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Figure 1: ‘‘Nation's image reflects its growing power’’, with the Tiangong-1 space station prominently 

featured.1  

                                                      
1 Sui Yu, ‘Nation’s Image Reflects Its Growing Power’, China Daily, 19 April 2018, 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201804/19/WS5ad7d674a3105cdcf651922a.html. 
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2 ‘Reascending Chingkangshan’, 2007, https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-

works/poems/poems35.htm. 
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ABSTRACT 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Aside from a short period in the 1950s, China has been developing its space program indigenously 

up to the 1980s. Largely managed by the PLA, the expensive program required justification on the 

grounds of prestige and military benefits. With the normalisation of Sino-US relations in 1979, 

science and technology cooperation as well as commercial engagement with the US on space 

became an option for China. Under Deng’s leadership in the 1980s, the economic rationale for the 

space program gained in importance and satellite launch agreements were signed. Meanwhile, the 

prestige generated by the accomplishments in space continued to be used as demonstration of the 

CCPs economic success. In 1989, US international outrage at the Tiananmen square incident 

caused economic sanctions that also hit the Chinese space sector. The real blow to Sino-US 

engagement in space came in 1999 with the publication of the Cox report on US export policy 

regarding China. This report greatly exaggerated flaws in the policy and the threat China posed at 

the time. Afterwards, an era in which China threat theory dictated Congress’ decision-making on 

China and space took off. By tying human rights and democratisation to the issue of space 

cooperation, a handful of US Congressmen have been able to stifle Sino-US space engagement. 

These policies combine to form the US exclusionist policy towards the Chinese space program, 

which is fragmented, not based on strategy and of limited effectiveness. How damaging this will 

be to US leadership in space is still to be seen. 
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INTRODUCTION 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

‘‘BEIJING, Jan. 22 (Xinhua) -- China plans to launch the Chang'e-5 lunar probe at the end 
of November this year, from the Wenchang Space Launch Center in southern China's 
Hainan Province, aboard the heavy-lift carrier rocket Long March-5. 
The mission will be China's first automated moon surface sampling, first moon take-off, 
first unmanned docking in a lunar orbit about 380,000 km from earth, and first return 
flight in a speed close to second cosmic velocity, according to the China Aerospace 
Science and Technology Corporation (CASC).’’ 
Xinhua, the Chinese state news agency, commenting in 2017 on the planning of the first 

Chinese lunar sample return mission. Chang’e-5 represents the zenith of Chinese lunar 

exploration, that started with the Chang’e-1 lunar orbiter in 2007.3 

 

Over 40 years ago the latest soil samples from the moon were returned to the earth, by the Soviet 

Luna 24 spacecraft. This supreme feat of technological prowess was planned to be repeated this 

year, by a developing nation nonetheless. As stated above by the official Chinese state press 

agency Xinhua, the Chinese Chang’e-5 is a mission of space ‘firsts’ for China. All of these 

accomplishments had already been achieved in the late 1960s by the USSR and US space 

programs. Still, they are significant achievements for the Chinese space program and put it in the 

top-tier of spacefaring states. The later Chang’e-4 moon mission will even be China’s first major 

‘first’ in space. Once it the mission is completed, China will be the only state in the world that has 

softly landed a spacecraft on the far side of the moon and returned it to earth. By the time the 

International Space Station (ISS) retires in 2025 (or possibly later), the Chinese ‘Tiangong’ 

(‘heavenly palace’) will even be the only space station in orbit.4 These ‘firsts’ are indicative of the 

large progress China has made in the field of space technology. On the other hand, the July 2017 

launch failure of the new Long March 5 rocket has set the scheduled launch date of the Chang’e-5 

back.5 So while China is progressing significantly in cutting edge space technology and now on 

par with advanced space states like the US and Russia, its space program still suffers from the 

occasional heavy set-back. 

While China is continuing the development of its space programs decades after the original 

space race, the US seems less than enthusiastic. The US had previously used its space program to 

engage with opponents, as was the case with the 1975 Apollo–Soyuz Test Project where a US and 

a USSR spacecraft docked. Cooperation in space was seen as an important and public part of 

                                                      
3 Xuequan Mu, ‘China Schedules Chang’e-5 Lunar Probe Launch’, Xinhua, 22 January 2017, 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-01/22/c_136004958.htm. 
4 Huaxia, ‘Tiangong-2 Takes China One Step Closer to Space Station’, Xinhua, 16 September 2016, 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-09/16/c_135689907.htm; John Holdren P. and Charles Bolden, 

‘Obama Administration Extends International Space Station until at Least 2024’, 8 January 2014, 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2014/01/08/obama-administration-extends-international-space-

station-until-least-2024. 
5 Andrew Jones, ‘China Is Planning a New Long March 5 Rocket Launch Following July Failure’, GBtimes, 
11 February 2017, https://gbtimes.com/china-is-planning-a-new-long-march-5-rocket-launch-following-

july-failure. 
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détente in that time.6 After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Russian Federation was even 

readily included in the ISS project. NASA now has extensive cooperation with all major space 

agencies: Russia’s Roscosmos, the European Space Agency (ESA) and Japan Aerospace Exploration 

Agency (JAXA).  

The China National Space Administration (CNSA) is conspicuously missing from the list of 

national space agencies the US cooperates with. Historically, a different dynamic has evolved 

between the US and China compared to that of the US with the USSR/Russia or other states. 

Currently, and since the inception of the Chinese space program, the US is refusing cooperation 

in any part of their space program. While in the late 1980s and early 1990s commercial 

interaction has been allowed by the US, exclusion of China in international US-led cooperation 

has increased due to several affairs and a changing perception of China. Most notably, China was 

excluded from the ISS, one of the most important space achievements and one that is 

fundamentally international. A prohibition of almost all cooperation on space technology has 

been included in US domestic legislature as well. Both the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration (NASA) and the White House’s Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP) 

are barred from any cooperation, while commercial entities are restricted by comprehensive arms 

export regulations like the International Traffic in Arms Regulations (ITAR). 

Preventing US space cooperation with China is part of a strategic policy by successive US 

administrations until the Obama Administration. This ‘exclusionist’ policy was mostly motivated 

in terms of protecting US national security. While classic concerns of missile proficiency and 

force enhancement are encompassed in this motivation, the US also expressed other concerns. In 

the Departments of Defense and State ‘Risk assessment of the United States Space Export Control 

Policy’ of 2012, these concerns are stated as follows:  

 

‘‘Operational space capabilities are a source of Chinese national pride as well as a new 

international engagement leverage point that may run counter to U.S. national security 

objectives.’’ 7 

 

Meanwhile, much of the restrictive policy has come from Congress instead of the US 

Administrations. This has prompted some scholars to designate Sino-US space relations as a 

‘balancing act between the US Congress and the president’.8 

Space programs have historically proven to be a suitable tool for improving great power 

relations, and the US cooperates with all major space agencies except the Chinese. Politics has 

been called the ‘first dimension of space’ and long-term political elite support through a 

combination of interests and political rationales is needed to achieve a functioning space 

                                                      
6 Bruce Murray and Merton E. Davies, ‘Détente in Space’, Science, New Series 192, no. 4244 (1976): 1067–

74; J. Ross-Nazzal, ‘Detente on Earth and in Space: The Apollo-Soyuz Test Project’, OAH Magazine of 
History 24, no. 3 (1 July 2010): 29–34, https://doi.org/10.2307/maghis/24.3.29. 
7 ‘Risk Assessment of US Space Export Control Policy’, Report to Congress (Departments of Defense and 

State, 15 March 2012). 
8 Vidya Sagar Reddy, ‘U.S.-China Space Cooperation: Balancing Act between the U.S. Congress and 

President’, Astropolitics 15, no. 3 (2 September 2017): 235–50, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14777622.2017.1378962. 
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program.9 Domestic as well as international prestige have been named as motivating factors, 

although there is widespread disagreement about the relative influence of these and other 

rationales for the Chinese space program.10  

 

In chapter 1, this thesis takes into account military, civil and prestige factors will be used to 

characterise China’s space program, its development and the way it is presented to the 

international community by the Chinese government. This grounded and comprehensive 

approach provides a framework for the consideration of policy on international space cooperation 

with China. But why does the US exclude China from cooperation on space? Chapter 2 will 

address this question by looking at the development of the US exclusionist policy on commercial 

and civil cooperation over time, its drivers and its intended effects. Combining the politics of 

space stations and comparing past and present Chinese international space cooperation provides 

an overview of the Chinese response and its repercussions in chapter 3, including the strategic 

consequences of the exclusionist policy.  

 

Together, this will allow the answering of the main research question: What are the origin and 

consequences of the US exclusionist policy towards China regarding space technology and 

cooperation? 

 

 

  

                                                      
9 Alton Frye, ‘Politics—the First Dimension of Space’, Journal of Conflict Resolution 10, no. 1 (March 1966): 

103–12, https://doi.org/10.1177/002200276601000109. 
10 Michael Sheehan, ‘“Did You See That, Grandpa Mao?” The Prestige and Propaganda Rationales of the 

Chinese Space Program’, Space Policy 29, no. 2 (May 2013): 107–12, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.spacepol.2013.03.003. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Rationales for the Chinese Space Program 

- 

‘‘I have Long Aspired to Reach for the Clouds’’ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Developing a state of the art space program is an enormously costly endeavour for any state. 

Nowadays the NASA budget is 0,47% of US federal spending (over fiscal year 2017).11 However, 

this was as high as 4,41% (1966) of US federal spending during the apogee of the space race 

against the USSR.12 Data for the Chinese space program is and has been hard to establish, as the 

program is shrouded in secrecy.13 As with all state expenditure, there must be good reasons for 

why this policy of space technology development is pursued. The rationales are even more 

pertinent for a space program, as it has heavy costs up front, needs long term political 

commitment and only promises uncertain returns on investment. 

The salience of these rationales increases when they are combined with the fairly stretched 

budget of a developing state. China has had to choose between demands for investment in the 

economy, social wellbeing, the space program and many others. Even though an authoritarian 

government is less beholden to the swings of public opinion, prioritizing rockets over food 

security does place pressure on the legitimacy of the government. Still, China had sustained the 

program from its inception in 1956 onwards, even though the space program at times suffered 

from expenditure competition and other factors that will be discussed in chapter 2. When 

proposing project 863, China’s Aerospace Ministry also noted the necessity of political rationales 

and support, stating:  

‘‘Whether or not we go ahead with a human spaceflight program is a political policy, not a purely 

technical question, not something scientific and technical people can decide by themselves.’’ 14 

 

 

1. SPACE PROGRAM RATIONALES 

The reasons or rationales for states to embark on and sustain a risky and expensive space program 

are similar and fall into a few categories. In one of the first thorough and structured 

considerations of the rationales and activities of space programs, Roger Handberg in 2002 defined 

four categories: military, scientific, civil and commercial.15 Although he explicitly notes that these 

                                                      
11 Jeff Foust, ‘NASA Receives More than $19.6 Billion in 2017 Omnibus Spending Bill’, Spacenews, 1 May 

2017, http://spacenews.com/nasa-receives-more-than-19-6-billion-in-2017-omnibus-spending-bill/. 
12 ‘Nasa Budgets: US Spending on Space Travel since 1958’, The Guardian, Datablog (blog), 2016, 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2010/feb/01/nasa-budgets-us-spending-space-travel. 
13 Zack Hester, ‘China and NASA: The Challenges to Collaboration with a Rising Space Power’, Journal of 
Science Policy & Governance 9, no. 1 (September 2016), 

http://www.sciencepolicyjournal.org/uploads/5/4/3/4/5434385/jspg_article_c_2016_summer.pdf. 
14 Gregory Kulacki and Jeffrey G Lewis, A Place for One’s Mat: China’s Space Program, 1956-2003 

(American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2009), 25. 
15 Eligar Sadeh, Space Politics and Policy an Evolutionary Perspective (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 

Publishers, 2006), 33, http://accesbib.uqam.ca/cgi-bin/bduqam/transit.pl?&noMan=25127791. 
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are the rationales and activities of the US space program, they can be used for analysis of other 

states’ space policy as well. The different activities within the US space program of past, present 

and future are categorised by him as being driven by the four specific rationales, as seen in Table 

1. 

In their 2007 study ‘Chinese Space Policy’, Roger Handberg and Li place the development of 

China’s space program in a detailed national and international political context.16 Handberg’s four 

categories are used to characterise the main rationales for different national space programs (with 

‘civil‘ changed into ‘human spaceflight’ compared to the 2002 chapter). In doing so, an 

international context is constructed in which the changes of orientation within the Chinese space 

program are placed. These changes are then attributed to domestic politics such as leadership 

changes, or international developments, such as the cessation of Soviet technical assistance. While 

comprehensive in time-scale, the Handberg & Li study does not elaborately address international 

reactions to developments in the Chinese space program and their consequences for the program. 

Using Handberg’s categories is informative when considering specific space activities (as was 

the case in the 2002 chapter), but they fall short when the attempt is to make a comprehensive 

framework for understanding space policy rationales for all states. Especially when also 

considering the influence of changes in domestic politics, rationales for the similar activities can 

change over time. Additionally, as Handberg & Li themselves mention several times, gaining 

international prestige is an important concern for space faring states.17 While this was strongly 

connected to the military rationale during the space race, it emerged as an independent driving 

force afterwards. Still, it is a rationale that is often functioning in conjunction with other 

rationales. Even if it does not directly inform the type of space activity, considerations of prestige 

often emerge in the explanations given for the pursuance of a (larger) national space program, 

making it an important category in the analysis of state’s rationales. 

At the same time, the activities falling under the civil and scientific space activity categories 

are often similar. In the 2002 framework of Handberg, scientific activities comprise all space-

related science, with the exception of that conducted by humans in space, which is put in the 

category of civil activities. Again there is a difference between the category of activity and the 

rationale; for scientific space programs there is a separate rationale involving the benefits of the 

acquisition of knowledge and its applications. While human spaceflight also involves scientific 

projects, its major rationale is prestige.18 Therefore, the activity of human spaceflight needs to be 

considered as the outcome of a merger between the prestige and scientific or civil rationale, 

instead of as its own separate rationale. Motivations for engaging in space science projects will 

thus be considered as the civil rationale.  

This leaves us with four distinct rationales for national space policy: military, civil, 

commercial and prestige. These rationales inform the decision-making process in all states with a 

space program. A short overview of the categories with specific attention to the US and China 

will follow. The characterised rationales can be used in explaining why the US excluded and still 

excludes China from cooperation in space.  

                                                      
16 Roger Handberg and Zhen Li, Chinese Space Policy: A Study in Domestic and International Politics 

(Routledge, 2012). 
17 Handberg and Li, 5, 16, 18, 27, 65. 
18 Fiona Cunningham, ‘The Stellar Status Symbol: True Motives for China’s Manned Space Program’, China 
Security 5, no. 3 (2009): 73–88. 
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Table 1: Handberg’s 2002 categorisation of space program rationales and associated space policies, 

progressing over time.19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. MILITARY 

The origins of space programs were clearly motivated by military considerations, leading to the 

military rationale being called the ‘prime mover’.20 With the emergence of the Cold War, nuclear 

forces became the crucial strategic interest of the two superpowers, US and USSR. Improvements 

in ballistic missile technology led to the emergence of nuclear tipped missiles with increasing 

ranges. Strategic value, degree of threat and feasibility of retaliation increased with longer range 

and heavier payload capabilities. This priority of rocket development for military use translated 

directly into increasing technical knowledge needed for the space programs.21 

Three main drivers of the military rationale, with different impact over time, can be 

distinguished: space as a nuclear proxy, military satellites and anti-satellite (ASAT) technology. 

Firstly, ‘exploring space’ became an acceptable façade for exclusively military missile tests. It gave 

the US and USSR the excuse of pursuing peaceful progress, while continuing their race to develop 

better nuclear missiles. The increases in range and carrying weight of the rockets were 

demonstrated by scientific payloads, but the implication that these could be exchanged for 

nuclear warheads was all too clear. Manned spaceflight also proved mastery of numerous 

advanced technologies, as the safekeeping of the astronauts and cosmonauts required a plethora of 

protective systems and even higher guarantees of success. 

