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The French President Emmanuel Macron said in a speech1 in July 2018 

at the French Ministry of the Armies that “concerning space, France 

has always been a forerunner, including in the field of defense. It is 

essential today for our operations; by the incredible potential that it 

offers, but also by the conflictuality that it rises, space is, a real stake 

of national security. That's why I want us to define, in the coming year, 

a defense space strategy. This national strategy will also have a 

vocation to be developed, in all its relevant aspects, at an European 

level." 

 

This assertion sums up the whole issue in the field of militarization of 

outer space and shows that it is a real arms race in the 21th century. 

 

The outer space can be defined as the space that is beyond the Earth’s 

atmosphere. Though the boundary is hard to define, it is vastly accepted 

that the limit with outer space is set at 100 km above the Earth’s sea 

level. This is called the Kármán line. This line is named after Theodore 

von Kármán, a Hungarian astrophysicist who was the first person to 

calculate the altitude at which the atmosphere would become too thin 

to support any flying object. But some other authorities such as the 

NASA and the US Air Force evaluates that the limit between outer 

space and atmosphere would be as close as 80 km. Because there is no 

legal text that sets the limit between these two spaces, each country can 

freely legislate on the height of our atmosphere, there is no international 

harmonization regarding the start of outer space. 

 

Even if the Outer space Treaty exists, which entered into force on 10 

October 1967 and is the legal frame of international space law it does 

                                                
1 Emmanuel Macron’s speech at the Hotel de Brienne, 07/17/19. 
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not set the scope of the outer space. But this treaty sets some rules, it 

forbids any state to claim sovereignty on the outer space and also 

prohibits the use of weapons of mass destruction in this area. In 1967 

the fear was that some countries would use the atomic bomb in space 

and that’s why outer space is now stated as common heritage of 

mankind. This principle rising from international public law means that 

the space can not be exploited for business purposes, by states but also 

by private actors such as companies. 

 

The concept of militarization can be defined as the way that countries 

organize themselves for military conflicts and wars. The militarization 

gathers two concepts: the offensive weapons and the defensive 

weapons. Offensive weapons are made in order to hurt, physically or 

mentally the enemy, not the defensive one. In space, the weapons used 

can be whether space-to-space weapons, Earth-to-space weapons (also 

called anti-satellites weapons, ASAT) or space-to-Earth ones. 

 

Concerning states, the militarization of space affects more of less every 

countries in the world nowadays, but it was not the case in the early 

20th century. We can draw a parallel between the nuclear arms race, a 

competition between the two blocs during the Cold War, the USSR and 

the USA, for the supremacy concerning nuclear weapons and nuclear 

bombs and the militarization of outer space. As for the nuclear arms 

race, a battle between two superpowers then extended to the whole 

world. 

 

In the militarization of outer space field today, different countries are 

involved: we can evoke the USA, of course, as well as countries from 

the European Union such as France and Germany, but also China, 

Russia, Japan and India and in a general matter every emerging country. 
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The militarization of space, above consideration of defense and warfare, 

is in fact a playground for powerful states in order to slot themselves 

onto the international chessboard. As space conquest is very expensive, 

it is only very powerful economical countries which can undertake a 

real governance concerning space militarization. 

 

So, we can ask theses questions: what are the evolutions and main issues 

of militarization of space and what are the consequences of 

militarization of space on international relations and foreign politic ? 

  

First, we will see the evolution of the militarization of space, from a 

historical point of view then we will analyse the different purposes used 

by a state concerning warfare in space and we will study the 

consequences of the militarization of space on international relations 

and geopolitics, to end with a prospective angle. 

 

I. The historical evolution of the militarization of outer space  

 

The militarization of space has an historical background. We can 

differentiate two periods: before and during the Cold War, when 

countries started to explore the outer space and after the Cold War, 

nowadays, when countries are starting to use the knowledge about 

conquest of space for military purposes. 

 

The emergence of space conquest: before and during the Cold War 

 

In the early centuries, space and its exploration was more an utopia and 

a dream: plenty of cultural works can be found regarding space, a book 
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written by Jules Verne in 18652 tells the story of a journey through 

space to the moon. 

 

Generally speaking before the Second World War the conquest of space 

was not possible because scientific knowledge and spatial discoveries 

were not developed enough, even if several men started to think about 

it - for example Hermann Oberth, considered as the founding father of 

astronautics, tried in 1930 to make a rocket to fly. 

