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Still Lost in Space? Understanding China and India’s Anti- 
Satellite Tests through an Eclectic Approach
Dimitrios Stroikos

Department of International Relations and LSE IDEAS, London School of Economics and Political Science 
(LSE), London, UK

ABSTRACT
One of the most notable aspects of contemporary security 
policy has been the growing interest in counterspace capabil-
ities, including the testing of destructive anti-satellite (ASAT) 
weapons, by major space powers at a time when space is 
becoming an increasingly complex strategic domain. In this 
reconfigured context, the rise of China and India as space 
powers has a significant impact on overall space security activ-
ities and policies. As a result, China and India have assumed 
crucial importance in debates about space security and military 
uses of space. This article examines the ASAT tests of China and 
India that were carried out in 2007 and 2019, respectively, by 
offering a synthetic analysis that combines structural impera-
tives, domestic influences, and national identity. It argues that 
such an eclectic approach provides a more comprehensive 
understanding of the drivers behind the development and test-
ing of their ASATs.

One of the most important challenges to contemporary security policy in 
recent years has been the development and testing of kinetic anti-satellite 
(ASAT) weapons by major space powers, the most recent of which was 
conducted by Russia in November 2021 that created more than 1,500 pieces 
of space debris threatening space satellites and operations.1 With this test, 
Russia became the fourth state since 2007 to destroy an orbiting satellite, after 
China in 2007, the United States in 2008,2 and India in 2019.3 In this context, 
the rise of China and India as space powers has a significant impact on overall 
space security activities and policies at a time when space is becoming increas-
ingly securitized.4 Indeed, China and India’s growing interest in the develop-
ment of counterspace capabilities has further consolidated the deterministic 
notion that conflict in space is inevitable.5 Underpinning this is the emergence 
of a prevailing space discourse that sees the domain of space as a new battle-
field resting on the narrative of a new space race.6 Such perspectives are 
enmeshed in views that treat ASATs as “battlefield space weapons” sought 
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for their role in protecting space assets and their deterrent effect or their 
asymmetric advantage that can confer to states less dependent on space vis- 
à-vis the United States, despite their limited strategic value in relation to 
alternative terrestrial and non-destructive space-based means.7

In this regard, while most analyses tend to focus on national security 
considerations and structural forces that shape the militarization and even 
the weaponization of space, this article suggests that this does not adequately 
capture the complex array of factors that have informed China and India’s 
ASAT tests.8 Rather than viewing ASAT systems merely as space weapons, it is 
argued that they are also social objects imbued with multiple values by the 
possessor states, which requires us to take into consideration the significance 
of the specific sociohistorical context within which ASATs are assigned mean-
ing. This assumes a wider importance when we consider the recent attempt to 
delegitimize the conduct of debris-producing direct-ascent ASAT tests due to 
their harmful impact on the sustainability of the space environment and the 
space economy, and their possible destabilizing effects on global security.9 

This process of delegitimation has been gaining momentum after the United 
States pledged not to conduct such a test in April 2022 and invited other states 
to follow suit and help establish this as an international norm of responsible 
behavior.10 Further reflecting this, in December 2022, the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA) adopted a resolution entitled, “Destructive 
direct-ascent anti-satellite missile testing” that was initially introduced by 
the United States.11 Even though 155 countries voted in favor of the resolu-
tion, China voted against the adoption and India abstained.12 Considering 
these developments, this article argues that if we want to understand why key 
space powers, such as China and India, acquire and conduct destructive ASAT 
weapons and assess whether a process of delegitimizing ASATs can produce 
tangible results, we first need to recognize the multiple ways in which ASATs 
are valued.

To develop this argument, this article offers a synthetic framework for 
explaining China and India’s ASAT tests that were carried out in 2007 and 
2019 respectively. Although the following discussion is empirically orientated, 
the framework employed here is in line with the research agenda of analytical 
eclecticism, which suggests that, in order to understand complex real-world 
phenomena, it is necessary to combine ideas and insights from different 
perspectives and theories within the field of International Relations.13 

Within this scope, rather than confining the study of China and India’s 
ASAT tests within the boundaries of competing explanations that draw from 
single analytical paradigms or perspectives normally used in isolation from 
one another, the key issue here is complementarity premised on a combina-
tional logic that helps us to capture the connections between a wider range of 
causal factors and processes, and the interplay of different logics shaping 
specific space policy outcomes. Progressing from this basis, such a 
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multidimensional framework requires foregoing parsimony and simplicity. 
Instead, the emphasis is on embracing the complexity and messiness of the 
social milieu within which space policy actors make decisions by cutting across 
and integrating competing explanations.14 Such a multifaceted analysis is all 
the more imperative because of the usual dearth of information that accom-
pany military space projects, such as ASATs. It is this limited comprehension 
of the particular dynamics and processes and the need to fill the gaps in our 
understanding that compels us to resort to a multidimensional framework, 
which allows for a more rich, rigorous, balanced, and nuanced analysis of 
complex phenomena in the domain of astropolitics.

It is within this framework that this analysis combines insights from different 
approaches, illustrating the influence of structural imperatives, domestic politics, 
and national identity.15 More concretely, a focus on structural imperatives is in 
line with the neorealist or structural realist school of thought.16 According to this 
view, states are primarily concerned with their own survival and security in a 
competitive international environment defined by the structural imperatives of 
international anarchy. Thus, states are compelled to enhance their space power 
and deter potential threats in space as a result of structural pressures. In this 
context, structural realists generally understand power, and space power, in terms 
of material capabilities, especially military sources than other sources of power. As 
we shall see, although realist insights are useful, we must go beyond the confines of 
these predominantly state-centric analyses to capture the complex factors that 
have informed the ASAT tests of China and India. One response is to focus on the 
domestic level of space policy decision-making that can encompass domestic 
influences, including the role of individual leaders, the impact of bureaucratic 
politics and scientific communities, and parochial domestic political considera-
tions. Such a perspective falls within the purview of what has recently been coined 
Space Policy Analysis, in accordance with an established body of literature on 
Foreign Policy Analysis that calls for taking into account different levels of 
analysis, including how domestic factors shape space policy.17 A focus on national 
identity draws on the constructivist literature on the study of international rela-
tions. As such, it helps to illustrate the role of ideas, norms, history, and how 
national identity shapes state preferences, perceptions, and actions.