Secondly, improvements in surveillance and communications technology allowed for the use 

of satellites in military operations. Their role is one of a ‘force enhancer’ or ‘force multiplier’, 

technology that improves the value, strength and/or precision of other military units.22 Early 

military satellites in the 1960’s and 1970’s were mostly used to provide photographs of the 

                                                      
19 Sadeh, Space Politics and Policy an Evolutionary Perspective, 33. 
20 Sadeh, 34. 
21 Handberg and Li, Chinese Space Policy: A Study in Domestic and International Politics, 11, 27. 
22 Jeffrey Caton L., ‘Joint Warfare and Military Dependence on Space’, JFQ Forum (Institute for National 

Strategic Studies, 1996). 
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opponent’s military installations and troop deployments.23 Meteorological satellites were also 

deployed from the mid 1960’s onwards to provide detailed data on the weather, a factor crucial to 

military operations.24 Military satellites are also used to relay communications and provide real-

time targeting information to military systems. The importance and success of the use of military 

satellites in an integrated manner was exemplified by the role they played in the US invasion of 

Iraq during the First Gulf War.25 China has already moved its military space activities from the 

General Armaments Department (GAD) to the new and more dedicated Strategic Support Force 

(SSF) in 2015, a clear indication of the importance the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 

attaches to space.26 

Thirdly, improvements in space technology have become driven by a strategic desire to 

control the space domain using ASAT technology. Precisely because of the increasing military 

value of space due to intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and military satellites, countering 

these capabilities has become an area of interest for several armed forces. Especially if the 

opponent’s military communication satellites (COMSATs) are integrated in the command 

structure, and relied upon for reconnaissance and targeting, taking them out provides a strong 

advantage. Therefore, the US, China, Russia and possibly others are developing ASAT weapon 

systems that are able to blind, ‘dazzle’ or destroy enemy satellites.27 

All the national security implications of the ‘prime mover’ of national space programs make 

cooperation on space a loaded issue. It is estimated that over 90% of all space technology is 

inherently dual-use; that is to say, it can be used both for civil and military goals. Sharing space 

knowledge therefore becomes sharing military knowledge, something which is not even routine 

amongst allies. In 1956 the Chinese did acquired an R-1 rocket from the Soviets, and later a more 

advanced R-2.28 However, the R-1 gave the Chinese little new knowledge as it was simply a copy 

of the old V-2 rocket developed by the Germans in the early 40’s. Even the R-2, while more 

advanced, was still far from the cutting-edge of Soviet technology at the time.29 Reluctance to 

share space technology out of security concerns was inherent from the beginning of its 

development, even amongst allies. This dual-use complication causes all close space cooperation 

to this day, even that on clearly scientific missions, to be subject to intense national security 

driven scrutiny. 

While dual-use issues are inherent to all space programs, the Chinese program exhibits them 

to a higher than average degree. Similar to the US and Soviet programs, it started out as an 

                                                      
23 ‘Military Satellite Systems: A History — Part One’, MilsatMagazine, May 2008. 
24 ‘Defense Meteorological Satellite Program’, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Office of 

Satellite and Product Operations, 13 June 2018, https://www.ospo.noaa.gov/Operations/DMSP/index.html. 
25 Larry Wortzel, ‘The Chinese People’s Liberation Army and Space Warfare’, Astropolitics 6, no. 2 (May 

2008): 114, https://doi.org/10.1080/14777620802092285. 
26 Kevin Pollpeter, Michael Chase, and Eric Heginbotham, The Creation of the PLA Strategic Support Force 
and Its Implications for Chinese Military Space Operations (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2017), 

https://doi.org/10.7249/RR2058. 
27 Laura Grego, ‘A History of Anti-Satellite Programs’ (Union of Concerned Scientists, January 2012), 

https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/legacy/assets/documents/nwgs/a-history-of-ASAT-programs_lo-

res.pdf; Ashley J. Tellis, ‘China’s Military Space Strategy’, Survival 49, no. 3 (October 2007): 41–72, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00396330701564752. 
28 Handberg and Li, Chinese Space Policy: A Study in Domestic and International Politics, 60. 
29 Handberg and Li, 60. 
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exclusively military program with the establishment of the Fifth Academy under the Ministry of 

National Defence.30 On Mao Zedong’s orders, it was tasked with the ‘two bombs and one satellite’ 

goal. This referred to the atomic bomb, hydrogen bomb and earth orbiting satellite, which were 

achieved in 1964, 1967 and 1970 respectively.31 In 1965 the Fifth Academy was converted into the 

Seventh Ministry of Machinery Industry, a civilian government entity. However, this caused the 

space program to be highly vulnerable to targeting by the Red Guards during the Cultural 

Revolution (1966-1976). The PLA’s Military Control Committee was sent in 1967 to bring the 

ministry back under the auspices of Lin Biao, a staunch ally of Mao at the time. Because of this, 

the damage inflicted on the space program was less than the damage other research and 

educational institutes suffered.32 After the 1988 merger with the Ministry of the Aviation Industry 

it became the Ministry of Aviation and Space Industry. Only in 1993 did it split into CNSA and its 

1999 assembly branch, the China Aerospace Science and Technology Corporation (CASC).33 

Throughout the reorganisations, the PLA has been able to exert much direct influence on the 

space program.34 Crucially, CASC is still subordinate to the General Armaments Department of 

the PLA.35 A salient reminder of the level of control and autonomy of the PLA regarding space 

activities came after the 2007 ASAT test. Chinese diplomats and even the foreign minister himself 

were apparently not informed about the PLA’s test, and at an loss when asked for explanation by 

US officials.36 The possibility of this unawareness of the Chinese foreign ministry was also 

considered feasible by Chinese scholars, who noted that the PLA and Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

(MFA) have separate lines of communication to the State Council and no direct contact.37 In 

‘Chapter 78: Integrate Military and Civilian Development’ of ‘The 13th five-year plan for the 

economic and social development of the People’s Republic of China. 2016-2020’, the issue of dual-

use is addressed as in the following way: 

 

‘‘We will implement integrated military-civilian development projects, including ocean, space, 

and cyberspace projects and measures, the development of innovation demonstration zones for 

military-civilian integration, and the strengthening of coordination between the military and 

                                                      
30 Handberg and Li, 67. 
31 James Lewis A., ‘China in Space: Carrying Forward the Spirit of Two Bombs and One Satellite’, University 

of Nottingham’s Asia Research Institute, Space (blog), 22 October 2014, 

http://theasiadialogue.com/2014/10/22/china-in-space-carrying-forward-the-spirit-of-two-bombs-and-one-

satellite/. 
32 Handberg and Li, Chinese Space Policy: A Study in Domestic and International Politics, 73. 
33 ‘History of CASC’, China Aerospace Science and Technology Corporation, accessed 30 June 2018, 

http://english.spacechina.com/n16421/n17138/n382513/c386575/content.html. 
34 Kulacki and Lewis, A Place for One’s Mat: China’s Space Program, 1956-2003, 13, 29. 
35 Mark Stokes A. and Dean Cheng, ‘China’s Evolving Space Capabilities: Implications for U.S. Interests’, 

Research report, Prepared for the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission (Project 2049 

institute, 26 April 2012). 
36 Tellis, ‘China’s Military Space Strategy’; Bates Gill and Martin Kleiber, ‘China’s Space Odyssey: What the 

Antisatellite Test Reveals about Decision-Making in Beijing’, Foreign Affairs 86, no. 3 (2007): 2–6. 
37 Eligar Sadeh, ‘Report: United States-China Space Dialogue Project’, Astropolitics 8, no. 1 (January 2010): 

7–18, https://doi.org/10.1080/14777622.2010.494513. 
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civilian sectors in the sharing of advanced technologies, industries, products, and infrastructure.’’ 
38  

 

The high level of PLA involvement combined with the open and wilful integration of civil and 

military projects on space increases the weariness of other states to engage in space cooperation 

with China. 

 

 

3. CIVIL 

The civil rationale for space programs, which has evolved from a peaceful cover for military 

development into an independent rationale, encompasses scientific, human spaceflight and 

domestic use drivers. The first and clearest manifestation of the civil rationale is in scientific 

missions. While Sputnik provided scientists with valuable data on the Earth’s atmosphere and 

outer space, it was not launched for scientific reasons. Later, instruments such as the Hubble 

Space Telescope (launched in 1990) are clear missions with a scientific rationale. On the one 

hand, after a certain improved rocket has been successfully launched a number of times, its value 

as a showcase of increased military capability diminishes. On the other hand, governments started 

realising that scientific advances -including those of fundamental science- can lead to great 

economic benefits. As will be discussed later, scientific advances in themselves are also a matter of 

prestige and military capability through dual use. This makes it harder to disentangle what the 

actual rationale behind a specific science-oriented mission was.  

For China, space science was at first completely subordinate to the military rationale. Science as a 

rationale for the space program was eventually introduced by Deng Xiaoping. In 1988 during a 

conversation with President Gustav Husak of Czechoslovakia, Deng remarked: 

 

‘‘Marx said that science and technology are part of the productive forces. Facts show that he was 

right. In my opinion, science and technology are a primary productive force. For us, the basic task 

is to maintain socialist convictions and principles, expand the productive forces and raise the 

people's living standards.’’ 39  

 

Here, Deng ties the advancement of science and technology to the goal of economic development, 

effectively combining the civil and economic rationale. In a statement a few days later, Deng even 

stated what the higher priority should be: ‘‘We should try every way to expand education, even if 

it means slowing down in other fields.’’  This tied in with his assessment that China ‘‘already 

wasted 20 years when we should have been developing’’ and the damage the Cultural Revolution 

had done to the intellectual climate in the country.40 

The second driver of the civil rationale is human spaceflight, which is also strongly 

connected to notions of international prestige. With the orbit of taikonaut Yang Liwei in 2003, 

                                                      
38 ‘The 13th Five-Year Plan for Economic and Social Development of the People’s Republic of China (2016–

2020)’ (Central Compilation & Translation Press, December 2016), 

http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/policyrelease/201612/P020161207645766966662.pdf. 
39 Xiaoping Deng, ‘Science and Technology Constitute a Primary Productive Force. September 5 and 

September 12, 1988’ (People’s Daily), accessed 25 April 2018, en.people.cn/dengxp/vol3/text/c1900.html. 
40 Deng. 
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China became the third state ever to achieve human spaceflight, making it part of a very select 

and prestigious group of states. It is important to note however, that similar to repeated launches 

of the same rocket type, flying humans to space has diminishing prestige returns. Sending the first 

taikonaut into outer space is a remarkable event reported around the world, sending up taikonaut 

number twenty-five less so. The truly civil rationale of human spaceflight is what the US National 

Research Council (NRC) calls an ‘aspirational rationale’, as opposed to the ‘pragmatic rationales’. 

These rationales include ‘‘contributions to the eventual survival of our species and to supporting 

the human destiny to explore and aspire to challenging goals’’.41 In its expansive 2014 report on 

the ‘Rationales and Approaches for a U.S. Program of Human Space Exploration’, the NRC also 

notes the boost the program gives to science, and the role it plays in encouraging students to 

pursue science degrees. Assessing the ‘human destiny and aspirating rationales’, the NRC 

conclusion is as follows: 

 

‘‘The urge to explore and to reach challenging goals is a common human characteristic. Space is 

today a major physical frontier for such exploration and aspiration. Some say that it is human 

destiny to continue to explore space. While not all share this view, for those who do it is an 

important reason to engage in human spaceflight.’’ 42 

 

For the Chinese the civil or aspirational rationales also have their place in the motivation for 

pursuing a space program. As Xi Jinping remarked in 2013 before the take-off of Shenzou 10 

(China’s fifth manned space mission): ‘‘The mission's crew members carry the space dream of the 

Chinese nation and represent the lofty aspirations of the Chinese people to explore space’’ .43 

China has also ratified the 1967 Outer Space Treaty along with all notable spacefaring states, 

declaring that space ‘‘shall be the province of all mankind’’ .44 

Finally, space programs are able to confer unique national civil benefits, mostly through 

satellite use. Weather satellites do not just improve local weather predictions for civilians, but also 

predict tornadoes, earthquakes, droughts and monitor forest fires. A state with its own weather 

satellites is thus able to save harvests as well as lives. COMSATs connect remote and 

underdeveloped areas with the outside world, a crucial task in an enormous and often rugged 

territory as China’s. These new lines of communication were used to connect distant provinces 

with the government in Beijing, and to provide ‘distance learning’ to areas with underdeveloped 

education facilities.45 Again, these applications show that the civil rationale is always intertwined 

with other rationales. Enhancing government communication is linked to domestic prestige, 

enhanced education to economic benefits, and disaster prevention or relieve to both. Therefore, 

the use of these civil satellites for weather prediction and communications stems from a 

conjunction of several rationales.  
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4. ECONOMIC 

Venturing into space places an enormous economic burden on any state, yet there is also money 

to be made for the developed space technology. Pursuing these economic benefits might not make 

the program entirely profitable, but at least refunds some of the investment that has been made. 

The power of the economic rationale is very limited in the establishment of a space program. As 

discussed earlier, military considerations were the ‘prime mover’ for space programs. Possible 

benefits were far down the line, past enormous investment, unforeseeable obstacles and potential 

failure. However, for an established space program with enough political support, large economic 

benefits can accrue. These come in various ways, depending on the development of the space 

program. In order of advancement they are: ballistic missile sales, launch services, satellite use, 

satellite sales and potentially, space station access. 

Ballistic missiles have a high value for national security, making states willing to pay large 

sums to acquire them. While independent development is an option, it is much harder and 

expensive than simply buying a ballistic missile for direct use or reverse engineering. 

Characteristic of this driver for the economic rationale is that before the early 1980’s, China 

opposed arms control regimes. It was willing to defy international pressure by arguing that it was 

just a way for the established powers to keep others down in terms of military technology.46 In 

1979 it even established an official company for selling missiles made by the Ministry of Space 

Industry called the ‘China Precision Machinery Import-Export Corporation’. Saudi-Arabia bought 

Dongfeng 3 (or ‘East wind 3’) intermediate range ballistic missiles (IRBM’s) from China in 1987-

1988. Besides gaining an estimated US$100 million per missile, the missile deal is also said to have 

substantially improved Sino-Saudi relations.47 During the 1990’s, China continued to sell missiles 

and missile technology to Pakistan including the short range ballistic missile (SRBM) DF-11. This 

has been judged to be not solely out of economic consideration, but also as a move against India.48 

Ballistic missile sales are a good source of hard currency for spacefaring states, although they have 

increasingly become scrutinised under missile proliferation treaties. 

As a space program progresses, a state might decide to start offering launch services to 

commercial entities or other states. A crucial factor in this is the reliability of its launch vehicles, 

increasing the demand for openness about space launches. In 1985, China began using the Chang 

Zheng (CZ; ‘Long March’) rocket series to offer commercial launch services.49 While initially 

successful, failures in 1995 and 1996 caused concern about the reliability of Chinese launchers. 

Due to these failures, decreased competitiveness and increased US trade restrictions (which will 

be discussed in Chapter 2), the amount of commercial launched by China decreased rapidly. 

Between 1991 and 1999, China carried out 17 commercial launches, out of 217 worldwide. In the 

same amount of time between 2000 and 2008, China carried out zero commercial launches, out of 

197 worldwide. 2009 Saw a new Chinese commercial launch, yet the total for 2009 to 2016 is still 
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only five (out of 172 worldwide).50 While the commercial launch market has provided China with 

additional revenue in the past, it is just now slowly overcoming the painful failures of the late 

1990’s. 

Once a state has become adept in designing, producing and launching satellites, it is able to 

rent out the services these satellites provide. Communication and science satellites can be leased 

out to other governments or commercial entities. In fact, before establishing its own COMSAT 

network, China relied on foreign satellite communication as early as 1972.51 Nowadays, China has 

an extensive satellite fleet, with 204 orbiting the Earth as of September 2017. While more than 

Russia at 142, the US is still miles ahead with 803 satellites.52 China has also been building up its 

BeiDou satellite navigation system, comparable to the US’s GPS system.53 With the first launch in 

2000, the system currently provides regional coverage, with global coverage and accuracy higher 

than GPS expected to be achieved in 2020.54 If successful, the Chinese BeiDou satellites will be 

able to provide better data and compete strongly with US services. 