 

The World War II froze the stammering conquest of space except for 

Germany: the V2 missile, launched on the 20th June 1944 is the first 

object to be sent by humankind. This missile reached an altitude of 

100km (the Karman line) and this launch is considered as a milestone 

of the conquest of space. 

 

Estimations tends to say that Germany had approximately 6000 copies 

of the V2 missiles and 3000 were used for offensive launching. But as 

V2 missiles were not very reliable, the effect on other countries 

regarding V2 missiles was more psychological than tactic. V2 missiles 

were too random and hazardous, the casualties caused by them was not 

as important than conventional weapons. Even if V2 missiles were not 

very efficient, it is the beginning of space conquest for military 

purposes. But with the exception of Germany, before 1955, no countries 

were interested in space conquest mainly for economic reasons. But at 

the end of the World War II, Germany was not able to finance a space 

policy anymore some other countries took over the conquest of space. 

                                                
2 From the Earth to the Moon, Jules Verne, 1865. 
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The USA3 and the USSR, but also France and the United Kingdom took 

advantage of the weakness of Germany in 1945 and stole some V2 

plans, equipement, missiles and also engineers in order to plan their 

own space policy. 

 

But as World War II caused a lot of economic damages, only two 

countries were able to finance research and development about rockets 

and conquest of space: the USA and the USSR. The main goal for them 

was to be able to use rockets in the time of war, sending men in space 

for scientific purposes was not on the agenda.  

 

The beginning of the Cold War (1947-1991) triggered both the USA 

and the USSR about the conquest of space: the Space Race started. The 

Space Race was the competition between the USA and the USSR which 

took place during the Cold War, the aim was to be the first country in 

the field of space capacity in order to show to the world that they were 

the most powerful country on the globe. 

 

Between 1957 and 1975, the USSR undertook 30 spatial missions, as 

the USA managed to do 28. These figures shows that the two countries 

were nip and tuck but also highlights the competition between 

communism and capitalism: the winner of the conquest of space would 

be the winner of the hegemony. This was not only a spatial competition 

but also, in the background, a cultural, technological and ideological 

one. 

 

                                                
3 The USA during the Operation Paperclip in 1945 hired more than 1600 former German scientists, engineers and 
technicians who were working on V2 missiles. 
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During the Cold War, we can sort the Space Race in 3 differents periods 

: from 1950 to 1960 was the time for first researches about spatial 

missions for both countries, then from 1960 to 1970 we can see the 

hegemony of the USA and then from 1970 to 1990, the end of the battle 

for space between the USA and the USSR. 

 

After the Second World War, the most important event is the first 

satellite launched by the USSR in October 1957, called Spoutnik 1. 

Then in the coming years they, for example, sent the first dog in space 

(in 1957). 

 

The missions were quite sporadic during this period but the USA 

understood that they were late and started to massively invests in 

astronautics. Every mission that turned into a success could show to the 

enemy that the other state was more powerful: for example in April 

1961, the USSR send the first man in space and just after, in May 1961, 

the USA did the same. 

 

In 1962, the American President, J.F. Kennedy stated in a famous 

speech4 that “we chose to go to the Moon in this decade and do the 

other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, 

because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our 

energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to 

accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to 

win.” 

 

                                                
4 Speech We choose to go to the Moon, 06/12/1962. 
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This is the start of the conquest of the Moon and during this period, 

estimations shows that 21,3 billions of dollars were invested for this 

cause. 

 

The USSR was not as wealthy as the USA and could not invest as much 

on the conquest of space. Even if the American conquest of space was 

interrupted for one year and half in 1967 because 3 American astronauts 

got killed in a mission, USSR could not fill in the gap between them 

and the USA. 

 

The USA ultimately won the conquest of space and crashed the USSR 

when the first man, Neil Armstrong walked on the Moon for the first 

time in History, the 21 July of 1969. (Apollo 11 mission) 

 

During the Cold War, several other countries also started to be 

interested in the conquest of space: Australia sent its first satellite in 

1962, becoming the first in the world which was neither American nor 

Soviet, France sent its first satellite in 1965 and Japan in 1970. 

