
Introduction

This is a book about outer space. Unlike most books about space, however, 
it is not primarily concerned with technology, at least not directly. Rather, it 
is focussed on the politics of space. Technology is important in this account 
certainly, but not for its own sake, or even essentially for the missions of 
exploration or military tasks that it makes achievable. Rather it is important 
to the extent that its achievements, and the resources devoted to bringing 
them about, say something important about the political motivations 
and expectations of the governments that committed themselves to those 
programmes.

The vast majority of the books that have been published dealing with 
space policy are examinations of the military uses of space, and particularly 
the question of whether weapons should, or should not, be deployed there. 
These are important issues, but the overwhelming focus on them is a barrier 
to an understanding of the broader political dimensions of the use of space. 
Politics has always been at the heart of mankind’s exploration and utilisation 
of space, and the space programmes themselves have never been able to 
transcend terrestrial international politics; they have only refl ected it. As 
Walter McDougall put it, ‘despite the fl ights of fancy of some space law 
theorists, there was no “escape velocity” that took one beyond the political 
rivalries of this world’.1

A study of the international politics of space therefore provides 
both a corrective to the idea that space programmes are science-driven 
bureaucracies somehow aloof from the harsher realities of politics, and 
reveals case-studies of themes that are familiar in other dimensions of 
international relations. In space, as on Earth, we see the political power 
of ideology and nationalism, the use of propaganda and foreign aid, the 
centrality of questions of ‘national security’ and the pursuit of that security 
through the acquisition of military capabilities, tensions between the richer, 
more industrially advanced states, and the poorer countries of the ‘South’, 
efforts to use the integration of national policies to further the unity of 
Europe, the evolution of understandings of security to embrace social, 
environmental and economic dimensions and so on. There are few, if any, 
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2 Introduction

features of contemporary global politics that do not have their echoes in 
the utilisation of space.

Nor should the military signifi cance of the exploitation of space be 
underestimated. Clausewitz famously declared that war is ‘a continuation 
of politics with an admixture of other means’. So too is the exploration 
and utilisation of outer space. There have been times in the past 50 years 
when public perceptions of space have seemed to contrast a pristine idealism 
of space exploration represented by agencies like NASA and ESA, with the 
sordid programmes of the armed forces, determined to sully the celestial 
realm with their efforts at the ‘militarisation’ of space.

This is a misleading perspective. Space has always been militarised. Military 
considerations were at the heart of the original efforts to enter space and 
have remained so to the present day. Efforts to turn space into an entirely 
non-militarised ‘sanctuary’ may be commendable, but if they were achieved, 
they would not be a successful defence of space from the looming threat 
posed by militarisation. Rather they would represent a dramatic reversal of 
policy, the recreation of the human realm of outer space in a form that has 
never in fact existed since the dawn of the space age.

Space and politics are, and always have been, inseparably interlinked. 
The central driving force for all space programmes has been political 
objectives. Space programmes have refl ected and implemented the prevailing 
national and international ideologies of the time, whether they be power 
politics, communist internationalism, European integration, national self-
determination or anything else. Space policy cannot be divorced from politics 
and never has been. In 1972, as the United States prepared to send Apollo 17, 
the last manned mission to the Moon, the Black September group, who were 
responsible for the Munich Olympics massacre in the same year, threatened 
to sabotage the launch.2

But while space programmes have been shaped by the politics of the 
past half-century, in turn the utilisation of space has helped to shape the 
politics of the post-modern world, providing iconic images of planet Earth 
to energise the environmental and peace movements, stabilising the Cold 
War through deterrence and arms control, and thereby helping to avoid a 
nuclear Armageddon that threatened humanity for nearly half a century, 
producing satellite communications systems that gave some tangible meaning 
to the fuzzy concept of globalisation, while doing so in a way that continued 
to distinguish sharply between the reality enjoyed, or even imagined, by 
humanity’s ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’.

