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This paper argues that the contemporary lunar race—centered on the quest to establish permanent bases on the Moon—is
fundamentally shaped by status-seeking behavior alongside economic, military, and scientific ambitions. Theoretically, it ad-
vances international status literature in three ways: first, by demonstrating how status-seeking is intertwined with ontological
security and great-power identity; second, by showing how material and ideational drivers of state behavior are mutually con-
stitutive rather than analytically separable; and third, by extending status theory to include the gendered and masculinized
dimensions of hierarchy, competition, and frontier narratives in space politics. Focusing on the United States and China as the
principal contenders in the new great-power Moon race, the paper highlights both similarities and differences in how the two
powers pursue status through space exploration. While both frame lunar exploration as a marker of national greatness, tech-
nological leadership, and geopolitical influence, they articulate these ambitions differently. The United States openly presents
the Artemis program as a struggle to preserve American leadership and maintain a US-centered order in outer space. China,
by contrast, advances a more restrained discourse emphasizing peaceful co-operation and collective benefit, while simultane-
ously using the International Lunar Research Station to signal China’s rise as a major space power and strengthen domestic
regime legitimacy. The paper concludes that the new lunar race reflects a broader transformation of geopolitical competition,
status hierarchies, and international order beyond Earth.

Este articulo argumenta que la carrera lunar contemporanea, centrada en el objetivo de establecer bases permanentes en la
Luna, esta fundamentalmente moldeada por un comportamiento de bisqueda de estatus, ademas de por ambiciones econémi-
cas, militares y cientificas. A nivel tedrico, el articulo contribuye a la literatura relativa al estatus internacional de tres maneras:
en primer lugar, demuestra como la busqueda de estatus esta entrelazada con la seguridad ontolégica y la identidad de las
grandes potencias, en segundo lugar, muestra como los impulsores materiales e ideacionales del comportamiento estatal son
mutuamente constitutivos en lugar de analiticamente separables y, en tercer lugar, extiende la teoria del estatus para incluir las
dimensiones de género y formas de masculinizacion de la jerarquia, asi como la competencia y las narrativas fronterizas en la
politica espacial. El articulo se centra en Estados Unidos y en China como los principales contendientes en esta nueva carrera
lunar de las grandes potencias y destaca tanto las similitudes como las diferencias en lo relativo a como ambas potencias per-
siguen el estatus a través de la exploracion espacial. Aunque ambas potencias enmarcan la exploracién lunar como un simbolo
de grandeza nacional, liderazgo tecnolégico e influencia geopolitica, también articulan estas ambiciones de manera diferente.
Estados Unidos presenta abiertamente el programa Artemis como una lucha por preservar el liderazgo estadounidense y por
mantener un orden centrado en EE. UU. en el espacio exterior. Por el contrario, China promueve un discurso mas comedido
que enfatiza la cooperacion pacifica y el beneficio colectivo, mientras, simultaneamente, utiliza la Estacion Internacional de
Investigacion Lunar (EIIL) con el fin de simbolizar el ascenso de China como una gran potencia espacial y fortalecer la legit-
imidad del régimen interno. El articulo concluye que esta nueva carrera lunar refleja una transformacion mas amplia de la
competencia geopolitica, las jerarquias de estatus y el orden internacional mas alla de la Tierra.

Cet article soutient que la course lunaire contemporaine, centrée sur la quéte de I'établissement de bases permanentes
sur la Lune, est fondamentalement faconnée par un comportement de recherche de statut, parallélement des ambitions
économiques, militaires et scientifiques. Sur le plan théorique, il fait progresser la littérature sur le statut international de
trois maniéres : premiérement, en démontrant comment la recherche de statut est intimement liée la sécurité ontologique et
I'identité des grandes puissances; deuxiémement, en montrant comment les moteurs matériels et idéologiques du comporte-
ment des Etats sont mutuellement constitutifs plutét que séparables sur le plan analytique; et troisiémement, en élargissant
la théorie du statut pour y inclure les dimensions genrées et masculinisées de la hiérarchie, de la concurrence et des récits de
conquéte dans la politique spatiale. En se concentrant sur les Etats-Unis et la Chine, principaux rivaux dans la nouvelle course
lunaire des grandes puissances, cet article met en évidence les similitudes et les différences dans la maniére dont ces deux puis-
sances recherchent le statut par 'exploration spatiale. Si les deux pays présentent 'exploration lunaire comme un marqueur
de grandeur nationale, de leadership technologique et d’'influence géopolitique, ils articulent ces ambitions différemment. Les
Etats-Unis présentent ouvertement le programme Artemis comme une lutte pour préserver le leadership américain et main-
tenir un ordre centré sur les Etats-Unis dans I'espace. La Chine, en revanche, prone un discours plus modéré mettant I'accent
sur la coopération pacifique et le bénéfice collectif, tout en utilisant simultanément la Station internationale de recherche lu-
naire (ILRS) pour signaler I'ascension de la Chine en tant que grande puissance spatiale et renforcer la 1égitimité de son régime
national. L’article conclut que la nouvelle course la Lune refléte une transformation plus large de la concurrence géopolitique,
des hiérarchies de statut et de 'ordre international au-del de la Terre.
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Introduction

The renewed “space race”—currently centered on hu-
mankind’s return to the Moon—is arguably driven by status-
seeking behavior—alongside economic, military, and scien-
tific drivers. Across major spacefaring states, political and in-
stitutional rhetoric is imbued with themes of competition,
prestige, and national pride. Although space co-operation
persists in some areas, these elements do not negate the
broader pattern of strategic rivalry and status contention.!
Through analysis of the US and Chinese “lunar race,” this
paper advances international status literature in three ways:
first, by demonstrating how status-seeking is intertwined
with ontological security and great-power identity; second,
by showing how material and ideational drivers of state be-
havior are mutually constitutive rather than analytically sep-
arable; and third, by extending status theory to include the
gendered and masculinized dimensions of hierarchy, com-
petition, and frontier narratives in space politics.

The United States and the People’s Republic of China
(PRC), the principal contenders in this “lunar race,” each lead
their own coalition of partners: the US-led Artemis Program
and China’s International Lunar Research Station (ILRS). For
the United States, the race is primarily about maintaining its
pre-eminent status as the world’s leading spacefaring nation.
By striving to be the first to establish a permanent lunar base
and by expanding the Artemis coalition (now encompass-
ing almost seventy partners), Washington seeks to reaffirm
its leadership and institutionalize a US-centered hierarchy in
space governance. Although a renewed American lunar land-
ing may not yield a status gain comparable to that achieved
when Armstrong set foot on the Moon in 1969 (Dobos 2022:
122-23; Obama 2010), failure to lead—or to secure a perma-
nent presence—would constitute a significant loss of status.
Hence, the lunar race for status is closely tied to self-identity
and ontological security: for the United States, it reflects a
fear of losing status as the preeminent space power, while for
China it reflects the ambition—and corresponding anxiety—
of gaining recognition as a respected superpower rival. For
Beijing, participation in the lunar race offers far more to gain
than to lose. Even a second-place finish would represent a
historic achievement for a rising and potentially revisionist
power, and an unmistakable assertion of global technologi-
cal and political stature. Like the Artemis program, China’s
ILRS initiative is internationally oriented and currently in-
volves seventeen partners, with Russia as the principal one
(China National Space Administration 2025).

Whereas several scholars have examined the intensifying
space rivalry between the United States and China (Pillai
Rajagopalan 2018; Sachitanand 2018; Hickman 2019; Nawaz,
Bilal, and Rehman 2022; Dobos 2022; Vidal 2025), this pa-
per contributes by scrutinizing the nature and significance of
status in this competition. We argue that although the “space
race” is commonly explained in terms of material drivers—
economic, military, and scientific (cf. Dobos 2022; Borowitz
et al. 2024)—status-seeking permeates all of them.