 

Also during this decade, the Outer space Treaty entered into force, this 

is the first international legal text which deals with use of weapons on 

space. The Apollo 11 mission marked a sort of pacification between the 

2 superpowers, the USA won the Space Race and both countries had 

issues with their budgets. During the 1970s, a new approach has risen: 

the idea of cooperation between countries even if the Cold War was still 

above every heads. For example a mixed mission Apollo-Soyuz was 

launched in 1975. 
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But when Ronald Reagan was elected in the USA in 1980, the relations 

between the USA and the USSR got tense. Reagan decided to launch in 

1984 the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), a missile defense system in 

order to be able to defend the USA against any missiles attacks from 

the Soviet Union5. This project has been criticized by the allies, such as 

France, because it was judged too expensive and not useful. The SDI 

was a bad surprise for the USSR because they did not have the resources 

to attacks the USA with their missiles but this program was never used. 

 

The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 buried the hatchet between 

Soviets and Americans in the field of conquest space: the USA won and 

a new era appeared. 

 

A new era: after the Cold War 

 

The period after the Cold war is very different from the first one, indeed 

the core purpose for countries is not really the scientific exploration of 

space but more the issue about militarization of this field. Even if we 

can see the beginning of international cooperation between countries 

with the Outer Space Treaty of 19676, the scope and political 

consequences of this legal text are not very broad. 

 

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, a new theory of 

international relations appeared: the neorealism. This theory assesses 

                                                
5 Cf. annex 1 page 34. 
6 The Outer Space Treaty, entered into force on 10 October 1967 is the main legal treaty concerning international 
space law. In 2019, 109 countries are parties to the treaty and 23 had signed it but didn’t ratify it yet. 
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that there is no more 2 superpower blocks in the world, every country 

has their own place in foreign policy. 

 

From the 1990s to the 2000s, a new cooperation between countries 

started even if between 1990 and 1997 the conquest of space slows 

down. But space is still a very important place where states have 

interests if they want to be seen as powerful countries. 

 

The illustration of cooperation is obviously the construction of the 

International Space Station (ISS) in 1998. We can also point out that 

the European Space Agency (ESA), created during the Cold War in 

1975 is getting a lot more of attention from the European countries. 

 

Concerning the ISS, it is the most visible illustration of cooperation 

between states. It is a habitable space station in Earth’s orbit used for 

scientific and research purpose. The ISS is a joint project with different 

countries all over the world: the USA, Russia, Canada, Japan, Brazil 

and ESA countries. (but not all of them) 

 

As the conquest of space is very expensive, the cooperation is a good 

way to share knowledge concerning this field. The space conquest is no 

longer a monopoly of the richest countries in the world: some countries 

from the Non-Aligned Movement such as India and China started to 

develop their own spatial programs.  

 

Mainly during these decades, the spatial programs were aimed towards 

civil purposes. The development of satellites was the main issue 

regarding scientific and technological development. The launch of the 
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Hubble telescope in 1990 by the USA and Europe shows that countries 

were aware that space is a mysterious environment and deserves to 

undergo profound studies. The other part of satellites use is for 

commercial purposes and telecommunications. (for example the use of 

the GPS, weather forecast, television, radio etc) 

 

Actually, the real militarization of the outer space was not yet on the 

agenda, the first step is to use satellites for commercial purposes. The 

2000s are the illustration of this assertion: in 2000, almost 3 

telecommunication satellites were sent per month either by Europe, the 

USA or China. 

 

The scientific progress of states concerning commercial satellites was 

once again a method for them to show to the world that they were the 

most powerful country. But as most countries were catching up on, a 

new kind of exploitation of space began: it is the era of the militarization 

of space. Even if technology concerning spacecrafts is still very 

expensive, scientific progress made it more democratized. 

 

Countries started to develop other kinds of satellites like spy ones, 

which were already been used during the Cold War but were not really 

effective.  

 

States started to organize themselves concerning space policy, for 

example Donald Trump in 2017 re-established the National Space 

Council, created in 1989 and disbanded in 1993. The National Space 

Council is a body that operates in the USA concerning civil, 

commercial, national security and international space policy issues. 

This is a proof that space policy is preponderant and very important. 
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Nowadays it is estimated than almost 75% of satellites aimed towards 

military purposes (such as surveillance, warning, communications, 

spying and navigation): this shows that the space race is no longer for 

discovering space but rather using this area for a specific purpose. 

 

Space is used since the 1990-2000’s by armies in order to support them 

on their operations (on the ground, on the sea or in air) : it is a real 

strategic support and can help for telecommunication and space has 

become a new field for interoperability. The militarization of space is 

no longer a taboo for countries, they are aware of the stakes of this topic 

and we frequently hear in the press that a country achieved to destroy 

an object in space in orbit. For now, states are only destroying their old 

and broken satellites but obviously there is an implied result: they could 

do the same in time of war. Space is now a strategic issue, in 2016, 62.2 

billions of dollars has been invested into the militarization of outer 

space and this figure is constantly increasing7. 

