the medical, agricultural, industrial,
and energy advances that the atomic
age would enjoy. This and other ex-
amples in Osgood’s book demonstrate
how public relations techniques, care-
fully executed by well-funded govern-
ment agencies, could succeed in shap-
ing media messages (or what we today
might call “talking points”) both
abroad and at home.

Unlike Atoms for Peace, the test
ban effort late in Eisenhower’s presi-
dency did not rest primarily on a
public relations strategy. Osgood ar-
gues that domestic fear over nuclear
testing and the health effects of ra-
dioactive fallout had become a pow-
erful political issue at home, especial-
ly after the Soviet Union announced
that it would suspend tests. In 1959,
Eisenhower weighed the health evi-
dence and the growing international
outcry, and he concluded that the
United States would be forced to
stop testing. In a major shift toward
negotiation, Eisenhower pressed his
advisers vigorously to pursue a test
ban with the Soviets, and they made
significant progress by the end of his
presidency.

Osgood’s study has limitations that
he acknowledges. While he acquired
extensive documentation on many of
the USIA’s overt programs, the covert
strategies to shape domestic opinion
remain murky. Material remains clas-
sified on many sensitive programs,
such as the Pentagon’s embrace of
“Militant Liberty,” which apparently
worked to spread evangelical Chris-
tianity within the U.S. armed forces
as an ideological countermeasure
against atheistic communism.

Moreover, Osgood hardly touches
upon the questions of impact and
reception, and he concedes that he
could not find a practical research
strategy to assess the effectiveness of
so many different programs on such
a global scale. He is probably cor-
rect in this judgment, but the reader
is left hoping that subsequent studies,
pinpointed in time and place, might
begin to piece together an assessment

of the various kinds of psychologi-
cal and public relations efforts that
are now generally called “public di-
plomacy.” Today, many influential
voices have decried the atrophy of
Cold War programs and have called
for rebuilding the nation’s public di-
plomacy apparatus, but this effort is
hampered by the lack of a reliable re-
cord of what worked in the past and
what was counterproductive.
Osgood notes that in the February
1953 Bulletin of the Atomic Scien-
tists, Murray S. Levine, chairman of
the New York Committee on Atomic
Information, decried, “Secrecy has
become a mania with us.” Osgood’s
absorbing and readable study con-
firms Levine’s fears by showing how

The godfather of

molecular biology

J. D. Bernal: The Sage of Science, by Andrew Brown.
Oxford University Press, 562 pages, 2005, $34.95.

Eisenhower’s Cold War policy institu-
tionalized the psychological weapons
of modern mass warfare and secret-
ly deployed them at home and on a
global scale. Eisenhower’s oft-quoted
warning against a military-industrial
complex, given at the end of his term,
seems shallow when considered in the
context of the secret manipulation
that his presidency nurtured—a ma-
nipulation that could easily be mar-
shaled to advance those very interests
the president warned against. #

Emily Rosenberg is the DeWitt Wallace
professor of history at Macalester Col-
lege and author of Spreading the Ameri-
can Dream: American Economic and
Cultural Expansion, 1890-1945 (1982).

> BOOK REVIEW BY ROBERT S. NORRIS

OHN DESMOND BERNAL HAS FI-
nally gotten the biography he
deserves. Despite the fact that the
Irish-born Bernal was a pioneer-
ing scientist who laid the foundations
for modern molecular biology, he is not
well known in the United States. That
might change with the publication of
Andrew Brown’s J. D. Bernal: The Sage
of Science. Brown, a practicing radia-
tion oncologist who penned a 1997 bi-
ography of physicist James Chadwick,
The Neutron and the Bomb, has writ-
ten a thorough account of Bernal’s life
with extensive treatment of his scientific
accomplishments.
Bernal is a wonderful subject for
a biography: A gifted scientist who

trained several
future Nobel laureates, he was also
a libertine with countless affairs, a
Marxist with strong views on capital-
ism and British imperialism, and a ra-
conteur of the first order. His circle of
friends and colleagues in Cambridge
and in London was a “who’s who” of
British intellectual life from the 1920s
to the 1960s.

Bernal was born in 1901 in Ireland’s
County Tipperary. His father was an
Irish dairy farmer; his mother the ac-
complished daughter of an American
Presbyterian minister. She was raised
in California, schooled in New Or-
leans, and among the first women to
attend Stanford University. Her first
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son, known to family as Desmond,
was precocious and curiosity-filled;
as a 7 year old his first experiment in
chemistry exploded unexpectedly in
the backyard, fortunately with no in-
juries. Bernal was schooled largely in
England; as a young man in 1919 he
entered Emmanuel College at the Uni-
versity of Cambridge, where he exhib-
ited great passion for math, physics,
chemistry, and mineralogy.

Outside the classroom and labora-
tory, he soon came into contact with
a band of radical undergraduates who
traveled in socialist circles and whose
politics and philosophies enraptured
Bernal. “This social-
ism was a marvelous
thing,” Bernal wrote
later, as Brown re-
counts. “Why had
no one told me
about it before?”
By age 18 his con-
version to Marxism
was total; he never
wavered throughout
his life.