This is the Space Age. Politicians have struggled unsuccessfully to fi nd a 
term that might capture the meaning of the ‘post-Cold War’ world as anything 
more than a post-script to the era that preceded it. But in the longue duree 
of historical perspective, it is likely that both the Cold War and the ‘War on 
Terror’ will come to be seen as no more than dramatic historical episodes. It is 
the fact that it was in the second half of the twentieth century that humanity 
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fi rst moved into, and began to exploit, the potential of space that is most 
likely to defi ne our age in the decades and centuries to come, as the voyages 
of Christopher Columbus and Vasco da Gama have come to defi ne the early 
modern period, for whatever political requirements originally motivated it, 
future generations ‘will surely consider the exploration of the Solar System 
to be one of the most outstanding achievements of humankind’.3 The advent 
of spacefl ight produced a fundamental historical disjuncture, only dimly 
perceived at fi rst, between industrial modernity, and the post-modernity of 
the information age. The information age, in all its manifestations, has in 
turn brought into being, for the fi rst time in human history, a truly planetary 
international political system. The space age is the age of global politics.

With the space age humanity has achieved unprecedented power, but 
has also come to experience, and to be fully aware of, unprecedented 
vulnerability. The ability to be simultaneously aware of both is the result of 
the unprecedented wealth of information and alternative ways of interpreting 
it, that space exploration and exploitation brought about through satellite 
technology and the computing revolution.

The half-century of spacefl ight has brought with it a certain degree 
of complacency about what has been achieved, as what once seemed 
fantastic very quickly came to seem banal. Space, as the military are fond 
of pointing out, is the ‘new high ground’, and the high ground has always 
been sought in war for the military advantages it brings with it. But by 
analogy, we speak also of seizing the ‘moral high ground’, and there is an 
important sense in which outer space still has the potential to be either. 
The space programmes allow us to stand on the shoulders of giants, and 
gain a perspective on global politics that is diffi cult to achieve from ground 
level, or ground zero.

In order to begin to gain such a perspective, it is fi rst of all necessary to 
see where we are, and where we have come from. There are different ways 
in which we can think about space, and different theoretical paradigms that 
we can use to interpret its meaning and question its use. To engage fully in 
contemporary debates on the ‘weaponisation’ of space, for example, it is 
important to understand what purpose space has, and has not served to this 
point in history, because the contemporary military space programmes

are haunted most immediately by the prospects for greater destructive 
capacity that they portend, but also by alternative visions for the use of 
space that they preclude. Marcuse argues that ‘naming the things that 
are absent, is breaking the spell of the things that are’.4

Focusing on the importance of military space always runs the risk of 
losing sight of other parts of the space context, particularly the dynamism of 
cooperative international space activity, and this subject is therefore looked 
at broadly in Chapter 4 and specifi cally in relation to European integration in 
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Chapter 5. It is also a theme returned to in the discussion of the international 
space station in Chapter 11.

The signifi cance of the American and Soviet/Russian programmes is a 
recurrent theme throughout the book, and the shaping power of the original 
superpower space race cannot be overestimated. The heavy emphasis on 
this period in the initial three chapters refl ects the fact that it was during 
these years that a number of subsequently crucial political themes were 
fi rst sharply revealed, and these remain central to an understanding of 
space politics in subsequent decades. The military dimension of this rivalry 
was also fundamental and the military uses of space are clearly vital to 
any understanding of the political importance of space. It is important to 
analyse this, not only in terms of the immediate support functions that space 
systems now offer to the military, both at the strategic and tactical levels, 
but also to examine the broader strategic and political context in which 
space power concepts relate to both military and civil uses of space. This is 
done in Chapters 6 and 7. In recent decades, the dominance of space policy 
by the developed world and the state has evolved as important actors have 
emerged in the developing world and outside national governments. China 
and India have become leading space powers, fuelling their own development 
strategies, and in the case of China, acting as a spur to the re-energising 
of the space programmes of developed countries such as the United States 
and Japan, stung by the Chinese challenge. Chapters 9 and 10 examine the 
nature and signifi cance of the Indian and Chinese space programmes.

The purpose of this book is to encourage a broad perspective on the 
politics of space. It has been necessary to sacrifi ce some depth in order 
to acquire this breadth. Not every interesting aspect of contemporary 
space policy is covered. There is little specifi c attention, for example, to 
the vigorous commercial space industry, both in terms of launchers and 
applications satellites, that is separate from the national space programmes 
that dominated the fi rst decades of the space age. The emergence of this 
sector and the developing ‘space tourism’ industry are refl ections of the 
evolving nature of the state produced by the continuing transition from 
modernity to post-modernity, and as understandings of politics and the state 
change, this will be refl ected in the understanding and utilisation of space. 
Similarly, not every signifi cant national space programme is examined, the 
examples selected were chosen because they have something specifi c to say 
about the political uses of space.

: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
?