 

We can then conclude that space exploration and military applications 

have always been connected, but this connexion is tighter today. 

 

After analyzing the emergence of the militarization of outer space from 

a historical point of view, the next step is to try to understand countries 

intention when they decide to militarize the area above their heads. (II) 

 

 

 

                                                
7 Source: Euroconsult report about public spending for space in 2016. 
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II. The different ambitions of the militarization of space 

 

Concerning militarization of outer space and in general in the field of 

defense, we can notice 2 approaches: states can indeed exploit space for 

defensive approach or offensive approach even if states are elusive 

concerning their own space policy : we are not sure that a specific 

country will only militarize space for defensive purpose and another 

one for offensive purpose. 

 

The defensive and deterrent approach 

 

In 2019, the queries about space and its militarization speeds up : some 

official reports from Ministry of Defense8 were published showing that 

militarization of space is on the agenda for every countries. 

 

For the USA, on June 18th, 2018, Donald Trump said at the White 

House that “we must have American dominance in space. I'm hereby 

directing the Department of Defense to immediately begin the process 

to establish a space force as the sixth branch of the armed forces. We 

are going to have the Air Force, and we are going to have the space 

force." Before the World Trade Center, the US expenses concerning 

space were high but after this event the space expenses drastically 

decreased in favor of the homeland security expenses. But today, 

expenses are increasing, in 2018 the American budget concerning 

defense is estimated at 600.1 billions of dollars (this is the first country 

                                                
8 For example the French Ministry of Armies published in 2019 a report concerning France’s defense spatial 
strategies. This document is 70 pages long and analyses the place of France into the modern space race concerning 
militarization of outer space. 
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in the world concerning military expenses) and we can guess there is a 

large portion only for the militarization of space. 

 

As for France, the programmative military law for the 2019-2025 period 

devote more than 3.6 billions of euros for space only. 

 

Western states understood that the militarization of space is a sensitive 

topic and tends more to a certain space policy toward defense rather 

than an offensive policy. For example France, in the Ministry of Armies 

report, stated that “strategic competition is strengthening. Our space 

capacities contributes to the strategic function "Knowledge and 

anticipation” and confirm the credibility of supporting our operations 

in observation, telecommunication, listening or navigational aid”. 

 

France doctrine concerning militarization of space is an explicit space 

policy of defense and want to develop a space policy toward a 

surveillance one rather than an offensive one. The ASAT system, anti-

satellite weapon is not on the agenda for France. For example France 

will use its space arsenal for listening purposes, secured 

telecommunications, meteorology and electromagnetic listening which 

can provides information on hostiles actors. France has a sturdy 

technology with regards to electromagnetic spying, engineering are 

developing CERES9 satellites and the first launch is planned for 2020. 

This satellite can intercept and locate electromagnetic signals by 

satellite means and it implies that France will soon have an effective 

technology concerning spying from space. 

 

                                                
9 The initials of the “CERES” terms means “Capacité d'Écoute et de Renseignement Électromagnétique Spatiale”. 
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France also created a “Commandement de l’Espace”, the 1st of 

September 2019 in order to have a strong spatial defense army and 

develop a strategic spatial autonomy. This creation is a consequence of 

the attempt of Russia to spy on a Italian and French satellite in 2017.  

This is once again a proof that space is a ground for military purposes 

and that strategic and international political issues are taken into 

account. 

 

France said explicitly that this space army will be a defensive one: in 

case of attack, they will only reply to an attack in the scope of the 

international public law principle of self-defense10. 

 

Then, in order to fight offensive behaviours, countries are starting to 

cooperate between them in order to share their technologies related to 

defense, and international organizations are becoming a negotiation 

forum concerning militarization of space. For example, NATO 

countries decided in 201811 that they should develop a common spatial 

policy in order to anticipate any hostile behaviours from other countries.  

 

Countries like Russia, China and India do not share their approach on 

their space defense programs, which led other countries, such as the 

USA, France and most Western states, to start to plan a real and strong 

defense policy. Also for EU countries and ESA countries, it is important 

to have a certain consensus concerning the strategic issues of space and 

the threats that are substantials. One main goal is also the idea for 

European countries to build a European spatial industry. Countries are 

                                                
10 Article 51 of the UN Charter. 
11 During the Brussels summit (July 2018). 
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also negotiating in a bilateral way, for example France, Germany, Italy, 

Japan, the USA are swapping informations and technologies. 