On this basis, this article suggests that when applied to space capabilities, an 
eclectic approach helps to offer a more comprehensive approach to the drivers 
behind the development of ASAT technologies by taking into account struc-
tural imperatives, domestic influences, and national identity. While some cases 
can be better explained by one of these driving forces, for the purposes of this 
discussion, this article points to the importance of multicausality, arguing that 
it is a combination of structural pressures, domestic political considerations, 
and ideational influences mediated by identity that help capture the simulta-
neous existence of a complex array of factors that informed the ASAT tests of 
China and India.
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This article begins with an overview of China and India’s civilian and 
military space activities in order to inform on the broader context in which 
their military space programs operate. Next comes the application of the 
eclectic framework to China and India’s ASATs, underscoring the insights 
that such an approach can bring to the study of the military uses of space and 
space security. Finally, the theoretical and policy implications are discussed, as 
well as findings and venues for further research.

China’s space program

The rise of China as a major space power, largely as a consequence of its 
meteoric economic power, has been one of the most widely noted features of 
the current international space order.18 The idea of China as a major space 
power began to gain global traction in October 2003 with the successful launch 
of Shenzhou 5 that carried on board Yang Liwei, China’s first astronaut. The 
successful mission made China the third country in the world, after the Soviet 
Union and the United States, to send a human into space. However, it is 
important to remember that the origins of the Chinese space program trace 
back to the mid-1950s, with the formation of the Fifth Academy of the 
Department of Defense, a missile research and development organization 
aimed at building long-range missiles, under the leadership of the famous 
Chinese scientist Qian Xuesen.19

In many ways, China’s early interest in the use of space was informed by the 
same military, political, and prestige considerations that characterized the U.S. 
and Soviet space programs. In particular, China’s nascent space program 
displayed an appreciation for acquiring space capabilities as a way to 
strengthen military effectiveness and augment international political prestige 
during the Cold War. Reflecting the trajectory of the U.S. and Soviet space 
programs, China’s space effort also benefited from its links to ballistic missile 
projects.20 Tellingly enough, this period also witnessed a continued interest in 
human spaceflight, which culminated in the selection of a group of astronauts 
for training in the early 1970s. However, limited funding as well as domestic 
political considerations in relation to factional strife led Mao Zedong to 
eventually cancel China’s human spaceflight ambitions by famously saying 
“We should take care of affairs here on Earth first, and deal with extraterres-
trial matters a little later”.21

Yet, despite the rather limited available resources and the political turmoil 
associated with the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution that 
hindered the progress of China’s space program during the Cold War, it is 
striking that dramatic feats were achieved in space, including the successful 
launch of its first satellite in 1970, which was later followed by the attainment 
of other capabilities, such as communications and meteorological satellites. 
This was made possible thanks to the political and institutional support 
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provided by Zhou Enlai and others, who protected key scientists and engineers 
involved in the missile and space programs from the severe setbacks of this 
politically charged period.22 In this context, China’s space program was closely 
tied to its military efforts and benefited from its links to the strategic weapons 
program in the 1960s and 1970s as part of what is known in China as the “Two 
Bombs, One Satellite” or Liangdan Yixing (两弹一星) project. This describes 
the priority that the Chinese leadership gave to the indigenous development of 
atomic and hydrogen bombs and the first satellite in the pursuit of technolo-
gical self-reliance, keeping in line with a top-down, techno-nationalist 
approach to research and development associated with advanced technology.23 

With the advent to power of Deng Xiaoping, China’s space program moved 
towards prioritizing economic development through the practical uses of 
satellite technology. In 1986, however, space was identified as a key dual-use 
technological field that should be nurtured in order to yield breakthroughs in 
the future as part of the “863 High Technology Plan”.24 This served as a 
catalyst for the further development of the space program, including human 
spaceflight.25

Since then, it has become apparent that China has pursued its space 
program with consistency and in an incremental manner. Indeed, China’s 
effort now encompasses the ability to build across-the-board space technolo-
gies and their use for a variety of purposes. In this respect, it is not surprising 
that China’s human spaceflight program, known as the Shenzhou project, has 
attracted a lot of global attention, typified by the launch of Shenzhou 5. This 
was followed by several other human spaceflight missions. Another milestone 
was achieved in September 2011, when China launched its first space labora-
tory module, Tiangong 1 (Heavenly Palace), serving as a test bed for the 
construction of a larger orbital space station, the basic construction of which 
was completed in October 2022.26

Likewise, China has stepped up its space exploration effort, manifested in a 
series of lunar missions, known as the Chang’e program. Emblematic of this 
vigorous program was the landing of the Chang’e-4 spacecraft on the far side 
of the Moon in January 2019, the first ever such mission in the history of lunar 
exploration.27 More recently, in December 2020, China successfully completed 
the Chang’e-5 mission, the first lunar venture since 1976 to collect samples 
from the lunar surface and bring them back to Earth for scientific study. The 
complexity of these missions is expected to facilitate the next steps of China’s 
burgeoning lunar exploration program in the coming years, which will involve 
the establishment of an ‘international lunar research station’ in the near future. 
The expertise accumulated from these lunar missions is also seen as a harbin-
ger of future crewed landings on the Moon.28 Furthermore, in 2021, China 
launched Tianwen-1, its first robotic spacecraft to Mars.

