
Chapter  2

Propaganda and national 
interest
Sc ient i f ic  soc ia l i sm and the Soviet 
space programme 1957–69

Power is an essential ingredient for effective action in international politics. 
As a phenomenon, it combines all the components of national strength, 
tangible and intangible, real and potential, into a unity. The measure of power 
determines the extent to which a state can exert infl uence in global politics; 
it determines the capacity to infl uence, to manipulate and to control.

Power is often understood as being synonymous with the capacity 
to threaten or exert force, particularly military force. However, power 
defi ned as the ability to infl uence outcomes in a desired direction is a more 
complicated and nuanced phenomenon than simply the ability to impose 
one’s will by force. With states, as with individuals, the ‘charismatic appeal 
of authority’ is also important, and a reputation for power or perception 
as being strong, can also be signifi cant. It was recognised early on that in 
the peculiar circumstances of the Cold War, the superpower struggle for 
power would be very much a struggle for the control of people’s minds, 
of their perceptions of reality.1 In this battle over perceptions, propaganda 
was central. Propaganda can be defi ned as the use of symbols in an effort to 
manipulate the beliefs, attitudes or actions of other people, or to propagate 
a particular doctrine or practice. Seen in this light, it is easy to appreciate 
the symbolic importance of activities in space. Being at the cutting edge 
of technology, achievements in space can be presented and interpreted as 
a symbol of human progress, and a validation of a particular social and 
economic system.

The realist scholar Morgenthau, for example, pointed to the importance 
of prestige, which he defi ned as a ‘reputation for power’, and which 
could be a tool for achieving larger political goals. When states pursue 
policies designed to increase their prestige, they are seeking to confi rm 
an evaluation of strength, excellence, even superiority. In Karl Deutsch’s 
terms, ‘prestige is to power as credit is to cash’.2 Recognition of these 
elements may be sought domestically, particularly when national morale 
is deemed to be low after an historical reverse, but it is their recognition 
and acceptance externally by other actors in the international system that 
is most important.
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Propaganda and national interest 21

The acquisition of prestige sustains and reinforces a reputation for strength 
and can contribute signifi cantly to a state’s authority in global politics. The 
early superpower space race is a dramatic example of this in practice, with 
both states seeing their international authority as being critically affected by 
domestic and particularly external perceptions of their relative performance 
in space. Soviet space policy from the outset sought to exploit the programme 
for military and scientifi c benefi ts, but also, crucially, for political gain.3 The 
space programme was so dramatic and so compelling that it fulfi lled the 
purposes of Soviet propaganda with unusual effectiveness. K J Holsti noted 
that Soviet interests could be promoted through ‘propaganda programmes 
that would bypass foreign governments and infl uence foreign populations 
instead. These populations, it was hoped, would in turn force their 
governments to act in a manner consistent with Soviet interests’.4 The space 
programme could do this effectively because, as George Allen, Director of the 
US Information Agency noted in the aftermath of the Sputnik launch, space 
had ‘become for many people the primary symbol of world leadership in all 
areas of science and technology’.5 The space programme would demonstrate 
the clear existence of a modern scientifi c, technical and industrial base in the 
Soviet Union.

This was important both in the positive sense of promoting a particular 
image of Soviet communism and the USSR, and in the negative sense that 
it was needed in order to counter the message of Western propaganda, 
which portrayed the Soviet Union as an introspective and backward state. 
A successful space programme would validate Soviet claims about the 
effectiveness of their system and its superiority over western capitalism. The 
space programme therefore became inextricably intertwined with the Soviet 
propaganda machine, even recruiting former party propaganda specialists 
such as Zimyanin and Tyazhelnikov into its ranks.

From a realist perspective, it was clearly the pursuit of power that 
encouraged the Soviet Union (and the United States) to seek to achieve 
advances in space exploration in the hope of increasing their military/
technological capabilities and prestige. Both sides increasingly recognised 
the dangers inherent in the nuclear confrontation and the fact that a 
full-scale nuclear war would represent mutual annihilation. Increasingly 
therefore, while continuing to seek advantage and superiority over 
their rival, they looked for other options to demonstrate their claims to 
superiority and the space race became an important surrogate for war. A 
crucial development in this regard was the doctrinal shift that had taken 
place at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union, where the CPSU had embraced the idea that a full-scale war with 
the West was not inevitable.6

But the space race was also a battle of images and perceptions, confi rming 
the centrality of the ideational dimension of international politics. It is 
important in this context not to underestimate the symbolic and idealistic 
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22 Propaganda and national interest

impact of the early space missions, particularly the manned fl ights. These 
were achievements that humans had dreamed about throughout recorded 
history, but had never previously come remotely close to attaining. Ericke, 
one of the German V-2 scientists who had followed von Braun to the United 
States, could describe the fl ight of Yuri Gagarin in 1961 as representing ‘the 
height of human thought … it not only imparts dignity to the technical and 
scientifi c aspirations of man, but also touches the philosophy of his very 
existence’.7 Achievements in space in this period were therefore effective 
not only in demonstrating superiority in relation to the other superpower, 
but also in terms of identifying each state’s historical project with the larger 
dreams of humanity.