 

States are aware of the issues concerning space and the fact that other 

countries could use space for unfriendly purposes. That’s why some 

countries developed some missile defense systems. As missiles 

nowadays could be sent from space, it is important for states to update 

their policies concerning any missile defense system. This idea is not 

new and a parallel could be drawn between Reagan’s SDI during the 

Cold War and this modern missile shield. 

 

The proliferation of ballistic threats is a existing fact, not only from 

states but also from non-state-actors such as terrorists who could have 

the technology to hack some missiles or hack some state’s satellites. 

 

The French Senate in July 2011 published a report concerning the 

ballistic anti missile defense and this report states that space threats 

must be taken into account and that countries should organize 

themselves in order to avoid any attacks from outer space. The main 

idea for European countries is that they want to promote a responsible 

use of space, they are negotiating a Space Code of conduct 11 which 

states that countries should collaborate, cooperate and be transparent 

with their space policies. This Code of Conduct has been in negotiations 

for more than 10 years and was rejected by the USA, India, Russia and 

China, showing that it is difficult to find any consensus when discussing 

outer space activities. 

 

As we analysed the defensive approach of several countries concerning 

space, it is important now to analyse the other approach of the 



Ambassadeurs de la Jeunesse 
Commission Sécurité & Défense Internationales 

 
 

17 

 

militarization of space: states that are using space for offensive 

purposes. 

 

From the militarization to the weaponization of space  

 

The militarization and weaponization are two different concepts. 

Weaponization can be defined by the placement of systems capable of 

reaching some objects on Earth or in space and are not only support 

systems for military operations. Michael Dodge, a space lawyer said 

that “there is a difference, at least legally, between militarizing 

something and weaponizing something”12. 

 

The main issue rising for this idea of weaponization is that, as countries 

are in a increasing competition, the risk would be a space war. As space 

is a very different location from Earth and as no precedent has been 

seen in History, the consequences may be very dangerous and 

unknown. Space warfare refers to the use of weapons like ground-to-

space warfare, such as attacking satellites from the Earth, as well as 

space-to-space warfare (satellites attacking satellites) 

 

The weaponization of space include different threats like cybernetic 

threats, a satellite could be hacked by an enemy. Also the use of lasers 

and electromagnetic interferences are weapons that some actors could 

use against satellites in order to destabilize them. But the most 

dangerous weapon is the anti-satellite weapon, called ASAT.  ASAT is 

a space weapon designed to destroy satellites from the ground. 

                                                
12 Statement said in an article named “Space has always been militarized, jut not weaponized - not yet anyway” 
from the website space.com 
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ASAT was already used during the Cold War13 and is today a main issue 

in case of a upcoming space war. This technology was used during the 

Cold War either by the USA and the URSS but in 2019 several other 

countries are interested in the ASAT technology. We can draw a 

parallel once again with the atomic bomb and the end of bipolarism. 

Before only a few countries had the technology and enough money to 

produce the A bomb but after a wave of democratization and drops of 

costs, a lot of countries are starting to develop their own ASAT 

programs. The ASAT political race is once again just the result of a race 

for power, the countries which have an effective ASAT program will 

be seen as a powerful state. 

 

Recent ASAT launching has been noticed by several countries like the 

USA (in 1990), Russia, India and China. However it does not mean that 

other countries do not have any ASAT technology or are not developing 

one. The first state that showed to the international community that they 

owns ASAT is China in February 2007, soon followed by the USA one 

year after who destroyed a non-functioning American satellite14. Russia 

also destroyed one of their satellites and often shows to the international 

community that they have a strong ASAT technological development. 

(Russia launched 3 ASAT missiles in 2018). The latest country who 

proved that they owns ASATs is India, in March 2019 and became the 

fourth country in the ASAT field.  

