbachev emphasised a Soviet desire for greater cooperation 
with the United States, and sought to reduce the obsessive focus on the 
superpower relationship at the expense of other important areas of the 
world.34 Nevertheless, the desire to use symbolically important propaganda 
was evident in Gorbachev’s decision to rename the latest in the Salyut space 
station series, so that instead of being Salyut 7, the station, launched in 
February 1986, was named Mir. The use of a Russian word for ‘peace’ was 
designed to suggest the peaceful nature of the Soviet programme and to draw 
attention to the American effort to militarise and ‘weaponise’ space through 
the Strategic Defense Initiative. The SDI needed to be challenged symbolically 
in this way because Gorbachev was aware that a Soviet effort simply to match 
the American programme would not only be strategically destabilising, but 
was likely to expose the economic weaknesses and technological limitations 
of the USSR. If ‘the concept of an unending, mortal struggle for survival in a 
hostile environment is a key to understanding Soviet foreign policy’,35 then 
the challenge to compete in building a space-based ballistic missile defence 
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system was the ‘bridge too far’ which confi rmed Gorbachev in his conviction 
of the need for a fundamental reorientation of Soviet foreign policy.

US policy was also undergoing a revision during the same period. The 
fi rst Reagan administration had broken off virtually all space cooperation 
with the USSR following the Soviet move into Afghanistan, the imposition 
of martial law in Poland, and the re-emergence of a Cold War relationship 
between the two superpowers. In 1982, the 1972 US–Soviet agreement on 
space cooperation expired. The original agreement was renewable at fi ve year 
intervals, and President Carter had renewed it in 1977. However, the Reagan 
administration allowed the agreement to come to an end, demonstrating 
once again the absolute linkage between superpower space cooperation and 
prevailing diplomatic and political relations during the Cold War period.

This was a dramatic move, since by the early 1980s a signifi cant amount 
of cooperation between the USA and USSR in space exploration had become 
almost routine. A positive approach towards international cooperation in 
general had been part of the remit of the American space programme since its 
inception. While considerations of power, prestige and military effectiveness 
were the drivers of the US programme, the National Aeronautics and Space 
Act of 1958 had committed NASA to the pursuit of cooperation with other 
countries, identifying such cooperation as a fundamental goal of the American 
space programme. In his fi rst State of the Union message, President John F. 
Kennedy declared that his administration intended to ‘explore promptly all 
possible areas of cooperation with the Soviet Union and other nations in 
space matters’.36

International space cooperation was seen as a useful tool for pursuing 
a range of American foreign policy goals, including the reduction of 
international tensions, particularly through greater transparency and access to 
information, increasing US prestige through the high profi le of the American 
technological and organisational achievements in the space programme, 
promoting economic development and making possible increased political 
access to countries where American infl uence was otherwise limited.37 In 
addition, cooperation was seen as a way of using space to increase American 
prestige. NASA administrator James E. Webb argued that international 
cooperation projected an image of a United States ‘wanting to work with 
other nations to develop science and technology, the image of a nation leading 
in this fi eld and willing to share this knowledge with other nations’.38 His 
predecessor as administrator, T. Keith Glennan, had felt that international 
space cooperation might even prove of fundamental importance in producing 
a permanent thaw in the Cold War, speculating that from such cooperation 
‘may yet come that common understanding and mutual trust that will break 
the lock step of suspicion and distrust that divides the world into separate 
camps today’.39

Other observers of NASA efforts at international cooperation were less 
sanguine, however. Cash argued that throughout the Cold War period, NASA 
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was never interested in genuine cooperation with the Soviet Union, since 
‘the primary goal of NASA has never been remotely related to cooperation; 
it has been to beat the Soviets into space…the very notion of using space 
cooperation to create a new political reality would be inconsistent with this 
conception’.40

During its passage through Congress the Space Act was amended to 
increase the attention paid to the utility of international cooperation 
on the grounds that ‘international space cooperation could promote 
peaceful relations among states and form the basis for avoiding harmful 
and destructive actions in space’.41 The Act’s preamble declared that ‘the 
Administration, under the foreign policy guidance of the President, may 
engage in a program of international cooperation in work done pursuant 
to this Act’.42 An amendment to the Act passed in 1975 further directed 
NASA, in consultation with the President and Secretary of State, to ‘make 
every effort to enlist the support and cooperation of appropriate scientists 
and engineers of other countries and international organizations’.43 On the 
basis of such authorisation, NASA has historically cooperated with other 
countries and international organisations in a range of fi elds, including 
providing satellite launches, provision and analysis of space-derived data, 
and joint experiments, including provision for foreign payloads on US 
scientifi c satellites. NASA has also placed payloads on foreign spacecraft 
such as missions by the European Space Agency. Such cooperation was not 
limited to American allies in the developed world. NASA cooperated with 
the Indian Space Research Organisation in the 1975 Satellite Instructional 
Television Experiment (SITE), in which the NASA ATS-6 communications 
satellite was used.