For the Soviet Union, this was particularly true because of a number of 
ideological features that helped to shape Soviet self-perception and foreign 
policy in the middle of the twentieth century. These included the idea of 
‘scientifi c socialism’, the ‘correlation of forces’ concept and the central 
position of propaganda as a Soviet foreign policy instrument.

The ideology that guided the policies of the USSR was that of Marxism-
Leninism as developed by their Soviet successors. Marx had called his social 
theory ‘scientifi c socialism’ in order to distinguish it clearly from what he 
considered to be the rather utopian and insuffi ciently rigorous ideas of 
other socialists such as Saint-Simon and Fourier. For Marx these alternative 
socialisms described a superior future, but failed to critique methodically the 
existing social order and expose its failings in a scientifi c and methodical way. 
Marx in contrast, believed that he had successfully used the scientifi c method 
in vogue in nineteenth century Europe to discover the laws of history.

For this reason, and because it needed to industrialise rapidly and 
demonstrate quickly the superiority of socialism over capitalism, the Soviet 
Union placed enormous emphasis on the importance of science as a vehicle 
for progress and as a symbol of the superiority of socialism. The successes 
of the Soviet space programme were literally a gift from heaven therefore, 
enabling the Soviet Union not only to demonstrate to its own people and 
to the world the path-breaking achievements of Soviet science, but to 
demonstrate also the superiority of the ideological system that had made 
these achievements possible, scientifi c socialism. Though Marx had meant 
by ‘scientifi c’ socialism the nature of the methodology he was using, for the 
Soviet leadership, the relationship worked both ways, with the successes of 
Soviet science validating socialism as practice, just as the use of the scientifi c 
method had validated it as theory. This logic is clearly refl ected in the claim 
by Soviet Premier Nikita Khruschev that the launch of Sputnik, the world’s 
fi rst artifi cial satellite in October 1957, had been carried out with the aim 
of ‘convincing the people of Russia, China, India as well as Europe that our 
(communist) system is the best’.8

A second important ideational factor was the correlation of forces concept. 
Western security analysts viewed the Cold War struggle through the prism 
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Propaganda and national interest 23

of the balance of power concept. Though the nature of power was rarely 
defi ned by balance of power theorists, it is clear from their writings that 
what was meant was military power.9 Military power is clearly important in 
understanding the overall pattern of infl uence in international relations, but 
it is not the only form of power. In the Soviet Union, the balance of power 
concept was dismissed as being based on a false view of the international 
system. The preferred Soviet concept of the ‘correlation of forces’ was 
seen as being a broader and more subtle concept than balance of power. In 
estimating the relative balance of infl uence between east and west it included 
the military dimension, but also took into account the overall class, social, 
economic, political, ideological, ethical and other forces operating within 
and between the two opposed alliance systems.10 Military power was seen as 
having become relatively less important compared to economic and socio-
political factors. In addition, the struggle was no longer simply between 
rival states, but between groups of states, international movements, classes, 
popular masses and parties.

The Soviets criticised the ‘two bloc’ variant of balance of power thinking 
both because it did not take into account the social nature of the rival 
forces, and because it did not refl ect the Soviet view of the protagonists 
as representing the forces of progress versus the forces of reaction in a 
competition whose ultimate outcome was historically determined by the 
processes Marx had revealed through scientifi c socialism. Soviet writers also 
criticised the balance of power concept because of its reliance upon war as 
an instrument of policy. In the era of nuclear weapons this was seen as being 
a desperately dangerous strategy. It was argued that the very fact that nuclear 
weapons were too dangerous to use in the superpower struggle served to 
raise the signifi cance of the non-military elements in the correlation of 
forces, such as economic, political and ideological factors.

It is not diffi cult to see why the startling success of the Soviet space 
programme after 1957 lent itself easily to incorporation into both the 
promotion of scientifi c socialism and the correlation of forces equilibrium. 
Because the correlation of forces incorporated all aspects of the international 
competition, the symbolism of the Soviet space triumphs clearly contributed 
to the overall calculus of power from the Soviet perspective.

The Soviet space programme between 1957 and 1991 can be divided into 
two fairly clearly defi ned phases. Both were characterised by the energetic 
use of space achievements to underpin the effectiveness of propaganda as a 
Soviet foreign policy instrument. But the central propaganda theme of the 
two phases was signifi cantly different. In the fi rst phase, from 1957 to 1970, 
the emphasis was on competition with the capitalist world in general and 
the United States in particular. In the second phase, from 1971 to 1991, 
the space programme was used as an exemplar of the virtues of détente and 
international cooperation, and evidence of the desire of the Soviet Union to 
work together with all ‘peaceloving’ states. But the underlying message in 
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24 Propaganda and national interest

both periods was the same, the inherent superiority of the Soviet system over 
its capitalist rivals.