 

These ASAT tests holds strong political significance. The goal of these 

experimentations is mainly to discourage the enemy from attacking by 

showing offensive capacities but also showing that countries who runed 

                                                
13 The first launch can be dated in 1957. 
14 This operation occurred on 20 February 2008 and is called the Operation Burnt Frost. 
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ASAT tests has a status on the international scene even if ASAT has 

never (yet) been used in warfare. Official responses after ASAT are 

often negative and tensed, after the Chinese test in 2007, the UK told 

that they were “concerned about the impact of debris in space and we 

expressed that concern but we don't believe that this does contravene 

international law". As for the USA, the National Security Council 

spokesman Gordon Johndroe believes that “China's development and 

testing of such weapons is inconsistent with the spirit of cooperation 

that both countries aspire to in the civil space area” 

 

As the ASAT technology is very dangerous because of the risk of space 

debris, countries are more turned toward the doctrine of “negative 

security assurance”, with a “no first use” policy. This means that 

because of the hazardous consequences concerning space debris, 

countries would only use ASAT in the case of self-defense if a enemy 

attacks first. Indeed space debris are the main problem concerning 

destroying satellites directly in space because it stays in orbit and could 

jeopardize other satellites or even inhabited spacecrafts if they enter in 

collision. Because of the absence of air resistance, debris do not slow 

down and keep their original kinetic energy in outer space. If a debris 

as small as 1 cm were to hit a satellite, it could perforate the cabin, 

completely ruin the said satellite and could deprive a part of the 

population of their precious GPS. 

 

The other issue is the risks of space debris coming back down on Earth. 

Even if the risk is lower because most of debris are burnt down when 

they enter the atmosphere, several debris are found each year on the 

ground. Even if these cases are quite rare, with the current development 

of satellites and ASATs, debris could soon become a potential threat. 

Destroying satellites is not the most viable solution in case of a space 
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war, the best solution would be the use of weapons that does not tear 

down satellites but only neutralize them without physically destroying 

them. But destroying a satellite with ASAT technology is more 

spectacular and makes a stronger impression. 

 

Finally, in order to fully understand the main issues of the militarization 

of space, it is important to analyse the weight of this area on the 

international relations and geopolitics. 

 

III. The consequences of the militarization of space on 

international relations and geopolitics 

 

Obviously, space is a very different place from the Earth. As this place 

is governed by technological evolution, there is a gap between law and 

the reality. It is important then to have in mind what could possibly 

happen in the future, because everything is moving very fast concerning 

space and its exploration. 

 

The autonomy of countries caused by an non liquet 

 

Space is not very well known and this assertion has legal consequences: 

indeed space is not a well regulated area, there is a legal void concerning 

space and its exploitation for peaceful and military purposes. 

 

The COPUOS, the United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of 

Outer Space, created in 1959 was “tasked with reviewing international 

cooperation in peaceful uses of outer space, studying space-related 

activities that could be undertaken by the United Nations, encouraging 
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space research programmes, and studying legal problems arising from 

the exploration of outer space.” This committee was a key in the 

creation of five treaties and the most famous is the Outer space Treaty, 

entered into force on October 10, 1967. This treaty provides the basic 

framework on international space law and the most important principles 

stated in this treaty is that “states shall not place nuclear weapons or 

other weapons of mass destruction in orbit or on celestial bodies or 

station them in outer space in any other manner” (article 4) and “states 

shall be responsible for national space activities whether carried out by 

governmental or non-governmental entities” and finally that “states 

shall be liable for damage caused by their space objects”. (article 6)  

 

These rules are the basic legal framework of international space law and 

several other treaties15 has been signed in the upcoming years in the 

COPUOS (concerning the Moon for example). Therefore, the legal 

corpus for outer space is 50 years old.  

 

Concerning the scope of the Outer space Treaty, article 4 stipulates that 

only the atomic bomb and weapon of mass destruction are forbidden in 

outer space. The UNRCPD16 defines a weapon of mass destruction as 

“a class of weaponry with the potential to, in a single moment, kill 

millions of civilians, jeopardize the natural environment, and 

fundamentally alter the world and the lives of future generations 

through their catastrophic effects”. This definition thus does not 

include the ASAT technology because these missiles are only targeting 

one satellite and certainly not kill millions of civilians. This treaty then 

                                                
15 Such as the Convention on the international liability for damage caused by space objects which was opened for 
signature in London, Moscow and Washington on 29 March 1972. 
16 United Nations Regional Centre for Peace and Disarmament in Asia and the Pacific. 
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does not forbid states to put other types of weapons in outer space than 

weapons of mass destruction. 

 

Today, the main forum for multilateral negotiations concerning space 

militarization is the UN Conference on Disarmament created in 1978. 

This forum is the only multilateral negotiation place concerning 

disarmament. Because it is a conference, declarations are not legally 

binding and as there is only 65 members states, the international 

community is not representated. The UN Conference on Disarmament 

started to think about militarization of space in 1985 concerning the 

PAROS17 resolution, which would ban any weapons in outer space and 

would forbid threats to use force against objects in outer space. 

