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Abstract 
This dissertation proposes a revised understanding of the place of science in British literary and political 

culture during the early atomic era.  It builds on recent scholarship that discards the cultural pessimism and 

alleged ‘two-cultures’ dichotomy which underlay earlier histories.  Countering influential narratives centred 

on a beleaguered radical scientific Left in decline, this account instead recovers an early postwar Britain 

whose intellectual milieu was politically heterogeneous and culturally vibrant.  It argues for different and 

unrecognised currents of science and society that informed the debates of the atomic age, most of which 

remain unknown to historians.   

 

Following a contextual overview of British scientific intellectuals active in mid-century, this dissertation 

then considers four individuals and episodes in greater detail.  The first shows how science and scientific 

intellectuals were intimately bound up with George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty Four (1949).  Contrary to 

interpretations portraying Orwell as hostile to science, Orwell in fact came to side with the views of the 

scientific right through his active wartime interest in scientists’ doctrinal disputes; this interest, in turn, 

contributed to his depiction of Ingsoc, the novel’s central fictional ideology.   

 

Jacob Bronowski’s remarkable transition from pre-war academic mathematician and Modernist poet to a 

leading postwar BBC media don is then traced.  A key argument is that rather than publicly engaging with 

actual relations of science and the British state, Bronowski actively downplayed the perils of nuclear 

weapons, instead promoting an idealist vision of science through his scientific humanism philosophy.   

 

Finally, the political activism of J.G. Crowther and P.M.S. Blackett are analysed, Crowther through his  

chairmanship of the Communist-linked British Peace Committee, and Blackett through his controversial 

book Military and Political Consequences of Atomic Energy (1948).  In neither case, as might be expected, 

did their nuclear politics stem from scientific ideology but rather from personal convictions. 
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Chapter 1 
Rethinking the Place of ‘Science’ in Early Cold War Britain 

Introduction 

According to an influential body of historical scholarship, British high culture—especially in relation to 

literary and scientific intellectuals—was moribund throughout the first decade following the Second World 

War.  Historians were agreed on the main reasons: the creative influence of high modernism was at an ebb; 

hopes of support for the arts in Britain’s new welfare state had been dashed; the social relations of science 

movement had come to an abrupt end at the close of the war; and the scientific radical contingent at the 

forefront of this movement had become politically isolated amidst growing East-West tensions and anti-

communist sentiment.  Another, and equally striking feature of these historical accounts is the sense that 

literary and scientific intellectuals occupied separate spheres.  On the one hand, literary and general social 

histories implied that the importance of scientists lay exclusively with their laboratory achievements; 

scientists, unlike their counterparts in the humanities, were apparently never associated with any public 

intellectual role in the early postwar era.  On the other, historical scholarship dedicated to scientists’ public 

engagement with social, cultural and political issues saw these scientific intellectuals as a particular product 

of science, and regarded arts intellectuals as broadly hostile to science.  The overall impression was that 

British postwar culture could indeed be understood through the framework of C.P. Snow’s famous two-

cultures dichotomy. 

 

The present dissertation re-examines the place of scientific intellectuals during the first postwar decade 

and argues for the vigour of their activity through the period, and against the two-cultures framing of their 

story.  Through an overview of scientific intellectuals who were active in mid-century, together with several 

case studies of important individuals and episodes, this study develops five main arguments.  The first is 

that early Cold War conditions led to political engagements by British scientific intellectuals that rivalled the 

intensity of the preceding social relations of science era.  A second and related argument is that most 

relevant historiography has overlooked significant continuities between these periods.  I show that these 

intellectuals’ interwar and wartime experiences strongly determined the shape and content of early Cold 

War scientific intellectual discourse in unexpected ways.  Thirdly, I argue that scientific intellectuals tended 

to act on their prior existing political views rather than on ideas that originated from science.  A fourth 

argument is that scientific intellectuals were both more numerous and ideologically diverse than accounts 

have suggested.  Their presence extended beyond the academic scientist community to include 

professional administrators, writers and journalists; and few belonged to the radical left-wing political 

faction which has received most historical attention to date.  Finally, I argue that the relationship between 

scientific and humanities-trained intellectuals during the early Cold War did not conform to Snow’s two-

cultures’ theses.  The two groups not only exhibited a similar plurality of views in relation to science and to 

politics, but they also interacted and intersected with one another to a considerable extent.  Nonetheless, 

with the atomic age came profound threats to science’s cultural standing; these in turn served to mark out 

scientific from non-scientific intellectuals in ways particular to this era.  Together, these arguments reflect 

the importance of taking scientific intellectuals as an object of research to better understand more 

generally elite culture in Britain. 
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An important impetus for the present study is the growing body of revisionist historical analyses that have 

put older accounts of mid-century British intellectuals into question.  Two of the most salient works are 

Absent Minds (2006) by Stefan Collini and Warfare State (2006) by David Edgerton, both of which identify 

profoundly misleading premises embedded in histories of mid-century British intellectual culture.1  In 

Absent Minds, Collini addresses ‘the question of intellectuals in Britain’, whose understanding has ‘inflected 

much of the historiography that is still current on the subject.’2  His key insight is that British intellectuals 

were offering very particular and often misleading and contradictory accounts of themselves and of 

historical circumstances in the postwar period—narratives which continue to shape histories of this era.  

Collini argues that there has been a ‘distinctively British “tradition of denial” throughout the twentieth 

century concerning intellectuals’ significance, and ‘a peculiar absence’ which ‘received its fullest and most 

explicit formulation’ in the period after 1945.3  One important strand of such thinking highlighted by Collini 

is Edward Shils’ 1955 Encounter essay claiming that intellectuals had ‘affected to be “alienated” from British 

society’ during the interwar era, but resumed their normal state of social integration after the war.  As Shils 

approvingly wrote, ‘never has an intellectual class found its society and its culture so much to its 

satisfaction.’4  More generally, Collini points out that not only was this shift seen to result from their 

experience of the Second World War and ensuing social changes like the foundation of the Welfare State, 

but that this perception ‘has had an enduring influence on discussion of the topic.’5  An equally lasting 

influence noted by Collini has been a stress on literary figures to the exclusion of scientific figures.  He 

emphasises the paradoxical nature of this phenomenon in relation to C.P. Snow’s famous Two Cultures 

(1959), where Snow complained ‘about how the term “intellectuals” had come to refer to literary but not 

to scientific figures.’6  And, according to Snow, it was these ‘self-described “intellectuals” who were 

resistant to the claims of science and hostile to the benefits brought by industrialisation.’  But as Collini 

pointedly remarks, given that Snow himself was both a scientist and a novelist, ‘Snow was very firmly 

talking about Other People when he concluded: “Intellectuals, in particular literary intellectuals, are natural 

Luddites.”’7   

 

Edgerton reaches very similar conclusions in his examination of intellectuals’ impact on twentieth-century 

British historiography in relation to militarism and technology.  He argues in Warfare State that postwar 

intellectuals have helped foster a number of historical binary oppositions—in particular those of 

welfare/warfare, decline/growth, and the ‘two cultures’ dichotomy between science and arts—whose 

centrality to understanding the twentieth-century British state demands reinterpretation.  More generally 

Edgerton points out that scientific and other intellectuals developed and promoted very particular models 

of the relations of science, modernity and war; these models, which have too often been presumed to stem 

from empirical accounts of science, were actually predicated on standard political ideologies.  Edgerton 

notes that ‘the most investigated issues in twentieth-century British science have been those in which the 

left took an interest’ and that histories have tended to reflect the scientific left’s particular concerns and 

outlooks.8  Amongst these have been the left’s emphasis on Britain’s civilian rather than its substantial 

                                                            
1 Stefan Collini, Absent Minds: Intellectuals in Britain (Oxford: OUP, 2006); David Edgerton, Warfare State. Britain, 1920-1970 
(Cambridge: CUP, 2006).  Note that all books cited herein were published in London unless otherwise indicated. 
2 Collini, Absent Mind., p.11. 
3 Ibid., p.12. 
4 Ibid., p.146. Edward Shils, ‘The intellectuals: (1) Great Britain’, Encounter, vol.4, 1955, pp.5-16, p.6. 
5 Collini, Absent Minds, p.137. 
6 Ibid., p.34.  C. P. Snow, The two cultures (Cambridge: CUP, 1993). 
7 Ibid., p.457. 
8 Edgerton, Warfare State, p.321. 
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military research; and their ‘technocratic critique’ which implied that Britain’s higher civil service was ‘made 

up of men trained in the classics and at best, history, rather than the scientists and engineers that a modern 

society was felt to need as state administrators.’9  Edgerton argues that such denial of Britain’s militaristic 

and technocratic strands was particularly prevalent in the so-called ‘technocratic moment’ of the late 1950s 

and 1960s, with C.P. Snow one of its leading exponents.  Snow, in his ‘two cultures’ formulation, articulated 

an anti-historical account of British ‘techno-decline’ stemming from an arts-dominated elite who were 

either indifferent to science or were resistant to technological progress.  Edgerton, like Collini, notes the 

paradox in reconciling Snow’s claims with his dual status as a science administrator and novelist, but also 

highlights the deeper paradox that it was an arts-based high culture itself which accepted Snow’s techno-

declinist claims, thereby undermining the essence of Snow’s ‘two cultures’ thesis.  Nonetheless, Edgerton 

argues, Snow’s and like-minded intellectuals’ influence during this period ‘gave us at least thirty years 

of…declinist historiography.’10  A salient feature of such historiography is its stress on Britain’s postwar 

welfare state as a partial explanation of decline, an historical emphasis whereby Britain’s equally significant 

status as a leading militarist or ‘warfare state’ has been suppressed. More generally, Edgerton suggests that 

cultural and intellectual histories of this period have suffered from similar effects of declinist and welfarist 

modes of thinking, and from specialist historians who too often incorporated the arguments and 

assumptions of their historical actors—especially those of intellectuals like Snow whose ‘unoriginal 

observations on science and war have turned out to be more historiographically significant than his implicit 

philosophy of science or of history.’11   

 

The overall point shared by Collini and Edgerton is the need to rethink the most fundamental assumptions 

in writings about British intellectuals, whether about the intellectuals themselves, or the framework in 

which they are placed.  In this chapter I begin by showing, through a brief examination of older relevant 

historiographies of early postwar Britain, how the criticisms of Edgerton and Collini are indeed justified.  I 

then discuss several important recent works which show signs of having overcome older embedded 

misconceptions, and indicate their significance to rethinking British intellectuals.  I conclude with an outline 

of the aims and structure of the present dissertation, and a sketch of its research methodology.   

 

As a preface, however, I believe it essential to introduce a consistent definition of the term ‘scientific 

intellectual’, a word which has repeatedly and confusingly been used as a synonym for ‘scientist’ in the 

historical literature, especially in reference to scientists’ research discoveries and associated creative 

activities.12  In the present work I maintain a sharp distinction between the roles of creative practice and 

critical practice, irrespective of the practitioner’s disciplinary training.  I limit use of the term ‘intellectual’ to 

individuals who were known for their public, often critical or dissenting, views concerning contemporary 

                                                            
9 Ibid., p.10. 
10 Ibid., p.192. 
11 Ibid., p.336.  Guy Ortolano developed these insights further, arguing that the famous controversy between Snow and F.R. Leavis 
needs to be understood, not as a timeless arts-versus-science disciplinary dispute, but rather as a clash of ideological objectives taking 
place at a singular historical moment.  See Guy Ortolano, The Two Cultures Controversy: Science, Literature, and Cultural Politics in 
Postwar Britain (Cambridge: CUP, 2009); idem, ‘Two Cultures, One University: The Institutional Origins of the "Two Cultures" 
Controversy’, Journal of British Studies, vol.34(4), Winter 2002, pp.606-624; and idem, ‘Human Science or a Human Face? Social 
History and the "Two Cultures" Controversy’, Journal of British Studies, vol.43(4), 2004, pp.482-505.  
12 For the sociologist Lewis Feuer, ‘scientific intellectual’ and ‘scientist’ were synonymous: ‘‘The scientific intellectual was…a person for 
whom science was a “new philosophy” , a third force rising above religious and political hatreds, seeking the world of nature with 
liberated vision and intending to use and enjoy its knowledge.’  Lewis Samuel Feuer, The Scientific Intellectual: The Psychological & 
Sociological Origins of Modern Science, (Transaction Publishers, [1963] 1992), pp.xlvii-xlix.  See Steven Shapin, The Scientific Life. A 
Moral History of a Late Modern Vocation (University of Chicago Press, 2008) p.90 for comments on Feuer’s disenchantment with the 
scientific intellectual’s loss of moral virtues in the wake of Hiroshima.  
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society—a usage consistent with what others have termed ‘public intellectual’.13  A scientific intellectual is, 

accordingly, taken to mean an individual known for addressing contentious social or cultural issues 

concerning science, whether or not they were formally trained in science.14  Hence academic scientists like 

J.D. Bernal or Michael Polanyi, and non-academic science writers like J.G. Crowther or H.G. Wells are 

regarded as scientific intellectuals; excluded by this definition, however, are those like the academic 

physicist James Chadwick or the well-known science populariser A.M. Low, neither of whom publicly 

engaged in science-and-society matters.15  Included, though, are arts-trained individuals like the novelist 

Aldous Huxley and the philosopher John Lewis, both of whom were known for their critical engagement 

with such issues.   

 

Intellectual Histories and their Discontents 

There is considerable evidence of two-cultures thinking in older works that address British intellectual 

culture as a whole in the early postwar era.  In general social histories, literary culture is taken to be the 

dominant (or even exclusive) expression of intellectuals’ engagement with society; literary postwar 

quiescence or exhaustion is seen as indicative of British intellectual culture as a whole, with explanations 

for this state of affairs revolving around the new Welfare State; and Snow’s two-cultures arguments are 

explicitly and approvingly invoked.16  Thus in works by Arthur Marwick, Kenneth O. Morgan and Noel 

Annan,17 for example, although the place of science and the arts are given equal attention, it is primarily 

the research accomplishments of scientists that are considered, not their roles as public intellectuals.  In 

Culture in the Cold War, Robert Hewison not only gives primary weight to literary culture (‘a culturally 

dominant form in Britain’),18 but British scientists, scientific intellectuals and scientific culture are absent 

entirely.  For Hewison, the postwar cultural climate up to 1956 was one of ‘cultural pessimism’, a condition 

reinforced by literary intellectuals’ initial disappointment in the Welfare State’s failure to provide sufficient 

economic support; it was a reaction which eventually turned to ‘passionate rage at the caution and 

spiritlessness of the age’, culminating in the so-called ‘Angry Young Man’ writing of the mid-fifties.19  

Similarly, Morgan identified ‘in the immediate post-war world…a deep revulsion, in part of the literary 

world at least towards the encroaching tide of state direction and control.’20  Marwick explicitly accepts 

                                                            
13 For a discussion of the term ‘public intellectual’ and its uses, see Helen Small (ed.), The public intellectual (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002); 
for its use in relation to this Dissertation’s study period, see, for example, Julia Stapleton, ‘Cultural Conservatism and the Public 
Intellectual in Britain, 1930-1970’, The European Legacy, vol.5(6), 2000, pp.795-813.  For an historical account of uses of the term 
‘intellectual’, see Thomas William Heyck, ‘Myths and Meanings of Intellectuals in Twentieth-Century British National Identity’, Journal 
of British Studies vol.37(2), 1998, pp.192-221.  For a more analytic framework for use of ‘intellectual’, see Collini, Absent Minds, pp.15-
68.  Thus ‘literary intellectual’ could, for example, refer to writers like T.S. Eliot or George Orwell, but not to other literati who were 
known only for their creative output.  
14 Gary Werskey, in Visible College (1978), uses the term in relation to public scientists of the radical left, but not those on the right.  
Only David Edgerton uses the term ‘scientific intellectual’ in a consistent manner, explicitly defining it as intellectuals with science 
training who engaged with science and society issues.  Edgerton, Warfare State, p.195, footnote 114. 
15 Also excluded are leading scientists like Henry Tizard, who although occupying important civil service positions or acting as scientific 
advisers to the Government, did not engage in public intellectual activities. 
16 These criticisms apply equally to scholarship confined to literary culture in this period.  See, for example, Alan Sinfield, Literature, 
Politics and Culture in Postwar Britain (Continuum, [1989] 1997); and Alistair Davies and Alan Sinfield (eds.), British Culture of the 
Postwar. An introduction to literature and society 1945-1999 (Routledge, 2000).  
17 Arthur Marwick, Culture in Britain since 1945 (Oxford: Blackwell, [1982] 4th ed. 2003); Kenneth O. Morgan, Britain Since 1945. The 
People’s Peace (Oxford: OUP, [1990] 3rd ed. 2001); Noel Annan, Our Age. The Generation That Made Post-War Britain (Weidenfeld & 
Nicolson, 1990). 
18 Robert Hewison, In Anger: Culture in the Cold War 1945-60 (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, [1981] rev. ed. 1988), p.xi.  See also Hewison, 
Culture and Consensus: England, Art and Culture since 1940 (Methuen, [1995] rev. ed. 1997). 
19 Hewison, In Anger, pp.x-xii. Hewison was referring in particular to Kingsley Amis’s comic novel Lucky Jim (1954), John Osborne’s 
stage play Look Back in Anger (Faber, 1956), and Colin Wilson’s existential treatise The Outsider (Gollancz, 1956).  
20 Morgan, The People’s Peace, p.31.  Morgan was referring to ‘the novels of Evelyn Waugh and, in a different vein, Ivy Compton-
Burnett.’ 
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Snow’s early 1956 two-cultures analysis in this regard when he discusses the reality of ‘the differences 

between the theory and practice of social planning after the war’, where ‘there was little effective 

communication of the significance of science to the wider society, whether by Government agencies or 

through the press.’21  Morgan too, agreed with this analysis, noting that Snow ‘drew attention to the 

disparity in Britain whereby a declining, literary culture retained all its traditional power and prestige, while 

the new, assertive, expansive culture of the scientists sought in vain to capture the universe.’22   

 

These works also exemplify ambiguities in the term ‘intellectual’ which Collini has highlighted in Absent 

Minds, a phenomenon particularly problematic both in discussions of intellectuals’ cultural influence and 

significance, and in comparisons between arts-trained and science-trained individuals.  For example, in a 

chapter on ‘the intellectual and imaginative life of Britain in the late forties’, Marwick notes that ‘there 

were few, if any, writers after 1945 who could compare with D.H. Lawrence or James Joyce or Virginia 

Woolf’; that ‘poetry had lost the central position it held in the days of Tennyson or Kipling;’23 and that 

‘neither in history…nor in sociology…was the British achievement marked by any great innovation in 

content.’24  Marwick then somehow finds these negative conclusions concerning intellectuals’ disciplinary 

achievements to have direct relevance to their social and political effectiveness.  Thus, for example, ‘British 

philosophers betrayed an isolationism at least as marked as that of British literature’ by concentrating on 

‘what many continentals saw as the tedious triviality of “linguistic philosophy”.’  ‘In all spheres’, he 

concludes, ‘British thought and artistic endeavour were inward-looking, seemingly unconcerned with the 

great issues which racked continental intellectuals’, including ‘social commitment, the challenge to Marxist 

faith presented by Stalinist tyranny’, the ‘epochal significance’ of the Second World War, and so on.  Most 

remarkably, while Marwick isolates science as the sole disciplinary success, noting that since 1945 ‘British 

scientists were to notch up a total of Nobel Prizes second only to that achieved by American scientists,’25 he 

nonetheless introduces no possibility that scientists might also have played any role whatsoever as public 

intellectuals. 

 

The points made by Edgerton and Collini are equally evident in older specialist histories centred on mid-

century British scientific intellectuals, four of which are particularly illustrative.  Best-known is Gary 

Werskey’s The Visible College,26 a history of the interwar and wartime social relations of science (SRS) 

movement developed through a collective biography of five academics—the scientists J.D. Bernal, J.B.S. 

Haldane, Lancelot Hogben and Joseph Needham, and the mathematician Hyman Levy—who became 

politically radicalised to varying degrees from the late 1920s through the early 1930s. Werskey shows how 

science-based Marxist theory and Soviet practice informed their political views, drawing several into the 

Communist party and all—especially J.D. Bernal—into leading roles within the SRS movement.  As a 

sympathetic yet balanced critique of how well these individuals’ beliefs translated into political, 

professional and personal action, Visible College remains an outstanding and deservedly influential work.  A 

difficulty with this account, however, is the two-cultures manner in which its radical scientific left 

protagonists are juxtaposed with their ideological opponents—the latter identified as comprising two 

                                                            
21 Marwick, Culture in Britain, p.69. 
22 Morgan, The People’s Peace, p.144. 
23 Marwick, Culture in Britain, p.54, p.56. 
24 Ibid., p.66. 
25 Ibid., pp.66-67. 
26 Gary Werskey, The Visible College. A Collective Biography of British Scientists and Socialists of the 1930s (Allen Lane, 1978).  See also 
Werskey, ‘British Scientists and “Outsider” Politics, 1931-1945’, Science Studies, vol.1(1), January 1971, pp.67-83. 



Chapter 1                                                                  Rethinking The Place Of ‘Science’ In Early Cold War Britain 

12 
 

groups: a ‘High Culture’ and a ‘High Science’ contingent.  The High Culture ‘arts men’ are not only 

characterised as resistant to the scientific left’s ‘sympathy for totalitarian means and ends’ and their ‘threat 

to the artist’s strategic role in British culture’, 27 but are understood as opposed to scientific culture as a 

whole.  As evidence, Werskey cites the famous 1946 BBC ‘Challenge of Our Time’ radio series, where E.M 

Forster lamented: ‘the intellectual to my mind is more in touch with humanity than is the confident 

scientist, who patronises the past, oversimplifies the present and envisages a future when his leadership 

will be accepted.’28  Crucially, Werskey singled out George Orwell as another ‘apostle of High Culture’ who 

held a ‘prejudice’ against scientists in general, ‘whom [Orwell] regarded “as much more subject to 

totalitarian habits of thought than writers”.’29  These examples, Werskey concluded, all ‘gave substance to 

C.P. Snow’s subsequent lament about the “two cultures”.’30  A related two-cultures thinking also informs 

Visible College’s portrayal of political divisions within the British scientific community, where the left’s High 

Science opponents are pejoratively depicted as right-leaning reactionary academics lacking intellectual 

rigour in their political views.  By contrast, and adducing Snow’s dictum that scientists have ‘the future in 

their bones’, only members of the progressive left are understood to be the natural bearers of scientific 

culture and they alone are accorded the term ‘scientific intellectual’.31   

 

This binary opposition between the radical left who promoted scientific socialism through planned research 

and materialist practice on the one hand, and the High Science contingent ‘who sought to protect their 

laboratories from the encroachments of would-be scientific planners’ on the other, is also invoked by 

Werskey as a primary reason for the early postwar collapse of the radical movement and, by inference, the 

disintegration of the SRS movement as a whole.  In Werskey’s interpretation, its dissolution had begun with 

the formation of the Society for Freedom in Science in the winter of 1941-42 by John R. Baker and Michael 

Polanyi, two leading High Science exponents who believed that left-wing scientists had ‘wilfully confused 

science—a valid body of theories that could only be successfully modified in accordance with its own 

rules—with technology—the practical mastery of nature for particular social ends.’32  After 1945 these two 

men were to become representative of what Werskey described as ‘intellectual Cold Warriors bent on 

discrediting communism…and, above all, the scientific ethos of Marxist ideologues’;33 and aided by the 

negative effects of the 1948 Lysenko controversy on the scientific left’s credibility, their aims were soon 

realised.   

 

In William McGucken’s complementary treatment of the social relations of science movement,34 the 1936-

1945 era is also interpreted to be the twentieth-century peak of British scientists’ political activism, with 

interwar political and economic crises seen as original stimuli, and increased wartime demands on science 
                                                            
27 Werskey, Visible College, p.285. 
28 Grace Wyndham Goldie (ed.), The Challenge of Our Time (Percival Marshall, 1948), p.35. 
29 Werskey, Visible College, p.287. 
30 Ibid., p.288. 
31 ‘Now Communists like Bernal and Haldane were being asked to abandon…the prospect of maintaining a scientists' Popular Front. It 
was difficult enough for these scientific intellectuals to adopt, in advance of any long period of reworking their ideas, an almost wholly 
alien world-view.’; Werskey, Visible College, p.300. 
32 Werskey, Visible College, pp.280-285. 
33 Ibid., p.280, p.262.  Werskey defined “High Science” as ‘research which academic scientists hold in the greatest esteem [and 
having]…the following characteristics. It is “pure”, i.e. undertaken for purely intellectual as opposed to utilitarian reasons. It is “hard” 
and “experimental”: which means, among other things, a bias towards the techniques and problems of the physical sciences and an 
aversion to speculative theorizing which runs far ahead of empirical investigations. High Science is also “fashionable”, “hot” science, a 
research area of outstanding promise or continuing excitement. It is, above all and at its best, the work of 'first-rate' practitioners.’ 
[Ibid, p.20] 
34 William McGucken, Scientists, Society and State: The social relations of Science Movement in Great Britain, 1931-1947 (Columbus: 
Ohio State UP, 1984). 
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as continued justification.  A key virtue of McGucken’s study is his recovery of a larger group of leading 

scientific intellectuals operating within a wider, more politically heterogeneous setting than laid out in 

Visible College.  Individuals are contextualised within a suite of organisations which became central to the 

movement’s activities, notably the Association of Scientific Workers, the British Association for the 

Advancement of Science, and the Royal Society.  He shows how the AScW, under the presidency of P.M.S. 

Blackett and with an executive committee numbering J.D. Bernal, Hyman Levy and other communist 

figures, became increasingly radicalised throughout the period and supported the BA’s creation of a new 

Division for the Social Relations of Science (1938-1946).  The latter, chaired by Nature editor Richard 

Gregory and led by an executive committee that included centre-left figures like John Boyd-Orr, Julian 

Huxley and Ritchie Calder, was charged with studying ‘the effects of scientific advance on the well-being of 

the community and, reciprocally, with the effects of the social conditions upon the development of 

science.’35  The Division’s most important ventures were two wartime public conferences on ‘Science and 

World Order’ (September 1941), and ‘Science and the Citizen: the Public Understanding of Science’ (March 

1943), both given wide mass media coverage.  The third, and most conservative organisation was the Royal 

Society, whose wartime president Sir Henry Dale and secretaries A.V. Hill and Alfred Egerton contributed to 

the creation of official scientific advisory bodies, notably the Scientific Advisory Committee (1940) to aid in 

the central direction of the war effort.  As with Visible College, however, there is strong evidence of two-

cultures thinking in McGucken’s study.  Firstly, by its emphasis on organisations which were purely scientific 

in membership, an impression is created wherein the social relations of science movement and its 

members—despite their explicit goal of engaging with a wider society—had no overlap or contact with 

organisations or intellectuals beyond the scientific community.  Moreover, this stress on organisational and 

collective issues has operated at the expense of gaining insights to individual members’ personal motives or 

political convictions.  Instead, we are led to infer that scientists were unified by a common scientific outlook 

which set them apart from non-scientists—yet another suggestion of Snow’s two-cultures’ influence.  

Secondly, and to an even greater degree than Werskey, McGucken ruled out any possibility that British 

scientific intellectuals might have sustained their political engagement and cultural influence beyond the 

Second World War.  ‘In spite of the use of the atomic bomb and other science-based weapons’ he 

concluded, ‘there was no adverse social pressure on scientists as there had been during the 1930s.’  Rather, 

‘a victorious, though exhausted, nation was instead thankful for the science-based offensive and defensive 

systems that had helped ensure its victory in the war.’36 

 

In contrast to the above, David Horner and Greta Jones took the early Cold War era not as an epilogue but 

as the principal setting for their historical accounts of British scientific intellectuals.37  Both drew out 

important aspects of some scientific intellectuals’ activities in this latter period, yet each also exhibits 

evidence of problems identified by Edgerton—notably their emphasis on the scientific left and their overall 

tenor of decline.  Tracing the continuing decline of the scientific left, Horner expanded its contingent 

beyond the radicals of Visible College and analysed them from differing perspectives.  Like McGucken, he 

concentrated on a set of purely scientific organisations, principally the AScW and the World Federation of 

Scientific Workers (begun in 1946), and their relationships with the Trades Union Congress, the Labour 

                                                            
35 Ibid., p.124. 
36 Ibid., p.346.  Admittedly, McGucken later cited nuclear weapons as an issue ‘engaging the attention of concerned scientists’, but did 
not take up their response any further. Ibid, p.356. 
37 D.S. Horner, Scientists, Trade Unions and Labour Movement Policies for Science and Technology: 1947-1964 (Unpublished PhD, 
University of Aston at Birmingham, 1986); Greta Jones, Science, Politics, and the Cold War (Routledge, 1988). 
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Party and the Communist Party of Great Britain.  Horner’s positive salience to the present work is three-

fold.  Firstly, his study identified and developed the significance of new scientific organisations, like the 

Engels Society (1946-1951), as alternative leftwing vehicles for shaping science policy in the wake of the 

AScW’s decreasing influence.  Secondly, he noted the profound shift in the scientific left’s priorities ‘from 

the discussion of the social dimension of science and technology in [narrow] political terms to discussion in 

ethical terms.’38  Amongst these were controversies surrounding alleged American use of biological and 

chemical weapons during the Korean War; debates on the desirability of a moral code for scientific 

workers; and questions concerning state demands for atomic secrecy.  Finally, Horner affirmed the 

continuing postwar importance of P.M.S. Blackett, singling out Blackett’s early role in the WFSW and his 

successful establishment of a TUC Scientific Advisory Committee.  The main relevance of Jones’s study to 

the present dissertation is its recognition that the appearance in 1945 of the atomic bomb introduced a 

new dimension to scientific intellectual culture in the early Cold War.  It led ‘to two things: increasing 

surveillance of, and political pressure upon, scientists and, in the case of both the USSR and the West, an 

attempt to redefine the ideology of science to fit the competing political and social systems of the super-

powers.’39  Jones was also possibly the first historian to examine the role of the Atomic Scientists 

Association in this context, tracing its 1945 origins and its goal of formulating approaches to the 

international control of atomic energy and nuclear arms limitation.40   

 

Both Jones and Horner, however, continue the tradition begun with Visible College of privileging the 

scientific left over other political factions, and of framing their early postwar history as one of declining 

influence due to Cold War political forces.  Jones’s treatment of the ASA, for example, is little more than a 

narrative of its centre-left leaders, Rudolf Peierls and Neville Mott, 41  repeatedly hampered by a 

conservative faction within the organisation, and culminating in the ASA’s de-politicisation by the early 

1950s.  Likewise, in Horner’s account, the Engels Society, which began as a Marxist discussion group, was 

‘propelled by political and ideological conflicts of the Cold War into the Lysenko controversy’ and by 1951 

had become a casualty of the ideological offensive launched by the Society for Freedom in Science.42  In 

addition, both works retain the two-cultures pattern evident throughout the literature under discussion, 

with neither attempting to situate their protagonists or arguments in the wider domain of elite British 

intellectual culture.  

 

By contrast, Meredith Veldman’s more recent Fantasy, the Bomb and the Greening of Britain,43 demands 

consideration for its explicit placement of postwar science-related political movements within such a wider 

British cultural context.  Veldman’s principal argument is that the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 

(begun in 1958) and the later environmentalist Green movement, were both expressions of a widely-shared 

antipathy to technology and material progress, an antipathy whose literary counterpart could also be 

recognised in the postwar popularity of fantasy-fiction writers such as J.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis.44  What 

                                                            
38 Horner, Scientists, p.101. 
39 Jones, Science, Politics, Cold War, p.ii. 
40 For the US counterpart to the ASA, see Alice Kimball Smith, A Peril and a hope. The scientists' movement in America: 1945-47 
(University of Chicago Press, 1965). 
41 Rudolf Peierls (1907-1995) was a German-born theoretical physicist, and leading member of the British contingent on the 
Manhattan Project; Nevill Mott (1905-1996), a theoretical physicist was the first ASA president (1946). 
42 Horner, Scientists, p.256. 
43 Meredith Veldman, Fantasy, the Bomb, and the Greening of Britain. Romantic protest, 1945-1980 (Cambridge: CUP, 1994). 
44 Veldman’s principal sources are secondary published works, supplemented by the CND Collection (LSE) and Tolkien Collection 
(Marquette University, Milwaukee). 
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linked these three phenomena for Veldman was a shared ideology of romantic protest, and a desire to 

assert Britain’s moral leadership in a post-war world dominated by two new global superpowers.  

Veldman’s study has at least two important strengths in relation to the approaches taken in the present 

work.  Firstly, it interrelates British intellectuals from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds, where scientific 

intellectuals like Julian Huxley, C.H. Waddington, Bertrand Russell and P.M.S. Blackett appear alongside 

well-known arts-trained intellectuals—notably the historians A.J.P. Taylor and E.P. Thompson; the literary 

critics F.R. Leavis and C.P. Snow; and writers such as T.S. Eliot, J.B. Priestley and Iris Murdoch.  Secondly, 

Veldman’s stress on the enduring presence of Christianity in postwar culture—whether in the guise of 

romantic fantasy literature (Tolkien described Lord of the Rings as ‘a fundamentally religious and Catholic 

work’)45 or the prominence of Christian intellectuals within the CND movement46—is a valuable reminder 

that early Cold War science and society issues were not necessarily confined to narrowly political concerns.   

 

There are, however, striking limitations to Veldman’s romantic protest argument.  It is difficult, for 

example, to accept without further evidence that C.S. Lewis, J.R. Tolkien and their appreciative readership 

somehow constituted a coherent and dominant postwar literary culture.47  Even more problematic is the 

follow-on assumption that contemporaries’ endorsement of these writers’ romantic vision was tantamount 

to their rejection of technological progress.  For, as Veldman herself noted, whereas many CNDers were 

devotees of Tolkien and Lewis, most of them also believed ‘that the Bomb represented a misdirection 

rather than a logical outcome of scientific and technological research’; in fact, they fully embraced the 

‘wonderland’ prospect of unlimited peaceful nuclear power, whose installations might eventually displace 

the ‘wastelands’ of the world’s deserts.48  Romantic and modernist ideologies could, in short, harmoniously 

coexist.  An equally glaring weakness is Veldman’s argument that the CND was infused with a romantic 

sensibility, a claim defended by the assertion that E.P. Thompson, one of its leading members, had 

romantic leanings by virtue of his William Morris study49 and his groundbreaking history, Making of the 

English Working Class.50  In fact, the unmistakable theme of Thompson’s treatise on Morris is apparent 

from its subtitle, ‘From romantic to revolutionary’; and Thompson’s latter work is a critique, not of the 

industrial revolution, but of capitalism.  Granted, Thompson had an ethical abhorrence of nuclear weapons; 

but there is no evidence to suggest that he was anti-technocratic.  Nor should there be: even after quitting 

the Communist Party in 1956, E.P. Thompson remained committed to Marxism, and to an ‘old’ New Left 

materialist and historicist outlook.51  The overall point is that Veldman’s thesis of an ‘”anti-industrialist 

spirit” in modern British culture’52 is underpinned by precisely the two-cultures and declinist assumptions 

that Edgerton flagged as a dominant feature of much British cultural and intellectual history.53 

 
                                                            
45 Quoted from a letter of 2 December 1953 to a Jesuit friend, Robert Murray. Lewis’s most famous works, The Chronicles of Narnia 
(1950-1956) are an extended Christian allegory.  J. A. W. Bennett, ‘Lewis, Clive Staples (1898-1963)’, rev. Emma Plaskitt, Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography. 
46 Notable were Canon John Collins (CND chairman), Richard Acland (Christian socialist, Common Wealth Party founder and 
internationalist), Victor Gollancz (Save Europe Now leader and anti-materialist) and Rev. George MacLeod (pacifist, Scottish, founder 
of the Iona Community). 
47 Lewis eschewed modern poets and literature, preferring Kipling or Rider Haggard. 
48 Veldman, Romantic Protest, pp.153-154. 
49 E.P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (Lawrence and Wishart, [1955] 1980). 
50 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Gollancz, 1963). 
51 For Thompson’s objections to Perry Anderson’s brand of ‘new’ New Left Marxism (which did critique industrialism), see E.P. 
Thompson, ‘The Peculiarities of the English (1965)’, in: Thompson, The Poverty of Theory & other essays (Merlin Press, 1978).  For 
relevant discussions of this celebrated paper, see Collini, Absent Minds, pp.172-174; and Edgerton, Warfare State, pp.226. 
52 Veldman, Romantic Protest, p.112. Veldman explicitly relies on the arguments of Martin Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of 
the Industrial Spirit, 1830-1980 (Cambridge: CUP, 1981). 
53 Edgerton, Warfare State, pp.10-11.  
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Rethinking Intellectuals in the early Cold War 

There are a number of recent historical works, less influenced by a two-cultures mindset, which have 

helped inform my thinking about how to better approach the question of British intellectuals in the early 

Cold War.  One such body of literature, focused on intellectuals’ responses to heightened East-West 

ideological tensions, has challenged older interpretations which maintained that intellectuals were either 

politically dormant or that they unreflectively fell into one or another of the two ideological camps. A key 

insight of such works—and one which has implications for rethinking scientific intellectuals—is that 

intellectuals’ involvement as a whole in these state-sponsored rival campaigns was not one of passive 

compliance: British communist intellectuals struggled against the ideological strictures imposed by 

Moscow, and British liberal intellectuals accommodated American cultural counter-offensives while 

refusing to subscribe to their anti-communist rhetoric.  Andy Croft, for example, in his studies of British 

communist poets and writers like Randall Swingler (1909-1967), Jack Lindsay (1900-1990), and Edgell 

Rickword (1898-1982),54 highlighted their efforts to mitigate the effects of Soviet literary politics on the 

CPGB, and to sustain a distinctively British writing style in the face of Party opposition.55  Similarly, in his 

collective biography, Stephen Woodhams illustrated the varied forms of opposition by a younger 

generation of future New Left intellectuals like E.P. Thompson, John Saville and Eric Hobsbawm to Party 

strictures during the first post-war decade.56  Admittedly, by confining themselves to humanities-trained 

intellectuals and by not addressing the science-related aspects of this two-camps rivalry, Croft and 

Woodhams have not overcome a fundamental limitation of two-cultures thinking.  Nonetheless, their 

shared argument that British radical intellectuals often refused to promote or endorse Moscow doctrine, 

while still retaining their Anglo-Marxist ideals, has equal relevance to scientific radicals.  Its salience to J.G. 

Crowther, in particular, is developed in Chapter 5 below.   

 

On the other side of the two-camps political divide, recent studies have also begun to challenge an 

historiography 57  which often portrayed British liberal and centre-left intellectuals as staunch anti-

communist ideologues—or unwitting dupes—when they participated in anti-Soviet propaganda activities 

organised or sponsored by British and American governments.58  Hugh Wilford, for example, in his analysis 

                                                            
54 Andy Croft, ‘Writers, the Communist Party and the Battle of Ideas’, Socialist History, vol.5, Summer 1994, pp.2-25; Croft, ‘Authors 
take Sides: Writers and the Communist Party’, In: Geoff Andrews (ed.), Opening the books: essays on the social and cultural history of 
British communism (Pluto Press, 1995); Croft, ‘The Boys Round the Corner: the Story of Fore Publications’, in: Andy Croft (ed.), A 
Weapon in the Struggle: The Cultural History of the Communist Party in Britain (Pluto Press, 1998); and Croft, Comrade Heart: A Life of 
Randall Swingler (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2003). 
55 For the CPGB leadership’s efforts to impose Moscow doctrine on its intellectual members, see: Willie Thompson, ‘British 
Communists in the Cold War, 1947-52’ Contemporary British History, vol.15(3) Fall 2001, pp.105-132.  See also, Kevin Morgan, 
Communists and British Society 1920-1991: People of a Special Mould (Rivers Oram Press, 2003), especially, ‘Intellectuals’, pp.76-91. 
For a wider, European perspective, see Ian H. Birchall, Sartre Against Stalinism (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2004). 
56 Stephen Woodhams, History in the Making: Raymond Williams, Edward Thompson & Radical Intellectuals, 1936-1956 (Merlin, 2001). 
Modelled explicitly on Gary Werskey’s Visible College collective biographical approach, Woodhams’ principal historical subjects are 
E.P. Thompson (1924-1993); Raymond Williams (1921-1988); Eric Hobsbawm (b.1917); Ralph Miliband (1924-1994); Dorothy 
Thompson (b.1923); and John Saville (b.1916).  For a comprehensive study of these intellectuals beyond 1956, see Dennis Dworkin, 
Cultural Marxism in Postwar Britain: History, the New Left, and the Origins of Cultural Studies (Durham, N.C.: Duke UP, 1997).  For a 
comparative analysis of the Marxist ideologies of British New Left historians and the Bernalists, see Edwin A. Roberts, ‘From the 
History of Science to the Science of History: Scientists and Historians in the Shaping of British Marxist Theory’, Science & Society, 
vol.69(4), October 2005, pp.529–558; Roberts, it should be noted, invokes Werskey’s Visible College arguments when discussing the 
radical scientific Left. 
57 For an early muckraking polemic against the CCF see Christopher Lasch, ‘The Cultural Cold War. A Short History of the Congress for 
Cultural Freedom’, in: B.J. Bernstein (ed.), Toward a New Past: Dissenting Essays in American history (NY: Pantheon Books, 1968).  For 
a triumphalist account of intellectuals’ committed response to Stalinism, see Peter Coleman, The Liberal Conspiracy. The Congress for 
Cultural Freedom and the Struggle for the Mind of Postwar Europe (Collier Macmillan, 1989).  For a portrayal of their unwitting 
complicity, see Frances Stonor Saunders, Who Paid the Piper? The CIA and the Cultural Cold War (Granta Books, 1999). 
58 For an excellent survey of evolving historiography concerning British state propaganda in this period see Andrew Defty, Britain, 
America and Anti-Communist Propaganda 1945–53: The Information Research Department (Routledge, 2004), ‘Introduction’, pp.1-25. 
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of the relationship between Anglo-American state agencies and the British left during the early Cold War, 

has argued for a nuanced appreciation of the British non-communist left’s reception to CIA-sponsored 

initiatives like the Paris-based Congress for Cultural Freedom, and its offshoot, the British Society for 

Cultural Freedom (founded in 1951).59  In a related work, Giles Scott-Smith has argued that British liberal 

intellectuals who participated in CCF conferences, or contributed articles to its London-based Encounter 

journal, were motivated less by anti-communist convictions, than by their individual cultural and political 

aims.60  Remarkably, amongst influential early CCF figures highlighted by Scott-Smith was the scientific 

intellectual and SFS co-founder Michael Polanyi, who was not only a key participant in its 1953 Hamburg 

‘Science and Freedom’ conference, but also organised the important succeeding 1955 Milan conference on 

The Future of Freedom.61  To further these initiatives, Polanyi founded an Oxford-based permanent post-

conference Committee on Science and Freedom, with honorary sponsors including Bertrand Russell and 

Robert Oppenheimer.62  Scott-Smith also stressed Polanyi’s profound influence on intellectuals like Edward 

Shils, the UK-based American sociologist who, at Polanyi’s suggestion, later became the founding editor of 

Minerva, the journal dedicated to science and society issues.  Such accounts offer further evidence that the 

political activism of High Science intellectuals like Polanyi did not diminish during the early Cold War, nor 

was it confined to disputes with the radical British scientific left.    

 

In another category of recent scholarship, offering evidence of new thinking that has also benefitted the 

present dissertation, are three works which have paid particularly close attention to British scientific 

intellectuals in relation to the early Cold War.  One is Jessica Reinisch’s unpublished MSc dissertation on the 

Society for Freedom in Science, which argues that this organisation was neither homogeneous in members’ 

ideological make-up nor moribund in the early Cold War era.63  Contradicting earlier histories which 

situated the SFS’s key significance in its wartime struggle to retain ‘freedom in science’ against the left’s 

scientific planning aims,64 Reinisch instead shows that the SFS remained politically vibrant until the mid-

1950s, when it foundered amidst internal disagreement concerning SFS cooperation with the American-

financed Congress for Cultural Freedom.  Even more importantly, arguing that the SFS ought not to be 

understood as a single-issue, centre-right organisation, Reinisch demonstrates that Society members held 

diverse conceptions of scientific liberalism, with some, for example, reacting negatively to its vice-president 

Michael Polanyi’s contention65 that the scientific community ought to be held up as a model for effective 

democracy in the wider world.66  Reinisch also noted the influence of non-scientific intellectuals on SFS 

                                                            
59 Hugh Wilford, The CIA, the British Left and the Cold War. Calling the Tune? (Frank Cass, 2003).  See, in particular, Chapter 6, 
‘Unwitting Assets? British Intellectuals and the Congress for Cultural Freedom’, pp.193-224. 
60 Giles Scott-Smith, The Politics of Apolitical Culture: The Congress for Cultural Freedom, the CIA, and Post-war American Hegemony 
(Routledge, 2002). 
61 Giles Scott-Smith, ‘The Congress for Cultural Freedom, the End of Ideology and the 1955 Milan Conference: Defining the Parameters 
of Discourse', Journal of Contemporary History, vol.37(3) July 2002, pp.437-455.  See also Scott-Smith, ‘”A Radical Democratic Political 
Offensive”: Melvin J. Lasky, Der Monat, and the Congress for Cultural Freedom’, Journal of Contemporary History, vol.35(2) April 2000, 
pp.263-280, which traces intellectual links between George Orwell, Arthur Koestler and Melvin Lasky. 
62 This Committee published an irregular Bulletin, Science and Freedom, co-edited by Michael Polanyi’s son and daughter-in-law.  See 
Michael Polanyi (ed.), Science and Freedom. November 1954- August1956 [selection of articles from 1st 6 issues of BCSF] 
(Manchester: Committee on Science and Freedom, 1962). 
63 Jessica Reinisch, The Society for Freedom in Science, 1940-1963 (Unpublished MSc. Dissertation: Imperial College, London, 2000). 
64 Werskey, Visible College, p.285. William McGucken, portraying the SFS in similar terms, traced its continuation into the early 
postwar years.  But in contrast to Werskey, he concluded that by the late 1940s ‘the necessity for freedom in scientific research’ had 
come to be ‘universally acknowledged’ within the British scientific community. McGucken, ‘On Freedom and Planning in Science: the 
Society for Freedom in Science 1940-1946’, Minerva, vol.16, 1978, pp.42-72, p.42. 
65 See Michael Polanyi, ‘The Republic of science. Its political and economic theory’, Minerva, vol.1(1), 1962, pp.54-73. 
66 Much additional research is needed to properly understand the range of SFS members’ political and philosophical views, their 
scientific disciplines, and their significance.  To the right of the political spectrum, for example, J.R. Baker was joined by figures such as 
the Nobel physicist George Paget Thomson (1892-1975) and the economic historian (and Peterhouse Fellow) Michael Postan (1899-
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members’ thinking, including writings by the neo-liberal economist Friedrich Hayek and the liberal 

internationalist Norman Angell—all factors serving to challenge orthodox interpretations of the scientific 

right as reactionary, insular and of little importance to early Cold War political discourse.  Most importantly, 

however, these features also support Edgerton’s wider argument that scientific intellectuals’ views often 

stemmed at least as much from their pre-existing political views, as from their understandings of science 

per se.   

 

A second work, by Anna-K. Mayer, considers another important Cold War setting for the scientific right—

and the SFS’s ideological initiatives—through her studies of the history-of-science discipline at Cambridge 

University.67  While not explicitly arguing against two-cultures theses, Mayer nevertheless demonstrates 

their inapplicability by showing the ideological affinities between scientific and humanities’ intellectuals in 

their collaborative efforts to shape history of science pedagogy.  Cambridge’s history of science Committee, 

founded in 1936 by leading scientists (including the left-wing radicals Joseph Needham and J.D. Bernal), 

saw its aim gradually evolve from organising occasional lectures to establishing an undergraduate history 

course during the postwar decade.  Mayer shows how this transition entailed a rise to power within the 

Committee by trained historians, and by an increasing number of lecturers drawn from the ranks of the SFS 

during the war.68  By the late forties, a strong alliance of liberal arts-trained historians and liberal scientific 

intellectuals had been formed.  Centred on three individuals—the historian Herbert Butterfield,69 the 

modernist theologian Charles Raven,70 and the economic historian Michael Postan,71 the latter an SFS 

member—it sought to remove Marxist-inspired content from the Committee’s lecture programme, and 

instead promote an idealist interpretation of science’s history.  Through this initiative, a new historiography 

of the Scientific Revolution emerged, in which ‘the image of science as a rare, aristocratic, and solitary 

pursuit, hermetically sealed off from society, became central.’72  Four aspects of this episode are 

particularly relevant to rethinking scientific intellectuals.  Firstly, as with Reinisch’s study, the SFS and its 

scientific right members are presented in a new light, with the history of science their main ideological 

terrain rather than freedom-versus-planning disputes.  Secondly, underscoring arguments about scientific 

intellectuals and war, Mayer notes that ‘at a time when the relations between science and war became 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
1981); to the left, the SFS membership included socialists (both communist and non-communist) such as the Marxist biochemist and 
historian of science Joseph Needham (1900-1995), the philosopher Cyril Joad (1891-1953) and the Fabian ecologist Arthur Tansley.66  
Other historians of science in the SFS included Herbert Dingle (1890-1978), Charles Singer (1876-1960), the chemist Frank Sherwood 
Taylor (1897-1956), and the philosopher A.D. Ritchie (1891-1976).  Amongst the younger members was the biologist and Nobel 
laureate Peter Medawar (1915-1987), of particular interest for his combined anti-Marxism and (as a logical positivist) pro-scientism 
views.  Another significant aspect of the SFS membership that demands further work relates to religiosity.  In addition to Needham 
and Joad were individuals such as the agricultural scientist Sir John Russell (1872-1965) and physician Sir Walter Langdon-Brown 
(1870-1946), both of whom held profound Christian convictions.  Most importantly, however, was the SFS’s leading light, Michael 
Polanyi, whose religiosity remains to be adequately historicised. 
67 Anna-K. Mayer, ‘Setting up a discipline, I: Conflicting agendas of the Cambridge History of Science Committee, 1936-1950’, Studies In 
History and Philosophy of Science Part A, vol.31, 2000, pp.665-689; Idem, ‘Setting up a discipline, II: British history of science and "the 
end of ideology", 1931-1948’, Studies In History and Philosophy of Science Part A, vol.35(1), March 2004, pp.41-72. For another 
revisionist account of an intellectual from the scientific Right, see Waqar Zaidi, ‘The Janus-face of Techno-nationalism: Barnes Wallis 
and the “Strength of England”’, Technology and Culture vol.49, January 2008, pp.62-88. 
68 SFS members who were academic historians of science included Herbert Dingle (1890-1978), Frank Sherwood Taylor (1897-1956), 
Charles Singer (1876-1960) and the Scottish philosopher A.D. Ritchie (1891-1976); surprisingly, the Marxist biochemist and historian of 
science in China, Joseph Needham (1900-1995), was also an SFS member. 
69 Herbert Butterfield (1900-1979), first known for his iconoclastic The Whig Interpretation of History (1931), was a fellow of 
Peterhouse, Cambridge (1923), Professor of Modern History (1944), and author of The Origins of Modern Science, 1300–1800 (1949), 
based on his Cambridge lecture series. 
70 Charles Raven (1885-1964), committed to reconciling science and religion, delivered the 1951-52 Gifford Lectures on this topic; he 
was also vice-chancellor of Cambridge University (1947-1949). 
71 Michael Postan (1899-1981) was a Cambridge professor of economic history before and after the war, concerned principally with 
the trade and the rural society of the middle ages.  
72 Mayer, ‘British history of science and "the end of ideology", 1931-1948’, p.62. 
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ever more complex, diverse, and ubiquitous, with the Second World War and the advent of the Cold War, 

war became ever more erased from science studies.’73  Thirdly, the ideological heterogeneity of the 

Scientific right is further reinforced through Mayer’s recovery of a religious faction, including Butterfield 

himself.74  And finally, the political alliance between arts-trained and science-trained liberal intellectuals 

within the Committee further undermines the validity of Snow’s two-cultures dichotomy.75 

 

A third influence on the present dissertation’s approach to rethinking British scientific intellectuals is Oren 

Harman’s recent biography of the biologist C.D. Darlington (1903-1981), an SFS member and scientific 

intellectual known for his passionate attacks on Trofim Lysenko.  Harman subverts standard accounts of a 

two-camps dichotomy between the scientific left and right, offering instead a compelling and different 

analysis of Darlington’s anti-Lysenkoism. 76   Unlike most recent biographical studies of scientific 

intellectuals—including those of J.D. Bernal, Joseph Needham and P.M.S. Blackett77—Harman has sought to 

illuminate the intellectual trajectory of his subject through critical attention to the conjunctions of 

historical, political and personal circumstances.  He shows that Darlington throughout the war years had in 

fact been sympathetic to the Marxist creed of dialectical materialism, sharing the scientific left’s advocacy 

for scientific planning, and belief in technological and material progress.  In the course of his cytological 

research, however, Darlington came to embrace biological determinism, the racialist ideology of intrinsic 

human inequality and the obverse of marxist genetic theory.  He was thus impelled to reject the human 

evolutionist implications of Lysenko’s theory, promoting instead ‘the belief that social planning based on 

scientific research would become an imperative for the future of mankind.’78  As with most of the historians 

introduced in this section, although Harman does not demonstrate any awareness of the revisionist 

arguments about British science and intellectuals,79 at least two aspects of his work nonetheless illustrate 

promisingly useful ways to advance our historical understanding of intellectuals.  One is Harman’s 

attentiveness to contradictions between Darlington’s publicly-stated views and his deeper convictions—

discerned by Harman from other evidence, including unpublished manuscripts and correspondence, and a 

valuable reminder of the need to avoid taking intellectuals’ utterances at face value.  A second aspect 

concerns Harman’s biographical method, which has demonstrated that a focus on individual protagonists—

with critical attention to their motives and historical circumstances—can yield insights and perspectives 

unavailable to approaches which primarily treat intellectuals in the aggregate, as members of one or 

                                                            
73 Mayer, ‘Setting up a discipline, II’, p.61. 
74 Butterfield’s intellectual thought was deeply informed by his Christian values. See, for example, C. T. McIntire (ed.), Herbert 
Butterfield: writings on Christianity and history (Oxford: OUP, 1979).  Religious values were equally paramount for several SFS 
historians of science, including the Roman Catholic Frank Sherwood-Taylor, and Charles Singer, raised in the Jewish faith for whom the 
Bible ‘was his comes viae vitaeque’ [E. Ashworth Underwood, ‘Charles Singer, the Man and the Historian’, Proceedings of the Royal 
Society of Medicine vol.55(10), October 1962, p.855].  More generally, historians have begun to address the place of religiosity in 
relation to the significance of science in British intellectual culture.  For an important synthesis of interwar debates, see Peter J. 
Bowler, Reconciling Science and Religion; for the importance of Christian values to one leading postwar scientific intellectual, see Ana 
Simoes, ‘Textbooks, popular lectures and sermons: the quantum chemist Charles Alfred Coulson and the crafting of science’, British 
Journal of the History of Science 37(3), 2004, pp.299–342. 
75 As further evidence, Mayer also notes Butterfield’s 1948 BBC radio broadcast, published as H. Butterfield, ‘A bridge between the arts 
and the sciences’, Listener, 15 July, 1948, pp.94-95.   
76 Oren Solomon Harman, The Man Who Invented the Chromosome. A Life of Cyril Darlington (Harvard UP, 2004).  See also Harman, 
‘C..D. Darlington and the British and American reaction to Lysenko and the Soviet conception of science’ Journal of the history of 
biology, vol.36(2), 2003, pp.309-352.   
77 Andrew Brown, J.D. Bernal. The Sage of Science (Oxford: OUP, 2005).  Simon Winchester, The Man Who Loved China: The Fantastic 
Story of the Eccentric Scientist Who Unlocked the Mysteries of the Middle Kingdom (Harper, 2008), a biography of Joseph Needham.  
Mary Jo Nye, Blackett: Physics, War, and Politics in the Twentieth Century (Harvard UP, 2004). 
78 Harman, Darlington, p.185. 
79 Harman, however, has not entirely overcome older cultural critique arguments, claiming, for example, that ‘peculiarly, in Britain 
government remained wedded to aristocratic cultural forms that were often hostile to industrial and scientific aims.’ Ibid., p.171. 
Harman, in fact, expressly invokes Werskey’s Visible College portrayal of the radical left. 
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another organisation or political grouping.80   

 

A final salient aspect of the newer historiography is one of absence.  For in addition to the exacerbated 

east-west political tensions of the early Cold War which the works cited above have stressed, there was a 

second, equally significant factor that dominated scientific intellectual discourse in Britain—namely, the 

advent of the atomic bomb and the ensuing nuclear arms race.  Yet remarkably, this phenomenon has 

received virtually no historical attention since Greta Jones’s work described earlier.81  This omission is all 

the more striking when contrasted with the wealth of recent scholarship concerning the American atomic 

scientists’ movement, notably works by Paul Boyer and Jessica Wang.82  Reasonable arguments, such as the 

secrecy surrounding Britain’s own atomic bomb development programme83 and the dominant US role in 

international control agreement negotiations in the UN,84 might partially explain such lack of revisionist 

attention to the British case.  But the present dissertation will aim to show that nuclear politics, including 

the early peace movement, was indeed a principal site of elite cultural engagement in early Cold War 

Britain—and British scientific intellectuals were central to its unfolding.    

 

Dissertation Outline 

From a variety of perspectives, the recent histories discussed in the preceding section have demonstrated 

the limitations of an early Cold War historiography embedded with the misleading assumptions uncovered 

by Collini and Edgerton.  More specifically, they have undermined older works which construed this period 

as one of intellectual quiescence or decline; which cast intellectuals as conforming to a simplistic ‘two 

camps’ dichotomy; which too seldom tested the validity of intellectuals’ claims against other evidence; 

which imposed C.P. Snow’s two-cultures division between scientific and arts-based intellectuals; which 
                                                            
80 For another successful recent use of this biographical approach, see Peder Anker, Imperial Ecology: Environmental Order in the 
British Empire, 1895-1945 (Harvard UP, 2001), which examines Julian Huxley and Arthur Tansley and others in an earlier period.  For a 
more critical revisionist account of an intellectual from the scientific Right, see Waqar Zaidi, ‘The Janus-face of Techno-nationalism: 
Barnes Wallis and the “Strength of England”’, Technology and Culture, vol.49, January 2008, pp.62-88. 
81 An exception is Lawrence S. Wittner, The Struggle Against the Bomb. vol.1, One World or None: A History of the World Nuclear 
Disarmament Movement Through 1953; Ibid. vol.2. Resisting the Bomb: A History of the World Nuclear Disarmament Movement 1954-
1970; and Ibid. vol.3. Toward Nuclear Abolition: A History of the World Nuclear Disarmament Movement, 1971-Present (Stanford, Cal: 
Stanford UP, 1993; 1997; 2003).  Wittner, however, explicitly argues for strong similarities between the British Atomic Scientists’ 
Association and its American Federation of Atomic Scientists counterpart in their initiatives and political trajectories, portraying both 
organisations as belonging to a singular and unified Western unaligned movement in active opposition to a Soviet-led so-called 
‘aligned’ faction. 
82 Paul Boyer, The Bomb's Early Light. American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age (University of N. Carolina Press, 
1995), p.106; see also Boyer, Fallout: A Historian Reflects on America's Half-Century Encounter with Nuclear Weapons (Columbus: Ohio 
State UP, 1998); and for a more recent exploration of ‘nuclear fear’, see Peter J. Kuznick, ‘Prophets of doom or voices of sanity? The 
evolving discourse of annihilation in the first decade and a half of the nuclear age’, Journal of Genocide Research, vol.9(3), September 
2007, pp.411–441.  Jessica Wang, American Science in an Age of Anxiety: Scientists, Anticommunism, and the Cold War (University of 
North Carolina Press, 1999).  Wang develops her thesis through individual studies of American scientific intellectuals, including Eugene 
Rabinowitch, Harlow Shapley, and Edward U. Condon.  In addition to these thematic studies, historians and biographers have also 
devoted considerable attention to the postwar political fates of individual American scientific intellectuals, including Leo Szilard, Hans 
Bethe, James B. Conant and, especially, J. Robert Oppenheimer.  See, for example: G. Allen Greb (ed.), Toward a liveable world : Leo 
Szilard and the crusade for nuclear arms control (MIT, 1987); Silvan S. Schweber, In the Shadow of the Bomb: Oppenheimer, Bethe, and 
the Moral Responsibility of the Scientist (Oxford: Princeton UP, 2000); and James Hershberg, James B. Conant: Harvard to Hiroshima 
and the Making of the Nuclear Age (NY: Knopf, 1993).  For a comprehensive bibliography of works on Oppenheimer, see Kai Bird and 
Martin J. Sherwin, American Prometheus. The Triumph and Tragedy of J. Robert Oppenheimer (Atlantic Books, 2005), pp.593-600.  For 
an important comparative study of leading American Jewish scientific intellectuals, see David Hollinger, Science, Jews, and Secular 
Culture: Studies in Mid-Twentieth Century American Intellectual History (Chichester: Princeton UP, 1996). 
83 For the official history of Britain’s nuclear weapons’ programme, see Margaret Gowing, Independence and Deterrence. Britain and 
Atomic Energy, 1945-1952; 2 Vols (Macmillan, 1974).  This secrecy extended to a government ban on further press coverage following 
a brief confirmation of its atomic weapons’ programme in the House of Commons in 1948.  See Brian Cathcart, Test of Greatness. 
Britain's Struggle for the Atom Bomb (John Murray, 1994), pp.87-89. 
84 Even histories which seriously consider early postwar Anglo-American nuclear politics do not properly engage with the role of British 
scientific intellectuals.  See, for example, Paul H. Septimus, Nuclear Rivals. Anglo-American Atomic Relations, 1941-1952 (Columbus: 
Ohio State UP, 2000). 
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marginalised the importance of scientific intellectuals not belonging to the radical left; and which presumed 

that scientific intellectuals’ political engagement was bound up exclusively with science itself.  The dual 

aims of the present dissertation are to build on these recent works, with particular attention to refining our 

understanding of how the advent of nuclear weapons and heightened East-West political rivalry impacted 

British scientific intellectuals; and to advance my claim that scientific intellectuals should be recognised as 

belonging to a common British elite intellectual culture.  I focus on four individuals—George Orwell, Jacob 

Bronowski, J.G. Crowther and P.M.S. Blackett—who belonged to the generation of British intellectuals born 

within ten years of 1900.  George Orwell (1903-1950) was and remains a famous journalist, essayist and 

novelist, while the other three each pursued very different science-related professional careers: Jacob 

Bronowski (1908-1974) was a statistician and industrial scientific research administrator; J.G. Crowther 

(1899-1983) was a science journalist and writer; and P.M.S. Blackett (1897-1974), an academic physicist.  All 

were men of the left, with Bronowski the least, and Crowther the most leftwing in their political 

convictions; and all have previously been the subject of historical scholarship, some in the recent past.85  

The misleading assumptions which this scholarship has perpetuated, combined with these individuals’ 

recognised importance, were primary considerations for their selection in the present study.  My aim has 

been to rethink their separate and combined contributions to early postwar intellectual culture, through 

detailed examinations of selected and significant Cold War episodes which address crucial political 

questions.  Examples, taken up more exhaustively in the chapters to follow, include intellectuals’ responses 

to British nuclear policy, and the impact of the Zhdanov two camps/two cultures doctrine on the British 

radical left.  I also reconsider, in passing, intellectuals from the scientific right such as Frederick Lindemann, 

John R. Baker and C.D. Darlington; and I introduce and discuss important figures such as John Langdon-

Davies, Raymond Blackburn and Mark Oliphant, who have been absent from earlier accounts.   