The years from 1945 to 1957 were an era of acute confrontation between 
the USA and the USSR. The global clash of interests between the superpowers 
created situations pregnant with the possibility of thermonuclear war and a 
general climate of tension and unrelenting pressure in international relations. 
By the late 1950s, however, two general tendencies were beginning to 
moderate this situation. One was the sobering realisation that a nuclear war 
might well mean total and mutual nuclear annihilation. The second was a 
growing diversity in the international system as a result of decolonisation 
and post-war recovery, which gradually brought an end to rigid bipolarity 
and an increase in political pluralism.

These two changes meant that for the contending superpowers, there was 
now an audience to be won over, composed of wavering allies and the non-
aligned, and also that new symbols and pressures would be required that did 
not involve the risk of nuclear war. The surrogate superpower competition 
represented by the space race answered both these requirements.

The Soviet Union was well placed to exploit this opportunity at the end 
of the 1950s. The USSR had begun developing long-range ballistic missiles 
immediately after the end of the Second World War. Although the Soviet 
Union exploded its fi rst nuclear weapon in 1949, it had no long-range 
bombers capable of delivering these weapons to targets in the United States. 
The solution was the development of long-range missiles. Stalin was a fi rm 
believer that long-range missiles would be the decisive weapon of the future 
and initiated the missile programme that was brought to fruition under his 
successor, Nikita Khruschev.11

The Soviet Union began this programme with some advantages. There 
was a tradition of interest in space exploration in the Soviet Union dating 
back to the work of the nineteenth century Russian pioneer, Konstantin 
Tsiolkovsky.12 Tsiolkovsky’s work, particularly his early 1930s studies on 
the idea of a multi-stage rocket, was an important platform for the ballistic 
missile programme that would place a satellite in orbit two decades later.13 
In addition, the Soviet military had favoured the development of battlefi eld 
rocket systems in the build-up to the Second World War. They were thus 
open to the possibilities for using missiles for military purposes. In the 1930s 
an unoffi cial group of scientists in the GIRD group had studied the problems 
associated with developing long-range rockets and had carried out some 
small-scale launches. Their status changed signifi cantly when the Soviet 
Armaments Minister Mikhail Tukhachevsky gave them offi cial endorsement 
and government funding for further research and development. Crucially 
this development tied the subsequent Soviet rocket programme into the 
military establishment, where it remained until the end of the Cold War.14

All the allied powers had noted the effectiveness and potential of the 
V-2 missiles used by Germany in the closing stages of the war. The Allies 
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Propaganda and national interest 25

had agreed to share the German V-2 materials that would be captured at 
the end of the war, but in practice Britain, the USA and the USSR simply 
seized what they could and shared little or nothing. The drift towards Cold 
War had already begun and the military potential of the V-2 technology had 
been clearly demonstrated in the last two years of the war. As the Soviet 
forces closed in on Germany in the fi nal months of the war, they overran 
the main German rocket development facility at Peenemunde on the Baltic 
coast. However, von Braun and the other leading German engineers had 
already fl ed, and the facilities themselves had been almost totally destroyed 
by RAF bombing and the retreating Nazis. Nevertheless, the Soviets did 
capture many of the lower ranking engineers, as well as crucial lists of V-
2 components and their suppliers. The captured engineers and surviving 
V-2 hardware were shipped back to the Soviet Union. The knowledge and 
technology so gained proved crucial when added to the pre-existing Soviet 
research and development effort in military rocketry.15

The driving force behind the Soviet development of long-range rockets 
after 1945 was the military requirements produced by the Cold War 
confrontation with the United States and its allies. From the outset, the 
pursuit of scientifi c knowledge for its own sake played little if any part in 
the motivations for the programme. Propaganda would become central 
from late-1957 onwards, but the one constant was the military rationale.16 
The military requirements of the USSR underpinned the space programme 
as indeed they did all aspects of the rapid Soviet advances in science and 
technology after 1945.17 An example of this synergy was the fact that the 
government decision to initiate research into satellite development came 
three months after the decree authorising development of the R7 ICBM 
launcher, which would also subsequently launch the satellite.18

The emphasis in the Soviet Union at this time was on the production 
of long-range missiles for military purposes. The USSR had developed the 
hydrogen bomb in 1953, but the weapon weighed two tons and to deliver 
this against targets in the United States would require a rocket three times 
as powerful as the largest American rocket under development. The Soviets, 
under the leadership of ‘Chief Designer’ Sergei Korolev, developed a 
rocket codenamed R-7. It was small and clumsy and required 20 engines 
to fi re simultaneously, but test launches in early 1957 demonstrated that it 
worked.

