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bstract: Starting from the assumption that the United States and
the People’s Republic of China are engaged in competition for
space primacy through the establishment of a permanent and dominant
presence on the Moon, with the possibility of future exploitation of space
resources, this paper aims to examine and explain the competition in
question in its basic outlines. The analysis primarily focuses on the
opposing Artemis and ILRS coalitions from both geopolitical and ast-
ropolitical perspectives. To that end, and within a realpolitik framework,
the paper employs the methods of comparative analysis of the ongoing
space activities of the two superpowers, their strategic documents and
legislation, as well as the narratives of key actors. The research find-
ings indicate that the world is currently witnessing the Second Space
Race, which gives astropolitics increasing importance for understanding
contemporary international relations. The conclusion emphasizes that,
owing to new technological capabilities and emerging strategic circum-
stances, outer space is no longer primarily an area of scientific interest,
but is increasingly manifesting itself as a distinct strategic domain of
interstate competition. This entails numerous security, environmental,
economic and other threats, but also opportunities for development.
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Introduction

he Second Space Race has been unfolding relatively unnoticed for about a

decade, largely due to the appearance of something “already seen” and the
information overload of contemporary society. Enabled by the technological revolution
brought about by the emergence of reusable launch vehicles, [ The American compa-
ny SpaceX was the first to successfully launch, land and reuse the same rocket, using
its Falcon 9 model in December 2015. Such vehicles are referred to as “reusable
launch vehicles” or simply “reusable rockets”.] which reduced the cost of launching
one kilogram of payload into low Earth orbit (LEO) almost tenfold (Hieber, 2025), it is
now entering a new phase in which it is beginning to produce globally visible conse-
quences. This primarily refers to the combined effects of NASA's Artemis Il mission
in April 2026, SpaceX’s planned orbital propellant transfer test for Starship, the de-
velopment of China’s Long March 10 super-heavy launch vehicle, and the gradual
operationalisation of China’s reusable launch vehicle, all of which will further intensify
the Second Space Race.

Unlike the former competitors, namely the United States and the USSR, which
were practically the only space actors of the Cold War era, the leaders of the present
race are the United States and the People’s Republic of China, with the participation
of a large number of other global, regional and even private actors, whose loyalties
may at times be variable. As Sljivan€anin observes, the annexation of Crimea, the war
in Ukraine, the strengthening of China’s economic and military potential, and the geo-
political rise of multipolarity have “created an environment in which space is becoming
a key instrument of power projection, deterrence and the preservation of strategic
advantage” (Sljivancanin, 2026, p. 232). Although this may lead to the conclusion
that multipolarism also prevails in today’s space competition, it nevertheless appears
that all actors are aligning themselves with one of two gradually emerging blocs: the
coalition of around sixty states gathered around the Artemis Accords, led by the United
States, or the coalition of thirteen states gathered around the Sino-Russian project of
the International Lunar Research Station (ILRS), led by Beijing, with the ambition of
bringing together fifty states (The State Council of the PRC, 2024). Countries outside
these blocs currently do not possess sufficient influence to dismantle such an emerg-
ing bipolar configuration, although the possibility of a future multipolarisation of space
competition should not be ruled out.

Accordingly, the Second Space Race differs significantly from its Cold War pre-
decessor, beginning with the different participants, who have replaced the pathos of
ideological struggle with the astro-economic rationale of exploiting space resources,
through a far greater strategic stake, and finally to the dramatically expanded scope
of the race. NASA has set sending humans to Mars as its official goal (NASA, 2023),
while there are indications that the Communist Party of China also intends to mark
the centenary of its rise to power by sending “taikonauts’[ In Western terminology,
the term “taikonauts” has become established for Chinese astronauts, deriving from
the Chinese word X%, pronounced “taikong”, meaning “outer space”. In China itself,
however, the term fiiX 7 is used, pronounced “hangtianyuan”, which literally means
“personnel who travel through space”.] to the Red Planet (Burke, 2025).
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Nevertheless, the thread connecting both races is an essentially realpolitik, and in-
deed geopolitical, rationale that lies at the core of both episodes of space competition.
As this geopolitical rationale is increasingly applied to outer space, a new discipline
— astropolitics — is developing. Its importance is growing due to the fact that outer
space is no longer merely a supporting environment for military or economic power on
Earth, but a distinct strategic domain in which states compete for privileged positions
and hegemony. Therefore, this paper will attempt, from a realpolitik perspective, to
analyse the theoretical framework of astropolitics, its historical development, current
astropolitical processes, as well as the opportunities and challenges they generate.

Theoretical Framework

The relationship between space and state policy was recognised as early as
antiquity. The works of Strabo (Geography) and Thucydides (The Peloponnesian
War) devote considerable attention to the influence of geography and climate on
the formation of the mentality, culture and state-political structures of Sparta, Athens
and the Roman Empire. On the other hand, indications of geopolitical, and even
geoeconomic, awareness can also be found in ancient China, in the works of Sun Tzu
(S0n Zi), who was interested in space in the context of military operations, and Guan
Zhong, whose understanding of the relationship between space and economy almost
merits the title of “father of Chinese geoeconomics”.