 

I begin in Chapter 2 by developing a prosopographical overview of British scientific intellectuals who were 

publicly active in science-and-society issues during the first postwar decade, and I present a panoramic 

contextual overview for the chapters to follow.  I show that at least seventy scientific intellectuals—many 

of them absent from the historical literature—held some prominence in the mass media during this period, 

notably through BBC talks and discussion programmes, as well as in print.  Most had been trained at 

Oxbridge during the interwar period, and a two-thirds majority held political views to the right of centre.  

One of the key arguments I develop is that the advent of nuclear weapons would come to shape their 

intellectual engagement in unexpected ways.  The remaining chapters consist of an interrelated series of 

critical biographical sketches, each drawing out several of the arguments outlined in the Introduction 

above.  In Chapter 3, I argue that science and scientific intellectuals were intimately bound up with George 

Orwell’s famous novel Nineteen Eighty Four (1949), published at the height of the early Cold War.  Contrary 

to conventional understandings which portray Orwell as hostile to science, I show instead how Orwell came 

to side with the views of the scientific right through his active wartime interest in scientists’ doctrinal 

disputes concerning science and society.  This interest, in turn, contributed to his depiction of Ingsoc, the 

central fictional ideology of that novel.  In Chapter 4, I trace Jacob Bronowski’s remarkable transition from 

pre-war academic mathematician and Modernist poet to a leading postwar BBC media don.  I argue that 

Bronowski, in sharp contrast to Orwell, utterly failed to publicly engage with actual relations of science and 

the British state—despite his wartime involvement in military science, and his subsequent research 

                                                            
85 Blackett, for example, has been the subject of both a recent festschrift and biography.  See: Peter Hore (ed.), Patrick Blackett. Sailor, 
Scientist and Socialist (Frank Cass, 2003); and Nye, Blackett.  J.G. Crowther was the subject of a symposium held at UCL, 17 June 2005. 
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directorship at the National Coal Board.  Instead, Bronowski actively downplayed the perils of nuclear 

weapons, and promoted an idealist vision of science through his advocacy of scientific humanism.  In the 

final two chapters, I conclude by analysing the political activism of J.G. Crowther (Chapter 5) and P.M.S. 

Blackett (Chapter 6), both of whom Orwell had included in his infamous ‘blacklist’ of untrustworthy pro-

Soviets.  Both men actively opposed Britain’s nuclear policies: Crowther through his chairmanship of the 

Communist-linked British Peace Committee, and Blackett through his highly controversial book Military and 

Political Consequences of Atomic Energy (1948).  I show that their nuclear politics resulted from their very 

differing socialist beliefs.  Whereas Crowther remained a hard-line Third Internationalist and class-against-

class warrior, Blackett was driven by his concern that European socialism was imperilled by superpower 

nuclear rivalry.  More generally, I show that Blackett was one of the few scientific intellectuals to seriously 

engage with Britain’s warfare state, a factor which ironically set him alongside his detractor George Orwell.  

 

The decision to employ a biographical approach as a primary methodological tool in the present study was 

a deliberate choice, predicated on my belief that it offered the most promising means to working through, 

and overcoming, the problematic issues raised by Collini and Edgerton.  A key example is the question of 

the recurring gap between what intellectuals knew and what they promoted publicly, answers to which 

could best be addressed by close attention to their experiences, their interactions with other intellectuals, 

their diaries and their private correspondence.  Whereas it might be argued that such biographical focus on 

selected individuals sacrifices general understandings of intellectuals as a whole, this study has attempted 

to demonstrate the converse: the motives and mentalities of scientific intellectuals did not reflect common 

disciplinary underpinnings, but rather frequently stemmed from circumstances unique to each individual.  

On a related note, the biographical narrative of each chapter is structured chronologically, with a particular 

emphasis on the wartime era and its impact on the protagonist’s public intellectual role in the ensuing early 

Cold War.  The duration of each narrative, however, varies from chapter to chapter, with the Orwell 

episode ending earliest at his death in 1950, and the Bronowski episode extending furthest to the study 

cut-off of 1956. 

 

The research aims of this dissertation not only relied on conventional published primary and secondary 

sources, but were enormously facilitated by two other important categories of sources which have only 

recently become available to historians.  One resource, consisting of online periodicals in digital form 

(including The Times, New York Times, Economist, Times Literary Supplement, Nature and Manchester 

Guardian), permitted a quantitative and systematic evaluation of intellectuals’ visibility and public 

reception during the study period.  In developing the prosopographical overview, for example, digital 

keyword searches of TLS book reviews were used to identify the most prolific authors across a range of 

science-and-society topics; the relative public visibility of these individuals was, in turn, quantified by the 

frequency of their occurrence in periodical databases, including their radio and television appearances 

identified through BBC listings in The Times.  The second resource comprised over fifty published and 

unpublished manuscript collections, providing crucial insights to intellectuals’ often candid views, motives 

and deliberations, and offering a more rounded sense of their intellectual personae than their published 

works alone might suggest.   It is noteworthy that while there is a long tradition amongst historians of 

science to analyse scientists’ private papers for evidence of their disciplinary practice, much less use has 

been made of this same resource to assess their public intellectual roles.  Moreover, many collections 

employed in the present study, placed in institutions and in private hands on both sides of the Atlantic, 
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have not only been recently catalogued but were only locatable by online means.  Thus, for example, 

supplementing Jacob Bronowski’s primary collection (U. Toronto) were pieces of his correspondence found 

in numerous American-held collections, including those of Laura Riding (Cornell University); C.P. Snow, 

George Reavey and Arnold Wesker (U. Texas); Julian Huxley and Max Nicolson (Rice University); Samuel 

Putnam (Princeton); and Ezra Pound (Yale).  Likewise, new digital online finding aids helped uncover 

important correspondence and manuscript material concerning P.M.S. Blackett that are absent from his 

principal Royal Society collection; especially notable are pieces belonging to political allies like Rudolf 

Peierls (Bodleian), and political antagonists like Charles Lindemann (Nuffield College, Oxford).  Yet perhaps 

the most remarkably rich unpublished resources, used extensively in the present dissertation, are the BBC 

written archives (Caversham) whose scripts and correspondence files helped demonstrate the centrality of 

this mass medium to intellectual discourse during the study period. 
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Chapter 2 
Scientific Intellectuals in their Cold War Contexts, 1945-1956 

 
This is a political age.  War, Fascism, concentration camps, rubber truncheons, atomic bombs, etc., are what 
we daily think about, and therefore to a great extent what we write about, even when we do not name them 
openly.  We cannot help this. 

[George Orwell, ‘Writers and Leviathan’, Summer 1948]1 

Introduction 

In 1951, at the midpoint of the first postwar decade, the poet Stephen Spender reported to an American 

readership ‘on the intellectual and cultural climate of England against a background of economic crisis and 

political uncertainty.’2  Spender’s assessment of how conditions in Britain were affecting its creative writers 

would be echoed by literary and social historians in the decades to come: ‘older writers’ were 

‘reincarnating the glories of a past civilisation’; leftist writers believed social problems were being 

addressed by the Welfare State, so ‘needing no assistance from them’; and ‘the young writers’ were 

‘absorbed in a desperate search for a personal attitude towards events threatening to destroy humanity.’3  

Where Spender departed from these future historians, however, was in his comparison between writers 

and other intellectual disciplines, notably scientists.  Admitting that ‘someone like myself tends to judge the 

position of British intellectuals by that of the creative writers’, Spender was nevertheless drawn to conclude 

‘that scientists, architects, musicians, and artists, even more than the writers, form today our intellectual 

life.’4  In the case of scientists, Spender’s explanation was particularly telling: scientists were now ‘troubled 

by a sense of social responsibility awakened in them by the atom bomb’ and ‘renouncing the 19th century 

attitude that science means detachment from everything but the facts….’5  

 

Was Spender right in his assessment?  Did scientists ‘even more than writers’ contribute to Britain’s 

intellectual culture during the early Cold War?  What about scientists who were also writers?  Which 

scientists could or should he have had in mind?  Were they, as Spender insisted, strongly motivated by ‘a 

sense of responsibility’ for their collective association with Hiroshima and the possibility of a future nuclear 

holocaust?  This chapter addresses these and related questions by considering a representative group of 

scientific intellectuals, most but not all of whom were scientists.  For, as discussed in Chapter 1, by 

‘scientific intellectuals’ I take to mean public intellectuals—intellectuals writing, speaking or otherwise 

publicly responding to social and political issues—who were either trained or interested in the natural 

sciences.    

 

This chapter begins with a prosopographical overview of British scientific intellectuals who were active 

during the first Cold War decade (1945-1956), establishing that the majority had been trained in the pure 

natural sciences during the interwar period, mostly at Oxbridge.  About half of these went on to 

professional careers as academic or industrial scientists, but the vast majority of the remaining half became 

professional writers—mostly journalists and freelance creative writers.  Educational experiences and family 

                                                            
1 George Orwell, ‘Writers and Leviathan’, Politics and Letters, Summer 1948, in: Orwell, CW XIX, 3364, pp.288-293, p.288. 
2 Stephen Spender, ‘British Intellectuals in the Welfare State’, Commentary, vol.12(5), November 1951, pp.425-430.  The article was 
subtitled ‘How the New Climate Affects Science and Culture’. 
3 Spender, ‘British Intellectuals’, p.430. 
4 Part of Spender’s explanation was economic: whereas most other intellectuals were state-funded or employed, ‘I am convinced that 
the absence of hard cash is one of the reasons for the disillusionment of the writers with socialism.’ Ibid. p.427. 
5 Ibid. p.430. 
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backgrounds are examined, indicating that scientific intellectuals as a whole were tightly integrated into 

Britain’s cultural and intellectual elite.  In political terms, a surprising two-thirds majority held views to the 

right of centre, equally divided between liberals and conservatives; only about twenty per cent of the total 

belonged to the radical scientific left. 

 

I then consider the principal spheres of activity in which scientific intellectuals expressed their commitment 

to science-and-society issues, and develop three main arguments.  One is that scientific intellectuals 

responded to Cold War political conditions through participation in organisations that have been 

overlooked in the historical literature.  Secondly, in the early Cold War era, BBC radio became a principal 

forum for debate and discussion amongst these and other intellectuals, reaching an audience both larger 

and—in the case of the elite Third Programme—more politically and culturally influential than has been 

generally understood.  Thirdly, and paradoxically, although scientific intellectuals as a whole—including 

professional scientists—relied heavily on the mass print media to communicate their views, their published 

books rarely addressed Cold War issues directly.  Instead, they overwhelmingly sought to defend the ethical 

place of science in society through a variety of approaches, including its religious, humanist and cultural 

merits.  This last point is developed in the concluding section where I take up Spender’s comment 

concerning the effects of the bomb on scientists’ self-conceptions.  I argue that the atomic bomb, in 

association with other emergent Cold War conditions, did indeed constitute an unprecedented threat to 

the established authority of science and its practitioners.  In response, whereas many scientific intellectuals 

became politically engaged through participation in various organisations, their book publications instead 

reflected a disavowal of science’s double-edge status in the early Cold War. 

  

Profiling Scientific Intellectuals 

The natural starting point to rethinking the place of British scientific intellectuals in the early atomic age 

was firstly to establish their identities and secondly to gain some sense of the factors that shaped their 

intellectual personae.  The individuals under consideration, selected on the basis of their active public 

engagement with science-and-society concerns during the study period, were identified through their 

visibility in the mass media and through their participation in organisations that related in some sense to 

Cold War politics.  Each of them either wrote a book, appeared in BBC talks programmes or were visible in 

organisations that grew out of Cold War concerns.  Methodologically, sources used to compile the 

candidate group included the BBC’s Radio Times, Listener and internal BBC archive files for their broadcast 

appearances; and contemporary periodicals, daily press, and book reviews from the Times Literary 

Supplement archive for their appearance in print.  Scientific intellectuals’ personal details were compiled 

from digital databases (including the ODNB, Who Was Who, and Times obituaries) and published 

biographies and autobiographies.  Out of over a hundred candidates, seventy odd individuals were 

considered most significant (see Appendix), all of them men with the exception of the Quaker chemist and 

peace activist Kathleen Lonsdale.6  Their median year of birth was 1899, with Bertrand Russell (b.1872) the 

oldest and Alex Comfort (b.1920) the youngest.  Apart from several notable exceptions—including Michael 

Polanyi, Arthur Koestler, Rudolf Peierls and Joseph Rotblat—almost all were born in Britain or the British 

Commonwealth (e.g., Eric Burhop and Mark Oliphant). 

                                                            
6 Not included are women like the crystallographer Dorothy Crowfoot Hodgkin (1910-1994) and the biochemist Dorothy Needham 
(1896-1987), distinguished scientists but not politically active; other scientists like Antoinette Pirie (1905-1991), Reinet Fremlin (1912-
1992) and Nora Wooster (1905-), whose activism did not continue seriously beyond the interwar era, have also been excluded.  
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Educational and professional elites 

A university education was the strongest common feature.  Out of over 70 individuals, the only two 

exceptions were the science writer J.G. Crowther, who left Cambridge after one term; and the science 

journalist (Peter) Ritchie Calder who left school at sixteen.  The overwhelming majority—three quarters of 

the total—had studied at Cambridge or Oxford, and many to doctoral level.  Of the remainder, most had 

either been trained at the University of London or at leading institutions abroad.7  The vast majority, 80 per 

cent, studied natural sciences at university.  Of these, about two-fifths studied physics, almost always at 

Cambridge’s Cavendish Laboratory under Rutherford; a rare exception was E.N. da C. Andrade (London).8  

The other sciences studied were equally divided between mathematics, chemistry and the biological 

sciences.  Apart from two individuals who studied agricultural science,9 no scientific intellectual studied 

applied sciences or engineering.  Non-science disciplines studied were typically philosophy (e.g., Maurice 

Cornforth and Olaf Stapledon); history (e.g., Herbert Butterfield and John Langdon-Davies); and literature 

(e.g., Aldous Huxley).  Rare exceptions were law (Raymond Blackburn) and divinity (Charles Raven). 

 

During the early postwar era, approximately half of the scientific intellectuals sampled were practicing 

natural scientists by profession, mostly in academia.  The four-fifths within academia were equally divided 

between physicists (e.g., J.D. Bernal, P.M.S. Blackett and G.P. Thomson) and biologists (e.g., John R. Baker 

and R.L. M. Synge), with the remaining fifth mostly made up of mathematicians (e.g., R.A. Fisher) and 

chemists (e.g., E.F. Caldin and Charles Coulson).  The few professional scientists working in government 

included the physicists John Cockcroft (at Harwell) and C.G. Darwin (National Physical Laboratory), and the 

mathematician Jacob Bronowski (Ministry of Works and National Coal Board).  Amongst the other half of 

scientific intellectuals, nearly eighty per cent were writers by profession—including journalists, professional 

editors and free-lance writers.  They included the journalists Ivor Bulmer Thomas (Times Literary 

Supplement) and Chapman Pincher (Daily Express); the editors John Lewis (Modern Quarterly) and E.J. 

Holmyard (Discovery); and the free-lance writers J.G. Crowther, C.P. Snow, Arthur Koestler and Aldous 

Huxley.  The remaining handful were largely made up of academic historians (e.g., Herbert Butterfield); 

historians of science (e.g., Sam Lilley and Charles Singer) and philosophers (e.g., Bertrand Russell, Michael 

Polanyi10 and A.D. Ritchie). 

 

Elite circles 

Mid-twentieth century scientific intellectuals were not only highly-educated members of Britain’s 

professional classes, but were also closely integrated into the nation’s tiny intellectual and cultural elite.  

Often overlooked by historical ‘two cultures’ thinking, the associations they formed as students, the 

disciplinary diversity evident within their families, and their extended family networks all serve to 

demonstrate scientific intellectuals’ considerable overlap with their arts-trained counterparts. 

 

                                                            
7 Examples include Michael Polanyi (Berlin); Arthur Koestler (Vienna); and Joseph Rotblat (Warsaw). 
8 Andrade (1887-1971) took his first degree at University College, London before a year’s study in Heidelberg (1910-1911) and a year 
with Rutherford in Manchester; he was awarded a DSc (London) in 1920.  
9 The grassland scientist Reginald Stapledon (1882-1960) and the cytogeneticist C.D. Darlington (1903-1981) studied agriculture at 
Cambridge and London, respectively. 
10 Michael Polanyi (1891-1976) was a chemist-turned-philosopher; he had been a physical chemist at Manchester (1932-1948) after 
which he accepted a personal chair (1948-1958) in ‘social studies’. 
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The interwar student experiences of P.M.S. Blackett and Jacob Bronowski at Cambridge were typical for 

their generation of scientific intellectuals.  Arriving at Magdalene College in 1919, Blackett soon became a 

member of the Heretics,11 where he heard and met many distinguished literati including Herbert Read, J.M. 

Keynes, Edith Sitwell, T.S. Eliot, and Leonard and Virginia Woolf.  It was at Magdalene as well that Blackett 

developed a lasting friendship with the author of Science and Poetry (1926), I.A. Richards, who had already 

secured a reputation as one of Britain’s leading literary critics.12  Blackett’s intellectual circles extended 

beyond Cambridge to Bloomsbury through his friendship with Virginia Woolf’s brother Adrian Stephen,13 

and to Solly Zuckerman’s nascent Tots and Quots dining club; there, in addition to future prominent 

scientific intellectuals, Blackett came into frequent contact with arts-trained intellectuals like the poet 

Stephen Spender and the moral philosopher John Macmurray, and with the future Labour politicians 

Richard Crossman, Herbert Morrison and Hugh Gaitskell.14  

  

Jacob Bronowski remained immersed in Cambridge’s vibrant Modernist literary culture throughout his 

entire six year sojourn (1928-1933) studying mathematics.  During his editorship of the student journal 

Experiment (1928-1931), he established close ties and friendships with a host of fellow undergraduates who 

would later become distinguished literati and academic intellectuals.  They included the mathematics 

students William Empson and Max Black, future illustrious poet and philosopher, respectively; the poet and 

future William Blake scholar Kathleen Raine, reading natural science at Girton College; the painter Julian 

Trevelyan; and the future filmmaker Humphrey Jennings.  Bronowski’s literary pursuits extended to a close 

involvement with the expatriate literary community in Paris,15 through whom he met and corresponded 

with a wide assortment of avant-garde figures including James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Ezra Pound, and the 

husband-and-wife Imagist poets Richard Aldington and ‘H.D.’ (Hilda Doolittle).16  During this period as well, 

incidentally, Bronowski and F.R. Leavis first developed what was to become a lifelong mutual antipathy, 

with Leavis deriding Bronowski’s poems as mere ‘parasitic’ plagiarism of T.S. Eliot17 and Bronowski judging 

Leavis’s New Bearings in English Poetry (1932) in similarly unflattering terms.18 

 

Cross-disciplinary intellectual ties were equally evident within families and through family networks. 

Stephen Spender had an older sibling Michael (1907-1945) who ‘after a distinguished university 

performance…made his name as an explorer and scientist.’19  The scientific humanist Julian Huxley’s 

brother was the equally famous Aldous Huxley, author of Brave New World (1932).  The historical novelist 

Naomi Mitchison (1897-1999) was the sister of J.B.S. Haldane, the geneticist and radical scientific 

intellectual featured in Gary Werskey’s Visible College.  From 1923 to 1939 Mitchison’s London home 

                                                            
11 Andrew Brown, ‘Blackett at Cambridge’, in: Peter Hore (ed.) Patrick Blackett. Sailor, Scientist and Socialist (Frank Cass, 2003), pp.97-
109. 
12 I.A. Richards, ‘Professor the Lord Blackett, O.M.’, 3-page typescript, annotated, ‘for Magdalene College Magazine’, Folder A3, 
BLACKETT.  I.A. Richards, Science and Poetry (Kegan Paul, 1926). 
13 Solly Zuckerman, From Apes to Warlords. The autobiography (1904-1946) of Solly Zuckerman (Hamish Hamilton, 1978), pp.51-52. 
14 Ralph J. Desmarais, ‘Tots and Quots (act. 1931–1946)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, OUP, online edn, Feb 2009. 
15 They included the American editors and publishers Edward W. Titus (1870-1952), Eugene Jolas (1894-1952) and Samuel Putnam 
(1892-1950).  Bronowski contributed to ‘little magazines’ like transition (Jolas), This Quarter (Titus) and New Review (Putnam).  For a 
rich account of Bronowski’s overlap with these and other figures, see his 1930-1932 correspondence with Putnam, PUTNAM.  
16 Ibid. 
17 F.R. Leavis, ‘Cambridge Poetry’, The Cambridge Review, 1 March 1929, pp.317-8.  Leavis repeated his attack the following year, 
arguing that Bronowski ‘is at liberty to borrow for his method from Mr Eliot, but more is needed than method, and what more than 
method Mr Bronowski offers comes mainly from Mr Eliot…. [H]e has nothing of his own to offer…. [T]he names and symbols he 
introduces are dead counters.’  F.R. Leavis, ‘Cambridge Poetry’, The Cambridge Review, 16 May 1930, pp.414-415. 
18 It was, Bronowski concluded, ‘nearly everything that is bad in criticism; fundamentally, inability to read poems with and interest or 
pleasure but critical carping and sharpness.’  Letter, Bronowski to W.G. Archer, 3 September, 1932, ARCHER. 
19 John Sutherland, ‘Spender, Sir Stephen Harold (1909-1995)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, OUP, 2004. 
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‘rivalled Bloomsbury as an intellectual centre’ and her circle of close friends numbered Wyndham Lewis, 

W.H. Auden, and Storm Jameson.20  The Hungarian émigré brothers Michael and Karl Polanyi are equally 

illustrative of sibling intellectual (and political) contrast: as noted in the previous chapter, Michael’s anti-

Marxist liberal political convictions underpinned his postwar philosophy career; Karl Polanyi (1886-1964), 

however, became a distinguished Marxist economic historian, best known for his work The Great 

Transformation (1944). 21   They nonetheless sustained a close and mutually supportive intellectual 

relationship.  

 

Spousal and partner choices are likewise illuminating.  Amongst leftist scientific intellectuals, C.H. 

Waddington’s wife was the respected Modernist architect Justin Blanco White (b. 1911/12); their close 

friends included the visual artists Henry Moore, Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth, and Ivon Hitchens.22  

J.B.S. Haldane’s wife Charlotte (1894-1969) was a journalist, novelist and prolific biographer whose 

‘Cambridge salon’ in the early 1930s numbered William Empson and the novelist Malcolm Lowry.23  

Margaret Gardiner (1904-2005) and Margot Heinemann (1913-1992), two women with whom J.D. Bernal 

fathered children and maintained close contact until his death in 1971, are similarly illustrative.  Gardiner, a 

wealthy Hampstead socialite with a passion for the arts, introducing Bernal to her close circle of friends 

Barbara Hepworth and Ben Nicholson, the poets Louis MacNeice and W.H. Auden, and the Russian émigrés 

Berthold Lubetkin and Naum Gabo, modernist architect and Constructivist sculptor, respectively.24  Margot 

Heinemann, sharing a home with Bernal from 1949 onwards, was a fellow Communist, writer and teacher, 

later becoming a lecturer in English at Goldsmiths.25   

 

Not surprisingly, such connections were also common amongst the scientific right, with the family of A.V. 

Hill (1886-1977) providing an interesting example.  A Nobel laureate (physiology), independent 

(Conservative) MP for Cambridge University (1940-1945) and author of The Ethical Dilemma of Science 

(1960), Hill was married to Margaret Neville Keynes.  Her two brothers were the eminent economist John 

Maynard Keynes (1883-1946) and Sir Geoffrey Keynes (1887-1982), bibliographer, literary scholar and 

surgeon.  Geoffrey Keynes, whose work on William Blake ‘was instrumental in establishing Blake as a 

central figure in the history of English art and literature’26 was, in turn, married to Margaret Elizabeth 

Darwin, granddaughter of the famous naturalist Charles Darwin.27  The general point is that throughout the 

                                                            
20 Elizabeth Maslen, ‘Mitchison , Naomi Mary Margaret, Lady Mitchison (1897-1999)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, OUP, 
2004; online edn, May 2005. 
21 Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation: the political and economic origins of our time (NY: Farrar & Rinehart, 1944) historicised the 
roots of modern capitalism to the British Industrial Revolution.  
22Alan Robertson, ‘Conrad Hal Waddington’, Biographical Memoirs of Fellows of the Royal Society, vol.23, November 1977, pp.575-
622, p.579. 
23 According to her biographer, Charlotte Haldane’s first novel, the dystopia Man's World (1926), was a source for Aldous Huxley's 
Brave New World.  See Judith Adamson, Charlotte Haldane: Woman writer in a man's world (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998).  It is also 
noteworthy that in addition to studying mathematics, J.B.S. Haldane obtained first-class honours in classics and philosophy at Oxford 
(1914) before embarking on his genetics research career. 
24 See, for example, Margaret Gardiner, A Scatter Of Memories (Free Association Books, 1988).  Gardiner and Bernal were the driving 
forces behind the formation of the organisation 'For Intellectual Freedom' (1936), whose president was Leonard Woolf; Gardiner was 
secretary. 
25 Margot Heinemann later co-edited Britain in the Nineteen Thirties (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971), a major reappraisal of the left-
wing cultural endeavours of the decade. 
26 David McKitterick, ‘Keynes, Sir Geoffrey Langdon (1887–1982)’, rev. Stephen Lock, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, OUP, 
2004. 
27 Margaret Elizabeth (1890-1974)) was the daughter of Sir George Howard Darwin (1845-1912), a mathematician and geophysicist, 
and fifth child of Charles Robert Darwin (1809-1882)—author of On the Origin of Species (1859).  For more on the theme of 
intellectuals connected by marriage, Noel Annan, ‘The Intellectual Aristocracy’, In: J.H. Plumb (ed.) Studies in Social History. A tribute 
to G.M. Trevelyan (Longmans, Green & Co., 1955).  
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second and third quarters of the twentieth century, scientific and other intellectuals were closely 

intertwined in a common elite British culture.  

 

Political profiles 

Political leanings of scientific intellectuals active during the study period were considerably more varied 

than we have come to expect from most historical literature, which has tended to emphasise the activities 

of the radical scientific left.  Within the group surveyed, less than forty percent were identifiably left-of-

centre in their political convictions, and of these only about half could be considered left-wing communists 

or near-communists.  Within the latter category, in addition to well-known and frequently written-about 

communists like J.D. Bernal and J.B.S. Haldane, were two physicists C.F. Powell and Eric Burhop who 

publicly denied their CP involvement.28  As well, and more open in their communist convictions, were the 

biochemist R.L.M. Synge,29 the historian of science Sam Lilley, and the philosopher-writers Maurice 

Cornforth and John Lewis.  The non-communist left ranged from radicals like the physicist P.M.S. Blackett 

and embryologist C.H. Waddington, to Fabian socialists like the journalist (Peter) Ritchie Calder and 

biologist Arthur Tansley, to centre-left scientific intellectuals like the physicist Nevill Mott.   

 

It is instructive to note that, with the exception of Haldane (an Oxford alumnus), all the communist 

scientific intellectuals had studied at Cambridge—a point which supports Gary Werskey’s argument that 

Britain’s radical scientific left had its roots in Cambridge during the early thirties, largely through the 

successful recruiting activities of the Cambridge Anti-War Council set up by the CPGB.30  Werskey’s 

argument is lent even further weight when comparing the overall political makeup of Oxbridge-educated 

scientific intellectuals.  Whereas about half of its Cambridge alumni could be described as politically left-of-

centre, only one former Oxford student besides Haldane might have fitted this description.  This was John 

Langdon-Davies, a history graduate, whose radical leftism—as elaborated in Chapter 6—did not, in fact, 

survive the Popular Front era. 

 

The scientific right contingent, making up about two-thirds of the survey group, was equally divided 

between intellectuals holding liberal and conservative views—along with a handful of politically 

indeterminate or uncommitted individuals.  In the liberal quarter, I include self-declared candidates like the 

academics Michael Polanyi, Rudolf Peierls, and Solly Zuckerman, as well as individuals like C.P. Snow, Julian 

Huxley and John Boyd-Orr, whose politics appeared decidedly centrist despite their close relationship with 

the left in general or the Labour Party in particular.  Further to the right were readily-identifiable 

conservatives like the biologists John R. Baker, Carl Pantin and R.A. Fisher, all belonging to the right-wing 

faction of the SFS.  Other notable conservatives were F.A. Lindemann, Churchill’s confidante, and one-time 

                                                            
28 C.F. Powell joined the Party in 1934, remaining an ‘under cover’ member until 1950 or later; File ‘Prime Minister's Office: 
Correspondence and Papers, 1964-1970’, PREM 13/125 PRO.  Eric Burhop was secretly a CP member until at least 1950; File ‘Anglo-US 
discussions on ways to combat atomic security leaks following the cases of Pontecorvo, Fuchs, Professor Infeld and Dr Burhop’, FO 
371/ 93223 PRO.  Both were vice-presidents of the Soviet-aligned British Peace Committee and leading members of the World 
Federation of Scientific Workers. 
29 R.L.M. Synge joined the CP in 1936, remaining a member until at least 1949; H. Gordon, ‘R.L.M. Synge’, Biographical Memoirs of 
Fellows of the Royal Society, vol.42, November 1996, p.462. 
30 Gary Werskey, ‘Appendix: The Scientific Left at Cambridge’, in: The Visible College. A Collective Biography of British Scientists and 
Socialists of the 1930s. (Allen Lane, 1978)., pp.339-342.  The few leading radicals who had not studied at Oxbridge included the 
mathematician Hyman Levy (Edinburgh) and the Communist philosopher and writer John Lewis (Birmingham).  It is equally significant 
that more than three times as many scientific intellectuals studied at Cambridge, supporting Gary Werskey’s remark (p.214) 
concerning Oxford’s interwar ‘depressed position of science vis-a-vis the all-powerful, arts-dominated colleges’. 
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conservative or independent-conservative MPs like A.V. Hill, Ivor Bulmer-Thomas, and Raymond 

Blackburn.31  

 

As suggested, the key importance of the foregoing is that the scientific right was much more in evidence 

and politically active than the historical literature has implied, and they therefore demand to be taken as 

seriously as the scientific left.  Two factors, however, argue against interpreting scientific intellectuals’ 

internal disputes or their wider political activism strictly in terms of this left-right continuum.  One is that 

the most vitriolic attacks on the radical left during this period did not necessarily stem from the right, but 

from former communists like Arthur Koestler and John Langdon-Davies who nonetheless retained socialist 

principles.  The second factor, discussed in the final section below, is that other ideological factors, personal 

convictions and external determinants acted as cross-currents in shaping scientific intellectuals’ actions.  

One important clue to this ideological heterogeneity was the diverse makeup of the Society for Freedom in 

Science, whose scientific intellectual members were not only right-of-centre liberals and conservatives, but 

included Fabian-socialists (e.g, Arthur Tansley and Cyril Joad), Marxists (e.g., Joseph Needham) and 

individuals motivated by strong Christian (e.g., John Russell, and Frank Sherwood-Taylor) or Judaist (e.g., 

Charles Singer)32 convictions. 

  

Spheres of Activity 

Organisations 

Scientific intellectuals were either members of or participated in a number of important formal and 

informal organisations during the early Cold War which have passed relatively unnoticed in the historical 

literature.  These organisations, moreover, offer further evidence of overlapping interests and collaboration 

between scientific and arts-trained intellectuals, and they highlight the salience of the scientific right from 

new perspectives.  When taken into account, these organisations reinforce an account where the scientific 

left’s political difficulties stemming from renewed Lysenkoist controversies become considerably less 

central than generally understood.33  Instead, we find British scientific intellectuals responding in many 

ways and from many personal and political convictions to two general issues: the creation of the atomic 

bomb (and the threat of its repeated use after Hiroshima); and the East-West political and cultural rivalry 

between the two superpowers—in which Lysenkoism was only one of many considerations. 

 

As noted in Chapter 1, historians who addressed British scientific intellectuals’ responses to the advent of 

the atomic bomb have paid most attention to two organisations, the Association of Scientific Workers and 

the Atomic Scientists Association, made up exclusively of scientists.  In both cases, the principal narrative 

has been one of decline stemming from leaders’ lack of success in gaining members’ political support to 

influence Britain’s atomic energy policy: the AScW’s executive committee was regarded as too pro-

communist by its wider membership, and the ASA’s predominantly liberal leadership was thwarted by a 

                                                            
31 Hill had been an Independent (Conservative) MP for Cambridge University (1940-1945). Bulmer-Thomas had been a Labour MP 
(1945-1948) but resigned from the Party and joined the Conservatives; he was defeated in the 1950 election. Blackburn, initially a 
Labour MP (1945-1950), became an Independent (Conservative) MP (1950-1951). 
32 C. Singer, 'What Judaism means to me', Liberal Jewish Monthly, vol.8, 1938, pp.71-74. 
33 A central theme in the classic historical literature (described in Chapter 1) is the decline of the British scientific Left in the early 
postwar era, partially a result of its failed attempts to defend Lysenkoist genetics in the Soviet Union.  The present dissertation 
interprets Lysenkoism as important to internal disputes within the scientific community, but of limited significance to scientific 
intellectuals’ wider involvement in Cold War issues.  
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politically conservative faction. 34   There were, however, many other organisations of comparable 

significance involving scientific intellectuals, whose raison d’être was equally bound up with nuclear 

politics, and whose histories do not conform to a simplistic model of progressives’ defeat in the face of 

conservative reaction. 

 

Organisations associated with the atomic bomb may be broadly grouped into four categories, each with 

differing political aims.  In the first category were pacifist organisations like the Peace Pledge Union and 

Fellowship of Reconciliation which sought the elimination of war through complete disarmament and 

whose scientific intellectual members included Charles Coulson and Kathleen Lonsdale, both committed 

Christians.  In the second were an assortment of non-communist peace organisations, many of which fell 

under the coordinating National Peace Council.  The liberal scientific intellectual John Boyd-Orr was an NPC 

president during the first postwar decade, and NPC vice-presidents included scientific intellectuals of the 

left like Ritchie Calder and Cyril Joad, liberals like Charles Raven and the leftist-turned-conservative 

Raymond Blackburn; the ASA became affiliated with the NPC in 1950.  A third category, sympathetic to 

Soviet nuclear policies, comprised the World Peace Council and the British Peace Committee, both 

stemming from the World Congress of Intellectuals for Peace held in Wroclaw, Poland in 1948.  J.D. Bernal 

was a WPC vice-president and J.G. Crowther was its founding chairman; members included other leading 

communist and near-communist scientific intellectuals like Hyman Levy, R.L.M. Synge and Cecil Powell.  

Finally, a fourth category consisted of liberal organisations committed to a future world government as the 

most viable means to preventing nuclear war; principal amongst these were the New Commonwealth 

Society, the Atomic Energy Study Group of Chatham House, and the Crusade for World Government.35  

Prominent scientific intellectuals involved in such organisations included the atomic physicists Harrie 

Massey, John Cockcroft, Rudolf Peierls (all CH) and Mark Oliphant (NCS and CH)—all ASA vice-presidents; 

and John Boyd-Orr and Bertrand Russell (CWG).  

 

Several general points concerning these atomic energy-related organisations are noteworthy.  Firstly, a 

number of scientific intellectuals—notably atomic physicists—belonged to, or participated in, more than 

one organisation; the communist (and committed Christian) Eric Burhop, for example, was active in the 

ASA, the AScW and the BPC.  Secondly, none of these organisations could be easily defined in narrow 

political terms.  A key example is the hybrid organisation Science for Peace which, although initiated by the 

communist J.D. Bernal, also had amongst its active members non-Marxists like Alex Comfort, Kathleen 

Lonsdale, and Charles Coulson.36  Finally, the considerable overlap in aims between these organisations 

resulted in surprising intra-organisational collaboration.  Thus while the pro-Soviet BPC may have incurred 

cold warrior hostility at certain times, it nevertheless succeeded in achieving National Peace Council 

affiliation.  Such cross-currents are at strong odds with standard histories. 

 

                                                            
34 See, for example, Greta Jones, Science, Politics, and the Cold War (Routledge, 1988), passim. 
35  For a recent account of scientific intellectuals’ involvement in such organisations, see Waqar Zaidi, Technology and the 
Reconstruction of International Relations (Unpublished PhD Dissertation, Imperial College, 2009), Chapter 6, ‘”Science versus 
Sovereignty”: British Atomic Internationalism, 1945-1948’. 
36 Science for Peace was founded by Bernal in January 1952, with the Imperial College plant physiologist F.G. Gregory (1893-1961) 
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Regarding scientific intellectuals’ responses to ideological rivalry between the superpowers, the historical 

literature yet again stressed British scientific organisations like the Marxist Engels Society and its arch-rival, 

the Society for Freedom in Science, both established and predominantly populated by scientists.  With few 

exceptions (Chapter 1), historians also framed such organisations in the context of Lysenkoist 

controversies.37  Complementing them, however, were a variety of new collaborative initiatives, four of 

which are of particular interest: the Cambridge history of science committee (discussed in the previous 

chapter); George Orwell’s unsuccessful effort to found a ‘League of the Rights of Man’ (1946);38 the 

Congress for Cultural Freedom (1950-c.1970); and Julian Huxley’s ‘Idea-Systems Group’ (1950-1956).  

Although their common denominators were scientific intellectual involvement and a shared antipathy to 

the materialist underpinnings of Marxist ideology, Lysenkoism had little or no importance in these 

organisations’ respective histories.   

 

Huxley’s ‘Idea-Systems Group’ is a case in point.  Its members—drawn from both the arts and sciences and 

politically centre and left-of-centre—included Jacob Bronowski, Stephen Spender, the social scientist 

Barbara Wootton (1897-1988), the analytic philosopher A.J. (Freddie) Ayer (1910-1989), the conservationist 

E.M. (Max) Nicholson, the writer and philosopher L.L. (Lancelot Law) Whyte, and Arthur Koestler’s lover and 

future wife Cynthia Jeffries, the Group’s secretary.39   Huxley’s goal—in support of his progressive 

evolutionary humanism research—was to found an organisation for developing a synthesis of European 

thought, ‘a powerful and permanently creative systems of ideas…having something to say at each level of 

society.’40  This ambition was never fully realised, despite their concerted efforts over the years to secure 

project funding from various American foundations.  Nonetheless, their collaborative efforts resulted in the 

multi-authored The Humanist Frame (1962), described by Huxley as ‘an attempt to present Humanism as a 

comprehensive system of ideas’.41 

 

The Idea-Systems Group’s anti-materialist emphasis, noted earlier in the Cambridge history of science 

committee’s initiatives, was also a prominent feature in scientific intellectuals’ involvement in the Congress 

for Cultural Freedom.  A key example is Michael Polanyi, who only participated in the CCF’s 1953 Hamburg 

Conference on ‘Science and Freedom’,42 but also organised its 1955 Milan Conference on ‘The Future of 

Freedom’,43 and became founding chairman of a Committee on Science and Freedom (July 1954) under CCF 

                                                            
37 David Horner described the Engels Society (1946-1951) as a Marxist discussion group which, embroiled in the Lysenko controversy, 
ultimately became a casualty of the ideological offensive mounted by the SFS.  Horner, Scientists, Trade Unions and Labour Movement 
Policies for Science and Technology: 1947-1964 (Unpublished PhD, University of Aston at Birmingham, 1986), p.257. 
38 Orwell and Koestler solicited the involvement of Michael Foot, the journalist Tom Hopkinson, the economist and political writer 
Barbara Ward (1914-1981), and the scientific intellectuals Bertrand Russell and John R. Baker.  See, for example: Arthur and Cynthia 
Koestler, Stranger on the square (Hutchinson, 1984) and David Cesarani, Arthur Koestler. The Homeless Mind (Heinemann, 1999), 
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Freedom (1950) which Lasky helped found; Giles Scott-Smith, '”A Radical Democratic Political Offensive”: Melvin J. Lasky, Der Monat, 
and the Congress for Cultural Freedom’, Journal of Contemporary History, vol.35(2), April 2000, pp.263-280, p.275. 
39 For brief descriptions of the Group’s history and objectives, see: Max Nicholson, The New Environmental Age (Cambridge: CUP, 
1987), pp.65-84; and Krishna R.Dronamraju, If I Am to Be Remembered: The Life and Work of Julian Huxley with Selected 
Correspondence (River Edge, N.J.: World Scientific, 1993), pp.143-144. 
40 Letter, J. Bronowski to J. Huxley, 2 October 1952, HUXLEY.  See also ‘Idea Systems Group - Notes’, Box 70, Folder 13, HUXLEY.  
41 Julian Huxley (ed.) The humanist frame (Allen & Unwin, 1961), p.5.  Contributors included Bronowski, C.H. Waddington, Stephen 
Spender, Aldous Huxley, the renowned composer Michael Tippett (1905-1998), and the LSE sociologist Morris Ginsberg (1889-1970). 
42 See Science and Freedom. Proceedings of 1953 Hamburg conference (Secker and Warburg, 1955). 
43 See Giles Scott-Smith, ‘The Congress for Cultural Freedom, the End of Ideology and the 1955 Milan Conference: “Defining the 
Parameters of Discourse”’, Journal of Contemporary History, vol.37(3), 2002, pp.437-455. 
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auspices.44  Underlying all these initiatives were Polanyi’s evolving philosophical objections to ‘the coercive 

logic of Marx’ whose materialist ideology he believed might purge ‘from modern thought any reference to 

moral demands and values.’45 

 

Public debate and the BBC 

The weight of evidence suggests that scientific intellectuals’ greatest public visibility was through the 

medium of the BBC, where they not only appeared alongside intellectuals from other disciplines but 

discussed and debated issues in ways not seen in the print media.  As Julia Stapleton has remarked, from 

the 1930s onwards the BBC had become ‘an instrumental force’ for ‘intellectuals who articulated and 

disseminated’ political thought.46  And in the early postwar era, with the inauguration (from September 

1946) of BBC radio’s elite Third Programme to supplement the Home Service, this force became even more 

pronounced, especially given its remit to ‘be of the highest possible cultural level, devoted to…serious 

documentary, educational broadcasting, and the deeper investigation of the news, corresponding in 

outlook to a Times of the air.’47  Moreover, although the Third Programme listenership was small in 

comparison with the other two BBC domestic radio services, it far exceeded the number who read the 

Times (or quality periodicals like The New Statesman and The Economist)48—and, crucially, these listeners 

undoubtedly included many influential figures drawn from the echelons of Britain’s cultural and political 

elites. 

 

Some historians have claimed that BBC programming in this period was intellectually staid, with Tony Judt 

arguing that its ‘mixture of classical music, topical lectures and serious discussion was unmistakably English 

in its studious avoidance of divisive or politically sensitive topics’ and that it was ‘focused instead upon a 

domestic concern: the first intimation of a decades-long anxiety about national “decline”.’49  As the present 

dissertation demonstrates, however, this was decidedly not true in the case of scientific intellectuals.  

Rather, the many BBC talks and discussion programmes in which they participated reveal their high level of 

candour, their animated debates and their engagement with sensitive political and ideological issues.  In 

the sphere of nuclear politics, for example, the BBC hosted a three-way discussion less than a month after 

Hiroshima on the implications of the bomb for the future of the United Nations Charter.50  The contrasting 

views of its participants, J.D. Bernal, the historian A.J.P. Taylor and the eccentric Labour MP Raymond 

Blackburn, foreshadowed the vigorous intellectual disputes on atomic energy control in the years to follow.  

Blackburn, who would later become a vocal world-government exponent, argued the need for an 

international atomic research centre, for inspection of sovereign nations and for an international police 

force; in Taylor’s view, ‘co-operation and moral action’ were most urgently demanded; and for Bernal, the 

                                                            
44 See, for example, Michael Polanyi (ed.) Science and Freedom. 11.1954-8.1956. A selection of articles from 1st 6 issues of the CSF 
Bulletin (Manchester: Committee on Science and Freedom, 1962).  See also William T. Scott and Martin X. Moleski, Michael Polanyi. 
Scientist and Philosopher (Oxford: OUP, 2005) pp.222-228. 
45 Scott and Moleski, Polanyi, pp.227-228. 
46 Julia Stapleton, Political Intellectuals and public identities in Britain since 1850 (Manchester: Manchester U Press, 2001), p.61. 
47 James Curran and Jean Seaton, Power Without Responsibility the press, broadcasting, and new media in Britain (Routledge, 2003) 
p.157, quoting from an internal BBC Memorandum.  
48 This point has been made by D.L. LeMahieu, ‘The Ambiguity of Popularization’ in: C. Kenneth Waters and Albert Van Helden (eds.), 
Julian Huxley. Biologist and Statesman of Science (Houston: Rice UP, 1992), p.254.  See also Robert Silvey, Who’s Listening? the Story of 
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49 Tony Judt, Postwar. A History of Europe Since 1945 (Heinemann, 2005), pp.205-206. 
50 ‘San Francisco and the Bomb’, BBC Home Service, 28 September 1945. Published in The Listener, 4 October 1945, pp.367-368, 
pp.381-382. 
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most pressing problem was to devise ways to rapidly disperse population centres, given that soon nations 

‘will consider very seriously the need for preventive wars to scotch the bombs before they are made.’51  

 

In the ten years following Hiroshima, over 120 talks and discussion programmes on atomic energy were 

broadcast on the BBC Home and Third Programme radio services, often repeated and usually published in 

The Listener.52  While many were narrowly factual in content, including talks by former Manhattan Project 

physicists John Cockcroft, Otto Frisch and William Penney,53 others reflected speakers’ personal views and 

beliefs.  The latter included a discussion on the atomic bomb and world security (1946) by the political 

theorist and world-government advocate Arthur Salter and the scientific intellectual G.P. Thomson;54 a plea 

by the former American Vice President and Truman Doctrine critic, Henry Wallace, for Anglo-American 

leadership in peaceful atomic energy use (1947);55 a sharp exchange between P.M.S. Blackett and the 

American representative to the UNAEC, Frederick Osborne, on the former’s recent controversial book 

(1948);56 a talk by the James B. Conant, the American diplomat and key figure in the Manhattan Project, on 

‘Anglo-American relations in the Atomic Age’ (1952);57 a discussion between the ASA vice-president Joseph 

Rotblat and the American nuclear activist Ralph Lapp on U.S. agreement for exchange of atomic 

information (1955);58 and, crucially, Bertrand Russell’s famous ‘Man’s Peril’ talk (1954) which sparked the 

beginning of the future CND movement.59 

 

Scientific intellectuals were also frequently heard on the BBC expressing their views concerning other key 

political events associated with the Cold War.  Contrary to Judt’s claim of BBC political quiescence, these 

included Marxist ideologues like J.B.S. Haldane, Hyman Levy and J.D. Bernal, all of whom defended their 

views in BBC talks and debates—even during the height of international tensions amidst considerable 

Western anti-Soviet sentiment.  Haldane’s broadcasts included ‘The Materialist Defends Himself’ (March 

1947), ‘Nature and Nurture’ (November 1947), and ‘What I Believe’ (June 1947);60 Levy discussed ‘The 

Communists and Freedom of Expression’ (April 1948) with Megan Lloyd George (1902-1966), deputy leader 

of the Liberal Party;61 and, in the week following the infamous Wroclaw Congress of Intellectuals, Bernal 

defended the merits of Soviet scientific planning against his on-air opponent Michael Polanyi (September 

1948).62  It was, moreover, principally through BBC radio as well that the late 1940s’ Lysenkoism 
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56 See Chapter 6. 
57 James B. Conant , ‘Anglo-American Relations in the Atomic Age’, 7 May 1952, BBC Third Programme. 
58 Joseph Rotblat and Ralph Lapp, ‘Transatlantic Discussion on U.S. agreement for exchange of atomic information’ (‘At Home and 
Abroad’ series), 24 June 1955, BBC Home Service. 
59 Bertrand Russell, ‘Man’s Peril’, 23 December 1954, BBC Home Service.  Published as ‘Man’s Peril from the Hydrogen Bomb’, Listener, 
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controversy first came to the attention of the wider British public.  Months before press coverage became 

widespread, the Manchester-based botanist Eric Ashby had condemned the Soviet state of affairs in a Third 

Programme broadcast (November 1948).63  A radio symposium soon followed, pitting Haldane against C.D. 

Darlington, the right-wing cytologist discussed in Chapter 1.64  Darlington’s expressed shock ‘at the 

indifference to this persecution on the part of our own scientists’65 led directly to a resumption of anti-

Lysenkoist campaigning by the Society for Freedom in Science,66 which, in turn, fostered increased public 

attention.67 

 

BBC programming addressed other science and society issues whose content was also bound up with the 

Cold War, albeit obliquely.  An important example is the epic BBC Third Programme series ‘Ideas and Beliefs 

of the Victorians’ (1948),68 whose fifty-odd speakers included the historians Noel Annan and G.M. 

Trevelyan, the philosopher A.J. Ayer; the historians of science Frank Sherwood-Taylor, Charles Raven and 

Herbert Dingle; and the scientific intellectuals Jacob Bronowski, Bertrand Russell, Michael Polanyi and L.L. 

Whyte.  The series themes—‘the theory of progress’, ‘Victorian religious belief and controversy’, ‘man and 

Nature’, ‘the Liberal idea’, and ‘the “working-out” of Victorian ideas’ were, arguably, as much or more a 

reflection of contemporary liberal intellectual thought in Britain than an historical account of Victorian 

culture.  Likewise, only in hindsight and with the benefit of Anna K-Mayer’s recent analyses described in 

Chapter 1, can we appreciate the political ‘end of ideology’ aims of speakers like Herbert Butterfield, 

Charles Raven and Herbert Dingle, whose history-of-science talks69 may be understood as counterweights 

to scientific Marxists’ materialist interpretations.  Finally, it should be recalled that the BBC significantly 

enhanced the prominence of public intellectuals through its immensely popular Brains Trust series, which 

began on radio in wartime and continued, with some gaps, throughout the early Cold War both on radio 

and, later, on television.  Just as this series had made household names of scientific intellectuals like Julian 

Huxley and Bertrand Russell during the war, so too it helped secure the postwar fame of Jacob Bronowski 

(See Chapter 4). 

Print media 

Print media—including the daily press, periodical journals and books—were a secondary, yet still significant 

site of scientific intellectuals’ public activism after the BBC.  They were key resources which BBC producers 

used to identify candidate intellectuals and topics for their talks’ programmes,70 and present a further 

                                                            
63 Eric Ashby, ‘Science Without Freedom’, 1 November 1948, BBC Third Programme. 
64 C.D. Darlington et al., ‘The Lysenko Controversy: A Symposium’, 30 November 1948, BBC Third Programme; published in The 
Listener, 9 December 1948, pp.873-876. 
65 ‘The Lysenko Controversy’, Listener, 9 December 1948, p.874. 
66 The Society soon published two Occasional Pamphlets on Soviet genetics, launched a successful appeal for funds and saw its 
membership (already at 600) increase dramatically; Jessica Reinisch, The Society for Freedom in Science, 1940 – 1963, M.Sc. 
Dissertation, September 2000, Imperial College, London.  
67 E.g. Ritchie Calder, 'Seeds of Strife,' News Chronicle, 29 November 1948; C. H. Waddington, 'Lysenko and the Scientists', New 
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May 1948, BBC Third Programme; and ‘Science and the Christian Man’, 17 July 1951, BBC Home Service.  Note also that Butterfield 
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70 Another source was public meetings, conferences and lectures.  It was in these settings, or in published notices of their occurrence, 
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challenge to ‘two cultures’ assumptions that literary intellectuals alone dominated the print medium.  The 

brief survey of periodicals and the daily press to follow situates a suite of scientific intellectuals whose 

principal profession was journalism and highlights several whose importance as intellectual cold warriors 

have escaped historical attention.  I then show that the content of most books written by scientific 

intellectuals during the first postwar decade was only obliquely concerned with issues like the atomic bomb 

and superpower ideological rivalry; instead they either tended to promote the virtues of scientific 

knowledge and practice, or to stress the perils of technocracy in its widest sense.  As I argue in the 

concluding section of this chapter, such avoidance or obliqueness was indicative of the particular dilemmas 

which confronted scientific intellectuals during the early atomic age.  

 

Scientific intellectuals familiar to BBC listeners and their book readership also appeared in the pages of 

popular scientific and general periodicals.  Those in the former category included the weekly science 

newsletter Science Today, published from 1946; Endeavour, edited by the historian of science and a strong 

‘freedom in science’ advocate Eric John Holmyard; Discovery (The Magazine of Scientific Progress), whose 

editorship had passed from C.P. Snow to the outspoken anti-communist William E. Dick after the war; and 

the quarterly Science News (1946-56), a precursor to New Scientist.71  Many non-scientific periodicals, 

exhibiting a range of political leanings, also featured regular contributions by or about scientific 

intellectuals.  Centre and right-of-centre political views were the norm in The Spectator, the Fortnightly 

Review; Nineteenth Century and After (The Twentieth Century from 1951); World Review; The English 

Review.  The Congress for Cultural Freedom’s principal English-language journal Encounter, edited by 

Stephen Spender, became a key forum from 1953 onwards for non-communist intellectuals (literary and 

scientific alike) to express their views on contemporary politics and culture; regular contributors included 

Arthur Koestler, Aldous Huxley and Bertrand Russell.  Moderate leftist publications included Leader 

Magazine (1943-1950);72 Tribune; Polemic (1945-47); and the highly-influential New Statesman.  On the 

radical left were the Modern Quarterly (1945-1953), whose editorial committee included J.D. Bernal, Joseph 

Needham and Hyman Levy; and the CP-owned Daily Worker, whose editorial board was chaired by J.B.S. 

Haldane until 1950.  Perhaps the two most respected weekly periodicals which sought to maintain 

politically-balanced content were the BBC’s The Listener containing published versions of many broadcast 

radio talks by scientific intellectuals; and the Times Literary Supplement73 with science-related anonymous 

book reviews and (occasionally-authored) articles.  Under the editorship of Alan Pryce-Jones (1948-1959), 

however, TLS content was often anti-communist in tone; this was clearly evident, for example, in the scores 

of science-related reviews by Ivor Bulmer Thomas (1905-1993), a Labour-turned-Conservative MP (1942-

1950) and deputy editor of the Daily Telegraph (1953-54).74  

 

An increasing number of daily newspapers began to publish regular columns by science journalists in the 

postwar years, several of whom qualify as public intellectuals.  Notable examples are Peter Ritchie Calder 

(News Chronicle), Chapman Pincher (Daily Express)75 and John Langdon-Davies (Daily Mail).76  Calder (1906-

                                                                                                                                                                                    
Burhop and Mark Oliphant, all leading members of the Atomic Scientists Association; and R.L.M. Synge and Cecil Powell, who spoke 
frequently at various peace gatherings. 
71 Science News’s termination was partially due to the success of the New Scientist, launched in 1956 . 
72 Scientific intellectual contributors to Leader in the early postwar included Ritchie Calder, A.W. Haslett and Julian Huxley. 
73 Derwent May, Critical Times: The History of the "Times Literary Supplement" (Harper Collins, 2001). 
74 See, for example, Bulmer-Thomas’s mocking review of J.B.S. Haldane’s Everything has a History; TLS, 28 December 1951, p.841. 
75 Other notable science journalists writing for the press at this time were Leonard Bertin (Daily Telegraph); John Hillaby (Manchester 
Guardian); E.N. da C. Andrade (The Times, 1945-1952); A.W. Haslett (Morning Post) and Maurice Goldsmith (science editor of the left-
wing Sunday newspaper Reynolds News and Sunday Citizen). 
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1982) was a Fabian socialist, ardent peace activist and internationalist.  He had served in the Foreign 

Office’s political warfare executive during the war, where one of his key tasks had been to assist his close 

friend John Boyd-Orr in producing World of Plenty (1943), a film documenting problems of Britain’s food 

production and distribution.77  In the early postwar Calder and Boyd-Orr collaborated in UN-sponsored 

international food-aid initiatives, and both were prominent members of peace organisations begun in the 

late 1940s.  Calder used his News Chronicle column and his science editorship of the New Statesman to 

advance his political causes, and he published several books on the social uses of science.78  At the other 

end of the political spectrum was Chapman Pincher (b.1914), a fierce anti-Soviet cold warrior who, after 

joining the Daily Express as defence and science correspondent in 1946, became known for his frequent 

exposés of espionage intelligence failures, and for his critiques of Labour’s tardiness in its nuclear weapons’ 

programme, apparently based on privileged information.79  Another cold warrior journalist was John 

Langdon-Davies (1897-1971) who had been a novelist, science writer, and freelance journalist before the 

war, and had published the influential first-hand account of the Spanish War, Behind the Barricades 

(1936);80 during the war he served in the Home Guard, writing field-craft and training manuals.81  His 

postwar ‘Atomic Age Column’ in the Daily Mail alternated between futurist predictions on the wonders of 

peaceful atomic energy, and nightmare visions of nuclear weapons’ destructiveness.82  Politically, Langdon-

Davies had been a fellow-travelling Marxist until 1937 when he became an ardent anti-communist.  During 

the Lysenko controversies of 1948 he began a vitriolic campaign against J.B.S. Haldane who had spoken in 

defence of Lysenko’s genetic theories in a BBC talks broadcast.83  Langdon-Davies published a sustained 

polemic against Haldane, Russia Turns Back the Clock (1949), prefaced with a supporting Introduction by 

the former Royal Society President, Sir Henry Dale.84  His encounter with P.M.S. Blackett is taken up in 

Chapter 6.  

 

One of the most surprising outcomes of the present survey concerns books written by scientific 

intellectuals for the lay public.  Of all the main sites where scientific intellectuals engaged with science-and-

society issues during the first postwar decade, the realm of published books exhibited the least evidence of 

any concern with political crises stemming from Cold War events and circumstances.  Instead, the majority 

of both the scientific left and right evaded such issues in one of two ways: they either promoted the 

positive virtues of science through arguments rooted in religious thought, secular humanism or arts-based 

culture; or they criticised science in dystopian terms through literary fiction and discursive argumentation. 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
76 J.G. Crowther—the Manchester Guardian’s science correspondent until 1946—had been the most prominent British science 
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May 1943.’  Timothy Boon, ‘Agreement and Disagreement in the Making of World of Plenty’, in: David F. Smith (ed.), The history of 
nutrition in Britain in the twentieth century: science, scientists, and politics (Routledge, 1997), p.168. 
78 See Ritchie Calder, War of the Hemispheres [Reprinted from The New Statesman] (Peace News, 1947); Profile of science (Allen and 
Unwin, 1951); and Science makes Sense (George Allen & Unwin, 1955). 
79 See Chapman Pincher, ‘Bombs of Our Own are the Answer’, Daily Express, 27 July 1950. Pincher claimed, erroneously, that having 
‘agreed to leave the manufacture of atomic bombs entirely to the Americans’, Britain would be defenceless in a future war.  
80 For the Spanish War effect on his political transformation, see Tom Buchanan, The impact of the Spanish Civil War on Britain: war, 
loss and memory (Brighton: Sussex Academic, 2007) pp.154-156.   
81 See John Langdon-Davies, How to stalk. A practical manual for Home Guards (Pilot Press, 1944).  For his biography, see Miguel Berga 
i Bague, John Langdon-Davies, 1897-1971 : una biografia anglo-catalana (Barcelona: Editorial Portic, 1991). 
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Only a handful of British scientific intellectuals from the group considered in the present chapter published 

books that were directed at Cold War issues.  In relation to ideological tensions arising from superpower 

rivalry, the few books published were confined to the resurgent Lysenkoism controversies of the 1947-1949 

period.85  On matters associated with nuclear politics, three who stand out were Bertrand Russell, Kathleen 

Lonsdale and P.M.S. Blackett.  But whereas Russell and Lonsdale mainly advocated unrealistic measures to 

forestall future war (world government and total disarmament, respectively), it was only Blackett who 

addressed the political and military aspects of international nuclear policy in authoritative detail (Chapter 

6).  Perhaps the most astonishing aspect of early postwar book publications was the radical scientific left’s 

lack of engagement with the Cold War itself.  J.D. Bernal’s first book after 1945, The Freedom of Necessity 

(1949) was a series of 32 previously-published essays, only three of which touched on political aspects of 

the atomic bomb and its international control.86  As such, it gave scant evidence of Bernal’s prominence in 

the Communist-led peace movement.  Instead, and to judge by his books to follow, we gain the mistaken 

impression that Bernal was only interested in elaborating his pre-war Marxist ‘science of science’ 

theories.87  This continuation of pre-war preoccupations was also evident in books by other leading 

members of the scientific left, notably those by Ritchie Calder88 and by the freelance writer J.G. 

