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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation traces and analyzes the complex and 

often contradictory factors which led to a popular belief 

in the United States that the Soviet Union possessed a com- 

manding superiority over the United. States in intercontin- 

ental ballistic missiles during the period 1958-1961. This 

illusion of a "missile gap" was created by the numerous 

Americans who feared that this Soviet superiority would 

lead to a devastating attack on United' States retaliatory 

forces. The factors and forces which nurtured and main- 

tained this belief constitute the subject matter of this 

paper. 

In approaching the missile gap period, this writer has 

chosen to present a chronological unfolding of information 

as it was presented to the public at the time. This is in- 

tended to give the reader an unobstructed appreciation and 

understanding of the diversity of force involved, and the 

role played by each of these forces in the creation and 

destruction of the missile gap myth. -. 

The reliability of the source material is handled with 

honest skepticism, since in many cases the degree of built- 

in bias of the author was either not known, or known so well 

as to discredit the authenticity of the information pub- 

lished; a single source rarely could be accepted as authori- 

tative. For this reason, much of the analysis of the sub- 

ject matter was possible only when later information became 



available, and the various sources could be compared with 

more authoritative and corroborative information, The 

classified nature of much of'the material also lert un- 

answered questions which are noted in the text of this paper, 

This paper is divid-ed into three basic parts. The first 

i s  a slngle chapter providing an abbrevia,ted survey of the 

relevant background information on United States defense 

policy from the end of World War 11: to 1956. In this chap- 

ter the evolvement of the post-war United States policy of 

containment and of the concept of strategic nuclear deter- 

rence are discussed. The basic strategies and weapons sys- 

tems advocated to implement this policy of containment 

through deterrence also are d-iscussed. 

The following five chapters trace the unfolding and 

eventual destruction of the missile gap myth. Here, evidence 

is presented to support the thesis of this paper which is 

that a multitude of interacting force combined to give rise 

to the illusion of American ICBM inferiority. Such factors 

as partisan political inferests, military interservice 

rivalry, and the opinions found in the mass media are viewed 

in relation to the part they played in creating the belief 

in the missile gap. In addition, the question of Soviet 

missile capability versus military intent are examined in 

relation American beliefs and pre-conceptions concerning 

these questions. Finally, the destruction of the missile 

illusion is analyzed and the destruction of the missile gap 

myth is completed. 



The final chapter presents the analysis of the subject 

matter and it is here that conclusions and calculated specu- 

lations are found, based on the total evidence available in 

retrospect. This chapter is divided into three main sec- 

tions dealing with the complex inter-relationship of: 

1) Soviet Strategy, American Intelligence, and the Missile 

Gap; 2) Domestic Budgetary, Partisan and Military Effects of 

the Missile Gap; and 3) The Impact of the Missile Gap Abroad. 