However, geopolitics developed as a distinct discipline only at the end of the
nineteenth century. Although strategists of all eras recognised the link between space
and state power, the need for geopolitics as a science matured only under conditions
in which several global, industrialised and mutually competing empires existed in
constant interaction. By analogy, the need to distinguish astropolitics arises from
the simultaneous existence of several geopolitical facts of the present age: 1) an
increasing number of states have access to outer space; 2) their rivalry on Earth is
being projected into outer space; 3) the balance of power in outer space may have a
decisive impact on the balance of power on Earth; and 4) outer space is becoming an
arena of permanent human competition, with security, economic, logistical, energy-
related and other implications. These assumptions indicate that control over certain
areas of outer space — primarily LEO, but also geostationary orbit, Lagrange points,
cislunar space and others — has become, in the twenty-first century, a condition for
great powers to maintain that status, and in extreme situations, such as a war between
great powers, perhaps even a condition for their physical survival.

As outer space ceases to be a domain primarily of scientific research and
increasingly becomes an area of strategic competition among states (Asl, 2024), the
need is also growing for new scientific disciplines — or at least for the upgrading
of existing ones — that would provide an adequate intellectual apparatus for
understanding the manifestation of state power in outer space, that is, the ways in
which states can use outer space to strengthen their positions.

Emphasising the spatial dimension in the strategic problem described above
inevitably evokes geopolitics. Yet how can one rely on a discipline with an inherently
terrestrial perspective in a domain that extends beyond planet Earth? Some authors
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see the solution in the use of the phrase “the geopolitics of outer space” (Stojanovi¢ &
Dimitrijevi¢, 2025), but this may constitute a contradictio in adjecto, since geopoalitics,
as its very name suggests, serves to understand the relationship between space
and politics on Earth, not beyond it. Although current human activities in outer space
are still largely connected to Earth, which in this early phase of space governance
somewhat justifies the term “the geopolitics of outer space”, as astronautics develops
it will become increasingly autonomous from its terrestrial base. This will further
require a terminological distancing from the “geo” basis in the debate between “astro”
and “geo” politics. This brings us to what, in our view, is the more appropriate concept
of astropolitics, as well as to a series of other new disciplines that, primarily in the
American expert community, have emerged over the past two decades, such as
astrostrategy, astroeconomics, astrography and others. For the purposes of this paper,
we shall focus on astropolitics as an umbrella discipline analogous to geopolitics.

Terminological uncertainties are accompanied by the substantive question of the
extent to which astropolitics is a new discipline, and the extent to which it is merely
an extension of geopolitics, that is, its projection into outer space. Although it is clear
that astropolitics represents the culmination of the evolution of scholarly thought on
the correlations between space and politics, which at first glance places it within a
subcategory of geopoalitics, the radically different quality of outer-space environment
compared with terrestrial space suggests that astropolitics will have considerable
potential for autonomous development. In this regard, it should be emphasised
that outer-space environment conditions the strategic position of actors through
the utilisation of favourable orbital mechanics (Kopanja, 2021, p. 412), but also
through technological capabilities that enable access to and presence in open outer
space. Therefore, for astropolitics, in addition to the spatial determinism it inherits
from geopolitics, technological determinism is equally important (Ajzenhamer, 2021,
p. 542). This issue merits a separate scholarly analysis and will therefore not be
elaborated here in greater detail.

Since these are relatively new phenomena (Ajzenhamer, 2021, p. 543), the
theoretical material defining astropolitics remains modest. Among the more
authoritative definitions are those offered by Everett C. Dolman of the United States Air
Force Academy in Colorado in his work Astropolitik. In the introduction to Astropolitik,
Dolman states that it is “an extension of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century theories
of global geopolitics into the vast context of human conquest of outer space”, or “the
application of a prominent and refined realist vision of state competition in outer-space
politics, particularly with regard to the development and evolution of the legal and
political regime governing humanity’s entry into space” (Dolman, 2002, p. 1). He is
somewhat more precise in the first chapter, where he describes astropolitics as “a
deterministic political theory that deals with the relationship between state power
and control of outer space for the purpose of extending the dominance of one state
over the entire planet Earth” (Dolman, 2002, p. 14). We consider this definition —
although entirely valid for a great power such as the United States — too extreme in
terms of the objectives it sets, since astropolitics may also be pursued by states that
do not seek planetary hegemony. Moreover, as already noted, in these early stages
of astropolitics the scope of heuristic parallels between geopolitics and astropolitics
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remains questionable, due to the very fact that outer space is radically different
from terrestrial space. The nature of its relationship with state power therefore still
remains to be confirmed in practice. Taking into account the above criticisms, while
also acknowledging Dolman’s genuinely perceptive insights, we offer here our own
definition of astropolitics as a discipline based on the logic of spatial and technological
determinism, which explains the influence of outer space and the control of its specific
parts on state power.