Crowther89—both of whom, like Bernal were actually deeply involved in peace organisations.  Crowther’s 

involvement is taken up in Chapter 5.  The pre-1945 scientific right’s opposition to the Bernalists, centred 

within the Society for Freedom in Science as discussed in the previous chapter, also continued in book form 

into the early postwar years.  This continuity is best exemplified by the SFS’s founder and leading member, 

the Oxford cytologist John R. Baker in his book The path of science (1946),90 which sought to discredit 

scientific planning in favour of scientific autonomy in the research laboratory. 

 

Much more significant were the host of books which reflected substantial shifts away from pre-war themes 

and intra-scientist disputes.  A crucial example was the early postwar writing of Michael Polanyi, the leading 

member of the scientific right.91  In Science, Faith and Society (1946), Polanyi no longer attacked the radical 

left directly, but began to develop his ‘post-critical philosophy’ as a counter-theory to Marxist dialectical 

materialism.92  He identified the foundations of scientific inquiry in traditional values, with the community 

of scientists held together by a common faith, not in a ‘scientific method’ but a faith in the virtue of 

objective, impersonal truth.  ‘When the premises of science are held in common by the scientific 

community’, Polanyi wrote, ‘each must subscribe to them by an act of devotion…. It is a spiritual reality 

                                                            
85 See Julian Huxley, Soviet Genetics and World Science. Lysenko and the meaning of heredity (Chatto & Windus, 1949) and Eric Ashby, 
Scientist in Russia (Pelican Books, 1947). 
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which stands over them and compels their allegiance.’93  The clearly religious dimension in this book soon 

became even more apparent in Polanyi’s subsequent works, The Logic of Liberty (1951) and his magnum 

opus Personal Knowledge (1958).94  Polanyi’s principal evolving thesis was that scientific investigators are 

inculcated in an apprenticeship of ‘tacit knowledge’ and driven by ‘intellectual passions’. ‘Science’, he 

insisted, ‘by virtue of its passionate note…functions like art, religion, morality, law and other constituents of 

culture.’95  In addition to Polanyi, five other scientific intellectuals of note, all committed Christians, 

published books during this period which drew on their religious outlook.  The most prolific was Charles 

Raven, the Anglican Modernist theologian mentioned in Chapter 1, who advocated a reconciliation 

between science and Christianity.96  A second was A.D. Ritchie, a chemist-turned-philosopher and SFS 

member who argued that scientific truth had, in recent years, taken on an unjustified authority and had led 

to spiritual blindness.  ‘For a standard of values and a criterion to distinguish progress in civilization from 

regress’, Ritchie wrote, ‘we can look to Christian tradition only.’97  E.F. Caldin and Charles Coulson, also 

academic chemists, are equally notable, the latter viewing science ‘as a kind of religious activity.’98  Finally, 

Frank Sherwood-Taylor, a science museum director by profession and a Roman Catholic, was another 

chemistry-trained SFS member who aimed to unify science and religion in works like Two Ways of Life: 

Christian and Materialist (1947).99 

 

A second common theme in scientific intellectuals’ books, a secular counterpart to faith-based religion, was 

ethical and evolutionary humanism.  One of its leading advocates was Julian Huxley who, as Daniel Kevles 

has observed, believed that ‘if human beings were to have a religion, it was to be a scientific humanism, a 

merging of humane values with the evolutionary process.’100  Before 1945, other writers like C.S. 

Sherrington, C.H. Waddington and Bertrand Russell had also produced several works in this vein,101 but the 

early Cold War era witnessed an expansion of both books and authors who insisted that scientific 

rationality offered a panacea to Western civilisation and its societal ills.  One of the most idiosyncratic and 
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Taylor, Power to-day and to-morrow. The application of energy to human needs (Frederick Muller, 1954) and A history of industrial 
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least easily-categorised was L.L. Whyte who, following a career in commerce and invention-financing,102 

wrote a series of books based on his conviction that a ‘unitary principle’ of order and symmetry underlay 

both the natural world and humanity.103  But perhaps the most famous published scientific humanist of the 

early Cold War era was Jacob Bronowski, the subject of Chapter 4.  A little-recognised figure before 1946, 

Bronowski was transformed through the BBC airwaves into one of its best-known personalities, and 

through his books stressed the ethical dimension to scientific practice.104 

 

In addition to the scientific intellectuals who placed greatest stress religious and humanist themes were 

those who, like Bronowski, also promoted a unified culture embracing both the arts and sciences.  Two, 

better known as novelists before the war’s end, were Alex Comfort and Arthur Koestler.105  From 1948 

onwards, while pursuing a parallel academic career in physiology, Comfort directed his writing to themes of 

ethical and social responsibility in the arts and sciences in works like Social Responsibility in Science and Art 

(1951).106  Koestler was a virulent anti-communist cold warrior understood by Gary Werskey as belonging 

to the anti-science High Culture camp.  While his cold warrior credentials are undeniable, Koestler was 

deeply committed in his writing to developing a positive synthesis between the arts and sciences, an aim 

first demonstrated in The Yogi and the Commissar (1947) and Insight and Outlook (1949), the latter 

subtitled ‘an inquiry into the common foundations of science, art and social ethics.’107  Koestler would later 

pursue similar themes in The Sleepwalkers (1959) and The Act of Creation (1964),108 allegedly drawing on 

ideas gleaned from discussions and correspondence with his fellow-Hungarian friend, Michael Polanyi.109  

Another pair of scientific intellectuals who promoted cultural unity, Hyman Levy and Herbert Dingle, are 

even more instructive, as neither have been historically understood in any literary context.  Rather, as we 

have seen, Levy is best known as a radical member of Werskey’s Visible College, and Dingle for his SFS 

membership and association with the liberal cadre in the Cambridge history of science committee.  Yet 

Dingle’s ‘deep appreciation of poetry’ found expression in Science and Literary Criticism (1949), where he 

examined and sought to refine the approaches of I.A. Richards, T.S. Eliot and other literary critics in what 

one contemporary TLS reviewer praised as ‘five brilliant essays’.110  Hyman Levy, a longstanding defender of 

Marxist dialectical materialism, extended its application from science to literary culture in Literature for an 

Age of Science (1952), arguing ‘for the full integration of literature with the modern scientific and therefore 
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rational outlook.’111  As with the vast majority of writers cited, neither Dingle nor Levy addressed Cold War 

issues in these books. 

 

In parallel with the foregoing works that attempted to reconcile science and scientists with society in 

positive terms, a smaller body of literature by scientific intellectuals cast science in a highly unfavourable 

light, warning of calamities for future civilisations.  It appeared in two strands, one discursive, the other 

expressed through dystopian literary fiction.  The first, predominantly but not exclusively from the scientific 

right, was directed at conserving or reallocating Britain’s food resources, and included anti-modern writers 

like Rolf Gardiner and Harold John Massingham committed to reversing the effects of industrialisation on 

Britain’s farmlands and rural landscapes.  Other writers in this vein included the poet, literary scholar and 

former physics master Michael Roberts, whose posthumous work The Estate of Man (1951) conveyed his 

concern with husbanding the world’s resources from a moral and philosophical perspective; the 

astronomer and controversialist Fred Hoyle who warned of overpopulation due to technological advances 

in food production; and the atomic physicist G.P. Thomson, whose The Foreseeable Future (1955) 

anticipated mass unemployment for lesser-intelligent workers displaced by technology.112  The second 

strand was exemplified by writers like Aldous Huxley and George Orwell.113  Huxley’s dystopian satire Ape 

and Essence (1948), set in a post-nuclear-warfare world, was not only an anti-war tract but a devastating 

parody of science and scientists.  As Cyril Joad remarked, if Huxley’s earlier Brave New World (1932) 

represented the apotheosis of science, this latter world was its nemesis.114  George Orwell’s disturbing 

Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), published at the height of the early Cold War, was understood by 

contemporaries not only as an anti-totalitarian dystopian satire, but also an indictment of science and 

technology—points taken up in the next chapter. 

 

The Atomic Bomb and the Cold War 

The foregoing survey introduced two important and related features that warrant further discussion.  One 

is that scientific intellectuals were deeply enmeshed in science-related Cold War issues that do not conform 

to the standard histories centred on ideological battles between the scientific left and right.  The second 

feature is the apparent inconsistency between scientific intellectuals’ political interventions in the public 

arena, and their avoidance of Cold War topics in published books on science and society matters.  The 

explanation to both, I would argue, lies in a recognition that prior to and even during the early atomic era, 

scientists and scientific intellectuals had enjoyed immense public esteem and cultural standing predicated 

on belief in the benevolent promises of science and scientific knowledge.  The Second World War, and 

especially the advent of the atomic bomb, jeopardised this reputation to an unprecedented degree.  On the 

one hand, scientific intellectuals’ collective response was to participate in public debates and other 

initiatives that sought to remove this peril; on the other, it was to defend the standing of science by 

displacing its association with nuclear weapons and by distancing science from  the ideological 

repercussions of the superpowers’ arms race. 

 

                                                            
111 Hyman Levy (with Helen Spalding), Literature for an Age of Science (Methuen & Co., 1952), p.129. 
112 G.P. Thomson, The Foreseeable Future (Cambridge: CUP, 1955). 
113 The most influential British writer in this genre was undoubtedly H.G. Wells (1866-1946), one of whose early works The World Set 
Free (Macmillan, 1914) prophesied the atomic bomb.  His final, unremittingly pessimistic work, Mind at the End of its Tether 
(Heinemann, 1945) was published at the outset of the study period. 
114 Cyril Joad, ‘The Second Fall’, TLS, 19 February 1949, p.120.  
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It is crucial to bear in mind that the natural sciences had yielded remarkable discoveries throughout the 

first half of the twentieth century and that scientific intellectuals were accorded considerable respect as a 

result.  British scientists, in particular, were held in very high esteem.  In the period 1935-1957, twenty 

Nobel prizes were awarded to British individuals, of which three-quarters were in the fields of science (11) 

or medicine (4).  Recipients included the physicists G.P. Thomson (1937), P.M.S. Blackett (1948), Cecil 

Powell (1950), and Max Born (1954), all of them prominent scientific intellectuals.115  Even more 

remarkable is that of the five remaining recipients in other award categories, one was Bertrand Russell (for 

Literature in 1950)116 and another was John Boyd Orr (for Peace in 1949)—both politically-active scientific 

intellectuals of the early Cold War.  Other manifestations of scientific intellectuals’ prestige were invitations 

to deliver distinguished public lectures, to serve on important public committees, and to hold key university 

posts.  In six of the fourteen postwar years prior to C.P. Snow’s famous 1959 two-cultures’ lecture, for 

example, scientists presented the annual Rede Lectures at Cambridge—notably the physicist E.V. Appleton 

(1946) who spoke on magnetism, and the chemist C.A. Coulson (1954) on science and religion.117  During 

that same period, seven of the annual BBC Reith Lecture talks series were delivered by distinguished 

scientists, including Bertrand Russell (1948) on ‘Authority and the Individual’; the neurophysiologist J.Z. 

Young (1950) on ‘Doubt and Certainty in Science’; the American atomic physicist Robert Oppenheimer 

(1953) on ‘Science and the Common Understanding’; and Peter Medawar (1959) on ‘The Future of Man’.  

Equally prestigious was the Gifford Lecture series, which Michael Polanyi delivered at Aberdeen in 1951-

1952 and later published as Personal Knowledge (1958).118 

 

But such public admiration for scientists and scientific intellectuals in the early Cold War was increasingly 

tempered with fears of science’s rapidly mounting destructive power and with growing criticism of its 

practitioners’ ethics.  As Steven Shapin recently pointed out, Anglo-American notions of scientists’ ethical 

superiority during the late nineteenth century had, by the 1930s, already given way to public acceptance of 

their ‘moral equivalence’.  Now, in the wake of Hiroshima, ‘the scientific role no longer possessed any 

special virtues, nor were such virtues attributed to scientists by the wider culture.’119  Although these 

sentiments may have been more pronounced in the US where the Manhattan Project was conducted, 

similar British reactions were nonetheless in evidence.  As David Kynaston noted, for example, the novelist 

J.R.R. Tolkien was prompted to remark: ‘The utter folly of these physicists to consent to do such work for 

war-purposes: calmly plotting the destruction of the world.’120  In a more measured reaction, George 

Orwell concluded that scientists who had ‘refused from the start to do research on the atomic bomb’ must 

have been ‘people with some kind of general cultural background, some acquaintance with history or 

literature or the arts—in short, people whose interests were not, in the current sense of the word, purely 

scientific.’121  The scientific intellectual Jacob Bronowski (whom I take up in Chapter 4), however, was 

                                                            
115 Two other recipients of the Nobel prize for Physics were James Chadwick (1935) and John Cockcroft (1951), both leading members 
of the Manhattan Project to develop the first atomic weapon. 
116 The other two Nobel laureates for Literature in this period were T.S. Eliot (1948) and Winston Churchill (1953). 
117 Others were the mathematician-scientist and theologian Ernest William Barnes (1949); the neurologist Walter Russell Brain (1952); 
the co-discoverer of penicillin A.D. Gardner (1953) and the physicist and eugenicist C.G. Darwin (1958). 
118 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (Kegan Paul, 1958).  The Gifford Lectures are considered 
one of Britain’s foremost lecture series dealing with religion, science and philosophy. 
119 Steven Shapin, The Scientific Life. A Moral History of a Late Modern Vocation (University of Chicago Press, 2008), Chapter 3, ‘The 
Moral Equivalence of the Scientist’, p.90.  Shapin was paraphrasing the American sociologist Lewis S. Feuer, The Scientific Intellectual: 
The Psychological and Sociological Origins of Modern Science (NY: Basic Books), p.394, p.396.  
120 David Kynaston, Austerity Britain 1945-51 (Bloomsbury, 2007), p.84.  
121 George Orwell, ‘What is Science?’, Tribune, 26 October 1945, in: Orwell, CW VII, 2771, pp.323-326, p.326.  See also Orwell’s reply 
(23 November 1945) to a letter from Edward R. Ward: ‘Clearly the problem is to get the scientific spirit out of the laboratory…. But in 
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utterly certain that ‘an immense revulsion of public feeling’ existed in 1950s Britain: ‘People hate scientists. 

There is no use in beating about the bush here. The scientist is in danger of becoming the scapegoat for the 

helplessness which the public feels.’122 

 

Seen in this light, I would argue that the difficulties experienced by the radical scientific left stemming from 

anti-communist invective in general and from anti-Lysenkoism in particular are of secondary importance to 

the problems faced by scientific intellectuals at large, who were tarnished by the spectre of Hiroshima and 

by the ensuing threat that East-West rivalry would erupt into nuclear warfare.  And while the advent of the 

atomic bomb had been chiefly the responsibility of the atomic physicists, a subset of the scientific 

community, this distinction was rarely if ever acknowledged by science’s detractors.123  There is, moreover, 

another crucial reason why this responsibility might have weighed heavily on the entire scientific 

community: Hiroshima had been preceded by years of massively destructive warfare, and—unlike their 

non-scientific confreres—the vast majority of scientific intellectuals, irrespective of their particular scientific 

training, had been involved in the wartime research necessary to conduct such military destruction.124  

Their silent disavowal of these ‘warfare state’ experiences became a leitmotif of scientific intellectual 

discourse in the early atomic age. 

 

Conclusions 

This chapter has drawn a collective portrait of British scientific intellectuals in the early Cold War era, 

showing that they were more numerous and ideologically heterogeneous than generally understood.  

Scientific intellectuals as a group included many professional writers, but equally many professional 

scientists who were also writers.  This blurring of distinctions between scientific and arts-trained 

intellectuals extended as well to their common friendships, family ties and shared involvement in Cold War-

related organisations.  Moreover, defying C.P. Snow’s two-cultures dictum, scientific intellectuals as a 

whole exhibited the same opposing attitudes of progressive optimism and reactionary traditionalism as 

intellectuals at large—some sharing views with Modernist literary intellectuals.  Yet there were limits to 

such commonality between scientific and other intellectuals, limits arising from the unique authority 

accorded to scientific intellectuals by virtue of their affinity to the natural sciences.  During the early Cold 

War, with this status under jeopardy, scientific intellectuals’ activism took on ultimately irreconcilable 

approaches of elevating the virtues of science while denying its perils.  In this broader interpretation of 

scientific intellectuals’ role in Cold War culture, struggles between the scientific left and right take on 

secondary—albeit continuing—importance.  These parallel themes are developed in the chapters to follow. 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                    
that we must all of us take a hand.  It is no use leaving it to the “atom bomb cyclotron wallahs,” who, I fear, are little better than the 
rest of us.’ (p.328). 
122 Jacob Bronowski, ‘The Real Responsibility of the Scientist’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, vol.12(1), January 1956, pp.10-13. 
123 The dilemma confronting atomic physicists was, of course, compounded by the promise of atomic energy as an unlimited peaceful 
source of energy.  To this end, many leading ASA members acted as advisers to HM Government’s atomic energy programmes, fully 
aware that these were dual-purpose programmes directed to peaceful and weapons’ development aims. 
124 In sharp contrast to the experiences of scientific intellectuals, Robert Hewison argues that literary intellectuals felt marginalised in 
the war effort, restricted to writing propaganda for the Ministry of Information and other similar temporary civil service roles.  
Hewison, Under Siege. Literary Life in London 1939-1945 (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988).   
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Chapter 3 
George Orwell, Science and Nineteen Eighty-Four, 1942-1949 

 
…there was no vocabulary expressing the function of Science as a habit of mind, or a method of thought, 
irrespective of its particular branches. There was, indeed, no word for ’Science’, any meaning that it could 
possibly bear being already sufficiently covered by the word Ingsoc. 

 [‘The Principles of Newspeak’, Nineteen Eighty Four (1949) p.179.] 

 

Introduction 

George Orwell’s famous novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) has long been interpreted by a host of scholars 

as an indictment of totalitarianism. 1   His inclusion of counterfeit science (e.g. the irrationality of 

doublethink) and malevolent technology (e.g. Big Brother’s telescreen) as key fictive devices in this 

totalitarian parody have also been widely cited by literary critics.2  These features, however, have generally 

been interpreted either as reflections of Orwell’s hostility to science, or his ignorance of it.  This chapter, 

through a close examination of Orwell’s involvement with science and scientific intellectuals in the period 

1941-1948, will instead argue that Orwell was acutely interested in the relation of science to politics; that 

he closely followed wartime ideological disputes amongst rival factions in the British scientific community; 

and that these considerations all contributed to the underlying themes which inform Nineteen Eighty-Four.  

The pervasive and longstanding two-cultures mindset—to some extent fostered by Orwell’s own expressed 

preference for artists over scientists—has, I conclude, contributed to a misunderstanding of the place of 

science and technology in this novel. 

 

Some scholarly analyses have adopted a thematic approach  to the science-related content of Nineteen 

Eighty-Four.  A typical example is Road to Airstrip One (1985) by the political scientist Ian Slater.3  After 

quoting extensively from the novel’s passages on the erasure of science and scientific ‘truth’, Slater 

concludes that ‘Nineteen Eighty-Four is merely the culmination of Orwell's concern that the power of 

orthodoxy, aided by increasing centralisation and science, would eventually smother the individual.’4  Yet as 

the present work will argue, it was the renunciation of science and scientific rationality by the fictive 

ideology of Ingsoc in Nineteen Eighty-Four which ‘smothered’ Orwell’s hero Winston Smith.  A more 

comprehensive treatment is Bernard Crick’s typology of seven interrelated ‘satirical thrusts’.5  In his 

‘destruction of history and truth’ satirical theme, for example, Crick argues,  

 

                                                            
1 George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four (Secker & Warburg, 1949).  Scholarly treatment of Orwell's politics in general include Raymond 
Williams, Orwell (Fontana, [1971]; 3rd ed.1991) and John Newsinger, Orwell's politics (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999).  Orwell's 
political influence is comprehensively analysed in John Rodden, The politics of literary reputation: the making and claiming of 'St. 
George' Orwell (Oxford: OUP, 1989); and John Rodden, Scenes from an afterlife: the legacy of George Orwell (Wilmington, Del.: ISI 
Books, 2003).  Significant critical biographies include Bernard Crick, George Orwell: A Life (Secker & Warburg, [1980]; rev. 1992); 
Jeffrey Meyers, Orwell: wintry conscience of a generation (W.W. Norton & Co, 2000); Gordon Bowker, George Orwell (Little, Brown, 
2003); and D.J. Taylor, Orwell (Chatto & Windus, 2003).  The most valuable primary source for Orwell's own views is Peter Davison 
(ed.) The Complete Works of George Orwell 20 vols. (Secker & Warburg, [1998]; rev. 2002). 
2 See, for example, Christopher Hollis, ‘1984 and the Necessity of Doublethink’, Horizon, vol.20, 1949, pp.200-208; Samuel Hynes, 
Twentieth Century Interpretations of "1984" (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1971); Jeffrey Meyers,  ‘The Evolution of 1984’, 
English Miscellany 23 (1972), pp.247-61; William Steinhoff, George Orwell and the Origins of "1984" (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1975); Peter Stansky (ed.), On "Nineteen Eighty-Four" (NY: W.H. Freeman and Co., 1983); and Abbott Gleason (ed.), On 
Nineteen Eighty-Four: Orwell and our Future (Oxford: Princeton UP, 2005).  
3 Ian Slater, Orwell. The Road to Airstrip One (W.W. Norton, [1985] 2003). 
4 Slater, Orwell, p.223.   
5 Bernard Crick, ‘Introduction’, in: George Orwell, Nineteen eighty-four (Oxford: Clarendon, 1984).  The seven ‘satirical thrusts’ 
identified by Crick are: ‘The Division of the World’; ‘The Mass-Media and Prolerization’; ‘Power-Hunger and Totalitarianism’; ’Betrayal 
by the Intellectuals’; ‘The Debauching of Language’; ‘The Destruction of History and Truth’; and ‘The Anti-Burnham’. 
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Orwell contradicts himself as to whether a totalitarian system could impose ideology on scientific truths, or 
whether exceptions must be made for scientists for the sake of technology.  On the one hand, he fears that 
ideology could indeed distort science; but on the other, that it would be impossible for any regime to work 
that way.  The difficulty is really a philosophical one.6  

 

Adding that Orwell ‘was on shaky ground with the distinction between logical and empirical truth, and 

himself uncertain whether a total control of science is possible,’ Crick’s general thrust is that Orwell’s 

confused and confusing treatment of scientific truth exposed his limited understanding of the philosophies 

of science and logic.7  The most recent political perspective on Nineteen Eighty-Four’s science and 

rationality themes is Stephen Ingle’s analysis, intended ‘to make intellectual sense of Orwell’s portrayal of 

the destruction by the state of man as an autonomous moral agent.’8  In Ingle’s exploration of ‘Orwell’s 

view of the nature of man’s reason, the mainspring of his being able to act autonomously’, he—like Crick—

acknowledged Orwell’s empiricist values.  And, as with Crick, he concluded that Orwell ‘was simply not 

interested in schools of philosophy…and had no great capacity for philosophical thought.’9  Hence, on the 

question of ‘Orwell’s notion of objective truth’, Ingle finds him ‘unpersuasive’.  Alluding to O’Brien’s 

assertion that the Party could define external reality as it chose, Ingle insisted,  

 

Galileo might have been obliged by the Church formally to acknowledge his errors and to give way to Ptolemy, 
but it was his vision and not the Church’s collective solipsism that has governed modern man’s understanding 
of astronomy…. In fact, O’Brien established only the reality and decisiveness of power, where power consisted 
in winning arguments by inflicting pain.  And it has always been so.10   

 

Ingle appears unaware of the historically significant mid-century ‘freedom in science’ and Lysenko-related 

debates in Britain, and also of more recent analyses on the formation of scientific knowledge and the 

contested nature of truth.11  As non-historians, these commentators were justifiably more concerned with 

the plausibility of Orwell’s satire, its prophetic accuracy and its political lessons, than with its science-

related historical contexts.  Yet even though many historians have treated Orwell and Nineteen Eighty-four 

in passing,12 only one—Gary Werskey—seriously considered Orwell’s mid-century relationship to science 

and to scientific intellectuals.  As discussed in Chapter 1, Werskey in Visible College13 identified two 

principal intellectual groups who opposed the radical science movement in Britain.  The first group, 

formally organised into a Society for Freedom in Science, was composed of defenders of so-called ‘High 

Science’ who rejected the radicals’ insistence on the need for centralised scientific planning in Britain.  The 

                                                            
6 Crick, ‘Introduction’, p.79. 
7 In relation to the novel’s legendary ‘two plus two equals five’ aphorism, Crick felt ‘that there is no particular reason why the Party 
should wish for a crazy arithmetic except as a pure test of loyalty.’ Ibid. pp.79-82 passim.   
8 Stephen Ingle, The Social and Political Thought of George Orwell. A reassessment (Routledge, 2006), p.119.  See also Stephen Ingle, 
‘Lies, Damned Lies and Literature: George Orwell and “The Truth”', British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 9(4), 
November 2007, pp.730-746; and Ian Hall, ‘A “Shallow Piece of Naughtiness”: George Orwell on Political Realism’, Millennium: Journal 
of International Studies, 36(2), April 2008, pp.1-25. 
9 Ingle, Social and Political Thought, p.124. 
10 Ibid., pp.130-31. 
11 This latter lapse is all the more surprising given Ingle’s assertion that ‘[o]ur capacity to recognise truth is social, and the truths we 
recognise are social, nothing more (nor less) than a by-product of our loyalty to the social agencies of civil society to which we happen 
to belong.’  Ingle was equally dismissive of Orwell’s doublethink and Newspeak, again ignoring or unaware of contemporary debates 
surrounding the Soviet practice of dialectical materialism and its repression of intellectuals.  In this respect he finds Orwell ‘ingenuous’ 
in having Inner Party members gullibly accept the contradictory nature of doublethink and insists on the impossibility ‘that a state can 
actually manipulate not merely the perception but the behaviour of all citizens.’  Astonishingly, Ingle concludes in summary that 
‘Orwell can be said to have failed to convince us either that the state can truly pronounce ex cathedra on the nature of external reality 
or that the autonomous individual—even one who works in the Ministry of Truth—can do so.’ (Ibid. p.134). 
12 See, for example, Piers Brendon, The Dark Valley. A Panorama of the 1930s (Jonathan Cape, 2000), p.34 and passim; David Caute, 
The Fellow-Travellers. Intellectual Friends of Communism (Yale UP, [1973] 1988), pp.274-5 and passim; and Abbott Gleason, 
Totalitarianism. The inner history of the cold war (Oxford: OUP, 1995), passim. 
13 Gary Werskey, The Visible College. A Collective Biography of British Scientists and Socialists of the 1930s (Allen Lane, 1978). 
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second, a High Culture group to which Orwell belonged, was predominantly composed of literary 

intellectuals whose antagonism to Bernalist radicals was bred by fear that their own strategic role in British 

culture was being undermined.   George Orwell was thus representative of a High Culture elite which had 

no direct relationship to science of any type, High Science included.   

 

In this chapter, I show instead that Orwell drew at least as much from High Science as from High Culture in 

what was a critique not of science but of totalitarian science.  I rely heavily on source material not available 

to earlier historians or to Orwell commentators, in particular the recently-published complete works of 

Orwell, edited by Peter Davison.14  Davison’s compilation not only permitted precise dating of Orwell’s 

published writing and related historical events, but it also facilitated inspection of other writers’ works 

familiar to Orwell.  I begin with an assessment of Orwell’s polemical essays concerning the place of science 

in British literature and politics.  I then trace his active involvement with scientific intellectuals, including 

but not confined to J.D. Bernal.  In the final section I consider Nineteen Eighty-Four’s science-related 

content in light of these events and interventions.  

 

Orwell’s Views on Science, Literary Culture and Politics 

A recurring motif in Orwell’s published essays was his recognition of an abiding cultural tension in society 

between modernity and tradition, or progress and reaction.  Orwell regarded this opposition as a struggle 

between proponents of a science-driven utopian future and those who rejected it, the latter longing 

instead to recover a mythical idyllic past when shared human values were paramount.  In commenting on 

this tension within the literary domain, Orwell repeatedly invoked H.G. Wells as a prime influential example 

of the progressive faction, citing Wells’s promotion of a future science-based world-order through his 

utopian fictions.15  Orwell was nonetheless critical of H.G. Wells as a literary and cultural influence during 

the first half of the twentieth century.  Writing in 1942, Orwell compared Wells, the ‘arch priest of 

“progress”’, with a new younger generation of literary figures led by James Joyce, D.H. Lawrence and T.S. 

Eliot.  Orwell contended that since the 1917 publication of Eliot’s poem Prufrock, ‘something had been 

punctured’, that ‘the notion of progress had gone by the board’, and that all the newer writers were 

‘politically reactionary, or at best are uninterested in politics’. They were, in his estimation, ‘homesick 

for…the past’.16    

 

Orwell offered a specific and important distinction between Wells and D.H. Lawrence.  Wells, he concluded, 

believed that ‘if only that shopkeeper could acquire a scientific outlook his troubles would be over…. A few 

more million pounds for scientific research, a few more generations scientifically educated, a few more 

superstitions shovelled into the dustbin and the job is done.’  In Lawrence’s stories, by contrast, no belief in 

                                                            
14 Peter Davison (ed.), Complete Works of Orwell.  This material has been recently supplemented by Peter Davison (ed.), The Lost 
Orwell (Timewell Press, 2006). 
15 See Orwell, ‘Review of The Sleeper Wakes by H.G. Wells’ Tribune, 12 July 1940, in: Davison, Complete Works of George Orwell 
[hereafter Orwell, CW] XII ,entry 655, pp.210-215; Orwell, ‘Wells, Hitler and the World State’, Horizon, August 1941, in: Orwell, CW XII, 
837, pp.536-541.  In Wells’s obituary, Orwell wrote: ‘No writer of our time, at any rate no English writer, has so deeply influenced his 
contemporaries as Wells.  He was so big a figure, he has played so great a part in forming our picture of the world, that in agreeing or 
disagreeing with his ideas we are apt to forget his purely literary achievement.’; Orwell, ‘The True Pattern of H.G. Wells’, Manchester 
Evening News, 14 August 1946, p.563, in: Orwell, CW XX entry 3049A, pp.560-563.  Many scientific and other intellectuals of that era 
would later remark on the profound effect which Wells had on their boyhood thinking—figures including J.B.S. Haldane, Lancelot 
Hogben, Julian Huxley and Michael Polanyi. 
16 Orwell, ‘The Re-discovery of Europe’, ‘Literature Between the Wars’, I, BBC Eastern Service, 10 March 1942, in: Orwell, CW XIII, 
1014, pp.209-221, at p.213. 
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science exists.  There is no ‘marked interest in the future’, not even the ‘notion that the small shopkeeper, 

or any of the other victims of our society, would be better off if he were better educated.’  Instead, with 

Lawrence, is the ‘persistent implication that man has thrown away his birthright by becoming civilised’.  

Orwell recognised a similar theme in Joyce’s Ulysses, one of whose main themes ‘is the squalor, even the 

meaninglessness of modern life after the triumph of the machine and the collapse of religious belief.’17  

Some Orwell scholars have taken such comments as evidence of Orwell’s distrust in Wellsian scientific 

progress and his preference for the simpler, pastoral England of his Edwardian youth.18  I would argue, 

however, that this interpretation can be challenged on at least two counts.  Firstly, Orwell did not offer 

unreserved approval for these younger writers. ‘Their revulsion from a shallow conception of progress’, 

Orwell wrote, ‘drove them politically in the wrong direction.’  Secondly, Orwell was not opposed to a 

scientistic future as such.  Unmitigated progress and reaction were, in his estimation, both ‘swindles’.  What 

Orwell did find refreshing and authentic in these younger writers was that they had given ‘a new reality to 

all sorts of themes that had seemed out of date and puerile when [Wells] and his Fabians were—so they 

thought—turning the world into a sort of super garden city.  Themes like revenge, patriotism, exile, 

persecution, race hatred, religious faith, loyalty, leader worship, suddenly seemed real again.’19  This 

passage suggests a crucial link between Orwell’s science-related literary criticism and his political critiques.  

For Orwell’s insistence on the importance of human values would become a leitmotif in his defence of 

working-class socialism and his attacks on what he regarded as a betrayal by the British intellectual elite.   

 

 

Orwell and Science in Wartime 

A pivotal point in the trajectory of Orwell’s views on science and politics began in early 1942 during his two-

year stint as a BBC radio Talks Producer on the Empire Service.20  While there, Orwell identified and 

contracted a number of leading scientific intellectuals to deliver talks on his five-times’ weekly half-hour 

broadcasts to the English-speaking population of India.  Although some talks were narrowly educational in 

content,21 Orwell devoted significant broadcast time to several talks’ series presented by scientific Marxists 

on science-and-society topics, selected by himself.  Speakers included J.D. Bernal, J.B.S. Haldane, Joseph 

Needham and J.G. Crowther.  

 

Following delays throughout the late autumn, Orwell finally settled on the themes for his first two six-part 

talks series and began contacting potential speakers.  For a talk in the first series, Orwell commissioned the 

thirty-six-year-old geneticist and embryologist C.H. Waddington22 to prepare a script about ‘the influence of 

science on literature during recent times.’  As Orwell explained, ‘You could take very much your own line, 

and say whatever you thought about it, provided that it is more or less within the scope of the series, i.e. 

                                                            
17 Orwell, ‘The Re-discovery of Europe’, p.215. 
18 Bernard Crick, for example, cites Orwell’s ‘pessimism about inevitable progress andd his nostalgia for the era immediately before 
the First World War’ as a prominent theme in Keep the Aspidistra Flying; Crick, A Life, p.277. 
19 Orwell, ‘The Re-discovery of Europe’, p.216. 
20 Orwell joined the BBC on August 21, 1941 with the title of Talks Assistant; he was promoted to Talks Producer in May 1942.  In 
August 1941 Orwell began his two-year career as BBC Talks Producer in the Indian Section of the Empire Service—apparently in 
circumstances related to Stalin having joined the Allies against Hitler two months earlier.   
21 See C. Fleay and M.L. Sanders, ‘Looking into the Abyss: George Orwell at the BBC’, Journal of Contemporary History, 24(3) 1989, 
pp.503-518. 
22 Conrad Hal Waddington (1905-1975) was then Lecturer in Zoology and Embryology, Strangeways Research Lab, Cambridge; he did 
operational research for Coastal Command, RAF, 1942-45 and was Scientific Adviser to its C-in-C, 1944-45. Waddington’s recent 
publications had included The Scientific Attitude (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1941), and Science and Ethics (George Allen & Unwin, 
1942).  For Waddington’s reactions to Lysenko, see Werskey Visible College, pp.296-8. 
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provided that it deals mainly with the English literature of the last twenty years.’23  It is possible that both 

series’ themes had been inspired by Waddington’s short Pelican book The Scientific Attitude (1941) 

published earlier the same year.  This possible influence is partially suggested by a similarity between one 

of Waddington’s book chapters, ‘Art Between the Wars’ and Orwell’s first series’ title, ‘Literature Between 

the Wars’, in which Waddington spoke on ‘Science and Modern Poetry’.  More importantly, the second half 

of Waddington’s book, a treatise on ‘Science and Society’, takes up many of the political themes, outlined 

below, which Orwell would instruct his speakers to address in his second talks series, ‘Science and Politics’.  

 

Orwell’s choice of Waddington as his first speaker is significant for several reasons.  Firstly, Waddington 

embodied the diverse range of political, cultural and social affinities found amongst leading scientific 

intellectuals of his day.  A respected academic researcher, Waddington was also a public intellectual, 

contributing science articles to lay periodicals such as the New Statesman24 and delivering frequent talks on 

BBC radio Home and Empire Services.25  Moreover, Waddington not only mixed in elite scientific circles,26 

but was also closely associated with leading Modernist artists.27  Secondly, although Waddington did not 

share his radical scientist colleagues’ communist sympathies, he was nevertheless a left-leaning progressive 

open to the scientific, if not the political, aspects of Marxist theory—including dialectical materialism.  

Lastly, while Waddington identified with scientific humanists like Julian Huxley and Arthur Tansley, he 

placed greater emphasis on restoring human aesthetic and ethical values through a ‘scientific attitude’.28  In 

this respect, Waddington’s belief in the need to foster a re-awakening of human values, yet without 

suppressing scientific progress, placed him in rather close agreement with Orwell’s brand of ethical 

Socialism.29   

 

The first strong evidence that Waddington’s themes in The Scientific Attitude would suggest themselves to 

Orwell’s second BBC series ‘Science and Politics’ can be gleaned from Orwell’s initial correspondence 

concerning J.B.S. Haldane, the well-known statistical geneticist, novelist, science-writer, sometime-

broadcaster and Communist Party activist.  In one letter, Orwell proposed that Haldane ‘talk upon the 

obstacles which science encounters under the Nazi and Fascist regimes.’30  However, faced with his BBC 

superiors’ reluctance to allow a contribution from Haldane, due to his reputation for ‘temperamental 

difficulties over script’, Orwell instead sought out Haldane’s fellow communist-sympathiser, J.D. Bernal.  

                                                            
23 Letter, Orwell to Waddington, 28 February 1942, in: Orwell, CW XIII, 993, p.196.  Waddington’s 20 minute talk, 'We Speak to India’, 
‘Literature Between Wars: Science and Literature’, was broadcast on 24 March 1942.  It was published in Orwell (ed.), Talking to India: 
A Selection of English Language Broadcasts to India (George Allen & Unwin, 1943). 
24 Waddington’s New Statesman articles of the late 1930s include ‘Organic Evolution’ (1936, p.293) and ‘Genes’ (1938, p.723); he was 
also science co-editor (with Joseph Needham) of the monthly journal Fact, launched by Raymond Postgate in April 1937. 
25 Around the time he was first contacted by Orwell, Waddington spoke on e.g. ‘Talking of Science’ on the BBC Empire Service four 
times in November 1941; he participated in the Home Service ‘Any Questions?’ on 30 December 1941 (repeated on 4 January 1942) 
and spoke on ‘Fantasies about Man’s Future’ with Olaf Stapledon and John Gloag in the ‘Ariel in Wartime’ series on 2 January 1942; 
‘C.D. Waddington Talks File’, BBCWAC. 
26 These included the Theoretical Biology Club and Solly Zuckerman’s Tots and Quots dining club.  On the Theoretical Biology Club, see 
Werskey, Visible College, pp.206-7; for Waddington’s role in the Tots and Quots, see Waddington, Scientific Attitude, p.10.  Waddington 
also served on the Executive Committee of the Anglo-French Society of Scientists formed in 1941; ‘Anglo-French Society of Scientists’, 
Box 82, CROWTHER. 
27 See Chapter 2. 
28 For Tansley and Huxley’s brand of scientific humanism, see Peder Anker, Imperial Ecology: Environmental Order in the British Empire, 
1895-1945 (Harvard UP, 2001). 
29 Another concern shared by Orwell and Waddington was the question of ethics, one which had prompted Waddington to publish an 
essay in Nature in 1941.  This essay—which summarised Waddington’s theory of ‘evolutionary ethics’—and responses by eighteen 
intellectuals from scientific, psychoanalytic, philosophical and theological disciplines was published the following year.  See 
Waddington, Science and Ethics, Chapter 1, ‘The Relations Between Science and Ethics’, pp.9-19. 
30 Letter, Orwell to R.A. Rendall (Assistant Controller [Overseas]) through the Empire Service Director, 16 February 1942, ["Seen by Mr. 
Blair 24/2" is written on reverse side of letter], ‘J.B.S. Haldane Correspondence File’, BBCWAC. 
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Writing to him in early March 1942, Orwell asked Bernal to ‘consider doing a series of six half-hour talks.’  

Orwell continued:  

 
What I had thought of was a sort of history of the rise of modern science from the end of the Middle Ages 
onwards, and then followed by a discussion of the future of science and the position of the scientific worker 
under Capitalism, Fascism and Socialism.  I have roughly sketched out the series of talks, but don’t, of 
course, want to tie you down in any way.31   

 

Although Bernal did accept Orwell’s invitation, he preferred to share the series with his political colleagues 

and he and Orwell soon met to discuss topics and speakers.  They agreed that the pre-historian and labour 

theorist V. Gordon Childe, would begin the series with a talk on ‘the birth of science.’  Bernal would follow 

with the second and final talks, to be titled ‘The beginnings of modern science’ and ‘The future of 

science’.32  The three remaining agreed speakers were the biochemist Joseph Needham (‘The economic 

bases of science’); the science writer J.G. Crowther (‘Science in the U.S.S.R.’); and the chemist A.C.G. 

Egerton (‘Experimental & Applied Science’).33  Unsurprisingly, all these speakers, with the exception of 

Egerton, were Marxist intellectuals.  Moreover, Orwell’s intention to learn firsthand their Marxist 

conception of science is clear from his instructions to Needham: 

 
What I should like…is a talk about the effects of capitalism on science, the extent to which it has stimulated 
its development, and the point at which it becomes a retarding influence, followed by a discussion of the 
position of ‘pure’ science under Fascism.  Fascism evidently doesn't prevent the application of scientific 
discoveries to practical ends, e.g. war, but it is difficult to see how freedom of research can survive under any 
totalitarian system [emphasis added].34   

 

Needham’s script, titled ‘Science, Capitalism and Fascism’,35 soon met with Orwell’s approval.  Taking a 

Bernalist stance, Needham traced the crisis in Western science to monopoly capitalism which, having ‘no 

real public responsibility,…is unwilling to encourage fundamental research if cheaper methods can be found 

for achieving what remains…the principal end of the whole institution, the winning of substantial profits.’36  

Fascist and Nazi governments had neither sought to democratise capitalism nor to replace it ‘by making 

industry, as in socialist planning, responsible to the public.’ Instead, they valued science only for its military 

interests.  Worse, racialist theories were now applied within fascist science, with the effect that scientific 

facts and theories no longer rested on accepted observations or coherence with established knowledge, 

but were judged on racial and ethnic grounds.   

 

                                                            
31 Letter, Orwell to J.D. Bernal, 6 March 1942, in: Orwell, CW XIII, 1005, p.202. 
32 After helping Orwell obtain prospective speakers, Bernal unexpectedly withdrew his involvement in May 1942, forcing Orwell to 
replace him at the last moment with J.A. Lauwerys and C.D. Darlington.  W.J. West speculated that Guy Burgess (another BBC Talks 
Assistant, Soviet agent, and friend of Bernal) might have ‘warned Bernal about Orwell’s hatred of Russian Communism’, leading to 
Bernal’s withdrawal.  See W.J. West, Orwell: The War Broadcasts (BBC and Gerald Duckworth, 1985), pp.29-30; and Orwell, CW XIII, 
1134 and 1135, pp.296-297.  Equally likely, Bernal was preoccupied with Bomber Command operations research activities.  See Andrew 
Brown, J.D. Bernal. The Sage of Science (Oxford: OUP, 2005), pp.196-202. 
33 Egerton held the chair of chemical technology at Imperial College of Science from 1936-1952.  See D.M. Newitt , ‘Alfred Charles Glyn 
Egerton. 1886-1959’, Biographical Memoirs of Fellows of the Royal Society, vol.6, 1960, pp.39-64. 
34 Letter, Orwell to Joseph Needham 31 March 1942, in: Orwell, CW XIII, 1069, p.255. 
35 Joseph Needham, ‘Science, Capitalism and Fascism’, ‘Talks Script’, BBCWAC.  The talk was broadcast on the BBC Indian Service on 23 
June 1942. 
36 Ibid.  
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Crowther’s complementary talk on Soviet science to follow also took a familiar Marxist line, 37 but he 

inserted a crucially important accolade that would come to have particular salience for Orwell.  After 

rehearsing the materialist origins of Soviet science and its successful reliance on centralised planning, 

Crowther offered a familiar leftist tribute: ‘The Soviet people regard science as the basis of their outlook on 

life.  Consequently, it has a leading place in all their education and thought….’  But Crowther’s chosen 

exemplar of scientific practice in the Soviet Union was soon to become the focus of intense political 

divisions within the British scientific community: ‘A distinguished scientist has a great social position in the 

USSR…. For instance, the agricultural scientist Lysenko is a vice-chairman of the Supreme Soviet, a position 

which would correspond in Britain to being a vice-chairman of the Cabinet.’38  The key point concerning 

these Orwell-produced talks is that while the radical left believed they were exposing the pseudo-scientific 

irrational basis of Fascist science on the one hand, they were also illuminating a comparable irrational and 

autocratic dimension to Soviet science in the guise of Marxist dialectical materialism and Stalin’s supporting 

role in the pseudo-scientist Trofim Lysenko’s political ascent.39 

 

Whereas the ‘Science and Politics’ series was Orwell’s first and most extensive engagement with scientific 

intellectuals, he nevertheless continued to commission them throughout his brief BBC career,40 and 

totalitarian science appears never to have been far from his thoughts.  In late 1942, for example, Orwell 

asked the science journalist Ritchie Calder, then special correspondent to the Daily Herald, to prepare a talk 

on the apparently anodyne topic of ‘Microfilms’.  Yet, as Orwell instructed, ‘I should like the important part 

that these things are likely to play in preventing libraries from being destroyed by bombs or by the police of 

totalitarian regimes to be emphasised.’41     

 

After quitting the Corporation in November 1943, Orwell spent the next year as literary editor of Tribune 

while completing Animal Farm.  Sometime during 1944, Orwell also sketched out a preliminary outline for 

‘The Last Man in Europe’, notes which would form the basis of his final fictional work, Nineteen Eighty 

Four.42  Two important events during this period underscore Orwell’s continuing interest in the ongoing 

battle of ideas between the British scientific left and right.  One was the publication of the multi-authored 

This Changing World, which Orwell reviewed for The Observer in May 1944.43  Subtitled ‘a series of 

contributions by some of our leading thinkers, to cast light upon the pattern of the modern world’, the 

book had been conceived by Orwell’s occasional collaborator, the art critic Herbert Read.  It included essays 

by J.D. Bernal, J.G. Crowther, C.D. Darlington, Joseph Needham and C.H. Waddington—all former 

contributors to Orwell’s BBC talks on science.  In the main, the science articles rehashed familiar 

                                                            
37 Crowther’s talk was broadcast on the BBC Indian Service on July 7 1942.  See J.G. Crowther, ‘Science in the U.S.S.R’ in: Orwell (ed.), 
Talking to India, pp.78-85.  It is instructive to note that half of Orwell’s selections in this talks’ collection were science-based: eg. Ritchie 
Calder, ‘Microfilms’; Gordon Childe, ‘Science and Magic’, and C.H. Waddington, ‘Science and Modern Poetry’.   
38 Crowther, ‘Science in the U.S.S.R’, pp.78-79.   
39 For an overview of the scholarly literature on Lysenko, see Oren Solomon Harman, ‘C.D. Darlington and the British and American 
Reaction to Lysenko and the Soviet Conception of Science’, Journal of the History of Biology, 36(2), 2003, pp.309-352.  See also Brown, 
Sage, Chapter 15. 
40 These included other talks by Haldane, Waddington and J.A. Lauwerys.  See ‘India Talks 1942-44’, R51/257/2, BBCWAC. 
41 Letter, Orwell to Ritchie Calder, 22 September 1942, in: Orwell, CW XIV, 1507, p.51.  Orwell had also collaborated with Calder the 
previous year in a Searchlight Books publication edited by Orwell and T.R. Fyvel.  See Ritchie Calder, The Lesson of London (Secker & 
Warburg, 1941). 
42 See Peter Davison (ed.), George Orwell. Nineteen Eighty-Four; The Facsimile of the Extant Manuscript (Secker & Warburg, 1984).  See 
also ‘Orwell’s Notes: For “The Last Man in Europe”’, in: Orwell, CW XV, 2375, pp.356-361; and ‘For “The Last Man in Europe”’, in: 
Orwell, CW XV, 2377, pp.367-370.  
43 J.R.M. Brumwell (ed.), This changing world: a series of contributions by some of our leading thinkers, to cast light upon the pattern of 
the modern world (Routledge, 1944).  George Orwell, ‘Review of This Changing World, On Living in a Revolution by Julian Huxley, and 
Reshaping Man's Heritage by Various Authors’, The Observer, 7 May 1944, in: Orwell CW XVI, 2464, pp.179-181. 
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arguments: the need for scientific planning (Bernal); the theoretical importance of ‘process’ and 

‘evolutionism’ (Waddington and Needham) and the wider cultural significance of modern physics’ 

uncertainty principle (Crowther).  Interestingly, This Changing World also contained two articles whose 

science-related themes bore a strong resemblance to ideas that would later appear in Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty-Four.  The first was by Lewis Mumford, the American writer well known to Orwell’s fellow 

intellectuals for his earlier prophetic warnings that unbridled technocracy would destroy moral and 

aesthetic human values.44  Mumford reprised a similar theme in this volume, beginning with an historical 

account markedly similar to Emmanuel Goldstein’s testimony in Nineteen Eighty-Four concerning the 

destructive impact of mechanisation on prospects for human equality: 

 

Now the fact is that science and technology…have given power to the military and political and financial 
despots: they have fed their egos and justified their ambitions; they have further brutalised the brutal and 
corrupted the corrupt.  As a result they have made mankind the victim of the machine rather than its benign 
commander and controller….This crisis will either ruin Western Society entirely—and with it the very 
techniques of physical science and mechanical invention—or it will permit this culture to establish itself on a 
much broader human basis [emphasis added].45   

 

Although Mumford here expressed optimism that such a crisis in science could be averted, he was 

nevertheless explicit in locating its origins in totalitarian states and predicting its possible global 

consequences—again foreshadowing Goldstein in Nineteen Eighty-Four:  

 
Doctrines of political and cultural isolationism…are sometimes heretically preached even by men of 
science….Already there are States in existence where Patlato's method [of trade] would be impossible; 
even if he were not…stopped at the frontier because he was not a believer in “Aryan” anthropology or in 
“Marxian” genetics.  If the closed totalitarian States should remain in existence for as much as another 
generation, the international structure of scientific thought will probably break down flatly.46 

 

Where Mumford’s essay was principally concerned with describing the erasure of human equality and 

termination of scientific progress brought about by despotic totalitarian power-seekers, Herbert Read’s 

concluding synthesis, ‘Philosophy of Change’, offered a vision of technocracy reconciled with human 

values—one predicated on the practice of a philosophical variant of Marxist dialectical materialism.  

Confessing to ‘an obscure distrust of the scientific planner with a purely intellectual or rational approach to 

life’, Read preferred a more integrated method, one which recognised both the ‘rational and irrational 

elements’ of human society and culture, and proposed a synthesis ‘which embraces all those attitudes in 

our mental make-up which find expression in religion, poetry, music and the arts generally.’  One such 

synthesis was the doctrine of Dialectical materialism, ‘a philosophy of life’, ‘a reconciliation of opposites, a 

synthesis or integration such as our world requires.’  Read was, however, disappointed ‘that it is almost 

exclusively, nowadays the philosophy of scientists.’47  Although a self-declared anarchist and opponent of 

Soviet Communism, Read nevertheless believed that dialectical materialism, like all ‘faiths’, was subject to 

                                                            
44 Lewis Mumford (1895-1990) was then principally known for two works: Technics and Civilisation (Routledge, 1934) and The Culture 
of Cities (Secker & Warburg, 1938).  Interestingly, J.G. Crowther credited Mumford’s ideas as having had a bearing on his 1941 book 
The Social Function of Science [p.ix]. Orwell, however, only referred to Mumford one other time, in his review of Mumford’s biography 
Herman Melville (1929).  See Orwell, CW X, pp.182-184. 
45 Lewis Mumford, ‘Looking Forward’, in: This Changing World, p.88. 
46 Ibid. p.88. 
47 Herbert Read, ‘Philosophy of Change’, in: This Changing World, p.267.  Read was apparently unfamiliar with Anglo-Marxist 
philosophers like Dr. John Lewis and Maurice Cornforth, both vocal adherents of dialectical materialism.  See, for example, Edwin A. 
Roberts, The Anglo-Marxists: A Study in Ideology and Culture (Lanham MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997); and Roberts, ‘From the History 
of Science to the Science of History: Scientists and Historians in the Shaping of British Marxist Theory’, Science & Society, vol.69(4), 
2005, pp.529–558. 
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change and might somehow accommodate ‘the reality of those super-rational faculties which find 

expression in art or religion.’  ‘Certainly,’ he concluded,  ‘any realistic anticipation of the future will find 

more hope in the humanisation of Marxism than in any revival of humanism—including within this term the 

religion, art and philosophy of the past five hundred years.’48    

 

It is important to note that Read’s humanist hopes for dialectical materialism were strikingly similar to 

Waddington’s prior treatment in The Scientific Attitude, both symptomatic of this doctrine’s broad appeal 

amongst British intellectuals—even those unsympathetic to the Soviet regime.  Given Orwell’s longstanding 

contempt for dialectical materialism and its apparent irrationality, dating back to his 1937 Wigan Pier 

publication,49  it is unsurprising that Orwell’s reaction to Read’s optimism in particular and to This Changing 

World in general would be decidedly negative.  Its contributors, he maintained, have ‘not reckoned…with 

the terrible power of the psychological forces now working against democracy, against rationalism, and 

against the individual.’  From very few of the contributors, Orwell insisted, ‘would you gather that the 

actual civilisation is in danger’ or ‘remember the atrocious reversal of history that is actually going on.’  

‘Professor Bernal,’ he suggested, ‘does not seem to see, or at least does not mention, that science itself is 

threatened by the world-wide trend towards dictatorship.  Mr. Lewis Mumford does see this danger, but 

appears to think that it will right itself.’50  And in another clear indication of his preoccupation with themes 

later to appear in Nineteen Eighty-Four themes, Orwell concluded:  

 
The truly sinister phenomena of our time are the atomisation of the world, the increasing power of 
nationalism, the worship of leaders who are credited with divine powers, the crushing not only of freedom 
of thought but of the concept of objective truth, and the tendency towards oligarchical rule based on forced 
labour.  That is the direction in which the world is changing, and it is the failure to discuss those subjects 
that makes it hard to take this book seriously [emphasis added].51 

 

The second event, providing strong evidence of Orwell’s attention to the scientific right, was his attendance 

at a three-day P.E.N. Conference held in London in late August 1944.52  Commemorating the tercentenary 

of the publication of Milton’s Areopagitica, it not only drew speakers from the world of letters (e.g., E.M. 

Forster, Herbert Read and Kingsley Martin) and philosophy (e.g., Cyril Joad) but also from the radical 

scientific left.  J.B.S. Haldane spoke as ‘A Materialist on Freedom and Values’ and Hyman Levy, the Imperial 

College mathematician and fellow Communist Party member, delivered a talk on ‘Economic Stability and 

Ethical Development’.53  However, to judge by evidence I discuss later, the scientific intellectual who made 

the greatest impression on Orwell was John R. Baker, the Society for Freedom in Science co-founder who 

spoke on ‘Science, Culture and Freedom’.54  Baker began by contrasting the issues of freedom and truth as 

experienced by writers and scientists.  Whereas writers in totalitarian regimes might not have the freedom 

                                                            
48 Read, ‘Philosophy of Change’. 
49 Orwell had argued that British socialists were becoming seduced by what he called ‘the pea and thimble trick with those three 
mysterious entities, thesis, antithesis and synthesis’—namely Marxist dialectical materialism.  George Orwell, The road to Wigan Pier 
(London: Victor Gollancz, 1937), pp.112-114. 
50 Orwell, CW XVI, 2464 p.180. 
51 Ibid. 
52 The conference was held in South Kensington on 22-26 August, 1944.  For the published proceedings, see Herman Ould (ed.) 
Freedom of Expression. A Symposium (Hutchinson, 1945).   
53 Other science writers present were Olaf Stapledon (‘What are “Spiritual Values”?’) and Vera Brittain’s husband George Catlin 
(‘Culture, Liberty and Science’).  Further bolstering the Communist contingent was Ivor Montagu, a close Party associate of J.D. Bernal, 
who spoke on ‘Soviet Writers and the War’.  
54 J.R. Baker, ‘Science, Culture and Freedom’, in Ould (ed.) Freedom of Expression, pp.118-121.  Note that one of his books-- John R. 
Baker, The Scientific Life (George Allen & Unwin, 1942)—was on the recommended reading list at the end of This Changing World, 
which Orwell also reviewed.  Its description is: ‘Gives the opposition point of view, emphasising the danger that planning may get out 
of hand and lead to totalitarianism, and that science may destroy the traditional "cultural" values’.  
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to publish, at least their ‘imaginations would be free.’  Such was not the case, however, for the scientist 

whose ‘primary liberty, more fundamental to him even than freedom of publication, is freedom of inquiry, 

the freedom to choose the subjects of his research in accordance with his own judgement.’  In a barb 

intended for his scientific Marxist opponents in attendance, Baker continued: ‘The scientist’s most 

fundamental liberty is gravely threatened to-day by the would-be planners of his subject…. A group of 

British scientists never ceases to praise Soviet science, but the praise may seem unmerited unless one 

favours the political regime.’55  Yet the most striking and significant aspect of Baker’s talk was his chosen 

exemplar of this peril—Trofim Lysenko: 

 
This man, Lysenko, has strongly attacked the whole sub-science of Mendelism or genetics.  He has used 
the authority of his position to prevent the publication of translations of foreign books on this subject, and 
has also insisted that the research workers at all agricultural stations shall carry out their investigations in 
conformity with his own belief in what is commonly called the inheritance of acquired characters, a belief 
that is not shared by the scientists of the rest of the world.  The case of Lysenko provides a vivid 
illustration of the degradation of science under a totalitarian regime.56 

 

Baker’s talk made a strong impression on Orwell.  In his 1945 review of the published proceedings,57 Orwell 

chastised the gathering for ‘subjects that were not mentioned, or barely mentioned.’  Amongst these were 

‘the centralised ownership of the British press with its consequent power’ to suppress news; ‘the methods 

by which British correspondents in foreign countries are squeezed into telling lies or concealing truths’; 

and, especially, ‘the spread of totalitarian ideas, mostly emanating from the U.S.S.R., among English 

intellectuals.’  ‘Except in the talk given by Mr. John Baker…hardly one of these issues received an 

unmistakable mention.’58  ‘A discussion of this kind,’ Orwell continued, ‘is killed by two separate though 

interacting influences.  On the one hand there is the general drift towards a planned and centralised but 

not democratic society, in which the writer or journalist tends to become a sort of minor official.  On the 

other hand, there is the pressure of totalitarian propaganda.’  Referring once again to Baker and Lysenko, 

Orwell concluded:  ‘And how many people have—or had in the late summer of 1944—the courage to utter 

genuine criticism of Soviet Russia?’59 

 

Orwell and Science—1945-1947 

Orwell had written about Baker’s anti-Lysenkoist views in October 1945, just two months after the atomic 

bombing of Japan and during the period that he was composing Nineteen Eighty-Four.  Between then and 

the autumn of 1947, when the first draft was completed, Orwell continued to write about and correspond 

with British scientific intellectuals.60  In one particularly revealing article, published in the Manchester 

Evening News in early 1946, he expressed a clear sympathy with one faction of the scientific right, whom he 

termed ‘The Pessimists’, categorising them as ‘those who deny that a planned society can lead either to 

                                                            
55 Baker, ‘Science, Culture and Freedom’, p.118. 
56 Ibid. p.119.  Haldane addressed this question in his talk as well. J.B.S. Haldane, ‘A Materialist on Freedom and Values’, in: Ould (ed.), 
Freedom and Expression, pp.63-84.  What Haldane neglected to mention was his knowledge that Lysenko’s chief critic, Sergei Vavilov, 
had died while imprisoned for his views.  See: Diane B. Paul, ‘A War on Two Fronts: J.B.S. Haldane and the Response to Lysenkoism in 
Britain’, Journal of the History of Biology, 16(1) 1983, pp.1-37.   
57 George Orwell, ‘Review of Freedom of Expression’, Tribune, 12 October 1945, in: Orwell, CW XVII, 2764, pp.308-310. 
58 Ibid. p.309. 
59 Ibid. p.310. 
60 See for example, Orwell, ‘What is Science?’, Tribune, 26 October 1945, in: Orwell, CW XVII, 2771, pp.323-328, where Orwell refuted 
the notion that the opinions of individuals with specialist scientific knowledge on politics, etc. were ‘more valuable than those of a 
layman.’  See also entry 2772, Ibid. pp.328-329, where he reiterated two points: ‘(a) that many scientists . . . appear to adopt an 
extremely unscientific attitude towards problems in which their emotions and loyalties are involved; and (b) that members of the 
general public, such as myself, have a right to form and express their own opinions on the relationship between science and society’.  
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happiness or to true progress.’61  He singled out Michael Polanyi and his book Contempt of Freedom 

(1940),62 relating Polanyi’s views with John R. Baker who ‘has also argued (“Science and the Planned State”) 

that scientific research cannot flourish under the rule of bureaucracy.’63  Orwell concluded: ‘If one were 

obliged to give the writers of this school a political label one would have to call them Conservatives—but in 

most cases theirs is a romantic Conservatism, which fights against irreversible facts.  But that is not to deny 

that they and other writers of kindred tendency have uttered a much useful criticism of the folly and 

wickedness of the Totalitarian age.’64 

 

Orwell’s apparent endorsement of the scientific right’s views was underscored  by his quarrel during this 

very same period with J.D. Bernal, an historical episode noted by Werskey and others.  It stemmed from 

Bernal’s article, ‘Belief and Action’, which had appeared in the Winter 1945 issue of the Marxist intellectual 

journal Modern Quarterly.65  ‘This is a time for endings and beginnings’, Bernal began. ‘The atom bomb may 

stand as its symbol of doom and promise.’  There was now an unprecedented need for ‘a drive to secure 

good living and peace for all’ through ‘organised action’, and such action necessitated ‘a radical break from 

the pure liberal philosophy of western Europe.’ For Bernal, ‘the key…is to be found in the philosophy of 

Marx, Lenin and Stalin.  Their intellectual basis is the combination of social analysis and the new knowledge 

of the world of matter and life that has come from the revolutionary advances of the natural sciences.’  