Apart from activities related to human spaceflight and space exploration, 
satellite and rocket development has also progressed steadily. For example, an 
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important milestone was the completion of the Beidou navigation satellite 
system in the summer of 2020, China’s version of the Global Positioning 
System (GPS), which now provides full-scale services.29 At the same time, 
China continues to deploy and operate several communication satellites, as 
well as different types of remote sensing satellites with various applications. 
Progress has also been made towards the construction and operation of new 
powerful launch vehicles, part of the Long March rocket family, to support 
China’s ambitions in space, while steps have been taken towards the commer-
cialization of its space activities.30 China has also ramped up the use of space 
for military purposes.

The military dimension

Assessing the military space capabilities of any state based on open sources is a 
very difficult task, but this is especially the case about China as a result of the 
opaque nature of its space activities. That said, there is no doubt that China 
attaches strategic importance to the use of space for military purposes in the 
context of its overall military modernization and expansion. To begin with, 
Chinese strategists became aware of the profound impact of the use of space on 
modern warfare as a result of the 1991 Gulf War, also known as the “first space 
war”, which illustrated the importance of space assets for the conduct of war at 
both the operational and tactical levels. Not only did this generate an increas-
ing interest in military space capabilities, but it also led to a re-evaluation of 
military concepts of operations and doctrines.31 This shift was reflected in the 
introduction of the new doctrine of “limited wars under high-tech conditions”, 
with a focus on research and development (R&D) of an array of more 
sophisticated weapons and technologies in areas, such as electronic warfare, 
ballistic missiles, satellites, precision guided munitions, early warning and 
command, communications, artificial intelligence, and others.32

A number of factors accelerated this modernization effort in weapons and 
technology, including the so-called “Revolution in Military Affairs” (RMA), 
the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait crisis, the 1999 NATO military operation against 
Serbia, and the U.S. led operations in Afghanistan and Iraq more recently.33 

Nonetheless, the interest in the utilization of space for military purposes has 
been accelerated under Xi Jinping. In 2014, during a visit to the air force 
headquarters in Beijing, Xi stressed the need for the air force leaders “to speed 
up air and space integration and sharpen their offensive and defensive 
capabilities”.34 Within the scope of its overall national strategy of military- 
civilian integration, China under Xi has also prioritized since 2016 the policy 
of military-civil fusion (MCF) aimed at eliminating barriers, as well as pro-
moting synergies between the civilian and commercial sectors and the military 
industrial base, with implications for the Chinese space sector.35
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The growing significance of space was also reflected in China’s 2015 defense 
white paper that identified outer space as a “commanding height in interna-
tional strategic competition”.36 In December of the same year, as part of 
reforms of the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) organizational structure 
under Xi, China announced the establishment of the PLA’s Strategic Support 
Force (PLASSF), with the aim to combine the operation of the space, cyber, 
and the electromagnetic domains in a more centralized and effective way at the 
strategic level.37 This serves to further illustrate the increasing importance of 
space as well as the need to improve its usage for military operations. The most 
recent defense white paper recognizes the safeguard of “China’s security 
interests in outer space” as one of its “national defense aims” and that “outer 
space is a critical domain in international strategic competition”.38

Plainly, China’s global reach requires a national military force with the 
capacity to operate beyond its immediate periphery, marking a significant 
shift from the PLA’s traditional orientation towards maintaining internal 
security and protecting continental China to supporting missions at long 
distances.39 To this end, over the last years, China has placed emphasis on 
the deployment of dual-use satellites with a wide range of military functions 
capable of acting as a force multiplier. As a result, China has made strides in 
developing a range of space-based command, control, communications, com-
puters, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR) capabilities. In 
addition to the use of communications satellites, such as the Fenghuo/Shentong 
series, a key aspect of this effort has been the launch of a variety of high- 
resolution remote sensing satellites, including the Yaogan, Haiyang, Huanjing, 
and Gaofen series. As mentioned earlier, China has also completed the Beidou 
satellite network, which will further boost China’s military space power.40

At the same time, it has been suggested that China has been developing a 
range of technologies that can be used or have the potential to provide 
destructive and non-destructive counterspace capabilities, such as direct- 
ascent, co-orbital, electronic warfare, and directed energy weapons 
capabilities.41 Considering the inherent dual-use nature of space capabilities 
and the opacity surrounding China’s military space usage, it is hard to sub-
stantiate such claims. Though, it seems that China has not yet moved towards 
the active use of counterspace weapons in current military operations.42

Be that as it may, it is apparent that China has been developing a direct- 
ascent ASAT program, as its 2007 test demonstrated, which is discussed in 
detail below. Suffice it to say that since 2007, China has carried out a number 
of other known or suspected non-destructive direct-ascent ASAT tests.43 The 
most noteworthy of these was the launch of a rocket in May 2013, which is 
believed to have reached an apogee of around 30,000 kilometers (km) using a 
new ASAT weapons system, capable of attacking targets in medium or high 
earth orbits.44 Recently, it was also reported that China has operationally 
deployed at least one of its direct-ascent ASAT systems and that some training 
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with anti-satellite capabilities has started. But although this is plausible, it is 
again difficult to confirm this based on information available from open 
sources.45 Of significant note is that China has been testing an experimental 
uncrewed spaceplane that bears resemblance to the U.S. Air Force’s X-37B, but 
little information is available.46 Furthermore, in 2021, it was reported that 
China tested a new capability that is thought to be akin to an orbital bombard-
ment system, but as yet little is publicly known about it.47 Nevertheless, one 
state that has been paying close attention to China’s military space capabilities 
in particular and its space program more generally is India, to which I now 
turn.