INASA, which directs the Artemis initiative, has explicitly invoked the notion
of a “Moon race” between the United States and China. As then-Vice President
Mike Pence declared: “Now, make no mistake about it: We're in a space race today,
just as we were in the 1960s, and the stakes are even higher” (Pence 2019).

While material gains 2 are inherently long-term, status of-
fers an immediate return—or penalty. As the United States
and China are locked in a superpower rivalry, other signifi-
cant competitive races between the two countries run paral-
lel to the Moon race and intersect with it. In the broader so-
called “tech war,” the United States seeks to “maintain tech-
nological supremacy while restricting China’s access to criti-
cal technologies” (Winkler 2025). Likewise, the United States
and China are competing over rare Earth minerals, which are
essential for advanced technology (including space applica-
tions), modern defense systems, and the green energy tran-
sition. Importantly, portrayals of US and Chinese technolog-
ical capabilities reflect broader hopes, fears, and grievances
within this great power rivalry. Most notable is the ongoing
race within science and technology and STEM research—
and the standard-setting power that may come from taking
a leadership position within these fields. There is also the
geopolitical and strategic and security-related race for in-
fluence over other countries in all world regions, as well as
staking claims in the Arctic, Antarctica, and the seabed of the
oceans (Lewis 2018).

In short, prestige is hard currency, particularly in long-
term, risky projects where the impact of esteemed epistemic
communities with elite researchers and engineers working
in networks and public-private constellations with decision-
makers for technological advances is pivotal. Whereas US
state capacity and technological capability, measured not
only by traditional and market finance, but equally by human
capital, intellectual property, and diffusion has been stronger,
China is narrowing the gap. Notably, with respect to the hu-
man capital and established network dimension and with
bearing on status, the United States retains a distinct com-
parative edge (ibid.).

Importantly however, neither concentration of ownership
and power in technology firms, nor the capacity for stake-
holders and boards of directors to operate counter to es-
poused national logics or policies should be underestimated.
Indeed, data and interdisciplinary research indicate that the
“tech war” narrative is reductionist; digital relationships are
rather triangulated in interdependent networks of ownership
between China, the United States, and other less prominent
global technological actors (Zheng 2025).3 Generally, caution
should be exercised in attribution of “national” and ideologi-
cal technological investment approaches. Likewise, gendered
and masculinized notions of hierarchy, leadership, and ri-
valry are evident in both the Chinese and American space
programs, including their governmental and corporate di-
mensions.

The structure of the paper is as follows. The subsequent
section elaborates the concept of status and status-seeking in
international relations (IR), and its relevance to the contem-

21t is of material importance who first establishes a Moon base, specifically
since all focus is on the territorially limited area of the Moon’s south pole, where
there is water ice and continuous sunlight—both essential for extended human
lunar presence (Hickman 2019; Dobos 2022).

30f significance is further narrowing of the already limited potential for
“shareholder activism”; increasing sophistication and application of Generative
Artificial Intelligence (GenAl) in financial markets allow writing and powering of
Al algorithms to optimize strategies and act as a force multiplier “enhancing the
strategic reach of dominant actors while subtly redrawing the contours of corpo-
rate accountability” (Matera 2026:19).
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porary “space race.” The following sections examine the US
and Chinese races for status in space, specifically concerning
their respective lunar programs, analyzing how their respec-
tive rhetoric and practices articulate and perform status am-
bitions. The next section considers material drivers of lunar
exploration and how these are underpinned by symbolic and
status-related motivations. The concluding section summa-
rizes how status-seeking, ontological security concerns, gen-
der, and material ambitions are deeply intertwined in the
contemporary lunar race, while also intensifying militariza-
tion and undermining the liberal legal order in outer space.

Race for Status

We contend that the new Moon race reveals significant status
concerns among its participants, with the United States and
China as the dominant spacefaring powers. Notably, the cur-
rent Moon race mirrors contemporary great power compe-
tition in earthly domains, such as the Artificial Intelligence
(AI) race and competition for rare minerals. What, then, is
status, and how might it help explain the great-power race to
the Moon?

Status-seeking has attracted considerable scholarly atten-
tion in IR, with a surge of research over the past decade
(MacDonald and Parent 2021; Rathbun et al. 2022; Larson
and Shevchenko 2019; Wohlforth 2009; Renshon 2017; Ward
2017; Duque 2018; Murray 2019). This body of literature
broadly agrees that “status is not a marginal concern in inter-
national politics, but a core and continuous one” (MacDonald
and Parent 2021: 862). While status is certainly not the sole
concern of state leaders, it remains both prominent and of-
ten underappreciated (Ward 2017: 88; MacDonald and Parent
2021: 362). As Wohlforth (2009: 29) puts it, “cumulative re-
search shows that humans appear to be hardwired for sen-
sitivity to status and that relative standing is a powerful
and independent motivator of behavior.” History indeed
abounds with examples of leaders preoccupied with reputa-
tion, recognition, and rank—whether in terms of pride and
prestige, or humiliation and exclusion. Status brings interna-
tional respect, enhances domestic legitimacy, and can bol-
ster national pride and self-esteem (Ward 2017; Larson and
Shevchenko 2019: 3: 37).

In IR scholarship, status is widely understood as referring
to collective beliefs about a state’s membership in, and stand-
ing within, a social hierarchy. (Ward 2017: 35; MacDonald
and Parent 2021: 361). In this sense, status has two dimen-
sions: membership and rank. From a Weberian perspective,
status depends on social recognition and acceptance—on be-
ing admitted to a “club” (Duque 2018; MacDonald and Parent
2021: 363; Rathbun et al. 2022). Examples include the evolu-
tion of the various “G” groups (from G5 to G20) or the in-
formal acknowledgment of “great power” status, which de-
pends on deference from others. Membership implies equal-
ity among peers, whereas rank introduces differentiation;
two states may belong to the same “club” yet hold different
positions within it. Whereas status as membership connotes
inclusion, status as rank is inherently competitive and often
zero-sum, expressed through leadership deference and rival-
rous behavior—such as the contemporary race to the Moon.

Where scholars diverge is primarily over the relationship
between status and material power—particularly whether
status concerns lead to instability and conflict (cf. MacDonald
and Parent 2021). Status is not simply a reflection of mate-
rial resources such as wealth or military power. Distinguish-
ing status from power is crucial to identifying mismatches—
instances when leaders believe their state deserves higher
standing or claim prestige that outstrips their material ca-

pabilities (Murray 2019: 46; Wohlforth 2009: 30). We con-
cur with those who argue that while status and material
power are distinct, they are deeply interrelated (Renshon
2017:135-140; Wohlforth 2009; MacDonald and Parent 2021:
366). The pursuit of wealth, military strength, or scientific
achievement also serves status-seeking aims (Larson and
Shevchenko 2019: 3). This reflects an understanding of IR as
arealm of relative rather than absolute gains (Art 1980; Davis
Cross 2019: 1406).