 

Since 1985, the negotiations are stuck because of the USA, they refused 

to negotiate PAROS in the Convention of Disarmament because of their 

interests concerning ASAT. Multilateralism is clearly not working 

because of the states selfishness.  

 

The main issue is that there is a non liquet in the Outer space Treaty 

because it does not forbid the use of any weapons other than weapons 

of mass destruction, but at the same time states are not really willing to 

prohibit any kind of weapons in space because this field is growing very 

fast. 

 

The main problem concerning outer is that there is no international 

organization concerning space, as it exists for international rules 

concerning sea (International Maritime Organization) or the civil 

                                                
17 PAROS means “Prevention of an Arms Race in Outer Space”. 
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aviation (International Civil Aviation Organization). That means that 

the international governance concerning militarization of outer space is 

not institutionalized, outer space militarization is only discussed within 

informal committees which are stuck because of divergences in states’ 

interests. 

 

In 2008, another international legal text proposed by Russia and China 

was dealing with arms in outer space: this is the Treaty on the 

Prevention of the Placement of Weapons in Outer Space, the Threat or 

Use of Force Against Outer Space Objects. This treaty, updated in 2014 

is only a draft. This text is trying to forbid every weapon in space but is 

not on the agenda for a vote yet. The scope of this text is blurry and 

might be seriously instrumentalized for political purposes by China and 

Russia in order to stop the western space race concerning ASAT. For 

example this text does not deals with the issue of space debris.  

 

As there is no international harmonization concerning space rules, 

every country is responsible on the international level concerning its 

national space activities, whether they are private or public. This 

multiplication of diverse national legal rules is jeopardizing 

international relations concerning the militarization of space because 

each state is acting in its own interests, led by geopolitical and economic 

reasons. This problem is the main issue concerning space militarization 

and could be a real struggle in the future while the space exploration is 

booming in 2019. 
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2019 and after? A prospective analysis 

 

As the treaty instrument concerning space militarization showed its 

limits, it is difficult to imagine that amending the Outer space Treaty of 

1967 in order to adjusts to the evolutions of technics and politics matters 

would be possible. That’s why last year in Geneva, from the 18th 

through 28th of March, a Space Peace Summit has been organized with 

25 experts from all over the world (the USA, China, Russia etc) in order 

to start some negotiations concerning the control of the space weapons 

race. The context of the negotiations is quite tense, with political issues 

and struggles about influence in the background. 

 

The main idea is to focus on the notion of “vulnerability in space”, 

indeed every states are more or less on an equal footing in the spatial 

area because of the nature of this environnement. The second idea is 

that space is no longer seen as a “club reserved for rich people”, every 

country is interested by space.  

 

We can also point out that in 2017 there was some multilateral non-

legally binding instruments on Space Security18 in the EU. In short 

span, space became accessible to the great majority of countries because 

of the drop of the satellites costs. The North American Aerospace 

Defense Command stated that in 2018, 56 countries sent at least one 

satellite.  

 

                                                
18 14-16 June 2017 Working Group on the "Way Ahead" EU Statement on the Prevention of an Arms Race in 
Outer Space. 
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Euroconsult also says that the majority of countries are increasing 

public spending on their spatial policy.  

 

The most feasible option concerning space and its regulation would be 

the creation of an international organization strictly assigned for space, 

on the same principle as for the International Maritime Organization or 

the International Civil Aviation Organization. Concerning the IMO, sea 

was used for commercial and war purposes since the 10th century and 

it took a very long time before the creation of a binding organization 

only which would solely focus on the sea and its exploitation. Some 

international lawyers are thinking that creating an International Space 

Organization would encourage states to find a real consensus 

concerning militarization of space in a multilateral approach. This will 

obviously take some time and states are probably not ready yet but it is 

better to have a real international organization in order to harmonize 

law concerning space and its militarization than heterogeneous national 

rules and an outdated international space law. 

 

In 2019 we can note that some new actors are emerging, some can be 

hostile (Iran, North Korea) but others can be helpful and some future 

multilateral relations could arise. For example the newspaper Le Monde 

wrote an article19 saying that Luxembourg will create its own space 

agency: even countries that are not strong or big actors on the political 

and international relations scenes are starting to follow the lead 

concerning space exploration. 

