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Policy Context: The balance of power has shifted between American government and private sector, 

making science and technology mobilization a different challenge than it was during the Cold War. 

The most substantial difference between the rise of Cold War private-public partnership and today is 

the diminishing importance of federal dollars--particularly defense dollars--in driving the innovation 

sector. The best data scientists in America used to be distributed among government and private 

employment; now they are almost all concentrated in the private tech sector. Spinning-off 

commercial enterprises from defense funded projects has yielded to spinning-in commercial 

innovation for government applications. 

 

What does this mean for the kind of basic research and development that drives revolutionary 

technological change and heightens productivity and economic growth? Basic R&D is capital 

intensive and seldom directly profitable for a private entity, though the economic return on 

investment for society is immense. For that reason, the investment typically must be public money. 

There are different ways in which government can facilitate science and technology R&D, some of 

which have proved more effective in the long run than others. 

 

Historical Context: During the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union poured 

massive state resources into basic R&D. According to Dr. Michael Gordin of Princeton University, 

an expert on Soviet science, the Bolsheviks had inherited a long tradition in Russia of prizing 

scientific advancement. Stalin consistently prioritized funding for research over providing consumer 

goods, even during economic recession. This established the Soviets as mathematical and geological 

pioneers, and enabled them to launch the first intercontinental ballistic missile and satellite, the latter 

of which surprised American scientists with its weight capacity. 

 

In the United States, as Dr. Margaret O’Mara details in her recent book, the technological revolution 

taking place in Silicon Valley was founded and sustained on a tsunami of federal defense contracting 

money. The U.S. government provided not just the essential seed capital, it also steadily maintained 

the investment and stood ready to purchase computer chips for years before the consumer market for 

such technology developed. The Space Race soon added to the imperative to produce tiny, 

lightweight integrated circuits. The American government-funded space program has yielded at least 

a 7-to-1 return on investment, provided technologies like cordless power tools and implantable 

pacemakers, and launched entire industries decades before they would otherwise have been 

commercially viable. 

 

Both superpowers “threw money” at science and technology R&D, but their approaches were very 

different; the Soviet government centralized and controlled, while the American government funded 

and facilitated, then largely stood back.  
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Historical Insights from the Soviet and American S&T systems 

1. While Americans perceived the rise of Soviet science and technology as a sudden, 

intimidating burst, this was not the case. These strengths had taken centuries of 

gradual growth and commitment to the sciences by Russian leadership. 

2. Whether or not to “throw money at the problem” or allow the market to drive 

innovation is a false choice. The “American” way of innovating from the garage up and 

without government involvement is a myth when it comes to revolutionary technology 

like computers and satellites. The real history of the American model is one where local 

government and institutions provide a well-equipped sandbox, and the federal 

government pours massive amounts of funding into it before getting out of the 

innovators’ way. 

3. The Americans could throw money at everything; the Soviets could not. The Soviet 

science juggernaut that achieved propaganda victories like Sputnik belied a weak 

economy that could not have supported diversified investment in all of the important 

S&T fields of the time. For this reason, after spending the 1950s and early 1960s 

developing innovative computing approaches, in the late 1960s the Soviets were forced to 

prioritize and opted to clone the IBM 360, calculating that the lag they experienced 

would be linear; instead, it was exponential. 

4. Centralization and control have both advantages and drawbacks. The Soviet grant 

and funding structure was not competitive on the merits of the research, and line-item 

funding could continue without results in perpetuity. This allowed for giant whole-of-

government endeavors, like launching the first satellite into space. However, it also 

enabled a huge amount of unproductive and misguided science, which was difficult to 

distinguish from quality work because the Soviet publishing process did not involve peer 

review.  

5. Integrating talent, even in the face of reasonable espionage and subversion fears, 

may be wise in the long run. After World War II ended, the United States and the USSR 

scrambled to attract the German rocket scientists and engineers who had designed the 

groundbreaking V-2 rocket. However, while the Germans who went to the United States 

were integrated into American teams and led the first successful American satellite 

launch, the Germans who went to the USSR were distrusted, segregated from Soviet 

engineering teams, and eventually allowed to leave because they possessed no recent 

intelligence about the Soviet rocket program. Integration of immigrants is also a huge 

part of the success of Silicon Valley in the United States. As we contemplate the tradeoffs 

of S&T cooperation with China and Chinese nationals, we should take into account the 

long-term benefits as well as the more acute risks.  
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