Less common option for monetisation of a space program are the sale of satellites or the 

selling of in-space services. China for example, has sold a complete satellite package to Bolivia in 

2011. The China Great Wall Industry Corporation (CGWIC), the international trade branch of 

CASC, will produce, test and launch this satellite.55 Certainly, these commercial space activities 

for non-spacefaring countries also have important effects on the bilateral relations. Maintaining a 

space station also gives control over who accesses it, and against what price. While the ISS is a 

cooperative project between 17 member states, the Chinese ‘Tiangong’ space station will be a 

purely Chinese effort. This allows the Chinese to sell access for astronauts and experiments to 

international partners. With no direct competition after the end of the ISS (likely in 2024), China 

will be able to determine its own price freely. Most likely to smoothen the transition, Chinese 

officials have ensured the space community that Tiangong technology will be compatible with 

that used aboard the ISS.56 Again, in addition to clear gains in prestige, the Tiangong space station 

could become a valuable source of income. 

Economic benefit has played a critical role in the Chinese space program. While the early 

development of the space program progressed, a change in leadership took place. Under Mao’s 

‘two bombs and one satellite’, progress on the missile and space program was clearly militarily 

oriented. After the short interim leadership of Hua Goufeng, Deng Xiaoping took over as 

paramount leader. His focus was economic development, his policies pragmatic. Seriously at odds 

with the drive for ideological purity during the Cultural Revolution preceding his ascent to 
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paramount leader was his ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. This phrase is strongly 

associated with the introduction of limited market forces into the Chinese state-controlled 

economy. After Deng, Jiang Zemin’s theory of the ‘three represents’ contained a similar 

commercial/economic focus. One of the three ideals the CCP must represent is formulated as ‘the 

requirements for developing China's advanced productive forces’. Hu Jintao in turn incorporated 

the ‘scientific outlook on development’ as a core practice for bringing about a ‘harmonious 

society’. This focus on the economic development of China meant that the space program also had 

to adapt to a more supportive role. Deng quote on the prioritisation of the ‘four modernisations’ is 

telling: 

 

‘‘When we have a good economic foundation will it be possible for us to modernize the army’s 

equipment. […] Economic development is the most important, and everything else must be 

subordinate to it.’’ 57 

 

 

5. PRESTIGE 

A key rationale for states in pursuing a space program is prestige, both domestic and international. 

While it is often mentioned in various ways in the description of other rationales, the accruement 

of prestige is a rationale in and of itself. R.P. Dore in his 1975 consideration of the influence of 

prestige in international affairs identifies a ‘normatively ranked hierarchy of nations’.58 Prestige is 

that which determines the rank a state occupies within this hierarchy, i.e. its status. As it is 

normative, the hierarchy does not just encompass power. Equality, justice, social, artistic and 

intellectual development are part of this normative scheme that add up to possible claims of 

‘moral leadership’. A minimalist definition of prestige that has been offered is ‘recognition of 

importance’.59  

Prestige can be gained from two basic sources; material and social. A flourishing economy, 

extensive knowledge of advanced technology and a strong military are examples of the former. 

Powerful alliances and membership in international institutions (especially those promoting 

peace) are examples of the latter. Crucially, an additional distinction is made between dominance 

and higher prestige. While dominance is supported by force, prestige is ‘freely conferred 

deference’.60 The important consequence of this distinction is that those seeking higher prestige, 

do not necessarily seek dominance.61 

For contemporary China, a rightfully prestigious position in the world has been missing 

during the ‘century of humiliation’ it suffered, since being defeated by Great Britain in the First 

Opium War of 1839-1842. A time of unequal treaties, domestic turmoil and foreign dominance 

followed, throwing China into chaos. For over two millennia before the colonial powers brought 
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imperial China to its knees, the Middle Kingdom had been the centre of its world. The Chinese, 

from the unification of China in 221 BCE, were used to receiving tribute from neighbouring tribes 

and states through the tributary system. Note that this was without the threat or use of force, and 

instead considered something self-evident. China saw its culture, philosophy and language as 

constituting the pinnacle of civilised society, to which others logically ‘freely conferred 

deference’. This tributary system was only ended forcefully when in the nineteenth century the 

Qing dynasty encountered the militarily vastly superior European states. The restoration of the 

rightfully prestigious position in the world has been a main objective for all Chinese governments 

after the political unification of the mainland. 

Pursuit or restoration of the prestige by China thus has an important international 

component. Referring to the ‘century of humiliation’, Mao in 1958 said: ‘‘In the past others have 

looked down on us. […] Now let us do something for them to see’’.62 In line with this statement 

and the continuous, if not always equal, political support for the space program Xi remarked at 

2013 launch of Shenzhou-10: ‘‘Developing the space program and turning the country into a space 

power is the space dream that we have continuously pursued.’’.63 He is also explicitly quoted by 

Chinese state media connecting space achievements to international status: 

 

‘‘Space is an important field of scientific and technological progress and innovation, Xi said, 

adding that achievements in this regard are also important symbols of a country's scientific and 

technological strength.’’ 64  

 

Advancements in space are interwoven with the ‘rejuvenation’ or ‘renewal of the Chinese nation’, 

a narrative referring back to the prestigious status China used to hold in the world before the 

‘century of humiliation’. In the State Council’s Information Office 2016 white paper on China’s 

space activities, the stated vision has a clear international connotation: ‘‘to provide strong support 

for the realization of the Chinese Dream of the renewal of the Chinese nation, and make positive 

contributions to human civilization and progress’’.65 

One major problem with the advancement of prestigious activities from a backward position 

is what R.P. Dore calls the ‘dilemma of pride and pupillage’.66 If one wants to overcome 

backwardness in the pursuit of a more prestigious status, tutoring or assistance is needed. These 

however, imply deference to another who is then recognised as more prestigious. In order to 

accept tutoring, pride must be swallowed by the learning party by admitting it lacks knowledge 

and capability. One way out of this ‘dilemma’ is to focus on self-reliance. The 2016 white paper 

on China’s space activities declares that China’s historical experiences have ‘‘opened up a path of 

self-reliance and independent innovation, and has created the spirit of China’s space industry.’’.67 

This does entail long development times and slower progress, although this course had not been 

entirely voluntary during the space program’s history. In a June 1960, towards the height of the 
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Sino-Soviet split, PLA Marshal Nie Rongzhen reports to Mao on technical assistance from the 

USSR: 

 

‘‘We need to adopt a new way of doing things in our future scientific and technological dealings 

with the Soviet Union. When the time comes to do so, we should inquire about and still request 

all assistance that is set out in agreement. But if the other side won’t give [us the assistance], we 

certainly won’t press [the issue]; we’ll just keep account. In the last few months, staff members of 

our office in the Soviet Union have repeatedly pressed their inquiries, encountering many rebuffs, 

leaving the impression that we are in a desperate situation without Soviet assistance and, in this 

way, making the other side even more cocky and more controlling. We have already told these 

comrades that they should only ask lightly and just forget it if assistance is not forthcoming.’’ 68  

 

While there was the clear influence of the escalating ideological conflict between the USSR and 

China, it wasn’t supposed to look as if China really needed the Soviet’s help. It seems that a 

combination between being a lack of assistance and a choice of pride over pupillage characterised 

the end of Sino-Soviet space cooperation. 

The progress of China’s human spaceflight program throughout the 1990s and 2000s is 

especially telling evidence for the importance Chinese leadership attaches to prestige and status. 

A first attempt at putting a taikonaut in space had been made with the 1971 project 714. Although 

even selection of potential astronauts was made, the alleged coup and death of Lin Biao at the end 

of the year combined with PLA leadership of the program sealed it fate. The current Chinese 

human spaceflight program is part of project 921 initiated in 1992, also known as the Shenzhou 

program. While manned space programs tend to receive staggering amounts of political support, 

as is the case in China, their usefulness is often doubted. Costs are usually ten times higher than 

for a similar mission executed by robots.69 National economic benefit of space stations is also 

difficult to disentangle from the standard effect of large government spending programs. If 

economy is the rationale, the state would certainly be better served by investing the same amount 

of funds in infrastructure or practical research. Military rationales are also dismissed, as both the 

US and USSR found no added military value in keeping astronauts/cosmonauts in space.70 Science 

does stand to gain from a human space program, yet the caveat of the economic rationale also 

applies here. If advancement of science is the goal, investing the same amount of funds in 

universities and research groups instead of rockets is far more efficient. The human spaceflight 

program is, however, very effective at increasing prestige. Internationally, China has become part 

of a group of major powers that only included the US and USSR/Russia. Membership of this 

exclusive group confers a status that unrivalled by any other achievement. China was able to 

marshal enormous economic resources, build rockets capable of exiting the Earth’s atmosphere, 

raise its national scientific capability to world class, and provide political support for over a 

decade. The space program and especially the human spaceflight aspect has certainly raised 
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China’s prestige within the world community, while it is still being classified as a developing state 

by e.g. the World Bank.71 

Prestige enhancing activities also has a domestic side, creating a sense of pride in the 

country’s achievements and its political leadership. The CCP is aware of both the international 

and domestic prestige benefits emerging from its space program. For example, commenting on the 

Chang’e-1 lunar orbiter launch in 2007, Premier Wen Jiabao remarked that it had ‘‘deep historical 

significance for raising our international standing and strengthening the force of our ethnic 

solidarity.’’.72 The vast and often mountainous periphery of the Chinese territory has been 

difficult to properly connect to the prosperous east. This has caused the minorities living in the 

peripheral Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang, Guangxi, Ningxia and Tibet autonomous regions to be is less 

contact with the central government in Beijing. As an alternative to expensive and expansive 

hard-wired communications, the space program facilitated satellite links to these areas.  

The CCP leadership has taken every opportunity to tie its image to that of the space program, 

especially the human spaceflight program. Presence at launch sites, statements and speeches 

linking the program to the party ideology, creation of a national ‘space day’ and using taikonauts 

in public relations has cemented this link.73 What must be noted, is that this outcome of 

enhancing the party’s prestige, if not legitimacy, is a side-effect. Enhancing CCP prestige can be 

conceivably be done in many ways, and human spaceflight is the most expensive and least secure 

option.74 So on the one hand, party prestige benefitting from the space program could not have 

been an important prestige rationale to induce China to start project 921. On the other hand, it 

could provide a prestige rationale for the continuation of the space program, even under future 

economic duress. The CCP has tied itself and the historic ‘renewal of the Chinese nation’ 

narrative to the space program, especially the human spaceflight component. Any and all failings 

in this program will therefore also been cast back onto the CCP, leading to potential ‘loss of face’ 

or reduction in party prestige. In fact, the human spaceflight program can be said to be a very 

public part of the CCP’s performance legitimacy. This idea that China’s ruling party is dependent 

on socio-economic performance as a justification for its rule was for a long time dominant and 

even connected to its earlier historical experiences.75 However, it is currently being debated as 

ideology and social justice are increasingly seen as main legitimisation forces by Chinese elites.76  

An interesting example of the role prestige play within the Chinese space program can be 

found in the earlier discussed Chang’e-4 mission to the far side of the moon. As it is the first 

lander on the far side, it is an both a civil/scientific and prestigious achievement. No other state 
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has yet landed on the far side of the moon, making almost all observations scientific treasure-

troves. At the same time, it shows that China is able to conquer uncharted territory when it 

comes to high technology and space technology in particular. This uniqueness increases the 

international prestige of the Chinese space program, and with it that of the Chinese state and 

communist party. 

As previously stated, the priority of rationales for a space program differ among states. A 

glimpse of the Chinese priorities can be extracted from the proposed landing site of the Chang’e-4 

lander. The site is located within the South Pole-Aitken (SPA) basin, a location of scientific 

interest for the formation of the moon and its geological development. While a suitable location, 

it has bene criticised by lunar scientist Dr. Paul D. Spudis for being a suboptimal landing zone for 

these scientific objectives.77 He suggests that a site only 250 km east of the intended landing site 

would be easier for landing and more scientifically interesting. It is of course possible that CNSA 

and its international partners had not considered Dr. Spudis’ arguments or disagree with them on 

scientific grounds.  

However, it is striking that the proposed precise landing zone within the SPA basin will be 

the Von Kármán crater. This crater is named after Hungarian-American aerospace engineer 

Theodore Von Kármán, who worked at Caltech from 1930 and founded the Jet Propulsion 

Laboratory (JPL) in 1944. The JPL was to become a crucial hub for space technology in the US. 

Von Kármán’s group was joined by Qian Xuesen in 1935. During the Second Red Scare in the 50’s, 

Qian was accused of being a communist and detained for several years. Only one year after he 

returned to China in 1955, Qian became the first director of the Fifth Academy of the Chinese 

National Defence Ministry.78 The establishment of this Fifth Academy in 1956 heralded the start 

of the Chinese missile and space program.79 Qian was crucial in the early development of the 

Chinese spaceflight and nuclear weapons programs, earning him the nickname ‘Father of Chinese 

Rocketry’.80 Out of all the geological features on the far side of the moon, the Chinese rover will 

most likely land in the crater named after the man whose protégé was the ‘Father of Chinese 

Rocketry’. As only a handful of geological features on the moon have names connected to China, 

and landing in one of them would emphasise the unique national achievement of this Chinese-led 

mission. Therefore, unless there are scientific arguments countering those of Dr. Spudis, CNSA 

has deliberately increased the mission risk in order to increase the symbolism of the achievement. 

Especially regarding the current scientifically suboptimal location with higher risk, the 

determination of the Chang’e-4 landing site should be seen as a fundamentally scientific, but 

ultimately prestige driven choice. 

The major role prestige plays as a rationale for the Chinese space program is also doubted. 

Kulacki and Lewis consider the rationale explained as prestige differently: 
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‘‘not so much ‘prestige’ as ‘keeping up with the Joneses.’ In particular, the cases of Sputnik and 

Reagan’s SDI speech demonstrate that fear of falling behind was a much more powerful 

motivation than a sense that the party might improve its standing by launching satellites and 

astronauts into space.’’  81  

 

It is certainly true that the fear of lagging behind fuelled space program rationales, especially 

during the Cold War space race. However, this is also a prestige rationale. After all, falling behind 

compared to a competitor leads to ‘loss of face’ and the perceived superiority of the competitor. 

Party standing might not directly improve due to a satellite launch, but that would be a domestic 

prestige rationale. Relative international status however, will clearly benefit if a loss of prestige 

due to falling behind is avoided. In order to prevent loss of face, China used to refrain from live 

broadcasting of its rocket launches. A tight control over the publicity surrounding the space 

program was, and still to some extend is, used to shape the narrative. Another sign of China’s 

sensitivity to loss of prestige is the pace of the space program. China has far less budget allocated 

to CNSA than the US has to NASA, its space program goals are always on a longer timescale than 

those of other agencies, and not too ambitious.82 When it comes to international prestige from its 

space program, China wants to rather be safe than sorry. 

International prestige is a crucial rationale for the Chinese space program. Civil weather and 

communication satellites have a unique benefit for China. All other goals pursued through the 

space program can arguably be better obtained by traditional investment methods; whether 

regarding science, stimulation of the economy or domestic prestige for the CCP. However, 

overcoming its ‘century of humiliation’, reasserting itself as a regional and world power and 

showing the advanced capabilities of China to the international community, are feats requiring 

international prestige that is uniquely well conferred by the space program. This prestige 

potential of space achievements had been demonstrated first by the USSR. By successfully 

launching Sputnik 1 in October 1957, four months before the US launch of Explorer I, the USSR 

had dealt the US prestige in scientific and technological affairs a serious blow. As seen from the 

US, this damaging victory for the prestige of communism could even repeat itself. Just two years 

after the launch of Sputnik 1, the CIA considered the risk of another communist country gaining 

a similar prestige and propaganda success: 

 

‘‘If successful in launching a satellite, the Communist Chinese would score a major propaganda 

coup, especially in Asia. There is no evidence that Communist China itself has such a capability; 

but, with considerable assistance from the USSR, the orbiting of a satellite from the Chinese 

mainland is a possibility’’ 83 

 

While the Chinese did receive assistance from the USSR, it was short-lived and limited in scope. 