We further propose an expansion of status theory to in-
clude the role of gender, particularly gendered language.
Previous research has demonstrated the dominance of men
and the persistence of male-chauvinist norms in interna-
tional politics—not only among great powers and autocra-
cies (Hooper 2001; Towns 2010; Towns and Niklasson 2017).
Status-seeking behavior—marked by obsession with rank,
pride, and reputation—may itself be viewed as a gendered
phenomenon. The space domain, as a high-technology and
high-risk arena, remains largely male-dominated despite ef-
forts to include women and people of color as astronauts
and engineers (Perrotti 2028; Wosk 2028). Astronauts are
also typically military; in the US context over 60 percent of
NASA astronauts have a military background as well as be-
ing pilots (Hogan et al. 2026). The rhetoric of space explo-
ration is likewise steeped in masculine ideals: heroic indi-
viduals abandoning family and earthly concerns to pursue
perilous, otherworldly missions for the glory of nation, sci-
ence, and humankind (Griffin 2009). The image of the fron-
tier explorer—venturing “where no one has gone before”—
fits squarely within the archetype of the strong, capable male
hero. It is noteworthy that while status scholars have largely
overlooked gender, feminist scholars have long analyzed the
masculinized nature of prestige and hierarchy, albeit with
limited engagement with status theory in IR (for an excep-
tion, see Towns and Niklasson 2017). Bridging these fields
would thus be theoretically fruitful.

Much of the literature on status in international poli-
tics underscores its destabilizing potential (Wohlforth 2009;
Renshon 2017; Ward 2017: 31). Rising powers challenge estab-
lished hierarchies and dominant states, potentially generat-
ing instability or even war—a dynamic often described as the
“Thucydides Trap” (Allison 2018; cf. Ward 2017). Yet, while
hierarchy and exclusion tend to foster rivalry, they do not
preclude co-operation (MacDonald and Parent 2021: 360).
A striking example is the sustained collaboration between
the United States and Russia on the International Space Sta-
tion (ISS)—a partnership that has endured despite Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine and ensuing Western sanctions.
Status is not necessarily about claiming the top position but
about mutual recognition as spacefaring powers. Status, after
all, is a social phenomenon: it entails not only rights but also
responsibilities toward others (MacDonald and Parent 2021:
362).

Status is also tied to the ambitions set by state leaders.
States that commit to reaching the Moon are not merely
pursuing technological milestones; they are making sta-
tus claims, risking their reputations should their missions
fail. Russia’s space program illustrates this vividly. Plagued
by repeated failures and organizational turmoil, Russia has
largely abandoned the Soviet-era rhetoric of global lead-
ership, instead emphasizing the preservation of space ca-
pacity and continued recognition as a power “to be reck-
oned with” (Eriksson and Privalov 2021: 887; Aliberti and
Lisitsyna 2019). Russia’s Luna-25 probe—the first attempt by
Russia (or the Soviet Union) to land on the Moon since 1976 —
crashed on August 19, 2023 (Wall 2028). Only days later,
India successfully landed its Chandrayaan-3 probe, mark-
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4 J . ERIKSSON ET AL.

ing an historic first (Dhillon 2028). For Russia, this was a
moment of humiliation—a theme strongly emphasized in
status theory (Wohlforth 2009; Ward 2017: 63; MacDonald
and Parent 2021: 368). Russia’s struggle to maintain its space
capabilities does not imply abandonment of great-power
identity, but rather a defensive expression of dissatisfaction
over perceived disrespect and technological “backwardness”
(Morozov, 2015; Eriksson and Privalov 2021: 388).

That status-seeking behavior expresses demands for
recognition and rank also suggests that it is closely tied to
ontological (in)security, that is, the preservation or fulfil-
ment of states’ self-identity. Specifically, we conceptualize
status-seeking as an instance of what Brent Steele (2008)
terms honor-driven social action, serving fundamental self-
identity needs. Status-seeking and other forms of honor-
driven social action differs from for example moral motives
(doing what is deemed right according to certain principles)
and material motives (seeking tangible advantages). In this
sense, status-seeking helps sustain a state’s “sense of being,”
particularly for actors that conceive of themselves as estab-
lished or rising great powers. As Guzzini (2012: 61) observes,
geopolitics can be understood as “the ideology of great or dis-
satisfied power,” underscoring how struggles over rank and
recognition are inseparable from identity concerns.

Importantly, recent research highlights how space explo-
ration provides a particularly potent arena for these dynam-
ics. As Chitereka and Beresford (2025) show, space programs
function as a “romantic trigger” through which states (and
other actors) reimagine their place in world politics, link-
ing aspirations for international status with deeper quests
for ontological security. Participation in space activities sig-
nals standing within global hierarchies, while simultaneously
enabling the construction of narratives about national iden-
tity, modernity, and future trajectories. In this way, space ex-
ploration serves both external and internal functions: it is a
means of claiming recognition in international society, but
also of stabilizing and projecting a coherent sense of self.
At the same time, such ontological security remains inher-
ently fragile, as it is conditioned by material capabilities and
global inequalities that may undermine the very status claims
it seeks to sustain.

Before turning to our empirical analysis of status in the
new Moon race, we must briefly consider how status-seeking
behavior can be observed empirically. While leaders occa-
sionally speak explicitly of “status,” concerns about standing
are more often expressed through related terms such as es-
teem, pride, influence, dignity, greatness, honor, recognition, and
reputation (MacDonald and Parent 2021: 867). Rankings of
economic, military, scientific, or technological performance
may also serve as implicit claims to status. Conversely, dis-
appointment is often conveyed through expressions of hu-
miliation or disrespect. Above all, status concerns manifest
clearly in explicit references to rivalry and competition—
epitomized in phrases such as “the race to the Moon.” Key
US and Chinese space policy speeches constitute the main
source material, with particular attention to how space pro-
grams in general, and lunar missions in particular, have been
justified and framed.

The American Race for Status

Time and again, since the dawn of the Space Age in the 1950s,
the pursuit of national pride and prestige has been explic-
itly articulated in US space policy. Already in 1951, President
Eisenhower identified four key reasons for space exploration:

the compelling urge of man to explore, and discover; the defense objec-
tive for the development of space technology; national prestige; and new

opportunities for scientific observation and experiment which will add to
our knowledge and understanding of the earth, the solar system, and the
universe. (cited in Platoff 2001: 4, italics added)

The quest for status and prestige through space explo-
ration has been reiterated by numerous US presidents, re-
vealing a persistent American narrative explicitly linked to
the ideals of the American Dream and the myth of the fron-
tier (Eriksson and Newlove-Eriksson 2023). The American
Dream underscores optimism, resourcefulness, and aspira-
tion toward a “better future” (Samuel 2012), while the fron-
tier myth emphasizes risk-taking, adventure, and sacrifice—
venturing where no one has gone before for a higher pur-
pose (Slatta 2010; Slotkin 1998). Together, these narratives
have sustained the US space program. In his 1984 State of the
Union address, President Reagan boasted:

Our progress in space — taking giant steps for all mankind - is a tribute
to American teamwork and excellence. Our finest minds in government,
industry, and academia have all pulled together. And we can be proud to say:
We are first; we are the best; and we are so because we're free. America has
always been greatest when we dared to be great. We can reach for greatness
again. We can follow our dreams to distant stars, living and working in space
for peaceful, economic, and scientific gain. (Reagan, 1984, Cited in Uri 2024)

Similarly, President George W. Bush stated that “We have
undertaken space travel because the desire to explore and
understand is part of our character” (Bush 2004). In 2010,
President Barack Obama noted that “the space program has
always captured an essential part of what it means to be
an American—reaching for new heights, stretching beyond
what previously did not seem possible” (Obama 2010). Like-
wise, in 2020, President Donald Trump proclaimed:

We are a nation of pioneers. We are the people who crossed the ocean,
carved out a foothold on a vast continent, settled a great wilderness, and
then set our eyes upon the stars. This is our history, and this is our destiny.
(Trump, cited in the U.S. National Space Policy, 2020)