Indeed, as Werskey noted, Bernal ‘believed that the wartime experiences of most Britons had already 

begun to transform them into (de facto) dialectical materialists. Hence his optimism’: 
 

This time there is no mistaking the people's purpose. Everywhere in Europe and most important of all, in 
Britain, elections have shown that the great majority are determined to control the forces which science and 
technology have provided and to use them for the common good and not for private profit, for peace and not 
for war.66 

 

Orwell’s rebuttal, appearing in the May 1946 issue of the journal Polemic,67 rejected Bernal’s theses 

outright, especially his claim that ‘a radical change in morality…is required by those new social relations 

which men are already entering into in an organised and planned society.’  In Crick’s words, it ‘provoked 

one of Orwell’s finest polemics.  He accused Bernal of misusing his scientific reputation to assert that 

“almost any moral standard can and should be scrapped when political expediency demands it”.’68  Orwell 

concluded by criticising Bernal’s ‘pompous and slovenly’ use of language: ‘It is not pedantic to draw 

attention to this, because the connection between totalitarian habits of thought and the corruption of 

language is a important subject which has not been sufficiently studied.’69 

 

It is important here to recognise that Werskey framed this exchange between Orwell and Bernal in two-

cultures terms, maintaining that it stemmed from Orwell’s ‘antipathy to left-wing researchers…, in part, the 

result of a more general prejudice against scientists, whom [Orwell] regarded as “much more subject to 
                                                            
61 Orwell, ‘I. The Intellectual Revolt’, Manchester Evening News, 24 January 1946, in: Orwell, CW VIII, 2875, pp.57-60.  Other ‘pessimist’ 
intellectuals cited by Orwell were Bertrand Russell, Friedrich Hayek, and James Burnham.  In the ensuing articles, Orwell addressed 
‘The Left-wing Socialists’, ‘The Christian Reformers’ and ‘The Pacifists’, Ibid., p.57. 
62 Michael Polanyi, The Contempt of Freedom. The Russian Experiment and After (Watts & Co., 1940). 
63 John R. Baker, Science and the Planned State (George Allen & Unwin, 1945). 
64 Orwell, ‘Intellectual Revolt’, p.59. 
65 ‘Belief and Action’ also appears in Bernal, The Freedom of Necessity (Keegan Paul, 1949) pp.69-84.  Orwell’s Polemic response is 
discussed in Crick, A Life , pp.505-506, and noted in Bowker, Orwell, p.330. 
66 Quoted in Werskey, Visible College, pp.286-287. 
67 George Orwell, ‘Editorial’, Polemic, 3, May 1946, in: Orwell, CW XVIII, 2988, pp.263-268.  
68 Crick, A Life, p.506. 
69 Orwell, ‘Editorial’, p.265. 
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totalitarian habits of thought than writers”.’70  Yet Werskey uncharacteristically omitted the crucial context 

of Orwell’s ‘totalitarian habits’ remark, identifying it simply as an extract from a letter to Arthur Koestler, 

dated 31 March 1946.71  This letter, in fact, related in part to the Freedom Defence Committee, a voluntary 

body for which Orwell had agreed to become Vice Chairman.  In early 1946, as Crick has explained, Orwell 

had found himself ‘in a complicated four-cornered negotiation between himself, Koestler, Bertrand Russell 

and Victor Gollancz in an attempt to set up a broader “League for the Dignity and Rights of Man”.  Orwell 

drafted a fine two-page manifesto of aims and objectives.’72  A longer extract from Orwell’s letter in 

question, referring to this manifesto, tells a very different story to Werskey’s: 

 
I have at last got hold of a book by that scientist I spoke to you of, John Baker.  He is evidently one of the 
people we should circularise when we have a draft proposal ready.  He could probably also be useful in 
telling us about other scientists who are not totalitarian-minded [emphasis added], which is important, 
because as a body they are much more subject to totalitarian habits of thought than writers, and have more 
popular prestige.  Humphrey [Slater] got [C.H.] Waddington,73 who is a borderline case, to do an article for 
Polemic, which I think was a good move, as it will appear in the same number as our opening volley against 
the Modern Quarterly.  Unfortunately it was a very bad article.74 

 

This letter is further confirmation that Orwell’s hostility to the Bernalist radical scientific left did not extend 

to their scientific opponents like Baker and Polanyi.  On the contrary, as we have seen, Orwell had come to 

sympathise with the two latter’s ideas concerning the alarming implications of totalitarian science.  Orwell 

in fact did write to Baker, who replied in April 1946: 'Many thanks for your letter….I should like to meet 

you, as our opinions seem to be similar.’75  Orwell’s affinity to Baker is further substantiated by 

correspondence recently come to light, evidence which also reveals the extent of Orwell’s preoccupation 

with Lysenko during this period.  In late 1946, while on a return visit to London from the Isle of Jura where 

he had just begun writing Nineteen Eighty-Four,76 Orwell let it be known that he wished to learn more 

about the Lysenko controversy.  Cyril (C.D.) Darlington, who, like Baker, had long campaigned against 

Lysenko’s anti-Mendelian ‘research’,77 wrote to Orwell in early 1947, attaching a copy of his recent paper 

on this topic.78  Orwell replied on 19 March 1947:79 

 
Very many thanks for the cutting of your article from “Discovery”,80 which I read with great interest.  I dare 
say someone had told you that I was interested in this story of Lysenko, though I rather think we did meet 

                                                            
70 Werskey, Visible College, p.287.  
71 Ibid., p.364.  In a conversation with the author (24 April 2006), Gary Werskey remarked that if he were to revise Visible College, he 
would give more sympathetic recognition to Orwell’s objections to the radical scientific Left’s views. 
72 Crick, A Life, pp.497-8.  Crick suggests that this failed endeavour ‘bore some strange fruits,’ including Arthur Koestler’s subsequent 
participation in setting up the notorious Congress for Cultural Freedom (p.498). 
73 Humphrey Slater (1905-1975) was the ex-Communist author, painter and editor of Polemic (1945-47); see Orwell, CW XVIII, footnote 
4, p.214.  Besides C.H. Waddington, Polemic’s actual and projected contributors (with Orwell on the editorial board) before it ceased 
publication in March 1947 included Bertrand Russell, Solly Zuckerman and the philosopher of science, Karl Popper.  
74 Letter, Orwell to Koestler, 31 March 1946, in: Orwell, CW XVII, 2955, p.214. 
75 Letter, Baker to Orwell, 10 April 1946, ‘Correspondence no. A.158’, ORWELL.  Orwell’s letter to Baker has not been located. 
76 For a chronology of Orwell’s manuscript preparation, see ‘Introductory Notes’ in: Davison (ed.), Nineteen Eighty-Four. Facsimile 
(1984). 
77 For Darlington’s motives in attacking Lysenko, see Oren Solomon Harman, The Man Who Invented the Chromosome. A Life of Cyril 
Darlington (Harvard UP, 2004), Chapter 8, ‘The Lysenko Affair’, pp.139-152. 
78 This letter does not survive.  
79 Letter, Orwell to C.D. Darlington, 19 March 1947; Folder D.78, DARLINGTON.  [Note: I contacted Peter Davison in 2006 when I 
realised that the Orwell-Darlington correspondence of 1947 was absent from his edited Complete Works.  These letters are now 
published, along with Davison’s annotations, in Davison, Lost Orwell, pp.128-133. 
80  C.D. Darlington, ‘A Revolution in Russian Science’, Discovery 8(2), 1947, pp.33-43.  For a brief reference to Darlington’s 
correspondence with Orwell, see Harman, Darlington, p.150.   
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once when I was at the B.B.C.81  I first heard about it in the speech given by John Baker at the P.E.N. 

Conference in 1944,82 and afterwards read it at greater length in Baker's book “Science and the Planned 
State.”83  I formed the opinion then that the story as told by Baker was true, and am very glad to get this 
confirmation….[T]his persecution of scientists and falsification of results seems to me to follow naturally from 
the persecution of writers and historians, and I have written a number of times that British scientists ought 
not to remain so undisturbed when they see mere literary men sent to concentration camps.  I shall try to get 
hold of your obituary article on Vavilov in “Nature.”84  I saw it stated in an American paper recently that he 
was definitely known to be dead. 

 

Orwell even took the Lysenko matter a step further in a subsequent letter to Darlington:  

 
I was talking to Humphrey Slater, the editor [of Polemic], about your article in "Discovery," and suggested that 
he should ask you to do an article telling the story of the Lysenko business in full…. And even if this article 
didn't suit, I know they would like you to do something along those lines, because they are particularly 
anxious to have something discussing the effects of totalitarianism on science.  They aren't afraid of printing 
anything, barring libel.85 

 

Following Orwell’s proposal, Slater and Darlington exchanged correspondence with a view to getting a 

Lysenko piece in Polemic.  ‘This final and official repudiation of the concept of Truth really is the last straw,’ 

wrote Slater, suggesting as an essay title: "The End of Scientific Truth in Russia".86 

 

Nineteen Eighty-Four and the Practice of ‘Science’  

Having taken a keen interest in the ideological disputes between the rival camps of British scientific 

intellectuals, Orwell had come to regard Lysenkoism and dialectical materialism as severe threats to 

objective scientific truth.  Crucially, Orwell’s growing awareness of these and other science-related matters 

coincided with his preparations for Nineteen Eighty Four, and they were reflected in its content. In most 

Nineteen Eighty-Four analyses, science is seen principally as an enabling tool for totalitarian subjugation 

through ‘Big Brother’ surveillance technology and psychological weaponry.  Less systematic attention has 

been paid to the novel’s repeated references to other aspects of science—even though these form the 

essential building blocks to the novel’s central fictive device, the political philosophy of ‘Ingsoc’.  The fictive 

history, theory and practice of Ingsoc are most fully addressed in the character Emmanuel Goldstein’s 

twenty-odd page ‘testimony’ embedded in the ‘book-within-the-book’.87  Goldstein’s oft-overlooked 

account, along with later exchanges between the main characters Winston Smith and his Room 101 Inner 

Party interrogator O’Brien, provide the basis for the summary and analysis to follow. 

 

                                                            
81 After J.D. Bernal had pulled out of his scheduled BBC talks on the ‘Science and Politics’ series, Orwell wrote to Darlington on 15 May 
1942, asking him to contribute the sixth and final talk, ‘The Future of Science’.  Darlington contributed two further talks for Orwell; 
Orwell, CW XIII, 1170, p.321 and entry 1220, p.361; and Orwell, CW XV, 2088, p.101.   
82 We recall Orwell’s comments on Baker and his talk at this 1944 P.E.N. Conference in: Orwell, ‘Review of Freedom of Expression’, Op. 
cit. 
83 Baker, Science and the Planned State.  We recall that Orwell mentioned this book favourably in: Orwell, ‘The Intellectual Revolt’, op. 
cit.  Recall also Orwell’s favourable description of Baker in his letter to Arthur Koestler of 31 March 1946, Op. cit. 
84 C.D. Darlington and S.C. Harland “Nikolai Ivanovich Vavilov, 1885-1942,” Nature, 156 (1945), p.621. 
85 Letter, Orwell to C.D. Darlington, 28 March 1947, DARLINGTON.  
86 Letter, Slater to Darlington, 1 April 1947, Ibid. Polemic ceased operations before Darlington’s essay could be published.  Instead, 
Darlington published it elsewhere.  See, C.D. Darlington, ‘The Retreat from Science in Soviet Russia’, The Nineteenth Century and After, 
October 1947, pp.157-168. 
87 For Goldstein’s history and description of Ingsoc, ‘The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism’, see Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-
Four (1949), pp.108-126.  Goldstein (‘The Enemy of the People’ and a principal feature of the daily ‘Two Minutes Hate’ broadcasts) 
‘had been one of the leading figures of the Party, . . . and then had engaged in counter-revolutionary activities, had been condemned 
to death and had mysteriously escaped and disappeared.’ (p.6). 
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According to Goldstein, Ingsoc’s political roots lay in nineteenth-century Socialism, which had been 

gradually abandoned once centrally-planned science appeared capable of satisfying its demands for social 

and economic equality.  Nevertheless, ruling elites of all political persuasions adopted centralised scientific 

planning after learning that, paradoxically, it could help them to sustain regimented and hierarchical 

inequality by inhibiting empirical thought and scientific discovery.  By the 1930s, however, these elites were 

still confronted with two problems: their subjects’ continued attraction to machine culture, and a persistent 

nationalism which fostered militarism and the need for scientific weaponry.  These two trends culminated 

in an atomic war during the 1950s when ‘hundreds of bombs were dropped on industrial centres, chiefly in 

European Russia, Western Europe and North America.’88  ‘The effect,’ Goldstein wrote, ‘was to convince the 

ruling groups of all countries that a few more atomic bombs would mean the end of organised society, and 

hence of their own power.’  A new political order ensued, based on three super-states—Oceania, Eurasia 

and Eastasia—each with a political party and ideology indistinguishable from the others.   

 

In Oceania, where Orwell’s novel is situated, the new Party and its ‘fully formed’ ideology were both named 

‘Ingsoc’.89  To sustain its power, the Party adopted two measures.  Firstly, in secret collaboration with its 

rival state elites, it introduced a fictitious condition of permanent ‘continuous war’.90  This pretence had the 

added benefit of satisfying Oceania’s subjects’ twin desires for mechanisation (through continuous 

weapons development) and nationalism (through an eternally identifiable enemy).91  In the absence of real 

war, military researches became ‘a kind of daydreaming and their failure to show results [was] not 

important.’  The only demands from science were technologies like the two-way Telescreen and related 

inventions to help sustain the fictions of continuous war and perpetual states of emergency.  The second 

measure, supported by these enabling technologies, was the doctrine of Ingsoc itself.  Ingsoc, through its 

three interwoven ‘sacred principles’ of Doublethink, Newspeak, and ‘the mutability of the past’, was, in 

effect, Orwell’s elaborate parody of dialectical materialism. 

 

Doublethink formalised a process of abandoning all ‘empirical habits of thought’, which had begun decades 

earlier through State regimentation and central planning.  It replaced rational thought with ‘a vast system 

of mental cheating’ designed to ‘dislocate the sense of reality’ by invoking a condition where consciousness 

and unconsciousness ‘can exist simultaneously.’92  As Goldstein explained: 

 
To know and not to know, to be conscious of complete truthfulness while telling carefully-constructed lies, 
to hold simultaneously two opinions which cancelled out, knowing them to be contradictory and believing in 
both of them; to use logic against logic, to repudiate morality while laying claim to it,…to forget whatever it 
was necessary to forget, then to draw it back into memory again at the moment when it was needed, and 
then promptly to forget it again; and above all, to apply the same process to the process itself…. Even to 
understand the world [sic] “doublethink” involved the use of doublethink.93 

 

                                                            
88 Ibid. p.114. 
89 Britain, known as ’Airstrip 1’, was part of Oceania.  Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p.211. In an early Nineteen Eighty-Four manuscript, 
Orwell wrote: 'Naturally the new society called itself Socialist & took over much of the phraseology of Socialism.  Ingsoc had developed 
directly out of the amalgamation of the Socialist & Communist movements, & it was precisely by putting collectivist theories into 
practice that economic inequality was made permanent.’ Davison (ed.), Nineteen Eighty-Four. Facsimile (1984), p.211. 
90 Orwell had predicted such an outcome in reality, two months after the atomic bombing of Hiroshima.  See Orwell, ‘You and the 
Atom Bomb’, Tribune, 19 October 1945, in: Orwell, CW XVII, 2770, pp.316-323 at p.321. 
91 Continuous warfare also ingeniously helped sustain material inequality: ‘The problem was how to keep the wheels of industry 
turning without increasing the real wealth of the world.  Goods must be produced, but they must not be distributed.  And in practice 
the only way of achieving this was by continuous warfare.’ [Ibid. p.112.] 
92 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p.125. 
93 Ibid. p.19. 
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Doublethink’s principal aims were two-fold.  One was ‘to arrest the course of history’ and expunge the 

historical basis for Socialism from Oceania’s collective memory.  As Goldstein explained, ‘the Party rejects 

and vilifies every principle for which the Socialist movement originally stood, and it chooses to do this in the 

name of Socialism.’94  Its second aim, also demanded by ‘the mutability of the past’, was to extinguish the 

viability of Science and rational thought.  As Winston learned from Goldstein’s testimony:   
 
Not merely the validity of experience, but the very existence of external reality, was tacitly denied by their 
philosophy.  The heresy of heresies was common sense . . . For, after all, how do we know that two and two 
make four?  Or that the force of gravity works?  Or that the past is unchangeable?  If both the past and the 
external world exist only in the mind, and if the mind itself is controllable—what then? . . . The Party told you 
to reject the evidence of your eyes and ears.  It was their final, most essential command.95   

 

Winston was later reminded of this dismissal of external reality when O’Brien, his interrogator, insisted that 

‘“whatever the Party holds to be the truth, is truth.  It is impossible to see reality except by looking through 

the eyes of the Party”.’96  To accept this doctrine, continued O’Brien, was to recognise that ‘“Anything could 

be true.  The so-called laws of Nature were nonsense.  The law of gravity was nonsense.… All happenings 

are in the mind.  Whatever happens in all minds, truly happens”.’97  O’Brien did, however, offer one telling 

concession to the continued use of rational scientific theory ‘for certain purposes’, albeit in a manner 

consistent with Doublethink: ‘“When we navigate the ocean, or when we predict an eclipse, we often find it 

convenient”’ to accept the laws of Nature.  ‘“But what of it?  Do you suppose it is beyond us to produce a 

dual system of astronomy?  The stars can be near or distant, according as we need them.  Do you suppose 

our mathematicians are beyond that?  Have you forgotten doublethink?”’98  Elaborating on the underlying 

reason why ‘the empirical approach is still encouraged, or at least tolerated’, O’Brien explained that 

‘“technological progress only happens when its products can in some way be used for the diminution of 

human liberty”.’99  

 

Newspeak’s purpose, as Goldstein explained, ‘was not only to provide a medium of expression for the 

world-view and mental habits proper to the devotees of Ingsoc, but to make all other modes of thought 

impossible.’100  Therefore, as Winston was to learn: ‘In Oceania at the present day, Science, in the old 

sense, has almost ceased to exist.  In Newspeak there is no word for “Science”.  The empirical habit of 

thought, on which all the scientific achievements of the past were founded, is opposed to the most 

fundamental principles of Ingsoc.’101  There was in fact a special ‘C’ vocabulary within Newspeak designed 

specifically for science, but consisting ‘entirely of scientific and technical terms’ stripped of ‘undesirable 

meanings’.  Hence ‘there was no vocabulary expressing the function of Science as a habit of mind, or a 

method of thought, irrespective of its particular branches.  There was, indeed, no word for “Science”, any 

meaning that it could possibly bear being already sufficiently covered by the word Ingsoc.’102 

 

                                                            
94 Ibid. p.126. 
95 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p.46. 
96 Ibid. p.144. 
97 Ibid. p.161. 
98 Ibid. p.154.   
99 Ibid. p.113. 
100 Orwell added an Appendix (‘The Principles of Newspeak’) to Nineteen Eighty-Four which defined Newspeak, Oceania’s new 
language, and provided a glossary of selected words [Ibid. pp.174-181.]   
101 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p.113. 
102 Ibid. p.179. 
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Science, in the world of Ingsoc and Nineteen Eighty-Four, had thus not only been stripped of its rationality 

and its pursuit of truthful knowledge in all areas of human endeavour, but was also denied its promise of 

material prosperity through the practical fruits of applied science and technology.  All that remained was its 

capacity to deliver repressive instruments of surveillance, along with technologies to sustain fictive 

accounts of the past and present, and weapons to perpetuate the sham of continuous war.  The rational 

philosophical premises on which science had been founded were now transfigured into a totalitarian world 

of Doublethink which corrupted all human endeavour and meaning.  It is not difficult to recognise, in the 

foregoing, many elements that were central to the ideological debates between the two opposed scientific 

camps with which Orwell had become intimately familiar before writing Nineteen Eighty-Four.  As we have 

seen in Orwell’s fictive Ingsoc account, the ruling Party came to power by leveraging applied science and 

machine culture, and had sustained its control through Newspeak and Doublethink.  These elements 

parodied Bernalist scientism and Marxist dialectical materialism, which Baker had associated with 

Lysenkoism and its distortion of scientific rationality and truth.103 

 

Postscript: Orwell, Lysenkoism and Nineteen Eighty-Four  

In mid-July 1948, George Orwell discharged himself from the Scottish hospital where he had spent the 

previous six months recuperating from tuberculosis, and returned to his cottage on the Isle of Jura to 

complete Nineteen Eighty-Four.  On 26 December he sent final draft copies of the novel to his editor, Roger 

Senhouse, at Secker and Warburg.  Several weeks later, Orwell wrote to correct Senhouse’s mistaken 

understanding of the novel’s rationale:   

 
What it is really meant to do is to discuss the implications of dividing the world up into "Zones of influence" & 
in addition to indicate by parodying them the intellectual implications of totalitarianism.  It has always seemed 
to me that people have not faced up to these & that, eg., the persecution of scientists in Russia is simply part 
of a logical process which should have been foreseeable 10-20 years ago.104 

 

Orwell’s explicit link between ‘the intellectual implications of totalitarianism’ and ‘the persecution of 

scientists in Russia’ was undoubtedly related to the renewed Lysenko controversy then underway.  More 

crucially, it also reflected the extent to which Nineteen Eighty-Four, as we have seen, had been shaped by 

Orwell’s particular understanding of the British scientific intellectual community and their doctrinal 

disputes throughout the previous eight years.  Orwell’s contact with scientific intellectuals, in fact, 

continued up to his death in January 1950.  A year earlier, Orwell had instructed his editor to send final 

proofs of Nineteen Eighty-Four to Bertrand Russell or Lancelot Hogben ‘to give his opinions about the 

book’.105  The upshot was a positive Spectator review by Russell,106 and a little-known letter from Hogben 

accepting Orwell’s suggestion that they meet:  

 

                                                            
103 There is one final, albeit cryptic, piece of evidence which may also suggest that Ingsoc and its science-related elements were 
somehow bound up with Orwell’s knowledge of the anti-Lysenkoist views of J.R. Baker.  In his Outline sketch for Nineteen Eighty-Four, 
written sometime in 1944, Orwell had twice employed the phrase ‘Bakerism & Ingsoc’.  For the Outline text and Davison’s speculation 
on the meaning of ‘Bakerism’ in relation to Baker, see Orwell, ‘For “The Last Man in Europe”’, in: Orwell, CW XV, 2377, pp.367-370. For 
Davison’s more recent comments on this question, see Davison (ed.), The Lost Orwell, pp.128-130. 
104 Letter, Orwell to Roger Senhouse, 26 December 1948, in: Orwell CW XIX, 3513, p.488. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Nineteen Eighty-Four was first published on 8 June 1949 in Britain.  Bertrand Russell’s review appeared in The Spectator on 17 June 
1949.  For a comprehensive overview of ‘The Contemporary Reaction’, see Crick (ed.) Nineteen Eighty-Four (1984) Op. cit., pp.92-105; 
see also Davison, ‘Publication of Nineteen Eighty-Four’, in: Orwell, CW XX, 3643, pp.127-130.  
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Your book helped me to understand your irritation about Interglossa107 . . . Reading between the lines, 
one feels that you are afraid that if we start tampering with language at all in the present totalitarian 
world, any change will be a change for the worst.  It is, of course, a danger, but I think it is one about 
which we might reach agreement when we get together.  Meantime, let me assure you that my own 
reaction to the book was, as one of the critics said: nothing like it since Swift at his best.  I cordially 
congratulate you on such an achievement….108 

 

In early February 1949, Orwell had meanwhile instructed his publisher to add another scientific 

intellectual—C.D. Darlington—to the list of proof recipients.109  The following month, in yet another 

example of his preoccupation with Lysenkoism, Orwell suggested to his friend Celia Kirwan that Darlington 

be contacted by her employer, the Foreign Office’s clandestine Information Research Department.110  ‘Mr. 

Orwell, she wrote, ‘considers that the Lysenko case should be fully documented, and suggested that 

Darlington might undertake this.’ 111  The IRD also received, via Kirwan, Orwell’s list of pro-Communist 

writers and intellectuals whom he considered unsuitable IRD propagandists—a list which would acquire 

some notoriety following the 2003 release of relevant files into the public domain.112  What has not 

attracted attention, however, was that this list named five scientific intellectuals, two of whom were J.D. 

Bernal and J.G. Crowther—the two principal opponents of John R. Baker and his Society for Freedom in 

Science.113  Orwell’s attention to the Lysenko affair did not end there.  In the course of 1949, from his 

Cotswolds hospital bed, Orwell’s read four works relating to the continuing controversy: in May, he 

completed Darlington’s The Conflict of Science and Society and Lancelot Hogben’s The New 

Authoritarianism, recent pamphlets critical of Lysenko’s influence in the Soviet Union;114 in August, he read 

yet another anti-Lysenkoist polemic, Russia Puts the Clock Back by John Langdon-Davies; and in December 

he completed Julian Huxley’s Soviet Genetics and World Science115, the penultimate book which Orwell read 

before his premature death in January 1950.116  But perhaps the most affecting evidence of Orwell’s 

preoccupation with Lysenko, and his more general concern for the totalitarian views of British radical 

scientific intellectuals, is the pair of News Chronicle press cuttings which Orwell pasted into his final literary 

                                                            
107 See Orwell, ‘Review of Lancelot Hogben’s Interglossa’, Manchester Evening News, 23 December 1943, in: Orwell, CW XVI, 2395, 
pp.81-82.  ‘Interglossa’ was a small-vocabulary, international language which Hogben sought to promote during the war. 
108 Letter, Lancelot Hogben to Orwell, 19 May 1949, ‘Correspondence no. A.142’, ORWELL. 
109 Letter, Orwell to Frederic Warburg, 5 February 1949, in: Orwell CW XX, 3542, pp.36-37.  Peter Davison (footnote 1, p.36) indicated 
that ‘the inclusion of Darlington's name is mysterious.’  The 1947 Orwell-Darlington correspondence (Op. cit.), recently come to light, 
has resolved this mystery. 
110 Celia Kirwan report, 30 March 1949, FO 1110/189: PR 1135/11/G, National Archives, Kew.  See ‘Orwell and the Information 
Research Department’, in: Orwell, CW XX, 3590A, pp.318-321.  Kirwan was the twin sister of Mamaine, the wife of Orwell’s friend 
Arthur Koestler.  Kirwan had once rejected Orwell’s proposal of marriage, though ‘were always very close friends (Daily Telegraph, 13 
July 1996)’ [Ibid. p.318]. 
111 Ibid.  For IRD activities in the early cold war, see John Jenks, British Propaganda and News Media in the Cold War (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh UP, 2006). 
112 See for example, Timothy Garton Ash, ‘Orwell’s List’, NYRB, 50(14) 25 September 2003.  For the origins of the IRD, see W. Scott 
Lucas and C.J. Morris, ‘A Very British Crusade: The Information Research Department and the Beginning of the Cold War’, in: Richard J. 
Aldrich (ed.), British Intelligence, Strategy and the Cold War (Routledge, 1992).  For an argument that Orwell’s decision to cooperate 
with the IRD could be reconciled with his earlier opposition to such covert organisations, see Phillip Deery, ‘Confronting the 
Cominform: George Orwell and the Cold War Offensive of the Information Research Department, 1948–50’, Labour History, 73, 1997, 
pp.219-225. 
113 See Appendix 9, ‘Orwell’s List of Crypto-Communists and Fellow-Travellers’, in: Orwell CW XX, 3732, pp.240-259.  Davison 
reproduced 135 names with Orwell’s comments, omitting a further 36 names for libel law reasons.  The three other scientists in 
Orwell’s list were P.M.S. Blackett, Eric Burhop (see Chapter 6) and Solly Zuckerman.  Zuckerman had long held close associations with 
Bernal and other radical scientific intellectuals, but was politically a liberal.  For biographical detail, see B. Donovan, Zuckerman: 
Scientist extraordinary (Bristol: BioScientifica, 2005); and John Peyton, Solly Zuckerman: A Scientist out of the Ordinary (John Murray, 
2001). 
114 C.D. Darlington, The Conflict of Science and Society (Watts, 1948); Lancelot Hogben, The New Authoritarianism (Watts, 1949). 
115 John Langdon-Davies, Russia Puts the Clock Back: A Study Of Soviet Science And Some British Scientists (Victor Gollancz, 1949); Julian 
Huxley, Soviet Genetics and World Science: Lysenko and the Meaning of Heredity (Chatto & Windus, 1949).  For Orwell’s relationship to 
Langdon-Davies by the latter’s biographer, see Miquel Berga, George Orwell in his Centenary Year: A Catalan Perspective (Porthmadog, 
Spain: The Anglo-Catalan Society, 2003). 
116 See Appendix 4 ‘Orwell’s Reading List for 1949’, in: Orwell, CW XX, 3727, pp.219-223. 



Chapter 3    George Orwell, Science and 1984 

62 
 

notebook.  The first was a letter to the editor by J.D. Bernal on Russian education.117  The second cutting, 

dated 16 December 1949, was a chilling yet poignant echo of Ingsoc and the Party slogans, Newspeak and 

doublethink, the death of science and of rational truth—all the hallmarks of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four:   
 

“WHEAT CAN BECOME RYE”—Lysenko.  Moscow, Thursday.   
Lysenko, the Russian scientist, says in “Izvestia” today it has been proved that “in mountainous areas 
possessing unfavourable wintry conditions winter wheat can turn into rye.”  This, he says, confirms Stalin's 
teaching based on “dialectical laws” and appears to corroborate his own theory of the influence of 
environment in heredity.118 

 
 

Conclusions 

Orwell was keenly attentive to the social, cultural and political implications of science in Britain throughout 

his writing career.  He took a considerable and active interest in the wartime and early postwar ideological 

disputes between the radical Bernalists and their political opponents within the scientific intellectual 

community, especially John R. Baker.  Crucially, Orwell was sympathetic with the latter’s views.  His 

particular understanding of these debates on central scientific planning, Lysenkoism and other topics, I 

have argued, was to play an extremely important role in the genesis and content of Nineteen Eighty-Four, 

his dystopian tour-de-force—chiefly in his depiction of Ingsoc and its associated elements of Doublethink 

and Newspeak.  In short, Orwell’s experience is further evidence that scientific and literary cultures did not 

occupy separate unbridgeable spheres in early postwar Britain. 

  

                                                            
117 'J.D. Bernal--Letter answering A.J. Cummings (Russian education, etc.) News-Chronicle 15 September 1949. See Appendix 2, ‘Notes 
from Orwell's Last Literary Notebook’, in: Orwell, CW XX, 3725, pp.200-217, at p.212. 
118 Ibid. p.214. 
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Chapter 4 
Jacob Bronowski: A Humanist Intellectual for an Atomic Age, 1946-1956 

 
“It is part of my nature, I suppose, to save the human race. We are at a peculiarly important time in the 
development of society”.   

[‘Bronowski, messiah of culture’, Times, 25 April 1973] 

Introduction 

Jacob (‘Bruno’) Bronowski (1908-1974), perhaps more than any other postwar British intellectual, 

exemplified the emptiness of C.P. Snow’s two-cultures cliché.  During the first decade after Hiroshima, 

Bronowski was simultaneously directing a 400-strong scientific research laboratory while penning a revised 

edition of his acclaimed William Blake treatise.1  His scientific papers in journals like Nature and Scientific 

American2 appeared alongside literary commentaries and book reviews in The Literary Guide, The English 

Digest and The New Statesman in Britain, and The Nation in the United States.  Bronowski was also writing 

more substantial works, including his science popularising books The Common Sense of Science (1951) and 

Science and Human Values (1958).  Meanwhile, he achieved distinction on the BBC airwaves, drawing 

audiences enticed by his scientific knowledge and humanist philosophy on the one hand;3 and garnering 

equal praise as an accomplished playwright through his Third Programme radio dramas and features, on 

the other.   

 

This chapter is, however, less concerned with the scope of Bronowski’s polymath credentials than with 

questions of why and how he acquired them, and of what use they were put in the early atomic era.  Its 

central theme is that Bronowski’s parallel postwar careers as scientist and public intellectual were a direct 

consequence of his wartime contributions to the bombing of Germany and Japan.  This involvement helped 

transform him from pure mathematician-poet to scientific administrator; from obscurity, to intellectual and 

media celebrity; and, crucially, from an intellectual who promoted the superior ‘truthfulness’ of poetry and 

poets, to his insistence that science and scientists instead fulfilled this valued role.  My main argument is 

that Bronowski’s optimistic ‘truthfulness’ in science and its allied moral superiority—both central planks in 

his humanist convictions—were directed against what he perceived to be the general public’s disquiet 

concerning the abuses of science in the early atomic era.  I highlight the paradox that Bronowski’s 

adherence to this philosophy demanded that certain truths—both personal and general—be suppressed.  

In personal terms, for example, although Bronowski grandiosely proclaimed that witnessing the aftermath 

of Nagasaki had been his ‘universal moment’,4 he was evidently constrained from divulging the extent of his 

prior scientific involvement in its devastation.  More generally, in Bronowski’s idealist philosophy of 

science, the real relations between science and warfare were necessarily absent.  As David Edgerton has 

                                                            
1 Bronowski was a director of scientific research at the National Coal Board (1950-1964).  Jacob Bronowski, William Blake, 1757-1827: 
A Man without a Mask (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1944 [ rev. ed. 1954]).  
2 Representative articles include: J. Bronowski, ‘Statistical Methods in Anthropology’, Nature, vol.168, November 1951, p.794; 
Bronowski, ‘Operations Research as an Example of the Contemporary Evolution of Science’, Scientific American, vol.185, October 
1951, pp.75-77; Bronowski, ‘Operational and Statistical Research in Building’, Operational Research Quarterly, vol.2(3), September 
1951, pp.46-47; and Bronowski, ‘A Proposal for Atomic Peace’, Discovery, vol.12, March 1951. 
3 For a rare and cogent discussion of Bronowski’s humanist philosophy, see John Vice, ‘Jacob Bronowski and humanism: a philosophy 
for the twentieth century’, New Humanist vol.104(1), May 1989, pp.8-10.  See also Gerald Holton, ‘On the Integrity of Science: The 
Issues Since Bronowski’, Leonardo, vol.18(4), 1985, pp.229-232. 
4 Bronowski, Science and Human Values (NY: J. Messner, 1956), p.2. 
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noted, Bronowski, like others, ‘devoted a great deal of effort in the 1950s and early 1960s to demonstrating 

that science and war were fundamentally antithetical to each other.’5 

 

Modernist, Mathematician and Marxist: Biographical background 

A comprehensive critical biography of Jacob Bronowski remains to be written.  In the years immediately 

following his death in 1974, Bronowski was the subject of several published festschrifts and four 

unpublished PhDs—a testament to his intellectual standing at that time.6  But perhaps because Bronowski’s 

final years were spent in the United States,7 and that all these works were written by Americans, they 

tended to relate Bronowski to contemporary American, rather than British, cultural concerns.8  Only 

Bernice Cattanach’s unpublished Twentieth Century Pontifex (1980) attempted to construct a detailed 

biographical profile,9 but it suffers from an excessive and hagiographical reliance on Bronowski’s own 

published autobiographical sketches—a weakness shared by briefer published biographies.10  Departing 

from these approaches, the biographical profile to follow draws on published and unpublished primary 

sources to highlight the origins, content and interrelated nature of Bronowski’s scientific, literary and 

political convictions, all of which informed his intellectual engagement with the early atomic era.   

 

Born in Lodz, Poland in 1908, Bronowski had moved with his family to Germany during World War I, and 

then to London in 1920 where he first learned English while attending the Central London School in the 

city’s East End.  Mathematically gifted, he gained a scholarship to Jesus College, Cambridge (1928) where 

he became a Wrangler (1930) and was awarded a PhD (1935) in pure mathematics (topology), with a 

dissertation on ‘Cubic Primals with Nodes in Five Dimensions’.11  After a one-year break in Spain, he 

accepted a mathematics assistant lectureship at University College Hull in the north of England in 1934.12 

Bronowski taught there until 1942, when he was recruited for wartime operations research work (described 

below).  By the war’s end he had published eighteen papers in mathematical journals on topics including 

                                                            
5 David Edgerton, England and the Aeroplane. an essay on a militant and technological nation (Macmillan, 1991), p.84. 
6 For a multi-authored festschrift, see ‘Jacob Bronowski: A Retrospective [Special Issue]’, Leonardo vol.18(4), 1985.  See also David R. 
Topper, ‘Jacob Bronowski: A Sketch of His Natural Philosophy’, Leonardo, vol.12(1), Winter 1979, pp.51-53.  Unpublished PhD 
Dissertations include: Marie Novak, Science: Dilemma and Opportunity for Christian Ethics: Jacob Bronowski, a Case Study (PhD 
Dissertation, University of Iowa, Iowa City, 1976); Bernice Cattanach, Jacob Bronowski: A Twentieth Century Pontifex (PhD Dissertation, 
Northern Arizona University, Flagstaff, 1980); Carl Edwin Franklin, The Identification Of The Philosophy Of Jacob Bronowski And Its 
Implication For Science Education (PhD Dissertation, Georgia State University, Atlanta, 1980);and Robert Joseph Emmitt, Scientific 
Humanism and Liberal Education. The Philosophy of Jacob Bronowski (PhD Dissertation, UCLA, Los Angeles, 1982).  Indices of 
Bronowski’s high American intellectual standing are his election as Foreign Honorary Member to the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences (1960), and his inclusion in Ronald Turner (ed.), Thinkers of the Twentieth Century (Chicago: St. James Press, 1987). 
7 Bronowski emigrated to the United States in 1964, becoming Senior Fellow at the newly-formed Salk Institute for Biological Studies in 
La Jolla, California, where he remained until his death in 1974. 
8 Apart from Edgerton’s work, Bronowski has drawn little attention by British historians.  Noel Annan dismissed him as one of the 
postwar ‘masters of haute vulgarisation…on television and radio’, incorrectly associating Bronowski with C.P. Snow and others ‘who 
enjoyed contrasting the scientific with the humanist mind.’; Annan, Our Age: the Generation that Made Post-war Britain (Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson, 1990), p.382. More accurately, Stefan Collini associated Bronowski with scientific intellectuals like Peter Medawar and 
C.H. Waddington who addressed the subject of specialisation as a subject in its own right; Collini, Absent Minds, p.457.  Similarly, 
Steven Shapin acknowledged Bronowski’s influential arguments against the ‘moral equivalence’ of scientists; Steven Shapin, The 
Scientific Life. A Moral History of a Late Modern Vocation (University of Chicago Press, 2008), p.75. 
9 Cattanach, Bronowski: A Twentieth Century Pontifex. 
10 See, for example: Susan Sheets-Pyenson, ‘Bronowski, Jacob (1908–1974)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, OUP, Sept 2004; 
online edn, May 2007; David Topper, 'Bronowski, Jacob', American National Biography Online February 2000, 
http://www.anb.org/articles/13/13-02058.html; and D. Wren, ‘Bronowski, Jacob’, in: E. Devine (ed.), Thinkers of the twentieth century: 
a biographical, bibliographical and critical dictionary (Macmillan, 1983), pp.96–97.  See also obituaries in The Times (23 August 1974); 
The Times (11 September 1974); and the NY Times (23 August 1974). 
11 Letter, J. Bronowski to L.A. Pars, 24 March 1933, PARS.  Bronowski was supervised by Professor H.F. Baker (1866-1956), professor of 
Astronomy and Geometry (1914-1936). 
12 Letters, Bronowski to C. Meggitt (Registrar, University College of Hull), 23 June 1934 and 18 July 1934, ‘Bronowski File’, HULL. 
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algebraic geometry (topology) and statistical analysis, 13  a creditable curriculum vitae which placed 

Bronowski within a tiny mathematical elite of British academics.   

 

Bronowski’s recollections of his Cambridge years as an immersion into the exciting simultaneous 

revolutions in physics then underway was, to some extent, an exercise in narrative smoothing.14  He was 

much more drawn to the literary scene, with mathematical studies a secondary pursuit and the natural 

sciences virtually absent from his attention.  Some aspects of Bronowski’s literary activities in Cambridge 

are well-known, including his contributions to established journals like The Cambridge Review and The 

Granta (where he was briefly literary editor),15 and especially his founding role in the student literary 

journal Experiment.16  Historians have seen Experiment as an expression of his ‘belief in the harmony of 

literature and science’,17 but Bronowski’s own literary criticism utterly eschewed scientific content or 

method.18  Like his friend and fellow mathematics student William Empson, Bronowski was both stimulated 

by and challenged I.A. Richards’ scientistic approach to literary criticism.  But if modern science would soon 

become a key ingredient in Empson’s own literary criticism, Bronowski rejected Richards’ methodology, 

dismissing its quantitative approach to literary judgement as ‘a calculus method of criticism’.19  What 

instead impelled Bronowski’s own distinctive brand of criticism was his belief in the capacity for literature, 

especially poetry, to convey immanent truth.  This belief arguably accounts for Bronowski’s decision in 1934 

to decamp to Spain and undertake collaborative writing with Laura Riding, another poet and critic for 

whom ‘truth’ was paramount.20  More crucially, Bronowski’s quest for truth underpinned the content of his 

well-received book on literary criticism, The Poet’s Defence (1939), where he wrote: 

 
I hope that this book makes plain that I believe in one worth only: Truth. I defend poetry because I think it 
tells the truth.  In science, that is truth which can be checked.  Science therefore finds its knowledge of the 
world by mass measurement…. But I believe that there is truth which is not reached by these means…. The 

                                                            
13 J. Bronowski, ‘Curriculum Vitae’, in Letter, Bronowski to G.C. Steward (Head, Mathematics Department, UCH), 3 June 1946, 
‘Bronowski File’, HULL. 
14 Examples of his emphasis on Cambridge science include: ‘Jacob Bronowski on Twentieth Century Man’, a series of four interviews, 
Salk Institute for Biological Studies, 1976, Box 55, BRONOWSKI; Bronowski, ‘The Time of My Life’, BBC Radio 4 16.12.1973; Radio 
script, BBCWAC; and Bronowski,.’Recollections of Humphrey Jennings’, The Twentieth Century, vol.165(983), January 1959, pp.45-46. 
15 See, for example, J. Bronowski, ‘Review of T.S. Eliot, "For Lancelot Andrewes"’, Cambridge Review, 30 November 1928, p.176; 
Bronowski, ‘Poetry at the Universities’, Cambridge Review, 30 November 1928, p.169; Bronowski, ‘Hints on Riding’ (review of Laura 
Riding, Poems: A Joking Word), Granta, 10 October 1930, pp.15-16; and Bronowski, ‘Now We are Eight’ (review of William Empson, 
Seven Types of Ambiguity), Granta, 21 November 1930, p.144. 
16 Bronowski co-founded Experiment (November 1928- March 1931) with the poet and literary critic William Empson (1906-1984).  For 
its literary history, see Jason Harding, ‘Experiment in Cambridge. “A Manifesto of Young England”’, The Cambridge Quarterly, vol.27(4), 
1998, pp.287-309; and Kate Price, ‘Finite But Unbounded: Experiment magazine Cambridge, England, 1928–31’, Jacket magazine 
vol.20, December 2002, http: jacketmagazine.com.  For Bronowski’s relationship with Empson, see John Haffenden, William Empson, 
Volume I: Among the Mandarins (Oxford: OUP, 2005).  
17 Cattanach, Twentieth-Century Pontifex, p.7; see also Vice, ‘Jacob Bronowski and humanism’, p.8. 
18 Bronowski’s only published piece prior to the war concerning the natural sciences was a review of J.W.N. Sullivan, Limitations of 
Science (1933); J. Bronowski, ‘Physics and Life’, Listener, 11 October 1933, Suppl. p.xiv.  
19 I.A. Richards (1893-1979) was Magdalene College’s eminent literary theorist and lecturer in moral sciences. Bronowski, however, 
objected to the ‘unwieldiness’ in Richards’ method of literary criticism: ‘His instruments are in practice clumsy, because he has none 
wherewith to make rough measurements…..The calculus method of criticism…invariably loses itself in discussions…which serve to 
establish minor differences between poets but whose value is relatively small.’; J. Bronowski, ‘Postscript’, Experiment 5, February 
1930, p.35; J. Bronowski and James Reeves, ‘Towards a Theory of Poetry’, Experiment 4, November 1929, p.20.  This early critique 
foreshadowed Bronowski’s resolve to forge his own literary theory, culminating a decade later in the acclaimed J. Bronowski The 
Poet’s Defence (Cambridge: CUP, 1939).  In 1930, however, reaction to Bronowski’s fledgling literary criticism was derisive, with one 
reviewer finding his efforts ‘not particularly impressive’ and concluding ‘we have Mr Bronowski’s word for it that his work is intelligible 
to himself.’ Martin [G.M.] Turnell, 'The Local Intelligentsia' The Cambridge Review, 7 March 1930, pp.320-21. 
20 Bronowski spent a year (July 1933-July 1934) in Deya with Riding and her companion, the poet Robert Graves.  See Deborah Baker, 
In Extremis: The Life of Laura Riding (Hamish Hamilton, 1993); Barbara Adams, The Enemy Self. Poetry and Criticism of Laura Riding 
(UMI Research Press, 1990); R.P. Graves, Robert Graves. The Years With Laura, 1926-40 (Weidenfeld, 1990); and Joyce Piell Wexler, 
Laura Riding's Pursuit of Truth (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1983).  As Wexler (p.3.) noted, 'Until Riding renounced poetry, her 
poems focused on what she called "truth", a universal and eternal reality.  She was convinced that poets discovered previously 
unnoticed aspects of human character by articulating their intuitive, inherent knowledge of themselves.’. 
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mind of man has a knowledge of truth beyond the near-truths of science and society. I believe that poetry 
tells this truth.21 

 

The Poet’s Defence was written during Bronowski’s Hull years (1934-1942) when, in addition to his 

mathematics teaching, he was also active in adult education. But throughout this eight year stint, 

Bronowski’s extramural teaching was dominated by literature.  When teaching did address science, it took 

the form of science-and-society discussions in the context of English studies22—even further evidence that, 

prior to his military assignment in operations research, Bronowski was preoccupied with literature not 

natural science per se. 

  

Somewhat surprisingly, Bronowski’s high modernist literary affinities were able to coexist with his left-wing 

political views inspired by Marxist convictions.  Although evidence is limited, there is little doubt that during 

the late thirties and wartime period he was committed to the radical left, a crucial detail absent from all 

biographical accounts—and equally absent from Bronowski’s own postwar writing and reflections.  At 

Cambridge, Bronowski’s published political views had been confined to his strong anti-monarchist 

sentiments23 and, from 1933, to his warnings of the perils of National Socialism.24  During his Hull years, 

however, Bronowski’s growing anti-fascist activism was clearly informed by Marxist convictions.  He was 

then widely-regarded as a pro-Soviet sympathiser,25 and his activities were investigated at least once by the 

security services.26  One commentator recalled Bronowski’s close association with Norman Poole, ‘the then 

openly Marxist assistant registrar of the University College…[whose] Marxism, and the European origins of 

two of his collaborators’, Jacob Bronowski and the Marxist economist Eric Roll,27 ‘made the University 

College unpopular with the hard-headed businessmen of Hull.’28  Roll, a close friend of Bronowski, later 

wrote that ‘the development of fascism in Italy, the rise of Nazism in Germany, and the Spanish Civil 

War…naturally led most of us to what would be called a left-wing view of public affairs.’  Roll also described 

their collaboration in organising the “Humber food ship” for Spanish relief,29 and Bronowski self-published 

Spain 1939: Four Poems30 to raise additional funds.  In further support of the anti-fascist cause,31 Bronowski 

                                                            
21 Bronowski, Poet’s Defence, pp.10-11.  
22 Courses included: ‘What is Modern Literature About?'(Gunness, Scunthorpe, Lincs. 1936-1937) and ‘The Modern Novel and its 
Background'(Gunness, 1938-1939); Folders 4-5, Box 131, BRONOWSKI.  In the 1939-1939 term, Bronowski briefly addressed works by 
J.B.S. Haldane and J.D. Bernal—further evidence of his Marxist sympathies. 
23 ‘This time,’ Bronowski’s friend James Reeves would later recount, ‘was the beginning of …the last generation of undergraduates to 
remain more or less indifferent to politics.’  Referring to Bronowski’s Experiment magazine and its rival The Venture, Reeves added 
that ‘there was scarcely a reference to the world outside, over which lingered the last golden rays of Locarno sunshine.’; James 
Reeves, ‘Cambridge Twenty Years Ago’, in: Richard March and Thurairajah Tambimutti (eds.) T.S. Eliot: A Symposium. (PL Editions 
Poetry London, 1948), pp.38-42.  This view was affirmed by another Experiment contributor, who wrote, ‘A generation later politics 
replaced poetry, but in my time we were mostly superbly indifferent to politics and politicians.’; Julian Trevelyan, Indigo Days. The Art 
and Memoirs of Julian Trevelyan (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1957), p.14.   
24 J. Bronowski, ‘The Nazi Movement and the Universities’, Granta, 19 April 1933; and Bronowski, ‘Hitlerism’, Granta, (26 April 1933), 
in: J. Philip et al (eds.), Best of Granta 1889-1996 (Secker & Warburg, 1967), pp.85-91. 
25 According to John Vice who interviewed them, the archaeologist Maurice Barley (1909-1991) and the peace activist Alec Horsley 
(1902-1993), two Bronowski acquaintances in Hull, believed that Bronowski had been a (near) Communist; Conversation with John 
Vice, 15 April 2007. 
26 In April 1940 the UCH Principal reassured the Metropolitan Police, who ‘had received casual information that Dr. Bronowski, who 
was a naturalised British subject, held “left” opinions and consorted with Communists.’; ‘Bronowski File’, 3 April 1940, HULL. 
27 Eric Roll (1907-2005) was a Romanian-born academic economist, public servant and banker whose most famous book, A History of 
Economic Thought (Faber & Faber, 1938) was written from a Marxist perspective.  Frances Cairncross, ‘Roll, Eric, Baron Roll of Ipsden 
(1907–2005)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online edn, OUP, January 2009. John Saville noted that during the thirties ‘Roll 
was well-known as a Marxist economist whose name was often coupled with that of Maurice Dobb; John Saville, ‘Hugh Gaitskell 
(1906-1963): An Assessment’, Socialist Register, 1980, p.168. 
28 Edward Gillett and Kenneth A. MacMahon, A History of Hull (Oxford: OUP, 1980) p.395. 
29 See also ‘'Humber Food Ship for Spain', Hull Sentinel, December 1938, p.4; and Winifred Roll, My journey through the century (Hull: 
University of Hull Press, 1995), pp.45-47. 
30 Jacob Bronowski, Spain 1939: Four Poems (Hull: Andrew Marvell Press, 1939); the poems were: Guadalajara; The Death of Garcia 
Lorca; Greece and Spain; and Bomber. 
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also published two poems (Guadalajara and Take Your Gun) in John Lehmann’s New Writing, New Series 

(1938),32 appearing alongside works by Auden, Spender, Madge, MacNeice and Edgell Rickword—all leading 

radical poets of the ‘pink’ decade.33   

 

Bronowski’s political activism at Hull was also evident in his participation in the campus’s radical Socialist 

Group, whose prominent invitees included J.D. Bernal.34  In March 1938 Bronowski addressed this society 

on the Spanish war, followed by a ‘well supported’ appeal for ‘the International Brigade Dependants and 

Wounded Aid Fund’.35  More significantly, he delivered a series of lectures to the Group on Marxism 

throughout 1941.36  Bronowski’s radical views are also evident from his book reviews for the left-leaning 

student journal, The Torch.  Months after the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact was signed, for example, 

Bronowski’s favourably reviewed the Coates’ World Affairs and the U.S.S.R. (1939), arguing that ‘it shows 

how Britain was directing Hitler against the Soviet Union, and provides a basis for understanding how it 

became necessary for the Soviet Union to reach agreement with the Nazi Government.’37 Perhaps the 

strongest evidence of Bronowski’s Marxist views is his radical interpretation of William Blake, Man Without 

a Mask (1944), and in related correspondence with the poet Frank Kendon at Cambridge University Press.  

As Bronowski wrote him in 1941, ‘the best theoretical case for my history that I know is to be found in the 

early chapters of [Edmund] Wilson’s brilliant & profound book’, To the Finland Station (1940).38  Finally, it 

should be noted that these Marxist underpinnings to Bronowski’s Blake—later described by E.P. Thompson 

as ‘given a nudge to the "Left" by Jacob Bronowski’39—were recognised by left-wing intellectuals from the 

outset and for years to follow.40  In 1943, Anthony Blunt wrote, ‘‘I don’t really think that we do differ very 

much about Blake…. I enjoyed reading the ms immensely and I am delighted that Roger [Senhouse] has 

accepted it.  I believe my own article is going into proof soon & I’ll send you a copy.’41  John Strachey, in 

1944, expressed ‘a profound admiration for it.’42  And in his 1947 review, W.H. Auden appreciatively noted 

that Bronowski’s Marx-related remarks ‘about the artist and society…are as timely as they are well 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
31 Bronowski also wrote a letter (‘Petrol for Spain’, Times, 1 July 1938) insisting on measures to prevent British ships with petrol 
consignments from falling into Franco’s hands. 
32 John Lehmann (ed.), New Writing New Series 1 Autumn 1938 (Hogarth Press, 1938).  Correspondence (1938-1939) between 
Bronowski and Lehmann is in LEHMANN.  At Cambridge, Lehmann had been associated with The Venture, the literary journal which 
competed with Bronowski’s Experiment.  For Lehmann’s account of his own subsequent renunciation of Stalinism, see John Lehmann, 
The Whispering Gallery: Autobiography 1 (Longmans, Green, 1955). For Bronowski’s ‘melancholy diagnosis’ of Lehmann’s later (de-
politicised) edited poetry, see Bronowski (‘B’), review of ‘The Penguin New Writing, vol.2’, The Torch, March 1941. 
33 See Valentine Cunningham, British Writers of the Thirties (Oxford: OUP, 1988); of these, only Rickword (1898-1982) retained his 
Communist affiliation beyond this period, leaving the Party in 1956. 
34 In 1935, the Socialist Group’s activities were ‘restricted to the study of dialectical materialism, the philosophical basis of Socialism, 
and to small informal meetings, which have greatly helped to clarify our position.’; The Torch, vol.2(7), June 1935.  Thereafter, 
speakers at its meetings were increasingly communist or pro-Soviet and the Group itself promoted the Soviet Union’s shifting policies.  
Bernal spoke on ‘Science and Society’ in early 1939; The Torch, vol.3(7), June 1939. 
35 ‘Socialist Group’, The Torch, vol.3(3), March 1938, p.35. 
36 ‘Socialist Group’, The Torch, vol.4(2), December 1941, p.37. 
37 W.P. and Zelda Coates, World Affairs and the USSR (Lawrence & Wishart, 1939). ‘Book Reviews’, The Torch, vol.3(8), December 
1939.  (The review was signed ‘B’, Bronowski’s pseudonym for his many Torch contributions). 
38 Edmund Wilson, To the Finland Station: A Study in the Writing and Acting of History (Secker and Warburg, 1941).  Letter, Bronowski 
to Frank Kendon, 10 October 1941, MS Add.9251/B/108-111, KENDON.  In a later letter to Kendon (30 March 1942, Idem.), Bronowski 
wrote, ‘…what really drove the almost biblical prophets of historical necessity & the workers’ states, Robert Owen & Marx & William 
Morris alike, was the burning sense of indignation & the deep urge to justice & to dignity. These foundations I trust; only on them can 
plans be built & live.’ 
39 E.P. Thompson, Witness Against the Beast: William Blake and the Moral Law (Cambridge: CUP, 1993), p.x. 
40 Even George Orwell, then Tribune literary editor, ensured that Bronowski’s book would be reviewed in its pages; Letter, Orwell to 
Rayner Heppenstall, 28 February 1944, Orwell CW XVI, 2426, p.107; Rayner reviewed it in Tribune, 28 April 1944. 
41 Letter, Anthony Blunt to Bronowski, 5 March 1943, Box 133, BRONOWSKI.  Anthony Blunt (1907–1983) was the art historian and 
Soviet spy. 
42 Letter, Roger Senhouse (Secker & Warburg) to Bronowski, 13 July 1944, Box 133, BRONOWSKI.  The social theorist John Strachey 
(1901-1963) had retained close CPGB ties until April 1940, joined the Labour Party in 1943 and moved further to the right in the 1950s. 
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phrased.’43  Finally, during the 1950s, David Erdman and the English Marxist historian A.L. Morton both 

expressed strong indebtedness to Bronowski’s study in their own highly-regarded Blake works.44   

 

Bombs to Briquettes: Becoming a scientist 

Military background 

‘Bronowski’s career and his thought’, as John Vice has noted, ‘were fundamentally altered by the Second 

World War.’45  Yet his wartime spell in operations research, a crucial link to all of Bronowski’s post-war 

careers, has not been adequately addressed in any biographical accounts.46  It began in early 1943 when 

Bronowski (possibly at the behest of J.D. Bernal)47 joined a statistical section attached to the Ministry of 

Home Security’s Operations Research Department (R.E.8) at the Princes Risborough research station near 

Oxford.48  During the early war years, R.E.8 activities had been principally concerned with civil defence, 

evaluating the physical effects and human costs of German bombing on towns and cities in southern 

England.49  By 1942, however, R.E.8 statistical research had been redirected to support Bomber Command’s 

strategic bombing campaigns against German cities.50  For Bronowski, this entailed research to optimise 

incendiary and high explosive bomb ratios for the destruction of German industrial targets, including its 

railway infrastructure—and its industrial cities.51   

 

A key turning point in these activities came in the autumn of 1944, following the Normandy invasion.  

