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THE IMPACT OF THE “SPUTNIK"™ ON THi ENGLISH

LANGUAGE OF THE UNITED STATES

by
Romen Smsl-Stock}

Slavic Institute
Marquette University

This paper was originally written in March,
1958 and delivered at a meeting of the Shev-
chenko Scientific Soclety Study Center in
Chicago on September 12. A megszine article
by Arthur Minton titled "Sputnik snd Some of
Its Offshootniks®” sppeared in the mesntime.

The me jority of Minton's "-nik" formetions
were duplicsted in my materisl. To avold
needle ss repetition en slphsbeticsl list of
his formetsons follows. The balance of this
paper 1s devoted to other formstions which

he does not present and to an exposition of
my pertlal disagreement vlth Minton's explens-

tion of the phenomenon.

Minton's 1list included:
1. but-nik

2. dot-nik

3. enough-nik

4, floo-nik

5. goof-nik

M Names, Journsl f*tHe Andricsi ‘Name Society, VI
(June, 1953), 112-17.
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28, fres-nik, (The New York Times, lec. 15, 1957, p. 1)

the nsme of & homemade rocket designed end built by e
New York youth, Dennis Frascs;
29. hosx-nik, (The Milwaukee Journsl, Dec. 7, 1957, p. 1)

used s & term for s fslse slerm eabout sputnik;
30. jet-nik, (The Milwaukee Journsl Comics, Dec. 4, 1957)
a8 proposed nsme for an sutomoblle with a sest ejector;

3l. jut-nik, (Newsweek, Nov. 25, 1957, p. 16) was moposed

es 8 nsme for the first msn-carrying missile sent into
spsce, but

32. nut-nik, if we should dispsrsge him.

33. snuff-nik, (Time, Nov. 11, 1957, p. 58) & Soviet trest-

ment for Asien Influenza to be tsken like snuff;

34. bottle-nik, (Newsweek, Nov. 18, 1957, p. 2) proposed

g8s 8 name for an Americsn sputnik which was still in s
“bottle-qqck" of production. The explsnation of this fact
end the mutual accusstions of the Democretic and Republicsn
parties gesve commentators snd casrtoonists the meterisl for:

35. smug-nik, (The Chicego Americen, Jen. 6, 1958, p. 12).

So Drew Pearson deslgnasted the explasnstions of former
secretery of defense, Chasrles Wilson. The csrtoonists
filled outer space with gloomy:

36. gop-niks, (Time, Nov. 18, 1957, p. 15) on the one hsnd

end glesfuls



o7. demo-niks, on the other.

Following the successful lsunching of Sputnik II
with its now famous dog passenger came such "-nik"
formstions ss:

58. dog-nlk, and the onomatopoetic

39. whuff-nik,

40, light-nik, and

41. spoof-nik, (The Milwsukee Journel, Dec. 4, 1957, p. 1)

used s heedline which resd: "Whetnik with beepnik, red
lightnik 1s Just somebody's ides of 8 spoofnik snd this
hosm-nik mede a lot of trouble for the police."

Faeilure with the Vangusrd rocket in Florida brought
8 small avalanche of still more "-nik" formstions. Among
them sre: (Time, Dec. 16, 1957, p. 10)
42, dud-nik,

43 ° guff'nik,

44. sputter-nik,

45, sem-nik -is keput-nik, (Time, Dec. 16, 1957, p. 12)
46. pfft-nik. '

In addi tion, the 1957 Christmss season incressed the
formestions with:

47. seint-nik, (New York Times, Dec. 25, 1957, p. 1) was

provoked by the wish to substitute a sputnik for Senta
Clsus' reindeer, and

48. yule-nik, (New York Journal-Americen, Dec. 23, 1957,
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p. 4), essured no "Yulenik test seen."

49. ped-nik, (Milwaukee Sentinel, Dec. 18, 1957, p. 1) e

revolving toy sputnik powered by a foot pedsl.

Soon, such "-nik" formstions invaded sdvertising and
in the progrsm of the New York Building Congress (December,
1957) one ce&n notlce:

50, saf-nik, In en i1llustrated sdvertisement of Warnsr

Construction,

51. cat-nik, with the ception "don't ever be a cetnik

(cetnick); use Sefowey's new sputnik (sputnick)."