India’s space program

The comparative historical experiences of China and India concerning space 
technology could have hardly been more different. Like China, India has one 
of the oldest space programs that was formally established in 1962 with the 
formation of the Indian National Committee for Space Research (INCOSPAR) 
and the subsequent launching of the first Nike-Apache sounding rocket from 
the Thumba Equatorial Rocket Launching Station (TERLS) in 1963. However, 
the origins of India’s space program can be found earlier in India’s participa-
tion in the International Geophysical Year of 1957–1958 (IGY).48 Briefly 
stated, the IGY was a major international scientific endeavor covering geo-
physical activities, which was largely an embodiment of scientific internation-
alism and cooperation, and it contributed to the advent of the Space Age, 
exemplified by the launch of Sputnik in October 1957.49 Prominent Indian 
scientists, such as Vikram Sarabhai, played an important part in planning and 
implementing key IGY activities, and it can be argued that this engagement 
acted as a catalyst for what would eventually become India’s space program 
under the leadership of Sarabhai. In many ways, therefore, India’s nascent 
space program owned much to the efforts of the Indian scientific community 
and its involvement with the IGY.50

Another equally important aspect of India’s space program has been an 
emphasis on the civilian uses of space for development. In contrast to the 
experience of other space powers, such as China, from the outset, India’s space 
program was largely driven by developmental and socioeconomic priorities, 
epitomized by practical applications, such as communications, meteorology, 
and remote sensing.51 In this regard, despite limited resources, Sarabhai was 
influential in articulating a vision of India’s space program that highlighted the 
social and economic benefits that could derive from space technology and its 
applications tailored to the needs of a developing state.52 Couched in a language 
that associated technological advancement with progress and modernization, 
Sarabhai’s vision was shared by many of his colleagues and contemporaries, and 
it was in line with Nehru’s own enthusiasm for science and technology, which 
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meant that the much-needed political support was offered.53 In this way, space 
utilization was also seen as a national scientific venture that could enable India to 
join the club of technologically advanced countries on its own terms and as a 
marker of nation-building and prestige.54

It was against this backdrop that India began to develop a series of space 
applications in the field of telecommunications and remote sensing, supported 
by the simultaneous acquisition of indigenous launch capabilities. This was 
evident in the Indian National Satellite (INSAT) system, which was established 
in 1983, and the Indian Remote Sensing (IRS) satellite program, which became 
operational in 1988. Oriented towards human security and development, these 
systems have been crucial in key applications, including tele-education and 
telemedicine, disaster monitoring, meteorological observation and forecasting, 
and management of natural and earth resources, including water, fishery, 
agriculture, and forestry.55

Even though India continues to stress the value of space assets for devel-
opmental and socioeconomic purposes, one of the most noteworthy changes 
in recent years has been its shifting focus on space exploration, which seems to 
mark a departure from its past activities. In this context, India has achieved a 
series of remarkable feats, including the launch of its first lunar probe called 
Chandrayaan-1 in 2008. The success of the mission prompted the Indian 
Space Research Organization (ISRO) to move forward with other space 
exploration missions, with Mars seen as the next logical step, taking cues 
from what other space powers have done before.56 Interestingly, there is 
evidence to suggest that India’s Mars plans were speeded up in part because 
of the unsuccessful Russian-Chinese Phobos-Grunt Mars mission in 
November 2011.57 Eventually, on 5 November 2013, India launched the 
Mars Orbiter Mission (MOM), also called Mangalyaan, making India the 
first Asian country to reach Mars. Indicative of India’s ambitions in space, 
on the occasion of his Independence Day speech in August 2018, Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi announced plans for the country’s first human 
spaceflight mission. More recently, in August 2023, India achieved a soft 
landing on the lunar surface with its third lunar exploration mission, 
Chandrayaan-3,58 and a week after it launched Aditya-L1, its first space- 
based observatory to study the Sun.59 Meanwhile, India has also stepped up 
the commercialization of its space activities.60

The military dimension

Although India’s growing focus on space exploration and human spaceflight 
missions has added a new component to its space program, it is also apparent 
that this has been accompanied by a greater interest in enhancing its military 
space power. Despite the fact that India has not issued a national defense 
strategy or something equivalent to date, in the last few decades, each of 
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India’s military services have published single service doctrines with mentions 
of the role of space-based assets. However, illustrative of this increasing focus 
on military space, the 2017 Joint Doctrine of the Indian Armed Forces devotes 
exclusively one paragraph on space power, anticipating that space will become 
another medium for military activities in the future and stressing the growing 
significance of space as a force multiplier for the Indian military. It also notes 
that ‘leveraging space power’ would involve safeguarding India’s space assets 
and utilizing space ‘to enable defense capabilities across the conflict 
spectrum’.61 Elsewhere, the document recognizes operations in the domain 
of space as part of an emerging triad, together with cyber and special opera-
tions, that need to be integrated at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels 
through the creation of integrated strategic structures. Likewise, it highlights 
the critical role of space for intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, naviga-
tion, and communication, as well as network centric operations using 
satellites.62

Undoubtedly, the most visible display of India’s shift towards the military 
uses of space took place in March 2019 when India carried out its first ASAT 
test considered in detail herein below. Beyond the 2019 ASAT test, India has 
also taken other steps that serve to illustrate the growing importance of the 
military uses of space. For instance, ISRO has launched a series of Earth 
observation satellites with dual-use applications on which the India’s military 
depends as a force multiplier, such as the IRS and CARTOSAT series of 
satellites. This is explained, in part, by the fact that the 1999 Kargil war 
exposed to the Indian forces the inadequacy of the existing constellation of 
remote-sensing satellites to provide effective surveillance and early detection 
of hostile incursions.63 The completion of the Indian Regional Navigation 
Satellite System (IRNSS) is also important as a force multiplier.64 Further, in 
2013, ISRO launched Geosynchronous Satellite (GSAT)-7, the first dedicated 
military communications satellite, increasing India’s navy surveillance cap-
abilities, followed in 2018 by the launch of GSAT-7A to be used mainly by the 
Indian Air Force. ISRO also launched the country’s first Electro-Magnetic 
Intelligence Satellite (EMISAT) in 2019 aimed at enhancing the Indian Armed 
Forces ability to detect and intercept signals transmitted by enemy radars.65