Perhaps the most iconic expression linking the space pro-
gram to the American Dream and the frontier myth is Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy’s “Moon speech,” delivered at Rice Uni-
versity on September 12, 1962. In it, Kennedy announced the
goal of sending humans to the Moon to make the United
States “the world’s leading spacefaring nation,” explicitly
comparing the “final frontier” of space to the colonization
of the American West in the 1600s (Kennedy 1962; Eriksson
and Newlove-Eriksson 2023: 50). Kennedy’s motivation for
the Moon program expressed an unmistakable concern for
rank and reputation:

To be sure, we are behind, and will be behind for some time in manned
flight. But we do not intend to stay behind, and in this decade, we shall
make up and move ahead. (Kennedy 1962)

”»

At the dawn of the Space Age, the spacefaring “club” con-
sisted of only two members—the United States and the So-
viet Union. The latter initially held a clear lead, achieving
multiple “firsts” in space, from launching Sputnik I, the first
satellite, to sending Yuri Gagarin, the first human, into or-
bit. Accordingly, the early Space Race revolved around rank
rather than membership—to be first on the Moon. Kennedy’s
fear of lagging behind spurred the acceleration and funding
of the Apollo program. This concern with national prestige
was repeatedly invoked long after his speech. Half a century
later, President Obama echoed these early anxieties when
announcing the 2010 US National Space Policy: “Americans
were dumbfounded. The Soviets, it was perceived, had taken
the lead in a race for which we were not yet fully prepared.
But we caught up very quick.” (Obama 2010).

When Neil Armstrong set foot on the Moon on July 20,
1969, and uttered the famous words “that’s one small step for
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The New Great Power Lunar Rivalry 5

[a] man, one giant leap for mankind” (NASA 2019; WHYY
2019), he secured America’s position as the world’s top-
ranking spacefaring nation—effectively ending the Space
Race with the Soviet Union. None of the subsequent six
manned US missions to the Moon (the last in 1972) captured
the same attention as the first landing. They served primarily
to maintain rather than elevate US status, particularly as the
USSR succeeded only in landing unmanned probes. Public
interest and federal funding for lunar missions quickly de-
clined.

Nevertheless, the ambition to return to the Moon has
resurfaced repeatedly. NASA’s Artemis program, launched in
2017 with the goal of establishing a long-term lunar presence,
is the latest in a series of successive lunar initiatives (NASA
2025). Earlier, in 2004, President George W. Bush announced
a new agenda aimed at returning humans to the Moon by
2020 “as the launching point for missions beyond” (Bush
2004). His reasoning echoed earlier invocations of leader-
ship, national character, and prestige:

Inspired by all that has come before, and guided by clear objectives, today
we set a new course for America’s space program. We will give NASA a new
focus and vision for future exploration. We will build new ships to carry
man forward into the universe, to gain a new foothold on the Moon, and to
prepare for new journeys to worlds beyond our own. (Bush 2004)

Under President Obama, however, the lunar objective was
abandoned in favor of Mars, reflecting the vision of private
space entrepreneurs such as Elon Musk:

T understand that some believe that we should attempt a return to the sur-
face of the Moon first, as previously planned. But I just have to say pretty
bluntly here: We’ve been there before. Buzz has been there [..] By 2025, we
expect new spacecraft designed for long journeys to allow us to begin the
first-ever crewed missions beyond the Moon into deep space. So we'll start
— we'll start by sending astronauts to an asteroid for the first time in history.
By the mid-2030s, I believe we can send humans to orbit Mars and return
them safely to Earth. And a landing on Mars will follow. And I expect to be
around to see it. (Obama 2010)

Accordingly, in 2015 NASA launched its Journey to Mars
program, aiming for a manned mission to the Red Planet in
the 2080s. Notably, Obama’s rhetoric also departed from ear-
lier concern with rivalry, emphasizing instead multilateral-
ism and co-operation in space. The space program, he stated,
should demonstrate “the power of a free and open society”
(Obama 2010). While maintaining US leadership remained a
key goal, Obama stressed that:

We're no longer racing against an adversary. We're no longer competing
to achieve a singular goal like reaching the Moon. In fact, what was once a
global competition has long since become a global collaboration. (Obama
2010)

Yet, only 2 years later, the discourse of rivalry and compe-
tition returned with the Trump administration. In a pivotal
2019 speech, Vice President Mike Pence declared:

Make no mistake about it — we're in a space race today, just as we were in
the 1960s, and the stakes are even higher [..] The United States must remain
first in space in this century as in the last, not just to propel our economy
and secure our nation but, above all, because the rules and values of space,
like every great frontier, will be written by those who have the courage to
get there first and the commitment to stay. (Mike Pence, cited in Wall 2019)

Pence explicitly identified China as the United States’ pri-
mary challenger, citing its Chang’e 4 mission, which achieved
the first-ever landing on the Moon’s far side in January 2019.
This, he warned, “revealed [China’s] ambition to seize the
lunar strategic high ground and become the world’s pre-

eminent spacefaring nation” (Pence, cited in Wall 2019).
Simultaneously, the Trump administration established the
Space Force, a new military branch signifying renewed em-
phasis on rivalry and conflict in space.

The renewed lunar focus was further marked by NASA’s
Artemis program, launched in 2017 and backed by President
Trump, which aims to establish a permanent presence on the
Moon. NASA’s official rationale reads:

We're going back to the Moon for scientific discovery, economic benefits,
and inspiration for a new generation of explorers: the Artemis Genera-
tion. While maintaining American leadership in exploration, we will build
a global alliance and explore deep space for the benefit of all. (NASA 2025)

The first of four planned Artemis missions—an unmanned
orbital flight—took place in November—-December 2022.
The remaining missions include three crewed operations:
Artemis II (a lunar flyby which was launched on April 1,
2026), Artemis III (a human landing, scheduled for 2027),
and Artemis IV (the establishment of a permanent lunar base,
planned to begin in 2028). Artemis is conceived not merely as
a lunar venture but as a stepping stone toward Mars, devel-
oping the technologies and experience necessary for deep-
space exploration.

The Artemis timeline, however, remains uncertain. The
second Trump administration in 2025 proposed a drastic 25
percent cut to NASA’s budget—including a nearly 50 per-
cent reduction of its science budget—leaving the agency with
its smallest budget since 1961 and forcing the loss of thou-
sands of employees (Dreier 2016). Thus, beyond the tech-
nical delays and setbacks characteristic of space programs,
Artemis now faces a volatile domestic political environment
that threatens to weaken US space science and, ultimately, its
capacity to compete in the new space race.

At the same time, NASA—Ilike all federal agencies—was or-
dered by the “anti-woke” Trump administration to terminate
all DEI (Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion) initiatives. This not
only reduced opportunities for women and people of color to
participate in space programs but also marked a return to sta-
tus concerns articulated in distinctly male-chauvinist terms,
valorizing physical strength, aggression, and dominance (cf.
Hegseth 2025). The current democratic backsliding in the
United States thus permeates all policy domains, including
space, potentially returning to a condition reminiscent of the
early space program, when “women and black Americans
were actively excluded” (Whitman and Wendy 2023: 166).
While the two Trump administrations may be more explic-
itly “anti-woke” in their rhetoric than other administrations,
there is arguably continuity in how masculinism informs US
politics (Agius 2022).