It was at this point that a number of political dynamics converged to 
launch humanity into space. Soviet leader Nikita Khruschev was under 
intense political pressure at home and abroad in early 1957. His position was 
still politically fragile despite having recently emerged victorious from the 
power struggle that had followed the death of Stalin in 1953. The outbreak 
of the Hungarian rising and its subsequent violent Soviet suppression in 
1956 had badly damaged the Soviet Union’s international prestige. Poor 
harvests at home likewise weakened Khruschev’s political position. A positive 
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26 Propaganda and national interest

propaganda coup would clearly be welcomed in such circumstances. In the 
summer of 1955 Korolev had pointed out that a satellite launch ‘would 
have enormous political signifi cance as evidence of the high development 
level of our country’s technology’.19 In addition, Oberg suggests three other 
factors that infl uenced Khruschev’s decision to support a satellite launch. 
In a general sense, a successful launch would signal to disaffected political 
elements within the USSR that Khruschev really was leading the country 
to a glorious future. Domestic political considerations appear to have been 
at the heart of the decision to approve the Sputnik launch, rather than any 
well-conceived idea to challenge or upstage the United States. Second, it 
would overawe the traditionalists in the Red Army who were opposed to 
Khruschev’s plans to reorganise the armed forces radically, and in fact in the 
aftermath of the successful Sputnik launches Khruschev ‘virtually rammed 
rockets down the throats of Red Army traditionalists’.20 Finally, it would 
demonstrate the existence of a long-range missile system and thereby 
contribute to the Soviet ability to deter an American nuclear attack.21 This 
was a crucial consideration given the perennial Russian sense of insecurity, 
and entirely reasonable given her experience of having been attacked from 
the West twice in the previous 50 years.

The centrality of the military rationale, and the overlapping nature of 
the missile technology in the military and space fi elds were crucial. It is 
questionable whether the USSR could have afforded to fund both areas on 
such a lavish scale had there not been major synergies between them. In 
the event of competition for funding, the defence sector of necessity would 
always have been given preference.

Korolev had been arguing since 1954 that it would be possible for the 
Soviet Union to orbit a simple satellite, launched on a modifi ed R-7.22 Eager 
for some success that would demonstrate Soviet technological capability, 
Khruschev approved the proposal, with the proviso that the launch 
should take place in October 1957, the fi ftieth anniversary of the Russian 
Revolution.

The short deadline meant that plans to launch a satellite carrying sophisti-
cated instrumentation were abandoned in favour of a simple battery-powered 
short-wave radio transmitter, which was launched on Sputnik, into an orbit 
that carried it over Europe and the United States, where its distinctive signals 
could clearly be picked up. Sputnik had a powerful and largely unanticipated 
effect. Not since the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had Americans felt so 
vulnerable to a foreign power. The Sputnik launch triggered an outburst of 
American self-criticism and even self-doubt, and its effect was increased by 
the sensationalist reporting of the American press and the many confused 
and contradictory attempts by the Eisenhower administration to minimise 
its signifi cance.23 While some Americans attempted to play down the Soviet 
achievement, most felt that the USSR had achieved a tremendous propaganda 
coup, and that America had been humbled.
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Propaganda and national interest 27

It was assumed that if the Soviet rocket could lift a satellite into orbit, 
it could just as easily carry a nuclear warhead from the USSR to the USA. 
Sputnik was so much larger than the American Vanguard satellite under 
development, that it was assumed that Soviet missiles would be able to carry 
much larger nuclear warheads than their smaller American equivalents.24 
The launch encouraged the United States to overestimate greatly the military 
capabilities of the Soviet Union and the spectre of the ‘missile gap’ would 
haunt US administrations until well into the 1960s – ironically until evidence 
obtained from American satellite reconnaissance gave them more accurate 
information. In reality the R-7 rocket was not an ideal ICBM launcher, and 
was only being produced in very small numbers. But US intelligence was 
unaware of this fact and assumed that production levels were very high. It 
was signifi cant however that the fi rst successful R-7 ICBM launch, in August 
1957, was described in surprising detail in a communiqué by the Soviet Press 
Agency, TASS. TASS strongly emphasised that the Soviet Union now had an 
effective ICBM. The American press and government paid no attention to 
the announcement. It took the drama of Sputnik to seize their attention.25

After the astonishing news of the Sputnik launch, President Eisenhower 
attempted to calm American anxieties by arguing that the US satellite 
programme had ‘never been conducted as a race with other nations’.26 This 
was essentially true, but completely missed the political point. Eisenhower 
insisted that ‘one small ball in the air does not raise my apprehensions, 
not one iota. We must … fi nd ways of affording perspective to our people 
and so relieve the current wave of near hysteria’.27 Eisenhower was in fact 
right to argue that the American people were overreacting, but the hitherto 
prevailing perception that the Soviet Union was a clearly backward society 
in comparison to the United States made its space achievement seem all the 
more startling and alarming. In 1956 and 1957, US analysts had reported 
over a dozen announcements in the Soviet press on the plan to launch a 
satellite during the International Geophysical Year, a period of international 
scientifi c activity covering this period. These reports gave considerable 
detail on the satellite and its intended orbit. The fact that the launch took 
the American public completely by surprise was not the result of efforts 
by the Soviet Union to maintain the secrecy of the project, but rather ‘to 
the arrogance of American mass media and to Cold War paranoia’.28 The 
previously implausible claims of Soviet propaganda now seemed disturbingly 
validated, making subsequent Soviet claims more diffi cult to dismiss.29 For 
the USSR, the great achievement of the Sputnik launch and of subsequent 
space spectaculars, was that it raised the possibility that ‘success in space 
implied superiority on earth’.30