This forced the Chinese to continue their space program efforts alone, something that slowed 

down their progress significantly. At the same time, the Chinese emphasise the remarkable 
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achievement of building a successful space program that even includes an elaborate human 

spaceflight component that is completely made in China. After all, cooperation leads only to 

shared prestige.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

US Policy Towards the Chinese Space Program and its Origins 

- 

‘‘Wind and Thunder are Stirring’’ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Space programs have a strong military aspect that extends to all its manifestations through 

the concept of dual-use. This makes true, integrated space cooperation between states an 

achievement rarely attained. Scientific experimentation and commercial launch services have 

been the main areas of international cooperation regarding space. The ISS is the grand example of 

the former, commercial satellite launch abroad the best example of the latter. Over the years, 

launching of satellites became a market for companies wanting to launch their own satellites and 

with the start of SpaceX and Blue Horizon, also a market for companies wanting to launch other 

party’s satellites.  

This is in contrast with the earlier stages of commercial space cooperation, when 

governments bought and sold each other parts of their technical knowledge or even equipment. 

In fact, in 1978 Deng Xiaoping decided that the domestic and educational merits of a 

communication satellite were so great, that one should be acquired by purchase rather than 

indigenous development.84 While Chinese development of a communications satellite was already 

underway, it was progressing to slow for Deng. By choosing to try purchasing a US satellite, Deng 

chose quick educational improvements over domestic and international prestige that could be 

gained from a domestically developed satellite. At the time of this consideration, China was 

negotiating with the Carter administration about a high-level delegation visit to normalize 

relations. The deal on the sale of the COMSAT ultimately fell through for unclear reasons, even 

though both parties were interested in the sale. The 1972 visit of president Nixon to China and his 

meetings with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai had set the stage for this improvement between the 

US and China. Ultimately capitalising on the 1960 Sino-Soviet split, the US sought to strategically 

balance against the USSR by forging closer ties with China. Interesting to note is that Science & 

Technology (S&T) cooperation already played a role in these first steps by Nixon, that prepared 

the way for the Carter-Deng relationship. Some forty possible scientific and technological projects 

were drafted by the US to showcase that meaningful cooperation would also follow the change in 

the political relationship.85 

With the official normalisation of relations on January 1, 1979 and the upgrading of the 

Beijing and Washington liaison offices to embassies, the actual S&T agreement followed.86 The 
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main text of the 1979 ‘Agreement Between the United States of America and the People's 

Republic of China on Cooperation in Science and Technology’ dealt with the beginning of 

scientific contact between the two countries, funding, intellectual property rights, and the 

establishment of the ‘US-PRC Joint Commission on Scientific and Technological Cooperation’. 

Already mentioned in article 2 of the agreement in a non-exhaustive list of areas for cooperation, 

was space. In fact, one of the three additional ‘understandings’ added to the agreement dealt 

specifically with space cooperation and was signed a month earlier. This understanding was the 

result of a meeting in Washington between Dr. Jen Hsin-min, Director of the Chinese Academy 

of Space Technology (CAST) and Dr. Robert A. Frosch, Administrator of NASA. It reflected the 

continues interest in close civil space cooperation, as well as the intended sale of a US COMSAT 

to China with the launch carried out by NASA: 

 

‘‘This understanding includes: 1. Cooperation in the development of the civil broadcasting 

and communications system of the PRC. The PRC intends, under suitable conditions, to purchase 

a U.S. satellite broadcasting and communications system, including the associated ground 

receiving and distribution equipment.’’ 87 

 

Additionally, the agreement referenced the intended purchase by China of a US ground 

station that could receive information for the US’s Earth resource satellite Landsat. Further 

cooperation on peaceful use of space was also envisioned: 

 

‘‘It was also agreed that, through further discussions and correspondence, both sides would 

develop the details of the understanding described above and consider other fields of civil space 

cooperation which could be of mutual interest and benefit.’’ 88 

 

Apart from the single Landsat station, the cooperation on a government level would not 

further materialize for a while. Instead, China focussed on joining the international launch 

market with their Chang Zheng launchers. The China Great Wall Industry Corporation (CGWIC) 

was founded in 1980 to engage in these commercial space activities. Although their prices were 

very competitive, quotas on satellites that could be launched by China combined with an opaque 

track record of their rockets led to fewer costumers than expected.89 Three export licences were 

granted in 1988 by the Reagan administration for the launch of US commercial satellites by 

China, yet this good start would not last. In the beginning of June 1989, the Chinese leadership 

ordered a violent military crack-down on protestors at Tiananmen square. This was a critical 

turning point in Sino-US relation, which after Nixon’s visit in 1972 had mostly been improving. 

The US reacted with the imposition of harsh economic sanctions and a general arms embargo on 

China. Part of these sanctions was the prohibition and discontinuation of commercial satellite 

export licences; the three granted under Reagan were still underway and their progress therefore 

stalled. Important to note is that here the curtailing of space cooperation was used as an economic 
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pressure method, linked to human rights concerns. The satellites were eventually still launched, 

as Congress allowed president Bush Sr. to twice waive the sanctions on condition of Chinese 

human rights progress or reasons of ‘national interest’.90 With the arms embargo and economic 

space-related 1990 ‘Tiananmen square sanctions’ against China, the tone for Sino-US cooperation 

on space was set for the decades ahead. 

 

 

1. RESTRICTIVE REGULATION 

Several US domestic laws controlling satellite export contributed to a severe restriction on space 

cooperation between the US and China. Central legislation in this regard on the military side is 

the 1976 International Traffic in Arms Regulation (ITAR), controlling items on the United States 

Munitions List (USML) and the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR) annex. On the 

commercial side, the 1976 Arms Export Control Act (AECA) controls less sensitive items that are 

still considered dual-use. By making this distinction, arms industry in the US is allowed to export 

certain items under Department of Commerce’s AECA Commerce Control List (CCL) to most 

countries without the specific licencing needed under the State Department’s ITAR. Almost all 

missile technology and advanced or military space technology falls under the ITAR, while less 

advanced civil end-use satellites have been switched between ITAR and AECA over the years.91 

Before 1992, all satellite technology was on subject to the ITAR which has such strict 

requirements for export licences that even export to NATO allies is difficult. Additionally, the 

Tiananmen square sanctions prohibited any exports of ITAR restricted items to China. Change 

came under the Bush sr. administration, when it in 1992 decided that communications satellites 

would fall under the AECA.92 The Department of Commerce regulations made it considerably 

easier for manufacturers to export COMSATs, although some were subject to the stricter CCL 

‘series 600’ regulation. Meanwhile, satellite technology and manufacturing details remained under 

the ITAR, creating an ambiguous situation. In 1996, president Clinton first moved satellite 

licencing jurisdiction from the State Department to Commerce, followed later by all COMSAT 

export jurisdiction.93 US satellite manufacturers were prohibited by Tiananmen square sanctions 

from exporting to China at first, but reclassification to the Department of Commerce’s CCL gave 

more opportunities during the 1990’s. 

The progress on tentative relaxation of a part of the regulation on the space industry’s export 

to China was undone by a key event in Sino-US space relations: the public 1999 ‘Cox report’. A 

House Select Committee on U.S. National Security and Military/Commercial Concerns with the 

People's Republic of China (‘Cox Committee’) was created in 1998. Initially, it had been set up 

with the aim of investigating ‘possible impeachable offenses in the Clinton Administration's 
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policy of encouraging commercial exports to China’.94 The main allegation was that Clinton’s 1996 

COMSAT export relaxation was bought by a donation from Chinese officials to his campaign.95 

Additionally, the Hughes Space and Communications International and Space Systems Loral 

incidents fuelled the support for the creation of the Cox Committee. These two US satellite 

companies had arranged for satellites launches on Chinese rockets, that both failed. In the 

subsequent technical investigation by the companies, documents were handed over to the 

Chinese rocket manufacturers that allegedly allowed them to improve their rockets; something 

strictly prohibited under the ITAR. However, during its hearings, the Cox committee drifted 

towards a consideration of all military, space and nuclear technology transferred to, or stolen by 

China from the US in almost two decades. The report also includes an elaborate discussion of the 

historic development of China’s rockets and missiles, targeting distances to various Western cities 

and presumptions on the development aims. It’s final public allegations were in fact mostly 

related to the progress China allegedly was able to make from stolen US nuclear and missile 

technology.96 

The Cox report is quite widely criticised, both for its accuracy and its tone. It ignores in what 

has even been called an ‘ahistorical’ fashion the close military and intelligence cooperation during 

the late 1980’s. Back then, China was still a major Cold War asset in the strategic balancing 

against the USSR. In 1987, for example, advanced torpedoes, navy engines and aircraft 

improvements were sold to the Chinese.97 More importantly, the US intelligence community 

seemed to disagree with the strident allegations towards China. This is seen in an assessment from 

the Director of Central Intelligence, released shortly after the Cox report. The working group of 

the assessment involved all relevant security and defence departments and agencies, as well as a 

group of weapon experts. In the public release of their assessment, they remarked on the plurality 

of China’s technology sources, and the extent of visible improvement of Chinese forces: 

 

‘‘China's technical advances have been made on the basis of classified and unclassified 

information derived from espionage, contact with US and other countries' scientists, conferences 

and publications, unauthorized media disclosures, declassified US weapons information, and 

Chinese indigenous development. The relative contribution of each cannot be determined. […] 

To date, the aggressive Chinese collection effort has not resulted in any apparent modernization 

of their deployed strategic force or any new nuclear weapons deployment.’’ 98 
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While the accuracy of the historic and contemporary assessments in the 1999 Cox report are 

contested, its tone is clearly in line with the ‘China threat theory’ discussed later. 

Due to the Hughes and Loral incident, the Clinton donation allegations and especially the 

classified Cox report’s alarming allegations, the commercial satellite export licencing authority 

was returned to the state department. This return to stricter export regulations under the ITAR 

became law in section 1513 of the ‘Strom Thurmond National Defense Authorization Act for 

Fiscal Year 1999’ (P.L. 105-261 or Strom Thurmond NDAA).99 Because products containing ITAR 

regulated items are barred from transfer to third parties, attempts at ‘ITAR-free’ satellites were 

made by foreign companies. Mostly due to the return to the strict ITAR, the share of worldwide 

satellite manufacturing by the US dropped almost 25% from 1997 to 2007.100  

Aside from the back-and-forth on satellite export licencing authority, 1999 was significant 

for the new restrictions placed specifically on China regarding space technology. In the ‘Omnibus 

Consolidated and Emergency Supplemental Appropriations Act, 1999’ (P.L. 105-277), the 

following provision was included for the first time: 

 

‘‘Provided further, That no funds may be obligated or expended for processing licenses for the 

export of satellites of United States origin (including commercial satellites and satellite 

components) to the People’s Republic of China, unless, at least 15 days in advance, the 

Committees on Appropriations of the House and the Senate and other appropriate Committees of 

the Congress are notified of such proposed action.’’ 101 

 

In similar language, the restriction continues to this day as section 7043.(d).(1) in the 

‘Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2018’ (P.L. 115-141).102 This provision inserts Congressional 

oversight in the export licencing of satellites, increasing the obstacles for successful export to 

China on top of the reinstated ITAR restrictions. 

The Strom Thurmond NDAA also targets the possibility of missile technology transfer to 

China. Section 1512 requires the president to certify AECA controlled missile technology export 

15 days in advance. The certification must show that (1) the export is not detrimental to the US 

space launch industry, and (2) the export will not directly or indirectly improve the Chinese 

missile or space launch capabilities.103 Although understandable from a national security 

perspective, section 1512 seems redundant as it would be very unlikely that any US 

administration would engage in advanced missile exports to China. Still, it is another example of 

increased Congressional influence on the export policy and space cooperation regarding China of 

any US administration.  

The restrictions placed on the sharing or export of items subject to ITAR – which 

encompasses all items produced by NASA – combined with the political climate meant even less 
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prospects of possible NASA-CNSA cooperation. During a 2008 hearing of the House 

Subcommittee on Research and Science Education concerning international science and 

technology cooperation, Michael O’Brien, assistant administrator for external relations of NASA 

testified to these obstacles: 

 

‘‘In other cases, NASA clearly recognizes that as we explore opportunities for cooperation with 

non-traditional partners such as India, Korea, Ukraine, China and others, enhanced interagency 

and Congressional coordination will be required to ensure that broader U.S. Government interests 

and any potential legal restrictions are carefully addressed.’’ 104 

 

In 2006, a Congressional report on ‘United States - China Science and Technology Cooperation’, 

under the 1979 Carter-Deng S&T Agreement identified only one single NASA cooperation 

agreement with China. The project’s subject was plate tectonics and geodynamics, starting in 1992 

and being extended for five years in 2005 after which it has stopped. No funds were exchanged, 

only limited project-specific activities were allowed.105 Both because of the Congressional pressure 

causing the hesitation of NASA’s top officials and the fact that there was only one small 

cooperation project initiated between NASA and Chinese scientists justifies the 2006 

Congressional report’s characterisation of the cooperation as ‘extremely limited’. 

The situation regarding commercial space exports changed again in 2013, making a turn 

towards relaxation of regulations for the first time since 1999. US satellite manufacturing and the 

US’s share in the commercial space industry had dropped dramatically through a combination of 

factors, but mostly due to the application of the very restrictive ITAR to all satellite technology. 

President Obama requested a broad review of the US export control regime in 2009, leading to the 

2012 joint Department of Defence and Department of State (DoD-DoS) space export control 

review. This review found that the US has the most restrictive export controls in place when 

compared to other countries, while there was technology on the USML that had become less 

sensitive over time, partially due to the increase in capability and knowledge of other states. 

NATO allies and close partners were found to be subject to unnecessarily strict regulations as 

well.106 The report’s recommendations were implemented in section 1261, called the ‘Smith 

amendment’, in the ‘National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2013’ (P.L. 112-239).107 

This section provides for the reclassification of less sensitive satellites from the USML to the CCL 

and the return of presidential authority over export control classification which was removed in 

the 1999 Strom Thurmond NDAA. 

While overall significantly relaxing restrictions on satellite technology export, China was 

specifically and completely excluded from this change. Under section 1261.(c), the reclassified 

satellites are barred from being ‘‘exported, re-exported, or transferred, directly or indirectly’’  to 
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China (as well as North Korea and state sponsors of terrorism).108 This prohibition also extends to 

launch services in any way connected to China. Still, Congress also inserted the option of a 

presidential waiver for this prohibition, if the president determines that it is in the national 

interest of the US and notifies Congress. These same requirements are also imposed on the 

reclassification of satellite technology from the USML to the CLL under 1261.(a). The main 

differences lies in that paragraph (a) allows for permanent reclassification, while paragraph (c) 

requires a case-by-case analysis and notification of Congress.109 Through the mechanism of section 

1261.(c), Congress ensured its oversight for all satellite related issues regarding China and created 

an additional barrier that had to be overcome every single time. 

Just as 1999 was a milestone for limiting Sino-US commercial space engagement due to 

effects of the Cox report, so 2011 was a milestone for limiting broader Sino-US space cooperation. 

The provisions included in the ‘Department of Defense and Full-Year Continuing Appropriations 

Act, 2011’ (P.L. 112-10) prohibit all cooperation of NASA and the White House’s Office of 

Science and Technology Policy (OSTP) with Chinese governmental entities.110 It also specifically 

prohibits all cooperation with Chinese-owned companies, a rule stemming from the increasingly 

broad global commercial space sector and the strong governmental and PLA ties of many Chinese 

companies. While commercial satellite launch and technology sale was already restricted, more 

and more companies also provide other space related services and products that do not fall under 

the Strom Thurmond NDAA provisions. In full, the prohibitive section 1340 of P.L. 112-10 reads: 

 

‘‘Sec. 1340. (a) None of the funds made available by this division may be used for the National 

Aeronautics and Space Administration or the Office of Science and Technology Policy to develop, 

design, plan, promulgate, implement, or execute a bilateral policy, program, order, or contract of 

any kind to participate, collaborate, or coordinate bilaterally in any way with China or any 

Chinese-owned company unless such activities are specifically authorized by a law enacted after 

the date of enactment of this division. 