Taken together, US space policy reveals how the pursuit of
status in outer space is deeply intertwined with ontological
security and national self-identity. Across administrations,
space exploration has repeatedly been framed not merely
as a scientific or strategic endeavor, but as proof of Ameri-
can greatness, leadership, and historical destiny. The fear of
“falling behind” rival powers—first the Soviet Union and now
China—reflects an underlying anxiety about losing recogni-
tion as the world’s pre-eminent spacefaring nation. At the
same time, these status aspirations are articulated through
strongly gendered narratives of frontier conquest, heroism,
strength, and dominance, reproducing masculinized ideals
of leadership and competition that continue to shape both
governmental and corporate visions of America’s future in
space.
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The Chinese Race for Status

Interestingly, the PRC, which in every respect has emerged as
the main contender to US domination in space has, much like
Russia, not expressed its space ambitions in terms of status,
taking the lead or being the first nation to construct a research
station on the Moon. Status, however, is of utmost impor-
tance to China’s domestic and foreign policy. Since the time
of the Opium wars of the nineteenth century, Chinese intel-
lectuals have obsessed about the formula to correct past hu-
miliations at the hands of Western powers. Thus, this genera-
tional quest is about regaining historical loss of status. More-
over, analysts and policymakers in China have for more than
three decades focused intently on unprecedented opportuni-
ties to recover China’s lost seat at the top of the international
hierarchy. In official parlor, the term “international status”
has been employed so often, it has even been argued: “Judg-
ing by the frequency of the term’s use in official Chinese dis-
course and scholarly analyses, the PRC may very well be the
most status-conscious country in the world” (Deng 2008: 8).

And yet, whereas American political and institutional lead-
ers are keen to point out that the PRC and the United States
are engaged in a new space race to the Moon, Chinese ac-
tors have sought to avoid framing the US-led Artemis lu-
nar program and the China-led ILRS as being an outright
competition between the world’s two superpowers. In gen-
eral, Chinese space officials only reluctantly acknowledge
that some kind of competition exists, whereafter they imme-
diately walk back to the language of cooperation. As stated
by a columnist of the state-controlled Chinese nationalist
tabloid Global Times:

In fact, lunar exploration is not only a competition but also a collaboration,
and China is building an excellent platform for international cooperation.
(Xiao 2024)

In the same vein, Li Yingliang, director of the general tech-
nology bureau of China’s Manned Space Agency, publicly
stated that China’s space effort is a “collective mission for hu-
manity,” seeking to downsize American concerns as “unnec-
essary”: “I don’t think this should be called a competition. . .
China has long upheld the notion of peaceful use of space in
its manned space program” (Bicker 2024). Pronouncements
by officials in the state bureaucracy as well as journalists in
the tightly controlled media system of the People’s Republic,
are carefully calibrated as not to deviate from government
or Communist Party policy. Therefore, they are more than
likely to channel the views from the very top echelon of the
Chinese political system, i.e., Xi Jinping, the general secre-
tary of the Party and the President of China. Notwithstand-
ing, when bolder off-script comments by pundits or state offi-
cials occasionally are detected, it is difficult to decode if these
are individual slips-of-the-tongue or more truly reflect long-
term strategic thinking behind the curtains of the leadership
compound in Zhongnanhai.

What might the reasons be for China’s public stance and
related rhetoric of underplaying the nature of a de facto
superpower rivalry in space? Further, is there evidence of
status-seeking and status signaling in Chinese official, aca-
demic, and popular discourses on space? The gap between
cautious space rhetoric and successful material practice is
a puzzle, which merits deeper scholarly attention, as it has
not been thoroughly investigated. Yet, as indicated by China’s
President Xi Jinping, the People’s Republic has climbed in
the rankings of the world’s space powers and leading inno-
vators. China has been demonstrating remarkable achieve-
ments in science, innovation, and technology. In his report to
the twentieth Party congress in 2022, Xi noted with swelling

self-esteem recent feats of Chinese scientists and modern-
day explorers on Earth and beyond:

We have witnessed major successes on multiple fronts, including manned
spaceflight, lunar and Martian exploration, deep sea and deep earth
probes, supercomputers, satellite navigation, quantum information, nu-
clear power technology, new energy technology, airliner manufacturing,
and biomedicine. China has joined the ranks of the world’s innovators. (Xi
2022, italics added)

Arguably, Chinese scientists and engineers are competing
with their American counterparts in various sectoral races
across Earth and in space. As the space triumphs often come
first in several of Xi’s keynote addresses, they indicate cen-
trality to Xi’s “Chinese dream of great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation.” This Chinese dream clearly resonates with
the history of US space accomplishments, which have be-
come inextricably interwoven with the American Dream (cf.
Eriksson and Newlove-Eriksson 2023). Thus, in the con-
ceptual realm of status, the two nation-states of the super-
power club mirror each other, irrespective of readily ob-
served dissimilarities of their polities, social systems, cul-
tures, and history. They are both striving for greatness, the
ultimate marker of status of states in international society.
President Xi has—despite the continued emphasis on con-
ducting a largely prudent foreign policy in line with that of
his predecessors—set the goal firm on once having achieved
greatness, China will not ever slide back into anything like
the “century of humiliation.” Moving from fleeting pride to
sustained self-esteem, derived from the acknowledged rise
in status from the American superpower and other major
powers—the end goal is not only greatness, but “lasting great-
ness”:

Today, a hundred years from its founding, the Communist Party of China
is still in its prime, and remains as determined as ever to achieve lasting
greatness for the Chinese nation. (Xi 2022: 17)

This forward-looking pride in China’s space program was
evident also in President Xi’s previous report to the 2017 Na-
tional Party Congress. In that report, the spectacular achieve-
ments in space figured prominently, such as the launch of
the Tiangong-2 space lab, the spherical telescope Tianyan, the
dark matter probe satellite Wukong, and the quantum science
satellite Mozi (Xi 2022). In 2019, China became the first coun-
try in history to land a probe on the far side of the Moon
(Normile 2019). This was followed up in June 2024, when
China again landed on the far side of the Moon, but this time
also managed to retrieve samples from the lunar surface (Lee
et al. 2024).

While the official goals of these missions were scientific,
the events were moments of national pride and celebra-
tion in China, contributing to its growing status as a Great
Power in space. China’s vision for the Moon includes a lu-
nar base at the south pole by 2035, the ILRS, which initially
will be a robotic base but eventually is also intended to sup-
port human life (Amazouz 2024). Interestingly, China has an-
nounced that the Moon base will be built in collaboration
with Russia, hence acknowledging Russia’s status as a capa-
ble space-faring state and partner, at least nominally.

Additionally, China, which has been blocked from collabo-
ration with the ISS, has successfully established its own space
station in Earth orbit, the permanently manned Tiangong
(“heavenly palace”). Thus, it does not mirror the openly rival-
rous and at times boastful American commentary. Current
Chinese space rhetoric commonly uses the phrase “big but
not strong,” as well as emphasizes long-term goals, modestly
arguing that successes cannot be rushed but must be care-

920z AINr 11 uo 1senb Aq 869£E28/0600eSM/E/9/0l01e/bsBes/LO0o-dno-oiWwapede)/:SdRY WOl papeojumoq



The New Great Power Lunar Rivalry 7

fully planned, to avoid setbacks and failures (Duchatel 2025;
Aliberti 2015).

The Chinese government’s five white papers on space
policy, issued in 2000, 2004, 2009, 2016, and 2021 show
an incremental progression of increasing confidence, and
the latest paper, “China’s Space Program: A 2021 Perspec-
tive” proudly noticed that the PRC space program “has at-
tracted worldwide attention” (China’s Space Program: A 2021
Perspective 2022). Having “upheld the notion of peaceful use
of space in its manned space program” for a long time and
refraining from stating that interstate competition in space,
however, is not an infinite guarantee.