Another indication of the greater military role of India’s space program has 
been the effort to integrate space into military operations in line with the Joint 
Doctrine discussed earlier. For example, in 2010 the Integrated Space Cell was 
created under the command of the Integrated Defense Services (IDS) 
Headquarters of the Ministry of Defense as an organization to integrate the 
three services of the Indian Armed Forces (army, navy, and air force), the 
Department of Space, and ISRO.66 More recently, India established the tri- 
service Defense Space Agency (DSA), dedicated to dealing with space-based 
threats and enhancing military space power through counterspace capabilities. 
The agency will receive technical and research support from the newly created 
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Defense Space Research Organization (DSRO).67 It is possible to argue that 
these organizational changes indicate an interest in the use of offensive 
counterspace capabilities, but it is too early to say how this will evolve.68

Moreover, India has signed an agreement with the United States that will 
allow for access to U.S. satellite data, which will help India to augment the 
accuracy of its weapons, such as missiles and drones.69 ISRO has also initiated 
‘Project NETRA (Network for Space Objects, Tracking, and Analysis), an early 
warning system that is expected to contribute to the protection of India’s space 
assets by improving its space situational awareness capabilities.70

Eclectic approach: The case of China’s 2007 ASAT test

On 11 January 2007, the PLA successfully tested a direct-ascent kinetic kill 
vehicle launched from the Xichang Satellite Launch Center that destroyed a 
defunct FengYun-1C (FY-1C) Chinese weather satellite, making China the 
third state to carry out such a test. Remarkably, not only was the test at odds 
with China’s traditional international stance against the weaponization of 
space, but it also generated a large cloud of space debris that could pose a 
threat to the space assets of other states. As such, it drew much international 
condemnation. The test engendered a debate about the possible motivations 
behind it, providing a useful case study for an eclectic approach applied in this 
analysis. Unsurprisingly, many analysts have provided explanations for the 
2007 ASAT test that are in accordance with the importance attached to 
structural imperatives. For instance, building on offensive realism, Tellis 
argues that the Chinese decision to carry out the test was driven by strategic 
necessity as part of China’s broader strategy to counterbalance U.S. military 
space superiority through asymmetric means, such as counterspace capabil-
ities. According to Tellis, therefore, it makes strategic sense for China to 
exploit the growing dependence of the United States on space-based military 
assets as a potential “Achilles Heel” through ASAT capabilities, especially in 
the context of a future Sino-U.S. conflict over Taiwan.71

Likewise, for Lieggi and Quam, China’s ASAT program reflects an effort “to 
avoid a space arms race by having an effective deterrence to potential offensive 
actions by the United States”.72 As such, China’s interest in building counter-
space capabilities can be seen as a response to perceived Chinese threats to 
national security deriving from U.S. plans to move on with the weaponization 
of space.73 At that time, there was an emerging discourse suggesting that the 
George W. Bush Administration intended to develop ASAT weapons and 
deploy space-based missile defense systems, accompanied by U.S. doctrines 
and documents that stressed the importance of “space superiority” and “space 
control”.74 This led Chinese strategists to assume the inevitability of the 
weaponization of space, with particular concern that U.S. missile defense 
plans could negate the effectiveness of its nuclear deterrent.75 Considered in 
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this way, U.S.-China military space relations have been impelled by a typical 
security dilemma.76 A recent study also shows how Chinese perceptions reflect 
assumptions of U.S. hostile intent in space, which has been a recurring theme 
since the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI).77 Therefore, the point to make for 
the purposes of this discussion is that many analyses of China’s ASAT test 
conform to the impact of structural imperatives associated with a realist 
perspective.

However, it should be noted that some analysts have also pointed to the 
limited benefits for China from the use of ASAT weapons to attack U.S. 
satellites.78 This points to the need for incorporating insights and interpreta-
tions from other theories and approaches, which pay attention to other levels 
of analysis, such as domestic politics. In this respect, it is worth noting that it 
was twelve days after the test that China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs released 
a statement recognizing its conduct. This delayed response puzzled analysts 
about whether the Ministry was aware of the test, raising concerns that the 
PLA proceeded with the test without approval from the Chinese security and 
foreign policy bureaucracy, indicating an instance of factionalism between the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the PLA.79 It is also worth noting that the 
white paper “China’s Space Activities in 2006” issued by the State Council 
stressed China’s commitment to “protect the space environment”, which was 
in contrast to the large amount of space debris produced as a result of the 2007 
test, indicating a lack of consistency and coordination between those who 
actually make decisions regarding space operations and China’s State 
Council.80

Such concerns furthermore relate to the issue of civil-military relations in 
China when Hu Jintao was Chairman of the Central Military Commission 
(CMC) from 2002 to 2012. During his tenure, there were a series of incidents, 
including the 2007 ASAT test, which seemed to suggest that the PLA had acted 
without fully disclosing information or consulting with Hu and the civilian 
leadership. This is not to say that the ASAT test was a rogue military operation 
by the PLA, as it is reasonable to assume that the highest echelons of the 
Chinese government knew about the test.81 Rather, as Scobell observes, it is 
more accurate to describe the PLA under Hu as “roguish” characterized by 
“loose” and “hands-off” civilian control. In this respect, even though the 
Chinese military was not completely out of civilian oversight, it was also not 
fully subject to civilian control in all aspects of its operations.82