The Strategic Significance of Outer Space

Awareness of the strategic significance of outer space emerged decades before
the beginning of the space age. The “founding fathers” of rocket technology and
inspirers of the space age, the scientists Konstantin Tsiolkovsky (Russian: KoHcTaHTuH
Onyapaosuy Linonkosckuit) and Hermann Oberth (German: Hermann Julius Oberth),
recognised the transformative power of rocket technologies for humanity and, to
some extent, also anticipated the astropolitical rationale as a factor in future strategy.
Nevertheless, one of the first public appeals to an astropolitical perspective occurred
after the USSR opened the space age with the successful launch of the artificial
satellite Sputnik in October 1957. Reacting to this event, then-Senator Lyndon Baines
Johnson stated before the Senate on January 7, 1958, that “control of space means
control of the world”, adding: “There is something more important than the ultimate
weapon. That is the ultimate position. The position of total control over planet Earth
lies somewhere in outer space” (The New York Times, 1958). These were among
the “first chords” of the historic Cold War space race, while Johnson and strategists
on both sides of the Iron Curtain understood that the combined development of
reconnaissance satellites, intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and atomic
bombs carried an existential danger unprecedented in human history.

Military aspects are even more important today, and the world’s leading armed
forces increasingly treat outer space as a distinct domain of potential combat
operations. The armed forces of technologically advanced countries already depend
heavily on satellites for navigation and orientation, communication, surveillance and
tracking of static and mobile ground targets, missile guidance and other functions.
For states possessing strategic weapons, satellites are also crucial for the early
detection of ICBM launches and the tracking of their flight trajectories, as well as
for the detection of nuclear explosions. From a theoretical standpoint, outer space
also offers possibilities for the positioning of conventional orbital weapons of either
a defensive or offensive character, with potentially strategic with potentially strategic
effects,| Hypothetical types of space weapons, such as kinetic hypersonic projectiles
or sophisticated orbital missile shields, would have a devastating effect on the
strategic balance among the leading military powers on Earth.] since existing norms
of international space law prohibit only the placement of weapons of mass destruction
in outer space (Stojanovic, 2021, p. 438). Many states are currently transforming the
air-force branch of their armed forces into “aerospace forces”, while some, such as
the United States, are forming an entirely new and separate branch of the military,
namely space forces.
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However, the same satellites that enable militaries to navigate are also used daily
in civilian life, from personal GPS devices to air traffic control at international airports.
Communication satellites provide services that are of crucial importance for the
functionality of modern societies and economies (Ancona, 2025), while even satellites
used for surveillance and monitoring have, apart from their intelligence function, civilian
applications in monitoring climate conditions, air pollution and the consequences of
natural disasters. The civilian exploitation of outer space is particularly promising today
(Bowen, 2026), and private companies are laying the foundations of a space economy
unlike anything that has existed before. This includes numerous entirely new services,
such as space tourism, suborbital and orbital strategic transport, the production of
specific materials and substances in microgravity (Giles, 2024), and others.

Perhaps the most important long-term implications arise from the increasingly
realistic prospect of exploiting space resources, initially from the Moon and near-
Earth asteroids, and subsequently from more distant bodies of the Solar System
(Sekari¢, 2021). For a basic understanding of the resource potential of the solar
space environment, it is sufficient to mention that the value of minerals on the metallic
asteroid 16 Psyche is estimated at an astonishing USD 10,000 quadrillion] NASA
launched a probe toward this body in October 2023, with arrival at the destination
expected in 2029.] (Carter, 2024). It is also interesting that a classification list of
the most accessible asteroids has been established, the Asterank Database, which
provides data on the profitability of their potential exploitation (Asterank). According to
data from this list, the profit from exploiting the ten most accessible metallic asteroids
would amount to around two trillion dollars. The lucrative aspect is closely linked to the
strategic one, since most of these asteroids are rich in what are collectively referred to
as rare earth minerals (REMs), which are of essential importance for the development
of new generations of microprocessors necessary for the implementation of artificial
intelligence and the production of rockets and other crucial defence technologies.
Today, the People’s Republic of China controls around 60% of the global market in
this field (Long, 2025). This fact gives an important astroeconomic dimension to the
current space race, since a possible Chinese space hegemony would also result in
Beijing’s definitive monopoly on the REM market, whereas the hypothetical primacy
of the coalition gathered around Artemis might lead to a more balanced market for
these resources. Finally, it is necessary to mention the energy factor as well, given
that the Moon, owing to the absence of a magnetic field, is rich in the highly potent
energy resource helium-3, an isotope which, in quantities of only a few dozen tonnes,
is estimated to be capable of satisfying the entire annual energy needs of the United
States, although the technology for its use does not currently exist (Simko & Gray,
2014).