 

                                                
19 “Le Luxembourg promulgue la première loi européenne sur l’exploitation des ressources spatiales”, published 
in July 2017. 
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The multiplication of actors modify international relations: beside 

conventional actors such as states, we can see an emergence of private 

actors such as private investors, startups and big companies. These 

actors are part of something new called the “New Space”. The “Old” 

Space refers to all the space policy runned by states only for military 

and strategic purposes. The New Space era is shifting from the military 

use of space to the use of space for commercial purpose, such as travel 

and tourism.  

 

The New Space actors are often as rich as some states or even richer 

regarding budget allocated for space, and some are very solid 

competitors. The most famous company is SpaceX, created by Elon 

Musk in 2002. This date is important because it means that space 

exploration by private actors was already on the agenda in the early 21th 

century but boomed in 2019. 

 

Xavier Pasco, the director of the “Fondation pour la Recherche 

stratégique”, a French think tank, said that at least 1000 companies 

specialized in space are in activity on the USA territory and most of 

them were created in the past 10 years. Space is no longer the monopoly 

of states for them to show their military power but is nowadays shared 

with private actors that understood that space could also be used for 

commercial purposes and that exploitation could be a great financial 

investment. The exploitation of space by private actors of course raise 

the question concerning the militarization of space by private 

companies because they have a huge technology knowledge and could 

completely spy on competitors or even on states and these actions are 

not falling into the scope of international space law, because it is only 

concerning states’ operations. 
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In 2019 no actual warfare has ever taken place in space even if a lot of 

tests and demonstrations have been realised. The big question is, in the 

future will space become a theatre of international conflicts, mixed with 

states and private actors, or move towards a peaceful management 

orienting its use solely for commercial and scientific purposes? 
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Conclusion 

 

To conclude, we can summarize that the militarization of space is 

mainly a political stake. It is not essential to militarize space because it 

is too expensive.  

 

Space militarization is, before anything else, a mean for states to display 

their technological and financial power thus proving to the rest of the 

world that they can have their role in international relations. From its 

origins in the Cold War and the space race between the USA and the 

USSR, the militarization of space has kept a deep and strong ideological 

and political background. Even if at first glance the development of a 

space policy might not seen mandatory and not essential, it is a 

prerequisites in order to become a strong actor in the economic and 

geopolitical area. A powerful space policy is a real asset for a nation 

and is essential : even if most of the countries of the world owns a space 

program, not having one can be seen as a weakness in a technological, 

economic and geopolitical field. 

 

Nowadays even emerging countries are engaged in space conquest for 

military purposes and is not anymore a monopoly of the developed 

countries.  

 

Militarization of space is questioning the international relations and 

international law today and is a turning point concerning foreign policy 

because we can see a deep gap between the legal framework and the 

practice of the countries which are using space for military purposes. 

Because there is not international legal body or international 

organization strictly focused on the matter of the militarization of space, 
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countries are almost free to behave the way they want, as long as they 

do not violate international public law and the Outer space Treaty 

prohibition concerning weapons of mass destruction. The scope of the 

international texts such as the Outer space treaty is too broad concerning 

the militarization of space, only forbidding the use of mass destruction 

weapons.  

 

A consensus has yet to be found within the international community 

and this could lead to misunderstandings between countries or escalate 

into world-scaled conflicts. But as technology concerning space is 

moving very fast, having a legal framework for the 2020 years and after 

could be counterproductive and will always be different from the reality 

because international law is slower than the evolution of technics 

concerning space exploration and space militarization. 

 

So far, the attempts to harmonize for a consensus or a mutual space 

governance has not shown any positive result. The main reason being 

the way that most states are acting in their own selfish ways instead of 

working towards a global agreement. These behaviours may lead to 

conflicts as some states aim their policies to be more “aggressive” than 

others. 

 

Space militarization is a sensitive topic as it affects everyone on the 

planet and the consequences of a space war could be tragic. We can 

draw a parallel with the atomic bomb, though the consequences on 

health are totally different, the doctrine used by countries is the 

deterrent approach: nations show the world that they have the 

technology to attack the enemy but will only use this weapon if the 

enemy attacks them first. As outer space is a very unique area and has 

only been exploited for less than a century, states should act very 



Ambassadeurs de la Jeunesse 
Commission Sécurité & Défense Internationales 

 
 

30 

 

carefully because the results remain, for the most part, theoretical to this 

day. 
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Annex 1 : Strategic Defense Initiative held by R. Reagan during the Cold war 

 

 

 Source : https://cbjornsonhistory12.weebly.com/star-wars-initiative.html 


