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A Response on “Space and the Atom: On the Popular Geopolitics of the Cold War Rocketry”
In “Space and the Atom: On the Popular Geopolitics of the Cold War Rocketry,” Fraser McDonald takes up the story of the ‘Corporal’, the world’s first guided-missile authorized to carry a nuclear warhead in the context of Cold War Geopolitics and space exploration (MacDonald, 2008). He examines the place of rocketry within the cultural, political, and geopolitical frames of the era, focusing on the Corporal’s cultural success (MacDonald, 2008). He begins by explaining space and its exploration as a research theme based on existing geographical knowledge before explaining how space exploration represents the strategic, scientific, and geopolitical continuities from earlier episodes of imperial endeavor (MacDonald, 2008). Subsequently, he outlines the Corporal’s birth, growth, and development into a full-fledged guided missile system during the Cold War, followed by an examination of the geopolitics of rocketry in the era through the representational forms of toys such as die-cast miniature toys of the Corporal and cards (MacDonald, 2008).
McDonald’s main argument is that space has long been part and parcel of Earth’s geography, and space exploration should itself be an inducement for geographers to think more closely about its many cultural, historical, and geopolitical expressions (MacDonald, 2008). To illustrate his point, McDonald analyzes the historical, cultural, and political expression of the Cold War space exploration attempts, focusing on the Cold War rocketry due to its popularity (MacDonald, 2008). As such, the author examines the popular geopolitics of rocketry as both a technology of mass destruction and as a vehicle of the transcendent dreams of extra-terrestrial discovery, hence, avoiding both technical and statist accounts to show how these technologies of Cold War strategic advantage were activated and sustained through popular media and everyday experience (MacDonald, 2008). In this reading, he argues that the geopolitical power of the rockets or missiles had its roots in the Cold War and this impacted the socio-cultural lives of Americans by penetrating mundane activities such as play, seemingly using children as geopolitical agents who helped enact and make meaning of space exploration during the Cold War in domestic contexts (MacDonald, 2008). This argument is valid as the happenings of everyday life have a significant impact on the people’s activities, which tend to be tailored to reflect the advancements that people make. Therefore, through the Cold War, he argues that space exploration was more of an extension of long-standing power regimes rather than a radical departure from the past (MacDonald, 2008).
McDonald puts forward a solid argument using sufficient and relevant evidence to support his points. For instance, he explains details surrounding the Corporal toy advertisement and others to bring out how rocketry penetrated child’s play during the Cold War Era. Additionally, he adds validity to his evidence by directly quoting people such as Dan Fleming and Clyde Holliday, as well as providing an attachment of the actual Dinky advertisement for the Corporal. Furthermore, the author deliberately avoids technical and statistical accounts of the Cold War, thus, focusing instead on how the technologies of the Cold War advantage were activated and sustained through popular media and everyday experience (MacDonald, 2008). This favors his argument since it allows him to exclude a lot of unnecessary information. Also, focusing on the technical and strategist accounts would not have brought out how space exploration during the Cold War influenced the cultural and political spheres of Americans’ lives. For instance, it allows him to use mundane activities such as children’s play using miniature toys the Corporal as an example of how nuclear weapons were made more intelligible in the domestic context (MacDonald, 2008). Nonetheless, we could argue that adding more obvious cultural arenas – television, film, and literature – in which rocketry has been popularly figured would have further supported McDonald’s argument regarding the influence of rocketry on American culture (MacDonald, 2008).
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