Aware of the forthcoming strategic competition with China, the administration of U.S.
President Barack Obama adopted the Commercial Space Launch Competitiveness
Act (CSLCA), which recognised the right of U.S. citizens and companies to possess,
transport, use and sell resources collected in outer space (McCarthy, 2015). In
addition to the United States, Luxembourg adopted a similar law in 2016 (Ministere
de I'Economie, 2016), while China is currently in the process of codifying its national
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space law, which will, by all indications, also regulate the issue of exploiting space
resources (Peng, 2024).

If this issue is considered from the standpoint of Halford Mackinder’s classical
geopolitics, open outer space appears as something resembling the “heartland”, that
is, a space of unlimited resource base that would guarantee world domination to any
state, or even private company, capable of establishing control over it. However, for any
state or company from Earth to be able to access the wealth of deep space, it must first
pass through the “bottleneck” of near-Earth space, from the Karman line to the Moon,
which, by analogy with the maritime theories of Alfred Thayer Mahan, represents the
chokepoint of astropolitics. In this respect, the stakes of the Second Space Race are
incomparably greater than they were during the Cold War, when competition, despite
its strategic causes, ultimately resulted primarily in the strengthening or weakening of
the prestige of the rival blocs.

Historical Context

Ahistorical retrospective is necessary in order to demonstrate that the astropolitical
worldview has already undergone practical validation and is not merely an abstract
theoretical construct. The fact that space exploration began as an extension of the
Cold War (Long, 2025) suggests that some form of strategic rationale must have stood
behind this seemingly scientific and humanistic endeavour.

As Deborah Cadbury observes in the introduction to her study on the history of the
Cold War space race, “the development of rockets went hand in hand with efforts to
develop the capacity to deliver nuclear weapons, to spy on the enemy and to control
space. [...] National security and global stability were at stake” (Cadbury, 2007, p. ix).
This connection becomes particularly striking when analysing the emergence of the
Soviet space program. Notes from the second meeting between chief rocket designer
Sergei Korolev[ Owing to extreme security measures within the USSR, Korolev never
had a clearly defined official position, although he effectively performed the role of
director of the Soviet rocket and space program.] and Soviet head of state Joseph
Stalin in July 1949, at which the development of ICBMs was discussed, show that
Stalin at that time already believed that “Churchill and Truman wanted war against the
USSR” and that they were planning nuclear strikes against the Soviet Union (Cadbury,
2007, pp. 125-126). The very fact that this meeting was held less than a month before
the testing of the first Soviet atomic bomb shows that the development of rockets in
the USSR was primarily motivated by the desire to obtain effective means of delivering
nuclear weapons to distant targets in the Western Hemisphere, under conditions of
U.S. air superiority. Thus it happened that the first artificial satellite in human history,
the Soviet Sputnik, was launched by means of a modified R-7 Semyorka ICBM, while
Korolev would never, for the rest of his life, succeed in securing full state support for
his space ambitions, instead realising them as extensions of military development
programs.

The launch of Sputnik on October 4, 1957, was correctly interpreted in the United
States as an event with primarily military consequences. “If the Soviet Union could
put a satellite into space, then it could also deliver a nuclear warhead: American
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cities were in its sights” (Cadbury, 2007, p. 167). The American media ensured that
the dramatic nature of the moment was explained unambiguously, with The New
York Times declaring on its front page that the United States was “now in a race for
survival” (Cadbury, 2007, p. 167). At that time, the warnings were also joined by the
aforementioned Senator Lyndon Johnson, who linked control of space with control of
the world, as well as Senator George Armistead Smathers, who would be remembered
for the statement: “We cannot afford to be second best when it comes to our survival’
(Dolman, 2002, p. 94). Military perspectives would guide the First Space Race until
its very end, so much so that the American Space Shuttle of the 1970s was initially
interpreted in the Kremlin as a means capable of launching nuclear missiles from
space directly at Soviet cities with unprecedented speed (Day, 2019).

The military and realpolitik logic of the first space race described above appears,
at first glance, to be relativised by the international initiatives of the 1960s and 1970s,
which, with their liberal-humanistic tones, resulted in space-law charters adopted
before the United Nations (UN). However, it is more likely that the United States and
the USSR were guided by realpolitik calculations in this case as well, concealing them
behind a humanitarian veil. In accordance with the fundamental rule of geopolitics
that, if a state cannot establish control over an important factor of power, it must deny
that factor to its competitors as well, both powers attempted to reduce the danger by
imposing a regime of neutrality in outer space. This was particularly true of the United
States during the period of perceived Soviet advantage in the space race in the 1960s,
before the success of the Apollo 11 lunar mission. As Dolman explains: “Once the
Soviets reached space first, American foreign policy had to confront this enormous
potential threat. [...] Behind the scenes, American scientists worked obsessively to
catch up with their antagonists, while U.S. foreign-policy makers sought to persuade
or manipulate the Soviets into adopting an official position of joint space exploration
as the common heritage of all humankind” (Dolman, 2002, p. 96).