    (b) The limitation in subsection (a) shall also apply to any funds used to effectuate the 

hosting of official Chinese visitors at facilities belonging to or utilized by the National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration.’’ 111 

 

The provision was introduced by House representative Frank Wolf of Virginia, the chairman of 

the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies 

which controls the NASA budget. Because of this, it is also referred to as the ‘Wolf amendment’. 

This Congressional ‘power of the purse’ places limitations on the policy of the executive branch. 

By taking away any means of funding, Congress effectively shut down Sino-US space cooperation 

completely with the 2011 appropriations act. 

During 2013, it seemed that there would be positive developments regarding the 

Congressional ban on space cooperation. First, in March, the ‘Consolidated and Further 
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Continuing Appropriations Act, 2013’ (P.L. 113-6) was passed.112 Although it included the same 

Wolf amendment language (now section 535), it also introduced an exception to the 

comprehensive prohibition. Under subsections (c) and (d), an exception was made for projects for 

which (1) NASA or OSTP could certify that there would be no technology or information transfer 

to China and (2) there would be no involvement of officials implicated in human rights 

violations.113 This certification should be to the Congressional appropriations committees and also 

include an elaborate overview of the project. While theoretically providing an option for 

cooperation, these requirements are still very strict and their fulfilment hard to prove 

conclusively. Second, in December 2013, Frank Wolf announced his upcoming retirement in 

January 2015, meaning that there would be a new subcommittee chair in the 114th Congress. 

Hope was expressed that this would be the end of the ban on cooperation introduced by him.114 

However, under the new chairman John Culberson of Texas, the ban continued.115 In the 

corresponding section 530 of the ‘Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2017’ (P.L. 115-31), FBI 

consultation was even added to the possibility of exemption from the ban detailed in subsections 

(c) and (d).116 Despite the retirement of Frank Wolf, the comprehensive ban on Sino-US 

cooperation continues to this day in the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2018 (P.L. 115-141).117  

The introduction of the ban on space cooperation in 2011 was prompted by the Obama 

administration’s decision to explore possible cooperation with China on space-related subjects. 

The first clear sign came in the China-US Joint Statement issued during president Obama’s visit to 

China in November 2009: 

 

‘‘China and the United States look forward to expanding discussions on space science cooperation 

and starting a dialogue on human space flight and space exploration, based on the principles of 

transparency, reciprocity and mutual benefit.’’ 118 

 

This contact resulted in NASA administrator Charles Bolden visiting China in October 2010, 

hosted by CNSA. He remarked that: 

 

‘‘Although my visit did not include consideration of any specific proposals for future cooperation, 

I believe that my delegation's visit to China increased mutual understanding on the issue of 
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human spaceflight and space exploration, which can form the basis for further dialogue and 

cooperation in a manner that is consistent with the national interests of both of our countries.’’ 119 

 

The visit drew strong criticism from three members of Congress in particular: Frank Wolf, John 

Culberson and Dana Rohrabacher. Just one day before the departure of Bolden, a letter was sent 

to him by these Congressmen requesting a full briefing on the travel itinerary, official contacts, 

topics that were discussed and agreements reached. No such briefing was held after the visit.  

The letter called Chinese intentions in space ‘questionable at best’, and opened with: ‘‘As you 

know, we have serious concerns about the nature and goals of China’s space program and strongly 

oppose any cooperation between NASA and China.’’ .120 In addition to the briefing, the 

Congressmen asked for personal assurance that there would be no discussions on human space 

flight cooperation. Frank Wolf’s own letter to Bolden sent earlier on the October 5th, was even 

more strongly worded and equally specific: ‘‘It should go without saying that NASA has no 

business cooperating with the Chinese regime on human spaceflight’’.121 

The criticism expressed by the three Congressmen, likely contributed to the change in tone 

of White House statements on space cooperation with China. Just a few months after Bolden’s 

visit, the January 2011 US-China Joint Statement signed during president Hu Jintao’s visit to 

Washington, read: 

 

‘‘The United States and China agreed to take specific actions to deepen dialogue and exchanges in 

the field of space. The United States invited a Chinese delegation to visit NASA headquarters and 

other appropriate NASA facilities in 2011 to reciprocate for the productive visit of the U.S. NASA 

Administrator to China in 2010. The two sides agreed to continue discussions on opportunities for 

practical future cooperation in the space arena, based on principles of transparency, reciprocity, 

and mutual benefit.’’ 122 

 

Noticeable here is that the specific mentioning of space science, exploration and most importantly 

human space flight have been removed, compared to the November 2009 Joint Statement. Seen as 

how human space flight was also the main focus in the Congressional criticism, it is likely that the 

White House was influenced in the wording of the Joint Statement by the pressure of the 

Congressmen. Still, this change in language was not enough to prevent the Wolf amendment from 

being included in 2011 appropriations act, which passed the House and Senate on April 14th 

2011.123 However, another change is that the January 2011 Joint Statement calls for ‘specific 

actions’ not only on deepening dialogue, but also on ‘exchanges in the field of space’. The 

changing White House language could have been a way to circumvent the Congressional criticism 

and still signal the Obama administration’s to increase space cooperation to China. 
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The continuation of the Obama administration’s space cooperation talks with China lead the 

OSTP into a legal battle against the limitations of the Wolf Amendment. In 2009, Hu Jintao and 

Barack Obama announced the U.S.–China Strategic and Economic Dialogue (S&ED), a high-level 

bilateral platform. During the second round of meetings, John Holdren was already participating 

as the OSTP Director. However, his participation during the third round of meetings on May 9 

and 10, 2011 was decried by Frank Wolf. As the Wolf Amendment had just become law less than 

a month ago, his attendance meant that OSTP funds were being used to facilitate a bilateral 

conversation with Chinese officials and were therefore against the law. The Government 

Accountability Office (GAO) agreed with Wolf’s claim, stating that OSTP had violated the 

Antideficiency Act prohibiting entities from spending more than appropriated by Congress.124 

However, as Holden reported to president Obama later that year, the Department of Justice’s 

(DoJ) Office of Legal Counsel had issued an informal opinion before the meetings in May stating 

that the Wolf Amendment was at least partially unconstitutional.125 As the OSTP is part of the 

executive office of the president, when its officials engage in diplomatic contact they do so 

through the exclusive power of the president to conduct diplomacy. This makes the Wolf 

Amendment’s restriction of OSTP activities unconstitutional according to the formal opinion of 

the DoJ, which is binding on executive branch agencies.  

The precedent set by the OSTP’s successful challenge of the Wolf Amendment may be used 

to also challenge the restrictions on NASA. While the OSPT is an agency of the executive office of 

the president, NASA is an independent agency within the executive branch. The special position 

of the OSTP within the executive branch is noted in the DoJ opinion, yet not cited as a reason for 

the dismissal of the Wolf Amendment restrictions as unconstitutional. Rather, the opinion states 

more broadly:  

 

‘‘To the extent that funding conditions such as those set out in section 1340(a) bar the President 

from conducting international diplomacy through his chosen agents, they unconstitutionally 

interfere with the President’s foreign affairs powers and may be disregarded by Executive Branch 

agencies.’’ 126 

 

As NASA is an executive branch agency, albeit not part of the president’s executive office, NASA 

officials can be chosen agents in foreign diplomacy pursued by the president. This means that 

such a NASA activity, for example in science cooperation with Chinese officials, would also 

receive a similar DoJ opinion that the Wolf Amendment may be disregarded. While such a 

challenge of the restrictions by NASA has not taken place yet, the broad exemptions provided by 

the 2011 DoJ opinion indicate that it would likely be successful. If the Wolf Amendment will be 

found unconstitutional, that would be the first step towards creating real opportunities for 

increased engagement and cooperation between the US and China in space. 
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2. CHINA THREAT THEORY AND US ACTORS 

The so-called ‘China threat theory’ has been a central driving force for the development of the US 

exclusionist policy towards the Chinese space program. It interprets the resurgence of China on 

the world stage as that of an inherently revisionist power and diametrically opposed to the US and 

its interests, with no escape from conflict possible. Advocates argue that China wants to spread its 

communist ideology, rebuild its military to threaten the regional stability and use its economic 

power to place others in a stranglehold. These concerns are also connected to human rights 

advocacy and support for both Tibet and democratic Taiwan by the advocates, often by 

attempting to link these issues to unrelated military or economic negotiations. Accordingly, those 

looking for engagement and cooperation are seen as willingly compromising US security, national 

interests and core values for personal or political gain.127 The influence of this perception of China 

in US politics can be traced through the most important developments of the US exclusionist 

policy vis-à-vis the space program and its advocates. 

The China threat theory is central to the Cox report’s tone and way in which it disseminates 

Chinese military developments. This tone of aversion to and concomitant fear of China and its 

political functioning can already be seen in  the first chapter of the first volume of the Cox report. 

The authors displayed a full-page photograph of the CCP leadership with the state seal and red 

flags behind them, with the overlaying text: ‘‘The CCP’s main aim for the civilian economy is to 

support the building of modern military weapons and to support the aims of the PLA.’’ (Figure 

1.).128 This is an odd statement as China had just reduced its defence spending from 2,5% of GDP 

in 1992 to 1,7% during 1995-1998 and 1,9% in 1999. At the same time, the US defence spending 

was at an all-time low of ‘only’ 2,9% of GDP after a 4,6% peak in 1992.129 While this is just an 

example, Cox report places emphasis on two central aspects of the Chinese space program in 

between elaborate technical assessments and a wide range of speculation about future 

developments: the combined military-civil roots of the space program and the nature of dual-use 

technology. ‘‘Since their origin, the PRC missile and space programs have been tied together. The 

PRC can apply the same system refinements and modifications to both its rockets and ICBMs.’’ 130 

All national economies are partially used to support the military, all major space programs have 

military origins and almost all space technology is dual use. Still, the Cox report presents this 

general information as though these are special characteristics of China, or applicable to China to 

a radical extent compared to other states. Just the first of its three unclassified volumes 

encompasses more than 200 pages detailing the (perceived) threat emanating from China. In 

comparison, the Senate select committee on intelligence publicly published only three pages on 

the investigation of similar scope of the same topics in its 1999 special report 106-3 (the ‘Shelby 

Report’). Its language is far more neutral towards Chinese intentions other than the acquisition of 
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US technology, and more condemning of failures in US oversight.131 While academics have 

strongly disputed the factual accuracy of the Cox report, Joseph Cirincione, a nuclear weapons 

policy and conflict resolution expert even went so far as to say that it is not a Congressional 

report, but a propaganda piece.132 The Cox report frequently connects technological development 

to a presumed strategic goal that China would be able to accomplish with the new technology. 

This includes regional destabilisation, targeting of Western cities with a ‘city-busting’ strategy, 

and the often stressed forceful reclaiming of Taiwan. Also, president Clinton’s liberalisation of 

space technology export regulations is criticised as endangering the fundamental security interest 

of the US. The tone of the Cox report therefore falls in line with the language and rhetoric used 

by the China threat theorists. 

 

 
Figure 2: The Cox report’s take on the CCP in 1999.133  
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After the 1999 Cox report, a handful of actors could be identified that have strongly advocated for 

the cessation of all US space cooperation with China, and succeeded to a large extent. These are 

House representatives Frank Wolf (R-VA), John Culberson (R-TX), Dana Rohrabacher (R-CA), 

Lamar Smith (R-TX), Brain Babin (R-TX) and Richard Fisher from the thinktank ‘International 

Assessment and Strategy Center’. These house representatives have been members and chairmen 

on several House committees critical for the direction of Sino-US space cooperation. Their 

influence on the Congressional debate can be traced throughout several hearings, Congressional 

reports and public comments, all of which are contain language of China threat theory 

proponents. Another influential actor is Richard Fisher, B.A., who has been invited numerous 

times to take part in Congressional hearings and reports by these representatives. While several 

non-partisan think tank members and technical experts have also taken part in these, the 

recurring participation of Fisher and his extremely suspicious stance towards China represents the 

extent to which China threat views are accepted in Congress. On top of this, the Congressmen 

have accepted each other’s testimony on the subject in hearings of their own (sub)committee. The 

crucial positions this small group of Congressmen hold, combined with their support of each 

other and selection of witnesses, have multiplied the influence of China threat theory on the 

Congressional debate.  

House representative Frank Wolf has by far had the strongest Congressional influence on 

Sino-US space cooperation, motivated by his view on China. As a 10 (non-consecutive) year 

chairman of the Appropriations subcommittee he has used his control over both NASA’s and 

OSTP’s budgets to make his mark.134 Through his 2011 Wolf Amendment, all options for NASA 

and OSTP to engage with Chinese counterparts were effectively shut down, although contested 

for OSTP.135 Still, the ban has persisted over the years and reduced effective space cooperation to 

some small scientific information sharing activities. These are only permitted because they are 

part of a multilateral effort not subject to the Wolf Amendment’s bilateral restrictions. 

Repeatedly, Frank Wolf has stated his motivations for prohibiting bilateral cooperation via NASA 

and OSTP. These motivations boil down to two central points. First, he sees the Chinese 

government as major human rights violators and warmongers, presenting a critical threat to US 

values and interests. He is quoted by Science in 2011 as saying: ‘‘And frankly, it boils down to a 

moral issue. ... Would you have a bilateral program with Stalin?’’ .136 Just after the public release of 

the redacted version of the Cox report, Wolf compared trade with China to trade with Nazi 

Germany. During the same discussion, he also called China ‘the evil empire’, a phrase used by 

president Reagan to describe the USSR during the Cold War.137 This depiction of the 

contemporary Chinese government as a fundamentally and completely evil entity and making 

comparisons with the most brutal and lethal regimes of human history is typical for proponents of 

the China threat theory. The condemnation is so absolute, that it also leaves no room for any 

cooperation or even minor engagement. Every Chinese action is malevolent, every Chinese entity 
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state-controlled and suspect. During his years in Congress, Frank Wolf has also cosponsored 

several unsuccessful resolutions condemning China’s human rights handling and supporting a full 

UN membership for Taiwan.138 Wolf even stated that thinking of NGO’s being able to work 

independently of the Chinese government is ‘‘really naïve’’, while these organisations are 

paramount importance in human rights advocacy.139  

The second motivation for Wolf’s opposition is the suspicion that the Chinese stood to gain 

massively from cooperation, combined with their aggressive espionage activities, while the 

reverse is considered not true. These gains would then allow China to further its military and 

economic progress, with the goal of overcoming the US. Any cooperation is one-sided in his view: 

‘‘We don't want to give them the opportunity to take advantage of our technology, and we have 

nothing to gain from dealing with them’’ .140 While at the same time, Chinese assertiveness in 

espionage is clear: ‘‘You name the company, and the Chinese are trying to get its secrets.’’.141 

These comments also fit squarely into the China threat theory, where there is very little nuance 

and all engagement is seen as harmful to US interests. Representative Wolf has also acted several 

times on the fear for technology transfer through either cooperation or through espionage. He 

pressed the FBI for continued investigation into a possible ITAR violation, which he claimed was 

condoned by the leadership of NASA’s Ames research centre.142 After an anonymous tip he 

instructed NASA to start a sweeping security review, that while being highly disruptive, found no 

breeches.143 Additionally, he testified before the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on 

Oversight and Investigations in 2011 during a hearing entitled: ‘‘Efforts to transfer America’s 

leading edge science to China’’.144 This hearing was presided over by Dana Rohrabacher, another 

House representative whose role will be discussed shortly. In the end, both the concern for 

human rights and fear of technology transfer have been written into the Wolf Amendment 

during Frank Wolf’s chairmanship.  