At fi rst Soviet Premier Khruschev himself had not realised the full 
implications of the achievement. He congratulated the scientifi c team over 
the telephone and then went to bed. It was only when he was shown evidence 
of the reaction in the West that he understood the nature of the propaganda 
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28 Propaganda and national interest

gift he had been presented with.31 While Khruschev had not anticipated 
the scale of the propaganda benefi ts that the Sputnik launch would bring 
to the Soviet Union, he quickly saw how Sputnik and its successors could 
be used to demonstrate to the world that the USSR was a highly advanced 
society, capable of competing with the West on equal terms. Certainly this 
was how it was perceived in much of the West. The Manchester Guardian 
editorialised that ‘it demands a psychological adjustment on our part towards 
Soviet society’.32 Opinion polls by the western media taken in the immediate 
aftermath of Sputnik indicated that clear majorities in Italy, France and 
Britain were now of the opinion that the USSR was ahead of the United 
States in terms of scientifi c development.33 For Khruschev therefore, there 
most certainly now was a ‘space race’, just as there had hitherto been an arms 
race. And from the beginning, the two would be closely linked. Khruschev 
had intuitively understood that the American people were vulnerable to a 
‘Pearl Harbor syndrome’, a deep-rooted fear of being taken by surprise by an 
enemy whose actions they could not adequately monitor or predict. He was 
quick to play on these newly aroused fears by misleadingly claiming that the 
Soviet Union was manufacturing ICBMs like sausages on a production line. 
It was a linkage that he was to repeat both for the domestic and international 
audiences in subsequent years. In a speech in 1959, for example, he declared 
that ‘the Soviet Union has rockets in a quantity and of a quality unequalled 
by any other country. This can be confi rmed by the launch of our Sputniks 
and cosmic rockets’.34

In reality, however, Soviet long-range missiles were limited both in 
quantity and effectiveness, but the Soviet Union was understandably intent 
on convincing the USA that the opposite was the case. This crucial deterrence 
bluff was made possible by the impression created by the space launches of a 
dynamic, well-funded and technologically sophisticated rocket programme 
in the USSR. Having created this impression, however, the USSR now had to 
maintain the image of dynamism and innovation that international opinion 
had ascribed to them.

The impact of the Sputnik launch was rapidly consolidated with the 
launch of Sputnik II. The second launch reinforced American concerns, since 
the new satellite was fi ve times the size of its predecessor, carried a living 
creature on board (a dog called Laika) and was launched only 30 days after 
the fi rst satellite had been orbited. Laika died of heat exhaustion after a week 
in orbit. Nevertheless, the fl ight had demonstrated that living creatures could 
survive beyond Earth, and that it would be possible for human beings to make 
spacefl ights. This was a crucial development, because as subsequent decades 
would show, ‘to the layman the true conquest of space was represented above 
all by manned spacefl ight’.35

The second launch confi rmed the Soviet belief in the power of the 
space programme as a highly effective propaganda weapon in the Cold 
War. Khruschev’s political support became crucial to the resources that 
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the programme received over the next few years. But this support came at 
considerable cost. For Korelev, the head of the Soviet space programme, the 
purpose of space launches was the scientifi c exploration of the solar system, 
leading in time to the permanent presence of human beings in space and on 
other bodies. For Khruschev however, it was simply a propaganda tool, with 
no signifi cant value in itself. In the years 1958 to 1961, the United States 
launched 56 satellites, while the Soviet Union only launched 12. Unlike the 
American launches, few of the Soviet missions produced signifi cant gains in 
scientifi c knowledge.36 For Khruschev, space research for its own sake was of 
no interest, and follow-up missions were invariably cancelled because they 
might appear repetitious, even though they would have been scientifi cally 
important in confi rming and developing knowledge. Instead, Korolev was 
forced to conform his space launch schedule to Khruschev’s diplomatic 
agenda.

This would have damaging medium-term repercussions on the direction 
and nature of the Soviet programme. While Korelev wanted to see a steady 
and coherent pattern of launches that would consolidate knowledge and 
gradually develop increasingly sophisticated technology capable of achieving 
more ambitious goals, Khruschev simply wanted a series of ‘fi rsts’ that 
would reinforce the sense that the United States was lagging behind the 
Soviet Union in terms of advanced technology. An example of this was the 
development of re-usable spacecraft. Work in this fi eld began in the United 
States in 1962 and would ultimately produce the Space Shuttle. In the USSR, 
pioneering scientists such as Tsiolkovsky and Zander had speculated on 
such vehicles as far back as the 1920s, but Korolev’s proposal to initiate 
a programme for their development in the 1960s was dismissed.37 Under 
pressure from Khruschev therefore, Korolev was forced constantly to adapt 
existing technology rather than being allowed to develop the next generation 
of technology – an ultimately self-defeating strategy for the USSR as regards 
the Moon landings.