It wasn’t long
before Bernal was
bestowed with the
nickname “Sage,” in
which his “range and
brilliance were en-
capsulated,” Brown
writes, noting that
the moniker was
conferred upon him
not by a fellow stu-
dent but by a love
interest. After graduating Cambridge,
Sage traveled to London to study at
the Royal Institution with Sir William
Henry Bragg, the Nobel physicist
who had won his prize (along with
his son) for his work on X-ray crys-
tallography, the study of the structure
of molecules. It was in this field that
Bernal found his true scientific call-
ing. Others have gotten the credit, but
Brown argues that Bernal should be
considered the godfather of molecular
biology.

Bernal kept busy with more than

first order.
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Bernal is a wonderful
subject for a biography:
A gifted scientist who
trained several future
Nobel laureates, he
was also a libertine
with countless affairs,
a Marxist with strong
views on capitalism,

and a raconteur of the

science and politics. He and his wife
Eileen Sprague had an “open” mar-
riage; their many affairs required un-
conventional arrangements. Eileen’s
first child was probably not Sage’s,
and he had two other children by two
different mistresses. Brown highlights
some of Sage’s amorous adventures,
but we must wait for a more com-
plete story until 2021 (50 years after
his death), when six boxes of his love
letters will be unsealed.

In 1939, the British government re-
cruited Bernal to work on war-related
issues, despite his political leanings.
When parliamentarian and cabinet
member Sir John
Anderson, who was
in charge of civil
defense and knew
talent when he saw
it, was warned that
Bernal was “red,”
he replied, “Even
if he is as red as
the flames of hell,
I want him.” Soon
thereafter, Bernal
was appointed to
Britain’s Civil De-
fense Research
Committee.

Perhaps Bernal’s
most interesting
wartime assignment
was his involvement
in Operation Nep-
tune, the maritime
aspect of Operation
Overlord—the in-
vasion of Normandy—which Brown
recounts in detail. The problems of
landing thousands of troops and
their equipment on defended beaches
were formidable, and the shadow of
Gallipoli hung over the preparations.
The war planners needed detailed
knowledge about the nature and to-
pology of the shoreline, and Sage set
about doing his part to answer the
questions.

As was his nature, he turned to some
unorthodox materials. To find the best
landing routes, he consulted old maps,



charts, and a twelfth-century Norman
epic, among other things. And he read
every volume of the Proceedings of the
Linnaean Society of Caen since 1840.
A contribution written by a priest in
this obscure source revealed an impor-
tant fact: The priest observed after a
winter storm that the sand in one of
the bays had been stripped away to
expose underlying peat. Sage surmised
correctly that any beach resting on
such a marshy base would be treacher-
ous, unable to support heavy, wheeled
military equipment. Two days after
D-Day, he surveyed firsthand, some-
what bitterly, vehicles mired in the
Normandy peat “like flies in amber,”
as he put it later in his diary. The visit
to the beach sparked something of a
controversy; after Bernal’s death, his
colleague Solly Zuckerman disputed
his account of arriving at Normandy
so soon after D-Day, calling the idea
“fanciful” and “imaginative.” But
Brown judges Bernal’s account, in
combination with other evidence, as
likely to be accurate.

After the bombing of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, Bernal was one of the
first to speak out against the Bomb,
calling for its abolition. “The central
case is that these weapons are inhu-
man in themselves and that their use
cannot be tolerated whatever the ex-
cuse,” Bernal said, speaking at the
World Assembly for Peace in June
1955. “Atomic bombs are evil things,
whatever government makes them—
American, Soviet, or British.” But the
prospects for harnessing atomic en-
ergy for peaceful purposes—for pro-
ducing electricity in underdeveloped
nations, for example—were revolu-
tionary, he thought.

Science biographers have the dif-
ficult task of lucidly explaining their
subjects’ accomplishments and ideas;
Brown passes this test with flying col-
ors. Bernal wrote widely on the role
of science in society and history, and
Brown explores some of his more
profound observations, including this
cautionary sentiment: “The scientists
are not the masters of the destiny of

“He wouldn't have entered this yard if he hadn't already
made the decision to go to war.”

science; the changes they bring about
may, without their knowing it, force
them into positions which they would
never have chosen. Their curiosity
and its effects may be stronger than
their humanity.”

But one thing always seemed to
be stronger than Bernal’s own scien-
tific curiosity—his faithful devotion
to socialism. His most serious flaw
was his unswerving belief in the So-
viet system, in Josef Stalin, and in
Nikita Khrushchev, with whom he
had contact. Beginning in 1931, he
took many trips to Russia and in that
dark decade was unwilling or un-
able to accept what he saw and heard
about the purges and killings. After
the war, Bernal continued to support
the Soviet Union and even defended
its 1956 invasion of Hungary. Totally

embarrassing were his defense of the
fraudulent “geneticist” Trofim Lysen-
ko and the obituary he penned about
Stalin, in which he praised the leader
as a “great scientist.”

Flawed genius though he may have
been, Bernal’s admirers included
some of the biggest names in science,
and his contributions were vast and
varied. His legacy extends far be-
yond molecular biology, deep into
present-day global security—Bernal
was, according to Brown, the first
person to use the phrase “weapons
of mass destruction.” #

Robert S. Norris, senior analyst at the
Natural Resources Defense Council, is
author of Racing for the Bomb: General
Leslie R. Groves, The Manhattan Proj-
ect’s Indispensable Man (2003).
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