52. US-nlk, the future Americen misslle pictured 1n an

gdvertisement snd ceptioned "You never have a goofnik or

kaputnik when you do business with MecNutt Electric."
Also noted were:

53. tit-nlk, 8 lsdy riding on s missile, apparently s

"titbit (tidbit) of girl."
The “-nik" formetions sre aslso used in other seman-
tical spheres:

54. swim-nik, (Newsweek, Jen. 21, 1958), this 1s & Musco-

vite open eir swimming pool heated with waerm water;

55. sport-nik, (New York Times Magezine, Jen. 17, 1968),

a8 horse racing enthusiast in Moscow.
Among the most recent formetions are:

56, Uncle-Sam-nik, (Milwsukee Santinel, Feb, 2, 1958, p. 2)

g U.5. satellite was thus referred to by en English paper

in Lrgentina.
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57. smooch-nik, (Americen Weekly, Feb. 9, 1958, p.13),

8 kissing dete in the teenage vernsculsr.

58. milk-nik, (Milwaukee Sentinel, March 6, 1958, p. 1),

1s 8 rocket-like machine used for experiments with milk
at the University of Wisconsin.

59. phon-nlk, in the student lsngusge of Merquette Univ-

ersity the term meens "a fellow with felse ambitions."

60. church-nik, thus was called & rocket model (Milweukee

Journsl, Msrch 9, 1958) used by en Episcopelian minister
during his sermon.

61, belch-nik, "sputnik specisl with herolc power" in a

cartoon of the(Journel Americsn, Aug. 7, 1958, Chicago.)

62. beat-nik, member of the "Beat Generation," s term

coined by Sen Frenclsco newspspers; c¢f. This Week Megsz-
ine, Sept. 28, 1958, and Look magezine, Aug. 19, 1958.

63. bell-nik, "stomsch ache," & term I learned from my

students.

Thus is Minton's list supplemented by some 37 forma-
tions with many others surely in use in other sections of
the United States. IIf

Let us now evaluate this mseterisl.

1., Man's historicsl entrance into the space age
crested s wave of deep mortificstion end anger 1in the
American public becsuse it was interpreted es an 1ndlc

stion thst the United States had lost 1ts leadershlp
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in sclentific discovery snd sdvance., Tnus, sputnik be-
csme 8 symbol packed with deen emotions end grim humor.
As a result its Slsvic suffix "-nik" scquired a repro-
ductive powar iIn Americae, based on snslogy snd the
linguistic instinct of pley (sputnik-veanutnik) send
reproduction. The Americen tslent of using “cstchwords"
for sensstional sdvertising snd press publliclty plsyed
en inmportant role in this expsesnsion of “-nik."

2. The sbsence of purism, the ultra-strong tendency
of Buropean tongues to use only nstive home-grown words
in the litersry lsngusge, surely opened the gate to the
suffix "-nik" infiltrstion into Americea and the senss-
tionsl interest in all “sputnik" mstters stimulated its
expsension.

3. Semantically, the Lmericen "-nik" formstions
were origlnaelly connected with the sputnlk as s satell-
ite or with 1ts form; now the function of the M-nik"
suffix 1s eppsrently expanding sementicelly to sll things
Russien: snuff-nik, swim-nlk, sport-nik, end best-nik (who
with his beard looks llike & Russian). Note the following
development iIn the mesning of sputnik: first, in sn
sdvertisement, (Prevention, Jsnusry, 1953, p. 122) "Try
our orsenges - they ere sputnik (Russisn for 'Out of this
world')": snd "*e may find ourselves confronted with a
sputnik 1n th3 chemicsl, blological end rediological fleld,

63 we did in nmissiles.” (Hewsweek, Icb. 10, 1958, p. 25).
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Here, sputnlik mesns en "extrsordinery achievement, surpris-
ing the world,™ Thus the Windsors presented Elsas Maxwell
with 8 cup upon which was inscribed "To Sputnik IIX."
(Newsweek, Feb. 17, 1958, p. 101). The teensgers cell s
hot dog "muttnik" (American Weekly, Feb, 9, 1958, p. 13)!
4, In fact, the present phenomenon 1s the second

wave of the invesion of the Slasvic "-nik" suffix into

- the English languege of the United States. The first,
gelthough 1ittle known, has a remarksble background and
is connected with the Ukreinisn, pesrtly Polish, "-nik"
suffix which inveded Yiddish (origlnally a German die-
lect) before World Wer I. Here sre some characteristic
farmetions:* by enelogy with the Ukrsinian emotlon psacked
loan words in Yiddish like "paskud-nik," & disgusting
fellow, or professionasl names like "kwas-nik," e maker
or seller of a beverage from fruits, etc., were then
formed in Yiddish from the Ukreinisn loan word "nuditi" -
to bore, "nud-nik" - s bore; from "letsti®™ - to repsir,
"lstaut-nik"™ - e cobbler, a lsyer of patches, etc. The
Jewish immigration in the United Ststes formed then with
this "-nik™ suffix such words as "phud-nik™ - a bore with