Related to domestic influences is also the analysis by Kulacki and Lewis.83 

Instead of trying to explain the Chinese ASAT test as a response to U.S. plans 
under the Bush Administration or other external events, the authors argue that 
the decision was driven by “the maturity of technology” based on interviews 
with Chinese individuals familiar with the ASAT program. More concretely, 
the authors suggest that the test was the product of a long-term R&D program, 
which had started in the mid-1980s in order to keep pace with the 

12 D. STROIKOS



development and testing of similar technological capabilities by the United 
States and the Soviet Union at that time.84 Eventually, it is likely that the 
project managers who were under pressure to show the Chinese leadership 
that the technology had matured and was available to be used after years of 
research successfully lobbied for its test. It is also plausible that targeting a 
satellite rather than intercepting a missile was decided on the basis that the 
former was an easier task.85 As Moltz points out with reference to the analysis 
by Kulacki and Lewis, alternative interpretations to the unitary-actor model 
deserve closer examination, at the very least, compared to the attention they 
have received so far from mainstream studies.86

Pertaining to domestic influences, the Chinese leadership’s support for the 
space program has been crucial to its success from the beginning serving as a 
useful tool to strengthen national unity and the legitimacy of the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP). The emphasis on domestic political considerations 
is highlighted by Sheehan, who claims that “the ultimate target audience” of 
Chinese space achievements as a source of prestige and propaganda is “the 
Chinese people themselves, rather than China’s great power peers”.87 While 
the author puts forward this argument in the context of discussing mainly 
China’s space feats in human spaceflight and space exploration, “high-visible” 
military space capabilities, such as ASATs, can also be seen in this light. In this 
way, enhancing China’s military space power is a source of legitimacy for 
Chinese leaders and the Party. Doing so helps to buy the PLA’s loyalty. As we 
have seen, this was an important consideration, especially under Hu’s tenure, 
when military loyalty appeared rather weak and needed to be nurtured.

Interlinked and highlighting the influence of parochial organizational inter-
ests, high-ranking PLA officers may be keen to push for certain “high-visible” 
military space projects in order to bolster the prestige of their organization, 
such as the Rocket Force, and even advance their careers. Notably, in recent 
years, a new term has been introduced, “the cosmos club” (宇宙帮, yuzhou-
bang), which refers to the emergence of a group of Chinese political elites with 
a background in the space industry who have climbed the ladder of the CCP 
political hierarchy.88 A case in point is General Li Shangfu (李尚福), China’s 
new defense minister and a new CMC member, who held key positions in the 
aerospace sector, including serving as director of the Xichang Satellite Launch 
Center when China’s ASAT was conducted. He later served as chief-of staff 
and deputy director of the General Equipment Development Department 
(formerly called the General Armaments Department) and deputy comman-
der of the PLASSF.89

Apart from national security and domestic influences, ASATs are also sym-
bols of modernity and identity. As Lauer notes, in addition to serving “national 
security needs”, ASATs “also serve as emblems of national prestige”.90 

More specifically, as far as identity is concerned, according to Cunningham, 
China’s great power identity is central to explaining the development of its 
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human spaceflight program as a marker of great power status.91 It is also worth 
noting that scientific and technological advancement emerged as a “standard of 
civilization” in the nineteenth century by demarcating the “society of civilized 
states” from non-European societies through a “techno-scientific orientalist” 
discourse. Therefore, highly visible technoscientific feats, such as space and 
nuclear projects, continue to serve as markers of power, status, and modernity 
in China, exemplified by techno-nationalist conceptions of science and 
technology.92

The space race during the Cold War consolidated this logic in the sense that 
space technology was “constructed” as a chief indicator of scientific and 
technological leadership and great power status in international society that 
weds China’s quest for great power status to the possession of advanced space 
capabilities and the achievement of remarkable accomplishments in space.93 

Thus, acquiring ASAT capabilities can be understood as part of China’s effort 
to gain recognition as a great power, something that elucidates the importance 
of the relationship between national identity and space weapon capabilities.94 

Equally, the fact that China continued to carry out ASAT tests after 2007 
without generating space debris while framing them as “missile defense tests” 
is indicative of the impact of a sort of a nascent norm of testing ground-based 
kinetic ASAT capabilities “more responsibly” in ways that limit the generation 
of widespread space debris. This can be seen as an example of China attempt-
ing to act as a “responsible great power” in space.95 In line with the role of 
national identity, this shift in Chinese space behavior can also be understood 
as the result of a process of social learning.96 Therefore, although China has yet 
to formally endorse recent U.S. led efforts to delegitimize debris-generating 
ASATs, in reality, since 2007 Chinese actions have conformed to such an 
emerging norm against destructive ASATs. Beyond China, an eclectic 
approach can generate important insights when applied to India’s ASAT 
test, to which the analysis now turns.