Bronowski was promoted to head the R.E.8 mathematical section,52 and transferred to London to assist 

American preparations for their forthcoming Japanese bombing campaign.  There, he liaised with the 

Washington-based Joint Target Group responsible for ‘integrating and coordinating pre-attack and post-

                                                            
43 W.H. Auden, ‘Mystic – and Prophet’, NYT Book Review, 14 December 1947, p4, 27.  Bronowski’s text was: ‘“Marxist critics justly 
claim that all great writers have been revolutionary, because they have spoken against the class then in power.  But they have not 
always spoken for the class then fighting towards power….”’; Bronowski, Man Without a Mask, p.140. 
44 David V. Erdman, Blake. Prophet Against Empire: A Poet's Interpretation of the History of His Own Times (Princeton: Princeton UP, 
1954), p.ix.  A.L. Morton, The Everlasting Gospel. A study in the sources of William Blake (Lawrence & Wishart, 1958), p.9.  Morton also 
notes that ‘my debt to [Bronowski’s] book will be obvious to everyone.’ [p.86]. 
45 Vice, ‘Bronowski and humanism’, p.8. 
46 Published biographical sources, including Bronowski’s own descriptions, are scant and evasive. There is slightly more detail in 
Cattanach, Twentieth-Century Pontifex, but it notes, incorrectly, that his statistical work was directed at civil defence problems rather 
than to support Allied bombing strategy.  The single (albeit scant) published recognition of Bronowski’s real involvement is Vice, 
‘Bronowski and humanism’, noting that ‘he worked on the statistics for establishing the most effective bombing policies against 
German and Japanese cities.’ [p.9]. 
47 J.D. Bernal had been a member of the R.E.8. (Research and Experiments) Advisory Group since September 1939.  He brought in the 
zoologist Solly Zuckerman the following year, to assist him in assessing German bomb damage and determine ‘what particular factors 
were responsible for air-raid deaths and disablement.’; Solly Zuckerman, From Apes to Warlords. The autobiography (1904-1946) 
(Hamish Hamilton, 1978), p.134.  Zuckerman stated (p.135) that Bronowski had been recruited by Bernal, a point made independently 
by Ritchie Calder in Brenda Swann and Francis Aprahamian (eds.), J D Bernal: A Life in Science and Politics (Verso, 1999), Chapter 7 
‘Bernal at War’. pp.160-190, p.164.  For a more recent account of Bernal’s wartime career, see Andrew Brown, J.D. Bernal. The Sage of 
Science (Oxford: OUP, 2005), Chapter 9 ‘Scientist at War’ and Chapter 10 ‘Bombing Strategy’.   
48 Letter, Bronowski to J.H. Nicholson (Principal of University College, Hull), 5 June 1946, HULL.  For a detailed unpublished history of 
R.E.8., see A. R. Astbury, History of the Research and Experiments Department, Ministry of Home Security 1939-1945; HO 191/203, 
PRO.  For its relationship to the strategic bombing campaign against Germany, see Sir Charles Webster and Noble Frankland, The 
Strategic Air Offensive Against Germany, 4 vols (HMSO, 1961), vol.1, pp.267-8, pp.473-4, and pp.486-8. 
49 R.E.8 was under the direction of the civil engineer R.E. Stradling (1891-1952 ), who later became chief scientific adviser to the 
Ministry of Works (1944–9) and adviser on civil defence to the Home Office (1945–8), responsible for research to increase the 
efficiency of post-war building reconstruction.  J.D. Bernal provided scientific advisory support to R.E.8. 
50 For details, see Maurice W. Kirby, Operational Research in War and Peace. The British Experience from the 1930s to 1970 (Imperial 
College, 2003), Chapter 4 ‘The Wartime Diffusion of Operational Research, 1940-45’ and Chapter 5 ‘Operational Research in Bomber 
Command, 1941-1945’. 
51 The nature of Bronowski’s work is evident from titles of representative reports: Bronowski, ‘Use of bombs with long delay fuses on 
raids on industrial cities (19 May 1943), and ‘The attack on railways (I). Bomb specifications (27 January 1944); HO 196/19 and 21, 
PRO. 
52 Letter, Bronowski to Principal J.H. Nicholson (U.C.H.), 15 January 1946, HULL. 
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attack intelligence analyses of air targets in the war against Japan.’53  The JTG, lacking extensive information 

on Japan, would rely heavily on the British experience of bombing Germany and, according to a report 

prepared by Bronowski, it was largely from British studies ‘that the group devised its recommendations on 

the mix of high-explosive and incendiary bombs to be dropped and the fuse sensitivities to be considered 

for each target.’54  The value of these analyses increased substantially from early 1945 onwards, when the 

American campaign shifted from ‘precision’ bombing in daylight to the policy of night-time area bombing of 

cities long favoured by British Bomber Command against Germany.55  By May 1945, however, the Japanese 

bombing campaign (in which hundreds of thousands of civilian lives were lost) began to experience 

diminishing returns.  As Bronowski explained, ‘Incendiary raids on Japanese cities have been successful 

hitherto only when the ground density over the area burnt out has reached 75 tons per square mile.’  His 

proposed solution affords a chilling insight to the ‘technological fanaticism’ 56  to which operations 

researchers had succumbed.  
 

As the parts of the target most vulnerable to fire are gutted, future raids are unlikely to show a lower average.  
At this weight, however, attack with 4,000 lb or larger H.C. [High Capacity] bombs with aluminised fillings is 
virtually as profitable, both in damage and casualties; and is, of course much less variable in its return.  
Indeed, if proximity fuzing proves to be successful, attack with large blast bombs will become more profitable 
than incendiary attack.57 

 

Days after this report was written, Bronowski was assigned to Washington as consultant to the JTG.  He 

remained there throughout the incendiary bombing attacks which continued up to, and beyond, the atomic 

bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  The JTG was regarded during this period as the prime agency for 

American air intelligence, providing ‘material on hand…for assessing the prospective targets and preparing 

for post-attack surveys of the cities bombed.’58 Significantly, JTG intelligence was used in both the 

conventional and atomic bombing campaigns. 

  

Bronowski became the only British scientist who participated in the two atomic attacks on Japan as well as 

the conventional strategic bombing of German and Japanese cities—three campaigns whose military 

effectiveness and moral justification remain contested.59  Bronowski never publicly divulged the extent of 

his role in these wartime episodes, focusing instead on his postwar participation in a 1946 British mission to 

Japan to survey the atomic bombing’s effects.  This silence must be weighed up in assessing the great 
                                                            
53 John F. Kreis (ed.) Piercing the fog : intelligence and Army Air Forces in operations in World War II (Washington D.C.: Air Force 
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Commander (Alabama: School Of Advanced Airpower Studies Air University Maxwell Air Force Base, 1994). 
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importance he would later assign in the postwar decade to the intrinsic morality and truth-seeking quality 

of science and its practitioners.  Equally, his unacknowledged involvement in the use of atomic weapons 

demands to be taken into account in light of his subsequent participation in debates surrounding the 

international control of atomic energy.  And finally, Bronowski’s wartime experiences cannot be ignored 

when considering his repeated charge during the early Cold War that scientists—unlike their counterparts 

in the humanities—were unfairly cast as scapegoats by the general public for having contributed to the 

menace of nuclear annihilation.  Added to these considerations is the deep irony that, prior to 1939 (or 

1942), Bronowski’s self-image was that of poet and pure mathematician—not scientist nor scientific 

intellectual: it was his participation in war-related scientific research and the Hiroshima aftermath that 

helped make these future careers possible. 

 

Postwar science career 

In September 1945, failing to obtain a Readership at Hull, Bronowski became head of a statistical section in 

the Ministry of Works.60  While there he was recruited as deputy-head of the Chiefs of Staff Mission to 

Japan (October 1945 to January 1946) and later wrote its official report.61  In May 1950, Bronowski was 

appointed Director of the newly nationalised Coal Board’s Central Research Establishment.62 The CRE was 

located in the spa town of Cheltenham in southwest England, where Bronowski’s staff initially numbered 

about 130 (of whom 32 were university graduates) and his annual £140,000 research expenditure was half 

the Board’s research budget.63  Although the Establishment’s research was directed to all aspects of coal 

processing and utilisation, its principal objectives were to increase fuel efficiency and to develop smokeless 

coal ‘briquettes’ out of fine coal fragments for the non-industrial domestic market.64  Bronowski would 

remain at the Coal Board for 14 years (promoted to Director-General of process development in 1959),65 

but production of his ‘Bronowski briquettes’ in sufficient quantity and at economically-competitive prices 

ultimately failed to materialise.66  Nevertheless, Bronowski’s stature as a leading scientific administrator in 

Britain’s most important nationalised industry undoubtedly facilitated his access to elite circles, including 

                                                            
60 Various correspondence, ‘Bronowski file’, HULL.  Bronowski was undoubtedly recruited for this position by his wartime supervisor 
R.E. Stradling, now chief scientific advisor to the Ministry of Works (1944-1949); J.D. Bernal was also an MoW adviser.  For evidence of 
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Research in Building’, Operational Research Quarterly, vol.2(3), September 1951, pp.46-47.  For John Saville’s recollections of 
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Investigation into Effects of Bombing of Japan’, AIR20/5369; and ‘Reports by Bronowski on the Bombing of Japan’, AIR 20/88874, PRO.  
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65 ‘Dr. Bronowski's New Coal Board Post’, Times, 18 April 1959. 
66 For a chronology of this failed project, see: ‘Briquettes May Warm Britons’, New York Times, 24 September 1951; 'Science Looks at 
Coal', Economist, 29 September 1951, pp.768-769; ‘On Threshold of Atomic Power Stations. Dr. Bronowski Also Forecasts New Coal 
Fuel’, Manchester Guardian, 16 October 1953; ‘New Smokeless Fuel Tests. Coal Board Pilot Plant’, Times, 18 September 1954; ‘Coal 
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the upper reaches of the BBC and the Labour Party.67  It also afforded him a platform for participating in 

debates on Britain’s future energy requirements, where Bronowski repeatedly—as discussed below—

promoted the virtues of atomic energy over coal or oil. 

 

Bruno and the BBC: The making of a media don 

Jacob Bronowski is chiefly remembered for The Ascent of Man (1973), based on his 13-part BBC television 

series.68  In the mid-1950s, however, Bronowski was already recognised as one of the Britain’s most well-

known BBC personalities.  Reflecting the breadth of his interests, Bronowski’s talks on domestic radio 

ranged from ‘How Does the Scientist Know?’ (1951), dealing with the scientific method’s philosophical 

implications, to a literary analysis of Blake’s prophetic books (1951).  Meanwhile, the Third Programme 

produced his award-winning play The Face of Violence (1950) and his radio ‘opera’ sequel My Brother Died 

(1954), written over a four year period in collaboration with Douglas Cleverdon and the English composer 

Peter Racine Fricker.69  A measure of his BBC radio involvement was the frequency of his appearances: in 

addition to his broadcasts on the three national Services, Bronowski spoke on regional domestic radio over 

36 times in less than seventeen months, and delivered over 80 talks on the BBC’s foreign Services between 

1950 and 1956.  His entry into television began as adviser for a four-part popular science series ‘Inquiry into 

the Unknown’ (1951),70 prompted by the enthusiasm of Mary Adams (BBC head of television talks) for his 

Common Sense of Science book.71  By the spring of 1952, Bronowski was appearing before the camera 

discussing the life of Leonardo da Vinci,72 soon followed by a seven-part series, ‘Science in the Making’ 

whose last instalment was broadcast in June 1954.73  But Bronowski’s greatest television fame during this 

period rested with his regular ‘Brains Trust’ appearances (1955-1961), which only ceased with his 

emigration to the US in 1962. 

Hiroshima beginnings (1946) 

Bronowski ‘s swift rise to prominence as a leading British public intellectual began during the summer and 

early autumn of 1946, a combined result of his Hiroshima experience and the close relationship he forged 

with the British Broadcasting Corporation.  Three BBC broadcast appearances in quick succession each set 

in motion a separate strand of his future intellectual career.74  The first related directly to Bronowski’s 

                                                            
67 Bronowski’s correspondence with BBC producers and upper management usually appeared under National Coal Board letterhead.  
His involvement with the Labour Party included participation in the so-called ‘Gaitskell Group’; see David Horner, The road to 
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participation in the survey into the effects of the atomic bombing of Japan noted above.  On 20 June 1946, 

the BBC radio talks Assistant Controller, George Barnes, learned that the Home Office was planning to 

release the survey’s report to the mass media.75  The report, timed to coincide with the first postwar 

American nuclear weapons’ test (Operation Crossroads) at the Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands, was 

intended to ‘assist the United Nations Organization in its task of securing the control of atomic energy for 

the common good and in abolishing the use of weapons of mass destruction.’76  Barnes, already planning a 

live relay broadcast of the explosion, tentatively accepted the Home Office’s offer to have’ their own 

scientist who led the Mission, Dr. Bronowski, give a descriptive eye-witness talk,’ conditional on whether 

this man ‘proved suitable as a broadcaster’.77  Bronowski’s live broadcast, aired Sunday night 30 June 1946, 

struck Barnes as ‘one of the most interesting and best delivered talks that I have heard’.78  Thus began the 

first in a succession of BBC talks and radio features based on Bronowski’s Hiroshima experience, broadcasts 

which set the stage for his wider public engagement with atomic energy, which I discuss in a later section.   

 

The second strand of Bronowski’s nascent broadcast career was his appearance on the ‘Brains Trust’, the 

immensely popular radio series begun in 1941 with three regulars (Julian Huxley, Cyril Joad and 

Commander Campbell) discussing and answering listeners’ questions.79  In the wake of his Hiroshima talk, 

Bronowski had been added to its guest candidate list, with his expertise identified as ‘mathematics and 

literature’.  Bronowski first appeared on 6 October 1946, when he shared the microphone with two other 

guests, the sociologist Barbara Wootton (1897-1988), and the Liberal politician Viscount Samuel (1870-

1963).80  Though initially not rated highly, six months later Bronowski was ranked by listeners just below 

Bertrand Russell and above Cyril Joad.81  He continued as occasional guest, appearing several times every 

year until 1949 when the series ended on radio.  Bronowski’s genuine ‘Brains Trust’ fame began later with 

his appearance on the second televised episode of ‘The Brains Trust’ in September 1955, now broadcast at 

teatime on Sunday afternoons.82  Over the following six years Bronowski appeared over 80 times on this 

celebrated television programme, becoming a regular contributor along with the philosopher A.J. Ayer and 

historian Alan Bullock.  It raised his public profile to the extent that, as C.P. Snow remarked in 1958, ‘in 

England he is one of the half dozen intellectuals whom taxi drivers might know by sight.’83  There were, 

however, repeated charges in the press that the programme’s intellectual content had diminished,84 and 

Bronowski himself withdrew briefly in 1957 when Bernard Braden, a radio comedy entertainer, became the 

Brains Trust chairman.85  Nonetheless, ‘The Brains Trust’ undoubtedly reinforced Bronowski’s public 

intellectual stature gained through his more substantial broadcasts and published writing. 

                                                            
75 Memorandum, R.A. Rendall (Talks Controller) to G. Barnes (Assistant Talks Controller), 22 June 1946, ‘Hiroshima Talk’, RCONT 1 
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The Hiroshima success also led to the third strand of Bronowski public intellectual credentials, his scientific 

humanism with its historical and philosophical underpinnings.  Anna Kallin, who had produced his 

‘Hiroshima Report’ talk, soon learned that Bronowski was equally a William Blake expert and pure 

mathematician.  Accordingly, she invited him to develop a talks series for the BBC’s newly-created Third 

Programme service ‘on the synthesis of mathematics and the humanities.’86  In preparation, she sent him 

scripts from the recently-aired ‘Challenge of Our Time’ series87 which had exposed ideological divisions 

between scientific and literary contributors.  Bronowski criticised ‘the tendency for each side to throw the 

responsibility for our ills, & by implication for every major choice, on the opposition.’  Their differences, 

Bronowski surmised, were ‘often disguised…as moral or political opposition’ whereas ‘the central issue was 

that of the control of mechanisms.’  As an antidote, Bronowski proposed ‘to talk about the unity of the 

humanities & science, based on the flexibility of science, & centred on actual people or events.’88  He and 

Kallin agreed on a series format beginning with a talk on Blake, stressing that ‘this period marked the break 

between the death of invention and the birth of imagination,’ to be followed by talks on other figures from 

the period.  The resulting broadcasts, beginning in October 1946 and titled ‘Invention and Imagination’, 

were devoted to William Blake, Humphrey Davey, and Thomas Jefferson—with the latter script assessed as 

‘outstandingly popular’ by the BBC’s listener research team.89   

 

Following the success of his ‘Invention and Imagination’ talks series, Bronowski continued to address topics 

on the history and philosophy of science.  Notable amongst his early historical treatments were: the Home 

Service feature on the 19th century chemist Humphrey Davy (1947); and ‘Strands of Unbelief’ (1948), his 

contribution to the BBC’s epic Third Programme series, ‘Ideas and Beliefs of the Victorians’.  The latter, 

described as ‘an historic revaluation of the Victorian Age’, consisted of over fifty talks grouped by theme, 

including ‘the theory of progress’; ‘man and nature’; and ‘the liberal idea’.  Bronowski’s co-speakers, 

numbering many leading British intellectuals, included philosophers (A.J. Ayer, Bertrand Russell); historians 

(G.M. Trevelyan; E.L. Woodward; Noel Annan); scientists (N.F. Mott, Michael Polanyi); historians of science 

(Herbert Dingle, Frank Sherwood Taylor); scientific popularisers (L.L. Whyte; Julian Huxley); and politicians 

(R. Crossman).90  His philosophy of science broadcasts included ‘True Enough’ (1949), which considered the 

role of uncertainty in scientific research; and ‘Science versus Idealism’ (1949),91 Bronowski’s book review of 

                                                            
86 Memorandum, Norman Luker (Assistant Talks Director) to Anna Kallin (Producer),'Third Programme', 23 July 1946, BBCWAC.  
Meanwhile Douglas Cleverdon produced a radio feature, ‘The Man Without a Mask’, a dramatised version of the former’s recent and 
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88 Letter, Bronowski to Anna Kallin, 12 August 1946, BBCWAC.  As he elaborated, ‘The failure to give the listener a factual foothold was, 
I thought in my reading, a shortcoming of the “Challenge”.’  
89 BBC Listener Research Report LR-6974, 7 January 1947, BBCWAC.  Bronowski’s final ‘summing-up’ talk in the series, broadcast on 3 
January 1947, was less well-received: ‘There were some complaints of obscurity and of a rather wordy script which contained little 
substance.’ (Listener Research Report LR/47/56, 17 January 1947, BBCWAC. 
90 See Bronowski, ‘Unbelief and Science’ in: Ideas and Beliefs of the Victorians: An Historic Revaluation of the Victorian Age (Sylvan 
Press, 1949), pp.164-172.  Other Bronowski early BBC radio broadcasts on the history of science include ‘Dr Einstein Sums Up’ (Home 
Service, 21 January 1950); ‘A Sense of the Future' (Home Service, 30 May 1948), repeated on the European Service as 'Western 
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the Marxist philosopher Maurice Cornforth’s defence of dialectical materialism over logical positivism, then 

its principal rival philosophy.92   

  

BBC & ‘The Common Sense of Science’ (1948) 

Bronowski’s most significant initial science popularising venture, however, was ‘The Common Sense of 

Science’, aired as a five-part talks series on the Third Programme in the spring of 1948.93  It cemented 

Bronowski’s scientific popularising reputation on BBC radio in Britain, and provided impetus for his 

international acclaim with its publication under the same title three years later.94  Its inspiration had been 

the recent re-publication of W.K. Clifford’s The Common Sense of the Exact Sciences,95 ‘a classic of 19th 

century popularisation’ which Bronowski had read while collaborating with Anna Kallin on their ‘Invention 

and Imagination’ talks series in early 1947.96  Clifford, a mathematician and philosopher of science, had (like 

Bronowski) studied algebraic geometry at Cambridge (1863-67), and as an undergraduate had also ‘pursued 

a wide range of classical, literary, and scientific subjects’.  The two men’s similarities extended as well to a 

shared philosophic outlook, one predicated on an aversion to religious dogma, a belief in evolutionary 

humanism, and on the necessity of common-sense rationality in individual and communal human conduct.  

Moreover, the centrality of ‘Truth’ to their respective ethical creeds was strikingly similar: ‘Clifford sought 

to formulate an ethic consistent with his philosophical and scientific positions and…one that had 

geometrical certainty…. Society must support creative activity and the search for truth by an individual, 

wherever that may lead, since a knowledge of the truth has great social importance.’97 

 

Bronowski’s initial proposal to review Clifford’s book soon expanded to a proposed entire series guided by 

Clifford’s vision of science’s cultural centrality.  Referring to his pre-war Adult Education lecturing, 

Bronowski averred, ‘I know very little about science broadcasts, but I know a great deal about the 

popularisation of science in general.’  He argued that talks by scientific experts generally failed because 

they treated listeners as pupils who must learn narrow specialist knowledge.  Instead, ‘we must understand 

that science is a form not of information but of culture’ and recognise that ‘the bulk of those who will listen 

to us, certainly on the Third Programme, will be people of reasonable general culture who are genuinely 

anxious to make good the deficiency of education which has left them without an understanding of the 

fundamentals of science.’  For Bronowski, his hypothetical listener already knows ‘that science is an integral 

part of culture today, and is anxious to fill in what he feels to be a hole in his culture.’  Moreover, not only 

does this listener‘s ‘interest spring from his own and from world affairs,’ but, crucially, ‘his understanding is 

bounded by rational common-sense methods.’98  Bronowski envisaged a series of seven or eight talks with 

several ‘comparatively unknown’ speakers, preferably including his fellow wartime operations research 

                                                            
92 Maurice Cornforth, Science versus Idealism. An Examination of “Pure Empiricism” and Modern Logic (Lawrence and Wishart, 1946).  
For a more recent assessment of Cornforth’s ideas, see Roberts, Edwin A. , The Anglo-Marxists: A Study in Ideology and Culture 
(Lanham MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997), Chapter 6. 
93 ‘Common Sense of Science’ Third Programme talks were broadcast on the evenings of 9, 14 16, 18 and 19 April 1948; they were 
repeated on the BBC Home Service (shortened to 15 minute talks) in June and July 1948, and on the BBC European Service in 
November 1948. 
94 Jacob Bronowski, The Common Sense of Science (Heinemann, 1951), reissued in 1960, 1962 and 1969. 
95 William Kingdon Clifford, The common sense of the exact sciences (NY: Dover Publications inc, [1885] 1946). 
96 Letter, Bronowski to Anna Kallin, 26 April 1947, Ibid., BBCWAC. 
97 Albert C. Lewis, ‘Clifford, William Kingdon (1845–1879)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, OUP, September 2004; online edn, 
May 2006. 
98 Letter, Bronowski to Anna Kallin, 14 August 1947, Ibid., BBCWAC. 
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workers Andrew Huxley and H.R. Hulme, and the science-trained novelist, H.S. Hoff (soon to gain 

recognition under his pen-name William Cooper).99   

 

In October 1947 George Barnes (now Third Programme Controller) overrode objections from the BBC Talks 

science adviser Archie Clow and decided to proceed with three provisions.  Bronowski would collaborate 

with H.R. Rickard, a science-trained producer and deliver the talks single-handedly; and ‘the opposite point 

of view viz., that science is not a form of culture’, would be included.100  By March 1948 Rickard and 

Bronowski agreed a draft outline for five twenty-minute talks. The first would present science ‘as a general 

way of thinking—acceptable as an intellectual preoccupation for cultured persons, as individuals.’  Talks 

two through four would address: the ‘organization of empirical data; the development of the exact 

sciences’; and ‘the statistical approach’ to demonstrate its mathematical validity for populations but not for 

individuals. The final talk would address ‘science and the community’, stressing that ‘scientific 

developments must be integrated with its ‘general well-being’ and ‘should be applied to the social 

sciences’. 

 

Unfortunately for Bronowski, ‘Common Sense of Science’ was soon recognized to be out of step with the 

public mood in Britain.  The first BBC Listener Panel Report concluded: ‘As usual JB made a very favourable 

impression as a broadcaster…tributes were paid to his pleasant voice and “quietly persuasive” manner 

[and] comments stressed the listeners’ appreciation of Dr. Bronowski’s “everyday” approach to his 

subject.’101  Yet, when the broadcasts were repeated three months later, the incongruity between 

Bronowski’s relatively anodyne scientistic claims and the British public’s increasing fears of a nuclear arms 

race amidst rising political east-west tensions had become noticeable.  Whereas ‘the most general 

comment’ amongst listeners now ‘was an appreciation of the heartening quality of the talk which was very 

necessary at a time when people were despondent,’ another ‘couldn’t derive the comfort [Bronowski] 

appeared to from the promise of more and better science. Surely we are afraid of the future because we 

are afraid of ourselves, and no amount of thought, however scientific, (in the best sense of the word as 

explained by the speaker) will make men less selfish or suspicious. Our failure to discard what “won’t work” 

and adopt what will is moral, not intellectual…”.’102   

 

Bronowski’s public reaction to such criticism would come to dominate his intellectual output in broadcasts, 

lectures and publications over the next eight years—not least in his 1951 revised book-length version of the 

original broadcasts.  In the sections to follow, I begin by discussing Bronowski’s elaborated humanist 

philosophy, highlighting how he sought to counter what he construed to be the scapegoating of science 

through stressing its truth-seeking nature and the ethical values of its practitioners.  I then examine his 

employment of this philosophy in his public engagement with two key issues: the control of atomic energy, 

and science education.   

 

                                                            
99 See D.J. Taylor, ‘Hoff, Harry Summerfield (1910–2002)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online edn, OUP, Jan 2006; online 
edn, October 2008.  Hoff had ‘a post-war appointment with the Civil Service Commission, under whose auspices, and often in the 
company of [C.P.] Snow, he toured universities interviewing and advising young scientists on their choice of job.’ Ibid. 
100 Memorandum, George Barnes to Director of Talks, 2 October 1947, BBCWAC. 
101 Listener Research Report LR/48/622, 26 April 1948, BBCWAC. 
102 Letter, Grace Wyndham Goldie to Bronowski, 13 July 1948, BBCWAC 
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Bruno’s Humanism in Action 

Bronowski’s humanist philosophy 

The tenets of Bronowski’s humanist philosophy, already perceptible in his late 1940s’ radio broadcasts, 

found their widest appeal in a published set of essays, Science and Human Values.  Ostensibly based on a 

1953 MIT lecture series, they in fact drew on earlier 1951 BBC broadcast scripts.103  Extracts appeared in 

obscure publications later that year,104 followed by complete versions in Universities Quarterly105 and The 

Nation in 1956.106  Human Values’ wider fame, however, rested on its book adaptation, first published in 

the United States (1958)107 and later in Britain (1961),108 both to critical acclaim.  Years later Bronowski 

wrote that he had developed two major arguments in this book: ‘One was that, the act of discovery in 

science engages the imagination…as truly as does the act of creation in the arts.  The other was, that 

though the findings of science are, of course, ethically neutral, the activity of science is not: it demands that 

those who practice it form and hold to a strict sense of human values.’109   

 

These claims, however, had already been apparent in The Common Sense of Science (1951), Bronowski’s 

first major postwar publication.110  Appearing three years after its eponymous BBC radio series, Common 

Sense was Bronowski’s first attempt at a sustained argument in print against ‘one of the most destructive 

modern prejudices that art and science are different and somehow incompatible interests.’111  He began by 

identifying a range of culprits responsible for this anti-science prejudice.  It originated, he insisted, in the 

late Victorian era, ‘trumped up by the religious apologists…anxious to find science materialistic and 

unspiritual’ and invoked ‘by the timid and laboured artists of the [eighteen] nineties in order that they 

might by comparison appear to be creative and intuitive.’  The contemporary anti-science movement, 

according to Bronowski, was led on the one hand by contemporary historians who believe ‘that science 

destroys culture’ since ‘the arts have flourished only when the sciences have been neglected’; and on the 

other by literary critics who blame the Industrial Revolution, ‘somewhere between 1760 and 1800’, for the 

death of the ‘golden age of literature.’112  

 

 His particular assemblage of anti-science critics was of course equally revealing of Bronowski’s own long-

held prejudices: an intense hostility to organised religion; a disdain for much late nineteenth century 

literary works; the paucity of properly contextualised histories of science; and, perhaps most importantly, 

the traditionalist followers of F.R. Leavis who ‘affect to believe that science has progressively strangled the 

arts, or distorted them into some unpleasant “modern” form; and therefore that the arts can be revived 

                                                            
103 The Fifty One Society', broadcast 3 March 1952, BBC Home Service (N. of England). 
104 J. Bronowski, ‘Science and Values’, Ideas of Today, vol.2(2), July 1952, pp.37-42; Bronowski, ‘Science and Values’, Adult Education, 
vol.25(2), Autumn 1952, pp.98-99.   
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only by throwing over science.’  Yet Bronowski’s evolving attitude to art in its ‘”modern” form’ (the term 

‘modernism’ was not yet in common use) was equivocal. ‘The difficulties which we all have as intelligent 

amateurs in following modern literature and music and painting are not unimportant.’113   

 

The problem with understanding modern art, he believed, was, moreover, one shared with modern 

science: each had developed a different, specialist language unintelligible to the layperson.  ‘Science and 

the arts shared the same language at the Restoration. They no longer seem to do so today.’  Bronowski 

devoted the bulk of Common Sense to historicising this breach and to arguing ‘that it is the business of each 

of us to try to remake that one universal language which alone can unite art and science, and layman and 

scientist, in a common understanding.’   

 

He began by tracing the historical succession of ‘three creative ideas which, each in its turn, have been 

central to science’: the idea of order (hierarchical in the Middle Ages and classificatory in the 18th c.); of 

causes (in the ‘Scientific Revolution’ of Newton and in the 19th age of machines);114 and of chance (in the 

modern physics revolution of Heisenberg and Einstein).  Amongst his aims were to argue that science had 

not been uniformly progressive, and that the historical fortunes of science and of art have been 

intertwined.  Thus the Restoration period of Dryden was also the era of Newton and the newly-formed 

Royal Society, whose founding members ‘included Robert Boyle with the poet Denham, and Samuel Pepys 

with the mathematician Wallis’—the visible symbols of a vibrant, progressive and unified culture.  By 

contrast, in the eighteenth century ‘Augustan literature and science would soon decline both to a level 

dullness…. The century settled down in two camps of Philistines: the literary Philistines and, largely to spite 

them, the scientific Philistines. It was the beginning of the mistaken opposition between them from which 

we still suffer.’  But Bronowski anticipated a future reconciliation between the arts and sciences, one 

resting on the principles of uncertainty introduced by quantum physics of the early 20th century.   
 

In these ideas, the concept of chance has…taken on a new depth and power; it has come to life.  Some of 
these ideas have begun to influence the arts…. In time they will liberate our literature from the pessimism 
which comes from our divided loyalties: our reverence for machines and, at odds with it, our nostalgia for 
personality….[T]his union, the union as it were of chance with fate, will give us all a new optimism….  Chance 
has a helpless ring in our ears. But the laws of chance are lively, vigorous, and human; and they may give us 
again that forward look which in last half century has so tragically lowered its eyes.115 

 

Following this historical treatment of central scientific ideas (which incidentally found favour with Thomas 

Kuhn in 1953),116 Bronowski concluded with two chapters devoted to scientific values, presenting what was 

to become his philosophical leitmotif: that the practice of science is virtuous, embedded with human 

values, the most important of which ensued from science’s central tenet: its respect for truth.   

 

Whereas this ‘truth’ claim for science was a commonplace in liberal scientific humanist rhetoric in mid-

century, Bronowski’s approach was distinctive in its reliance on wider cultural arguments.  Unlike the liberal 

                                                            
113 Ibid., p.17. 
114 Ibid., p.31.  ‘The Scientific Revolution’, he wrote, ‘was a change from a world of things ordered according to their ideal natures, to a 
world of events running in a steady mechanism of before and after.’  
115 Bronowski, Common Sense, p.93, p.100, p.101. 
116 Thomas Kuhn wrote, ’Baumer has written a short introduction to the section which delineates the major novelties contributed to 
science by the "scientific revolution" with more precision and insight than can be found in other brief accounts, excepting perhaps the 
early chapters of J. Bronowski's recent Common Sense of Science.’; see Thomas Kuhn, review of F.L. Baumer (ed.) Main Currents of 
Western Thought. Readings in Western European Intellectual History from the Middle Ages to the Present (1952), Isis, vol.45(1), May, 
1954, p.100. 
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scientific intellectual Michael Polanyi, who framed his defence of scientific truth in opposition to Marxist 

ideology,117 Bronowski attacked literary critics who equated scientific progress with cultural atrophy and, 

more specifically, critics who scapegoated scientists for their role in developing the atomic bomb.  

Bronowski’s engagement with these critics took two forms.  The first began with the concession that 

science had contributed to ‘the division in our minds’ by providing unprecedented material benefits along 

with extraordinary destructive means: ‘Science and society are out of joint.  Science has given to no one in 

particular a power which no one in particular knows how to use.’  His panacea was to recognise that 

‘Science and our social habits are out of step…. We must learn to match them. And there is no way of 

learning this unless we learn to understand both.’  Here once again he invoked the intrinsic compatibility 

and ultimate unity of aims between science and the arts.  ‘I believe that science can create values; and will 

create them precisely as literature does, by looking into the human personality; by discovering what divides 

it and what cements it.’118   

 

Bronowski’s second line of attack was to distribute accountability as widely as possible: science must be 

seen as ‘a part, a characteristic part, of human activity at large.’  Countering the charge that the amoral 

nature of science ‘breeds…an indifference to morality’ amongst its practitioners, Bronowski pointed out 

that great literature has been equally and mistakenly accused of amorality, citing Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina 

and ‘the list of English playwrights’ which ‘goes all the way from the Restoration to Oscar Wilde and 

Bernard Shaw.’  Thus, he argued, the atomic bomb was merely a symbol for the ‘actions of which our own 

code of conduct makes us ashamed, but which we find compelling if we are to battle with the hard facts of 

society.’119   

The ‘values’ of atomic energy 

Reconciling a nascent humanist philosophy with his unique experience of Hiroshima was to prove a difficult 

challenge for Bronowski.  It was one he ultimately resolved, beginning in the early 1950s, by promoting the 

peaceful values of atomic energy.  In the late 1940s, however, Bronowski continued in the same vein as his 

inaugural 1946 BBC broadcast, warning against its destructive menace.  Representative examples were his 

contribution to the BBC’s celebrated factual series ‘Atomic Energy Week’ (March 1947);120 and his radio 

plays ‘Journey to Japan’ (1948)121 and—indirectly—‘The Face of Violence’ (1950).122  But the most striking 

example of Bronowski’s late 1940s stance was his harshly critical Third Programme review of P.M.S. 

Blackett’s book Military and Political Consequences of Atomic Energy.  

 

Bronowski had been invited to contribute one half of a composite Consequences review; Sir John Anderson, 

then head of the government’s Advisory Committee on Atomic Energy, would address the political 

                                                            
117 The anti-Marxist intellectual community was, of course, a broad church.  For example, Michael Polanyi’s writing had appeal to both 
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Chapter 4                                                              Jacob Bronowski: A Humanist Intellectual For  An Atomic Age  

79 
 

implications of Blackett’s controversial book, while Bronowski’s talk would be ‘orientated towards the 

scientific parts’.123  Bronowski was initially noncommittal: ‘it is not an easy book to discuss on my side, 

because the scientific points at issue are not only technical but concern the technique of war.’  He changed 

his mind, however, after reading David Bradley’s bestselling No Place to Hide, based on Bradley’s 

radioactive monitoring of the 1946 Operation Crossroads nuclear test on the Bikini Islands.124  Arguing that 

the two books ‘complement one another in theme’125 Bronowski was ‘now inclined to recommend that a 

scientific review of Blackett’s book’ be accompanied by Bradley’s, ‘which contains far newer and better 

information than Blackett’s.’126  Agreement with the BBC was reached, Anderson’s contribution was 

dropped, and Bronowski’s talk— ‘Bikini or Bluff? What is the truth about the dangers of atomic bombing’—

was aired on 17 March 1949.127   

 

Bronowski began by emphasising, in a caustic vein, Blackett’s political motives.  Introducing Blackett as 

‘after all, a man with a dramatic turn of mind’, he explained that Blackett had sought to demonstrate why 

there are ‘sound objective reasons’ for Russia’s and America’s failure, after two years of negotiations, to 

reach agreement on international control of atomic energy.  Bronowski accurately singled out the crux of 

Blackett’s thesis, namely ‘that we in the West have an extravagant fear of what atomic bombs can do, and 

that this is a real obstacle to any workable compromise between the West and the East.’  But Bronowski 

was dismissive of ‘this comforting view.’  Choosing to ignore Blackett’s political arguments (‘for you would 

still have only the opinions of two amateurs’) he instead focused on ‘the nature of an atomic war…the 

subject on which I think my opinion is worth having.’ 

 

He took particular issue against Blackett’s comparison in Consequences of the Hiroshima atomic bombing 

with the Allied strategic bombing of German cities, and with Blackett’s portrayal of the latter as militarily 

non-decisive.  Bronowski’s counter-arguments were predictable: the atomic weapon ‘as a big bomb…holds 

a power against the industrial life of a country which no collection of small bombs ever had’; its explosive 

power kills more people than conventional bombs; and, leveraging Bradley’s book, its lethal radioactive 

fallout was an unprecedented factor.  As I show in Chapter 6, Blackett and Consequences would endure far 

harsher and more abusive criticism than Bronowski’s.  But what is particularly striking here is that 

Bronowski, ostensibly a man of the left like Blackett, ignored completely Blackett’s underlying concern that 

the US, driven by fear of a future Soviet nuclear capability, might launch a ‘preventive war’ whose ultimate 

consequence would be an end to Britain’s independence and to any hopes for democratic socialism. 

Instead, Bronowski explicitly equated American interests with those of Britain.  Moreover, passing over the 

role of scientists in developing nuclear weapons—not to mention his own wartime involvement in targeting 

their use—Bronowski transferred all culpability to the political classes:  
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What I fear is the vague and the inexact, the political considerations, the talk about imponderables—the talk 
that slights the facts and sidles away to generalities and prestige…. I wish that there would be sent to watch, 
neither Dr. Bradley nor Professor Blackett, but every statesman from every country who will ever have to 
make a decision about atomic energy.128 

 

Bronowski’s engagement with atomic energy issues took a sharp turn in the 1950s, when he would 

repeatedly downplay the menace of an accelerating nuclear arms race in favour of his personal ‘atoms for 

peace’ campaign.  As usual, it began with the BBC and followed in the wake of President Truman’s 

announcement that the United States would proceed with development of the hydrogen bomb.129  In 

January 1950 Bronowski was invited to prepare a radio talk script for the Persian Service, and in February 

for the Far Eastern broadcast Service.  As the latter’s producer explained, ‘The idea we would like you to 

develop is that atomic energy need not necessarily be used for destructive purposes but can, in fact, help to 

save life and build a securer and better future.’130  Bronowski followed his contribution to this broadcast 

(‘Atomic Energy and Peace’), with many similar foreign service talks.131  But in late 1950 he undertook a 

more politically activist role with a campaign which called for international cooperation to equip 

undeveloped nations with peaceful atomic energy—an endeavour he continued for the next six years.  (It is 

noteworthy that Bronowski would title his campaign ‘atoms for peace’, an unforeseen harbinger of 

Eisenhower’s famous speech of 1953.)   

  

Bronowski’s proposal was first made in a letter to The Times, rebutting the Quaker physicist and Atomic 

Scientists Association vice-president Kathleen Lonsdale who had argued for the resumption of United 

Nations talks to secure international control of nuclear weapons.  ‘The greater part of atomic research has 

long aimed at its peaceful use’, Lonsdale had written.  ‘Yet, as people and as nations, we behave as if 

nothing were worth our thought except atomic war.  I think it is urgent that the United Nations put atomic 

misuse where it belongs—in second place—and give first place to atomic use.’132  Bronowski’s proposed 

alternative was for nations to ‘cooperate to plan and build, in one of the world’s underdeveloped areas, a 

station to make atomic power on a massive scale in order to irrigate or develop that area.  Such a scheme is 

at once practical and imaginative and would be a source of human welfare and pride together.’133  Soon 

afterwards Bronowski elaborated the political significance of his plan in the concluding article of a Daily 

Herald series in which ‘five eminent men’ were invited ‘to make constructive suggestions for avoiding war.’  

The impoverished inhabitants of these underdeveloped nations, he argued, ‘will value freedom of speech 

[only] when they can think beyond words for food and shelter…. Until that day…Communism to them is not 

a denial but an aspiration…a just aspiration [since] it expresses for those backward peoples the same 

human urge for equality and decent living which Socialism and the Welfare State mean to us.’  Bronowski’s 
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own plan, he concluded, would ‘prove that we have something to give to mankind which did not die, but 

was born over Hiroshima five years ago.’134   

 

In parallel with his international proposals, Bronowski repeatedly promoted Britain’s domestic atomic 

energy research programme, one, to judge by his accounts, in which nuclear weapons’ development did 

not feature.  In a 1951 Observer article, Bronowski wrote, ‘I speak for many scientists when I say that it is 

disquieting to find how little others know of the work on the peaceful uses of atomic energy.  Today the 

atomic pile and its products have three uses: in research, in medical treatment and as a source of power.’135  

No mention, however, was made of the reactor’s actual purpose: to produce plutonium for Britain’s first 

bomb test in October 1952.  Moreover, Bronowski compounded this silence with explicit denial.  In a radio 

play which he wrote in late 1951 for transmission on the BBC’s North American Service,136 Bronowski acted 

the part of ‘Narrator’ who discusses atomic energy with two fictional friends, Frances and Dave.  Frances, a 

housewife, has just been released from hospital where her brain tumour had been located with a 

radioactive tracer element and Dave, a farmer, marvels at how he can monitor his crops using a Geiger 

counter:  
 

FRANCES: I know that these atoms are doing good—the atoms for research and the atoms for 
hospitals…because I know that these atoms come out of the same atomic pile as the bomb does…. Why 
doesn’t everyone know this?  Nothing is news but another bomb flash in Nevada.  Why?  Why?  Why?…. 
 
NARRATOR: Ah! That’s the 64-dollar question…. We don’t even make any atomic bombs in England; our 
atomic stations do more work for peace than for War; but does the public know?  They are still just saying 
what they said 5 years ago—‘Scientists—I’d like to drown the lot!’…137 

 

Bronowski’s play concluded with ‘Narrator’ making his plea for ‘an atomic power station somewhere in the 

desert…. [I]t would be the most human and bravest gesture that the United Nations has ever made…the 

atom is there, waiting for us and it’s ready to be used.  The atom is ready to be used for good.’138  

Bronowski’s participation in this charade continued up to 13 May 1952, when he submitted his 

commissioned script to the BBC Persian Service: ‘Why has not Britain manufactured atom bombs, in spite of 

the great number of scientists this country possesses?’.139  The following day Downing Street confirmed 

‘Operation Hurricane’, Britain’s long-planned first nuclear test.140  

 

Detonated off the Monte Bello islands on 10 October 1952, Operation Hurricane incurred little public 

reaction despite being ‘by all known standards…a very dirty explosion.’141  Considerably more attention was 

paid both to the American thermonuclear explosion at Eniwetok a month later, whose yield was over a 

hundred times greater than Britain’s Hurricane; and to the Soviet-announced hydrogen bomb test in 

August 1953.  But it was the US hydrogen bomb test at Bikini Island in March 1954, and the news a month 
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fixed’. 
140 ‘British Atomic Weapon. Coming Test Off Australia. H.M.S. Campania To Lead Squadron’, Times, 15 May 1952. For details of the 
bomb’s development and the British government’s efforts to maintain secrecy, see Brian Cathcart, Test of Greatness. Britain’s Struggle 
for the Atom Bomb (John Murray, 1994). 
141 Cathcart, Test of Greatness, p.261. ‘The conclusion was that “the residual contamination due to the deposited fission products 
provides a major contribution to the effect of a weapon detonated in this way”.’ (Cathcart, p.265, quoting PRO AIR8/2309, Operation 
Hurricane, Director’s Report, Top Secret Section, p.3). 
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later of Japanese fishermen killed by radiation poisoning, that aroused serious public outcry.  It also 

triggered the onset of organised opposition to the bomb in Britain, and the well-known chain of events 

through the late fifties which fomented divisions in the opposition Labour Party and the formation of 

CND.142  Bronowski’s responses to these events took several forms, all indicative of his reluctance to join 

these opposition voices.  From December 1953, for example, when making frequent guest appearances on 

‘Behind the News’ (a topical series broadcast from Birmingham), Bronowski repeatedly stressed the 

peaceful uses of atomic energy.143  And in February 1955, after the British Government announced its 

decision to develop the hydrogen bomb, he declined to discuss its political ramifications: ‘My first choice 

[for a topic] remains the (peaceful) atomic future, and its implications for world-enrichment.’144  Years later, 

in a similar vein, Bronowski declined to join NCANWT, the precursor to CND, claiming that ‘he could voice 

his opposition “more effectively on informal occasions than at a formal public meeting”.’145  

 

A striking yet curious example of Bronowski’s nuclear politics at this time relates to his failed BBC ‘atoms for 

peace’ programme initiative.  In late 1954 he complained to Leonard Miall, BBC television talks head, that 

the destructive aspects of atomic energy in the recently-aired documentary film ‘Three, Two, One—Zero’  

had been ’wholly out of balance, and by contrast the peaceful uses of atomic energy were treated in a 

manner that was trivial and indeed unworthy.  I was a good deal distressed by that, and the pointless 

exhortations backed by no positive uses.’146  Bronowski offered to prepare a series of educational television 

programmes which could underscore the forthcoming United Nations ‘Peaceful Uses of Atomic Energy’ 

conference planned for August 1955.147  Yet although Miall assented, and planning proceeded over the next 

six months, the BBC abruptly discontinued Bronowski’s involvement and the series was cancelled.  

Incensed, Bronowski wrote to George Barnes, now Television Director, pointing out ‘that Great Britain 

holds a lead throughout the world in the peaceful uses of atomic energy, and that, as Director of the 

country’s leading laboratory in another field of power, I have a close interest in the subject.’  Bronowski 

further reminded Barnes of his long connection with the BBC, a relationship extending back to his 1946 

Hiroshima broadcast, and one he now felt had been exploited in favour of ‘a mere policy of silence.’148  

Barnes’s letter of apology was curt and evasive: ‘On the general question of your employment by us on the 

subject of atomic energy, I can only say this: because atomic energy is developing more rapidly that any 

other subject, its progress should in the opinion of our advisers be described and commented on only by 

those who are in the inner circle of those concerned with developments taking place.  This is a hard 

decision especially for those who, like yourself, are particularly interested in the subject and who have done 

so much in the past to help us with the popular exposition of science.’149  Barnes didn’t disclose, however, 

that Sir Edward Plowden, Chairman of Britain’s Atomic Energy Authority, had told the BBC’s Director-

                                                            
142 See, for example, Richard Taylor, Against the Bomb: The British Peace Movement, 1958-1965 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 
Chapter 2, ‘Formation and Advance’; and James Hinton, Protests and Visions. Peace Politics in 20th Century Britain (Hutchinson Radius, 
1989). 
143 See, for example, Letters, Bronowski to D. Bryson, 14 February 1954 and 16 May 1954, BBCWAC. 
144 Letter, Bronowski to D. Bryson, 20 February 1955, BBCWAC. 
145 Richard Taylor, Against the Bomb, p.9. Many sponsors to The National Committee Against Nuclear Weapons Testing, formed in late 
1957, became founding members of CND (1958). 
146 Letter, Bronowski to L. Miall, 29 November 1954, BBCWAC.   
147 The UN conference was held at Geneva, 8-20 August 1955. 
148 Letter, Bronowski to G. Barnes, 20 July 1955, BBCWAC. 
149 Letter, G. Barnes to Bronowski, 28 July 1955, BBCWAC. 
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General, Sir Ian Jacob, that Bronowski ‘was persona non grata with the AEA, and was not a suitable person 

to use in connection with the proposed programmes’ for reasons ‘connected with defence’.150   

 

During these early years of increasing public opposition to nuclear tests, Bronowski’s second form of 

intervention was to argue—repeatedly—that the lay public, instead of turning scientists into scapegoats, 

ought to take fuller responsibility for scientists’ research activities.151  Yet, as one representative Observer 

article demonstrates, Bronowski’s arguments were enmeshed in a maze of historical half-truths, self-

contradictions and special pleading.  In ‘Scientists and bombs’ (1954), Bronowski began by recalling the July 

1945 Los Alamos bomb test when ‘many…deeply distressed’ scientists ‘sent a round robin to President 

Truman, urging that the scale and implications of the bomb were too grave, and should be demonstrated in 

some less deadly way’—but ‘their scruples were overruled.’  Today, he argued, history has not ‘healed the 

divided minds of scientists, who shudder at the monsters which they have conjured.’  The spectre of 

Hiroshima ‘vents itself on the figure of the scientist, powerful yet fragile, a scapegoat for a world that fears 

and conspires its own doom.’  As for the ‘brilliant young men’ whose talents…happen to be for nuclear 

physics’?  Regrettably, ‘they are now reluctant to enter this cloistered field, and are moving to other 

sciences.’  The ‘crux of the matter’ is that ‘the responsibility for having research done on uranium or 

hydrogen, the responsibility for having research done on death, is a communal responsibility.’  But it is not 

the communal responsibility of the scientist, whose ‘choice is individual’ and who ‘does our bidding as the 

soldier does’, but is rather that of voters who must ‘accept their responsibility, which is to listen, to weigh, 

and then to make their own choice.’  The only ‘deep responsibility of the nuclear scientist…is to illuminate 

for all men the choice which his work offers them…and it is the only democratic responsibility that the 

scientist can take.’  According to Bronowski, the scientist’s sole alternative was that taken by the convicted 

atomic spy Klaus Fuchs who had decided ‘single-handed, what should be done with the work his fellow 

citizens have asked of him, for good or ill…, [but] he would be arrogantly betraying his fellows.’152   

 

Astonishingly, Bronowski continued these arguments, invoking his dichotomy between the scientist’s 

individual conscience and the community’s collective responsibility, through a period when leading 

scientific intellectuals had themselves begun to take collective, organised action against the bomb.  On 9 

July 1955, Bertrand Russell had announced his petition (the later famous ‘Russell-Einstein Manifesto’)153 

inviting all scientists to subscribe to the recognition that nuclear weapons threatened the world’s future, 

and calling on governments to find ways to avert world war. On that same day Bronowski addressed a 

London audience organised by the Atomic Scientists Association on ‘The responsibilities of scientists and 

public’.  Given wide press coverage, Bronowski’s remarks stressing the public’s greater duty echoed those 

of a year earlier, including his reference to Fuchs who ‘so far from being credited as the only sane scientist 

                                                            
150 Memorandum, L. Miall to G. Barnes, 25 July 1955, BBCWAC.  Plowden’s cryptic remark is difficult to explain, especially given 
Bronowski’s vocal support for atomic energy.  Apart from his continuing Brains Trust appearances, Bronowski refused further BBC 
television collaboration for the next two years. Meanwhile, he wrote two articles explaining the UN Conference background; 
Bronowski, ‘Atoms for Peace’, Observer, 17 July 1955 and 24 July 1955. In his meeting with Jacob, Plowden said the AEA preferred that 
Joseph Rotblat provide commentary on the UN Geneva conference; according to Wittner, Rotblat withdrew when not permitted to 
discuss radiation dangers. 
151 See, for example, J. Bronowski, The Face of Violence. An Essay with a Play (Turnstile Press, 1954). 
152 Bronowski, ‘Scientists and bombs’, Observer, 9 May 1954. 
153 The signatories to Russell’s petition, announced 9 July 1955 during a World Conference of Scientists in London, included six Nobel 
laureates.  Amongst them were Percy Bridgeman; Max Born; Frederic Joliot-Curie; Linus Pauling and C.F. Powell. Press coverage was 
massive. 
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he was treated as precisely the opposite—as of course he was, since scientists have no right to betray the 

will of the nation.’154   

 

Bronowski repeated these and similar arguments over the coming year,155 but by the late fifties his views 

were completely out of step with the political climate which spawned the CND and Pugwash collective 

movements.  Through the 1960s he would continue to espouse a liberal humanist philosophy predicated on 

scientists’ individual conscience and his trust that scientific knowledge and ‘scientific morality’ would 

overcome the threat of atomic bombs.156  At the decade’s close, however, Bronowski’s individualist ethos 

gave way to his unforeseen call for ‘the disestablishment of science’—enjoining scientists to act collectively 

to take control of the funding and directional of all scientific research.157  As might be expected, neither his 

proposal nor his hubris found favour within Britain’s scientific community.  

Science, education and specialisation 

The essence of Bronowski’s humanist ideology seen in The Common Sense of Science also found expression 

in his public lectures and journalist pieces on the question of science education.  Many commentators 

would later find similarity between his views and those of C.P. Snow in his famous 1959 Rede Lecture, The 

Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution.158  In 1963, Snow himself singled out Bronowski for having ‘at 

various times in the fifties dealt imaginatively with many aspects of these problems’, making the point that 

whereas Bronowski’s similar ideas had attracted little attention, ‘two years later the time was right; and 

any one of us could have produced a hubbub.’159  Yet as we have seen, Bronowski’s views in his broadcasts 

and in Common Sense conveyed none of the vitriol seen in Snow’s attack on the non-scientific disciplines 

and their practitioners: on the contrary, Bronowski strenuously sought to find common cause between 

science and the humanities.  To be sure, Bronowski and Snow shared a progressive scientistic vision which 

placed science and scientists at the forefront of Britain’s future; moreover they were equally emphatic in 

their silence concerning the extent of Britain’s science-supported militarism.  But as the following episodes 

reveal, Bronowski, unlike Snow, emphasised cultural commonalities between sciences and the humanities.   

 

From 1950 onwards, with his new status as research director in a major nationalised industry and his 

growing BBC reputation as a cultural commentator, Bronowski was regularly invited to contribute to 

debates surrounding the direction of British higher education expansion.  Unsurprisingly he promoted the 

urgent desirability of increased scientific training, but his specific proposals did not neatly align with the 

views of techno-nationalist ideologues like C.P. Snow and others.  His earliest views, directed at the general 

                                                            
154 Press coverage included ‘The Scientist’s Duty’, Observer 10 July 1955; ‘The Dilemma of Klaus Fuchs’, Sunday Express 10.July 1955; 
and ‘Dr. Bronowski on Duty of Scientists’, Times 11 July 1955.  Bronowski’s castigation of Fuchs drew a strong rebuke from the 
historian A.J.P. Taylor, who maintained that Fuchs had, in fact, prevented World War III.  See A.J.P. Taylor, ’I say what I please’, Daily 
Herald, 13 July 1955 and ‘Bronowski answers Alan Taylor, Daily Herald, 19 July 1955.  For Taylor’s ‘paradoxical, provocative, and 
inventive approach to historical explanation’, see Collini, Absent Minds, Ch. 16 ‘Nothing to Say: A.J.P. Taylor’, pp.375-392. 
155 At the World Conference of Scientists (held in London, 3-5 August 1955) Bronowski delivered a Commission Report on ‘individual 
and collective responsibility of scientists’, but making no mention of ‘collective’ responsibility; see ’World scientists’ unanimous vote. 
Need to end war’, Times, 6 August 1955.  For Bronowski’s ‘Fuchs’ speech (delivered at a Netherlands peace conference on 25 August 
1955), see Bronowski, The dilemma of the scientist (National Peace Council, 1955).  Addressing the Sixth World Parliamentary 
Conference on World Government (London 26 July 1956), Bronowski introduced a slight shift of emphasis, proposing that scientists 
could assist in raising living standards and also help spread information on the essential need for peace; see Science for Peace Bulletin 
(1956) p.10.  
156 For a particularly egregious example of Bronowski defending scientists working on nuclear weapons’ research, see J. Bronowski, ‘A 
Moral for an Age of Plenty’, Saturday Evening Post, 12 November 1960, p.72.  
157 J. Bronowski, ‘The Disestablishment of Science’, Encounter, vol.37, July 1971. 
158 C.P. Snow, ‘The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution’, in: Snow, The Two Cultures (Cambridge: CUP, 1998). 
159 C.P. Snow, ‘The Two Cultures: A Second Look (1963)’, in: Snow, The Two Cultures, p.55. [ ‘A Second Look’ was originally published in 
the TLS, 25 October 1963, pp.839-844.]  See Snow, ‘Habit of Truth’ (1958) for similar, earlier, praise of Bronowski. 
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public’s need to understand scientific principles, had appeared in January 1950 under the heading 

‘Ignorance is the enemy’, the concluding article of a Daily Herald series on ‘The Next 50 Years’ where the 

caption below his photograph read ‘scientist and well-known broadcaster who was a member of the British 

mission which went to Japan in 1945’.160  Bronowski began by insisting that we ‘not be hoodwinked by the 

taproom talk that science is a killer.  It is not.  For every life science has helped to take, it has saved ten.’  To 

his rhetorical question, ‘What about the atomic bomb?’, Bronowski countered, ‘There has indeed been no 

other discovery…to match the tapping of atomic energy….[I]ts potential power in the future is many times 

larger than anything it has yet achieved…part of an opportunity which history and our own diligence have 

created for us… a vast power for good.’  Lacking however is a grasp by ‘the man in the street and the 

statesman…of what the changes by science imply.’  The ‘outstanding need, here at the mid-century’ is ‘to 

close the rift between the scientific specialist and the layman.  We must make an education in the bare 

principles of science as natural as learning the three Rs.’   

 

Later that year, Bronowski extended his theme for general scientific awareness into this demand for higher 

education.  In an Observer article,161 he addressed what had become a serious concern for the Labour 

government and industry management alike: the shortage of skilled technologists.  Referring to the failure 

of recent Ministry of Education’s inquiries to make firm proposals, he expressed the hope that its newly-

created Council on Education for Industry and Commerce might resolve one of the Ministry’s chief 

stumbling blocks: overcoming the resistance of Universities to Technical Colleges awarding qualifications on 

par with the status of university degrees.162  Beginning in 1951 Bronowski joined calls for an alternative 

‘new kind of university’163 modelled on the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, a possibility which had 

been mooted by the Percy Report of 1945164 and advocated by leading British scientists including Lord 

Cherwell, Sir Lawrence Bragg and Sir Edward Appleton.165  Two of Bronowski’s arguments were already 

becoming commonplace amongst techno-nationalists seeking to reverse Britain’s declining industrial 

fortunes, both addressing ‘the gap between the laboratory discovery and its practical use [which] is now 

our gravest handicap.’  University-trained technologists (his preferred term was “applied scientists”)166 

would not only occupy laboratories applying ‘the methods and inventions of science to industrial 

development’ but also take on leadership ‘in the board room and in the planning office,’ influencing ‘the 

affairs of State and the minds of the community.’  Where Bronowski departed from such conventional 

arguments was his humanist stress on the cultural requirements for both these activities.  ‘For if the 

technologist is to influence the direction of industry and of State he must become more than a scientist; he 

must become a man of knowledge and round judgement, who can see the technical problem in its whole 

                                                            
160 Bronowski, Daily Herald, 9 January 1950 and reprinted in The English Digest, March 1950. 
161 Bronowski, ‘The gap in science’, Observer, 27 August 1950. 
162 ‘The unhappy quarrel about status’, Bronowski wrote, ‘in which the Universities often give the impression that they want to keep 
the Technical Colleges to the rank of poor relations.  Technology will flourish in this country only if those who take courses in it can 
look forward to a status as high as University graduates.  How this is to be arranged has been the subject of several inquiries by the 
Ministry of Education, none of which in the past has found a way.’ 
163 Bronowski, ‘A new kind of university’, Observer, 22 April 1951. 
164 See Ministry of Education, Higher Technological Education. Report of a Special Committee (the Percy Report) (HMSO, 1945). 
165 Bragg had been a member of the Percy Committee and Appleton, a member of the Barlow Committee which had a wider 
manpower brief, but was asked to report as a matter of urgency on the needs of scientific education; see Scientific Manpower: Report 
of a Committee appointed by the Lord President of the Council (the Barlow Report), Cmnd. 6842 (HMSO, 1946).  For a history of 
initiatives to form a British MIT, see J. Bocock et al, ‘American Influence on British Higher Education: Science, Technology, and the 
Problem of University Expansion, 1945–1963’, Minerva, vol.41(4), December 2003, pp.327-346. 
166 Bronowski, ‘Science and Survival’, Observer, 30 December 1951.  He wrote: ‘I have been saying “scientist” and not “technician” 
because if I am to put a plain name in place of the confusing “technologist”, I think the best is “applied scientist.” His education should 
not be in techniques but in principles—that is, in science; and it should teach the use of these principles not in the special problems of 
one industry, but in all problems—which makes it applied science.’ 
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setting.’  One cultural necessity was ’the large and bracing pleasures of scientific thought’ inculcated 

through scientific education itself. Others were the humanities ‘and that of economic and social studies’, all 

of which were compulsory subjects taught at MIT.  ‘I hope that the university of technology will create a 

new, broad and human education in the whole range of modern subjects, on the common foundation of 

the scientific method.’167  In July 1953 Bronowski extolled the cultural virtues of MIT’s educational system 

in the British press following his return from a six-month Carnegie visiting lectureship there in its 

humanities department.   
 

MIT meets the ignorances [sic] of its undergraduates in two ways. One is to show them science as a whole 
and as a culture.  The other is to persuade them that, nevertheless, science is not the whole of culture.  
Throughout his four years, the undergraduate must spend the equivalent of one day in each five-day week 
in the Department of Humanities.  This has been built up in the years since the war, in part to offset the 
scientific bias, and in part because most MIT graduates in time move to directing posts in industry.  The 
Department of Humanities makes them learn some world history, and the seniors some economics; for the 
rest they can follow their taste in music, literature, and any topic which fires a professor and his pupils 
together….168 

 

Bronowski’s hopes for a British MIT, however, had already been dashed.  Although Winston Churchill’s 

Conservative government had announced a decision in 1952 to build up ‘at least one institution of 

university rank devoted predominantly to the teaching of technology,’ it met with resistance from the 

University Grants Committee ‘which remained opposed to any initiative to create new types of institution 

in the university sector.’169  The upshots were a commitment to expand Imperial College ’as a constituent 

college of the University of London, but with special rank and its own Royal Charter’; and, from 1954, a 

three-year programme of expansion in selected technological faculties, concentrated in Glasgow, 

Manchester, Leeds, and Birmingham.  