In a real sense the use of the phrase ‘Soviet space programme’ to describe 
the USSR’s efforts at this time is misleading. There was no such programme 
in the sense of a single integrated organisation working to achieve a coherent 
set of objectives that were part of an overall plan. Soviet launches were 
achieved by design bureaux, often fi ercely competitive with each other 
and the Soviet leaders reacted to their proposals in a fairly ad hoc manner, 
infl uencing the choice of launch dates and exploiting propaganda benefi ts, 
but otherwise having no clear agenda or direction as far as the development 
of space technology was concerned.38

In the short-term it was an effective strategy, however. In 1958 the USSR 
began launching spacecraft towards the Moon. Luna 3, launched in October 
1959, was able to produce photographs of the far side of the Moon, the side 
that is never seen from Earth. The USSR, as discoverer, was in a position to 
name the new features discovered, and rubbed in its propaganda success by 
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giving them designations such as ‘Mount Lenin’ and the ‘Sea of Moscow’. In 
August 1959 the Soviet Union achieved another fi rst by launching dogs into 
orbit on Sputnik 5, and returning them safely to Earth.39

That this succession of achievements was having the desired effect is 
illustrated by the comment of the new NASA Director, that, ‘they hope to 
become so superior in their scientifi c capabilities that they will win world 
domination through industrial power rather than through shooting wars’.40 
Even in regard to the latter consideration the Soviet achievements were 
alarming. NATO believed itself to be heavily outnumbered by the Soviet 
and other Warsaw Pact countries in regard to conventional armed forces. In 
order to offset this perceived disadvantage, it had developed a strategy that 
depended upon the technological superiority of NATO military systems, and 
the early use of nuclear weapons. The Soviet space achievements therefore 
put in question the assumptions on which the whole of NATO strategy was 
based, making its deterrence policy seem far less convincing. For some they 
had in fact brought about a revolutionary change in the international system, 
acting as ‘the path by which the Soviet Union has taken a shortcut to global 
power status’.41

In the fi rst half of 1960 the Soviet leadership began to take a much 
greater interest in the political and military possibilities offered by the 
space programme.42 There is evidence to suggest that this was largely due 
to a perceived need to compete effectively with the accelerating American 
programme rather than any new recognition of the value of space 
exploration.

Khruschev was quick to tie the success of the space programme to the 
power of communist doctrine. Gagarin’s successful manned fl ight in 1961 was 
trumpeted as demonstrating the correctness of Marxist–Leninist ideology.43 
Gagarin himself publicly credited the Communist Party for the successful 
fl ight.44 The even more optimistic cosmonaut Popovich declared before his 
launch in 1962 that he was ‘blazing a trail for all mankind to the communist 
future’.45 Statements such as these were directed as much towards the Soviet 
Union’s allies as they were towards the West. The space programme both 
reassured the Warsaw Pact allies that the Soviet Union could deliver on 
its promises of military and economic security, and warned the dissident 
communist former ally of China that the USSR was a superpower to be taken 
seriously, no ‘paper tiger’.

Between 1961 and 1965, therefore, the USSR used the Vostok and 
Voshkod manned spacecraft programmes to achieve a series of ‘fi rsts’ that 
were often little more than stunts, though several of them also had a purpose 
in demonstrating capabilities that would be required in meeting President 
Kennedy’s 1961 challenge to become the fi rst country to land human beings 
on the Moon. Vostok 1 saw the most dramatic achievement, in April 1961, 
with the fl ight of Yuri Gagarin, the fi rst human to fl y beyond the Earth. The 
humanistic symbolism of Gagarin’s fl ight was all the more marked because 
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it was followed immediately by the US Bay of Pigs fi asco, when American-
backed insurgents were totally defeated in an attempt to overthrow Fidel 
Castro’s government in Cuba. Gagarin’s subsequent victory parade in Red 
Square was the fi rst time that the communist authorities had allowed such 
an event to be broadcast live by the western media. Gagarin himself was 
awarded the Order of Lenin and then sent on a world-wide tour, acting as a 
publicist for the achievements of the Soviet Union.

Due to the international impact of Gagarin’s fl ight and that of the second 
man in space, German Titov, the propaganda focus changed from unmanned 
satellites to manned spacecraft. Vostok 3 and 4 became the fi rst spacecraft 
to ‘rendezvous’ in space, approaching within seven kilometres of each other 
in 1962. Vostok 6 saw the fi rst woman to fl y in space, Valentina Tereshkova. 
Tereshkova’s fl ight allowed the USSR to suggest not only that it was tech-
nologically superior to the USA but that it was socially superior also. Her 
June 1963 mission lasted three days, by which time she had spent more hours 
in orbit than all the American astronauts put together. She was described as a 
typical member of the liberated Soviet working class, someone of ‘impeccable 
proletarian heritage’.46 More importantly, the Soviet Union argued that 
the mission clearly demonstrated that the USSR was a society marked by 
equality between the sexes, and that no role was denied to women on the 
basis of their gender. Although he had been opposed to the idea of a female 
cosmonaut, after her fl ight Korolev underlined the propaganda message by 
declaring that her fl ight was ‘one of the most striking demonstrations of 
the equality of Soviet women’.47 Former US Congresswoman Clare Booth 
Luce accepted the Soviet claim that it was evidence of the emancipation of 
Soviet women and declared that ‘it symbolises to Russian women that they 
actively share (and not passively bask like American women) in the glory of 
conquering space’.48 In reality there were no other female cosmonauts in 
training and in fact no Soviet woman would again fl y in space for nearly 20 
years. Nevertheless, the USSR hosted an international conference for women 
in the week after her return, in order to maximise the positive associations 
of the mission.