Cooperation with the Soviet Union was also a feature of the American 
space programme from 1962 onwards, despite this being the most intensive 
period of the superpower manned space race. When Khruschev congratulated 
Kennedy on the successful fl ight of John Glenn, the fi rst American to orbit 
the Earth, he suggested that if the two countries pooled their efforts in 
space exploration and use, ‘this would be very benefi cial for the advance of 
science and would be joyfully acclaimed by all peoples who would like to see 
scientifi c achievements benefi t man and not be used for Cold War purposes 
and the arms race’.44 Kennedy responded positively, though the two countries 
agreed to limited coordinated activity, rather than any merging of their 
programmes along the lines that Khruschev seemed to have been suggesting. 
Initial cooperation focussed on meteorological studies and was subsequently 
expanded to include telecommunications experiments and geomagnetic 
mapping. The most dramatic example of US–Soviet cooperation during the 
First Cold War was the 1975 Apollo–Soyuz joint fl ight. It had been intended 
that the joint Apollo–Soyuz docking unit developed for this mission would 
make future joint missions possible. However, the ASTP turned out to be the 
fi nal fl ight of an Apollo spacecraft, and its successor, the Space Shuttle, did 
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not have such a docking mechanism, and none would be developed prior to 
the end of the Cold War. Apollo–Soyuz in the event was an episode, rather 
than a harbinger of future cooperation.

So strong was the idea of space cooperation as a bridge between the wary 
superpowers that as early as 1984, when President Reagan began tentative 
efforts to improve the dangerously poor relationship with the Soviet Union, 
space was immediately identifi ed as an area where a dramatically symbolic 
move might be made. By the spring of 1984, the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee was recommending a renewal of US–Soviet space cooperation, 
and in July, President Reagan proposed a joint US–Soviet manned mission 
which, like the 1975 mission, would test the feasibility of each country 
being able to rescue the stranded astronauts of the other. A bill to restore 
superpower space cooperation was signed into law by the President in 
October 1984.

NASA was not the only US agency promoting the use of space in 
international cooperation. The US Agency for International Development 
(AID), was also exploiting the technology to promote development in the 
Third World, particularly for delivery of services to remote populations. The 
success of the joint US–Indian SITE experiment led AID to fund a follow-on 
project involving 27 countries.45 The State Department was involved in the 
coordination of the diplomacy involved in the provision of Earth remote-
sensing LANDSAT data to foreign remote sensing programmes. LANDSAT 
was perceived by the United States as much as a diplomatic as a technological 
tool in which ‘the United States has also used it as an ambassador for US 
space technology by selling data on a public non-discriminatory basis, and 
through arrangements for direct transmission of LANDSAT data (on a fee 
basis) to foreign-owned and foreign-operated ground stations’.46 AID was 
also involved in the provision of US aid in the delivery of remote sensing 
programmes in developing countries. International training for such 
programmes was also provided by the US Department of the Interior.

The United Nations has also been a key player in the encouragement of 
international space cooperation and has played a key role in the regulation 
of space activity since the dawn of the Space Age, establishing the UN 
Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS) in 1961. 
COPUOS has been central to the formulation of international treaties which 
form the basis of the international law of outer space. These have included 
agreements on the rescue and return of astronauts (1968), responsibility 
for damage caused by space objects (1972), registration of objects launched 
into outer space (1974) and activities carried out on the Moon and other 
celestial bodies (1979). The most important agreement, however, is the 
1967 Outer Space Treaty which established the crucial understanding that 
outer space and celestial bodies are not subject to national appropriation and 
sovereignty, and that states are held responsible for their own space activities 
and those of their citizens.47
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This crucial clause meant that space became a domain that could not be 
dealt with in terms of the categorisations familiar in terrestrial international 
relations. The contemporary international system in the second half of the 
twentieth century was one in which the fundamental basis for interstate 
relations were the concepts of sovereignty and territoriality. States were 
sovereign within their own territorial jurisdictions, and by the 1960s those 
jurisdictions covered the entire land surface of the planet. International law 
at this time was based on the assumption that states exercised clear and 
undisputed control over fi xed territorial areas covered by their borders and 
other states had no legal right to intervene within the territorial boundaries 
of the sovereign state.