After the end of the Cold War and the advent of American unipolarity, realpolitik
seemingly gave way to liberalism in international relations. This was also reflected
in the domain of space governance, so that the transition from the twentieth to the
twenty-first century was marked by spectacular international space projects, from
the Shuttle—Mir program of the 1990s (NASA, 2023) to the establishment of the still
operational International Space Station (ISS), through cooperation among the U.S.
NASA, the European Space Agency (ESA), Russia’s Roscosmos, the Canadian
Space Agency (CSA) and Japan’s JAXA. China, however, was excluded from this and
other international space initiatives due to U.S. concerns over the theft of advanced
dual-use technologies. In 2011, this was also given legal sanction in the form of the
so-called Wolf Amendment, which prohibits NASA from cooperating with any Chinese
space agency or organisation without the explicit approval of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) and Congress (U.S. Government Publishing Office, 2011). Once
again, it became evident that the foreign-policy liberalism of a superpower endures
only as long as it serves its realpolitik interests.

China, however, despite its relative isolation, rapidly developed from a peripheral
actor into a full-spectrum space power, capable of matching the United States in many
areas of space governance. Since becoming, in 2003, the third nation to independently
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send a human into space, China has demonstrated anti-satellite combat capabilities
(ASAT) for the first time in 2007, while the sophistication of its space program has
also been demonstrated by a series of successful lunar missions from 2019, with
the Chang’'e 4 mission — the first landing of a probe on the far side of the Moon[
On that occasion, a robotic rover was also deployed on the far side of the Moon,
which was likewise the first such operation in the history of lunar exploration.] — to
2024, with the Chang’e 5 and Chang’e 6 missions, the first robotic missions to return
lunar samples to Earth since the 1970s. In addition, in May 2021 the Chinese space
agency successfully carried out the soft landing of a probe and rover on the surface of
Mars, as part of the Tianwen-1 mission, and as early as the following month launched
into LEO the core module of its Tiangong space station, translated as “Heavenly
Palace” (Cardoso, 2024). China also completed the deployment of its BeiDou satellite
navigation constellation in 2020 (Cardoso, 2024), while the project of establishing
the national Guowang megaconstellation of 12,000 satellites is also underway as a
counterpart to the American Starlink. China’s private space sector is likewise on the
rise and currently includes around 600 enterprises of widely varying specialisations,
from leasing launch infrastructure to developing reusable rockets (The Economist,

2026).

The described transformation of China into a first-rank space power, which
unfolded in parallel with China’s rise into a world power, has threatened the established
U.S. primacy in space and made the prospect of competition for space resources
increasingly certain. The winner of such a competition could acquire instruments of
power capable of making it a global hegemon. Thus, the Second Space Race was
set in motion, together with all its geopolitical and astropolitical consequences, the
most visible of which are currently the competing international space initiatives of
Washington and Beijing: the Artemis Accords and the ILRS.

Artemis and the ILRS: Astropolitics in the Guise
of International Scientific Cooperation

If, as Dolman indicates, the United States and the USSR approached the har-
monisation of space-law norms during the Cold War out of fear of the other side’s
space hegemony (Dolman, 2002, p. 96), it appears that, in the initial phase of the
Second Space Race, the current competitors are avoiding mutual restraint through
direct dialogue and are instead seeking to achieve it through the consolidation of in-
ternational coalitions under their own control. This is a different situation from that of
the Cold War, since it concerns the preventive mutual restraint of competitors and the
legitimisation of their space ambitions before the international public, whereas Cold
War international space initiatives took place reactively, after a series of major space
achievements by the United States and the USSR.

The first publicly visible step of the Second Space Race occurred on December
11,2017, when U.S. President Donald Trump signed Space Policy Directive 1, which,
among other things, stated as its objective “leadership in an innovative and sustain-
able program of exploration with commercial and international partners, in order to
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enable the expansion of humanity across the Solar System and bring back to Earth
new knowledge and opportunities. Beginning with missions beyond LEO, the United
States will lead the return of humans to the Moon for long-term exploration and utilisa-
tion (emphasis added), followed by human missions to Mars and other destinations”
(Executive Office of the POTUS, 2017). For a better understanding of the context, it
is necessary to point out that 2016 and 2017 represented a kind of transitional period
for the Chinese space program, during which not only was China’s most powerful
launch vehicle up to that point operationalised — the Long March 5 rocket, capable
of carrying 25 tonnes of payload to LEO[ This was surpassed in February 2026 with
the successful launch of the Long March 10 rocket, capable of carrying 70 tonnes of
payload to LEO.] — but the foundations were also laid for the development of a per-
manent orbital station through long-duration taikonaut missions in outer space and the
development of robotic cargo spacecraft for their logistical support.