   

The mid-fifties saw a shift in Bronowski’s educational interventions—from a stress on the need to train 

technology specialists, to the necessity of non-specialist scientific education.  Unless science in secondary 

and higher education became universal, he warned, Britain risked becoming a slave state ruled by an elite 

of scientific specialists.  Typically, Bronowski’s arguments were cast in humanist terms, stressing the need 

for ‘a unified and balanced culture’ though with scientific values playing a prominent role.  These themes 

formed the basis of Bronowski’s invited address to the annual British Association conference in September 

1955 where his talk ‘The educated man in 1984’ was widely reported in the British press,170 and he was to 

repeat its essential arguments over the next year in a least one public speech, a press article and a radio 

broadcast.171  Bronowski began by stressing the historically shifting demands placed on educational 

subjects, pointing out that just as Latin and Greek had passed from vocational requirements to cultural 

topics, so too had science.  Thus, ‘science was once the concern of specialists, and now enters the life of 

                                                            
167 Bronowski, ‘Science and Survival’.  See also Bronowski, ‘The hard nub of our troubles’, Observer, 2 December 1951.  
168 Bronowski, 'Young Scientists in America', Observer, 26 July 1953; reprinted in Discovery, October 1953. 
169 Bocock et al, ‘American influence, p.340. 
170 Press coverage included: ‘Science Must Become Part of Our Culture’, Guardian, 8 September 1955; ‘The Educated Man In 1984. 
Science As Part Of Culture’, Times, 8 September 1955; and ‘Science in 1955. Concern of Everyone’, Daily Telegraph, 8.September 1955.   
171 Bronowski’s, ‘The place of science in a contemporary society’, a talk delivered to the North of England Educational Conference, 
Harrogate on 4 January 1956, was widely reported in the press. See, for example ‘Threat of “Fanatic Specialists”. Domination Warning 
by Dr. Bronowski’, Times, 5 January 1956; ‘Science as a Fundamental of Culture. Dr Bronowski on Crisis in Education, Guardian, 5 
January 1956; and ‘Top Scientist Raps Sir Winston’, News Chronicle, 5 January 1956.  A related press article was 'Science for Modern 
Life I: 'Dr. Arnold's Ghost'’, Observer, 7 October 1956.  A related talk was Bronowski, ‘Training for Technocracy no.6: A living part of 
civilisation’, broadcast 5 July 1956, BBC General Overseas Service, BBCWAC.  
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everyone.’  Betraying his preoccupation with atomic energy and its menacing topicality, Bronowski 

continued,  
 

You cannot ponder the decisions that we have to make on the development of atomic energy without some 
understanding, among other things, of how human inheritance works; you have no right to talk about war and 
peace, and to vote for rearmament or disarmament, without that. And no member of Parliament and no 
minister can make intelligent judgments on that most profound of contemporary issues, the secrecy that 
surrounds fundamental atomic research, until he is at home in the tradition of science since Giordano Bruno 
and Galileo.172 

 

Referring to Orwell’s dystopian future, Bronowski cast the consequences of not heeding his exhortation in 

stark terms.173  ‘It is certain that the educated man in 1984 will speak the language of science.  This is not at 

issue.’  The question, rather, was whether this man would only ‘be a specialist, a scientist or technician, 

with no other interests, who will run his fellowmen by the mean and brutal processes of efficiency of 

George Orwell’s book…. A world run by specialists for the ignorant is, and will be, a slave state.’  The only 

satisfactory, responsible and urgent alternative was clear: ‘Science must become as a subject part of our 

culture, or we shall fail, not to train scientists, but to preserve our culture.’174 

Conclusions 

Bronowski’s widespread appeal to his postwar British and American audiences and readers was predicated 

on the potency of his optimistic humanist philosophy in an era of cultural and political disquiet.  In sharp 

contrast to C.P. Snow’s subsequent ‘two cultures’ thesis, Bronowski’s message was one of cultural unity, 

with a common language and shared ‘values’ between artistic and scientific practice. 

 

One of Bronowski’s chief aims, which he pursued in three main ways, was to placate critics of science and 

scientists for the atomic bomb’s development and menace.  One was to stress scientists’ exemplary pursuit 

of truth, a quality allegedly shared with their artistic counterparts.  A second was to argue the need to 

educate laypersons in the language of science, thereby giving them the necessary means to contribute 

democratically to shaping beneficent science policy.  Thirdly, Bronowski promoted the peaceful uses of 

atomic energy while simultaneously downplaying its increasingly destructive potential.  The irony is that 

Bronowski’s idealist portrayal of science and scientists was contradicted by his own wartime experience in 

contributing to the strategic bombing of Germany and Japan—an experience which he chose not to share 

with his audiences and readership.  Instead, his work, as summed up by an admiring C.P. Snow, conveyed 

‘poetic feeling and a passionate identification with the human future.  The result is at the same time 

convincing to the intellect, and curiously moving: one has that sense which one used to have when first 

being bowled over by a work of art, somehow mixed up of “how wonderful life is” and “how wonderful life 

could be”.’175 

                                                            
172 Bronowski, ‘The Educated Man in 1984’, The Advancement of Science, vol.12(301), 1955, and reprinted in Science, vol. 123(3200), 
27 April 1956, pp.710-712, at p.711.   
173 Tellingly, Bronowski also invoked the spectre of Wells and Aldous Huxley in his dystopian allusions. ‘H.G. Wells used to write stories 
in which tall, elegant engineers administered with perfect justice a society in which other people had nothing to do except to be 
happy…. Wells used to think this a fine world: but it was only 1984 or Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World.’ 
174 Bronowski, ‘The Educated Man in 1984’, p.712. 
175 Snow, ‘The Habit of Truth’.  
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Chapter 5 
Warring for Peace: 

J.G. Crowther and the British Peace Committee, 1948-1952 

Introduction 

J.G. (Jimmy) Crowther (1899-1983), a noted pioneer of British science journalism and prolific author 

throughout the interwar and wartime periods, has often been briefly cited by historians in relation to that 

era’s social relations of science movement, where he played a visible and active role.1  Yet his continuing 

political activism into the early Cold War era, scarcely noted in the historical literature, is little recognised 

and poorly understood.2  Crowther was, in fact, one of many Western communist or near-communist 

scientific intellectuals who participated in organisations launched or supported by the Soviet Union to 

campaign for peace and nuclear disarmament.  In Britain, the most controversial of these was the British 

Peace Committee, an affiliate of the Communist-dominated World Peace Movement begun in 1948.  

Although several historians, notably Lawrence Wittner, have treated aspects of the BPC in general terms, 

none have recognised that it was established by Crowther and other radical scientific intellectuals, nor the 

crucial fact that Crowther was its founding chairman.3   

 

The present chapter considers Crowther’s involvement in the early years of the BPC organisation.  In 

addition to published primary and secondary sources, it makes extensive use of two important unpublished 

primary source collections which have only been catalogued in recent years: the J.G. Crowther collection 

and the archives of the Communist Party of Great Britain.  I develop two main arguments, both bound up 

with the so-called ‘two camps/two cultures’ doctrine adopted by the Soviet Cominform in 1947.  The 

Cominform’s ‘two camps’ thesis insisted on an irrevocable ideological division between Communist and 

Western ‘imperialist’ states, while the ‘two cultures’ component stressed a dichotomy between an 

allegedly ‘legitimate’ Marxist science and arts culture, and its Western ‘idealist’ and ‘decadent’ 

counterpart.4  My first argument is that a peculiar two-camps ideological division could also be discerned 

                                                            
1 See, for example: Gary Werskey, The Visible College. A Collective Biography of British Scientists and Socialists of the 1930s. (Allen 
Lane, 1978); and William McGucken, Scientists, Society and State. The Social Relations of Science Movement in Great Britain, 1931-
1947 (Columbus: Ohio State U Press, 1984).  Crowther’s presence in such works has tended to be overshadowed by his more 
celebrated contemporaries such as Lancelot Hogben, Joseph Needham, and particularly J.D. Bernal.  For a notable exception, see C.A.J. 
Chilvers, ‘The dilemmas of seditious men: the Crowther-Hessen correspondence in the 1930s’, British Journal for the History of 
Science, vol.36(4), December 2003, pp.417-435. 
2 Aspects of Crowther’s postwar political activism are briefly addressed in D.S. Horner, Scientists, Trade Unions and Labour Movement 
Policies for Science and Technology: 1947-1964 (Unpublished PhD, University of Aston at Birmingham, 1986); and Patrick Petitjean, 
’The Joint Establishment of the World Federation of Scientific Workers and of UNESCO After World War II’, Minerva, vol.46, 2008, 
pp.247–270.  As well, a one-day conference, ‘J.G. Crowther: science journalism, science policy, science & society’, organised by Jane 
Gregory, was held at University College, London, 17 June 2005; an early version of the present chapter was the only paper delivered 
that considered Crowther’s involvement in the postwar peace movement.  
3 Lawrence S. Wittner, The Struggle Against the Bomb. 3 vols. (Stanford, California: Stanford UP, 1993-2003); see especially, vol. 1, One 
World or None: A History of the World Nuclear Disarmament Movement Through 1953.  Although Wittner noted the involvement of 
J.D. Bernal and the French physicist Frédéric Joliot-Curie in the communist-aligned peace movement, J.G. Crowther is entirely absent 
from his account.  This absence also extends to: Richard Taylor, ‘The Marxist Left and the Peace Movement in Britain since 1945’, in: 
Richard Taylor and Nigel Young (eds.), Campaigns for peace: British peace movements in the twentieth century (Manchester: 
Manchester UP, 1987), pp.162-188; Phillip Deery, ‘The dove flies East: Whitehall, Warsaw and the 1950 World Peace Congress’, The 
Australian Journal of Politics and History, December 2002, pp.449-468; John Jenks, ‘Fight Against Peace? Britain and the Partisans of 
Peace, 1948-51’, in: Michael F. Hopkins et al. (eds.) Cold War Britain, 1945-1964: new perspectives (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2002); and Willie Thompson, ‘British Communists in the Cold War, 1947-52’, Contemporary British History, vol.15(3), Fall 2001, pp.105-
132.  Crowther’s involvement in the British Peace Committee is, however, very briefly noted in several works, including: Ivor Montagu, 
‘The Peacemonger’, in: Brenda Swann and Francis Aprahamian (eds.), J D Bernal, p.219; and Noreen Branson, History of the 
Communist Party of Great Britain, 1941-1951 (Lawrence & Wishart, 1997), p.202, pp.211-213.   
4 In this two-cultures schema, Western arts culture was associated with its Modernist movement and contrasted with Soviet ‘socialist 
realism’; Western science was deemed ‘idealist’ and contrasted with scientific practice in the Soviet Union underpinned by Marxist 
dialectical materialism. 
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within the BPC itself: those members who were loyal to the Cominform-directed British Communist Party 

were pitted against other communist sympathisers whose radical socialist convictions remained wedded to 

the Communist (Third) International (Comintern), now discredited by Moscow.  Crowther belonged to the 

latter camp, retaining his hardliner affinity to the Comintern ideology of the pre-Popular Front era and its 

commitment to the forcible overthrow of the British ruling classes.  My second argument is that support for 

the Cominform two-cultures doctrine within the BPC does not accord with C.P. Snow’s two-cultures thesis 

and its division between arts and science. The executive leadership of the BPC was, in fact, comprised of 

both arts-based and scientific intellectuals, united in their dedication to a singular Marxist culture.  In the 

case of scientific intellectuals, this entailed the demand that they publicly endorse Marxist-based science, a 

practice which they themselves did not necessarily adopt in their own work.  These and other features 

undermine standard accounts which portray the British radical scientific left as a beleaguered movement in 

terminal decline, succumbing to an onslaught of invective by their anti-communist foes.  More accurately, a 

substantial number, Crowther included, remained steadfast hardliners virtually unaffected by such 

opposition. 

 

Background 

J.G. Crowther was born in the north of England in 1899, the son of a science school master.5  His 

commitment to radical left politics began during his years at Bradford Grammar School, where he and his 

school friend Ralph Fox, a subsequent founding member of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), 

‘were both opposed to the existing social order.’ 6   Although their university educations diverged 

considerably—Fox gained a first at Oxford in modern languages, while Crowther failed to complete a 

Cambridge science degree—both made extended visits to Soviet Russia during the 1920s in the aftermath 

of the Bolshevik Revolution, and Crowther followed Fox into the Party in 1923.7  As Chris Chilvers has noted, 

Crowther’s political views were further hardened by his experience of the 1926 General Strike, on which he 

later commented: ‘Ever since, I have found no difficulty in understanding Stalin.’8   

 

Over the next few years, this radicalism began to find expression in Crowther’s fledgling career as a 

freelance science writer.  After several false starts, including a failed attempt to persuade BBC management 

that he act as their scientific talks coordinator, Crowther became a regular columnist for the left-leaning 

Manchester Guardian newspaper in 1928.9  There he introduced a unique brand of scientific journalism 

dedicated to educating a general readership in the necessity of fundamental and applied scientific research 

for securing Britain’s economic health and continued world power status.  Crowther supplemented this 

journalism by writing popular science books, with titles ranging from The ABC of Chemistry (1932) to The 

Progress of Science (1934).10  Meanwhile, he also penned more polemical works, contrasting the scientific 

superiority of the Soviet state through its creative reliance on centralised scientific planning with a 

portrayal of Britain’s economic plight.  In Science in Soviet Russia (1930), for example, he reasoned that a 

                                                            
5 Except where otherwise noted, this biographical synopsis is based on Chilvers, ‘Dilemmas of seditious men’ and J.G. Crowther, Fifty 
Years with Science (Barrie & Jenkins, 1970).  
6 Crowther, Fifty Years with Science, p.52. 
7 Chilvers, ‘Dilemmas of seditious men’, p.420. Chilvers speculates that Crowther may not have retained his Party membership, an 
interpretation supported by the present work.  
8 Ibid, p.420. 
9 Jane Gregory, ‘Crowther, James Gerald (1899–1983)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online edn, Oxford University Press, 
Oct 2006; online edn, May 2007. 
10 J.G. Crowther, The ABC of Chemistry (Kegan Paul, 1932); Idem, The Progress of Science. An account of recent fundamental researches 
in physics, chemistry and biology (Kegan Paul, 1934). 
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spirit of ‘creativity in the social consciousness’ has been ‘capable of welding the Soviet nation into an 

irresistible unit’.  By contrast, ‘the history of England seems to show her [scientific] spirit is unequal to her 

wealth’, with the result that she is ‘incapable of making any great constructive effort to solve her 

unemployment problem.’  ‘If I am right’, he concluded, ‘then I do not see how in the end Soviet Russia will 

not become the more powerful country.’ 11  

 

Crowther’s early claim that the responsibility for Britain’s economic and social interests lay principally in the 

hands of her scientists was soon echoed by leading figures within the scientific community.  Beginning in 

the mid-thirties and extending into the war years, the British Association for the Advancement of Science 

(BAAS) and the Association of Scientific Workers (AScW) separately and collaboratively launched a number 

of initiatives, principally large-scale conferences, in what has since been recognized as the British social 

relations of science movement.12  Crowther, though not a scientist, was an active participant in these 

efforts as both organizer and speaker.  Crucially, through a long review in the Manchester Guardian, he 

increased public awareness of J.D. Bernal’s landmark book The Social Function of Science (1939)—perhaps 

the single most influential work to emerge from the radical scientific left during this period.13  Crowther’s 

own contribution to works by Bernal and his supporters was his wartime publication The Social Relations of 

Science (1941).  Inspired by ‘the views of B. Hessen and T. Veblen’, Crowther’s principal theme—an early 

portent of his subsequent involvement in the postwar peace movement—is set out in his opening prefatory 

note:  
 

The present crisis of civilization shows that science is a determining factor in the destiny of mankind, so 
scientists and other members of the community have now the decisive responsibility of seeing that it is used 
for good and not for evil…. Scientists and other responsible citizens must formulate a social policy for 
science.14 

 

Crowther’s concluding section, on the social responsibility of scientists, not only reveals the sharpening 

ideological divisions within the scientific community at the time, but presages the two-camps division 

between scientific intellectuals during the early Cold War to follow.  Referring to his close ties with the 

British scientific community, Crowther concluded that a scientist’s intrinsic traits of ‘orderly thought and 

action’ together with his/her ‘superior status and comfort’ was a ‘particular combination…characteristic of 

Fascist proposals.  The material condition of scientists contain elements that dispose him to Fascism…[and] 

acquiescence in dictatorship.’  Crowther’s antidote to this alleged fascist tendency was his insistence that 

‘socially conscious scientists should draw the attention of their colleagues to social movements that tend to 

repress freedom in thought and experiment, and they should always press for positive extension of 

freedom in these directions.’15  Undoubtedly, this passage was also intended to counter arguments of his 

ideological opponents like John R. Baker and Michael Polanyi who had recently formed the Society for 

Freedom in Science.  Rather than terminating debate, however, Crowther’s book served to harden scientific 

intellectuals’ opposing views, and sustain the freedom-versus-planning battles between left-liberals and 

                                                            
11 J.G. Crowther. Science in Soviet Russia. (Williams & Norgate, 1930), pp.124-26. 
12 H.G. Armytage, Sir Richard Gregory. His Life and Work (Macmillan, 1957); Neal Wood, Communism and Intellectuals (Victor Gollancz, 
1959); Werskey, Visible College; and McGucken, Scientists, Society and State.  
13 Crowther, Fifty Years, Ch.18.  For a treatment of Bernal’s book, see Werskey, Visible College, pp.170-174.  John Desmond Bernal 
(1901-1971), crystallographer and political activist was Britain’s leading Marxist scientific intellectual during the early postwar era.  
See: Maurice Goldsmith, Sage: a life of J.D. Bernal (Hutchinson, 1980); Brenda Swann and Francis Aprahamian (eds.), J.D. Bernal: A Life 
in Science and Politics (Verso, 1999); and Andrew Brown, J.D. Bernal. The Sage of Science (Oxford: OUP, 2005). 
14 J.G. Crowther, The Social Relations of Science (Macmillan, 1941), p.vii. 
15 Ibid., pp.648-649. 



Chapter 5   J.G. Crowther and The British Peace Committee 

92 
 

radicals through the war years and into the Cold War to follow.16 

 

Of particular salience to Crowther’s future postwar political activism was his eight-point concluding 

manifesto for socially-responsible scientists.  In addition to his familiar call for scientists to take part 

‘collectively in social affairs for the sake of science’ and to see ‘that politicians and the electorate are 

permeated by science’, Crowther’s final two points suggest what would become a personal credo 

underpinning his involvement in the communist-aligned peace movement from 1948 onwards: 
 

7. In peace, to cooperate with all constructive social and intellectual movements, expand science, and remove 
the causes of war. 
8. In war, to consider which side is the less inimical to science, and then do what is possible to see that it is not 
defeated.  Scientists, like others, cannot be above the battle, either in politics or in war.17 

 

As we shall see, Crowther would later decide that since the Soviet Union was the side ‘less inimical to 

science’ and that the only constructive movement was the Communist left, he was impelled to participate 

in the BPC and other campaigns ‘to see that it is not defeated.’   

 

Meanwhile, Crowther underwent a final formative experience that would provide him with further skills, 

contacts and motives for these future campaigns: a three-year civil-service tenure from 1941 to 1945 as 

Secretary to the British Council’s newly-formed Science Committee.18  As the Committee’s only salaried 

member, Crowther had the time, energy and inclination to set its agenda for promoting an international 

appreciation of British scientific expertise through periodical and book publications, exhibitions, lecture 

tours, films and radio broadcasts.  Crowther soon built and headed a Science Department to administer 

these initiatives, an organisation which, by the end of 1945, was to employ over fifty staff with a budget 

exceeding £50,000.19  Beyond the administrative and leadership skills acquired in these endeavours, 

Crowther also demonstrated his conviction that cultural relations between British scientists and those of 

other nations had to be fostered.  Two initiatives to this end were to have a direct bearing on Crowther’s 

postwar peace activities.  One was his formation of an Anglo-Soviet Scientific Collaboration Committee, 

whose chief objective was to ‘facilitate the exchange of scientific information between scientists of the two 

countries’;20 the second was his creation of a Society for Visiting Scientists (SVS), which extended his 

contacts with foreign scientific intellectuals.  Crucially, it was through the SVS that Crowther consolidated 

his relationship with the French atomic physicist Frédéric Joliot-Curie21 who, as founding president of the 

World Peace Committee, was to help shape the direction of the Communist-aligned peace movement in 

Britain from 1948 onwards.22 

                                                            
16 For the fullest treatment of the conflicts between the SFS and the radical scientific Left before 1945, see William McGucken, ‘On 
Freedom and Planning in Science: The Society for Freedom in Science, 1940-1946’, Minerva, vol.16, 1978, pp.42-72.  For a recent 
assessment of the SFS after this period, see Jessica Reinisch, ‘The Society for Freedom in Science, 1940-1963 (Unpublished M.Sc. 
Dissertation, Imperial College, London, 2000). 
17 Crowther, Social Relations, pp.651-652. 
18 For Crowther’s own account of this period, see Crowther, Fifty Years, Ch.19. 
19 ‘British Council: Science Advisory Committee and Panels: Minutes and Papers (1941-1965)’, BW 81, PRO. 
20 J.G. Crowther, ‘Notes on the History of the Science Department’, 10 March 1946, p.15. Box 87, CROWTHER. The Committee was 
initially chaired by Sir John Russell with Crowther as vice-chairman. 
21 Crowther first met Joliot-Curie in 1937 at the International Congress of Science, conceived by Joliot ‘to strengthen international 
bonds of science and culture’; see Crowther, Fifty Years, Chapter 15.  Frédéric Joliot-Curie (1900-1958), a member of the PCF, was 
awarded the Nobel Prize for Chemistry (1935) and oversaw construction of France’s first atomic reactor (1948). See: Maurice 
Goldsmith, Frédéric Joliot-Curie (Lawrence & Wishart, 1976); and Michel Pinault, Frederic Joliot-Curie (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2000). 
22 Joliot-Curie was also president of the World Federation of Scientific Workers, where Crowther served as secretary-general  (1946-
1954).  
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A final defining legacy of Crowther’s work at the British Council resulted from his fractious relationship with 

the president of its Science Committee, Sir Henry Dale.  Not only was Dale politically opposed to Crowther’s 

overt socialist ideology but, as president of the Royal Society, objected to Crowther’s apparent domination 

of scientific affairs within the Council at the expense of Royal Society control.23  Explicitly, these conflicts 

were to culminate with Crowther’s departure from the British Council at the end of 1945; implicitly, they 

apparently served to reinforce Crowther’s antagonism towards elite institutions like the Royal Society and 

its executive members who, in his view, hypocritically espoused scientific impartiality in political affairs yet 

maintained influential contact with Britain’s ruling classes.24  Crowther’s outsider status with respect to 

such forces was to have significant repercussions in the years ahead. 

 

1948-1949: Wroclaw and ‘Cosmopolitanism’ 

Crowther’s initiation to the Soviet-led peace movement began with his participation in the World Congress 

of Intellectuals for Peace (25-28 August 1948), held in war-torn Wroclaw with over 450 attendees from 

forty countries.  Its principal organiser had been Frédéric Joliot-Curie, aided by other French and Polish 

communist intellectuals.  Primarily through Crowther’s own efforts, however, the British contingent proved 

exceptional for its preponderance of scientists and scientific intellectuals.25  Many—such as J.D. Bernal, 

J.B.S. Haldane, Hyman Levy, R.L.M. Synge, Nora and Peter Wooster and Crowther himself—belonged to the 

radical Marxist left; other British scientific intellectual attendees included Ritchie Calder, Julian Huxley, John 

Boyd Orr and C.H.Waddington.   

 

The British daily press and leading periodicals devoted wide coverage to hostile attacks on Western literary 

and scientific culture by Soviet delegation members attending the Congress, 26 notably the writers Ilya 

Ehrenburg and Alexander Fadeyev27.  This contemporary media reaction to the Congress has also been 

stressed in historical accounts, usually as evidence of growing anti-communist public opinion in the West, 

and to account for organised reaction to the Congress by liberal intellectuals.28  Less-clearly developed in 

                                                            
23 Crowther, Fifty Years, p.235.  Henry Dale (1875-1968) was president of the Royal Society (1940-1945), chairman of the British 
Council’s wartime Science Committee, and later British Council president (1950-1955).  For Dale’s postwar membership in the Society 
for Freedom in Science, see Reinisch, ‘Society for Freedom in Science’.  
24 Crowther wrote: ‘Sir Henry stated at my first interview that he would prevent any clashes between the B.C. & the R.S.  It appeared 
that he intended to subordinate the B.C. to the R.S….Sir H. has said to me: What is the Science Department of the B.C. except Mr. 
Crowther?  One is entitled to ask what is the R.S. except Sir H. & Prof. A.V. Hill?  The constitution of the R.S. confers almost autocratic 
powers on the chief officers.’  J.G. Crowther, ‘Private Notes’, 19 December 1943, Box 85, CROWTHER. 
25 According to Crowther, he had been solicited for prospective invitees by the Polish Cultural Attaché. Crowther, Fifty Years, p.308.   
26 They included attacks on Western literary figures by the secretary of the Soviet Writers’ Union, and rebuttals by the British science-
fiction writer Olaf Stapledon and the historian A.J.P. Taylor. See, for example, Kingsley Martin, ‘Hyenas and Other Reptiles’, New 
Statesman 36, 4 September 1948, pp.187-188; J.B. Priestley, ‘Open Letter to a Russian Colleague’, New Statesman 39, 22 April 1950, 
p.451; Julian Huxley, ‘Intellectuals at Wroclaw’, The Spectator 181, 10 September 1948, pp.326-327; and A.J.P. Taylor, et al. ‘Letter to 
the Editor’, New Statesman 36, 4 September 1948, p.95.  Accounts from the Left included Hyman Levy, ‘Intellectuals for Peace’, Labour 
Monthly, October 1948; and Louis Golding, ‘Remembering Poland’, Cavalcade, 16 November 1948.   
27 Ilya Ehrenburg (1891-1967) was a wartime Soviet propagandist, journalist and novelist.  Alexander Fadeyev (1901-1956) was a co-
founder and chairman of the Union of Soviet Writers (1946-1954) and a leading promoter of the ‘two camps’ Zhdanov Doctrine.  For a 
critical account of Ehrenburg’s relationship with Bernal, see David Caute, The Fellow-Travellers. Intellectual Friends of Communism 
(Yale UP, [1973] 1988), pp.318-322.  Both men, along with J.D. Bernal, were later satirised in Arthur Koestler’s fictional portrayal of the 
1949 Paris Peace Congress.  See, Arthur Koestler, The Age of Longing (Collins, 1951). 
28 For a detailed, pro-Western historical account, see Wittner, Struggle Against the Bomb, vol.1., pp.175-177. For a pro-Soviet 
description of the Congress proceedings and its outcome, see Ivor Montagu, What Happened at Wroclaw. An Account of the World 
Conference of Intellectuals for Peace, 1948 (British Cultural Committee for Peace, 1949); for press responses as indicative of anti-
communist sentiment in Britain see Jones, Science and Politics, Ch. 2 (‘Proletarian and Bourgeois Science’), pp.16-37, passim; for the 
Wroclaw Congress’s influence on the formation of anti-communist bodies such as the Congress for Cultural Freedom and its American 
counterpart, see Peter Coleman, The Liberal Conspiracy. The Congress for Cultural Freedom and the Struggle for the Mind of Postwar 
Europe (Collier Macmillan, 1989). pp.159-170, passim. 
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the historical literature, however, are certain political events in the Soviet Union prior to the Wroclaw 

Congress.  These background events, discussed below, are crucial to understanding how the Congress 

would become the impetus for the ensuing, early aligned peace movement in Britain and elsewhere.  They 

also offer insights to appreciating why competing definitions of science and artistic culture would become 

inextricably linked to this peace movement. 

 

The international setting to these events was the increasing tension between the West and the Soviet 

Union.  In March 1947, responding to the civil war crisis in Greece, President Truman had announced 

American support for any national government seeking to contain communist influence.  The Marshall Aid 

programme for European recovery would come into effect the following year, along with Stalin’s retaliatory 

blockade of Berlin.  Also in 1948, with diplomatic efforts at international control of atomic energy stalled 

and fears of an imminent Soviet atomic test, Britain would announce its intention to develop an atomic 

bomb.  Meanwhile, the Soviet Communist Information Bureau (Cominform) came into existence at its 

September 1947 inaugural meeting in Poland, where it formally launched a cultural offensive against the 

West.  There, André Zhdanov29 (1896-1948), Stalin’s alleged heir-apparent and head of the Soviet Central 

Bureau, delivered his notorious key-note speech depicting the postwar world as ‘irrevocably divided into 

two hostile camps’ with American imperialist expansionism compared to that of fascist Germany.30  The 

‘two camps’ comparison was not directed solely at the military sphere, however, but extended equally to 

Western arts (especially literature) and to science.   

 

Since early 1946 Zhdanov had led a campaign against leading Soviet writers such as Anna Akhmatova and 

Mikhail Zoshchenko whose works were seen to be infused with ‘bourgeois formalism’, a practice regarded 

as symptomatic of the West’s increasing efforts at cultural hegemony and contrary to the patriotic duty of 

Soviet writers to promote national values through literary ‘socialist realism’.  This campaign was taken up 

by the Union of Soviet Writers’ leadership and given further expression at two All-German Writers’ 

Congresses in October 1947 and August 1948.31  Zhdanov was equally critical of Soviet scientists, castigating 

them for being unduly influenced by their Western counterparts.  In June 1947, in an attack on their idealist 

tendencies, he had ‘publicly condemned “the Kantian vagaries of modern bourgeois atomic physicists”, 

thereby launching a heated ideological campaign against Western and Soviet scholars.’32  Such attacks on 

the natural sciences,33 which came to be characterised as ‘reactionary Einsteinism’, were also levelled at 

Western genetics theory and practice and centred on the postwar rise to power of the Soviet neo-

Lamarckian geneticist Trofim Lysenko.34  Capitalising on Stalin’s longstanding support and endorsement of 

his ‘vernalisation’ techniques for improving agricultural crop yields, Lysenko had increased his standing 

                                                            
29 André Zhdanov (1896-1948) was Stalin’s alleged heir-apparent and head of the Soviet Central Bureau.  For this speech, inaugurating 
the Zhdanov Doctrine (or zhdanovism), see Kees Boterrbloem, The Life and Times of Andrei Zhdanov, 1896-1948 (McGill UP, 2004). 
30 U.S.A Library of Congress, http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/archives/intro.html.  
31 See, for example, Volker R. Berghahn, America and the Intellectual Cold Wars in Europe. Shepard Stone between philanthropy, 
academy, and diplomacy (Oxford: Princeton UP, 2002), Ch. 5, passim; and Frances Stonor Saunders, Who Paid the Piper? The CIA and 
the Cultural Cold War (Granta Books, 1999) pp.26-31.  For a study of the poet Konstantin Simonov, a leading Soviet Writers’ Union 
member and anti-cosmopolitanism propagandist, see Orlando Figes, The Whisperers: private life in Stalin's Russia (Allen Lane, 2007), 
pp.512-540 passim.  For a cultural history of this episode, see David Caute, The Dancer Defects. The Struggle for Cultural Supremacy 
During the Cold War (Oxford: OUP, 2003); Caute, however, does not address scientific culture. 
32 Wittner, Struggle Against the Bomb, vol. 1., p.292 [quoting Loren R. Graham, Science and Philosophy in the Soviet Union (NY: Knopf, 
1972), p.74; in same speech Zhdanov ‘had denounced the “many followers of Einstein.”; Graham, Idem., pp.114-115, p.303]. 
33 Zhdanov also dropped a fleeting hint that the physicists might be chastised for preaching foreign ideology. See David Joravsky, The 
Lysenko affair (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1970 [1986]), p.135. [quoting A.A. Zhdanov, “Vystuplenie,”, Voprosy filosofiii, 1947, No. 
1, p.247. translated in his Essays, pp.73-4]. 
34 Joravsky, The Lysenko Affair, pp.135-142. 
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from 1946 onwards by adopting Zhdanov’s anti-cosmopolitanism rhetoric.  In December 1946, for example, 

he had written a letter of protest against those ‘who represent in our genetical science the ideology of 

foreign biologists, who are conservative and even reactionarily inclined in the ideological respect.’35  In a 

September 1947 issue of Pravda, a leading Soviet agricultural economist had ‘pictured Lysenkoism as the 

only biology for Soviet patriots’36 and by July 1948 Lysenko had become head of the Academy of 

Agricultural Sciences of the Soviet Union.  

 

It is important to recall from earlier chapters that British historical accounts of Lysenkoism have usually 

been introduced to explain how radical British scientific intellectuals, assailed by the scientific right, lost 

credibility through their defence of Lysenkoist practice.37  As the foregoing insists, however, Lysenkoism 

must also be seen in this wider context of the Soviet ideological counter-attack against fears of Western 

military, cultural and scientific hegemony.  Of particular salience to the present chapter, moreover, is that 

this ideology—with its two-camps and two-cultures assumptions—underpinned the Soviet-led peace 

initiatives begun at Wroclaw.38  Understood from this perspective, it becomes easier to appreciate why 

Crowther and his fellow radical intellectuals would have been more sympathetic to the Wroclaw speeches 

by Fadeyev, Ehrenburg and others, than their British liberal counterparts.  Bernal, for example, sought to 

explain Soviet speeches as attempts to expose American militarism: ‘militarism…supported by a concealed 

but deliberate movement of cultural decay’ and ‘aimed at conditioning the American people for war and 

world domination.’  To this end, he reiterated Soviet examples, citing American popular culture’s emphasis 

on crime and violence, its reflection of white racial superiority, and ‘the general degradation of all values in 

film and radio.’  Likewise, Bernal explained, Fadeyev’s attack on T.S. Eliot, Sartre, Henry Miller and other 

Western ‘aesthetic leaders’, was justified, given that ‘they were only neutral and concerned for their art 

alone.’  These Western writers exhibited a ‘divorce of culture from action’, which ‘was not an excuse, but 

an aggravation of their offense.’  Thus, instead of demonstrating conscious political engagement in the fight 

for peace, he argued, Western intellectuals were becoming susceptible to the sterilising effects of 

‘pessimism, detachment, return to mystical beliefs, the distrust of science, and above all the creation of an 

atmosphere of helplessness.’39  Finally, Bernal alluded to a further theme that had dominated Congress 

speeches—the equation of Western (especially British and American) science, cultural decadence and 

militarism, with a resurgence of Fascism.40  All these considerations were to inform Crowther’s particular 

conception of the East-West divide in his ensuing political activism. 

   

                                                            
35 T. Lysenko, Vvestnik Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1948, p.64; quoted by Joravsky, Ibid., p.135.  For further links between zhdanovism and 
Lysenkoism, see Nikolai Krementsov, The Cure. A Story of Cancer and Politics from the Annals of the Cold War (University of Chicago 
Press, 2002). 
36 I.D. Laptev, Pravda, 2 September 1947; quoted in Joravsky, Lysenko affair, p.139. 
37 Greta Jones, ‘British scientists, Lysenko and the Cold War’, Economy and Society, vol.8(1), 1979, pp.26-58; Werskey, Visible College, 
pp.292-304.  
38 For a bibliography of Lysenkoism historiography, see Oren Solomon Harman, The Man Who Invented the Chromosome. A Life of Cyril 
Darlington (Harvard UP, 2004), p.296. See esp. Valery N. Soyfer, Lysenko and the Tragedy of Soviet Science (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers UP, 1994) and Nikolai Krementsov, Stalinist Science (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1998).  Both books ‘have shown how 
scientific debates within Russian plant physiology and genetics, the crisis in Soviet agriculture, Stalinist terror and Marxist philosophical 
traditions all played a role in Lysenko’s rise to power.’ Idem. 
39 J.D. Bernal, ‘Wroclaw and after’, The Modern Quarterly, vol.4(1), Winter 1948-49, pp.5-26.  
40Citing this fascist aspect, Wittner wrote, ‘In its final resolution, softened to conciliate disconcerted Western delegates, the congress 
proclaimed that war was being prepared by “a new fascism,” a “small group of people in America and in Europe prompted by the 
desire for profits and guided by the idea of race superiority and negation of progress inherited from Nazism”.’ Wittner, Struggle 
Against the Bomb, vol.1, p.176.  Such fear of fascist resurgence was also shared by British communist intellectuals, including the 
historian E.P. Thompson, himself a future member of the British Peace Committee.  See E.P. Thompson, Fascist Threat to Britain 
(Communist Party of Great Britain, 1947), a 16-page pamphlet warning of an incipient Moseley-led revival of British fascism. 
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Meanwhile, although such views served to further alienate other British attendees such as Julian Huxley 

and A.J.P. Taylor, a compromise resolution was nonetheless agreed during the Congress.  A decision was 

taken to create a permanent international committee of ‘intellectuals for peace’, with two delegates from 

each country.  Louis Golding,41 a de facto Communist novelist, became the British arts delegate and J.G. 

Crowther was elected as Britain’s science representative.  A coordinating body, the World Partisans for 

Peace, was also formed under the presidency of Joliot-Curie, to be headquartered in Paris.  For Crowther, it 

was the beginning of his aggressive leadership in the British aligned peace movement over the next several 

years, one in which he was subjected to repeated media and government vilification for his communist 

links.  More salient to the present work, this period of his chairmanship would also be characterised by 

repeated ideological conflicts between Crowther and fellow movement activists and intellectuals.  These 

episodes, as the sections to follow demonstrate, do not accord with standard historical accounts of the 

early peace movement, nor with histories of British literary or scientific intellectuals.  Instead, as I argue, 

they reveal affinities and divergences amongst the radical intelligentsia which had less to do with 

disciplinary considerations, than with individual differences in their early political awakenings. 

 

Crowther convened the first post-Wroclaw meeting of its British delegates on 8 November 1948, with the 

aim of constructing a British peace organisation in accordance with the Congress resolutions.42  Crowther’s 

fellow scientific intellectuals on the left, J.D. Bernal, Hyman Levy and C.H. Waddington, were active 

participants.  But even at this early stage were hints of future difficulties for Crowther in attracting non-

Communists.  From the scientific contingent at Wroclaw, the political centrists Huxley and Boyd-Orr, for 

example, were notable for their absence at this meeting.43  As well, most of the non-scientist attendees 

were either communists or near-communists.  These included the writers Peter Blackman, Jack Lindsay and 

Louis Golding;44 the architects B.R. Lubetkin and J.M. Richards;45 and the filmmaker Ivor Montagu, a future 

leader of the aligned world peace movement.46  Following deliberations on its organisational name and 

structure, the group agreed to call themselves the British Cultural Committee for Peace (BCCP), with 

Crowther elected to chairmanship of an eight-person executive committee.   

 

Over the following months, Crowther consolidated his organisation, obtaining a permanent staff and office, 

printing and distributing newsletters and pamphlets and maintaining liaison with the World Partisans for 

Peace organisation in Paris, led by Joliot-Curie.  This period also saw increasing participation by other 

prominent CP intellectuals and left-wing politicians.  The former included the clergyman Hewlett Johnson 

(the “Red Dean” of Canterbury)47 and the trade unionist and political activist Reg Birch;48 amongst the latter 

                                                            
41 Louis Golding (1895-1958), mainly known for his best-selling novel Magnolia Street (1932) was described by Orwell as ‘only a vague 
sympathiser’ in his list of Communists and fellow-travellers.  Orwell, CW XX, 3732, p.247. 
42 See Folder E.1.9 (‘Britain’), Box 60 (‘Peace’), BERNAL. 
43 Ritchie Calder and Kingsley Martin did attend, but declined further involvement. 
44 Peter Blackman was a Barbadian poet, educated at Durham University, and CPGB member; see Marika Sherwood, ‘Peter Blackman, 
1909-1993’, History Workshop, No.37 Spring 1994, pp.266-267. John [Jack] Lindsay (1900-1990) was an Australian-born novelist, poet 
and playwright; he also wrote Marxism and Contemporary Science; or the Fullness of life (Dennis Dobson, 1949). 
45 James Maude Richards (1907-1992) was an architectural writer, critic and editor of Architectural Review; for his pro-Soviet 
convictions, see J.M. Richards, Memoirs of an Unjust Fella (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980).  Berthold Romanovich Lubetkin (1901-
1990) was a Moscow-educated modernist architect and Marxist intellectual; see P. Coe and M. Reading, Lubetkin and Tecton: 
architecture and social commitment: a critical study (Arts Council of Great Britain and University of Bristol, 1981).   
46 Ivor Montagu (1904-1984) was a CPGB publicist and future Lenin Peace Prize recipient (1959). Other pro-Soviet non-scientist 
attendees included the author and journalist Dr. Monica Felton (1906-1970), a future Stalin Peace Prize recipient; and the publisher 
(Arthur) George Weidenfeld (b.1919). 
47 Hewlett Johnson (1874-1966) never joined the CP, but was openly pro-Communist and pro-Soviet, later awarded the Stalin Peace 
Prize (1952).  For his peace activities, see Hewlett Johnson, Searching for Light. An autobiography (Michael Joseph, 1968), pp.266-285 
passim. 
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were the MPs John Platts-Mills49 and D.N. Pritt.50  As a consequence of these growing Communist links, 

Crowther and Bernal both came under increasingly intense surveillance by British security services,51 and 

were refused American entry visas in March 1949 to attend the Cultural and Scientific Conference for 

World Peace held in New York.52  The only BCCP member permitted to travel to this Communist-led event 

was the philosopher and science-fiction writer Olaf Stapledon.53  Meanwhile Bernal and Crowther were 

constrained to ‘denouncing their loss of visas’ in a taped recording which they asked Stapledon to replay to 

his American audiences. 54   Despite this setback, Crowther continued to participate in a series of 

preparatory meetings organised by Joliot-Curie for the First World Peace Congress to be held in Paris from 

20-26 April 1949.55  It was agreed that Crowther would lead the British delegation to this event, with key 

speakers to include Bernal and a new BCCP member, the left-wing Labour MP and internationalist Konni 

Zilliacus.56   

 

The Paris congress itself (dubbed the first World Congress of the Partisans of Peace) was a substantially 

larger event than its Wroclaw predecessor, attracting 2000 people to the Salle Playel on its opening day and 

50,000 to a final-day rally in Buffalo Stadium.57  Like Wroclaw, however, speeches attracting the bulk of 

Western media attention were those with anti-American content, generally directed against the Atlantic 

Pact and its negative implications for peace.  Crowther himself appeared in headlines for his impromptu 

remarks concerning Mao Tsetung’s southern push to expel government forces from mainland China, a 

campaign which coincided with the Congress proceedings.  Questioning China’s peaceful motives, a Times 

correspondent wrote, ‘The acclamation which greeted the announcement by the chairman, Mr. J.G. 

Crowther, that Nanking had been captured by the Communists, showed the meaning attached to the words 

by the great majority of the delegates.’58   

 

In the wake of the Paris congress, Crowther was again beset by the threat of defections.  Louis Golding, 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
48 Reginald Birch (1914-1994), ‘a man of outstanding literary knowledge’ (ODNB) had joined the CP in 1938 and would become a 
member of the party’s national executive; see Will Podmore, Reg Birch: engineer, trade unionist, communist (Bellman Books, 2004). 
49 John Platts-Mills (1906-2001) was a barrister and Labour MP (1945-1948), expelled from the Labour Party in 1948 for supporting 
pro-Communists in Italy; see his autobiography, John Platts-Mills, Muck, silk and socialism: recollections of a left-wing Queen's Counsel 
(Wedmore: Paper, 2001). 
50 Denis Nowell Pritt (1887-1972) was a pro-Soviet activist, lawyer and independent MP (1945-1950) who would ultimately replace 
Crowther as chairman of the BCCP’s successor organisation; see D.N. Pritt, The autobiography of D. N. Pritt (Basingstoke: Lawrence 
and Wishart, 1965, 1966).   
51 British security services regularly conducted wiretaps on J.D. Bernal, along with examination of his postal correspondence; 
summaries of Bernal’s security files, which include references to J.G. Crowther, were shared with the American FBI.  See ‘J.D. Bernal 
Security Files, 1931-1953’, KV2/1811-1814, PRO. 
52 See ‘Britons Refused U.S. Visas State Department's Comment’, Times, 23 March 1949.  For the historical significance of this New 
York conference and other American pro-Communist peace initiatives in this period, see Wittner, Against the Bomb vol.1, pp.202-209. 
53 Olaf Stapledon (1886-1950) had been a member of Richard Acland’s interwar Common Wealth Party, and ‘is now generally 
considered the most important and influential British practitioner of the scientific romance after H. G. Wells.’  Robert Crossley, 
‘Stapledon, (William) Olaf (1886–1950)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online edn, OUP, May 2006; online edn, October 
2007. 
54 The decision was made by Dean Acheson (American Secretary of State), with written approval of Harry Truman to withhold visas 
from Bernal, Crowther, the novelist Louis Golding, and the actress Patricia Burke. Stapledon was permitted entry because American 
diplomats at Wroclaw had passed on his speech—one which defended contemporary American and British literature from ‘a 
vituperative attack by the secretary of the Soviet Writers’ Union. Robert Crossley, Olaf Stapledon: Speaking for the Future (Liverpool: 
Liverpool UP, 1994), pp.10, 371, 380.  For Stapledon’s New York Conference speech, see Richard H. Parke, ‘Atlantic Pact and Atomic 
Program Attacked by Fadeyev—Briton Warns of War Apathy’, New York Times, 26 March 1949, p.3. 
55 J.G. Crowther, ‘Jan 27 1949 diary – Paris’, ‘7-12 February 1949 – Paris meeting with the Russians and French in Paris to discuss the 
forthcoming Peace Congress’, Folder ‘WPC Organising Committee Meeting Apr 13 1949’, Box 97, CROWTHER. 
56 Konni Zilliacus (1894-1967) was a Labour MP (1945-1949), expelled for his persistent opposition to the Party’s foreign policy, and 
favouring a more conciliatory approach to the Soviet Union. See Archie Potts, Zilliacus. A Life for Peace and Socialism (Merlin Press, 
2002). 
57 See Wittner, Against the Bomb vol.1, pp.177-180. 
58 '”Peace Congress” And War In China. Cessation Not Wanted’, Times, 25 April 1949. 
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citing his dissatisfaction with the absence of constructive discussion groups in Paris, resigned publicly from 

the BCCP in a letter to the Manchester Guardian on 25 April.59  On the same day, Olaf Stapledon wrote to 

Crowther expressing similar misgivings.  ‘Ever since Wroclaw’, he claimed, ’I kept hoping that genuine 

discussion would emerge sooner or later.  The Paris Congress has been disappointing from that point of 

view….  If this one-sidedness is official policy, I really have been a "dupe of the Communists", as the 

American press has said.’60  Whereas Golding’s departure did not elicit any response from Crowther, he 

fought to retain Stapledon and for good reason.  Stapledon’s reputation as a genuine peace activist had 

been established before the war with his 1936 ‘Peace Letter’ disarmament campaign.  More importantly, 

Stapledon’s spirited defence against Fadeyev’s assault on British culture at Wroclaw had underscored his 

non-Communist credentials.61  Crowther immediately replied to Stapledon, regretting that ‘If the Congress 

had been organised in England, we might have done it rather differently’ and insisted it was ‘absolutely 

vital that the reactionary drive to force all non-communists out of this peace movement by labelling them 

reds must be resisted.’  Imploring Stapledon to stay, he concluded, ‘Please don't think of resigning after the 

magnificent job you did in the U.S., which was so greatly appreciated by everyone who saw & heard you 

there.’62  Crowther did succeed in placating Stapledon,63 but with the latter’s sudden death in September of 

the following year,64 Crowther’s peace organisation had lost an important intellectual figure who could lend 

it credibility amidst accusations of being a communist front. 

 

In early May 1949, drawing on resolutions agreed at the Paris Congress where the World Partisans of Peace 

was reshaped into the World Peace Committee under Joliot-Curie’s presidency (with Bernal elected a vice-

president), Crowther reformed the BCCP into the British Peace Committee under his continuing 

chairmanship.  He also helped organise a series of regional ‘associate’ peace committees, with plans for 

Konni Zilliacus and the French Abbé Jean Boulier65 to attend local meetings.66  Meanwhile, to maintain the 

Paris momentum he began preparations for a British Peace Congress to be held in October, and organised a 

series of public meetings held at four venues throughout London on 17 May 1949.67  Speakers travelling 

from venue to venue included the American singer Paul Robeson,68 Konni Zilliacus, Bernal and Joliot-Curie 

himself.  Recalling these meetings a year later, Crowther felt they had ‘had a spirit like those held in the 

period of the Spanish Civil War, a spirit which had been absent in Britain since the end of the Second World 

War…a wonderful fund of enthusiasm, and good will and readiness to work….’69 

 

This ‘spirit’ of ‘good will’ did not, however, remain a prominent feature in speeches delivered by Crowther 

                                                            
59 Golding also wrote a letter of resignation to Crowther. See Letter, J.G. Crowther to Olaf Stapledon, 30 April 1949, OS/H1/C21-23 
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61 Stapledon’s admirers included Bertrand Russell and Virginia Woolf; Crossley, Olaf Stapledon. 
62 Letter, Crowther to Stapledon, 30 April 1949, Op. cit. 
63 ‘My position is that, while I feel a good deal of dissatisfaction, I recognise that what is being done is important so far as it goes.  
Consequently I shall cooperate so far as I can…’. Letter, Olaf Stapledon to J.G. Crowther, 12 May 1949, Folder ‘May 17 1949’, Box 97, 
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64 Stapledon died at his home on the 6 September 1950, aged 63.  
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and his colleagues.  On the contrary, throughout the remainder of 1949, their public addresses became 

increasingly strident and politically one-sided.  In late August, for example, while attending a three-day 

Soviet Partisans for Peace Conference in Moscow, Crowther heard Bernal tell the assembled audience ‘that 

the direction of science in the “capitalist world” was in the hands of those who hated peace and wanted 

war.’  Describing Stalin as ‘the great leader and protector of science’, Bernal went on to insist that whereas 

‘science in the hands of capital could never be employed usefully’, in the Soviet Union it ‘was at the service 

of the people and the will to peace was everywhere.’70  With news the following day that the Soviet Union 

had just successfully tested its first atomic weapon, British press accounts of Bernal’s ‘peace’ speech were 

predictably unflattering.71  In a similar vein were speeches by Bernal and Zilliacus at the British Peace 

Congress held in London in late October 1949,72 an event which, highlighted in a BBC evening news bulletin, 

ended in a rally drawing crowds of several hundreds.73  

 

Meanwhile, external events generated renewed divisions within the BPC’s executive committee.  At the 

earlier Paris Congress in April, a resolution had been agreed by the WPC to expel the Yugoslav national 

Peace Committee from its ranks, a decision commensurate with the Soviet expulsion of Marshall Tito’s 

government from the Cominform.74  Konni Zilliacus, though an outspoken advocate of closer ties between 

the Soviet Union and Britain, was nevertheless equally hopeful of a reconciliation between the Soviets and 

Tito, the latter whom he knew personally.  In early October 1949 he twice wrote to Crowther urging him to 

find a way for the BPC to take an independent stand on the matter.  Otherwise, he insisted, ‘it would be 

political suicide for the British Peace Committee… We really cannot be peace-mongering on behalf of the 

Soviet Union and war-mongering against Yugoslavia in one and the same breath, without making ourselves 

a laughing stock.’  Alluding to his own executive position within the BPC, one which had occasioned his 

expulsion from the Labour Party in May of that year, Zilliacus continued,  
 

I think myself that in this country at any rate the fact that the Committee included in its ranks not only 
Communists or those who take the Communist line in all circumstances, but also those who while 
acknowledging a wide measure of agreement, disagree strongly on some points, would strengthen the 
Committee and confound the main argument of its enemies, namely that we are nothing but a 
propaganda organ for the Cominform.75 

 

When two Yugoslav journalists attempted to cover the October BPC congress in London, they were denied 

access to the proceedings.  Zilliacus, after failing to obtain satisfactory clarification of the reasons for this 

action from Crowther, sent him a letter on 29 November resigning from the BPC.76  Crowther’s press 

statement three days stated that ‘for some time…Mr Zilliacus has been travelling in a direction different 

from that of the majority of the Committee.’  This difference, Crowther elaborated, ‘is shown by the 
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support that he has been giving publicly to the Tito regime when the US has been supporting it financially, 

and diplomatically…in return for the provision of military bases against the Soviet Union.’  Reflecting his 

own pro-Stalinist stance, Crowther concluded: ‘The majority of our Executive did not need anyone to tell 

them what attitude to take towards Tito: the facts speak for themselves.’77  Underscoring this hardened 

consensus view within the BPC, another of its leaders, the historian Benjamin Farrington, added, ‘the 

sooner a man with such views is out of public life the better for the cause of peace.  We should be glad not 

to contribute in any way to building up his influence.’78   

 

1950: The Stockholm Appeal and ‘Unity’ 

During the early months of 1950, in Crowther’s final full year as BPC chairman, the World Partisans of Peace 

launched their most ambitious undertaking to date—the highly successful Stockholm Peace Appeal.  This 

campaign, launched in March soon after Truman’s decision to build an H-bomb, was initiated by Joliot-Curie 

to raise international support for a peace petition calling for ‘the unconditional prohibition of the atomic 

weapon’ under ‘strict international control’ amongst ‘all people of good will’.79  By the end of 1950, more 

than 500 million signatures from seventy-nine countries were claimed to have been gathered, with Britain’s 

contribution estimated at over one million.  The Stockholm Appeal has been recognised by historians as a 

landmark in the early aligned peace movement.80  Less historically recognised, yet central to the present 

Crowther narrative, is that the Appeal constituted a tactical turning point for the movement’s two scientist 

leaders, Joliot-Curie and J.D. Bernal.81  Thereafter, both soon began adopting more conciliatory and less 

confrontational stances.  Their approach increasingly diverged from Crowther’s continuing hardliner views 

and, exacerbated by other factors, would culminate in Crowther’s resignation as BPC chairman.  

 

Beginning in the spring of 1950, and possibly influenced by the Appeal’s success, both Bernal and Joliot-

Curie increasingly sought unity with the non-aligned peace sector.  Bernal, for example, when learning of 

UN Secretary-General’s plan for ‘twenty years of peace’, wrote to Crowther in June suggesting ‘that here 

we have an opportunity of getting in with such bodies as the National Peace Council and particularly the 

United Nations Association for joint action in support of Trygve Lie which would fit in with the campaign for 

the Petition82 although we would not stress this, of course, in joint action.’83  By November, Bernal was 

appealing to “pacifists, world government supporters, men of goodwill with Liberal or Socialist views, and 

genuine patriots, however conservative their views”’ to join the peace movement.84  Joliot-Curie, perhaps 

partially in reaction to the diminished attention given him by the French Communist Party following his 

dismissal on political grounds as head of the CEA (the French Atomic Energy Commission), would follow a 
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similar path of apparent independence from Party line.85  Another impetus for both men’s increased 

emphasis on unity was their joint leadership of the World Federation of Scientific Workers (WFSW), the 

organisation formed in 1946 with an aim ‘to work for the fullest utilisation of science in promoting peace 

and the welfare of mankind’ through international collaboration amongst scientists.86 

 

Crowther, sensing a diversion from both the World and British Peace Committees’ original mandates, 

reacted to these overtures with mounting alarm.  As early as April 1950, when proposals were made to 

involve the non-aligned National Peace Council in the Committee’s planned national summer conference, 

Crowther was voicing objections.  ‘I think that our needs in Britain’, he wrote, ‘demand that the British 

Peace Council definitely assumes the leadership of the British peace forces and…should in no way act or 

look like a coordinating committee.’  Suggesting that the British NPC might be approached ‘to enquire on 

what kind of programmes they would be prepared to participate’, he nevertheless insisted that  
 

the Conference should definitely be led by the British Peace Committee in the spirit of the World Peace 
Movement.  We must not play down the World Peace Movement, in the hope that we might persuade some 
hesitating organisations & personalities to participate in the Conference.  The extreme urgency of the war-
danger today makes this kind of finesse pointless.87 

   

Added to calls for unity and cooperation with other peace organisations was yet another, more worrying 

trend for Crowther—one arising from the Communist Party of Great Britain.  Amongst Crowther’s papers is 

his handwritten extract of an article from the 1 May 1950 issue of World News and Views by R. Palme 

Dutt,88 then general secretary of the CPGB and the Party’s chief polemicist and Moscow loyalist.89  After 

summarising the World Peace Movement’s ‘advance from the stage of propaganda…to the building of a 

wide organised movement’ Palme Dutt turned to the ‘British Peace Movement’ itself: 
 
The more the broad peace movement develops, the more important the independent [Crowther’s 
emphasis] role of the Party.  Only the Party can conduct full exposure of war policy, American imperialism, 
the Atlantic Pact’s explanation of foreign policy of the Soviet Union, the war in Malaya, the exposing of 
right-wing Social Democracy.  The Party will be issuing its own peace pamphlet explaining the Communist 
viewpoints on questions of war & peace, while at the same time we support fully the broad campaign on the 
prohibition of the atom bomb and the reduction of armaments. 

 

The message was clear: hereafter the BPC—and its chairman, Crowther—should restrict their activities to 

gaining broad support on disarmament issues while the Party would take charge of the broader campaign 

to expose imperialist ‘warmongering’.  For Crowther, this policy statement, compounded by the dominance 

of communist party members on his secretariat,90 was a flagrant effort to curtail his BPC leadership.  His 
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growing frustration is evident from notes he scribbled on 25 May 1950 in apparent preparation for a 

meeting with Joliot-Curie to discuss his predicament: 
 

Does the E.B. [Executive Bureau of the World Peace Committee] consider that the BPC should campaign 
only for the abolition of the atomic bomb, or should it be free to deal with any aspect of peace, according to 
the needs of the time & situation?  Does the E.B. consider that progressive British political parties [i.e. the 
CPGB] can have a peace policy independent of that of the BPC?91 

 

Not only was no satisfactory solution from Joliot-Curie secured, but Crowther now faced another challenge 

to his leadership.  Phil Piratin,92 a BPC member who had lost his Communist parliamentary seat in the 

recent election, proposed that the Committee be jointly headed by a chairman and president.  To ward off 

this prospect Crowther wrote to Bernal, with a separate copy to Piratin, arguing that ‘from the point of 

view of practical management at home, and the conduct of clear relations with sister bodies abroad, it is 

essential that one person should be clearly recognised as head of the British Peace Committee.’ Crowther’s 

counter-proposal was that ‘there should be a number of Honorary Presidents, consisting of eminent 

persons, presidents of affiliated unions, etc.’93 

 

Though Crowther’s position in the BPC was clearly in jeopardy, he nevertheless launched into preparations 

for the forthcoming summer National Peace Conference and the ill-fated Sheffield World Congress 

scheduled for November 1950.  The national Conference, held in London on 21-22 July of that year, was 

marred by an increased anti-communist public atmosphere in the wake of Kim Il-sung’s invasion of South 

Korea a month earlier and the onset the Korean War.  It foreclosed any hope of collaboration with non-

aligned peace groups, with the Fellowship of Reconciliation refusing cooperation on the grounds that the 

BPC ‘openly aver that they are not pacifist and would be prepared to take the way of violence, tyranny and 

materialism wherever they are found.’94  Also symptomatic of the prevailing climate was media reaction to 

Ilya Ehrenburg’s one-sided criticism of American involvement in Korea during a BPC rally attended by 

thousands on 23 July in Trafalgar Square.  The Times, for example, in an article headed ‘Rain Disturbs 

“Peace” Rally’, focussed on a ‘group of people [who] chanted “Down with Communism”’ and scattered 

‘yellow leaflets…headed “Russia Threatens War—Korea Today, Britain To-morrow”.’95   

 

The following week, Crowther’s secretary wrote to the Prime Minister, seeking assurance that the 

government would not place any obstacles to foreign delegates attending the autumn Sheffield Congress.  

As Phillip Deery has noted, the Prime Minister decided to buy time with an equivocal reply to the British 

Peace Committee that foreigners seeking to attend would be dealt with on their individual merits.96  

Following two months of meetings and internal correspondence, Attlee held a special Cabinet meeting on 

30 October devoted entirely to the political implications of the forthcoming Congress.  He concluded ‘that it 

was desirable to do everything possible to cripple the Congress by severely limiting attendance at it.’97  On 

the evening of 1 November, Attlee went public on this issue in a speech to the Foreign Press Association—
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Ibid., CROWTHER. 
94 C.H. Macquire (FOR Secretary General), letter to The Times, 1 July 1950. 
95 ‘Rain Disturbs "Peace" Rally Russian Author Present’, Times, 24 July 1950. 
96 Deery, ‘The dove flies East’.  Deery makes no mention of Crowther in this article. 
97 ‘Minutes of Cabinet meeting’, 30 October 1950, CAB 130/65, PRO. 



Chapter 5   J.G. Crowther and The British Peace Committee 

103 
 

broadcast live on BBC radio.98  He contrasted the efforts of the United Nations Association to ‘counter 

aggression in Korea’ with those of ‘the adherents of the Cominform’ such as the British Peace Committee, 

which he then went on to vilify:   
 

Its chairman is a Mr. J.G. Crowther.  If not a Communist, he is a very good example of a fellow-traveller.  His 
committee is an offshoot from the World Peace Movement, an instrument of the Politbureau.  More than 90 
per cent. of the members of its permanent committee are known to be Communists or fellow travellers.  
What are their aims?  The are very simple.  They are to try to paralyse the efforts of the democracies to arm 
themselves.  They seek to persuade the workers of the democracies to refuse to manufacture arms.  At the 
very same time they urge the workers of the totalitarian States to increase their efforts in munition 
production.99 

 

That same evening, Crowther issued a terse press statement: ‘Mr. Attlee seems cautious about calling me a 

Communist.  I will help him out.  I am not a Communist.’100  Attlee followed through on his Cabinet 

decision: by withholding delegates’ visa application decisions until the last moment, the Government 

forced Crowther and Bernal to abort the Sheffield event, and relocate the Congress to Warsaw.  Ever 

defiant, Crowther addressed an evening meeting on 13 November at Sheffield City Hall and ‘was cheered as 

he announced that “we go forward to Warsaw and to peace and intend to tell the world how the British 

warmongers have been unmasked”.’101  It was a theme he repeated from Warsaw a week later, when he 

claimed, ‘Many millions of people who had previously never heard of the British Peace Committee know 

that it is an organisation of which the British Prime Minister is afraid.’102 

 

In public, Crowther gave no hint of his imminent resignation as BPC chairman, which he announced at its 

meeting on 16 December.  Yet it was a decision he had taken months earlier.  Then, in a handwritten note 

explaining his motives, Crowther had lamented that the Committee’s early successes were ‘never followed 

up properly, because it was stupidly thought that the creation of a peace organisation might cut across 

party interests.’  Elaborating on this theme, he continued:  
 

The first thing that happened was that the fund of good will…was consigned to the morgue, and Party lists 
were preferred as a basis for action.  Those who had actively worked in the spirit in which the movement had 
been created… were frustrated or driven away…. And so began the long series of lies, intrigues behind the 
Chairman's back, changing of horses in mid-stream, cooking of minutes, tricks….The movement was 
successfully “narrowed down”, until now it is considered by the rank-and-file as just another auxiliary of the 
Party.  No frantic scourings [sic] for decayed aristocrats, superannuated Nobel laureates, morons, etc. etc. can 
rescue it now from this condition.  To add to the depths of depravity, our Movement has even been rejected 
by all of these… “sensational” personalities….The BPC has forgotten the people.103 

 

In his 1970 autobiography, in one of only two passing references to his peace movement activities, 

Crowther offered an very different explanation of his decision to leave: ‘It seemed to me that the Peace 

Movement was developing into a middle-class pacifist organization.  I saw no future in such a movement, 

so I decided to resign from the presidency….After my resignation, I had more time for scientific writing.’104  

                                                            
98 ‘The Prime Minister at Foreign Press Association Dinner’, 1 November 1950, BBC Home Service, 9.15-9.35pm. 
99 ‘”Bogus” Peace Congress’, Times, 2 November 1950. 
100 ‘Mr. J.G. Crowther “Not A Communist”’, Times, 2 November 1950.  A fuller reply from Crowther was published two days later, 
explaining the Congress purpose (amongst them, ‘to discuss the abolition of atomic weapons’), and inviting Attlee to speak there; 
‘Sheffield Peace Congress. Reply to Mr. Attlee’, Times, 4 November 1950. 
101 ‘”Peace” Congress. Government Accused of Mean Act’, Times, 14 November 1950. 
102 ‘Wider Appeal to Pacifists’, Times, 21 November 1950. 
103 Crowther, ‘Why I do not wish to be a candidate for Office in the British Peace Committee’, mss., 4 September1950, Folder 
‘Executive Committee Secretariat: 1949-50’, Box 98, CROWTHER. 
104 J.G. Crowther, Fifty Years With Science, p.318.  Crowther’s only other reference to peace activism was a description of his 
contribution to getting a large British scientific contingent to Wroclaw (Ibid., p.308). 