According to the South China Morning Post, in June 2024
the China National Space Administration (CNSA) mentioned
the United States as a “competitor” for the first time (Chen
2024). However, this CNSA plan is not an openly available
source, which makes it impossible to independently verify.
And when a leading Chinese space expert in April 2021 was
interviewed on the radio station Beijing News Broadcasting,
his answer to a question of comparison between the Ameri-
can and Chinese space programs exuded confidence: “We are
more advanced than the United States. We are further ahead,
as we have had the advantage of coming later into this field
and going it alone.” (Beijing News Broadcasting 2021)

Why are Chinese pronouncements to international audi-
ences displaying such fine-tuned modesty, more calibrated
pride, and occasional braggadocio to the home audience?
Arguably, there are three fundamental reasons lying behind
China’s ambitious space program: status-seeking among ma-
jor powers in international society; more specific superpower
shoulder-to shoulder rivalry with the United States; and do-
mestic status-signaling, which is part of a broader political
strategy to garner regime legitimation in China.

Dissecting these three reasons that underpin the space
program helps answer the question of the rhetorical mod-
esty surrounding it. Status-seeking is an undeniable fact of
the program, even if hidden under official and diplomati-
cally polished rhetoric. Acknowledging that the runner-up
Chinese superpower has locked horns with the United States
in a new space race, might be detrimental to undisturbed de-
velopment of the Chinese space program, as outright com-
petitive statements could ignite a pointed US containment
strategy to counter the space ambitions of the PRC.

Nevertheless, as China’s new leader at the launch cere-
mony of the Shenzhou-10 rocket on June 11, 2018, Xi Jinping
stated: “Developing the space program and turning the coun-
try into a space power is the space dream that we have contin-
uously pursued” (XINHUANET 2017). This early statement
explicitly links China’s space ambition to attain comprehen-
sive national power status. Later in his reign, Xi laid out
China’s space dream in the preamble of the Chinese govern-
ment’s 2021 Space White Paper: “To explore the vast cosmos,
develop the space industry and build China into a space power
is our eternal dream” (The State Council Information Office
2022, our italics). Carrying institutional weight as a White Pa-
per, and pronounced by the President of the country, be-
coming a space power (fii K 5# [, “strong space nation”)is
a dream that is framed as a clear policy objective of “be-
ing up there,” competing with other spacefaring nations for
glory.

Arguably, China is indeed pursuing status and becoming
a leading space power contributes significantly to this pur-
suit. Yet, this pursuit has convincingly been described as “re-
strained status-seeking” (Krickovic and Zhang 2020). As ar-
gued by Krickovic and Zhang: “China finds itself in the do-
main of gains, which makes its leaders risk-averse, and un-
willing to engage in risky, status-seeking behavior that could

jeopardize the country’s imminent status gains (Krickovic
and Zhang 2020: 2).

Engaging with cultural-specific proclivities of publicly
downplaying achievements is not a productive route to in-
terpret the prudent rhetoric surrounding the Chinese space
program. Rather, the discursive practice originates from per-
ceived benefits of staying under the American hegemon’s
scanning for international peer competitors. This strategy
has proven immensely useful for Chinese post-Maoist for-
eign policy. This less-confrontational policy managed to suc-
cessfully divert potential US containment of China’s com-
prehensive rise, over the following decades and a range
of American republican and democratic administrations—
notwithstanding the temporary freeze in the bilateral rela-
tionship after Deng Xiaoping orchestrated the party-state’s
violent crackdown against the Chinese democracy move-
ment in June 1989. This concealment strategy originates
from the dictum attributed to Deng, i.e., taoguang yanghui (f&
Ye#:0), “hide your strength, bide your time,” and his famous
speech to the United Nations General Assembly in 1974, in
which he emphasized that “China opposes hegemonism, and
we shall never seek hegemony ourselves” (Deng 1993: 6).

Rarely do other assertive voices cut through the politeness
of diplomatic veneer, and consistent keeping of a low profile.
One such rare statement was uttered by Ye Peijian, the chief
architect of China’s lunar exploration project. He likened the
Moon and Mars to the Senkaku islands (which both China
and Japan claim sovereignty over) and the Spratly Islands
(which China and ASEAN-countries claim). Ye warned that
not exploring the celestial bodies could result in a failure
to protect China’s “space rights and interests” and thus im-
plicitly, Chinese potential claims over territory on the Moon
(Bowe 2019: 8).

Pu Xiaoyu has convincingly argued that Xi’s China em-
ploys a strategy of dual signaling. Whereas modest signaling
is broadcast to the international political scene, prouder sig-
naling is transmitted throughout the state-controlled media
system, pursuing a much clearer signaling of rising status (Pu
2019: 27). Pointing out this domestic legitimating function
of the space program, Lemus-Delgado (2025: 74) has even
argued that political legitimacy “is a critical motivation be-
hind the impetus of the Chinese lunar program.” According
to Sheehan, “China views its space program as “a crucial val-
idator of its political system and ruling party” (Sheehan 2018:
107).

Through the advancement of its space program, China is
clearly seeking to expand its influence abroad, while simulta-
neously accruing patriotic loyalty to buttress the legitimacy
of the Communist Party at home (Lagerkvist 2023; Hines
2022). Other scholars have indeed shown that this dual and
more restrained status-seeking behavior and signaling strat-
egy is visible across other pioneering and frontier research
areas too, for instance in the pursuit of becoming a peer-
competitor in polar research and establishing research bases
in both the Arctic and Antarctica (Lamazhapov 2025).

According to some American space experts, including for-
mer NASA director Bill Nelson, China’s space program seems
like a realist “wolf power” dressed in liberal sheep’s cloth-
ing in the arena of IR. Under Xi Jinping’s leadership, China
has adopted a more assertive foreign policy, as illustrated
by its self-labeled “wolf-warrior diplomacy.” Thus, Chinese
foreign policy has incrementally displayed more features
of a “wolf power” state; nevertheless, it has not either cast
away its sheep’s clothing. Therefore, there is a gap between
the party-state’s status-signaling to the outside world and its
messaging to the home crowd. Especially on the space pro-
gram, Chinese commentators make efforts to communicate
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in (mostly) modest terms and emphasize cooperation and
“influence,” whereas “greatness,” competition and leadership
come across as long-term goals of the space program, as
communicated to the Chinese population.

When President Xi lauded the Moon samples collected
and delivered to Earth in June 2024, he exhorted the leaders
of the space program: “(You shall) march toward building the
country into a major power in space, achieving new feats in
exploring the universe and benefiting humanity, and making
new contributions to Chinese modernization and national
rejuvenation” (Zhao 2024). Thus, the lunar successes of 2024
represent an incremental strategic framework through which
the Chinese government intends to consolidate its status as a
leading space power. Moreover, by linking China’s techno-
logical progression to national rejuvenation, President Xi’s
rhetoric signals that space exploration is a cornerstone of a
modern sovereign identity and internal requirements of po-
litical survival and legitimacy (Pu 2019: 27) and a broader pro-
cess of autocratic legitimation. The aspect of autocratic legit-
imation is one aspect where the Chinese space program still
differs from its American counterpart and competitor.

Status and Material Drivers in the Moon Race

So far, we have shown how status-seeking is of significance
in great power politics in general, and in the contempo-
rary Moon race in particular. In addition to the ideational
status-seeking driver in the Moon race, there are also ma-
terial drivers, specifically of an economic, military and sci-
entific kind (cf. Borowitz et al. 2024; Dobos 2022; Hickman
2019). Yet, we contend that status-seeking is entangled with
these material drivers, as discussed below.

Economic drivers

The global space economy has grown considerably and is es-
timated at approximately US$600 billion for 2024, expected
to grow to close to US$2 trillion by the early 20380s, i.e.,
more than a tripled growth (Pleney 2025). Outer space at-
tracts a rapidly increasing number of private corporate ac-
tors, seeking opportunities to reap benefits from the growing
market of space exploration, satellite and rocket production
(Newlove-Eriksson and Eriksson 2013), as well as commer-
cial spaceflight and elite space tourism (Hogan et al. 2026).
Primary drivers for growth include the largely increased de-
mand for satellite connectivity, positioning and navigation,
as well as the more recent development of Al and machine
learning with satellite-based applications (Acket-Goemaere
et al. 2024).