On the basis of the above directive, NASA launched the Artemis program in 2017,
with the tasks of: 1) returning humans to the Moon; 2) establishing a permanent hu-
man presence on the Moon; and 3) sending humans to Mars (NASA, 2020a). How-
ever, after decades of focus on LEO and a series of budgetary and administrative
difficulties, it became apparent that the development of new technologies necessary
for such ambitiously defined objectives was proceeding slowly, despite the inclusion
of the private sector in the program. Following the historic success of the Chang’e 4
mission in January 2019, as well as the Chang’e 5 mission, the United States recog-
nised the danger that China might overtake it in space, while then Vice President Mike
Pence warned that “China is occupying the lunar strategic high ground” (Lemus-Del-
gado, 2025). Thus, on October 13, 2020, the State Department, together with foreign
partners, drafted an international accord on the peaceful and transparent exploration
of outer space, also under the name Artemis. The accord is a political declaration
without legally binding force, formally grounded in the 1967 Outer Space Treaty and
other UN space-law instruments, and proclaims ten principles: 1) peaceful purposes;
2) transparency; 3) interoperability; 4) emergency assistance; 5) registration of space
objects; 6) release of scientific data; 7) preservation of historical heritage in outer
space; 8) free exploitation of space resources in accordance with UN rules; 9) pre-
vention of mutually harmful interference in outer space; and 10) mitigation of orbital
debris (NASA, 2020b). With a simple accession procedure, the accord has grown
from its original eight members — the United States, Canada, Australia, the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the United Arab
Emirates and Japan — to its current 63 members/signatories. It is therefore already
colloquially referred to as the “Artemis coalition” led by Washington, with considerable
international significance in shaping global rules for space governance, in parallel with
UN bodies whose work it officially seeks to support and improve.

Already in March 2021, a reaction from the eastern competitors followed: the China
National Space Administration (CNSA) and Roscosmos concluded the Memorandum
of Understanding between the Government of the People’s Republic of China and
the Government of the Russian Federation on Cooperation in the Construction of the
International Lunar Research Station, which is not publicly available (CNSA, 2021).
Although this initiative has had the image of a dual project since its inception, China is
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unquestionably the dominant actor, and the stated objectives of the ILRS correspond
to Beijing’s long-term plans, such as the Chinese Lunar Exploration Program (CLEP),
the white paper on space activities, the 14th Five-Year Plan and others, all aimed at
achieving the status of a so-called it X58[E — hang tian gidng guo, that is, a “space
superpower” (The State Council of the PRC, 2021). Following the failure of Russia’s
Luna 25 mission in August 2023, even the appearance of an equal contribution by
the two ILRS founders disappeared. In the meantime, the number of member states
of the initiative has increased to 13, although these are mostly so-called Third World
countries with questionable technological capacities — the only two European mem-
bers of the ILRS initiative are Belarus and, since May 2024, the Republic of Serbia —
but with geographically favourable positions for economical launches of Chinese and
Russian rockets into cislunar space. This applies particularly to members located near
the equator, such as Thailand, Senegal or Venezuela. In addition, the actual number
of ILRS members is higher than 13, since some countries do not participate officially
in the initiative but rather through individual institutions such as universities, observa-
tories, laboratories and the like, thereby becoming “phantom members”.[ For exam-
ple, although Ethiopia and Kenya are not official members of the ILRS, the Ethiopian
Space Science and Geospatial Institute and the Kenya Advanced Institute of Science
and Technology are (Iderawumi, 2024). In addition, the example of Argentina is also
interesting: it is officially a member of Artemis, but its Institute of Radio Astronomy par-
ticipates in the ILRS coalition through the development of the Lunar Radio Astronomy
Antenna, LARA (Gancio et al., 2026). It appears that this kind of dual engagement
is not unacceptable to the United States as long as it takes place transparently and
without the import of Chinese technologies.] From an astropolitical perspective, the
ILRS undoubtedly represents Beijing’s counterpart to the American Artemis initiative,
that is, China’s attempt to secure international legitimacy for its future space activities
by forming its own coalition. Republican congressman and member of the Committee
on Science, Space, and Technology Rich McCormick expressed this view in January
2024: “Itis no secret that China aims to surpass the United States as the global leader
in space by 2045” (Hubbard, 2025, p. 35). Even more dramatic was current NASA Ad-
ministrator Jared Isaacman during his Senate presentation in December 2025, when
he stated that the United States was in a space race with China, warning: “If we fall
behind, if we make a mistake, we may never catch up with them, and the consequenc-
es would change the balance of power here on Earth” (Howell, 2025).