Representative John Culberson took over the chairmanship of the House Appropriations 

Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies in 2015, after Frank Wolf’s 

retirement, continuing in the same vein. After taking over, he commented on the Wolf 

Amendment and its motivations: 
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‘‘China’s Space program is owned and controlled entirely by the People’s Liberation Army and the 

Chinese government have proven to be the world’s most aggressive in cyber espionage. I intend to 

vigorously enforce the longstanding prohibitions designed to protect America’s space program.’’ 
145 

 

These words mirror those of Frank Wolf, both in focus and severity. Not surprising perhaps, as he 

had also called Wolf a ‘‘hero of mine’’.146 In 2015, the Chinese official news agency Xinhua used 

part of Culberson’s comments to contrast the more optimistic view of Charles Bolden (the then 

NASA administrator) regarding space cooperation with China.147 While no qualifiers were used or 

judgement was expressed, it shows that the Chinese are acutely aware of this kind of 

Congressional sentiment. Also long before his chairmanship, Culberson already used clear China 

threat language when discussing scientific cooperation at a science luncheon in Houston: 

 

‘‘A concern that I continue to see is that a lot of those scientists from communist China, my 

impression is, and correct me if I am wrong, come here and learn as much as they can, and then 

leave. And I’m not really all that much into helping the communists figure out how to better 

target their intercontinental ballistic missles at the United States. They basically steal our 

technology for military applications. And they are red China, let’s not forget.’’ [sic] 148  

 

Culberson’s taking over the chairmanship has ensured that Frank Wolf’s legacy of distrust and 

aversion towards China continues in the House Appropriations subcommittee even after Wolf’s 

retirement. 

Representative Dana Rohrabacher has similar concerns about China and used his positions in 

two House committees to portray engagement with China as dangerous and exert pressure on US 

officials to reduce cooperation. His own campaign website claims that because of his efforts, the 

Cox report provided recommendations to prevent technology transfer to China. This conviction 

became apparent again in 2012, when he wrote to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to prevent 

the granting of an export licence for a commercial satellite transaction.149 Rohrabacher’s devotion 

to space is can be seen in his 28 year service on the subcommittee on space of the House 

Committee on  Science, Space, and Technology, and from his chairmanship of this subcommittee 
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from 1997 to 2005.150 He also raised the issue of China and space in his role as chairman of the 

House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigation, when he presided over a 

hearing entitled ‘‘Efforts to Transfer America's Leading Edge Science to China’’  in November 

2011. The hearing’s main purpose was to investigate and criticise the visits of NASA administrator 

Bolden and OSTP director Holdren to China, in the context of the Wolf Amendment 

prohibitions. His opening statement set the tone: 

 

‘‘When personnel from either of these organizations travel to the People’s Republic of China, 

collaborate on projects, share data or attend conferences, yes, there is ample reason for concern. 

The transfer of technology know-how is a serious national security problem. The Chinese 

communist party is aggressively using its military, economic and political power to extend its 

influence and diminish ours. Its government is the world’s single largest human rights abuser,’’ 151 

 

Clearly, representative Rohrabacher employs China threat language by continuously referring to 

China as ‘red’ or ‘communist’ and a flagrant violator of human rights, and proceeds to use these 

qualifications to oppose any and all cooperation or engagement in the area of space. 

Representative Lamar Smith has been highly critical of China as well, with focus on the 

transfer of technology and knowledge from the US to China via various -mostly illicit- ways. In 

2011 he became the vice-chairman of the subcommittee on space, and in 2013 the chairman of 

the full committee on science, space, and technology.152 It is in this capacity that he jointly wrote 

a letter with Frank Wolf, pressing the FBI director to investigate NASA for possible deliberate 

technology transfer to China.153 During Babin’s hearing ‘Are we losing the space race to China?’, 

Smith referred to China’s ASAT tests and China’s ‘‘blatant disregard for international rule of law’’ 

in the South China Sea, rhetorically asking if this conduct would extend into outer space.154 His 

strong suspicion and condemnation of perceived Chinese actions also became apparent in the 

April 11, 2018 hearing of his committee entitled: ‘Scholars or Spies: Foreign Plots Targeting 

America’s Research and Development’.155 His statement leaves little to the imagination regarding 

his opinion on possibilities for even purely scientific cooperation:  

 

‘‘The Chinese government has been very clear about its long range plans for achieving global 

domination in critical areas of science and technology. China, however, has been less forthright 

about its methods, which include theft of confidential information and technological secrets from 
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U.S. companies, cyber-attacks and other forms of spying to undermine our national security and 

putting sleeper agents at our research universities to steal our scientific breakthroughs.’’.156 

 

Calling China’s strategic goal ‘domination’ and asserting the existence of university ‘sleeper 

agents’ fits in with the China threat theory, although it is less rooted in notions of human rights 

and opposition to communism prevalent in the traditional China threat language. 

Representative Brian Babin is a successor of Dana Rohrabacher as chairman of the Science 

Subcommittee on Space since 2015, returning the anti-China focus to the subcommittee’s agenda. 

Exemplary is the September 2016 hearing he presided over, entitled ‘‘Are We Losing the Space 

Race to China?’’.157 Curiously, in his opening remarks, Babin already called into question the 

existence of a space race with China or even space competition with China.158 This hearing was 

less concerned with technology transfer and far more with the strategic initiative and leadership 

the US was possibly or supposedly losing to China. It considered the role of other space-faring 

states, who have a choice in cooperating with the US, China, or both. By letting China get the 

upper hand in international space cooperation the US would also conceivably lose influence and, 

according to Babin, also soft power. In his opening statement, representative Babin put is as 

follows: 

 

 ‘‘If we do not lead, we will not set the terms and condition for those who follow. When the U.S. 

explores and embarks on adventures of discovery, we take with us our ideologies and principles. I, 

for one, want to ensure that space becomes a domain of freedom and liberty, not autocracy and 

oppression. If we do not lead, we will weaken our partnerships. I want countries to embark with 

us into the cosmos, rather than team with China as a last resort.’’ 159 

 

While Babin does criticise China for being oppressive, he does not use human rights as a reason to 

oppose all engagement and cooperation, instead giving Chinese provocation regarding ASAT tests 

and the South China Sea as reason for being hesitant about cooperation. By tying cooperation in 

space to a larger strategic narrative instead of human rights conditions, cooperation becomes an 

option, although not a likely one. This is reflected towards the end of this opening statement: 

 

‘‘Furthermore, we should ensure that any U.S. cooperation with China in space is mutually 

beneficial, appreciates the risk of technology exploitation, and fits into a larger strategic 

perspective that recognizes Chinese provocation.’’ 160 

 

This one sentence, combined with omitting ‘red’ or ‘communist’ as standard prefix when referring 

to China, strongly indicate that Babin represents a new direction of attitude towards China in the 
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subcommittee relevant for space cooperation. In the hearing and in other statements of 

representative Babin, it appears that while he is quite cautious when it comes to China, he is not a 

proponent of the China threat theory.  

Many witnesses participate in Congressional hearings related to China’s space program, 

amongst which Richard Fisher stands out in his use of China threat language. He is a senior fellow 

at the International Assessment and Strategy Center, which is noted for its pro-Taiwan views. 

Fisher himself also advocated the transfer of offensive US military material to Taiwan, in direct 

contradiction to longstanding Sino-US management of the US-Taiwan and cross-strait relations.161 

On the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, a strategic dialogue platform of China, Russia, India 

and central Asian states, Fisher commented during a House hearing: ‘‘The SCO Charter opposes 

‘extremism,’ a code word for democracy’’, indicating his deep suspicion of Chinese motives.162 

Particularly regarding possible cooperation on areas related to the military and space, Fishers 

aversion to cooperation and fear of Chinese intentions is clear. The legacy of this conviction can 

be traced back to his position as senior analyst for the Cox Report committee.163 During the 

‘‘Efforts to transfer America’s leading edge science to China’’ hearing presided over by Dana 

Rohrabacher, he submitted a lengthy written testimony containing the following regarding Sino-

US space cooperation: 

 

‘‘It is highly questionable whether the United States and the PRC can find a basis for cooperation 

in space that would then cause a fundamentally positive change to their relations here on Earth. 

As with the former Soviet Union, any real change in PRC relations with the U.S. will depend far 

more on a transformation away from the current Communist Party dictatorship and its military 

guarantors toward an open, accountable democratic system. The PRC Party-Military amalgam 

depends on domestic repression and recurrent reference to so-called external threats to remain in 

power. In fact, we see each of these escalating dangerously recently, leading to notable 

expressions of concern from its neighbors, this Congress, and indeed this Administration. In such 

a context there is little NASA can do to effect positive change -- whilst conversely, it could do a 

great deal of harm to U.S. interests if it were to continue to enable the PRC to extract one-sided 

advantage from U.S. science and space technologies.’’  164  

 

His clear use of China threat language and opposition to engagement while favouring regime 

change are matched by his vague assertions of Chinese military developments and plans. In the 

same testimony, he provided the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Oversight and 

Investigations with a table on the scientific and military aspects of the Shenzhou and Tiangong 

projects. The ‘‘Military Mission Highlights’’ column filled out for all missions featured little more 

than camera’s, cargo spaces that could be used for delivering military equipment, and the quite 

daring and vague statement that the Tiangong space station ‘‘could also be configured for space 
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combat missions’’.165 Fisher also claimed in Congressional testimony that the PLA has held a 

conference about the militarisation of the moon.166 This kind of third hand, completely 

unconfirmed information in an unclassified setting can have little other purpose than to create 

aversion to China. By inviting Richard Fisher, the subcommittee chaired by Rohrabacher has 

moved towards increased Congressional acceptance of the China threat theory; severely damaging 

prospects for engagement, cooperation and trust-building. 

Crucial to note in regard to China threat theory is that it is not a comprehensive strategic 

reaction to the emergence of China as the main competitor for the US on the world stage. In 

response to the increasing power of China and the challenge it poses to the US-led world order, 

several reactions are possible. One is to try to pull China into the US-led order, allowing it a place 

equivalent with its power and influence in the US institutions like the WTO and World Bank and 

engage it through trust building exercises and treaties. Another is to try to slow down Chinese re-

emergence both economically and militarily, oppose its increasing influence in Asia as well as 

other regions and build a coalitions against -instead of incorporating- China. While the second 

strategic approach is a valid one, this is not what China threat theory is building towards. 

Proponents of China threat theory use specific moral and ideological vault lines to attack and 

isolate China on very specific, isolated and unrelated matters. Oppression of religious minorities? 

No more scientific cooperation in space. Using inflammatory rhetoric (comparisons to Stalin or 

Nazi Germany) and moral outrage, the measures are passed even though they are not connected 

to other pieces of legislation on China and do not address the reasons for the outrage. This entails 

that the actions of China threat theory proponents do not fit into any comprehensive strategic 

reaction to the enormously complicated challenge China’s re-emergence presents for the US. 

 

 

3. PRESIDENTIAL LEADERSHIP 

While several US Representatives have advocated China threat theory and vigorously opposed 

engagement and cooperation there have also been US efforts to increase Sino-US cooperation, 

mostly originating from the offices of the president. This has led Sagar Reddy to assert that Sino-

US space cooperation is a ‘‘balancing act between the U.S. Congress and the president’’.167 

Although this does seem to hold true, the partisan dynamics of US politics also heavily influence 

this area of policy. For president Clinton, tensions related to the Tiananmen square incident and 

satellite technology transfers prevented a cooperative approach, even if there was intent in this 

direction. During the first years of the Bush administration, this seemed to continue. However, 

from 2004 to the end of the Obama presidency in 2016, cooperation initiatives have originated 

from the two administrations, albeit to a different extent and in a changing context influenced by 

Congressional and Chinese action. 

After the silence of the Bush administration on the subject of space and China from 2001 

onwards, mixed signals began to emerge starting in 2004. In December of 2004, the head of 

CNSA, Laiyan Sun, was invited to meet with NASA administrator O’Keefe. Although no 

discussion on cooperation was on the agenda and the meeting was considered a ‘courtesy call’, it 

represented the first open high-level intergovernmental contact on space between the US and 
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China since the discussion of the Carter-era S&T agreement.168 This step was especially 

meaningful after Bush’s new ‘Vision for Space Exploration’ for NASA, which had been revealed in 

January of that same year. Commenting on the ‘international exploration workshop’ of November 

2004, which was part of the new Vision and saw Chinese attendance, O’Keefe stated: ‘‘The Bush 

Administration now believes that ‘measured and appropriate levels of space cooperation with 

China’ are viable,’’.169 Speculation was rife that China might be included in the Bush Vision for 

Space Exploration. This expectation however, did not materialize.170 A NASA spokeswoman 

indicated before Sun’s visit that the Bush administration linked a change in Chinese proliferation 

activities to the possibility of civil space cooperation with China.171 In contrast with the promising 

visit, the Bush administration published a new US Space Policy in 2006 that had a far more 

assertive tone. Even though its first stated ‘principle’ is the use of space for ‘peaceful purposes’ and 

the third international cooperation for these ‘peaceful purposes’, principle five of the Bush Space 

Policy is unprecedently unilateral and aggressive: 

 

‘‘The United States considers space capabilities […] vital to its national interests. Consistent with 

this policy, the United States will: preserve its rights, capabilities, and freedom of action in space; 

dissuade or deter others from either impeding those rights or developing capabilities intended to 

do so; take those actions necessary to protect its space capabilities; respond to interference; and 

deny, if necessary, adversaries the use of space capabilities hostile to U.S. national interests;’’ 172  

 

In addition, principle six even declares the US opposition to development of ‘‘new legal regimes or 

other restrictions that seek to prohibit or limit U.S. access to or use of space’’.173 The effects of this 

principle had been seen earlier, when in October 2005 the US voted against the Resolution 

‘Prevention of an arms race in outer space’ in the UN General Assembly.174 Most remarkable, as 

the US was the only state to vote against and Israel the only to abstain, while 160 states voted in 

favour.175 This unilateral and assertive stance by Bush combined with US army doctrine 

incorporating space forces as a central force multiplier since the late 1990’s resulted in an 

increasingly threatening strategic space environment for China. 

Despite the openly unilateral and aggressive stance of the Bush administration on space, some 

steps were taken to keep the dialogue on space open both by the US government and Congress. In 

the same year as the publishing of the Bush Space Policy, the Air Force Academy’s ‘Eisenhower 
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Center for Space and Defense Studies’ started a series of ‘China, Space, and Strategy workshops’ 

that saw attendance from US and Chinese governmental, academic and think tank experts. In a 

review of the workshops, Edigar Sadeh (assistant director of the Eisenhower Center) expressed 

that misunderstanding was central to the relationship between the US and China on space, as it 

still likely is. Such misunderstanding is fed, according to the author, by the assertive US stance, a 

general lack of comprehensive ‘‘strategic concepts of space’’, inaccurate translations of strategic 

concepts, US abandonment of the Anti-Ballistic Missile treaty, China’s intertwined civil-military 

space efforts, Chinese sensitivity over Taiwan and the opaque nature of China’s bureaucracy.176 

The workshops may have contributed to an exchange of knowledge on perceptions and 

developments, yet it was recognised that real progress on strategic matter could only be made in 

an official high-level inter-governmental dialogue.  

Signs of a possible governmental dialogue emerged in the same year as the Bush Space Policy, 

likely in an attempt to reduce the impact of the new Space Policy’s adversarial tone. In January 

2006 three Congressmen from the U.S. Congress' China Working Group visited the Jiuquan 

Satellite Launch Centre. During this unprecedented visit, representative Tom Feeney expressed 

support for increased Sino-US space cooperation in spaceflight, while also recognising the ‘‘very 

legitimate concerns’’ of the US military.177 In April, CNSA Vice Administrator Luo Ge, visited the 

US and held presentations at the Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS) thinktank and 

the National Space Symposium. A reciprocal and ground-breaking visit of NASA administrator 

Griffin was also agreed to during the visit.178 In September, Griffin went to China on what was 

repeatedly emphasised to be an ‘exploratory visit’. Still, the first NASA administrator to visit 

China saw options for the deepening of the Sino-US relationship in and by the field of spaceflight: 

‘‘cooperation in space is one of those things that I think we can look forward to being a unifying 

force’’.179 Even though the first visit of a NASA administrator was a step towards cooperation, this 

only reflected a consideration by the administration of limited civil space engagement with 

China. Griffin’s 2006 visit was one small step forwards, but far from able to address the core 

strategic mistrust that would be expanded dramatically by China’s destructive ASAT only four 

months later, which prevented continuation on the path of engagement for some time. 