Chapter 5   J.G. Crowther and The British Peace Committee 

104 
 

At first glance, Crowther’s two competing explanations for his resignation—that it was an organisation of 

‘middle-class pacifists’ and that it was dominated by Communists—might appear nonsensical.  As I argue in 

the section to follow, however, Crowther’s reasons can be explained and understood as a symptom of the 

dilemmas confronting hard-line British communist intellectuals like Crowther who sought to reconcile their 

allegiance to Moscow and their nationalist convictions. 

 

1951-1952: Aftermath and Discussion 

Although the left-wing barrister D.N. Pritt was to assume chairmanship (later presidency) of the British 

Peace Committee from early 1951, Crowther continued his membership in this organisation as well as 

retaining a link with World Peace Council (which Joliot-Curie continued to lead until his death in 1958).  

Having returned to full-time writing—his next book, British Scientists of the Twentieth Century would 

appear in 1952, with another six to follow by 1956—Crowther still found time to attend peace conferences 

abroad.  In early 1951, for example, he traveled to Australia and New Zealand and recorded a broadcast on 

‘Science and Peace’ at Christchurch; and in November 1951 he attended a World Peace Council meeting in 

Vienna (with his expenses paid by the WPC).105   

 

In early 1952, however, Crowther resumed his militant peace activism—prompted by accusations of 

American ‘germ warfare’ in its proxy conflict with the Soviet Union in Korea.106  Unlike Joliot-Curie, who 

called for an international scientific inquiry to substantiate the claims,107 Crowther went on the immediate 

offensive.  In April, in response to a request from the Czechoslovak foreign radio service (‘We should 

appreciate your opinion as scientist [sic] on the bacteriological war unleashed against the people of North 

Korea’), he prepared a two-page tirade citing the ‘wretched criminals with their diabolical atom bombs, 

their unspeakable infected fleas and spiders’, ending his piece with ‘Death to the war Criminals’.108  That 

summer, at a session of a meeting of the World Peace Council in Berlin, Crowther returned to this topic in a 

speech directed at ‘rallying the Peoples of the West’ to ending the Korean War.  There, he stressed that 

‘legal or scientific evidence is subordinate to the whole’ issue, arguing that greater significance should be 

attached to the ‘general characteristics of American military methods, the American attitude to the Geneva 

Protocol…and their attitude to the negro population in the United States.’  ‘Particularly important’, he 

concluded, ‘is the demeanour, as seen in the sound film, of the American airmen who have described how 

they took part in germ warfare.’109  Such devaluation of ‘Western’ scientific evidence, coupled with anti-

                                                            
105 Crowther, Fifty Years, p.319. The main agenda item would be ‘the campaign for the Pact of Peace with particular reference to 
disarmament.’ Letter, J. Lafitte (WPC Secretary-General) to Crowther, 13 October 1951, Folder ‘WPC 1951-1952’, Box 107, CROWTHER. 
106 This claim continues to divide historians.  See, for example, Stephen Endicott and Edward Hagerman, The United States and 
Biological Warfare: secrets of the early Cold War and Korea (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1998); for a representative disparaging review 
of this work, see Edward Hagerman, ‘Untitled Review’, The Journal of American History, vol.87(1), June 2000, pp.285-286.  For 
counter-evidence, see Kathryn Weathersby, ‘Deceiving the Deceivers: Moscow, Beijing, Pyongyang, and the Allegations of 
Bacteriological Weapons Use in Korea’, Cold War International History Project Bulletin 11, Winter 1998/1999, pp.176-199. 
107 ‘The appeal of M Frédéric Joliot-Curie- president of the World Council of Peace- Against the Use of Bacteriological Weapons’, 11pp. 
tss, from The Bulletin of the World Council of Peace no.21, 15 March 1952, Folder ‘Bacteriological Warfare 1952’, Box 107, CROWTHER.  
This became centre of a new campaign by the WPC; see Joliot-Curie, widely-distributed letter, 8 March 1952.  In September 1952, the 
WPC published a 330,000 word report of the inquiry. For an illuminating critical account of Needham’s involvement, see Tom 
Buchanan, ‘The Courage of Galileo: Joseph Needham and the “Germ Warfare” Allegations in the Korean War’, History, vol.86(284), 
October 2001, pp.503-522.  See also Simon Winchester, The Man Who Loved China: The Fantastic Story of the Eccentric Scientist Who 
Unlocked the Mysteries of the Middle Kingdom (NY: Harper, 2008). 
108 Letter, Czechoslovak Radio Foreign Broadcasts, Prague to Crowther, 3 April 1952; Crowther, ‘The Bacteriological War Crime’ (signed 
‘JGC, Member, World Peace Council’), 4 April 1952, Folder ‘WPC 1952 Personal; Kuo Mo-Jo; Brandweiner; Prague broadcast’, Box 107, 
CROWTHER. 
109 Crowther, ‘Rallying the Peoples of the West to the Demand for an Immediate Halt to the War in Korea’, 25 June 1952, Folder ‘Berlin 
Session of World Peace Council 1-5 July 1952’, Box 108, CROWTHER. 
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American invective, were clear echoes of the two-cultures themes at Wroclaw four years earlier.  They 

were to dominate Crowther’s public rhetoric over the coming months, culminating in a dispute with the 

President of the World Peace Committee at a Congress held in the British zone of Vienna in December 

1952.  

 

Billed as the ‘Congress of the Peoples for Peace’, the 1952 Vienna gathering attracted ‘nearly 2000 people 

from eighty-five countries’, including over 150 British delegates.110  Crowther’s difficulties began from the 

outset, with the BPC general-secretary, V. Duncan-Jones, seeking to exclude him from the official delegate 

list; as well, Ivor Montagu, as Crowther recorded in his diary, objected ‘to my speaking, as I was not elected 

in England, & the time was needed for others.’111  The ensuing objections to Crowther’s proposed talk were 

predicable, given the content of Bernal’s opening speech which stressed the need for broad unity in the 

peace movement:  
 

Last of all I would invoke the religious and moral sentiments of all humanity, of every creed and of no creed.  
The movement of Peace has already shown how the cause of Peace can transcend those of sect and 
religion…. There has been a tendency in religious and pacifist circles to feel that spiritual methods of 
reaching Peace by inner transformation, stand in some sense apart from popular activity and 
demonstrations for Peace…[but] this tendency is disappearing and a way is being sought to reconcile the 
spiritual and political approaches to peace.  There will still be many difficulties and points to be discussed, 
but the essential goodwill is there and I am confident they will be resolved…112 

 

Crowther’s own intended speech, in contrast to Bernal’s measured words, would have been a replay of the 

Soviet stridency at Wroclaw four years earlier.  Titled ‘The unity of the peoples will bring peace’, it began by 

comparing the Korean policy of Churchill’s new government with Chamberlain’s 1938 ‘appeasement’ of 

Hitler.  ‘The danger’, Crowther wrote, ‘is that the future Munich which will be offered to the British people 

will be in the form of a flight to Washington, who [sic] will return once again with the statement: “I have 

brought you peace”.  It will turn out not to be peace, but total war against the peoples.’  In a repeat of his 

Berlin speech on scientific evidence of American bacteriological warfare in Korea, Crowther argued that 

‘the ordinary people are in advance of the scientists.’  Referring to the university town of Cambridge and 

the American air-base nearby, he claimed that amongst the townspeople ‘there is widespread conviction 

that the Americans have practiced biological warfare in Korea and China, while the professors in the 

University are still humming and hawing.’ 
 

The argument of the ordinary people is: “We have seen how the Americans behave in our country.  We 
know what has happened in Korea.  Men who behave as they do are capable of anything.  We have no 
doubt that they have been practicing biological warfare”.  Of course, the people are right.  Their argument is 
more profound than any technical argument….113 

 

Such invective would, of course, have contravened the British Communist Party’s 1950 directive (noted 

above) that the BPC constrain itself to conciliatory peace measures.  Countering this objection, Crowther 

argued that ‘the Peace Movement is not a political party with a programme.’  Nonetheless, he continued, 

                                                            
110 The Congress was held 12-19 December, 1952.  In addition to the ubiquitous Bernal, Montagu, Platts-Mills and Rev. Hewlett 
Johnson, other British attendees included the writers Monica Felton and Dora Russell (former wife of Bertrand Russell); ‘Congress of 
the Peoples for Peace. Special Report’, British Peace Committee publication. Folder ‘Vienna WPC Dec 12-19 1952’, Box 108, 
CROWTHER. 
111 J.G. Crowther, Diary, ‘December 12 –20 1952 Vienna World Peace Congress’, 69pp., mss, Ibid., CROWTHER. 
112 Published pamphlet of Bernal’s speech delivered on the evening of 16 December 1952, Folder 'Peace 1952 1953’, Box 109, 
CROWTHER. 
113 Crowther, ‘The Unity of the Peoples will Bring Peace’, 14 December 1952, 6pp. tss., Folder ‘Vienna WPC Dec 12-19 1952’, Box 108, 
CROWTHER. 
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‘this does not mean that it is a passive, negative, vague movement….A peace movement that does not 

expose and attack warmongers is not a peace movement at all.’  Furthermore, such a movement in Britain 

need not be narrowly dictated by ‘a socialist peace policy’: 
 

We can have a thoroughly militant purely democratic peace policy.  That is what we need in England, and 
which is completely in line with British tradition and history.  A militant democratic peace policy is one in 
which all genuine fighters for peace wage war on war, side by side.  The pacifist, the radical, the socialist, the 
Christian, the communist, the patriot, can all fight side by side in a democratic movement for peace.114 

 

After reading this speech, Joliot-Curie expressed his strong disagreement with its content, telling Crowther 

that ‘it was a national question’ and that he ‘was bringing in a national dispute onto an international 

platform.  This was against unity.’115  Other delegates encouraged Crowther to make a ‘tactical withdrawal’ 

and write a new speech on ‘National Independence’.  Crowther reluctantly complied but once again 

emphasised conditions in Britain, where its ‘oppressed peoples suffered under the same rulers as those in 

Malaya and elsewhere.’  Referring to British military forces abroad, he concluded cryptically: ‘It would be 

much better if these Englishmen went home, and started throwing out of England a number of people who 

ought not to be there.’  When Joliot-Curie queried this odd statement, Crowther, as his diary entry noted, 

‘very carefully & gently explained that Montagu had cosmopolitan tendencies, that Bernal was born in 

Ireland & educated by the Jesuits, & that Palme-Dutt was half Indian/half Swede.’ ‘None of these people’, 

Crowther wrote, ‘was really English.’116  Joliot-Curie did not permit Crowther to deliver the speech, 

suggesting instead that he ‘prepare a ‘scientific, Marxist report on the situation in Britain as the basis for a 

speech in two months time.’117  Rather than complying with this proposal, Crowther’s participation in the 

peace movement fell off sharply after Vienna.  As well, by 1953, although he still held office as secretary-

general in the World Federation of Scientific Workers, Crowther believed that ‘the fundamental difficulty of 

combining unity with content’ had become more acute.  ‘This precipitated in the WFSW’, he would later 

recall, ‘the same kind of difficulties as those which had afflicted the peace movement’ and he resigned his 

WFSW position the following year.118  

 

Crowther’s disenchantment with the early aligned peace movement, I would argue, is best understood as 

stemming from his outsider status—both in political and disciplinary terms.  Not only did his political 

radicalism place him in an intellectual minority, but as a popular science writer he could never claim full 

membership in the scientific research community with which he fraternised.  As he wrote in 1970, ‘I have 

been with science, though not in it, for fifty years.’119  Nonetheless, as the foregoing has suggested, 

Crowther relished personal political power, possibly in compensation for his inferior scientific credentials.  

In this regard, the parallels between his wartime experience at the British Council and his subsequent BPC 

involvement are striking.  In both cases he built up and headed organisations which he was forced to leave 

when his personal authority and power came into conflict with those wielding greater power—the Royal 

Society leadership in the first instance, and the British Communist Party executive leadership in the latter.  

Despite the communication and networking skills he developed as a freelance journalist, Crowther 

appeared incapable of compromise when confronted with challenges to his independent, and inflexible, 
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views.120  

 

Crowther’s uncompromising attitude also bears on the political, and ultimately more historically salient, 

reasons for his resignation from the BPC presidency.  The confrontational militancy he exhibited from the 

outset in his peace campaigning reflected his support for the Cominform-led anti-cosmopolitanism ideology 

that he first encountered at Wroclaw in the summer of 1948.  His endorsement of this two-camps 

dichotomy not only underlay his early support for Chinese Communists and his later attacks on American 

germ warfare in Korea, but also his unhesitating preference for the Cominform indictment of Tito rather 

than Zilliacus’s conciliatory views.  Moreover, the so-called ‘unity’ measures adopted by Bernal and Joliot-

Curie (and demanded by the CPGB) in the wake of the Stockholm Peace Appeal were, for Crowther, an 

unacceptable detour from the hard-line Cominform policy which had guided his peace campaigning. 

 

Crowther was not alone amongst the British rank-and-file Communists and fellow-travellers who, after 

1945, experienced increasing difficulty in following the Party’s policy reversals.  As Eaden and Renton121 

have argued, when Moscow initiated a dual policy of reformist rapprochement towards the West in parallel 

with their hard-line anti-cosmopolitanism, the CPGB leaders R. Palme-Dutt and Harry Pollitt followed suit.  

The effect was to polarise its members and followers into those accepting one policy or another:  ‘One large 

group remained ultra-loyal to the Soviet Union, the first Socialist state.  Another group saw a contradiction 

between the reformism of the Popular Front era and loyalty to Moscow.  These latter Communists stressed 

their loyalty to British traditions and to the broad class alliances of 1935-1939.’122  This situation helps 

explain why Crowther demanded to know whether the CPGB ‘can have a peace policy independent of that 

of the BPC’; why he resented the peace movement having become ‘just another auxiliary of the Party’; and 

why he retorted ‘I am not a Communist’ to Attlee’s accusation.  More accurately, refusing to adhere to new 

CPGB policy, Crowther no longer believed himself a British Communist.   

 

In this regard, however, it is equally important to distinguish Crowther from the majority of Communist 

sympathisers in Britain whose political awakenings were informed by the anti-fascist struggles of the 

Popular Front era.  By contrast, as described earlier, Crowther’s radicalism had begun a decade earlier 

during the 1920s Communist Third International era.  When he joined the Party in 1923, its principal raison 

d’être was not anti-fascism, but the overthrow of the British landed bourgeoisie through class warfare.123  

Later, in the early Cold War era, the Zhdanovian ideology of two camps and two cultures—and its anti-

cosmopolitanism rhetoric demanding the defence of national proletariat culture against foreign 

internationalist bourgeois influence—appeared to spell a return to these Third International aims.  It was 

this apparent resumption of class-against-class warfare that gave impetus to Crowther’s brand of ‘peace’ 

activism.  And this situation not only clarifies his repeated anti-American invective and his calls for Britain to 

exit Malaya, but also helps explain Crowther’s suspicion of ‘otherness’ in his midst, as evidenced by his 

allusion to Bernal’s ‘non-Englishness’.  Equally, Ivor Montagu’s ‘cosmopolitan tendencies’ can be 

understood as Crowther’s doubly-coded reference to his landed aristocratic background124 and to his 

                                                            
120 For a similar argument, see Caute, Fellow-Travellers, pp.277-281. 
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Jewish roots: both, for Crowther, were symptoms of Montagu’s unreliability in furthering the British 

socialist cause.  As Werskey and others have noted, such Stalinist inspired anti-Semitic undertones was not 

uncommon within the British Communist Party and amongst its sympathisers during this period, and would 

in fact lead to the departure of the Party’s most loyal and respected scientific intellectual, Hyman Levy.125  

Yet Crowther’s ‘ultra-loyalty’ to the Soviet Union did not extend to its reformist policies and nor did it 

preclude his deeply-held belief in a particular brand of British nationalism.  Awareness of these two factors 

helps explain his seemingly outrageous remarks to Joliot-Curie regarding Bernal’s and Pritt’s ‘non-

Englishness’, and his warning of Montagu’s ‘cosmopolitan tendencies’.   

 

Conclusion 

The historical importance of the British Peace Committee126 extends beyond its role as the communist-

aligned faction of the early Cold War disarmament movement within Britain.  Rather than merely 

representing a cohesive Communist front organisation, the BPC was in reality a key setting within which 

British intellectuals of the far left engaged in the ideological discords, divisions and indeed contradictions 

that came to characterise early Cold War culture in Britain.  The differing experiences of J.G. Crowther and 

J.D. Bernal, the BPC’s two leading scientific intellectual figures in its early years, epitomised such difficulties.  

Both had been in the vanguard of the 1930s radical science movement and both would remain hard-line 

supporters of Stalinist policies—even after Khrushchev’s revelations of 1956.  But whereas Bernal accepted 

Cominform reformism, allowing it to co-exist with his continuing support for the two cultures paradigm 

exemplified by Lysenkoism, Crowther would not.  Recoiling from the new peace tactics advanced by Bernal, 

Crowther returned to full-time science writing, works whose pages give scant evidence of his years spent 

warring for peace. 
 

   

  

                                                            
125 For the ramifications of anti-cosmopolitanism within the Soviet Union, see Konstantin Azadovskii and Boris Egorov, ‘From Anti-
Westernism to Anti-Semitism: Stalin and the Impact of the “Anti-Cosmopolitan” Campaigns on Soviet Culture’, Journal of Cold War 
Studies, vol.4(1), Winter 2002, pp.66-80. 
126 The British Peace Committee warrants further historical treatment, as it remained a vibrant organisation for many years after 
Crowther’s departure.  Scientific intellectuals like Eric Burhop and C.F. Powell became increasingly active members and formed 
important bridges from 1958 onwards between the BPC and CND organisations. A rich primary source for future historical work are 
files in the CPGB Collection at the Labour History Archive and Study Centre in Manchester, notably ‘Peace’ files (CP/CENT/PEA), and 
the papers of Ivor Montagu (CP/IND/MONT) and William Wainwright (CP/IND/WAIN); Wainwright (1908-2000), a chemistry-trained 
Party executive committee member, was BPC secretary (1954-1957). 
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Chapter 6 
‘Atomic Heretic’: 

P.M.S. Blackett, Science and Nuclear Politics, 1945-1950 

  
I do hope [Military and Political Consequences of Atomic Energy] will have the desired effect of inducing what 
you and I consider a more sane attitude of the world.  It has been a great labour writing it, but I felt I just had 
to do it, as there seemed no one else both with the technical knowledge and the political incentive to write the 
whole story up.  So far I have not been abused in the process as much as I expected!  But I expect that will 
come.1 

[P.M.S. Blackett, October 1948] 

Introduction 

From the early 1980s to the present, historians have emphasised the importance of the scientific 

intellectual P.M.S. (Patrick) Blackett (1897-1974) and his controversial 1948 publication, Military and 

Political Consequences of Atomic Energy.2  Both have been considered in relation to histories of the British 

scientists’ movement formed in the wake of Hiroshima; to historical critiques of early postwar military 

strategic thought; and, most controversially, to ongoing historical disputes concerning Truman’s decision to 

use the atomic bomb against Japan.  These studies generally stress that Blackett’s claims ran counter to 

conventional military and political thought of the day in relation to nuclear politics, and they often describe 

the considerable hostility Blackett incurred from fellow intellectuals for his unpopular views.  Historians, 

however, have either paid no attention to Blackett’s motives for writing Consequences, or have offered 

limited and contradictory explanations.  Even more problematic is the lack of any serious attempt to 

contextualise the diverse reactions to Blackett’s book—many of which seemingly rejected his political views 

yet accepted the analyses presented in Consequences.  Addressing this historical episode in the present 

chapter, I argue that the keys to reconciling these and related issues are Blackett’s realist approach to 

international affairs and military technocracy,3 his deeply-held socialist convictions, and his belief that the 

future of socialism in Britain was under threat by an imminent outbreak of global war.   

 

This chapter begins with an historiographical discussion of Blackett’s Consequences book, highlighting its 

continuing salience, and the many misunderstandings it provoked.  A biographical background sketch is 

presented in the next section, emphasising the importance of Blackett’s interwar military and political 

experiences to his postwar nuclear politics.  The sections to follow trace Blackett’s public engagement with 

Britain’s atomic energy policy, illuminating the complex and shifting matrix of intellectual reactions that he, 

and his Consequences publication provoked.  The concluding section examines Blackett’s response to the 

unexpected Soviet nuclear test of 1949, an event which ultimately prompted him to abandon his 

engagement in nuclear politics for some years.  

 

                                                            
1 Letter, Blackett to Frederic Wood-Jones, 25 October 1948 , BLACKETT.  Wood-Jones was an anthropologist and FRS.  ‘Atomic Heretic’ 
is the title of Ch. 6 in P.M.S. Blackett, Studies of War. Nuclear and Conventional (Oliver & Boyd, 1962). 
2 P.M.S. Blackett, Military and Political Consequences of Atomic Energy (Turnstile Press, 1948). 
3 These points have also been made by David Edgerton who described Blackett as ‘distinctive voice on the left in his approach to war. . 
. one of the few who concerned themselves with strategy, and one of few who was a military-technological, as well as a geopolitical, 
realist.’  Edgerton, Warfare State. Britain, 1920-1970 (Cambridge: CUP, 2006), p.213. 
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Consequences in History 

The earliest historical reference to Blackett’s nuclear activism during the first postwar decade appeared in 

Margaret Gowing’s Independence and Deterrence (1974),4 the official history of Britain’s atomic energy 

programme.  Gowing, however, confined her comments exclusively to Blackett’s involvement in 

government circles, and only to the period leading up to his preparation of Consequences.  Nonetheless, 

she identified his prior oppositional stance to government policy while a member of Attlee’s Advisory 

Committee on Atomic Energy, formed in the wake of Hiroshima.  In November 1945, Blackett had prepared 

a memorandum for the ACAE and the Chiefs of Staff, arguing that ‘a decision by Britain to manufacture or 

acquire atomic bombs now would tend to decrease rather than increase long-term security.’5  Gowing also 

noted that only Blackett disagreed with Britain’s support in 1946 for the so-called Baruch Plan, the 

American proposal for achieving international control agreement in the United Nations.  He favoured a 

British neutralist policy in atomic energy matters, and reiterated ’that the British should not develop atomic 

bombs.’6  Within other official advisory circles at this time as well, ‘Blackett’s voice was the only one of 

dissent.’7  The Foreign Office, Gowing observed, found Blackett’s views “dangerous and misleading rubbish” 

and the Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin wrote that Blackett “ought to stick to science”.8  Gowing’s final 

reference to Blackett was another paper he submitted in February 1947 expressing similar views,9 unaware 

that a weeks earlier Attlee had initiated an independent British atomic bomb development programme.10  

The next month, the ACAE was disbanded, and Blackett began writing Consequences.   

 

Other historical works have addressed Blackett and his Consequences publication within the public sphere 

away from government circles, usually in the context of the British atomic scientists’ movement begun in 

the early Cold War era.  Notable amongst these are Greta Jones’s Science, Politics and the Cold War (1988), 

Lawrence Wittner’s Struggle against the Bomb (1993) and, especially, Mary Jo Nye’s ‘Physicist in the 

Corridors of Power’ (1999).11  As discussed in Chapter 1, Jones dealt with the ‘struggle in science between 

right and left over the content and meaning of science and its political direction’12 in the postwar era.  In 

her handling of Blackett’s nuclear politics, Jones’s principal focus was his involvement in two scientific 

organisations, the Association of Scientific Workers and the Atomic Scientists Association.13  The ASA, led by 

a coalition of centrist and leftist scientists, had been formed with the express aim of helping achieve UN 

agreement on international control of atomic energy.  Jones argued that Blackett’s and the ASA’s efforts 

were thwarted by a combination of government hostility, opposition from the scientific right, and Cold War 

tensions stemming from renewed controversies associated with Lysenkoism.  Although she acknowledged 

                                                            
4 Margaret Gowing, Independence and Deterrence. Britain and Atomic Energy, 1945-1952; Vol. 1 Policy Making (Macmillan, 1974).  See 
also Blackett’s 1974 obituary, ‘Lord Blackett. Radical Nobel-prize winning physicist’, Times, 15 July 1974; for an early discussion of 
Consequences, see Bernard Lovell, ‘P.M.S. Blackett, Baron Blackett of Chelsea’, Biographical Memoirs of Fellows of the Royal Society, 
vol.21, November 1975, pp.1-115, especially pp.70-75. 
5 Gowing, Independence and Deterrence, p.171.  Blackett’s Memorandum is reproduced in pp.194-206. 
6 Ibid., p.115. 
7 Ibid, p.184. 
8 Ibid, p.116. 
9 Ibid, p.183. 
10 Attlee’s decision that Britain would develop the atomic bomb remained secret until May 1948, and there was no media coverage for 
years to follow until the first Monte Bello test in 1952. 
11 Greta Jones, ‘The Mushroom-Shaped Cloud: British Scientists' Opposition to Nuclear Weapons Policy, 1945-57’, Annals of Science, 
vol.43, 1986, pp.1-27, reproduced in Jones, Science, Politics, and the Cold War (Routledge, 1988), Ch.5 ‘The Arms Race and the 
Scientists’; Lawrence S. Wittner, The Struggle Against the Bomb. vol 1. One World or None: A History of the World Nuclear 
Disarmament Movement Through 1953 (Stanford, California: Stanford UP, 1993); M.J. Nye, ‘A physicist in the corridors of power: 
P.M.S. Blackett's opposition to atomic weapons following the war’, Physics in Perspective vol.1, 1999, pp.136-156, reproduced in Nye, 
Blackett. Physics, War and Politics in the Twentieth Century (Harvard UP, 2004) Ch.3, pp.65-99. 
12 Jones, Science, Politics and the Cold War, p.ii. 
13 Blackett was president (1942-1947) of the AScW, and a vice-president of the ASA from its inception in 1946.   
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the importance of Consequences,14 Jones misrepresented Blackett’s purpose in writing this book, describing 

it as an attempt to salvage the American so-called Baruch Plan for international control.15  The book had in 

fact argued the converse: that the Plan’s acceptance by the Soviets might actually increase the possibility of 

a global war.  In this regard, Blackett did not stand alongside the international agreement efforts of British 

and American atomic scientists, but in opposition to them.   

 

Wittner, in his important global history of public opposition to the bomb, singled out Blackett as ‘the only 

voice of dissent’ on the question of an independent British atomic weapons programme.16  But, like Jones, 

he mistakenly equated Blackett’s views on international control with those of other bomb opponents.  

Moreover, in sections devoted to the British atomic scientist movement, Wittner identified Blackett as one 

‘of Britain’s top atomic scientists [who] felt a close affinity with groups like the Federation of American 

Scientists and the Emergency Committee of Atomic Scientists.  Consequently, they moved to form a British 

counterpart.’17  Again, in reality, Blackett’s Consequences book was highly critical of American scientists’ 

endorsement of their government’s international control plans.18   

 

Mary Jo Nye, Blackett’s principal biographer, has provided the most extensive historical account to date of 

his Consequences publication, describing its content and contemporary reception and offering an 

interpretation of his motives for writing the book.  Alone amongst historians, Nye posed and sought to 

answer the crucial question of why Blackett took his ‘outspoken and unpopular political position on matters 

of nuclear policy immediately following the Second World War.’19  Yet while two of her partial explanations 

(his wartime OR work and his Navy background) are undoubtedly correct, Nye’s appeal to Blackett’s 

‘political and moral points of view’ reveal a fundamental misunderstanding of Blackett and his book.  

Referring to his political views, Nye dismissed contemporary criticism that Blackett’s book had been 

inspired by Communist sympathies, insisting that ‘Blackett was not Marxist and [that] he explicitly 

identified his views with Fabian socialism.’20  As I argue below, however, not only Blackett’s Marxist 

convictions but also his shifting attitude towards the Soviet Union are important factors towards 

understanding Consequences and its reception.  Equally, Nye’s contention that Blackett’s moral point of 

view underlay his Consequences arguments is unsupported by evidence.21  More accurately, as I will argue, 

Blackett’s analyses were less predicated on ethical considerations than on his Marxist historicism, his 

scientific empiricism, and his belief in the urgent need for political and military realism in nuclear affairs.   

 

                                                            
14 Jones stressed Blackett’s combined unique understanding of nuclear politics and military strategy, the latter drawing on Blackett’s 
wartime operations research experience.  Jones, Science, Politics and the Cold War, pp.83-86. 
15 According to Jones, ‘Blackett proposed two things: the halt to a shift from a conventional to nuclear strategy, particularly in Britain's 
case, and greater efforts to bring about international nuclear disarmament. Therefore he pressed very hard for the Baruch Plan to be 
salvaged.’ Jones, Mushroom-Shaped Cloud, p.7. 
16 Wittner, One World or None, p.91. 
17 Ibid., p.89. 
18 The most comprehensive accounts of the American scientists’ movement are Alice Kimball Smith, A Peril and a Hope. The scientists' 
movement in America: 1945-47 (University of Chicago Press, 1965); and Jessica Wang, American Science in an Age of Anxiety: 
Scientists, Anticommunism, and the Cold War (University of North Carolina Press, 1999). Neither Smith nor Wang, however, address 
Blackett’s opposition to this movement. 
19 Nye, Corridors of Power, p.138. 
20 Ibid., p.152. 
21 Blackett made no appeal to ethical arguments in Consequences; Nye’s interpretation is based on Blackett’s unpublished notes 
written 12 years later.  See Nye, Corridors of Power, p.147, and footnote 47, p.155.  For a contrasting view, see: Stephen A. Garrett, 
Ethics and Airpower in World War II. The British Bombing of German Cities (NY: St Martin's Press, 1997), who argues that Blackett’s 
moral disagreement (to the extent that it existed) with others in the scientific community was at the margins, not the centre.’; Idem., 
p.73.   
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British military historians and arms control commentators have also reflected both on Blackett’s role as a 

military strategist22 and his Consequences publication, generally in positive terms.  Richard Moore, for 

example, described Blackett as a ‘defence intellectual’ and ‘a prophet of common sense’ who ‘saw through 

the thicket of technological trees.’23  And in Michael Howard estimation, ‘Patrick Blackett's distinctive 

contribution to strategic thinking came less from his brilliance as a scientist than from his personal 

experience of war, and the healthy scepticism which that experience had given him of all theories based 

upon either unstated or unverifiable hypotheses.’24  Yet Howard and others were equally united in their 

criticism of Blackett’s assertion in Consequences that the use of nuclear weapons would not prove decisive 

in a future war, a claim based on his analysis of the allied strategic bombing campaigns against Germany in 

World War Two.  Many expressed surprise or bafflement that Blackett could not have anticipated that 

technological developments in intercontinental warhead delivery systems and ‘the development of the 

hydrogen bomb [would] make a prolonged nuclear war an impossibility.’25  As I note below, however, it was 

the near-term decisiveness of the atomic bomb that Blackett sought to refute, primarily as a measure to 

quell Americans’ sense of insecurity and to deflect voices calling for a preventative war against the Soviet 

Union. 

 

Of all Blackett’s claims in Consequences , the one most frequently cited by historians is that Truman’s 

decision to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki had not been—as American authorities insisted 

during the early postwar years—to force a Japanese surrender, but to prevent the Soviets from obtaining a 

political foothold in East Asia.  This contentious argument has become central to an ongoing, often bitter, 

historiographical dispute between diplomatic and military historians.  It began with the publication of Gar 

Alperovitz’s Atomic Diplomacy (1965),26 based on his doctoral dissertation—for which Blackett himself was 

an examiner.27  Extending Blackett’s political explanation, Alperovitz argued that a second ‘overriding 

consideration’ for the bombing was ‘that a combat demonstration was needed to convince the Russians to 

accept the American plan for a stable peace’ including ‘the American proposals for Central and Eastern 

Europe.’28  Over the next thirty years, a ‘broad consensus’ emerged with most American scholars accepting 

                                                            
22 For OR experts’ and military historians’ assessment of Blackett’s interwar and wartime experience in defence research, see: Richard 
Ormerod, ‘The Father of Operational Research’, in: Peter Hore (ed.), Patrick Blackett. Sailor, Scientist and Socialist (Frank Cass, 2003), 
pp.167-186; Maurice W. Kirby, Operational Research in War and Peace. The British Experience from the 1930s to 1970 (Imperial 
College, 2003), passim; and David Zimmerman, ‘Preparations for War’, in: Hore (ed.), Blackett, pp.110-125.  
23 Richard Moore, The Royal Navy and nuclear weapons (Frank Cass, 2001), p.130, p.186. 
24 Michael Howard, ‘Blackett and the Origins of Nuclear Strategy’, Journal of the Operational Research Society, vol. 36(2), February 
1985, pp.89-95, p.89. 
25 Philip Towle, ‘Blackett and Nuclear Strategy’, in: Hore (ed.), Blackett, pp.201-216, p.208. Similar criticisms are expressed in Lawrence 
Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy (Macmillan, 2003) p.63; and Howard, ‘Blackett and Origins of Nuclear Strategy’, p.91.  
Solly Zuckerman, a fellow scientific intellectual and political insider, was equally perplexed; see Solly Zuckerman, Six Men out of the 
Ordinary (Peter Owen, 1992), p.27.  This same criticism was also made by historians of the period: see for example, Max Beloff, Soviet 
Policy in the Far East, 1944-1951 (OUP, 1953) pp.105-106. 
26 Gar Alperovitz, Atomic diplomacy: Hiroshima and Potsdam: the use of the atomic bomb and the American confrontation with Soviet 
power (NY : Simon and Schuster, 1965).   
for a revised and updated version, see Alperovitz, Atomic diplomacy (Pluto, 1994).  See also Gar Alperovitz, The decision to use the 
atomic bomb: and the architecture of an American myth (HarperCollins, 1995). 
27  Gar Alperovitz, 'The influence of the atomic bomb upon certain military and political questions, April-September 1945'.  
(Unpublished PhD Dissertation, Cambridge University, 1964); I am grateful to the King’s College, Cambridge archivist Ms Tracy Wilson 
for confirming that Blackett was Alperovitz’s external examiner. 
28 Alperovitz, Atomic Diplomacy, p.239.  See also the expanded and updated version issued on the fortieth anniversary of Hiroshima: 
Alperovitz, Atomic Diplomacy: Hiroshima and Potsdam. the use of the atomic bomb and the American confrontation with Soviet power 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985); Alperovitz explicitly cites the help of Blackett and notes that the book led to revisions in Herbert 
Feis, Japan subdued. The atomic bomb and the end of World War II (OUP, [1961] rev. ed. 1966).  Feis had been consultant to three 
American Secretaries of War. 
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some features of the Blackett-Alperovitz revisionist thesis.29  During that same period, most Japanese 

scholars (and school textbooks) adopted Blackett’s thesis in its entirety, allegedly influenced by Blackett’s 

scientific and Nobel laureate stature.30  Nonetheless, a minority continued to defend the orthodox military 

explanation.31  More recently, the orthodox-revisionist debate has been revived with the 2005 publication 

of Hasegawa’s Racing the Enemy—which, while rejecting Alperovitz’s claims concerning American 

diplomacy aspirations in Europe, gave renewed endorsement of Blackett’s thesis.32   

 

The salience of this ongoing historiographical dispute to the present chapter, however, lies not in 

historians’ claims and counter-claims concerning the legitimacy of Blackett’s ‘first act of the cold war’ 

thesis, but rather in two other aspects.  One is their frequent accusation that Blackett’s alleged pro-Soviet 

views overrode his scientific objectivity.  Robert Newman, for example, has written, ‘Marxist and pro-

Soviet, Blackett was not a neutral investigator, but his credentials were impressive.’33  Elsewhere, reviewing 

Hasegawa, he stated: ‘Ideology has plagued the argument over Truman's decision since the beginning.  The 

first wrong-headed book about the decision, by a brilliant physicist but ignorant polemicist, P. M. S. 

Blackett, was based on a fraud.’34  Similarly and more recently, John Rossi castigated Blackett as a ‘dissident 

scholar’ and ‘the English scientist (and Communist)’.35  The second salient feature, related to the first, is 

one of absence: no historian involved in this Hiroshima controversy has sought to situate Blackett’s claim in 

the context of Consequences’ wider theses.36   

 

These problematic historiographical features, together with those cited earlier, all reinforce the need to 

rethink the place of Blackett and Consequences in the history of the British early atomic era.  It is to this 

question I now turn, beginning with an examination of Blackett’s book itself.  

 

                                                            
29 J. Samuel Walker, ‘The Decision to Use the Bomb: A Historiographical Update’, Diplomatic History, vol.14, Winter 1990, pp.97-114, 
at p.102; and Samuel Walker, ‘History, Collective Memory, and the Decision to Use the Bomb’, Diplomatic History, vol.19(2), Spring 
1995, pp.319-328, at p.321.  Scholarship supporting some features of the Blackett-Alperovitz claim include: Barton J. Bernstein, ‘The 
Atomic Bomb and American Foreign Policy, 1941-1945: An Historiographical 
Controversy’, Peace and Change, vol.2, Spring 1974, pp.1-16; Gregg Herken, The winning weapon: the atomic bomb in the Cold War 
1945-1950 (NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1980); and Martin J. Sherwin, A world destroyed: Hiroshima and its legacies (Cambridge: CUP, [1975] 
3rd ed. 2003). 
30 Sadao Asada, 'The Shock of the Atomic Bomb and Japan's Decision to Surrender—A Reconsideration’, in: Robert James Maddox, 
Hiroshima in History: The Myths of Revisionism (Columbia, Mo: University of Missouri Press, 2007), pp.24-58, at p.29.  Blackett’s 
Consequences was first translated into Japanese in 1951.  
31 See, for example, Robert P. Newman, Truman and the Hiroshima cult (East Lansing: Michigan State UP, 1995), where Newman 
argues (p.91) that ‘Blackett (unwisely) accepted the unwarranted conclusions of the USSBS about Japan's readiness to surrender in 
1945 without the bomb, the Russians, or invasion.’ 
32 Tsuyoshi Hasegawa, Racing the enemy: Stalin, Truman, and the surrender of Japan (Harvard UP, 2005).  Hasegawa was the first 
historian to draw on archival sources from all three involved nations.  For contrasting critical reaction, see: Michael Kort, ‘The 
Historiography of Hiroshima: The Rise and Fall of Revisionism’, The New England Journal of History, vol. 64(1), Fall 2007, pp.31-48; and 
Barton J. Bernstein, ‘Commentary’, H-Diplo Roundtable- Racing the Enemy Roundtable, 2006, http://www.h-
net.org/~diplo/roundtables/PDF/Bernstein-HasegawaRoundtable.pdf, pp.1-32.   
33 Robert P. Newman, 'Hiroshima and the Trashing of Henry Stimson', in: Maddox (ed.) Hiroshima in History, p.158. 
34 Robert P. Newman, ‘Has the History Profession Awarded a Prize to Another Flawed Book?’, History News Network, 5 January 2006, 
http://hnn.us/articles/24482.html. 
35 John P. Rossi, ‘Review of Robert James Maddox (ed). Hiroshima in History’, Society, vol.45(6), December 2008, pp.562-564, at p.562. 
36 On the theme of absence, it is striking to note the relatively limited attention paid by military intellectuals and historians to Britain’s 
strategic wartime bombing of Germany—an episode equally criticised by Blackett in Consequences.  Concurring with Blackett’s 
assessment, the official historians Charles Webster and Noble Frankland, The Strategic Air Offensive Against Germany, 4 vols. (HMSO, 
1961) concluded that strategic bombing had not been militarily decisive, an interpretation largely based on the British Bombing Survey 
Unit Report of 1947; For a rare challenge to this view, see Sebastian Cox, ‘The Overall Report in Retrospect’, in: The Strategic Air War 
Against Germany 1939-1945. Report of the British Bombing Survey Unit (Frank Cass, 1998), pp.xxiii-xli.  For historical accounts of 
Blackett’s and other British scientific intellectuals’ post hoc claims to having opposed strategic bombing for moral reasons, see Paul 
Crook, ‘The Case against Area Bombing’, in: Hore (ed.) Blackett, pp.167-186; and Edgerton, Warfare State, pp.204-210. 



Chapter 6  P.M.S. Blackett, Science and Nuclear Politics 

114 
 

‘Consequences’: a discussion 

Few if any commentators have noted that Military and Political Consequences of Atomic Energy was 

Blackett’s ‘attempt to find a rational basis for a policy for the United Kingdom in relation to atomic energy’.  

He believed that ‘Anglo-American policy had gone astray’ because it had artificially separated military 

consequences from the political consequences of atomic energy.  Moreover, only ‘by attempting to 

understand the past’, he argued, could rational policy-making succeed in its attempt to predict the future.  

Consequences was Blackett’s combined rational and historicist approach to this question.   

 

In the first half of Consequences, Blackett assessed the military use of air power and demonstrated that 

Western fears of atomic warfare were both misplaced and inflated.  They were misplaced, he argued, since 

no nation apart from Britain and the United States had ‘ever seriously attempted to execute. . .a policy of 

attempting to defeat her enemies by air power alone.’37 And Western fears were inflated because atomic 

weapons—in the near term at least— would prove as indecisive as had conventional air weapons during 

the past war.38  Such a future major war—initially between America and Russia—would not be decided 

swiftly, nor by atomic bombing alone.  Instead of ‘press-button war’, he predicted that ‘a long-drawn-out 

and bitter struggle over much of Europe and Asia, involving million-strong land armies, vast military 

casualties and widespread civil war, would be inevitable.’  Blackett elaborated on the significance of these 

arguments in the second half of Consequences, where he addressed the political aspects of atomic energy—

again from an historical perspective.  In his view, failure in the United Nations to reach agreement on the 

international control of atomic energy had been due precisely to the unwarranted Western fears described 

above.  As well, he argued, unless these fears were reduced, there was a possibility that the United States 

might soon launch a ‘preventative’ war against the Soviets—whether or not the American control plan was 

accepted in its current form.  Moreover, the principal casualties in such a war would not be the two 

superpower combatants, but Britain and Western Europe.   

 

Rather than acknowledging this crucial thesis, however, most historians have instead focused on Blackett’s 

claims in support of it.  Blackett, for example, argued that his political explanation for the atomic bombing 

of Japan ‘has great practical importance if one is to understand aright many aspects of American policy and 

opinion, and of the Russian reaction thereto.’39  In Blackett’s analysis, Truman’s military explanation had 

not been believed by ‘well-informed people’.  These numbered the Manhattan Project scientists who, in 

the weeks before Hiroshima, had written the American president cautioning him of the political 

consequences of its use.  Dismissing the notion that the bombing had been a military necessity, most also 

rejected ‘the hypothesis that they were dropped to win a brilliant diplomatic victory as being too morally 

repugnant to be entertained.’40  ‘The only remaining resort’, Blackett concluded, was ‘to maintain that such 

things just happen, and that they are the “essence of total war”.’  The upshot, Blackett maintained, was 

their acceptance ‘that other countries will, when they can, drop atomic bombs on America with equal lack 

                                                            
37 Blackett traced the historical basis for Britain’s area bombing policy, castigating it as ‘a technically debased form of the original 
conception of long-range attacks on specific military and industrial targets.’ Ibid., p.9. 
38 Relying on analyses of the United States Strategic Bombing Survey, Blackett argued that Britain’s strategic bombing campaigns 
against Germany had not had a decisive effect on its economy or morale.  In the case of Japan, although Blackett conceded that the 
American bombing campaign using conventional weapons had ‘markedly accelerated the collapse of Japanese war potential’, the 
conditions of its success nevertheless ‘need careful consideration.’  Amongst these special conditions were that the US had already 
established complete air supremacy over the target areas; and that Japan was on the verge of economic collapse before the bombing 
campaign had begun.  Blackett, Consequences, pp.18-28; pp.34-35. 
39 Blackett, Consequences, p.116. 
40 Ibid., p.130. 
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of reason, military or diplomatic.  This is a belief that provides the breeding ground for hysteria.’  Such 

hysteria, in his estimation, had induced American negotiators to search for 100 per cent security from such 

an attack, thereby guaranteeing their failure to reach agreement on international control with the Soviets.  

The most ominous consequence, Blackett perceived, was a growing consensus, amongst the American 

general public and in influential circles, on the necessity to launch a ‘preventative war’ against Russia 

before they too were in possession of nuclear weapons. 

 

Such one-sided critiques of the American position by Blackett were, perhaps, guaranteed to elicit 

accusations of fellow-travelling pro-Sovietism which subsequent historians have also stressed.  In the 

sections to follow, however, I argue that Blackett’s overarching purpose for writing Consequences was to 

protect the future of democratic socialism, not Soviet communism.  Moreover, in contrast to the historical 

impression of relentless opposition to Blackett’s book, I argue for a richer, more nuanced account of 

contemporary critical reaction.  

 

Background 

Biographical background 

One measure of why Blackett’s Consequences had been taken seriously by contemporary thinkers was his 

unrivalled background amongst scientific intellectuals in atomic physics and military affairs.  Following a 

wartime naval career at sea and almost ten years in uniform,41 Blackett had spent fourteen years at the 

Cavendish Laboratory in Cambridge (1919-1933), initially under Ernest Rutherford, where he ‘engineered 

some of the greatest experimental triumphs of radioactivity physics and its metamorphosis into the fields 

of nuclear physics and cosmic ray physics.’42  During this period, Blackett had befriended Rudolf Peierls,43 

the newly-arrived Polish-German refugee theoretical physicist whose work would soon precipitate British 

involvement in the Manhattan Project where Peierls would also take a leading role.  In March 1933 Blackett 

published the first experimental evidence of the positron and was elected FRS; that summer he moved to 

London to head his own Birkbeck College laboratory.  At the age of thirty-three, already recognised as one 

of Britain’s most distinguished nuclear physicists, Blackett still had a forty-year research and administrative 

career in academia44 (plus a Nobel Prize and the Royal Society presidency) ahead of him. 

 

Blackett’s first involvement with military science, begun in early 1935, was related to a growing acceptance 

in military circles, particularly amongst Air Staff, of the ‘Trenchard doctrine’, the concept that victory in a 

future war would be achieved through destruction of an enemy-nation’s economic infrastructure by 

massive bombing raids—otherwise known as strategic bombing.45  Enlisted by Henry Tizard,46 then Imperial 

                                                            
41 For Blackett’s naval career, see Peter Hore, ‘Blackett at Sea’, in: Hore (ed.), Blackett, pp.55-71; and Nye, Blackett, pp.21-24.  See also 
John Brooks, ‘The Midshipman and the Secret Gadget’, in Hore (ed.), Blackett, pp.73-96. 
42 Nye, Blackett, p.42. He was present when James Chadwick announced his discovery of the neutron in February 1932 and when John 
Cockcroft succeeded in splitting an atomic nucleus by proton bombardment four months later; both were to gain Nobel prizes, and 
both became leaders in the wartime Manhattan Project. 
43 Rudolf Peierls, Bird of Passage. Recollections of a Physicist (Guildford: Princeton UP, 1985), p.95. 
44 Blackett moved from Birkbeck to Manchester in 1939. 
45 Hugh Trenchard (1873-1956) was Chief of the Air Staff (1919-1929). For histories concerning the Trenchard Doctrine, see H. M. 
Hyde, British air policy between the wars, 1918–1939 (Heinemann, 1976); and Malcolm Smith, British air strategy between the wars 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984). For political aspects of airplanes and militarism, see David Edgerton, England and the Aeroplane 
(Macmillan, 1991). 
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College rector, Blackett became a member of the Committee for the Scientific Survey of Air Defence which 

initially numbered A.V. Hill and, later, Frederick Lindemann, both to become prominent scientific 

intellectuals of the right and vocal dissenters from Blackett’s political views.47  Reporting to the Air Ministry 

and remaining active until the war, the so-called Tizard Committee developed the radar early-warning 

technology that became ‘the vital factor in the great air battles of 1940.’48   

 

Throughout World War Two, while sporadically continuing his academic research, Blackett undertook a 

variety of advisory roles to the Armed Services.  In the war’s early months he helped develop the Mark 14 

bombsight at the Royal Aircraft Establishment, an improvement deployed in RAF strategic bombing of 

German cities from 1942 onwards.  In August 1940 Blackett became Scientific Adviser to Anti-Aircraft 

Command where, with a small team of scientists (“Blackett’s Circus”) he introduced a suite of operational 

defence improvements;49  In March 1941, replaced by Mark Oliphant at AA Command, Blackett transferred 

to RAF Coastal Command headquarters where he organised an Operational Research Section. Devoted to 

reducing shipping losses from coastal submarine attacks, this group successfully relied on innovative 

problem-solving using statistical and other mathematical techniques.  Impressed by the success of these 

methods, the Admiralty requested that Blackett become Director of Naval Operational Research, a position 

he took up in early 1942 and retained until the war’s end in 1945.  It was in this capacity that Blackett 

penned his most influential practical and theoretical reports which, by addressing aspects of warfare 

through the scientific study of weapons to military tactics and strategy, garnered him his well-known 

accolade, ‘father of operations research’.  It was here too that Blackett, along with his friends Tizard, J.D. 

Bernal and Solly Zuckerman, famously challenged the reliability of Lindemann’s evidence supporting the 

efficacy of an RAF strategic bombing offensive on German cities—a policy approved by Lindemann’s patron, 

Winston Churchill, and implemented in the spring of 1942 to devastating effect.50   

 

The final military background strand to Blackett’s nuclear politics was his wartime involvement in high-level 

atomic weapon deliberations, where he took a dissenting view.  It began in March 1940 when Tizard 

received the now-famous memorandum written by Peierls and fellow refugee German physicist Otto Frisch 

which outlined the technical feasibility of an atomic ‘super-bomb’.51  ‘We pointed out,’ Peierls later wrote, 

’that the use of this weapon would probably kill large numbers of civilians “and this may make it unsuitable 

as a weapon for use in this country”.’  Their understated memorandum further warned that ‘since all the 

theoretical data bearing on this problem are published, it is quite conceivable that Germany is, in fact, 

developing this weapon.’52  Through Tizard, the MAUD Committee (chaired by G.P. Thomson and including 

Oliphant, Cockcroft, and Blackett) was formed to investigate further and report to the Ministry of Aircraft 

Production.  In July 1941, MAUD reported that Britain could produce an bomb by 1943 at a cost of £5 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
46 Henry Tizard (1885-1959), an Oxford-trained physical chemist, was involved in MAUD during the war and headed a JCOS committee 
to investigate the effects of new weapons on defence policy.  In the postwar, he chaired the Defence Research Policy Committee and 
the Advisory Council on Scientific Policy (1947-1952). 
47 A.V. Hill (1886-1977) was then professor of physiology at UCL, a Secretary of the Royal Society, and Independent MP for Cambridge 
University.  Frederick Lindemann (1886-1957), Lord Cherwell, was then director of the Clarendon physics laboratory at Oxford and 
would become Churchill’s wartime personal scientific adviser and confidant. 
48 Bernard Lovell, ‘Blackett in War and Peace’, The Journal of the Operational Research Society, vol.39(3), 1988, pp.221-233, p.221. 
49 Nye, Blackett, pp.73-74; Lovell, Blackett, p.222;  
50 This disagreement (later known as the Tizard-Lindemann dispute) over a bombing policy which itself became notoriously and 
historically controversial, was to have a complex bearing on Blackett’s nuclear politics in the postwar years.  See: Crook, ‘The Case 
against Area Bombing’; and Crook, ‘Science and War: Radical Scientists and the Tizard-Cherwell Area Bombing Debate in Britain’, War 
& Society, vol.12, 1994, pp.69-101.  For a critique of C.P. Snow’s revival of this dispute, see Edgerton, Warfare State, pp.204-210. 
51 For Rudolf Peierls’ recollections on his memorandum and MAUD, see Peierls, Bird of Passage, pp.152-181. 
52 Lovell, ‘Blackett in War and Peace’, p.228. 
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million.  Blackett, however, disagreed, arguing that the time scale was too optimistic and recommending 

that the project be discussed with the Americans.  His view prevailed, and in 1943 a small British contingent 

joined the much larger American group of Manhattan Project scientists to develop the bomb.53  Amongst 

them were the physicists Rudolf Peierls, Mark Oliphant, Eric Burhop and Joseph Rotblat—future leaders of 

the atomic scientists’ movement in Britain.  Blackett, however, remained behind.54 

 

With regard to Blackett’s political background, his views remain a contested issue in the Consequences 

historiography and, as noted above, it rests principally on the question of his relationship to Soviet 

communism.  The argument presented here is that Blackett belonged to the circle of British scientists for 

whom Marxism had strong appeal but, unlike J.D. Bernal, for example, Blackett was never a Communist 

Party member.  Nonetheless, there is evidence that during the interwar and wartime eras, Blackett did 

express pro-Soviet views and that these undoubtedly contributed to his reputation as a communist 

sympathiser.  In this regard, Blackett’s Fabian credentials cited by Mary Jo Nye as a counter argument55 

requires clarification.  During the interwar period, Fabianism was an eclectic political movement which 

attracted intellectuals holding diverse and conflicting scientific and political ideals.  One need only contrast 

the utopian technocracy of H.G. Wells with the scientific idealism of Oliver Lodge, or the anti-communist 

liberal humanism of Bertrand Russell—all one-time Fabians—with the pro-Soviet collectivism of the Fabian 

Society’s founders, Beatrice and Sidney Webb,56 to appreciate that Fabian membership alone provides 

scant evidence of Blackett’s political outlook. 

 

More relevant are Blackett’s antifascist convictions during the Popular Front era.  Then, his views were 

arguably more consonant, not with the liberal and left-leaning progressive majority, but with those of the 

more leftist Socialist League.57  At the outset of the Spanish Civil War in 1936, the League advocated an 

alliance between the British Labour and Communist Parties as the best defence against Continental fascism.  

That year, Blackett took such a proposal one step further, arguing: ‘Just as the military power of the USSR is 

an essential part of any effective international anti-Nazi policy, so also is the aid of the Communist Party an 

essential basis of an effective internal progressive policy.58  Blackett’s pro-Soviet stance also extended to 

                                                            
53 For the history of MAUD and the British wartime development of the atomic bomb through Tube Alloys, see Margaret Gowing, 
Britain and atomic energy, 1939-1945 (Macmillan, 1964).  For a history of British scientists on the Manhattan Project and aftermath, 
see Ferenc Morton Szasz, British Scientists and the Manhattan Project: The Los Alamos Years (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1992). 
54 Andrew Brown has claimed, ‘By 1943 [Blackett] was preaching against more scientists being recruited to work on the "Manhattan 
Project".’ Andrew Brown, ‘Patrick Blackett: Sailor, Scientist, Socialist’, Physics World, April 1998, pp.35-38, at p.38.  Brown’s claim was 
reproduced in Nye, Blackett, p.74, but I have found no corroborating evidence for its accuracy. 
55 Nye stressed Blackett’s affinity to Fabian socialism which, she maintained, was ‘associated with G. Bernard Shaw, Sidney and 
Beatrice Webb, and H.G. Wells more than…Marx or the Soviet Union.’  In Nye’s estimation, the only ideological overlap between 
Fabian socialists like Blackett and Marxist scientific intellectuals like J.D. Bernal was ‘the claim that social and economic decisions 
should be conducted on scientific principles.’ Nye, Blackett, p.14. 
56 The Webbs wrote a sympathetic account of the Soviet political system, and Beatrice asked Blackett to review draft portions relating 
to their interpretation ‘of the Marxist dialectic.’  See Letter, Beatrice Webb to Blackett, 2 May 1935, A.26, BLACKETT.  Blackett later 
thanked them for a copy, writing, ‘it really is a great book.  It seems almost impertinent to congratulate you, but still I do it sincerely.’ 
(Letter, Blackett to Webbs, 4 December 1935, General Correspondence’, Passmore/2/4/J, WEBB).  See, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 
Soviet Communism: A New Civilisation? (Longman's, 1935); see also Kevin Morgan, The Webbs and Soviet Communism: Bolshevism and 
the British left part two (Lawrence & Wishart, 2006).  Note that Hyman Levy and Ivor Montagu, both CP members, had also been 
Fabian Society members.  
57 For political diversity in the United and Popular Front eras, see David Blaazer, The Popular Front and the Progressive Tradition. 
Socialists, Liberals, and the Quest for Unity, 1884-1939 (Cambridge: CUP, 1992).  Although I have found no evidence that Blackett had 
been a member of the Socialist League, he and Stafford Cripps (its chairman from 1933-1937) did share similar political views.  See 
Peter Clarke, The Cripps version: the life of Sir Stafford Cripps (Allen Lane, 2002). 
58 Blackett, ‘The Next War: Can It Be Avoided?’, in: P.M.S Blackett et al., What is Ahead of Us? (George Allen & Unwin, 1937), pp.157-
158; from a Fabian lecture.  Historical analysis of the many policy shifts within the CPGB during the Popular Front era has only recently 
begun.  See, for example, Kevin Morgan, Against Fascism and War: Ruptures and Continuities in British Communist Politics 1935–1941 
(Manchester, Manchester UP, 1989). 
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Soviet science policies.  In a 1934 BBC radio discussion with Hyman Levy on Marxist thought,59 Blackett 

stated: ‘It is impossible to separate the future of science from the question of what kind of society we will 

have in the future…. If a social organisation arises which can distribute all it can produce,…one may expect 

a very rapid development of science. It seems to me that such a society may already be in existence in 

Russia.’60  By the mid-1930s, Blackett’s pro-Soviet views had become well known, not only in intellectual 

circles but also to the British intelligence services.61  Even members of the British CP’s Executive Committee 

appeared unsure of Blackett’s party membership status during the war.62   

 

Blackett’s support for the Soviet system, meanwhile, provoked increasingly bitter exchanges with his fellow 

Manchester-based academic Michael Polanyi.63  Polanyi had undoubtedly conveyed his intense hostility to 

Stalinist ideology from the outset of their friendship begun in 1937 following Blackett’s arrival in 

Manchester.  Thus, in August 1939 when Stalin’s non-aggression pact with Hitler became known, Blackett 

wrote:  
 

I expect you are feeling a certain degree of "schaden freude"…over the Russians!  I confess to complete 
surprise, as you may expect!  I am still vaguely optimistic but on no discernible rational grounds…. We seem 
to be landed with a war we may quite likely lose for a country [Poland] we don't like.  But I am quite 
prepared for more surprises.  The chagrin of the Japs & Franco is a minor pleasure and the end of the Anti-
Comintern Pact a limited consolation.64 

 

Their disagreements intensified during the course of the war.  In October 1941, for example, Blackett wrote 

to Polanyi again, this time with sadness that his friend had meanwhile become ‘one of the leading anti-

Soviet intellectuals,’ a view confirmed by ‘your writings and our numerous discussions.’65   

 

Given the foregoing evidence that Blackett was indeed a Soviet sympathiser during this period, we may 

question why he was allowed, especially during the German-Soviet pact era, to participate in wartime 

military research.  Recently-released MI5 files indicate that outstanding scientists like J.D. Bernal and 

Blackett were regarded as vital assets to the war effort and, political views notwithstanding, their loyalty 

was deemed above reproach.  The MI5 officer responsible for a Combined Operations ‘vetting’ report on 

Bernal in July 1942, for example, after noting Bernal’s credentials as a ‘distinguished’ and ‘brilliant’ scientist, 

wrote:  
 

You cannot keep Communists or near-Communists out of confidential jobs in Government departments. 
There are others who are in even more confidential posts than Bernal.  Professor Blackett, for example, 
certainly knows about such subjects as Y Box 809 [probably Tube Alloys].  The fact that a Communist's first 

                                                            
59 ‘The Web of Thought and Action: Probing the Physical Universe’, was broadcast on 12 June 1934. 
60 H. Levy, The Web of Thought and Action (Watts and Co, 1934), pp.192-194.  For Blackett’s similar views on other BBC broadcasts, 
see: ‘Scientific Research and Social Needs no. 10: “Pure Science”’, broadcast on 8 December1933 and published in Julian Huxley, 
Scientific research and social needs (Watts, 1934), pp.203-224; and ‘Whither Britain? Number 10: The Frustration of Science’, 
broadcast on 13 March 1934 and published in Daniel Hall, The Frustration of Science (George Allen & Unwin, 1935) pp.129-140. 
61 For the relative scarcity of pro-Soviet sympathisers like Blackett within the British non-communist Left during this period, see 
Andrew Thorpe, ‘Stalinism and British Politics’, History, 1998, pp.608-626, esp. pp.618-626.  Blackett was subjected to MI5 political 
surveillance from the early 1930s onwards; his ‘personal file’ (P.F. 44137) remains closed but cross-referenced extracts can be seen in 
the released files of other communist scientists.  See, eg. Records of the Security Service KV2/1811 (J.D. Bernal) and KV2/2884 (Joseph 
Peter Astbury), PRO.  Astbury was an open communist, and physicist in Blackett’s Manchester laboratory. 
62 In an MI5 intercept of CPGB headquarters, Emile Burns told Ivor Montagu he thought Blackett was a Party member; Montagu was 
unsure, but knew Blackett was a member of the (pro-Soviet) SCR [Society for Cultural Relations with the U.S.S.R.].  Insert dated 21 
November 1944, KV2/1811 (J.D. Bernal), PRO. 
63 For more on Michael Polanyi, See Chapters 1 and 2.  
64 Letter, Blackett to Michael Polanyi 26 August 1939, Box 4 (Correspondence), POLANYI. 
65 Letter, Blackett to Michael Polanyi 3 November 1941, Box 4 (Correspondence), POLANYI.  
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loyalty may be to Moscow and that when the U.S.S.R. and Germany had a pact he was in agreement with 
that pact…cannot constitute an argument in present circumstances for not employing him.66   

 

Such tolerance would become apparent as well in senior government circles, even when Russia ceased to 

be an ally after the war’s end.  In October 1945, on learning that Blackett and Bernal were seeking access to 

atomic weapons information for a secret military Chiefs of Staff sub-committee, the MI5 Director-General 

met with ACAE chairman Sir John Anderson: 
 

The D.G. gave Sir John a resume of our information about the Communist sympathies and connections of 
both men…. In Blackett’s case the DG also showed Sir John an extract from our Top Secret material…. Sir 
John replied that he had for long been well aware of the communist sympathies and connections of both 
men, but he pointed out that…both men, for both of whom he had a high regard, were more likely to be 
trustworthy if they were closely associated with the secret developments that if any attempt were made to 
keep them at arm’s length, and lastly that in Blackett’s case at any rate it must be recognized that his 
scientific position was so eminent that any attempt to exclude him from work for which his abilities qualified 
him, would involve the Government in facing the united opposition of the entire scientific community.67  

 

Blackett’s pro-Soviet leanings during this period—misunderstood by most historians—did not, however, 

survive the war.  As I argue later in this chapter, his paramount goal of securing democratic socialism 

coincided with his increasing distance from fellow intellectuals who promoted the Soviet cause.  He would, 

in fact, come to regard the activities of British communist scientists as comparable a threat to world peace 

as the American foreign policies.  Only with these more nuanced readings can we understand Blackett’s 

political activities of the late 1940s and appreciate the significance of his 1948 Consequences book. 