Voshkod I in 1964 carried the fi rst three-man crew, while Voshkod II 
featured the fi rst extra-vehicular activity, with Alexei Leonov’s ‘spacewalk’ 
in 1965. This dramatic series of ‘fi rsts’ epitomises the early years of the 
Soviet space programme. The logic was that by carrying out these activities 
before the United States did, the Soviet Union would demonstrate to 
America and the rest of the world its continuing technological, political 
and economic superiority. Soviet-manned fl ights were used not only to 
project a positive image of the USSR, but to reduce the damage caused by 
setbacks in other areas. The launch of the second manned fl ight in August 
1961, for example, was timed to offset to some degree the likely negative 
publicity that Khruschev anticipated from the construction of the Berlin 
Wall.49
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Throughout the development of the space programme, Khruschev, while 
ensuring that he was always publicly associated with its successes, decreed 
that the identities of other key fi gures in the programme should not be 
revealed. Korolev, for example, was referred to only by title, ‘the Chief 
Designer’, never by name. It was crucial for Khruschev’s political strategy 
that in the domestic political context, he alone should receive the credit 
for the successes of the space programme. It was equally important that 
set-backs and failures were hidden both from the Soviet population and the 
wider world.50 Launches were announced only after they had been successful, 
the differing purposes of various satellites were cloaked under the common 
‘cosmos’ designation, even the exact position of the launch sites was kept 
secret. Korolev in turn, struggled to obtain the support and resources needed 
to sustain a coherent manned space programme. In 1963 he sought to have 
the manned space programme placed under the control of the air force in an 
attempt to give it coherence and assured access to resources.51

In the event, the short-sighted constraints on the Soviet programme’s 
ability to emphasise the development of a successor generation of technology 
meant that it was the United States, not the Soviet Union, that achieved the 
goal of the fi rst manned lunar landing, in July 1969. In an attempt to minimise 
the propaganda damage of this failure, the USSR subsequently attempted to 
claim that it had never in fact been pursuing the goal of a manned lunar 
landing. Their actions at the time clearly contradicted this claim, however, 
and documents declassifi ed after the end of the Cold War and testimony 
from participants in the Soviet programme of the period demonstrate that 
the ‘Moon Race’ was in fact very real.52

The Soviet Union in the late 1950s was well aware of its relatively inferior 
position in relation to the overall capabilities of the United States and its 
allies. In a position of relative weakness, the ability to take the lead in a 
technologically impressive area such as space research was crucial. It was 
barely a decade since the USSR had been devastated in the Second World 
War, suffering losses that dwarfed those experienced by the USA, which 
had suffered no similar destruction of its industrial capability. Unlike, for 
example, the development of the atomic bomb, in which the USSR had to 
respond to the USA by subsequently developing its own, space exploration 
had allowed the USSR to take the initiative and place the United States in 
an apparently inferior position. A successful space programme could be 
correlated with superiority in other sectors, such as industrial capacity and 
the status of women. It was not only the Soviet Union itself that stressed such 
linkages, for the Western media played a powerful role in relating Soviet space 
capabilities to other sectors of Soviet achievement, the military in particular, 
and this despite the degree of scepticism about Soviet accomplishments that 
was always present to some extent.

However, the failure to develop space technology in a systematic and 
sequential manner meant that the series of ‘fi rsts’ could not be indefi nitely 
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maintained. The ultimate failure of the USSR to maintain Khruschev’s 
bluff was to have important negative consequences for the Soviet Union. 
A problem with the prestige strategy was that it was a ‘highly perishable 
asset’. Prestige returns diminished as both the domestic and international 
audience came to take spectacular achievements for granted, to expect more 
and better continuously, and to recognise increasingly that any leads would 
only be temporary. As the dramatic Soviet achievements of the fi rst few 
years were followed by steady and accelerating American advances, most 
states continued to accept the United States as militarily, technologically and 
economically superior to the Soviet Union in most areas of activity, and this 
despite the enormous resources invested by the Soviet Union after Sputnik 
in an attempt to live up to its own superpower image.53

The Soviet effort to maintain momentum was no easy task, given that the 
Soviet economy was barely beginning to recover from the enormous losses 
infl icted by the Second World War, and Soviet resources were stretched by 
the effort to maintain political and economic control over eastern Europe, 
shaken by the Polish and Hungarian risings in 1956.54 Despite its benefi ts 
to the Soviet Union’s prestige, propaganda and deterrent posture, funding 
for the space programme was always well below what the design bureaux 
requested, and what was required to compete effectively with the United 
States during the 1960s.55 The manned space programme was far from being 
a major priority for the Soviet state, which had many other pressing demands 
on the USSR’s resources.

