
Quel est l'impact de la guerre froide dans la conquête spatiale ? 

 

 

Introduction : 

From 1957 to 1969, during the cold war, the space conquest is a major stake. It is the ground of a 

technologicial competition between the USSR and the USA where each tries to demonstrate their 

superiority. Beginning in 1957 with Spoutnik-1, the first artificial satellite of the History, it quickly has 

for stake the inhabited flights and the sending of a man on the Moon. 

During this presentation, we will first focuss on the scientific part of this space conquest and then we 

will focuss on the political side of this subject. 

Scientific 

On October the 4th 1957, Sputnik 1 is the first artificial Earth satellite send in space. It was launched 

by the soviets who had the idea thanks to the man in charge of the project, to use a ballistic missile as a 

satellite launcher. The Launch of Sputnik 1 marks the first year of the spatial era: during the following 

year, 28 satellite launch attempts took place but only 5 of them were successful. This launch was talked 

about all around the world and was quite a choc for the americans because it clearly showed that the 

soviets had a huge advance in this area. 

In this period of cold war opposing the United States to the Soviet Union, this event triggers the race 

for space; the two countries try during the following decades to prove the superiority of their 

government through their spatial achievements. US leaders will try to catch up their delay by creating 

a space agency for the space program known as NASA and granting it with huge financial resources. 

So, we can say thanks to the cold war because despite the conflicts, there has been amazing scientific 

progress. And NASA was created and today it is a very important space pole. 

At the end of the Second World War, the Soviet rocket specialists try to recover the knowledge that the 

team of the engineer Wernher von Braun acquired by designing and producing the V2 missile. 

A team is set up in the United States to prepare a first launch. But the USSR launched Sputnik 

2 on November 3 of the same year. He carries a dog named Laika, demonstrating once again 

the Soviet advance. However, the animal does not survive the flight and therefore Russia is not 

ready to send a man into space. 

 

 

Political 

 

Politically, the United States lives this event as a real humiliation. Beyond the military 

applications induced by this Soviet success, it is a blow to the confidence of the United States 

in their technological superiority. The symbol is also politically strong: the USSR naturally 

attributes it’s exploits to the nature of its regime. 

  



From now on, Wernher von Braun will have a major role in the space conquest and so does his 

competitor Sergei Korolev. Sergei unlike his American counterpart, will not receive any glory, 

the USSR making his identity a secret defense. The United States is starting to catch up and is 

investing in NASA on the long term. 

  

But the USSR took the lead on April the 12th 1961 when Yuri Gagarin took a seat aboard 

Vostok-1 on the Tyura-Tam site. It makes a flight of 1h48 around the Earth, at an average 

altitude of 250 km. The USSR further enhances its prestige in the space field. The Americans 

respond on May the 5th with the flight of Alan Shepard but at a lower altitude and for a much 

shorter duration, the flight only lasted 15 minutes. 

  

On May 25, 1961, president Kennedy announces that an American will set foot on the Moon 

before the end of the decade: this is the birth of the Apollo project. This project being so huge, 

here we can even talk about a replica instead of a speech. 

  

On July 16, 1969, the third phase is launched: the Apollo-11 spacecraft takes off from Cape 

Canaveral with three astronauts on board. On July 20, it’s Eagle capsule lands in the "Sea of 

Tranquility" on the Moon. Neil Armstrong becomes the first man to walk on the moon, 

followed by Edwin Aldrin. The United States won their bet and took the lead over the USSR. 

  

In fact, the first step on the Moon puts an end to the fierce competition between the USSR and 

the United States for the conquest of space. The political context has changed and the 

considerable costs involved limit everyone's ambitions. Despite a rivalry that remains in 

unmanned exploration missions, the relaxation is illustrated by the Apollo-Soyuz cooperation. 

Initiated in 1972, it consists of an orbital rendezvous of the two vessels. In addition, manned 

flights become a smaller issue and are limited to the Earth's orbit. The objective of the United 

States is then to allow regular return trips, which explains the construction from 1976 of space 

shuttles. 

For its part, the USSR relies on orbital stations and therefore launches the construction of 

Saliut. 

 