The giant leap for cooperation came in 2009, when the new Obama administration made 

science and technology cooperation in general and space cooperation in particular a prominent 

part of its vision on the Sino-US relationship. In the U.S.-China Joint Statement released during 

Obama’s visit to China in November 2009, both countries praised the establishment of the general 

high-level ‘U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue’ and supported the expansion of science 

and technology cooperation under the 1979 ‘U.S.-China Agreement on Cooperation in Science 

and Technology’. To this end, the new ‘U.S.-China Joint Commission on Science and Technology 

Cooperation’ was established. A specific commitment to cooperation in space science and 

dialogues on human space flight and space exploration was announced as well, on the condition of 
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‘‘transparency, reciprocity and mutual benefit’’.180 Along those lines, U.S. Geological Service 

(USGS) cooperation with China was expanded to include data from US Earth observation satellite 

Landsat 8.181 With the prospect of future space cooperation and increased high-level dialogue 

including the space agencies, Sino-US space relations seemed to be moving towards engagement 

during the Obama era. 

Efforts by the Obama administration to increase strategic engagement and cooperation with 

China on space were stymied by Republicans gaining control over the House of Representatives 

in the 112th Congress. The effect of Republican control over the House on Obama’s China space 

policy can already be seen in the January 2011 U.S.-China Joint Statement, released only sixteen 

days after the start of the 112th Congress. Language concerning space cooperation evolved from 

the 2009 Joint Statement description of ‘‘discussions on space science cooperation and starting a 

dialogue on human space flight and space exploration’’  to ‘‘discussions on opportunities for 

practical future cooperation in the space arena,’’.182 Presumably resulting from Chinese 

disappointment over a lack of cooperative space projects after 2009, the qualifier ‘practical’ was 

inserted. Yet, to not antagonise the generally more hawkish Republican majority in the House, 

‘human space flight and space exploration’ was reduced to the more non-descript ‘space arena’. 

This allowed the ‘practical […] cooperation’ to possibly be limited to mere joint space debris 

tracking. The Republican-led house did indeed clamp down on Sino-US space engagement, with 

the Wolf Amendment passing in April 2011, and OSTP Director John Holdren and NASA 

Administrator Charles Bolden being called to witness alongside China threat theorists Frank Wolf 

and Rick Fisher. During this November 2011 hearing with the ominous title ‘Efforts to transfer 

America's Leading Edge to China’, Holdren explained the reasoning of the Obama Administration 

on general scientific and technological engagement with China: 

 

“we believe U.S.-China science and technology cooperation in forms that benefit both countries 

strengthens our hand in the effort to get China to change the aspects of its conduct that we 

oppose’’ 183 

 

Due to this Congressional pressure and limitation, Landsat 8 turned out to be the only tangible 

space cooperation with China until 2016. With the Republicans gaining control of the House in 

2011 and the China threat theorists in their midst occupying crucial committee positions, the 

Obama administration had to significantly downgrade aspirations for Sino-US space cooperation. 

Despite the Republican controlled Congress limiting the options for the Obama 

administration to engage China in space cooperation, it remained high on the bilateral agenda. In 

June 2015, the Seventh Round of the U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue also 

encompassed discussion of space security alongside related topics military to military relations, 
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missile defence and nuclear policy. During these talks, space was still only considered as a military 

issue (as far as reported).184 One of the outcomes however, was the establishment of a separate 

official US-China Civil Space Cooperation Dialogue, co-chaired by the US Department of State 

and the CNSA in September 2015.185 Chinese officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs also 

participated, but by placing NASA and OSTP in an supporting role to the State Department on the 

US side, the meeting would fly less in the face of the Wolf Amendment. Still, proper 

Congressional certification was needed and requested, although chairman Culberson later stated 

that the information supplied by NASA was too vague.186 It seems that OSTP had not requested 

certification, in line with the Department of Justice opinion declaring the restrictions on OSTP by 

the Wolf Amendment unconstitutional. During the first US-China Civil Space Cooperation 

Dialogue, only cooperation on ‘‘Earth observation activities, space sciences, space weather, and 

civil Global Navigation Satellite Systems (GNSS)’’  was discussed.187 Striking for a ‘civil’ dialogue 

platform is that next to several US scientific agencies, officials from the US Department of Defense 

also attended. This was not the case on the Chinese side.188 The newly established dialogue 

platform represented a clear action by the Obama administration towards institutionalisation of 

broad US engagement of China on space. 

The US-China Civil Space Cooperation Dialogue was further broadened in scope in the two 

following dialogue meetings by the Obama administration. Topics added in the second meeting in 

October, 2016 included ‘‘space debris and spaceflight safety; and the long-term sustainability of 

outer space activities.’’ .189 More importantly, both sides also exchanged information on space 

policies and programs. Communication in this manner on current policy and programs is essential 

in increasing strategic bilateral trust. The sensitivity of this kind of engagement was not lost on 

the US administration, as the second meeting was announced only shortly before it was held, 

with little details given, and no press inquiries answered.190 A US State Department official stated 

that during the Third Civil Space Dialogue held in November, 2017; 
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“the delegations discussed ways to improve bilateral cooperation on spaceflight safety issues and 

shared their respective plans for human and robotic space exploration, and support for 

commercial space activities.’’. 191 

 

Together with new discussions on “constructively engaging in space-related multilateral 

mechanisms,”  (engagement that would not be subject to Wolf Amendment restrictions), this 

again signalled a broadening scope of discussions.192 In addition to these developments, a ‘Space 

Security Exchange’ was held in May 2016 by the US and China. It was announced as an outcome 

of the seventh round of the U.S.-China Strategic & Economic Dialogue’s Strategic Track in June 

2015 with no details on the subjects of discussion.193 In a fact sheet of the September 2016 bilateral 

meeting between president Obama and president Xi it was revealed to revolve around the issue of 

orbital debris.194 Yet in the outcomes of the eighth round of the U.S.-China Strategic and 

Economic Dialogue held in June 2016, the Space Security Exchange was said to have been ‘‘an in-

depth exchange of views on a wide range of bilateral and multilateral space security issues, 

including orbital debris’’.195 The scope seems to have been far broader than concern about orbital 

debris, as the document also states: 

 

‘‘The two sides are committed to working toward the same objective through intensified bilateral 

and multilateral cooperation to promote international space security; expanding consensus and 

exploring appropriate confidence building measures in this regard; and enhancing mutual trust.’’ 
196 

 

Additionally, orbital debris and satellite collision avoidance were also mentioned under the 

heading of the Civil Space Dialogue, indicating that the focus of the Space Security Exchange was 

more about consensus, confidence building measures and mutual trust. Through the Dialogue and 

Exchange platforms, the Obama administration has managed to greatly increase engagement with 

China on space related issues. 

 

 

4. CONFLICTING MOTIVATIONS 

The US exclusionist policy is not a monolithic component of a strategic reaction to China’s 

increased aptitude in space, but a result of multiple constituencies and actors trying to shape Sino-
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US space relations. Relative influence of these groups and actors can be traced trough the changes 

in US policy on cooperation with China in space. Businesses in the US were proponents for a 

more open relationship, allowing them to export products and utilize Chinese launch services. 

Even though regulations to prevent technology transfer were in place, U.S. companies had an 

obvious incentive to encourage the Chinese to pinpoint and remedy design and manufacturing 

flaws in the launch vehicles, since further catastrophic failures would have jeopardized their own 

success.197 With the watershed of the 1999 Cox Report on this topic, the balance shifted towards 

the influence of China threat theorists in Congress. The US space launch industry had already 

been hurt by the Tiananmen square sanctions, with China doubling their amount of orbital 

launches for international costumers from 1985-1990 to 1991-1995, while the US share in 

commercial launches declined significantly.198 After the publishing of the Cox Report, even 

tougher restrictions were placed on all commercial space interactions with China. In the 1998 

Strom Thurmond NDAA (PL105-261), the prevailing opinion of the US Congress was clearly 

stated: ‘‘It is the sense of Congress that— (1) United States business interests must not be placed 

above United States national security interests’’.199 

After 1999 it became clear that the opinion on the direction of Sino-US space relations is split 

along partisan lines, with strong influence from China threat theorists in the Republican party. 

Cooperation during the Bush Jr. administrations was at a low point, and Congress did not 

significantly challenge the direction set by the president. Only when space engagement of China 

made a comeback under Obama, did the Republicans in the House start to push back under the 

leadership of Frank Wolf. Democrats such as Eddie Bernice Johnson and Donna Edwards (ranking 

members on the Committee on Science, Space and Technology and the Subcommittee on Space, 

respectively) were far more open to possible Sino-US cooperation.200 NASA’s own policy on 

international cooperation since 1999 has been as follows: 

 

‘‘NASA encourages mutually beneficial foreign participation in its programs, projects, and 

activities when such participation is appropriate and significantly enhances technical, scientific, 

economic, or foreign policy benefits.’’ 201 

 

The specific mentioning of foreign policy benefits indicates the acknowledgement by the US that 

their space program is also used as a strategic tool, in addition to its domestic benefits. Still, NASA 

had no reported S&T cooperation with China during 2010-2015.202 Only in 2016, exchange of 
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‘‘respective lunar science mission information’’ and involvement in space geodesy, Earth 

observation and air traffic management research were reported.203 These are not so much 

cooperative programs, as basic data sharing agreements. As multilateral cooperation is not 

prohibited, NASA does take part alongside Chinese agencies in the International Space 

Exploration Coordination Group (ISECG), Committee on Earth Observing Satellites, and the 

United Nations Committee of the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (UN COPOUS).204 A clear majority 

of academics also advocates for increasing Sino-US dialogue and cooperation in the broad area of 

space. One of the most prominent specialists on the subject, Dr. Joan Johnson-Freese even 

provided a detailed rebuttal of why Frank Wolf is wrong about the direction to take.205 One of the 

chief opponents of increased is Dean Cheng, B.A., a Senior Research Fellow of the Heritage 

Foundation. In line with the partisan divide on the issue, he felt compelled to defend the sources 

informing his position: 

 

‘‘And just to clarify. I come from the Heritage Foundation, a noted right wing conservative 

organization. Brian Weeden works with the Secure World Foundation, a much more liberal 

entity. So this is not the right citing the right. [Laughter.]’’ 206  

 

The scientists who would actually put potential cooperation programs into practice, are mostly 

neutral on the subject and do not make themselves heard on a political level. One possible 

exception is the US based Space Foundation, with the mission ‘‘to inspire, educate, connect, and 

advocate on behalf of the global space community’’.207 The Space Foundation has contact with the 

China Society of Astronautics and the China Space Foundation, and is openly advocating for 

increased cooperation.208 For most space scientists in the US the NASA Administrator is their 

political representative, who while neutral, is bound by the directives of the administration. 

With the inauguration of Donald Trump in 2017, a strong suspicion of Chinese space 

intentions returned to US policy.209 In addition to the Trump administration’s suspicion and the 

still active Wolf Amendment, the neutrality of NASA itself has come under significant pressure 

with the appointment of Jim Bridenstine as NASA administrator.210 Ever since its foundation by 
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president Eisenhower in 1958, the agency’s highest function has almost exclusively been fulfilled 

by academics, engineers and astronauts (only James Webb and Sean O’Keefe had administrative 

backgrounds instead). The appointment of a purely political figure with a background in the 

House of Representatives instead of professional expertise is a break with the non-partisan status 

of NASA, which even evoked opposition from fellow republicans.211 As a result of this, 

Bridenstine was narrowly confirmed after the longest period for the agency without a permanent 

administrator. Vice-president Mike Pence had to break the Senate’s tie, resulting in a 50-49 party-

line vote, comparing unfavourably with the unanimous confirmations of the last two 

administrators, Charles Bolden and Michael Griffin.212 This change of tradition will in all 

likelihood only make the Sino-US space relationship even more subject to partisan influencing at 

the cost of a comprehensive strategic approach. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

China’s International Space Orientation and Strategic Impact 
– 

‘‘We'll return amid triumphant song and laughter.’’ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Development of space capabilities is an expensive effort with dubious economic and intangible  

prestige benefits in the long term, making space cooperation an attractive option. Cooperation 

means shared cost, risks and data, yet also shared prestige. However, the latter is compensated by 

the positive peaceful and cooperative image of the state that emerges from joint projects. NASA 

alone has signed more than 3000 international agreements, and Europe’s space accomplishments 

are owed entirely to its common European Space Agency bundling small national space 

budgets.213 The clear benefits of cooperation are not lost on the Chinese. International cooperation 

in space is especially rewarding in terms of both domestic and international prestige, which are 

the primary rationales for the Chinese space program. Therefore, although its space program had 

to start out almost entirely independently due to Cold War political constraints and the 1960 

Sino-Soviet split, China has increasingly been looking for international space partners as its 

program advances. 

Central to global collaborative and peaceful space efforts is the International Space Station 

(ISS), where another instance of the US exclusionist policy can be seen. Five major space agencies, 

NASA, Russia’s Roscosmos, ESA, Canada’s CSA and Japan’s JAXA, signed the Space Station 

Intergovernmental Agreement governing the ISS program in January 1998. Over the years, China 

has repeatedly expressed interest in joining the ISS. CNSA director Luan Enjie was quoted in  

2001 as saying: ‘‘Without China's participation, the ISS is not a true international program,’’.214 

This was followed by the 2004 meeting between the new head of CNSA, Laiyan Sun and NASA 

administrator O’Keefe. Statements by O’Keefe around the new Bush Jr. ‘Vision for Space 

Exploration’ were encouraging, signalling a possibility for more cooperation with China. 

However, nothing would come of this and in 2007 Li Xueyong, vice-minister of science and 

technology, would again express Chinese interest in joining the ISS program at the 17th National 

CCP Congress. He commented ‘‘China and the US need smooth cooperation in space exploration, 

instead of a space race.’’, and in the same statement emphasised the peaceful intentions of China’s 

space program, indicating that joining the ISS is viewed by the Chinese as a way of clearly 

displaying the truth of these intentions.215 When ROSCOSMOS indicated in 2010 that China had 

been invited to join the ISS, the Obama administration’s OSTP official denied the rumours and 

replied dismissively: ‘‘There're no imminent plans to include China at this point and obviously 
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we'd have to discuss it with our international partners.’’.216 Later that year, an OSTP official tied 

Chinese participation to space program transparency and non-proliferation issues.217 When the 

option was again floated by ROSCOSMOS in 2012, Representative Wolf immediately send a letter 

to NASA Administrator Bolden, stating that ‘‘NASA should make clear that the U.S. will not 

accept Chinese participation in any station-related activities.’’.218 Still, Bolden remarked in 2015 

that he considered the ban on human spaceflight cooperation with China as something 

temporary, in response to which the CNSA Administrator expressed hope that the temporary 

timeframe could be shortened.219 While China continuously expressed interest in joining the 

completely science-oriented ISS program, the US has continuously refused to invite CNSA. 

Because the ISS program is multilateral and therefore not subject to the Wolf Amendment, this 

stance is another face of the US exclusionist policy towards the Chinese space program. 

 

 

1. WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS 

Facing exclusion by the world’s leading space power, China has turned to extensive bilateral 

cooperation on space, also involving non-traditional space states. Cooperation with Russia 

reached a post-USSR peak in 1995, when the two countries signed a treaty in which China 

received Russian engine, docking and space suit technology in addition to taikonaut training and 

an empty Soyuz capsule. This willing transfer of technology by Russia caused the Shenzhou 

capsule to be highly similar to the Soyuz, indicating the technological value of this transaction for 

China.220 However, starting in 2004, the cooperation dynamic of China’s space program began to 

change. In a $311 million deal, China would manufacture and launch a satellite for Nigeria.221 It 

was an important milestone for the China Great Wall Industry Corporation, although it failed 

after just six months. In 2017, Nigeria and China signed a new deal for $550 million, in which 

China would not only manufacture and launch the satellite, but also provide the financing.222 This 

type of deal has become more common, with Chinese’s satellites and their launch being sold to 
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Cambodia, Laos, Pakistan, Algeria, Belarus and Bolivia.223 Chinese cooperation with traditional 

space powers has also increased over the years, as agreements were signed with Russia and the 

EU. Russia has even been invited in 2017 to participate in the construction of the new Chinese 

space station Tiangong-2, potentially making it a first-tier partner in the only operational space 

station after 2024.224 Meanwhile, the German news magazine ‘Der Spiegel’ in 2013 already 

speculated on a change in space leadership from the US to China following increased cooperation 

between the EU and China. In the piece, even former NASA Administrator Michael Griffin is 

quoted saying: ‘‘China is on track to become the world's leading space-faring nation’’.225 Or as 

CNSA Administrator Xu Dazhe put it in 2015: “China has no difficulties in our cooperation 

policies with other agencies.”.226  

Due to increasing Chinese cooperation agreements around the world with traditional and 

non-traditional spacefaring states, rumours have started of a Sino-US space race. With far more 

states able to contribute significantly to spacefaring efforts, the current supposed space race 

centres far more around attracting cooperation partners than the old US-Soviet space race. 