Eclectic approach: The case of India’s 2019 ASAT test

On 27 March 2019, India launched a ballistic missile defense interceptor, 
the Prithvi Delivery Vehicle Mark-II (PDV MK-II) from the Kalam Island 
missile complex, which successfully intercepted an Indian satellite in low 
Earth orbit at an altitude of 283 km. The target was Microsat-R, an Indian 
military satellite that was manufactured by the Defense Research and 
Development Organization (DRDO) and launched by ISRO in January 
2019.97 The successful ASAT test, dubbed Mission Shakti, made India the 
fourth country to carry out such a test, after the United States, Russia, and 
China. Like China’s 2007 ASAT test, India’s ASAT test also marked a 
departure from its traditional international stance against the weaponiza-
tion of space. The test was announced by Prime Minister Modi himself in 

14 D. STROIKOS



an unprecedented television broadcast. Hailing the test as a big “moment of 
pride for every Indian” that registered India as “a global space power” 
“using an indigenously developed” technology, Modi stressed that the 
main objective of the mission was “ensuring the country’s security, its 
economic development and India’s technological progress” and that it 
was not directed against any other country.98 From the outset, Indian 
officials were keen to alleviate the implications of the test by underscoring 
that it was carried out at a sufficiently low attitude that would allow the 
generated space debris to re-enter the Earth’s atmosphere soon after, with-
out posing a threat to the space assets of other states.99 Regardless of such 
claims, it generally elicited a mixed, but less negative global response 
compared to China’s 2007 ASAT test.100

As a consequence, there is already a growing debate about the motivations 
behind Mission Shakti. As far as structural pressures are concerned, despite 
Indian assurances that the test was not directed against any other country, 
some observers argue that China has been the main driver behind the Indian 
decision.101 For example, Kanwal Sibal, former foreign secretary of India, has 
pointed out that the development of ASAT capabilities acts as a deterrent that 
“redresses the India-China strategic balance”.102 There is also evidence to 
suggest that China’s 2007 ASAT test had the effect of spurring India’s interest 
in the military uses of space, including ASAT technology, signifying a reor-
ientation of India’s position toward space militarization.103 After the Chinese 
ASAT test, there were a series of statements from senior military and DRDO 
officials, such as Vijay Kumar Saraswat, which evinced the intent to develop 
ASAT capabilities based on India’s missile defense system.104 Such an action- 
reaction dynamic points to the existence of a security dilemma in space, even if 
not definitive, between China and India.105 Within South Asia, such dynamics 
are also susceptible to the security trilemma between India and China, India 
and Pakistan, and China and Pakistan.106

Nevertheless, although national security considerations were an important 
factor, especially with regard to China, structural imperatives are less adequate 
than domestic influences to explain the timing of Mission Shakti, considering 
that this was done more than a decade after the China test. Tellingly enough, 
there was a prevailing view that domestic political concerns were important in 
Modi’s decision to move on with Mission Shakti and announce it in a dramatic 
televised address amid the general election campaign of 2019. As a result, the 
test was met with fierce criticism from the opposition on the grounds that 
Modi tried to use the mission to elicit electoral benefits. At the same time, the 
test coincided with increased India-Pakistan tensions, presenting an opportu-
nity for the Indian prime minister to demonstrate his strong leadership 
credentials in matters of national security.107 After all, Modi has been a 
supporter of India’s space program, not shying away from capitalizing on 
the country’s space feats whenever an opportunity arises.108
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Within the scope of domestic influences, bureaucratic politics and organi-
zational interests are also central. As we saw earlier, military and DRDO 
officials had been vocal about the need for ASAT capabilities for some time, 
suggesting that India had all the technological “building blocks” for such a 
program, ready to be used when the political leadership would deem that 
suitable. It is not unusual for powerful technocratic bureaucracies in India, 
such as ISRO and DRDO, to initially pursue projects without political 
approval aimed at putting pressure on the political leadership to eventually 
authorize them, and the ASAT case seems to confirm that.109 In fact, since the 
2019 test, it has transpired that the DRDO had developed the capability by 
2012, but the previous government did not approve its testing. This changed 
with the arrival of Modi in power, who gave the go-ahead for the test.110 It has 
also been suggested that the DRDO had good reasons to push for building an 
ASAT capability in order to improve its reputation after suffering setbacks 
concerning projects for the Indian armed forces.111

A focus on national identity is also relevant to Mission Shakti for a number 
of reasons. First, Kinsella and Chima show how symbolic motivations, such as 
seeking status, prestige, and international recognition, help to explain military 
industrialization and the acquisition of indigenous weapons production capa-
city in India, including nuclear and space technology.112 Like China, India has 
also placed great emphasis on the pursuit of high-visible technoscientific 
projects as markers of the state’s power, status, and modernity in international 
society, reflecting India’s post-colonial identity and its sense of civilizational 
exceptionalism.113 As such, India’s decision to acquire ASAT capabilities is 
partly, at least, a manifestation of its quest for great power status.114 As 
mentioned previously, in his televised address, Modi stressed Mission Shakti 
as a source of national pride, as well as a symbol of India’s emergence as a 
space power. As Biswas points out, “Modi’s address captures prestige as the 
primary rationale for it”.115 Second, in terms of norms, it is noteworthy that 
the test was conducted in a way to minimize the risk of creating space debris, 
which can be seen as an attempt to highlight India as a responsible space 
player, albeit with mixed results.

What is more, even before Mission Shakti, some observers had suggested 
that India’s interest in ASAT capabilities was driven by an effort to avoid 
repeating the experience with the non-proliferation regime. It is worth recal-
ling that the 1968 Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT) did not recognize 
India as a nuclear state, which India has referred to as discriminatory ever 
since. In this context, the lesson to be drawn from its experience with the non- 
proliferation regime is that India should develop an ASAT capability before a 
future international agreement banning ASATs is achieved. From this per-
spective, such an agreement would create this time a discriminatory space 
order between those states that possess ASATs and those that have not 
acquired such a capability. On this basis, India should speed up the 
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development of its ASAT program in order to join the club of states possessing 
ASATs. Thus, another germane driver behind Mission Shakti is the prestige 
rationale deriving from being a member of the club of a handful of states with 
ASATs.116

Findings and conclusions

This survey of China and India’s ASAT tests has set out to show the merits of 
an eclectic approach that helps to highlight the complex amalgam of factors 
that have informed the decision of China and India to develop and test ASAT 
systems. Rather than focusing merely on national security calculations stem-
ming from structural pressures, this article has proposed an eclectic approach 
to the study of China and India’s ASAT tests that takes into consideration 
structural imperatives, domestic influences, and the role of state identity.

