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The Soviet Union launched the satellite Sputnik I on 4 October 1957. Many Americans 

viewed the impact the launch had on the world in the larger context of the Cold War. The Soviet 

Union did not execute the launch solely for the advancement of science; it meant to demonstrate 

Soviet superiority. Nikita Khrushchev, Premier of the Soviet Union, used Sputnik to exert 

strength and prestige over the United States, Europe, and the Middle East, and in doing so, he 

instilled the fear of war in many Americans. This reaction is important in understanding how the 

American public affected the course of the Cold War in America. This fear, mixed with 

Americans’ underlying feeling that the United States was behind in some way, culminated in the 

speeding up of the United States’ missile program in the weeks following the launch. 	

This paper attempts to portray the role of the public opinion in influencing government 

decisions. Past research on this topic has mainly focused on either the public opinion or the 

government investment in research. Walter McDougall wrote of the political and diplomatic 

response of the United States “the history of the relationship of politics and technology is 

evolutionary. But within that evolution, Sputnik triggered an abrupt discontinuity, a saltation that 

transformed governments into self-conscious promoters, not just of technological change but of 

perpetual technological revolution.”1 This neglects the American people and the impact they had 

on governmental decisions. There are historians who intensely studied the reaction Americans 

had to the launch of Sputnik. Donald Michael compiled data “believed to be representative and 

to reflect in a general manner the patterns of reactions following the first Russian satellite,” but 

																																																													
1 Walter McDougall, “Technocracy and Statecraft in the Space Age--toward the History of a Saltation,” The 
American Historical Review 87 (1982).	
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failed to offer significant interpretation of this data.2 The importance of studying both the public 

opinion and the policies enacted by the government stem from the entwinement of the two. The 

American people’s mindset had an effect on the investments of the government, and, in turn, the 

policies the government adopted swayed public opinion. 	

The New York Times will be used as a proxy representation of the American public 

opinion regarding Sputnik. This is justified in that the news informs the public. Given objective 

information, people form their own, somewhat unique opinions, but it is virtually impossible to 

eliminate all bias from a news publication. Each news article will subtly, or outright, impart the 

author’s own feelings about the event or issue. Because of this, public opinion forms in partial 

response to the news. And as Americans read more, their opinion shifts towards the opinion of 

those they read. This leads to the formation of a public opinion with heavy basis in the media. 	

Sputnik, while not completely diminishing the belief in America’s prestige compared to 

that of the Soviet Union, did cast some doubt by elevating the Soviet Union. Although by 

December 1957, only 4% of American adults had actually seen Sputnik, most Americans 

recognized the significance.3 Many saw the launch of Sputnik in the larger context of United 

States-Soviet Union political relations and understood the implications the satellite had. If the 

Soviet Union could beat the United States to space, then what else could they win? This launch 

could have been a possible indication of the ability of the Soviet Union to launch an atomic 

missile and hit any target in the world. Khrushchev declared, “Soviet Russia and the United 

																																																													
2 David N. Michael, “The Beginning of the Space Age and American Public Opinion,” The American Public 
Opinion Quarterly 24 (1960).	
3  Michael, “The Beginning of the Space Age and American Public Opinion,” 575.	
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States will either have to talk things out or fight them out.”4 This psychological warfare 

Khrushchev waged on the American public elicited a response by government officials of the 

United States aimed at reassuring the people in their country’s weapons program.	

The United States would show that it was working towards closing the missile gap 

between it and the Soviet Union. Not only had the Soviet Union “bested the United States to 

place the first earth satellite in space,” but also the Soviet Union had placed 184 pounds of 

satellite in space.5 This was massive and caused enough uneasiness to force a reevaluation of the 

missile race between the United States and the Soviet Union. In order to prevent the gap between 

Soviet and American missile capacity from expanding, the Defense Department decided “to 

remove some of the bottlenecks that [had] been slowing down the testing and evaluation of the 

missiles.”6 President Dwight D. Eisenhower also delivered an address meant to soothe the public, 

but this was of little comfort when taking into consideration that the “military missiles program 

[had] been subjected to recent curtailments in expenditures and development.”7 This proves even 

more that it was the reaction of the American public to the launching of Sputnik, which led to the 

speeding up of the missile program.	

Americans’ anticipation concerning what the Soviets might do next can be characterized 

as fear mixed with underlying inferiority. Militarily, Sputnik acted as “unchallenged ‘proof’ that 

the Soviet Union [had] intercontinental ballistic missiles and [was] far ahead of the United States 

																																																													
4 “Politics of the Sputnik,” New York Times, October 10, 1957, http://0-search.proquest.com.iii-
server.ualr.edu/hnpnewyorktimes/docview/114324299/E8B53A3FEC524864PQ/5?accountid=14482.	
5 John W. Finney, “U.S. Missile Experts Shaken by Sputnik: Weight of Satellite Called Evidence of Soviet 
Superiority,” New York Times, October 13, 1957, 185.	
6 Finney, “U.S. Missile Experts Shaken by Sputnik.”	
7 “Politics of the Sputnik.”	
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in military science and technology.” 8 This was more of an intimidation tactic than anything else 

and was even more exacerbated when Khrushchev boasted, “bombers are obsolete,” hence 

implying that the Soviet Union was the strongest power in the world and did not need to fear the 

United States. The American populace could not ignore the threats that loomed above their 

heads. It was this intimidation that Khrushchev relied upon to complete his political agenda. 

Americans recognized “the dangers of Soviet missile development […] and no man can predict 

when the West will catch up in that vital field of future missile capabilities.” 9 Khrushchev 

threatened war in several forms, sometimes indirectly, sometimes outright, nonetheless, all of the 

threats could be lobbed because of the notion of superiority of the Soviet Union which stemmed 

from the launch of Sputnik. This fear of war and perception of having fallen behind the Soviets 

led way to the advancement of the missile program in the United States in an attempt to quell 

these unsettling ideas.	

The analysis of various New York Times’ articles regarding Sputnik during the month of 

October 1957 yields a representation of the reaction of the American people to the Soviet 

satellite. This reaction was one of trepidation and inferiority. Americans saw the Soviet moon 

orbiting above their head and heard Khrushchev threatening attacks. They understood the 

implication of America falling behind the Soviets, and were greatly opposed. Calming this alarm 

was the goal of the Federal Government. It removed the obstacles necessary to allow the defense 

department to test fire more missiles quicker. By studying the reaction of the American people, 

the response by the government can be connected to it as the government’s reasoning behind its 

																																																													
8 Harry Schwartz, “Soviet Exploits Its New 'Sputnik Diplomacy',” New York Times, October 20, 1957.	
9 Schwartz, “Soviet Exploits Its New 'Sputnik Diplomacy'.”	
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facilitating the testing of missiles was directly due to the fear and inferiority complex of the 

American people.	
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