At the outset of the space age there were real concerns that the principles 
of sovereignty and territoriality would simply be extended beyond the Earth’s 
atmosphere, just as they had been extended throughout the world from the 
seventeenth century onwards. This would have been understandable in 
some ways given that there were no real precedents for the new situation 
being created by the exploration of space, though there were some limited 
parallels with the legal regime that covered the oceans beyond national state 
jurisdiction. Where such parallels were instructive, for example, was in 
encouraging the idea that resources existing beyond the Earth’s atmosphere 
formed part of the ‘common heritage of mankind’.

The belief that space would in time be covered by legal principles very 
similar to those operating on Earth in turn encouraged the idea that Earth-
orbital space, and planetary bodies beyond it, would become appropriate sites 
for the establishment of military bases, where weapons of mass destruction 
could be targeted against terrestrial states.48 In reality, the Moon would have 
been a ludicrously inappropriate and counterproductive place to base nuclear 
weapon launchers. The same was not necessarily true, however, of near-
Earth space, where there was considerable early interest in the exploitation 
of the zone for military purposes. USAF General Curtis Le May argued that 
‘the present area of military interest is within the sphere bounded by the 
synchronous orbit’.49

In 1961 the General Assembly of the United Nations unanimously 
adopted a resolution, in which it laid down two key principles. First, that 
international law, including the United Nations Charter, applied in outer 
space. On its own this declaration would have left space open for the 
extension of existing international legal practices such as sovereignty and 
territoriality. However, the same resolution embraced the key assertion 
that ‘outer space and celestial bodies are free for exploration and use by all 
states in conformity with international law, and are not subject to national 
appropriation’.50

When the novel environment of space interacts with terrestrial polities in 
a traditional manner it can seem amusing. In 1995 a joint Russian–American 
crew were sent up to the Mir space station on a Russian Soyuz spacecraft. 
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Four months later they returned to earth on the space shuttle Atlantis. 
When US Customs and Immigration service discovered that this was going 
to happen, they insisted that the two Russians would need visas to enter the 
United States from Earth orbit, and the Atlantis crew had to take the visas 
up to them!51

International cooperation is also refl ected in the range of functional 
cooperative activities coordinated by the various Intergovernmental 
Organisations that have regulatory responsibilities in the space domain, 
such as the International Telecommunications Satellite Organization, the 
International Telecommunications Union, the International Maritime 
Satellite Organization, and the World Meteorological Organization. The 
WMO, for example, has presided over a system of voluntary free interchange 
of meteorological data, both terrestrial and satellite derived, between the 
member countries. These functional operations lend themselves to analysis 
through liberal international relations theory. They make possible the 
effective utilisation of the communications frequencies used by satellites, 
the allocation of positions in the geostationary earth orbit, and so on. 
Technical cooperation of this kind refl ects the fact that space cooperation 
is produced not only by a desire to exploit political symbolism, but also 
by the technical necessities of space operations.52 Cooperation of this kind 
has allowed a more rational exploitation of Earth orbit and exploration of 
the Solar System, though the overlap between the programmes of different 
national agencies, which are driven by the differing political needs of their 
government sponsors, is still clearly visible. Even after the successful joint 
NASA–ESA mission to Titan the space scientists involved asked ‘why two 
missions to Mercury, one from NASA, one from ESA? Why two agencies 
with missions to Mars? Why can’t we explore the Solar System together?’52 
The answer, as always, is politics. Space programmes fulfi l political as well as 
scientifi c functions, and these are often best served by national missions that 
focus attention and prestige on the country that initiates them.

:C C  7D C F C DI F 8IFD D M IA :  QFI 4 DM 5 I  & 8 I9 M 3=IIE 1 F 
C - =IIE F I M IG FD= I D C G ? DF DI /?I 2. &

1 ? A IG I D C G I & , && -& -&

1
I

Q
D

C
&

QF
I

4
DM

5
I

0
FF

D
C

M
M

P
?