Government contracts remain a cornerstone of the global
space economy, and are thus a key economic driver (Pleney
2025; Eriksson and Newlove-Eriksson 2023). The signifi-
cance of government contracts is particularly noteworthy re-
garding major space exploration programs, specifically the
Moon and Mars programs. Four nations (the United States,
Luxembourg, the UAE, and Japan) have, since 2015, passed
laws allowing companies to “explore, extract, use, and own
space resources, laying the ground for a space mining in-
dustry to flourish” (Yildiz Noorda et al. 2024:3) The NASA-
initiated Artemis Accords with parallel objectives have since
inception in 2020, close to seventy national signatories. No-
tably, in 2021 Elon Musk’s SpaceX won a US$2.9 billion bid
against Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin to use SpaceX’s Starship for
NASA’s Artemis Moon mission (Chang 2021; Eriksson and
Newlove-Eriksson 2023: 57). Yet, in 2023, Bezos won a US$3
billion bid for providing a Lunar lander for Artemis (Roulette
2023). Under the Artemis and Commercial Lunar Payload

Services programs, there are ample opportunities for both
Bezo’s and Musk’s mothership and affiliate corporations to
work remuneratively alongside other operators such as In-
tuitive Machines, which in late March 2026 was awarded a
package of lunar payload deliveries from NASA for US$180.4
million (NASA 2026). The “Private Astronaut Mission” pro-
gram where Axiom Space and NASA have worked together
on three joint ISS launches (Ax-1 in 2022; Ax-2 in 2023, and
Ax-4 in 2024) has further advanced collaboration strategies
and methods between the public and private space sectors in
the United States (Hogan et al. 2026).

Further, the commercial space sector is evidently grow-
ing not only in the United States and other western states,
but also in other space-faring states, including China (Yuan
and Peeters 2019; Hogan et al. 2026). In Russia as well,
several initiatives have been taken to widen the commer-
cial space sector, including transforming the national space
agency Roscomos into a state-owned company (Aliberti and
Lisitsyna 2019). Importantly however, Russian and Chinese
space programs are all controlled by the state, and in the
Chinese case, overseen by the Armed Forces (Aliberti 2015;
Aliberti and Lisitsyna 2019).

Moreover, there are specific economic drivers behind the
current Moon race based on the discovery of rare minerals
and metals used in for example smart phones, electric cars,
and other advanced technologies (e.g., beryllium, lithium,
zirconium, niobium, yttrium, scandium, tantalum, magne-
sium, iron, and titanium). There is also water ice, which is es-
sential both for human survival and to produce rocket fuel,
for example if the Moon is used as a stepping-stone for mis-
sions to Mars. Further, the discovery of Helium-3 on the
Moon has increased interest among both space-faring states
and commercial actors (e.g., Shackleton Energy), as Helium-
8 could provide nuclear energy in a fusion reactor (Feller
2024; ESA 2025). The reason why Helium-38 is available in
abundance on the Moon is that it is bombarded by solar
winds, which Earth is protected from due to its magnetic
field.

Importantly, harvesting these Moon resources, and profit-
ing from them, is a long-term goal. Internationally binding
legislation regarding space and space mining is lacking, out-
dated and fragmented,* creating essentially an open if costly
and risky field for exploitation (Yildiz Noorda et al. 2024). At
time of writing, neither the Moon nor any asteroid has been
successfully mined, not counting sample-retrievals. Yet, sim-
ply making a credible statement on staking out claims of re-
sources on the Moon signals competitive strength, i.e., status.

Military drivers

There is widespread agreement among observers of space
affairs that there is a global trend of militarization in
space, including elements of weaponization (Deudney 2020;
Mowthorpe 2008; Hammack 2021). Space militarization re-
flects a “tragedy of great power politics,” the ubiquitous pur-
suit of the “ultimate high ground,” and an associated “secu-
rity dilemma.” Whether the militarization of space is based
on perception of real threats or if it is rather based on social

4The 1967 Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Ex-
ploration and Use of Outer Space, including the Moon and Other Celestial Bod-
ies (OST) and the Agreement Governing the Activities of States on the Moon
and Other Celestial Bodies (MA), passed in 1979 and in force since 1984 are the
main pieces of international legislation. Notably, only seventeen countries—none
of them with self-launching capacity—have ratified the thus essentially toothless
Moon Agreement.
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construction resulting in a self-fulling prophecy, patterns of
enmity and rivalry have certainly grown stronger.?

In February 2024, US intelligence reported that Russia was
preparing to put anti-satellite nuclear weapons in space—
which Russia vehemently denied (Tucker 2024; Greenall
2024). If confirmed, this would imply a direct violation of the
1967 OST, which explicitly bans the use of weapons of mass
destruction in space. Moreover, major space-faring states
have conducted anti-satellite missile (ASAT) tests, contribut-
ing to the endemic threat of space debris: China did so in
2007; India in 2019; and Russia in 2021. The last time the
United States shot down a satellite (one of its own), was in
1985. In May 2022, the United States was the first nation to
call for a ban on ASAT tests.

The first Trump administration established the US Space
Force as a new branch of the armed forces—a significant
symbol of the emerging new space race. This move reflected
a broader trend among major spacefaring powers, notably
China and Russia, which have also elevated outer space to
a distinct military domain through the creation and expan-
sion of dedicated space units responsible for satellite oper-
ations, space situational awareness, and counterspace capa-
bilities. The United States plans to build a nuclear reactor on
the moon by 2030 are framed as a necessary defense strategy
to preclude Chinese and Russian safety zone establishment
around the China-led ILRS (Feen 2026). Notably, the deci-
sion to establish the US Space Force was backed by an open
letter from forty-three former US defense officials, including
veterans from both Democratic and Republication admin-
istrations, calling for the creation of a space force, justified
by the need to reinforce great power status as a space-faring
nation, political prestige, national security, as well as scien-
tific and technological advancement (Bender 2019; cf. Davis
Cross 2019: 1405). Importantly, the rhetoric of Trump’s Space
Force (which was continued during the Biden presidency), is
imbued with competitive and nationalistic rhetoric, includ-
ing addressing China as the number one “adversary,” making
“space superiority” a “core function” (Space Force 2025). In
early 2025, the Space Force Operations Command adopted
the following motto: “Semper Venator” (Always the Hunter).

Moreover, US Space Force representatives Brig. Gen. An-
thony Malastair has expressed China’s Moon plans as wor-
risome, explicitly mentioning possible “attack vectors,” and
that the Moon is a prioritized arena for territorial rivalry,
and even open war in space (Decker 2024). Critique of mili-
tarization was also heard from Russia, despite its own devel-
opment of military space capacity (cf. Eriksson and Privalov
2021: 398-99).

Scientific drivers

It is a truism that science is characterized by prestige and ri-
valry, where competition for funding is intense, and in which
careers depend on who makes the most path-breaking dis-
coveries. Status in academia is a ubiquitous concern, mea-
sured by citations, grants, and awards. From this perspective,

5Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022 initially seemed
to imply cancellation of the unique international collaboration on the ISS, led by
the United States and Russia. As western states, including the United States, ini-
tiated sanctions against Russia, then-head of Russia’s space agency Roscomos re-
sponded that Russia would abandon the ISS and build its own independent space
station. As Russia controls the propulsion control systems, abandoning their unit
on the ISS would literally lead to a destruction of it (unless someone else took
over), as the ISS would then fall out of orbit and burn up on re-entry into the
atmosphere (Heilwell 2022). Subsequently however, both Russia and the United
States committed themselves to maintain the ISS in operation, since it is reaching
the end of its technical working life in 2030.

it is not surprising that there is a competitive element in the
scientific drive for space exploration, in particular the Search
for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI) 6 To become the first
who finds undisputable evidence of any form of extraterres-
trial life, if only in the form of microbial organisms, would
instantly yield global attention and highly praised scientific
status.