Although they essentially pursue the same objective — namely, the formation of
coalitions for the exploitation of space resources and the establishment of a perma-
nent presence at the lunar south pole, which is attractive due to its large quantities
of water — it is important to point out several differences between the two competing
astropolitical platforms. First, unlike the set of rules that brings together the Artemis
“club”, the Sino-Russian initiative is a concrete project, closer to a technical blueprint
than to a diplomatic accord. Although NASA's Artemis mission also includes the goal
of establishing a permanent base at the lunar south pole (NASA, 2020a), the accord
of the same name contains no explicit mention of such a project. This implies not only
that the United States probably prefers to keep such a hypothetical facility for itself,
but also that its priority lies in setting international rules. By contrast, the Sino-Russian
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initiative is more pragmatic in this respect and less committed to the formal definition
of international rules. In practice, it consists of a series of bilateral agreements be-
tween member states, with an emphasis on state sovereignty. CNSA and Roscosmos
published the Guide to Partnership for the ILRS in August 2021, but it does not have
the character of an international accord to which other members accede (CNSA &
Roscosmos, 2021). In fact, the ILRS does not offer any legal regime beyond referring
to UN rules, which are notoriously imprecise in the field of outer space, particularly
with regard to the exploitation of space resources. It therefore appears that the Chi-
nese side is primarily in a hurry to be the first to gain access to lunar resources, while
assigning secondary, if any, importance to rule-setting. The lack of transparency in the
Sino-Russian initiative is particularly noticeable and is frequently the target of U.S.
criticism.

Despite references to the “benefit of humankind”, the prospects of an “interplan-
etary species” and similar idealistic slogans accompanying both initiatives, beneath
the veil of liberal platforms for the international coordination of space exploration lies
a realpolitik struggle for space resources. Since this is an undertaking of questionable
legality under current international law, both competitors seek to gather around them-
selves as many countries as possible in order to legitimise their intentions before the
global public. In addition, covering as much territory on Earth as possible provides a
proportionally greater number of options for positioning launch facilities. In this case,
therefore, the soft power of diplomacy is directly converted into the hard power of
more robust launch capacities. Viewed in this way, the Artemis and ILRS coalitions
are primarily astropolitical platforms for establishing a new, bipolar regime of space
governance. The apparent multipolarity of actors disappears here, since even ma-
jor secondary space powers such as India or Japan must “choose sides” and align
themselves with one of the two emerging blocs. The pressure to align does not by-
pass smaller or technologically underdeveloped states either, since in the struggle
to legitimise the interests of competing superpowers, the vote of every country in
international bodies matters. At the same time, for the faster and more economical
launch of assets into outer space, the geographic position of many small states is itself
a resource of special importance to the two competitors in the Second Space Race.
The same division is likely to cut across the private sector as well, particularly if the
aforementioned coalitions begin to impose different standards for the functioning of
the space economy.
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Map 1: Astropolitical Bloc Division, source: author’s own work

Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise that the astropolitical bipolarisation of
the world in question has not yet become a true bloc division, although it carries a
growing potential for precisely such an outcome. Although the divisions are becoming
increasingly pronounced, they are not as rigid as they were during the Cold War, and
cooperation between individual members of different coalitions is not entirely unimag-
inable, as it was between NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Thus, ESA, as one of the key
actors in Artemis, maintains limited cooperation with China, and the same applies to
the national space agencies of several other Artemis members, such as France and
Italy. On the other hand, South Africa, as a member of the ILRS, cooperates with the
U.S. NASA through its space agency, SANSA. However, all the examples mentioned
concern narrowly defined scientific projects, without encroaching upon strategic is-
sues, where an increasingly wide gap between the two coalitions is becoming ap-
parent. At the same time, there are states, such as Senegal and Thailand, that have
managed to “monetise” their favourable geographical position through simultaneous
membership in both Artemis and the ILRS. Despite these exceptions, the risk of a rigid
bloc division among astropolitical competitors is steadily increasing, and it is possible
that it will acquire more pronounced contours in the coming decade.

Global Threats of Astropolitical Bloc
Competition

The bipolarisation of the world in the face of the prospect of mining space resourc-
es sets the stage for future bloc competition in outer space, and perhaps even for
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space conflicts of varying levels of intensity. Like any conflict, this one also generates
numerous threats, but also opportunities. The basic threat posed by bloc division has
already been discussed, so this section will focus on other threats.

The fundamental threat is the militarisation of outer space. The fact that the United
States established the Space Force as a separate branch of its armed forces in 2019,
while the People’s Republic of China, through its 2024 restructuring, separated the
Aerospace Force of the People’s Liberation Army from the former Strategic Support
Force, indicates that both states treat outer space as a potential domain of future
warfare. In the U.S. case, units responsible for orbital warfare already exist, such as
Delta 9 (U.S. Space

Force Combat Forces Command), and it is certain that the Chinese side is also
developing similar capabilities (Costello, 2025). It is important to emphasise here that,
despite restrictions limiting space activities to “peaceful purposes”, as proclaimed by
almost all agreements in this field, the militarisation of outer space itself is not actually
prohibited.