Consequently, this approach employed in this article provides a more 
comprehensive framework for understanding why states decide to acquire 
ASATs and why others refrain from doing so by highlighting the significance 
of placing military space programs in their specific sociohistorical and institu-
tional contexts. This is important, at a time when there is evidence to suggest 
that all the major space powers are interested in investing in military space 
assets, including counterspace capabilities. Hence, the cases of China and 
India are by no means exhaustive, and other cases can be considered through 
the lens of an eclectic approach.

The findings of this article also have normative and policy implications for 
the course of contemporary space security. More specifically, it is clear that the 
severity of the challenges posed by the militarization and weaponization of 
space has intensified as a result of the return of great power competition and 
early signs of an arms race in space with detrimental effects on arms control.117 

This has been accompanied by a prevailing space discourse that sees space as a 
new battlefield revolving on the assumption that conflict in space is inevitable, 
especially in the context of U.S.-China space relations that are increasingly 
characterized by competition and confrontation.

Alongside this, there has been an inflated threat discourse on China’s rise as 
a space power that attributes ulterior grand strategic motivations behind 
everything China does in space. To be sure, the opaqueness of the Chinese 
space program coupled with the nature of the Chinese regime and a more 
assertive international behavior over the last years have raised legitimate 
concerns about the direction and drivers of China’s space policy and strategy. 
However, as we have seen, while a focus on structural imperatives is helpful, it 
does not go a long way to encompass the role of domestic political explana-
tions and the symbolic value of ASATs as indicators of the state’s modernity 
and great power status, which can hold equal or even greater analytical 
purchase than could be found simply by solely acknowledging the impact of 
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structural imperatives. As a result, an eclectic approach offers a necessary 
corrective to accounts of Chinese intentions in space by illustrating how 
Chinese space policy and strategies can be messier than state-centric and 
rational approaches associated with structural constraints recognize. The 
same applies also to the case of India. At the same time, however, and 
reflecting the combinational logic of analytical eclecticism, the goal here is 
not to dismiss approaches that deal with the impact of structural imperatives, 
but rather how these can be complemented with a consideration of domestic 
politics and national identity as a way of capturing a broader array of causal 
factors that shape space policy outcomes.

This analysis of China and India’s ASATs also raises questions for further 
study that have policy relevance in the context of current attempts at delegi-
timizing debris-producing ASATs. It is clear that this U.S. led diplomatic effort 
signifies not only the commitment of the most dominant space power to the 
long-term sustainability of the space environment, but also the return of the 
United States in a leadership role in space governance. At the same time, the 
so-called ASAT test moratorium has the potential to act as a confidence- 
building measure. It is likely that as the moratorium gains momentum, this 
will generate social pressure on China and India to make a similar pledge. Still, 
it is important to note that such a process of delegitimization can also be of 
limited scope as it does not account for the multiple values attached to ASATs 
by China and India, given that developing ASAT capabilities is also mediated 
by domestic political considerations and state identity. For example, given how 
the possession of ASATs has been valued by China as a marker of modernity 
and great power status, it is less likely for China to offer its formal support to 
the U.S. led initiative against destructive ASATs, even if its practices conform 
to such a norm. This is not only because the initiative repositions the United 
States as a space leader, but also because such a moratorium was not formu-
lated by giving China a ‘seat at the table’ and, thus, resting on recognizing 
China as a great space power by the United States. Moreover, China has 
invested social capital in a draft text concerning a legally binding ‘Treaty on 
the Prevention of the Placement of Weapons in Outer Space and of the Threat or 
Use of Force Against Outer Space Objects’ (PPWT), which has been jointly 
submitted with Russia to the Conference on Disarmament (CD), and rejected 
by the United States given geopolitics and different understandings of ASAT 
threats.118 Similarly, as far as India is concerned, it is worth remembering that 
India opposed the European Union Code of Conduct for outer space activities 
mainly on the grounds that it was not asked to participate in its drafting, and 
as a consequence, the process did not bestow India with ownership, even if the 
code served its interests.119

Therefore, more research is required to better understand the role of 
‘recognition games’ in the space domain, but it suffices here to say that the 
dynamics pertaining to different values assigned to ASATs as social objects 
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help explain the reluctance of China and India to support the moratorium, at 
least for now. The argument put forward in this article also helps to open new 
avenues for exploring what delegitimizing ASATs entails and the challenges 
involved and how such a process can also be linked with the concept of 
“devaluing” that can build on debates about valuing and devaluing nuclear 
weapons.120

In light of the above, although it is tempting to see space security develop-
ments only from the prism of geopolitical rivalry and competition, it is also 
important to acknowledge the diffusion of power in global space governance 
and the interdependent nature of space security by focusing on fostering 
cooperation on issue areas of common interests related to global space security 
challenges in a manner that recognizes a larger role for China and India as 
great space powers. Such a process can be seen as more acceptable and 
legitimate, and it is more likely to produce results. Consequently, as others 
have noted, a more holistic approach is needed to strengthen space security 
and stability, as well as to manage challenges and threats.121 Such an approach 
can go beyond unilateral declarations against destructive ASAT tests to 
encompass bilateral efforts in conjunction with employing a multilateral 
space policy in the context of working within the existing global space govern-
ance regime, as well as outside formal institutional settings in concert with 
other major space powers. However, much will also depend on China and 
India and their willingness to assume a more proactive role in shaping the 
regime for governing space activities in constructive ways, which is commen-
surate with their status as great space powers. While tensions are likely to 
remain, it is more imperative than ever before that all major space powers 
should play their part in facilitating rule-governed interaction and stability in 
the domain of space on the basis of restraint and prudency.
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