& Ph. D., or "no-good-nik" - a scoundrel.

*cf, Nathan Ausubel, A Treasury of Jewish Humor (Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday and Co., 1956).
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5. The quick reception of the term sputnik was in
fect prepared by the many Slevic end Jewlish femlly nsmes
in Americs with "-nik" as the telephons directory of eny
lerge city csn indicate. There sre some 14 million
Americans of Slsvic origin, surely at least s million
with nsmes formed by the suffix "-nik." Also smong the
Jews from Slsavic countries such nemes ere populsr, cf.
the neme of the president of Bnai-Brith: Reznik (orig-
inslly "butcher'). Thus every émericsn met, in fact,
"onik" word formstions in mseny femily nsmes before the
sputnik event .

6. The term sputnik soon beceme used in such
combinations 8s: post-sputnik, pre-sputnik, snd sfter-
sputnik. A humorous highlight of the "-nik" craze was
Russell Peterson's request that Americe send lovely

##  wr.

she-sputniks not into outer spsce but to Moscow.
Peterson reasoned thet such she-sputniks as Jayne Maens-
field in the Russien cspitol would help "take ‘the luster
out of the two Soviet sputniks." An Americen "instlt-
ution" ss deeply entrenched ss the doughnut even fell
vioctim to the "-nik" clemor when & Milwsukee beskery sdver-

tised them es "sput-nuts."

#Minton's contentlion thet some Americsns could interpret
sputnik in the way of & "“folks etymolory" assoclating
"sput” with "sputter" and "-nik" with ‘nick" 1s uncon-
vincing.

s+:cfe East Europe, VIT (fLugust, 1958), 6.
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7. We have in Slasvic langusges & series of loan
suffixes from foreign lengusges which also beceme very
productives for example, {by Gothic medistion) Letin
-erius, Greek -srios, in contemporery Ukrainlen -ar,
or medlseval Germaen -unge, Ukreinlan -unok. They céen

¢

be ussd for a compsrsion with the invasion of the

sput-nik suffix into English. But these suffix losns
in Slevic required a long perioa of cultural influ-
ences on behalf of the lender nstlion respectively its
languege. Alsd, the expansion of Latin and Greek words
end suffixes into European lenguages during and after
the discovery of classicel civilizstion, the so-celled
clsssical revival or renalssence, demsnded a long period
of influences. Humenlsm end the vogue of classicism,
together with the new learning, achieved this expension.
In the case of sputnlik, one single epoc-making fect
bscked by the modern medlis of mess communicetion achiev-
ed the same effect: the acceptsnce of the loan word esnd
the productivity of a foreign Slavic suffix in s Teutonic
lsnguesge.

8. It is iInteresting to speculste whether the
successful lsunching of the Americen satellite will stop
the impsct of the Soviet sputnik snd its “-nik" suffix.

Thelr expansion 1s a cese story for the 1llustration of
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the fect of how historicel events sre fillsed 1in the
srchives of e langusge. The lsngusge of 8 netion
includes 1n its vocebulery ell its victories and de-
feats, successes end fsilures. Lven 1f, through leter
events, & word 1s erased, it 1s nevertheless “recorded"
in the vocebulery. Thsest phenomenon occured in October,
1957 ss the first Soviet sputnik rosred into the sky.
Within the echo of that roer the word fleshed into ell
the world's lenguages and overnight became & universel
vogue word end losn word and its suffix started to
reproduce 1tself in the English lasnguege of the United
States. The Russisn lengusge end the Russien nation
1s, in this cese, recelving sn unjust monopoly of credit
for sn achievement which, in fact, i1s a "Soviet" multi-
national echievement becsuse collsborating in it
were meny non-fussiens (Armenisns, Ukreinisns, Jews,

Germens end other nstionslities).