In addition to militarisation, another immediate threat is the increase in orbital de-
bris, with potentially catastrophic consequences (Kora¢, 2021, p. 517). Every intensi-
fication of space activities carries with it the danger of increasing orbital debris, espe-
cially when such activities have conflict potential. According to the ESA report for 2025
(European Space Agency, 2025), there are currently around 1.2 million uncontrolled
artificial objects larger than 1 cm in orbit around Earth, posing a danger to satellites
and humans in outer space because they travel at speeds of up to 27,000 km/h. If
we bear in mind that the collision between the satellites Kosmos 2251 and Iridium 33
alone generated almost 2,000 new pieces of “space debris” larger than 10 cm (NASA
Technical Reports Server), and that the testing of a single Chinese ASAT missile in
2007 increased the concentration of orbital debris by as much as 10 percent (Zissis,
2007), it becomes clear that any hypothetical orbital conflict, even on a very limited
scale, could create extremely large quantities of orbital debris, potentially triggering
the so-called Kessler effect and the cascading destruction of a large part of satellite
infrastructure.

Furthermore, the increasingly intense strategic competition between the United
States and the People’s Republic of China could fragment the international legal order
to the point of anarchy. This is a process already visible within terrestrial geopolitical
frameworks, and unrestrained space competition could further accelerate it. Finally,
there are other risks that will not be examined in greater detail here, such as the mo-
nopolisation of access to certain resources, the hypertrophy of the power of corporate
actors, market disruptions, the obstruction of astronomical observations, and others.

Nevertheless, the Second Space Race also brings significant opportunities. Hu-
manity could venture farther than ever before, master new revolutionary technologies
and drastically increase its overall scientific potential. As in the case of the Cold War
space race, the competitors could once again, after becoming exhausted by competi-
tion, reach some level of cooperation and self-restraint, which could also result in new
international agreements on arms control in outer space. Although such a develop-
ment is not impossible in the more distant future, it appears that the danger of intense
astropolitical competition currently prevails.
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Conclusions

The space age began in 1957, but human presence in outer space has so far
remained relatively marginal. However, with the drastic reduction in the cost of launch-
ing payloads into outer space and the development of technologies for the exploitation
of space resources, humanity is entering a turning point in which outer space is be-
coming a new arena of strategic competition among states. This primarily refers to the
United States and the People’s Republic of China, the only powers with the capacity
for the global projection of power in outer space, which has led to the Second Space
Race. For a proper understanding of this process, it is essential to become familiar
with astropolitics as a new discipline, developed on the foundations of geopolitical
thought but adapted to the specific features of outer space, with considerable potential
for autonomous development in the future.

There is no doubt that the actors of the Second Space Race have major ambitions
regarding the governance of outer space, with the hope of securing as exclusive a
position as possible in that process. However, the legality of such ambitions under the
current regime of international space law remains questionable. By observing the rap-
id consolidation of two astropolitical blocs — the coalition of states gathered around
the Artemis Accords, led by the United States, and the coalition of states gathered
around the Sino-Russian ILRS initiative — we may conclude that the primary role of
these blocs is to provide their respective centres with broad international legitimacy
for the future exploitation of space resources and other space-governance activities.
At the same time, they also strengthen their positions on Earth, for example in terms
of infrastructural, geographical-launch, engineering and human-resource advantages.
In this way, a certain degree of international institutionalisation of bipolar astropolitical
competition is taking place.

At the same time, such developments entail significant risks. The militarisation of
outer space, the increase in orbital debris and the potential fragmentation of the inter-
national order represent serious challenges to future stability. A particular danger lies
in the possibility that the logic of geopolitical bloc competition may be fully transferred
into outer space, whereby astropolitical competition could become a new source of
global conflict.

If the twentieth century was the era of the dominance of land, naval and air powers,
it is highly likely that the twenty-first century will be marked by the rise of space pow-
ers, whose ability to control outer space will increasingly determine the distribution of
power on Earth itself. Therefore, the Second Space Race could significantly influence
power relations throughout the twenty-first century.
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Summary

he paper analyses the ongoing Second Space Race, in which the United States
and the People’s Republic of China are competing for access to space resourc-
es and for space hegemony. Starting from a realpolitik approach, the paper examines
how outer space is becoming a distinct domain of state power, rather than merely a
supporting sphere for the terrestrial activities of states. In order to understand this
phenomenon, the author employs the intellectual apparatus of astropolitics, explain-
ing its development from geopolitics while simultaneously pointing to its capacity to
become an independent discipline. Accordingly, the paper interprets the existing com-
petition between international coalitions for space exploration — namely, Artemis, led
by the United States, and the ILRS, led by China — as the astropolitical bipolarisation
of the world. Observing these coalitions through a realpolitik and astropolitical lens,
the author primarily sees them as platforms for the international legitimisation of their
creators’ ambitions regarding the exploitation of space resources, as well as the es-
tablishment of a new regime of space governance in accordance with their respective
interests. The paper also examines the historical evolution of the space race during
the Cold War as a precursor to contemporary competition, as well as the growing
importance of economic, technological and military factors, including the exploitation
of space resources and the militarisation of orbit. The conclusion emphasises that
the growing bipolarisation of outer space entails significant risks and opportunities for
humanity, and that the twenty-first century will be an era of the rise of astropolitical
powers, with an unprecedented capacity to influence the world order.
Keywords: astropolitics, geopolitics, Second Space Race, United States, People’s
Republic of China, Artemis, ILRS
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