Moreover, the perception of Soviet capability that Khruschev had 
deliberately emphasised through the space programme produced not 
American defeatism or the acceptance of the USSR as an equal, but rather 
a vigorous and ultimately overwhelming counter-response from the United 
States and its European allies. The apprehension triggered by the Sputnik 
launch helped to rally public opinion in the NATO countries behind a 
programme of arms build-up and military improvements, accelerating 
competition rather than producing a new status quo manageable and 
acceptable for the Soviet Union. The dangers to the USSR represented by 
this energetic western response would subsequently encourage the Soviet 
leadership under Brezhnev to reduce the earlier emphasis on East–West 
competition and pursue a new policy of détente with the West instead. Once 
again, however, the space programme would be used to exemplify the new 
central Soviet propaganda theme.

President Kennedy’s 1961 commitment of the United States to manned 
Moon landing by the end of the decade changed the dynamic of the space 
race. What, up to that point had been a series of sprints, now became more 
of a marathon, in which the USA could have hopes of prevailing. The Soviet 
space policy and programme were forced to react accordingly, although 
Khruschev’s propaganda demands continued to be problematic for the orderly 
development of the Soviet programme. In October 1964, for example, the 
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USSR launched Voshkod into orbit, carrying a three-man crew. The mission 
was simply an effort to fl y three men in space before the American two-man 
Gemini spacecraft became operational. The mission was designed to give the 
impression that the Soviet Union already had a three-man spacecraft, similar 
to the planned American Apollo lunar spacecraft, which was still three years 
away from its anticipated maiden fl ight. In reality, Voshkod was simply a 
slightly modifi ed Vostok, in which the reserve parachute and ejector seat 
had been removed, along with the crew’s spacesuits, in order to save weight. 
Pravda underlined the desired message with the headline ‘Sorry Apollo!’, 
and claimed that ‘the so-called system of free enterprise is turning out to 
be powerless in competition with socialism in such a complex and modern 
area as space research’.56 NASA was suitably impressed, but the mission had 
been scientifi cally meaningless, as well as technologically misleading, and 
had placed the lives of the crew at unnecessary additional risk.57 The idea 
of a manned mission to the Moon never achieved the political backing that 
the American Apollo programme enjoyed. The series of space ‘fi rsts’ in the 
fi rst half of the 1960s satisfi ed the Soviet leadership’s requirements, while 
the central goal of achieving nuclear deterrence and military parity with the 
United States was being prioritised. Even the possibility of a joint US–Soviet 
lunar mission, proposed by President Kennedy at the United Nations in 
September 1963, was simply ignored by the USSR.58 Perhaps appropriately, 
during the course of the Voshkod I mission, Khruschev was removed from 
power in the Soviet Union and replaced by a triumvirate dominated by 
Leonid Brezhnev.

The Soviet Union achieved huge propaganda benefi ts from its space 
launches between 1957 and 1964, despite the lack of a clear and coherent 
programmatic space plan. The most detailed western study of the programme 
argues that the Soviet space programme was never a major priority for the 
Soviet leadership, nor did Soviet leaders see it as a crucial instrument for 
achieving the USSR’s ultimate ends. It was those working within the space 
programme who energetically promoted its many virtues for the Soviet 
Union, and their projects were ‘grudgingly approved by the Communist Party 
and government, and then used as propaganda vehicles by Soviet leaders for 
selling the virtues of the socialist system’.59 The propaganda advantages of 
the missions tended to be realised after, rather than before, the fl ights.

The successful American Moon landing of July 1969 led to the 
abandonment of the Soviet manned lunar programme. Rather than clearly 
come second to the Americans, the USSR chose to insist that it had no desire 
to go there at all. There was no great prestige or propaganda value seen 
in copying an American achievement. This decision refl ected the way that 
the Soviet programme had been perceived in the previous few years, as an 
important dimension of Soviet military development, with spin-off activities 
that could be exploited for propaganda purposes. In some ways the decision 
to give up on the lunar project so easily is surprising given that it occurred 
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at a time when the USSR was achieving parity rather than superiority over 
the USA in strategic nuclear weapons, and was pleased to see that parity, and 
the recognition as an equal that went with it, affi rmed in the 1972 SALT I 
treaties with the United States. A desire to maintain a similar parity in space 
activities might therefore have been expected. In 1969, however, the Soviet 
Union had too much invested in the idea of leadership in space to surrender 
easily this image, at least in its own eyes, and it therefore sought to re-cast 
its programme in a way that suited its own purposes, and clearly differed 
from the American lunar focus, by developing manned space stations for 
operations in near-Earth space. Very quickly the USSR would realise that 
this too had signifi cant political propaganda and prestige potentialities.
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