Cooperation in space has frequently been described by the Chinese as a win-win scenario, a 

qualification that is also central in the Chinese advocacy for the OBOR initiative.227 In order to 

both address US demands for increased transparency of its space program, and to showcase its 

supposedly purely peaceful intentions in space, the Chinese government has released ‘white 

papers on China’s space activities’ since 2000. These white papers never mention any military use 

of space, through reconnaissance and communications satellites, ASAT technology or 

otherwise.228 However, references to security of launch capability and space utilisation have 

increased from the 2011 to the 2016 white paper.229 Some dual-use technology is also mentioned 

in the 2016 white paper. Laser communications for example, can be used for benign high-speed 

communication between satellites and ground stations, yet can also be used to ‘fry’ satellites if 

overcharged. Additionally, the research into quantum encryption techniques could potentially 

ensure the PLA of ‘unhackable’ communications. At the same time that references to security in 

the white papers increased, other changes signal a greater emphasis of the Chinese government on 
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cooperation, increased transparency and the ‘hiding of capabilities’. In the stated ‘principles of 

development’ guiding Chinese space policy, the words ‘‘scientific’ and ‘independent’ were 

replaced by ‘open’ and ‘coordinated’.230 Additionally, only a few lines in the 2016 white paper 

were spend on the progress made in manned space program. This was likely done in order not to 

seem too eager to dethrone the US as the most prominent manned spaceflight country. On the 

other hand, the manned space program is a symbol for the peaceful use of outer space, and as such 

it has also been promoted by Chinese state media even within the Washington Post.231 In order to 

dispel the rumours of a Sino-US space race, China has to tread a thin line between increased 

transparency and the challenging of US prestige. 

While the old space race was a race for international prestige through the display of 

economic, scientific and technical prowess, a space race towards weaponization is currently 

looming as well. As the US has comprehensively integrated space based C4IRS into all its military 

operations, its space assets have become an enticing target. PLA writers have been known for 

some time to designate the US military space assets as its Achilles heel; powerful force multipliers, 

yet critically vulnerable. Striking these assets could fatally disrupt the US army and the satellites 

themselves are not easily defended by the US, making them perfect targets in asymmetric warfare. 

With the 2007 and following ASAT tests, China has demonstrated the ability to strike US military 

satellites. However, China together with Russia, have also spearheaded a UN approach to 

counteract the evolvement of outer space into just another warfighting domain. Their proposed 

‘Treaty on Prevention of the Placement of Weapons in Outer Space and of the Threat or Use of 

Force Against Outer Space Objects’ (PPWT) in the UN Conference on Disarmament is an effort to 

prevent such an arms race in space.232 Prompted by increasingly aggressive US Air Force doctrine, 

with statements such as ‘‘Space superiority provides freedom to attack.’’, China has sought to use 

international law to level the playing field.233 In response, the Under Secretary of State John 

Bolton said in 2004: ‘‘We are not prepared to negotiate on the so-called arms race in outer space. 

We just don't see that as a worthwhile enterprise.’’.234 In 2005 the US doubled down by arguing 

that because there was no arms race in outer space, there also was no arms control problem to 

address.235 This statement either displays a fundamental misunderstanding of the meaning of the 

word ‘prevention’ in the PPWT, or is a reaction necessary to fulfil the Bush National Space 

Policy’s goal to retain complete freedom of action in space. In 2014, the US objection had shifted 

primarily towards the claim that the PPWT would not ban terrestrial ASAT weapons like the one 
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demonstrated by China in 2007.236 However, the proposed text states: ‘‘States Parties to this Treaty 

shall: […] – not resort to the threat or use of force against outer space objects of States Parties;’’, 

which would clearly cover any ASAT weapon.237 Instead, the US advocates the looser EU 

‘International Code of Conduct for Outer Space Activities’.238 By opposing the PPWT with 

dubious justification, the US is not just trying to preserve its superiority in military space, but also 

in setting international rules of conduct. As the U.S. Permanent Representative to the Conference 

on Disarmament said on October 20, 2017 in an explanation for voting against a PPWT related 

resolution: 

 

‘‘It is also worth noting that this resolution offers an example of China's attempts to impose its 

national view of multilateralism and world geopolitics on the international system. Our countries 

cannot agree to this language, but look forward to working with China and others in the months 

and years ahead to sustain and strengthen the international norms on which the global system is 

based.’’ 239 

 

The issue of utilising space for military enhancement is not just driven by the retention of a 

military advantage, but also by the US fear that it might lose its power to shape the international 

system to China. 

 

 

2. STRATEGIC IMPACT 

Already in 1992, China has started efforts to expand space cooperation beyond bilateral deals into 

multilateral institutionalised cooperation with the Asia-Pacific Workshop on Multilateral 

Cooperation in Space Technology and Applications (AP-MCSTA). In 2005, its member states 

agreed to form the Asia-Pacific Space Cooperation Organization (APSCO) as the next step to 

institutionalise Asian space cooperation.240 Its current members are Bangladesh, China, Iran, 

Mongolia, Pakistan, Peru, Thailand and Turkey. Notable is the absence of the space powers 

Russia, Japan and India (as well as South-Korea to a lesser degree).241 Japan founded its own 

regional space entity in 1993: the Asia-Pacific Regional Space Agency Forum (APRSAF). Amongst 

its 727 member-organisations are also the German and Canadian space agencies, making it far less 
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of a purely regional organisation than APSCO.242 Even though, or perhaps partially due to the 

involvement of so many organisations (including large space agencies), the informal setting of 

APRSAF has produced little more than data sharing initiatives.243 In contrast, APSCO, while 

lacking members other than China with a significant space program, has been working towards a 

unified space observation network, navigation cooperation and a joint satellite program.244 That it 

should be seen more as a (supra)regional diplomacy tool for China, can be seen in the joint 

organisation by APSCO and CNSA of the ‘APSCO Development Strategy Forum’ with the theme 

of “The Belt and Road Initiative for facilitating space capabilities building of the Asia Pacific 

countries”.245 The use of the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ or ‘One Belt One Road’ (OBOR) project as a 

central point of Chinese space diplomacy can also be seen in the government white paper on 

space activities in 2016. Under ‘Key areas for future cooperation’, the first point mentioned is the 

‘‘Construction of the Belt and Road Initiative Space Information Corridor,’’.246 This focus on 

OBOR, combined with the lack of space technology contributions possible from other APSCO 

members, and the previously mentioned satellite agreements with countries such as Nigeria, 

Belarus and Bolivia, all show that China is less focused on using space cooperation to complement 

its own space efforts, and more on using it as a diplomatic favour to developing nations.  

At the same time, the 2016 white paper notes ‘‘attaching importance to space cooperation 

under the BRICS cooperation mechanism and within the framework of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization’’  as a fundamental policy, showing that the Chinese government is pursuing 

multiple platforms for use in space cooperation with peers.247 It is therefore important to note the 

difference in members and scope of these organisations. The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 

(SCO) has included Russia since its founding in 1996, and India has also become a member in June 

of 2017.248 BRICS also includes Brazil, with which China has extensive bilateral space cooperation, 

in addition to Russia and India. While the potential scale of space cooperation is greater for the 

SCO and BRICS, China has less influence on their direction in contrast to APSCO. 

In 2013, China has started with the formation of its own institutions as alternatives for US-

dominated global institutions, and space could be next. China announced both OBOR and Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), two enormous and complementary strategic initiatives 

towards the end of 2013.249 Both OBOR and the AIIB form challenges the US influence in the 

region. However, the AIIB goes further than that, by creating an alternative to the US-dominated 
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Bretton Woods institutions.250 This strategy of creating parallel structures whilst staying involved 

in the current institutions has been called ‘‘China’s shadow foreign-policy’’ .251 At the June 2017 

Global Space Exploration Conference (GLEX) held in Beijing, the Chinese delegation introduced 

the idea of a ‘‘global space agency’’.252 While clearly an idea in its infancy (although not new), and 

possibly just a gesture to emphasise Chinese willingness to cooperate in space, it indicates a 

confidence from the Chinese side.253 In the meantime, China has already invited all UN member 

states to utilize its future space station.254  

While China easily finds new international partners to cooperate in space, the US is 

increasingly estranging former partners in the context of an ending ISS program. The US fear of 

proliferating dual-use items caused a complicated set of export restrictions to emerge. This made 

cooperation with international partners such as Russia, Japan and the EU increasingly difficult. 

After the end of the Cold War in 1991, the US was the only viable and high-level partner 

available for space cooperation. Even Russia was tied to the ISS program and refrained from 

developing their own ambitious space projects. With the success of China’s first manned 

spaceflight in 2003 and the promise of a 2022 Chinese Space Station, this situation has changed 

dramatically.255 This dynamic is felt not only in China, but around the world. Already in 2013, 

half of Americans reportedly thought that the US is losing its leadership in space.256 The EU and 

other international partners have been frustrated by the repeated changes in the directions of the 

US space program. From a return to the Moon under Bush Jr., to a mission to Mars under Obama 

and back to the Moon under Trump, the major direction has changed and then completely 

reverted back in only eight years’ time.257 Due to the intrinsic need of space projects for long term 

commitment, this unpredictable behaviour by the US discourages traditional international 

partners like the EU.258 

Since the Tiananmen Square sanctions, China has been excluded by the US from cooperation 

in space in multiple ways. China was not allowed to participate in the ISS, economic space 

engagement was targeted with major sanctions in 1990 and 1999, and 2011 saw an official and 
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complete ban on any bilateral cooperation by NASA. Together, these comprise the US exclusionist 

policy towards the Chinese space program. With the possible exception of the ISS-exclusion, the 

components have been motivated by human rights concerns and China threat theory. While the 

line of exclusion was at times broken by presidential effort -the waiving of sanctions and 

engagement in strategic dialogue-, it represents a near continues attempt to isolate the Chinese 

space program from international cooperation. This has elicited claims of a US ‘Cold War mindset’ 

from China as well as from prominent US academics.259 As Joan Johnson-Freese stated in 2006: 

‘‘At present, space is one of the last remaining venues of Cold War politics.’’.260  Wu Zurong, who 

appears to have functioned as ambassador of China to Vanuatu and Consul General to Houston, 

even narrowed it down to ‘‘a few US politicians with Cold War mentality’’ and specifically 

mentions Congressman Wolf.261 

Meanwhile, as China’s bilateral and multilateral partnerships in space continue to increase, 

the US is becoming the odd one out.262 Due to the severe isolation the Chinese space program 

experienced from its inception, the Chinese are self-reliant to a high degree, decreasing the 

effectiveness of US exclusion.263 Still, the turn towards engagement and possible cooperation 

advocated by the majority of academics is not likely to occur any time soon.264 The Trump 

administration has announced a new National Space Strategy that emphasises domestic gains and 

warfare in space stating:  
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‘‘our competitors and adversaries have turned space into a warfighting domain. […] the United 

States will seek to deter, counter, and defeat threats in the space domain that are hostile to the 

national interests of the United States and our allies’’ 265 

 

In addition to this aggressive stance on space as a warfighting domain, Scott Pace, the executive 

director of the US National Space Council has said that ‘‘outer space is not a ‘global commons,’ not 

the ‘common heritage of mankind,’ not ‘res communis,’ nor is it a public good.’’ .266 The Strategic 

& Economic Dialogue established under the Obama has also been reduced to a ‘Comprehensive 

Economic Dialogue’, removing a platform for strategic communication on space affairs.267 This 

indicates a determined continuation by the Trump administration of the exclusion of China from 

space cooperation with the US, the heightening of tensions surrounding space weaponization and 

a general reduction in Sino-US engagement. Traditional partners of the US in space are worried 

by the current direction. A report from the European Space Policy Institute has already identified 

the new context as a ‘‘the perhaps historic opportunity for Europe to achieve a higher degree of 

autonomy (in space affairs, and beyond)’’.268 With the EU looking for less reliance on a US that is 

straining the trans-Atlantic relationship and smaller as well as non-spacefaring countries eager for 

win-win cooperation with China, leadership in space is in transition. 
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CONCLUSION 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Like all early space programs, the Chinese space program started from military motivations. 

Necessitated by the geopolitical isolation, especially after the 1960 Sino-Soviet split, the program 

was nearly fully self-reliant. Considerations of prestige combined with the military rationale in 

propelling the continuation of the program, even during times of economic hardship and the 

internal conflict the Cultural Revolutions. Together, the rationales were powerful enough to 

prioritize the space program over economic stimulation and poverty relief. Only under Deng 

Xiaoping in the 1980s, the focus shifted to the economic benefits of the space program. These 

came both directly as launch services to international customers and through the science and 

technology benefits associated with the technical investment and advancement. With the start of 

the human spaceflight ‘project 921’ in 1992, prestige returned as a powerful driver for continued 

political and capital commitment to space. Both domestically as a sign of CCP competence, and 

internationally as sign of the return of China as a great power, the space program provided unique 

prestige benefits. After rapprochement in 1972 and even after the normalisation of relations in 

1979, the Sino-US relationship regarding space was contentious. While the promise of science and 

technology cooperation helped the normalisation of relations, the incidents of Tiananmen square 

in 1989 and the Hughes and Loral incidents of 1999 prevented actual cooperation in space. Due to 

these events, China was still seen as a treat to US values and one that sought to extract one-sided 

benefits from any space program contact with the US through dual-use technology. Sanctions 

from Congress in 1990 and 1999 even prevented most commercial contact with the Chinese space 

program.  

While president Reagan had approved export licences and Bush Sr. issued waivers for the 

sanctions, an executive effort to broadly engage China on space only came under Obama. 

Especially the Strategic track of the S&E Dialogue provided a platform for the US and China, with 

both the OSTP and NASA representatives taking part. When the US-China joint statements issued 

in 2009 and 2011 became more concrete in progressing towards space cooperation, House 

representative Frank Wolf introduced an amendment to the funding of NASA to prohibit such 

cooperation. Together with a handful of representatives on important committee positions in the 

House, he succeeded in stifling space cooperation even before it started. These House 

representatives argue cooperation on space cannot be justified in the light of China’s 

undemocratic system and violations of human rights. Seeing China only in the light of China 

threat theory, they come to a blanket rejection of cooperation and engagement based on unrelated 

issues. By merely restricting diplomatic manoeuvrability and even trying to prevent a dialogue 

with NASA or the OSTP present, these actions do not constitute a strategic approach. Together, 

the commercial sanctions of the 1990s, the continued refusal of the US to let China join the ISS 

and the Wolf Amendment, form the US exclusionist policy vis-à-vis the Chinese space program. 

Despite US sanctions, regulation and its 2007 ASAT test, China has little difficulty finding new 

partners for space projects. The EU, less bothered by potential technology transfer or dual-use 

gains for the Chinese, has already been involved in the Chang’e moon exploration program. This 

openness to cooperation with China in space comes in part from frustration with US regulation 

and regular programmatic upheaval. Bilaterally, China has several space projects with developing 
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nations and nations without a significant space program of their own. In addition, China is trying 

out the multilateral route to regional space cooperation through APSCO and SCO and OBOR. 

Other countries seem eager to benefit from China’s technological assistance in acquiring 

communication and navigation services they otherwise would not be able to obtain. With the 

redirection of NASA’s main objective in 2017, the end of the ISS in 2025 and the prospect of a 

Chinese space station in 2022, it seems that building strategic partnerships for space is only 

becoming easier for China. The US exclusionist policy towards the Chinese space program is 

therefore neither monolithic, strategic nor effective. 
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