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Archival Document Analysis: The Post-Sputnik Posture
This memo analyzes a 1957 United States Information Agency (USIA) circular airgram (FRUS 359)

that discusses the American strategic communication plan after the Soviet Union's successful launch of Sputnik,
the first artificial satellite. The document highlights an important shift in the international environment, noting
that Soviet success “increased Soviet prestige and credibility overseas while reducing public confidence in US
leadership". In response, the USIA outlines a communication framework intended to project a “total picture of
free world strength” across military, scientific, and moral dimensions. This “unified story” was designed to
prevent the Soviet Union from “splitting the US from its allies".

While the document references the need to maintain credible military capabilities, a prestige perspective
provides a stronger explanation for the U.S. response than a deterrence framework. The USIA circular reveals
that American officials interpreted Sputnik primarily as a symbolic crisis of leadership in the global “court of
public opinion,” rather than a shift in the material balance of power. Consequently, the proposed communication
strategy focused less on threatening retaliation and more on restoring the United States’ recognized status within
the global hierarchy of science, technology, and political legitimacy.

Perspective 1: The Logic of Deterrence

From a deterrence perspective, international stability is maintained through the credible threat of
retaliation to prevent an adversary from taking an unwanted action. Schelling argues that deterrence works
through the manipulation of risk and the communication of credible threats; the “power” to hurt becomes
politically effective when an adversary anticipates the damage that retaliation would impose (Schelling 1966, pp.
35-38). The USIA document aligns with this view by asserting that U.S. “deterrent and retaliatory military
strength is now at a high degree of effectiveness.” Because effective deterrence requires communicating a
“commitment” that the adversary believes will be executed, the memo therefore stresses the importance of
“effectively convey[ing] the idea” that the United States is “united and strong.” Such language reflects the logic
of deterrence: credibility depends not only on possessing military capability but also on successfully
communicating resolve so that adversaries anticipate retaliation.

Furthermore, the memo frames military preparedness as a means of “reducing the possibility of
aggression,” which directly mirrors Schelling’s claim that the threat of damage can make an opponent yield
(Schelling 1966, pp. 35). By emphasizing scientific coordination and military measures, the U.S. sought to
decrease the danger of war by demonstrating that the costs of Soviet aggression would be prohibitive. Under this
lens, the USIA’s “unified story” signalled to the Soviets that any attempt to exploit their new “credibility”
through “political and economic penetration” would still be met by a high degree of “deterrent and retaliatory
military strength”.

Perspective 2: The Logic of Prestige

A prestige perspective instead emphasizes the socially constructed and symbolic dimensions of power..

Musgrave and Nexon argue that international politics contains status hierarchies structured by “field-relevant

capital,” in which actors occupy positions of super- and subordination based on their recognized prestige and
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capabilities (Musgrave & Nexon 2018, pp. 592-595). In such systems, material achievements, such as
technological breakthroughs, can function as symbolic capital, representing a state’s modernity, competence, and
leadership.

The USIA memo notes that Sputnik “increased Soviet prestige and credibility overseas,” even though it
did not fundamentally alter the balance of military power. This mirrors Musgrave and Nexon’s claim that
dominant powers often invest heavily in technologically impressive projects to maintain symbolic capital and
reinforce their hierarchical position (Musgrave & Nexon 2018, pp. 592—-594). The crisis stemmed not from a
loss of capability but from a loss of recognized leadership within the global hierarchy of states. Restoring U.S.
prestige required reaffirming the broader “total picture of free world strength,” including scientific innovation,
economic prosperity, and moral legitimacy.

Furthermore, because prestige is a “positional good” (valuable primarily in relation to others), the
Soviets sought to “exploit their gains in world opinion” to achieve political penetration. Rather than focusing
solely on missiles, the memo prioritizes the “humane and diversified character of free world science” and “direct
material benefits” to restore U.S. standing. Musgrave and Nexon argue that prestige is essential for maintaining
hierarchy and preventing defection; similarly, the memo’s primary identified threat is not a Soviet invasion, but

(13

the Soviets' “splitting the US from its allies” by winning the battle for “world opinion” (Musgrave & Nexon
2018, pp. 593). The USIA's focus on a “balanced portrayal” is a clear attempt to reclaim the top position in the
global social hierarchy.

Why Prestige Better Explains the Document

The prestige perspective is more compelling because the USIA’s strategy is ultimately one of identity
management rather than coercive bargaining. If the primary concern were purely about deterrence, the U.S.
would focus exclusively on the “efficacy of force” and overt displays of “resolve.” Instead, the document
concludes that “the element of belligerence... should never be allowed to enter into the statement of our case.”

While deterrence relies on the “threat of damage” to influence an adversary, this memo is directed at
“world opinion” and “public confidence.” This audience distinction is significant. Deterrence logic is primarily
directed toward an adversary state whose behaviour must be influenced through the threat of retaliation. In
contrast, the USIA strategy is aimed at a far broader audience: foreign publics, allied governments, and neutral
states whose perceptions shape the legitimacy of American leadership.

Furthermore, the USIA’s insistence on a “non-belligerent” stance is intended to preserve America's
moral prestige and “quest for peace.” By seeking to leverage “the thoughts and feelings of human beings,” the
memo confirms that U.S. officials were less concerned with the immediate material threat of Sputnik and more
concerned with the perceived distribution of status and authority. The document treats the balance of power as a
“psychological relation,” proving that in the Cold War, the reputation for strength was as vital as strength itself.
In this sense, the document illustrates how Cold War competition operated simultaneously in material and
symbolic domains: missiles and rockets mattered not only for their destructive capacity but also for what they

signalled about technological modernity and global leadership within the Cold War status hierarchy.
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