Moreover, as space science unavoidably is one of the costli-
est venues of research, this contributes to its strongly com-
petitive nature. That space science often involves collabora-
tive and transnational projects does not contradict its status-
oriented and competitive nature; it matters who oversees the
project, who is invited to participate and who is not, as well as
what parties are the main competitors. The competitive sci-
entific drive for space exploration is often couched in altruis-
tic rhetoric, for example that scientific findings are universal,
that the goal is to “make humanity a multiplanetary species”
or that space exploration is an expression of innate human
curiosity and thirst for knowledge (Musk 2017; cf. Eriksson
and Newlove-Eriksson 2023: 53).

Further, space exploration and space science are typically
legitimated by how results are of direct and indirect applied
use on Earth, for example how satellite imagery and com-
munications are vital for communications, navigation, and
remote sensing. Critical infrastructures on Earth increasingly
depend on such satellite services, for surveillance within for
example the military, transport sector, agriculture, the envi-
ronment and climate research, and the medical sector.

China sends different messages to foreign and domes-
tic audiences and sometimes contradictory messaging is is-
sued by the same spokesperson in a single speech act; “influ-
ence” is nonetheless clearly something, which is sought after
through breakthroughs in space science. At a press confer-
ence in 2024, Ding Chibiao, the vice president of the Chinese
Academy of Sciences modestly stated that: “Our country’s
space science research in general is still in an initial stage [. . .]
It’s a weakness that must be addressed on the path of building
an aerospace power” (Moritsugu 2024). This display of mod-
esty may come across as incorrect, as China’s manned space
program is already advanced, and hardly can be described as
anything initial.

Yet, space flight and space science are different things. As
0f 2024, China was lagging behind both the United States and
Europe in the share of the 1 percent most cited journal papers
in the field of space science; 21 percent, 72 percent, and 79
percent, respectively (Tollefsen and Van Noorden 2024: 771).
More importantly though, Ding was clear about the long-
term aim. In the science plan, jointly issued with the CNSA
and the China Manned Space Engineering Office, the goal
of making landmark achievements “with significant interna-
tional influence” was set, driving breakthroughs in innova-
tion and transforming China into a leader in the study of
space.

Concluding Remarks: Racing and its Consequences

Admittedly, returning humans to the Moon is unlikely to
generate the same level of prestige as the Apollo 11 landing
in 1969 (Dobos 2022). Yet, status remains a central driver of
contemporary lunar ambitions, operating in at least three
interrelated ways. First, the renewed Moon race is funda-
mentally about rank within an international hierarchy. Be-
ing first to establish a sustained lunar presence signifies lead-
ership within the “club” of spacefaring powers (Larson and
Shevchenko 2019). For the United States, this entails preserv-

6See for example the SETI Institute: https:/www.seti.org/
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ing an established identity as the pre-eminent space power
and avoiding status loss; for China, it represents an oppor-
tunity to claim recognition as a leading—rather than merely
rising—power.

In line with Steele’s (2008) notion of honor-driven so-
cial action, such status-seeking is not reducible to instru-
mental calculation but reflects a need to sustain a coherent
sense of self. This connects directly to ontological security—
participation in, and success within, space exploration helps
stabilize state identities by affirming narratives of moder-
nity, capability, and historical purpose (Chitereka and Beres-
ford 2025). At the same time, these status performances are
not gender neutral. Feminist IR scholars have long shown
that hierarchies of status and prestige are embedded in mas-
culinized norms of competition, control, and technological
mastery (Hooper 2001; Agius 2022). Imagery of the “final
frontier” and the heroic explorer reproduce such gendered
scripts, linking status-seeking in space to historically male-
coded ideals of conquest and leadership.

Second, status is relational and socially recognized and
is therefore also expressed through patterns of alignment
and coalition-building. Both the US-led Artemis program
and China-led ILRS are explicitly international projects,
where the number and status of partners function as mark-
ers of recognition and legitimacy. As Larson and Shevchenko
(2019) emphasize, status depends on intersubjective recog-
nition within a social hierarchy, while Guzzini (2012) un-
derscores how such recognition is tied to broader geopolit-
ical imaginaries. From an ontological security perspective,
alliances contribute to stabilizing state identity by embed-
ding actors within networks of supportive relationships that
affirm their role and standing. The Artemis Accords cur-
rently signal a broader sphere of recognition for US leader-
ship, whereas China’s more limited but expanding coalition
reflects a strategy of gradual status accumulation and what
might be termed “restrained” status-seeking. At the same
time, feminist IR perspectives remind us that such hierarchi-
cal ordering is not neutral; leadership positions are often as-
sociated with masculinized attributes such as authority, pro-
tection, and dominance, while subordinate roles are implic-
itly feminized, reinforcing patterned inequalities in interna-
tional society (Agius 2022; Towns and Niklasson 2017).

Third, status is not separate from material drivers but
deeply embedded within them. As argued by Renshon (2017)
and Larson and Shevchenko (2019), material capabilities and
status claims are mutually constitutive—economic strength,
scientific achievement, and military capacity are pursued not
only for their utility but also for their symbolic value in
demonstrating rank and prestige. In the context of the Moon
race, to lead in resource extraction, to achieve pathbreaking
scientific discoveries, or to secure strategic advantage in cis-
lunar space is simultaneously to perform status. From a con-
structivist perspective, this reflects how material practices
are imbued with social meaning and contribute to identity
construction (Guzzini 2012). Space programs thus serve both
physical and ontological security—they enhance capabilities
while sustaining narratives of national purpose and greatness
(Chitereka and Beresford 2025; Steele 2008). Crucially, these
practices are also gendered. The valorization of risk-taking,
frontier expansion, and technological domination resonates
with what feminist scholars identify as hegemonic masculin-
ities in global politics (Agius 2022; Hooper 2001). Status-
seeking in space is not only about hierarchy and recognition,
but also about reproducing particular, gendered visions of
power, identity, and international order.

Finally, having discussed the pursuit of status as well as
material drivers in the contemporary space race, some final

remarks on its potential consequences are apt. Heightened
competition, dependency on, and militarization of space in-
creases risk for armed conflict on the “high frontier.” Devel-
opment of ASAT technology and other kinetic as well as in-
direct means of space weaponry need not in itself cause war
but does nonetheless increase its likelihood. This observa-
tion, which is by no means original, is exacerbated by the es-
tablishment of space forces, the launch of various new mili-
tary satellites, and increasingly congested orbital and cislunar
space.

Great power rivalry and militarization are parred with an
emerging race for resources on the Moon, as well as explicitly
stated intensions to establish permanent bases—colonies—
on the Moon as well as on Mars (Manning 2023). As major
space-faring states are either autocracies such as China and
Russia—or, in the case of the United States, characterized by
democratic backsliding—the outlook for continued peaceful
space exploration and respect for the liberal norms of space
law appears increasingly grim (cf. Deudney 2020). In par-
ticular, the 1967 OST is threatened today—i.e., the founda-
tion of the hitherto liberal space order—which declared that
space belongs to all of humanity and that no celestial body
can be colonized by any state or expropriated by any private
actor, that weapons of mass destruction are banned in space,
and space exploration is intended for peaceful purposes.’
Considering current trends of autocratic and oligarchic chal-
lenges to the OST principles, escalated space rivalry, colo-
nization, and even armed conflict cannot be ruled out.
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