 

‘Consequences’ background 

In the days and weeks following the August 1945 atomic bombing of Hiroshima, Blackett’s atomic 

credentials were quickly utilised—beginning with his membership in the British government’s Advisory 

Committee on Atomic Energy (ACAE)68, and soon through his participation in three non-governmental 

scientist organisations: the AScW; the Atomic Sciences Committee (ASC); and the Atomic Scientists 

Association (ASA).  Although historians have identified Blackett’s role in one or another of these 

organisations, his intersecting and prominent relationships within all of them have not been stressed.  

Equally underappreciated is how significant historical events coincident with Blackett’s involvement in 

these organisations precipitated his decision to write Consequences. The manner in which these events 

informed the book’s content are issues to which I now turn.   

 

Clement Attlee, Britain’s newly-elected Labour PM, invited Blackett on August 17 1945 to join his select 

ACAE, chaired by Sir John Anderson and charged ‘to make recommendations on the general policy to be 

followed in the use of this new discovery, and in particular the way in which it should be handled in its 

international aspects’.  The ACAE would be composed ‘partly of Service and Official Representatives, partly 

of Scientists who had been associated with the work’; but responsibility for policy, Attlee stipulated, would 

‘of course rest with Ministers.’69  Blackett, in a note to his wartime friend Stafford Cripps,70 expressed hope 

                                                            
66 Letter, G.E. Hogg (MI5) to R. Neville (Combined Operations), 29 July 1942, KV2/1811 (J.D. Bernal), PRO.  
67 ‘MI5 Memo to File: Anderson meeting’ 24 November 1945, KV2/1811 (J.D. Bernal), PRO. 
68 As well as his ACAE membership (1945-1947) , Blackett held government scientific advisory positions: the Nuclear Physics Sub-
committee (1946) ; the Land-based Military Aircraft Research Committee (1946) ; the Guided Weapons Advisory Committee (1947-
1949); and the RAF Aircraft Research Committee (1950). 
69 Gen.75 minutes of first meeting, 11 August 1945, ‘Gen.75 Minutes of meetings 28/8/1945 - 8/2/1947’, CAB 130/2, PRO. 
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that the ACAE would be ‘a good starting point for a proper treatment of the whole subject,’ though with 

some misgivings concerning its conservative scientist members Henry Dale and G.P. Thomson.71   

 

Meanwhile, outside government, Blackett was instrumental in the formation of the ASC and ASA, the two 

leading British scientific organisations concerned with atomic energy issues.  While the precise origins of 

the ASC are uncertain, there is evidence that its unlikely formative catalyst was Philip Noel-Baker,72 a 

longstanding pro-League liberal internationalist, world government enthusiast and now minister of state in 

the Foreign Office.  Like Cripps, Noel-Baker was an early well-wisher for Blackett’s success on the ACAE, 

expressing delight ‘to see that you have been appointed to Anderson’s Committee to consider the bomb’ 

and suggesting they lunch ‘to discuss this whole question’.73  Shortly after their meeting, Blackett, with the 

help of J.G. Crowther, arranged a public conference for late September ‘to consider the social implications 

of the bomb.’74  The event, held at the Society for Visiting Scientists in central London with over 100 

participants, was chaired by the Bristol-based theoretical physicist Neville Mott and addressed by leading 

scientific intellectuals including Mark Oliphant, J.D. Bernal, G.P. Thomson and Blackett.  Solly Zuckerman, 

also in attendance, described ‘the general tenor of the discussion’ as one where ‘the scientists present felt 

a very real sense of responsibility in the part which they had played in the emergence of the atomic bomb, 

and perhaps too in its subsequent use.’75  Noel-Baker, ‘deeply shaken by all that he heard’,76 delivered the 

final summary talk.  Insisting on the need for world government, he challenged the scientific community to 

assist.  Scientists ‘would be wrong if they waited until they were called for’, he maintained, stressing that 

‘they should force the point of being included in the world’s discussions.’77  Zuckerman, in an unpublished 

memo on the event, took an even stronger view, claiming that ‘the international body of science represents 

the only type of human organisation which at the present moment is competent to discuss not only 

scientific matters, but also political differences, without any international bias.’  ‘The international structure 

of science’, he concluded, ‘should therefore be used to forge the international structure of society.’78 

 

As the preceding discussion of Consequences suggested, Blackett was not attracted to such world 

government or scientific internationalist views, both common currency at this time in scientific circles.79  He 

did, however, respond to the conference calls for organised scientific action and, through his capacity as 

president of the 14000-strong AScW, he orchestrated the formation of the ASC.  This small group, 

numbering Bernal, Mott and Eric Burhop,80 and charged with developing AScW policy on atomic energy, 

met from October 1945 onwards.  Meanwhile, similar independent activity had begun with several groups 

of atomic scientists across Britain, many formerly members of the Manhattan Project.  In February 1946, 

leaders of these groups, including Peierls and Oliphant (from Birmingham) and Joseph Rotblat and T.G. 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
70 During the Popular Front era, Stafford Cripps (1889-1952) had been chairman of the Socialist League and, like Blackett, had 
advocated a united front with the CPGB. During the war he served as Minister of Aircraft Production, later becoming Minister of Trade 
(1945-1947). 
71 Letter, Blackett to Stafford Cripps, 22 August 1945, BLACKETT. 
72 Philip Noel-Baker (1889-1982) was also a multi-lateral disarmament advocate, later awarded the Nobel Peace prize (1959). 
73 Letter, Philip Noel-Baker to Blackett, 24 August 1945, BLACKETT. 
74 See Solly Zuckerman, Monkeys, Men and Missiles. an autobiography 1946-88 (Collins, 1988), p.182.  
75 Solly Zuckerman, ‘Atomic Bomb Discussion’, 29.9.1945, SZ/AB/3, ZUCKERMAN. 
76 M.L. Oliphant to James Chadwick, 1 November 1945, CHAD I 25/1, CHADWICK. 
77 Zuckerman’s handwritten notes, SZ/AB/2, ZUCKERMAN. 
78 Zuckerman, ‘Atomic Bomb Discussion – 2 November 1945’, SZ/AB/3/3, ZUCKERMAN.  
79 For the American case, see, for example, Paul Boyer, The Bomb's Early Light. American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the 
Atomic Age (University of N. Carolina Press, 1995); and Alice Kimball Smith, A Peril and a hope. The scientists' movement in America: 
1945-47 (University of Chicago Press, 1965). 
80 For Burhop’s account of his political radicalisation begun at Cambridge, see Eric Burhop, ‘Scientists and Public Affairs’, in: M. 
Goldsmith and A. Mackay (eds.), The Science of Science: society in the technological age (Souvenir Press, 1964), pp.30-41. 
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Pickavance (from Liverpool), met with the ASC leaders Blackett and Burhop and agreed to form the Atomic 

Scientists Association.81  The ASA soon became the leading voice of the British atomic scientists movement, 

with international control of atomic energy its initial focus, Peierls its driving force, and Blackett its most 

controversial member. 

 

Another crucial backdrop to Consequences was the rapid suite of events, in the period October 1945 to the 

end of 1947, concerning international efforts to reach agreement on atomic energy.  It began with Attlee’s 

Washington meeting with his American and Canadian counterparts (15 November 1945),82 which resulted 

in the creation of the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission (24 January 1946) ‘to deal with the 

problems raised by the discovery of atomic energy’.83  Next was the Acheson-Lilienthal Report (released 28 

March 1946), endorsing American scientists’ recommendations that all fissile material be owned by an 

international agency and released to individual nations for peaceful uses, and that the US relinquish its 

monopoly on nuclear weapons in exchange for mutual agreement against the development of additional 

atomic bombs.  In altered form, this Report became the basis of the Baruch Plan submitted to the UNEAC’s 

first meeting (14 June 1946) where it was rejected by Soviet representatives –primarily because of Baruch’s 

requirement that controls and sanctions on international development should not be subject to the UN 

Security Council veto.  Despite repeated UNEAC and UN negotiations throughout the remainder of 1946, no 

agreement was reached.  Two overlapping episodes, which have received scant historical attention, relate 

Blackett to these events and illustrate how his evolving stance on nuclear matters culminated in the 

contentious views presented in Consequences.   

 

The first episode concerns Blackett’s early opposition to a possible British atomic bomb programme and his 

early critique of Britain’s support for the American international control initiatives, both occurring in the 

winter of 1945/46 during his ACAE tenure.  In October 1945, in advance of Attlee’s forthcoming 

Washington meeting, the ACAE had prepared a report favouring Britain’s strong support for ‘some form of 

international control of atomic energy.’  But with early success seen as severely limited, the more urgent 

issue was Britain’s immediate domestic policy.  The crucial question was whether Britain ought to develop 

an atomic bomb and, if so, whether this might take precedence over peaceful atomic development.  

Blackett’s ten-page memorandum, ‘Atomic Energy: An Immediate Policy for Great Britain’,84 prepared for 

the Chiefs of Staff, was his carefully-argued response to these questions.  Both Gowing and Wittner have 

stressed Blackett’s conclusion that ‘a decision by Britain to manufacture or acquire atomic bombs now 

would tend to decrease rather than increase long-term security.’85  Yet three additional facets of his 

analysis, and their wider historical significance to the British and American scientists’ movements, warrant 

equal attention.   

 

                                                            
81 Wittner, Struggle Against the Bomb. vol 1, pp.88-92.  
82 A joint Declaration was agreed at this meeting, calling for the creation of a United Nations ‘commission’ which would be instructed 
to make concrete’ proposals ‘for the elimination from national armaments of atomic weapons’ and ‘to the extent necessary to insure 
its use only for peaceful purposes’. See ‘Declaration on Atomic Bomb By President Truman and Prime Ministers Attlee and King, 15 
November 1945’, http://www.nuclearfiles.org/menu/key-issues/nuclear-energy/history/dec-truma-atlee-king_1945-11-15.htm. 
83 This was the first resolution of the UN General Assembly in its opening Session. 
84 Blackett’s memorandum is reproduced in ‘Appendix 8: Atomic Energy: An Immediate Policy for Great Britain (P.M S. Blackett)’, 
Gowing, Independence and Deterrence Vol.1, pp.194-208. 
85 Margaret Gowing, Independence and Deterrence. Britain and Atomic Energy, 1945-1952; Vol.1 Policy Making (Macmillan, 1974), 
pp.115-116.  See also Wittner, Struggle Against the Bomb. vol. 1, p.279. 
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One feature is that Blackett’s memo itself—its objectives, assumptions, and structure—was strongly 

influenced by his wartime OR experience in applying scientific methodologies to seemingly non-scientific 

problems.86  Rather than accepting the immediate British manufacturing of atomic bombs as ‘a foregone 

conclusion’, Blackett insisted on the need to subject this question to ‘an analysis, as objective as possible, of 

the actual political, military and industrial situation in the world at present and as it is likely to develop in 

the next few years.’87  A second feature is the particular emphasis he placed on the peaceful uses of atomic 

energy, especially in relation to Britain’s world standing: ‘The decision not to manufacture bombs will allow 

the greatest possible progress in Great Britain in the industrial application of atomic energy. Only if we can 

retrieve our once leading position in nuclear physics, are we likely to take an important part in these 

industrial developments.’  Blackett’s overarching concern was evidently less with the internationalisation of 

atomic energy, than with how it might could best benefit Britain.  The final important aspect relates to 

scientists’ calls for ‘world government’ and ‘scientific internationalism’, both allegedly symptomatic of their 

prioritising international cooperation over national interests.  Rejecting these sentiments, Blackett was at 

this early stage already arguing that internationalisation of atomic energy would be neither achievable nor 

desirable in the foreseeable future, a claim he would repeat in Consequences.  Moreover, he maintained, 

any atomic energy policy ‘predicated on a special Anglo-American relationship…might bring great danger to 

Britain.’  ‘Whenever atomic energy impinges on world affairs’, he concluded, ‘we would find our initiative 

limited, as it is now, and we might well find ourselves tied to policies which we might consider disastrous to 

our own interests.’88  

 

During the same period that Blackett was preparing his ‘Atomic Energy’ memorandum, he also reacted to 

debates in British intellectual circles concerning the viability of the UN Security Council’s ‘power of veto’, 

particularly whether it might pose a stumbling block to enforcement of any future control agreement.89  

Two leading political theorists, Arthur Salter and A.D. Lindsay,90 both Oxford-based academics and 

internationalists, were especially vocal.  In October 1945, Salter had argued that only a future world 

government could secure lasting peace, and that elimination of the Security Council veto would be a 

positive step in this direction.91  In November, Lindsay made a similar argument, proposing the formation of 

‘a special council of scientists’ to control atomic energy, and by agreed majority votes with the Security 

Council, ‘to retaliate on anybody using or threatening to use atomic bombs.’92  Blackett, however, opposed 

such views.  Believing in the geopolitical necessity of retaining the ‘Great Power’ veto provision, he 

prepared a 17-page carefully-reasoned rebuttal in January 1946, and circulated it to the AScW Executive.93  

                                                            
86 Mary Jo Nye introduced OR as one aspect of Blackett’s opposition to the Bomb, but explained it narrowly in terms of his 
involvement in the Tizard-Lindemann strategic bombing dispute. Nye, Blackett, pp.79-81. 
87 P.M.S. Blackett, ‘Atomic Energy: An Immediate Policy for Great Britain’, Appendix 8, Gowing, Independence and Deterrence Vol.1, 
pp.194-208, p.194. 
88 Blackett, ‘Atomic Energy’, p.204. 
89 Press coverage of these debates dated back to the drafting of the UN Charter at San Francisco in April 1945. 
90 Arthur Salter (1881-1975), was a longstanding liberal internationalist and world government advocate.  Alexander Dunlop Lindsay 
(1879-1952), was an Oxford left-leaning internationalist and prominent intellectual. 
91 ‘Safeguard Against Atomic Bomb Sir Arthur Salter's Proposal’, Times, 9 October 1945.  Salter argued that ‘the Charter lagged behind 
the necessities of the modern world. Its sanctions were subject to the veto of any one of the Great Powers.’  For text of Salter’s 
October 1945 speech, see Arthur Salter, ‘The United Nations and the Atom’, International Conciliation, 417, January 1946, pp.40-48.  
For background, see ‘Charter of Nations Cooperation for Peace, Commons Debate’, Times, 23 August 1945; and ‘House Of Commons’, 
Times, 23 August 1945.   
92 A.D. Lindsay, ‘Atomic Energy Development For Useful Ends, A Plan Of Control’, letter to Times, 13 November 1945. 
93 Neither Gowing nor Wittner mentions Blackett’s Atom and the Charter (1946).  For Nye, it is simply paired with Blackett, 
Consequences, as examples of Blackett ‘circulating his opinions publicly’ [Nye, Blackett, p.141].  Jones interprets it as evidence of the 
AScW’s ‘full support of the USSR on the question of the veto’ [p.88], and mistakenly maintains that Blackett sought international 
control up to and beyond 1948 [Jones, Science, Politics, and the Cold War, p.86, p.88.]. 
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Two months later, with the release of the Acheson-Lilienthal Report which made no reference to the veto, 

it seemed that Blackett might have no continuing cause for concern.  Its Baruch Plan successor, however, 

was explicit in demanding that ‘condign and swift punishment’ for control violations be agreed by simple 

majority vote of the Great Powers in the Security Council.94  Blackett’s response was to publish his rebuttal 

as The Atom and the Charter in September 194695—his first public opposition to Anglo-American 

international control initiatives.96  It placed him in immediate opposition to the British Government, and to 

two of Britain’s most distinguished atomic scientists, James Chadwick and G.P. Thomson—both UNAEC 

British representatives, and both political conservatives.97   

 

The second episode, occurring in the latter months of 1946 and early 1947, concerns Blackett’s increasing 

divergence from the views on international control held by the majority of Anglo-American atomic 

scientists—a transformation that would culminate in his decision to write Consequences.  The episode is 

equally significant in highlighting his growing belief that American warmongering could imperil the future of 

European democratic socialism.  It began in September 1946 with a visit to the United States, where 

Blackett, as he recounted to Peierls, found ‘the atmosphere…most peculiar and alarming.’98 After lecturing 

at Princeton he had attended a Federation of American Scientists meeting in New York where he had talks 

with Robert Oppenheimer, James Conant, Frederic Joliot Curie,99 and ‘many other nuclear physicists and 

people in the field of general world politics.’  On the American political front, Blackett had been deeply 

affected by the views of Henry Wallace, the liberal statesman recently forced by President Truman to resign 

as Secretary of Commerce for his severe criticism of the Baruch Plan and his insistence on American 

recognition of Soviet security needs.100  On American scientists’ initiatives, Blackett expressed two 

profoundly unsettling misgivings.  One was that although the Acheson-Lilienthal Report’s ‘authors were 

undoubtedly actuated by the highest motives and produced a brilliantly argued document, it is easy to 

detect in a great many others…a feeling that its chief merit is that it puts, in their view, the U.S.S.R. on the 

spot.  Either the U.S.S.R. accept it and weakens herself militarily, or they will refuse it and stand condemned 

                                                            
94 For the impact of the Baruch Plan on Anglo-American relations, see S.J. Ball, ‘Military Nuclear Relations between the United States 
and Great Britain under the Terms of the McMahon Act, 1946-1958’, The Historical Journal, vol.38(2), June 1995, pp.439-454. 
95 Blackett, 'Atomic Energy and the United Nations Charter' [marked ‘for distribution by AScW’], 30 January 1946, E.19 1946, 
BLACKETT.  Following the Baruch Plan unveiling, Blackett’s treatise was discussed at an ASC meeting on 19 July 1946.  Letter, Roy Innes 
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Consequences, as examples of Blackett ‘circulating his opinions publicly’ [Nye, Blackett, p.141].  Jones interprets it as evidence of the 
AScW’s ‘full support of the USSR on the question of the veto’ [p.88], and mistakenly maintains that Blackett sought international 
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‘Autobiography’, A.14, THOMSON.  More unexpected was the balanced review by Edward Shils, the American liberal intellectual, 
sociologist and outspoken critic of communist ideology.  Shils began by describing Blackett’s publication as ‘a sophisticated, quasi-
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as the enemies of world peace.’  His second concern was that American scientists had ‘contributed 

considerably by their activities to the general hysterical atmosphere.’  As Blackett explained: 
 

They have argued (a) that civilisation will be destroyed if the bomb is not controlled (b) that the only way to 
control it is along the Lilienthal lines.  They now see the unlikelihood of this plan going through—and don’t 
know where to turn.  Oppenheimer admitted that they were beginning to feel that the attempt to solve the 
atomic bomb problem as an isolated problem led to one logical solution only—preventative war.101 

 

For Blackett, the crucial question was how Britain might fare were it to join the US in staging such a pre-

emptive strike on the Soviet Union.  His analysis and conclusion revealed the essence of his political loyalty 

to British Socialism, a position that would have confounded Blackett’s later critics, many certain that he was 

a near-communist. 
 

The UK would gradually be forced more and more into the position of a virtual 49th State of the U.S.A…. I am 
firmly convinced that the Labour Government could not survive this course for very long.  This, of course, 
would be a very desirable outcome to many, but would almost certainly damn Social Democracy everywhere, 
for the UK is seemingly the only country where the conditions of success of Social Democracy exist at present.  
The failure here would probably be the final failure and leave European communists as the only substantial 

force on the left. [emphasis added]102 
 

Blackett’s hardening position against the scientists’ movement came as a blow to the ASA leadership who 

were then preparing a memorandum in aid of the international control efforts.  Peierls, though 

disappointed by Blackett’s refusal to contribute to their memorandum, persevered and ultimately 

succeeded in garnering support from the remaining Council members.103  Nevill Mott, however, was highly 

critical of Blackett’s stance.  ‘Aren’t you too influenced by the effect in the U.S. of scientists’ propaganda 

which is different from here?’, he wrote.  ‘If you come out against international control, you will carry the 

Association of Scientific Workers I suppose,…but you will split profoundly the very reasonably united front 

that British Scientists have in this matter.  In the eyes of the public, and the Russians if they bother about it, 

the ASA will be pushed to the right, and [they will] think of us as [an] anti-Russian set-up.’  Although Mott 

expressed agreement with some of Blackett’s views, he concluded, ‘may I say at once how absolutely 

disastrous I think it would be if you came out with any statement against international control of atomic 

energy?’ 104   

  

Undeterred, Blackett arranged to convey his concerns directly to the Prime Minister, meeting Attlee on 6 

November 1946.  At Attlee’s request, Blackett sent him a memorandum a week later with three policy 

recommendations ‘in the event of a breakdown of the [UN] Atomic Energy Commission’: that Britain 

renounce atomic bombs and unilaterally invite inspection; design its Armed Forces largely on defensive 

lines; and simultaneously make a declaration of British neutrality.105  Through his ACAE involvement,  

Blackett likely knew that Attlee was being pressed for a decision on whether to concentrate atomic 

research either towards military or peaceful ends—with time rapidly running out.  After a second meeting 

with Attlee on 13 February 1947, Blackett wrote to Stafford Cripps warning that ‘we have already made 
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serious errors of judgement in our research programme due to over concentration on getting as many 

bombs as soon as possible…. We are, as far as I know, working to no clear-cut direct end as to whether we 

are out to make bombs, power, or both.  It is possible to hedge on this issue for a bit but not for long.’106  

Meanwhile, Blackett also sought support from Air Staff chief Lord Tedder, the recently-appointed chairman 

of the armed forces Chiefs of Staff Committee.107  Expressing concern that ‘our deliberations on the [ACAE] 

are sometimes a little unreal through lack of serious military appreciation of the positions of the various 

great powers,’ Blackett proposed that ‘our planners produce an appreciation through Russian eyes of the 

general position about atomic bombs and about the control problem.  If this was considered by the ACAE, 

we would certainly be clearer as to the next steps.’108   

 

Unknown even to Cripps, however, Attlee had already taken advice from the senior civil service and his 

Chiefs of Staff (including Tedder), and in a January 1947 meeting had given formal approval for Lord Portal 

in the Ministry of Supply to proceed with developing an independent British nuclear weapon.109  Although 

this decision would be withheld from the general public until May 1948, Blackett and his ASA Council 

colleagues shortly knew of it through their advisory roles indirectly associated with the bomb’s 

development.  Unable to persuade his fellow scientists and the Attlee government that continued efforts to 

achieve its international control were either futile or exceedingly dangerous, Blackett changed tactic.  In the 

spring of 1947, he accelerated researching and preparing material for his Consequences treatise. 

 

The earliest evidence of the approach Blackett would take in Consequences is an exchange of letters with 

Basil Liddell Hart, former Times defence correspondent (1933-1939) and one of Britain’s leading military 

intellectuals.110  In late 1946, responding to Liddell Hart’s request for a copy of his recent talk ‘Science and 

War,’ Blackett had written, ‘I had been thinking of you recently as I had been reading your last small book111 

with great interest and approval…. Do send me copies of anything you write in future as I am still much 

concerned with the theory of warfare, particularly in relation to the effect of the atomic bomb and other 

new weapons.’112  By September 1947, Blackett was seeking Liddell Hart’s assistance with his own book, 

and giving a clear indication of his motives:   
 

I am writing something on the military consequences of atomic bombs, and wish to give an account of the use 
and theory of weapons of mass destruction—in particular area bombing of cities etc.  It seems to me fairly 
clear this was first adopted theoretically and put into practice by Britain and later the U.S.  This, I think, is your 
expressed view…. This I take as accepted, though any further supporting evidence that you may know about 
would be most useful. 
 
What I want to know is where one can get written evidence for the Soviet attitude.  As far as I know they 
neither designed their air force nor used it, on any scale, for this purpose.  Further, it seems out of place in 
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what I have read of their military theory.  It is also a reasonable deduction from Marxist theory that they 
wouldn't set out to destroy the working class populations of their enemy.  For in the mystique of their 
ideology, the latter appear as potential allies. 
 
Can you direct me to any evidence on this point?  It is, in my view of great importance in view of the hysteria 

in the U.S.  We must meet again some time.113 
 

Two points in Blackett’s letter warrant particular notice.  Firstly, Blackett was seeking historical evidence 

that strategic bombing was primarily an Anglo-American doctrine; and secondly, he was citing Marxist 

ideology as evidence that the Soviets would not engage in this practice.  These, together with his reference 

to ‘hysteria in the U.S.’, signal his overriding concern that the next global conflict would begin with an 

Americans pre-emptive atomic strike—a key motive, he later acknowledged, for writing Consequences. 

 

In February 1948, with a first draft of Consequences nearing completion, Blackett sent a typescript copy to 

his friend J.D. Bernal for comments.  The most salient aspect of Bernal’s response was his advice that 

Blackett bring his chapter on future technical developments ‘more up to date, particularly…a possible super 

bomb,…a careful discussion of the effect of using radioactive substances…and the impossibility of 

occupying areas contaminated with them…. Something should also be said about jet bombers.’  In 

Blackett’s treatment of the atom bomb overall, Bernal also felt he had ‘underestimated…its capacity to 

inflict serious long-term industrial damage.’114  The importance of these remarks is that they contradict 

historians’ suggestions, described above, that Blackett somehow overlooked the possibility of rapid 

technical advances in Consequences.115 

 

In the late summer of 1948, Blackett also solicited comments from several scientist colleagues, including 

Nevill Mott, Henry Tizard and Solly Zuckerman.116  Whereas in the past these scientists had been loosely 

sympathetic to Blackett’s nuclear politics, all now cautioned him to attenuate his criticisms of the West.  

Mott, whom Blackett viewed as a political ally, offered the most encouraging reaction: ‘I think it’s a damned 

good book; I hope someone sends it to me to review.’  Nevertheless, even though Blackett had taken his 

earlier advice to tone down his ‘attack on the naive scientist’, Mott cautioned Blackett to replace his 

reference to "all Americans politically beyond redemption" with a less inflammatory expression.117  Tizard’s 

more muted reaction (‘a most thoughtful and well written book’) reflected his similar concern that 

Blackett’s work would appear too one-sided, giving the impression ‘that everything that America has done 

is wrong and stupid, and that everything that Russia has done is right.’  Indeed, at least in his sections 

dealing with efforts in the UN to achieve agreement on the international control of atomic energy, Blackett 

conceded ‘the “pro-Russian” bias’, but felt he had been justified: ‘I may well have erred slightly in 
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objectivity in my attitude to the rival proposals, but this was certainly difficult to avoid when the 

overwhelming mass of published material on the subject was nearly 100% pro-Baruch.’118  Zuckerman, 

Blackett’s fellow wartime operations researcher, offered somewhat different advice.  As Zuckerman would 

later recount, he ‘had mainly tried to get him to do was to tone down his scathing condemnation of RAF 

Bomber Command's offensive - he called it the worst strategic mistake of the war - but rereading the book 

today I can see that on this point I had had little success.’119 

 

‘Consequences’: Reception, 1948-1949 

Blackett’s Military and Political Consequences of Atomic Energy was first published in Britain in October 

1948 and in the United States in January 1949, the latter work subtitled ‘Fear, war and the bomb.’120  Its 

ensuing reception and controversy on both sides of the Atlantic appeared amidst a climate of Cold War 

tensions and political crises.  These included the February coup d’état in Czechoslovakia, the Berlin 

blockade and airlift, the Atlantic Pact negotiations and creation of NATO.  Coupled with these events, 1948 

had also witnessed the emergence of Zhdanov’s ‘two camps’ doctrine, the Lysenko genetics controversy, 

and the Wroclaw Congress of Intellectuals which spawned the Soviet-led World Peace Congress—all 

contributing to widespread suspicions of left-wing scientific intellectuals.  In the context of the present 

dissertation, it was also in 1948 that Orwell completed his final draft of Nineteen Eighty-Four (Chapter 3) 

and offered to the IRD his famous List naming intellectuals (including Blackett) he deemed politically-

suspect; that Jacob Bronowski delivered his BBC talks series The Common Sense of Science (Chapter 4); and 

that J.G. Crowther launched the British Peace Committee (Chapter 5).  And, further underscoring the 

present work’s theme of scientific and literary cultural convergence, the publication of Consequences 

coincided with the press announcement of Nobel Prizes awarded to two British recipients: Blackett 

(Physics); and T.S. Eliot (Literature).121  The account to follow traces the trajectory of Consequences’ 

contemporary reception in the period 1948-1950 and presents three main theses.  One is that neither 

Blackett’s hostile critics nor his sympathisers can be easily categorised on the basis of their intellectual 

disciplines or their political affinities; once again, Snow’s two-cultures model is not reflected in reality.  A 

second theme, contrary to readings by Jones and others, is that over the period in question there was 

growing acceptance of Blackett’s theses, especially amongst military intellectuals.  Finally, evidence is 

presented that Blackett explicitly rejected overtures from the Communist left at this time, a further 

indication that Consequences had been motivated, not by pro-Soviet views nor ethical considerations as 

have been argued, but by his concern for the future of European socialism.  

 

Almost without exception, the most vitriolic reactions to Consequences came from two quarters: 

conservative British and American political insiders; and anti-Lysenkoist cold warriors.  Notable amongst the 

former were John Anderson, who had sat on government atomic energy committees (including MAUD and 

the ACAE) along with Blackett; Henry Osborn, head of the American delegation to the UN Atomic Energy 

Commission; and Frederick Lindemann (Lord Cherwell), Winston Churchill’s adviser.  Anderson, speaking in 
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a live BBC radio transmission on the evening of 21 October 1948, prefaced his Consequences review with 

praise for Blackett’s scientific and military qualifications:  ‘Not only…is the author a thoroughly competent 

and versatile man of science…[but] few laymen can have a better understanding of military matters.’122  He 

even conceded that Blackett had offered ‘cogent reasons’ to conclude ‘that the efficacy of atomic bombing 

has been grossly exaggerated.’  In relation to political consequences, however, Anderson felt ‘a very 

different story has to be told’.  In his view, Blackett’s ‘emotional bias towards Communism’ had ’warped his 

judgement and led him to rely on arguments characterised by a number of conspicuous omissions and by 

many positive statements of an extremely partisan character.’  Interspersed with Anderson’s attacks on 

what he believed to be Blackett’s pro-Soviet motives, however, were Anderson’s own partisan, and—with 

historical hindsight—naive, views on foreign policy.  Refuting Blackett’s claim that Hiroshima had been ‘the 

first move in an Anglo-American Cold War designed to forestall a Russian offensive in the Far East,’ 

Anderson simply could ‘not believe that [the Russian] question entered for one moment into the 

calculations of anyone connected with the decision’ to drop the Bomb.123  And, in regard to the 1946 

Baruch Plan—which he concluded that Blackett saw as little more ‘than another move in the same game’ of 

thwarting Russia’s nuclear ambitions—Anderson was withering: ‘I record my conviction that Mr. Baruch 

applied himself to the task entrusted to him with as great Messianic fervour as ever inspired a conscience 

smitten atomic scientist to enter quixotically into the unfamiliar field of politics.’124   

 

It is important to note that Anderson’s unusually vitriolic talk was broadcast on the BBC’s European Service 

and thus not subject to the BBC’s strict impartiality guidelines.  Nonetheless, up to a quarter of this Service 

audience consisted of domestic UK listeners,125 undoubtedly including political policy-makers and other 

members of the British elite.126  Similar critiques in the mass media by Frederic Osborne and Lord Cherwell 

were equally symptomatic of conservative reaction.  Osborn, like Anderson, was heard on BBC radio,127 

where he likewise equated Blackett’s Consequences views with Soviet foreign policy statements, though 

with no constructive counter-proposals.  Similarly, Cherwell prefaced his attack on Blackett in the Daily 

Telegraph with the comment that ‘Mr. Vyshinsky [the Soviet UNAEC representative] and his supporters 

have apparently been greatly heartened by a book which has recently appeared in this country.’128  More 

significantly, Cherwell—who had promoted the British wartime strategic bombing of German cities—
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rebutted Blackett’s strategic bombing arguments at length, including quantitative data to support his 

conclusions.129 

 

The second set of severe Blackett critics was dominated by scientists who sought to associate Blackett’s 

apparent pro-Soviet views in atomic energy and foreign policy matters, with the Soviet doctrine of 

Lysenkoism.  They comprised not only political conservatives, but also anti-Communist leftists like John 

Langdon-Davies.  A prime example of the former was Henry Dale,130 who had become embroiled in the 

widely-publicised Lysenko-Vavilov controversy, re-ignited by Trofim Lysenko’s recent appointment to the 

directorship of the Soviet Academy of Science's Institute of Genetics.131  Dale had recently become a 

distinguished member of the SFS, now seeking to capitalise on the propaganda value of Lysenko to 

politically discredit British Marxist scientists like Bernal, Haldane and other longstanding defenders of 

Lysenko’s heterodox claims.  Invited to speak on ‘secrecy in science’ at the annual ASA conference In 

October 1948 attended by Blackett, Dale took the opportunity to contribute to the SFS’s anti-Bernalist 

campaign.  Acknowledging that ‘secrecy was required for some parts of scientific knowledge’ in the current 

political climate, Dale went on to insist that ‘it was [therefore] absolutely essential that the line of 

demarcation between the secret and the free should be drawn clearly and unambiguously.’  Invoking this 

odd link between secrecy and freedom, Dale turned to the Soviet genetics controversy: ‘Unless a geneticist 

will profess and proclaim belief in what he…knows to be nonsense, he is dismissed and liquidated.  There 

has been nothing like it since…the cardinals bullied Galileo into disclaiming what he knew to be scientific 

truth.’  For Dale, the lesson in relation to nuclear matters was apparently clear: ‘It will be of no use for us to 

keep science free from excess of military secrecy, if we let it fall into servitude to a political tyranny.’132  In 

other words, communists were not to be trusted with American technical knowledge of atomic weapons.   

 

Dale’s anti-Lysenko views intersected with Blackett’s Consequences indirectly several months later in a 

scathingly critical review of Blackett’s Consequences published in The Fortnightly.133  Its author, John 

Langdon-Davies, was then completing his final draft of Russia Puts the Clock Back, the soon-to-be-published 

anti-Lysenkoist tract containing an admiring foreword—by Henry Dale.134  But aside from his anti-Stalinist 

views, Langdon-Davies had also become known for his ‘Atomic Age’ Daily Mail column, with grim articles 

vividly describing the horrific consequences of atomic warfare.  These preoccupations—Lysenko, 

communism and nuclear devastation—all converged in his attack on Blackett: 
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…Professor Blackett in political questions is no less subjective than we are.  Far from helping us to be 
objective realist politicians, he underlines the inevitable subjectivity of all political thought.  As a Marxist he 
believes in an ultimate clash between Russia and America, as a sensitive kindly human being he hopes this 
will be deferred until Russia’s fifth columns can win bloodless victories; as a scientist he believes in his own 
objectivity and falsely believes that it extends to all his fields of interest and, since the average westerner 
does not believe with him politically, he believes that he is either stupid or ignorant or wicked.135 

 

Langdon-Davies’ note accompanying the Fortnightly review copy he sent to Blackett offered scant apology.  

After expressing disappointment ‘that people of good will should find themselves in such fundamental 

disagreement’, Langdon-Davies continued with the implicit accusation that Blackett’s stance on nuclear 

politics was somehow analogous to British Marxists’ defence of Lysenkoism: ‘I can see how people like you 

and Haldane and Bernal are impelled to the political conclusions which seem inevitable to you but it does 

seem to me that it must involve a terrible internal intellectual conflict.’136  Blackett’s response to Langdon-

Davies is doubly illuminating.  Firstly, he was understandably baffled by Langdon-Davies’ reasoning:  ‘I agree 

with you about the dilemma that people like Haldane find themselves in’, he replied, ‘but what this has to 

do with atomic energy I cannot conceive—except on the very unscientific principle that if the Russians are 

wrong about Biology they must be wrong in every other way.’  More historically important was Blackett’s 

concluding response, which suggested that interwar Popular Front divisions amongst the intellectual left 

were now being re-enacted in the context of nuclear politics: 
 

In thinking over your letter my predominant feeling is the extreme difficulty in getting sentimental leftists to 
think about power politics unemotionally.  One of the main objects of the book was to attempt to induce such 
thinking.  I admit to having failed with you!  I disagree particularly with the gibe…that I ought to stick to Physics.  

Why I should stick to Physics any more than you…I cannot quite conceive.137 

   

Blackett’s reply to Langdon-Davies reflects the paradoxes and dilemmas of the radical intellectual left as 

they variously repositioned themselves in the postwar political order.  Twelve years earlier, the two men 

had shared similar radical anti-fascist political views and communist sympathies—with Langdon-Davies’ 

firsthand accounts of the Republicans’ struggle in the Spanish War regularly appearing in the CP-controlled 

Daily Worker.  Indeed, within socialist and communist circles alike, his book Behind the Spanish Barricades 

had been read alongside Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia.138  But whereas Stalin’s duplicitous role in this 

conflict had helped transform Orwell into a strident anti-Communist, Langdon-Davies’ own disillusionment 

only came three years later in 1939 when Stalin’s pact with Hitler appeared to make a mockery of 

Communist anti-fascism.139 

 

From that point onwards, even after the Soviet Union became a wartime western ally, Langdon-Davies 

remained within the ranks of former communists and communist-sympathisers like Arthur Koestler, who 

had turned into vocal anti-Stalinists.  And now in the post-war and post-Hiroshima era, when atomic 

weapons had become the touchstone and tangible manifestation of East-West rivalry, Langdon-Davies 

made common cause with Henry Dale and others on the scientific right, with their anti-Lysenkoist 
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136 Letter, Langdon-Davies to Blackett, 9 January 1949, Folder H.38, BLACKETT. 
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campaigns against scientific intellectuals like Patrick Blackett who criticised Western nuclear policy.  

Ironically, Langdon-Davies did not recognise that he and Blackett shared a common anxiety that Britain’s 

socialist future had become jeopardised by nuclear tensions.  Two months after his exchange with Blackett 

he wrote to a friend, describing himself ‘as a "good social democrat" who also believed that Russian 

Communism was the "chief danger in the world today" and a danger to the non-Marxist British brand of 

socialism.’140  He could equally have been referring to Blackett as well.141 

 

It was not only anti-Communists like Langdon-Davies who interpreted Blackett’s Consequences as a pro-

Soviet apologia.  As many contemporaries pointed out, his work was invoked by the Soviet delegates to the 

UN international control debates in 1948-9, and Blackett’s views were singled out in positive terms by 

British CP intellectuals like R. Page Arnot in communist-controlled publications.142  Their assumptions, I 

would argue were misplaced.  As we have seen, Blackett had in the past indeed been extremely 

sympathetic to the Soviet system and even held Marxian beliefs.  By 1948 and probably earlier,143 however, 

his views had shifted.  Several pieces of evidence, for example, indicate and explain his unwillingness to 

become involved in the Communist-led peace movement, begun in the spring of 1949.144  At that time, 

Blackett declined an invitation from his friend Bernal to attend their inaugural American peace event in 

New York.145  Meanwhile, Blackett was also contacted by one of its American sponsors, the Communist 

screenwriter Paul Jarrico, proposing to make a documentary film of Blackett’s book.  The project, Jarrico 

wrote, would not be ‘a commercial venture, but if any profits should accrue from the making of this film we 

propose that they be retained by the Arts, Sciences and Professions Council to further its plans for waging 

peace.’146  Blackett’s publishers conveyed his refusal, ‘because it was difficult to conceive how this subject 

could be properly tackled in documentary film and because of the dangers of distortion.’147   

 

Correspondence with Blackett’s friend, the French atomic physicist and PCF member Frederic Joliot-

Curie,148 offers perhaps the most revealing insight to Blackett’s stance concerning the communist-aligned 

peace movement.  Joliot had made repeated overtures for Blackett to participate in a week-long Paris 

gathering at the Salle Pleyel in April 1949,149 the famous event whose call for the ‘banning of atomic 

weapons’ Joliot would later describe as ‘probably the first great public expression of the will to put an end 

                                                            
140 Letter, Langdon-Davies to Hugh Vere Hodge, 31 May 1949; cited in Buchanan, Impact, footnote75, p.154. 
141 Blackett was a supporter of the ‘Keep Left’ faction in the Labour Party at this time. See Blackett, ‘Presidential Address to AScW’, 24 
May 1947, Folder E.22, BLACKETT. 
142 R. Page Arnot, ‘Scientists in Livery, Labour Monthly, vol.31(2), 1949, pp.55-59. 
143 We may recall, for example, the anxiety he expressed to Peierls in November 1946 on the prospect of an American-provoked war 
which could cause Britain to be absorbed into Soviet orbit.  See Letter, Blackett to Peierls, 1 November 1946, BLACKETT. 
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Science (Oxford, OUP, 2005), pp.327-328. 
146 Letter, Paul Jarrico to Blackett, 4 May 1949, H.29, BLACKETT.  In 1950 Jarrico (1915-1997) was blacklisted and his passport 
confiscated after refusing to testify before the HUAC.  See John Earl Haynes, Red scare or red menace? : American communism and 
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147 Letter, Michael Hodson (Turnstile Press) to Blackett, 13 June 1949, H.29, BLACKETT. 
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to the atomic danger.’150  In a long carefully-considered letter of refusal Blackett explained his evolving 

concerns for peace in light of the rapidly shifting political terrain. 

 

Referring to the recently-reported Soviet willingness to lift the year-long Berlin blockage, Blackett believed 

that the major danger ‘of a preventative war on the U.S.S.R. relying on the supposed decisive character of 

the atomic bomb,’ had now become ‘much less acute through a welcome growth of military realism.’ And 

even though in consequence the Atlantic Pact had ‘inevitably taken on an aggressive character’, Blackett 

cautioned his friend against fomenting untrue ‘propaganda that the Atlantic Pact signifies a deliberate 

attempt to organise aggressive war on the USSR.’  Instead, he wrote, ‘I want to emphasise…the importance 

of resolute efforts to prevent any of the existing danger points from becoming the pretext of a major war.’  

In Blackett’s estimation the remaining danger points, with the Berlin crisis having faded, were Scandinavia 

and Yugoslavia: ‘pressure on Scandinavian countries to give atomic bomb base facilities for defensive 

purposes might provoke a Soviet reaction [and]…lead to disaster’; in Yugoslavia, the near-civil war situation 

that is being worked up could easily lead, step by step, via intervention by East & West to a major war.’  In 

reference to Yugoslavia, where a showdown between Tito and the Soviet Cominform appeared imminent, 

Blackett obliquely advised Joliot and other Western communists to cease contributing to the tension with 

their pro-Soviet propaganda: ‘Whatever the merit of the rival cases…the struggle is acutely dangerous and 

far the greatest blow the left has suffered in Europe since the war.’151   

 

Other key sources of evidence for Blackett’s political transition are contained in recently-released MI5 files.  

One entry, referring to the large number of communist physicists working in Blackett’s laboratory, states, 

‘Recent information about Professor Blackett suggests that he is deliberately disassociating himself from 

extreme left wing politics, but not to the extent of openly condemning them.’152  The strongest MI5 

evidence, however, is an item dating from 1950 concerning the participation by members of Blackett’s 

laboratory staff in activities of the British Peace Committee, chaired by J.G. Crowther: 
 

[Thomas] Kaiser153…asked Professor Blackett for permission to attend the Warsaw Peace Conference but 
received a flat refusal…. Professor [Blackett] was very angry indeed about the publicity attracted by the visit of 
Peter Astbury…to Hungary and described this incident as “the last straw”.  He has said that he will not tolerate 
the bringing of any more undesirable publicity to his department by political extremists.  Those members of 
the Party on his staff have interpreted this as a warning of dismissal in the event of their participation in open 
Party activity of more than ordinary prominence.154 

 

Just as the critics of Blackett and his book described above are not easily defined according to their political 

leanings or disciplinary backgrounds, so too did Blackett’s supporters and non-hostile critics defy this 

simplistic typology.  More accurately, this latter faction will be seen to comprise three principal groupings: 

important American intellectual figures; Blackett’s friends and associates within scientific and literary 

circles; and, most unexpectedly, military strategists.  Such unanticipated groupings further underscore the 
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by Wittner, Struggle Against the Bomb. vol 1, p.180, fn.27. 
151 Letter, Blackett to Joliot-Curie, undated April 1949, G.92, BLACKETT. 
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historiographical limitations concerning the place of science and scientific intellectuals in early Cold War 

Britain. 

 

American intellectuals’ reaction to Consequences began soon after its January 1949 appearance in the US.  

Although initially critical, their responses were surprisingly measured—all the more unexpected given 

Blackett’s unfavourable comments on American foreign policy, and his disparaging remarks concerning the 

counterproductive efforts of the American atomic scientists’ movement.  Typical of such reviewers in the 

mainstream press was Waldemar Kaempffert, the veteran New York Times’ science editor who believed 

that efforts to achieve international control had been thwarted by ‘Soviet Russia’s intransigency.’  For 

Kaempffert, Blackett’s ‘scientific and political approval of the Soviet stand’ merely demonstrated ‘that 

because a man is a success in physics it does not follow that he is qualified to elucidate political issues that 

perplex able and honest statesmen.’155  Kaempffert nonetheless recognised the book’s importance, since 

‘the controversy it stirred up in England may be duplicated here and because it presents the Russian point 

of view which Americans would do well to understand.’156  Equally dismissive of Blackett’s political wisdom 

was the cultural historian Jacques Barzun, whose Harper’s review derided ‘Blackett’s elaborate analysis’ for 

dealing ‘with political things as if they were algebraic symbols, and with war as if rational self-interest were 

its only trigger mechanism.’ Instead, Barzun suggested, ‘the author should read Freud, where he would find 

the irrational, and so might come to understand that in human affairs one must reckon with…the plain urge 

to destroy.’157   

 

Not only Blackett’s political, but also his scientific reasoning was disputed by American commentators.  An 

important example is the young US Army medical officer, David Bradley, whose monitoring of Operation 

Crossroads’ radioactivity levels at Bikini during the summer of 1946 had resulted in No Place to Hide 

(1948).158  Bradley’s best-selling book, described by one reviewer as ‘authoritative and quietly terrifying’, 

predicted that ‘the devastating influence of the bomb and its unborn relatives may affect the land and its 

wealth—and therefore its people—for centuries through the persistence of radioactivity.’  Interviewed in 

February 1949, Bradley expressed impatience with Blackett’s book which ‘manages to pass so lightly over 

the question of radioactive after-effects.’  “They're all still thinking in terms of Hiroshima and Nagasaki,” 

Bradley said, and they haven’t considered “that tidal wave at Bikini”, where of more than seventy ships only 

nine could be decontaminated. “For my money, that lagoon will always be deadly.”159  The most 

comprehensive American treatment of Blackett’s work at this time appeared in the February 1949 issue of 

the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists,160 the periodical edited by former Manhattan Project physicists Eugene 

Rabinowitch and Hyman Goldsmith, and designed to educate the American public on atomic energy 
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matters.  The defining feature of this BAS coverage, consisting of reviews by four leading protagonists in the 

debates surrounding atomic energy control, was its diversity of opinion.161  The most noteworthy (and, at 

over 4000 words, most lengthy) article was by the sociologist Edward Shils,162 then holding academic posts 

at both the University of Chicago and the London School of Economics.  In common with most other anti-

communist liberals, Shils was contemptuous of Blackett’s apparent defence of the Soviets’ intransigence at 

the UNAEC meetings, one he attributed to Blackett’s ‘Stalinist standpoint’ and his ‘sophisticated, quasi-

Communist outlook on the matter.’  And like Barzun, Shils faulted Blackett’s ‘schematic and overly 

rationalistic conception of human motives…which frequently bears little resemblance to reality.’163  

Nonetheless, some of Blackett’s ‘impressive pieces of analysis’, Shils wrote, merited consideration if 

agreement on international control were ever to be achieved.164  Shils’s measured approach to Blackett is 

difficult to reconcile with his well-known strong antipathy to communist ideology.165  One possible reason 

may lie in his equal commitment to a ‘virtue of civility’ ethos, whereby he sought a fraternal link with 

Blackett and other European non-communist leftists in order to limit pro-Soviet Marxist intellectual 

influence in Europe.166  This goal was commensurate with the stated aims of the Congress for Cultural 

Freedom and its associated Committee for Scientific Freedom, in which he soon took an active role 

alongside his friend Michael Polanyi.167  

  

Following the book’s publication and predictable early hostile reviews from the scientific right, British 

atomic scientists and scientific intellectuals were generally supportive of Blackett.  A typical reaction came 

from Rudolf Peierls, the ASA’s leading and most diligent organiser.  Peierls, who in 1946 had been 

disappointed by Blackett’s unwillingness to support his international control initiatives, now wrote, ‘I have 

been studying your book with great interest and I am trying to formulate some objections to your 

argument.’  Instead, since most reviews ‘raise objections on so many points w[h]ere you are right and show 

such obvious signs of the reviewers not having read the book, . . .I find myself mostly in the position of 
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taking your side.’168  In a particularly astute observation, Peierls ended: ‘It seems to be a common practice 

that because some of your conclusions agree with statements made by the Russians it follows that you are 

pro-Russian and therefore anything you say must be most vicious and wrong.’169  

 

Another leading atomic scientist who welcomed Blackett’s book was Mark Oliphant who, like Peierls, had 

also been a prominent member of the British contingent on the Manhattan Project.  Expressing 

‘tremendous admiration’ for the book’s ’completeness and erudition’, Oliphant predicted that Blackett’s 

‘brilliant analysis’ would ‘play a very important part in future thinking about the problem of atomic energy 

and about war in general.’170  Blackett, in his reply, expressed satisfaction that his book had apparently 

‘received considerable approval in certain Whitehall circles‘, and that atomic experts like Oliphant ‘who 

really do know about the subject and have thought about it a lot do approve of the [book’s] main 

attitude.’171  Oliphant’s praise, it should be noted however, was somewhat disingenuous.  He had indeed 

been publicly ‘preaching precisely the same doctrine about the number of bombs which are militarily 

significant, and about the unrealistic nature of the Baruch proposals for a very long time.’172  But Oliphant 

had also meanwhile been privately promoting ‘a military policy for Great Britain’ which relied on a nuclear 

weapons development programme spread throughout the Commonwealth.  In a letter to Solly Zuckerman 

in March 1947, Oliphant had maintained that ‘in the absence of U.N.O. agreement…atomic 

bombs…become essential armaments for any nation which wishes to remain a great military power in a 

world bent on mutual destruction.’  What is required, he wrote, ‘is a highly specialised air force backed up 

with first class technological services to supply and develop the new weapons.  A background of first class 

fundamental scientific research in the physical and biological sciences would be essential.’  Moreover, for 

Oliphant, a necessary condition would be ‘to secure the fullest cooperation of the rest of the British 

Commonwealth in this task and so to spread the scientific, technological and manufacturing processes that 

if U.K. were knocked out retaliatory attack would continue from these other centres.’173  The upshot of 

Oliphant’s proposal was an invitation from Henry Tizard to serve on a newly-formed sub-committee on 

atomic energy charged with preparing ‘a report on the implications of atomic energy for defence policy.’174  

Oliphant, in other words, was aiding the very same British atomic bomb programme to which Blackett was 

deeply opposed. 
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An equally unlikely response to Blackett’s book came from G.P. Thomson, a leading member of Britain’s 

atomic scientist community,175 whose reaction further undermines the conventional ‘two-camps, two-

cultures’ historiography begun by Werskey in Visible College.  An archetypal High Science figure, Thomson 

was a vice president of the stridently anti-communist SFS organisation176 and very similar to Cherwell in his 

politically conservative outlook.  Yet in stark contrast to Cherwell, Thomson’s October 1948 review in the 

Spectator offered a balanced critique of Consequences.  On the one hand, he chided Blackett’s intimation 

that the decision to bomb Hiroshima had been based on ‘unworthy motives’, but elsewhere Thomson 

found agreement with several of Blackett’s arguments.  ‘There is much to be said’, he wrote, for Blackett’s 

view that the Baruch Plan’s veto removal was unrealistic.  And regarding Blackett’s insistence ‘on the 

Russian fear of being in a permanent minority position on any control body set up’, Thomson conceded, ‘it 

is, in fact, the root of the matter.’177  Thomson’s overall impression was summed in a conciliatory letter to 

Blackett: 
 

It is a grand book, but I do think you are wrong in ascribing Machiavellian motives to the Americans, and have 
said so.  I think I feel much the same way about the Americans that you do about the Russians. They are 
exasperating at times and there are some who I heartily dislike. All the same I feel that they are fundamentally 
right in the things that matter and that the closer we can get to them the better for the world.178 

 

The overlap between Thomson’s and Blackett’s views would converge further two years later when 

Thomson criticised the American decision to develop the H-bomb.  Then he concurred with Blackett’s view 

that the Hiroshima-type atomic bomb had not been a decisive weapon, and nor had the strategic bombing 

of German cities been either morally legitimate or militarily successful.179 

 

Yet another example undermining Snow’s two-cultures thesis was the support given to Blackett and 

Consequences by two socialist literary intellectuals—Kingsley Martin and J.B. Priestley.  Martin’s defence of 

Blackett’s book could have been expected, given their shared political convictions and their continuing 

close friendship which had begun during their Cambridge student years.180  Priestley’s leftist views, on the 

other hand, did not alone account for his judging Consequences to be ‘one of the most important books of 

the last few years,’ and whose US publication he hoped ‘might do much to break down American hysteria.’  

Underlying this accolade, in fact, was Priestley’s growing alarm that ‘that both in the democracies and the 

communist countries we are ruled by power-hungry men.’  Moreover, in his estimation, international 

tension was exacerbated by ‘two rival systems…artificially brought too close,’ with Berlin being ‘the 

supreme example.’  To Priestley, the answer seemed clear: 
 

Would it not be better if the atom bomb were disregarded, but America withdrew from all possible 
bombing bases close to Russia, Britain and Western Europe declared their neutrality in any possible 
conflict and armed purely defensively, Russia withdrew the Red Army behind her official frontiers, and 
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College Revisited: Second Opinions On The Red Scientists of the 1930s’, Minerva, vol.45, 2007, pp.305-319, p.315.  
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Germany was no longer occupied by any forces but merely controlled by a four-power Commission?  An 
ideological truce might then be possible….181 

 

Priestley and Kingsley Martin had been discussing these ideas, and had begun planning a multi-authored 

book (tentatively titled Why Not Live?) to promote their views.  As Martin explained, it would constitute the 

beginning of ‘a kind of campaign on a live-and-let-live agreement-to-disagree basis with the U.S.S.R.  The 

notion would be that it may be possible to reach a modus vivendi in the world, temporarily at least, with 

Russia, and that we may then gradually begin to tackle the “greater realities”.’182  Priestley was equally 

clear on who should contribute: ‘Scientists and artists, when they are interested, talk and write better 

sense about politics than politicians because they have no desire for power themselves and can think more 

clearly.’183  Already agreeing to participate, in fact, was just such a group.  Besides themselves were the 

science writer Ritchie Calder; the nutritionist John Boyd-Orr; the historian and defence intellectual Liddell 

Hart; the pioneering Jungian psychoanalyst Michael Fordham; and the American foreign policy adviser 

James P. Warburg.184   

 

They believed, however, that an authoritative chapter by Blackett was vital to the book’s success.  It would, 

Martin wrote, also enable Blackett ‘to develop your theory about the possibility of a purely defensive and 

conceivably even neutral strategy for Britain….’185  Although Blackett claimed to be ‘most sympathetic’ to 

their plan,186 he nevertheless demurred.  Blackett’s unwillingness to become involved in their project is 

difficult to explain, especially since his British friends’ conception of a ‘modus vivendi’ was similar to the 

views of two leading American progressives, Henry Wallace and Walter Lippmann, whom Blackett had cited 

repeatedly and appreciatively in his book.  Wallace in his ‘Letter to the President’ (1946)187 and Lippmann in 

The Cold War (1947)188 had both argued that securing removal of Soviet armed power from Europe could 

only be achieved by eliminating the American threat of nuclear attack on Russian cities.189  Yet despite 

Martin’s offer to ‘formulate a series of questions…if, as I think, this would aid you psychologically to get the 

chapter done,’190 neither Blackett’s contribution nor their proposed book itself ever materialised.   

 

The failed venture of Why Not Live? nonetheless found expression in a different, and historically significant 

guise.  Nine years later, writing in a November 1957 issue of the New Statesman, J.B. Priestley returned to 

his theme of political leaders’ ineptitude and urged his British middle-class readers (‘sensible men and 

                                                            
181 Letter, J.B. Priestley to Blackett, 19 October 1948, BLACKETT. 
182 Letter, Kingsley Martin to Blackett, 21 October 1948, BLACKETT. 
183 ibid. Priestley’s ‘two cultures’ division clearly did not conform to C.P. Snow’s. 
184 See ‘”Why Not Live?” Correspondence’, NEW STATESMAN.  Warburg’s favourable review of Consequences had concluded that 
‘there can be no disarmament and no reasonable hope of peace unless and until there is world government.’  James P. Warburg, ‘The 
Atom’, New Statesman, 16 October 1948, p.330. 
185 Letter, Martin to Blackett, 21 October 1948, H.36, BLACKETT. 
186 Letter, Blackett to J.B. Priestley, 20 November 1948, H.36, BLACKETT. 
187Blackett discussed Henry Wallace’s July 1946 ‘Letter to the President’ (1946) in Blackett, Consequences, p.74, and p.167. Henry 
Wallace, at Kingsley Martin’s invitation, had visited Britain on a brief lecture tour; see ‘A Lead To Peace: Mr. Wallace On Role Of 
Britain’, Times, 12 April 1947.  Wallace had been given a copy of Blackett’s Consequences by Hewlett Johnson during a U.S. visit; see 
Letter, Hewlett Johnson to Blackett, 30 January 1949, H.38, BLACKETT. 
188 Blackett referred to Walter Lippmann, The Cold War (Hamish, Hamilton,1947), in Blackett, Consequences , p.74, p.149, p.154, p.179, 
and pp.184-185.  Lippmann, like Blackett, had been critical of the Baruch Plan for abolition of the veto; see ‘Coming Clash Over Atomic 
Control The Rival Plans’, Times, 21 June 1946.  Lippmann, while visiting Britain, wrote admiringly of Blackett’s book and requested they 
meet; see Letter, Walter Lippmann to Blackett, 21 November 1948, H.38, BLACKETT. 
189 One possible reason for Blackett’s reluctance to join Martin and Priestley is that their wider plan for peace—especially their 
idealistic expectation that the Soviets might voluntarily retreat from Europe—did not entirely accord with his concept of military 
‘realism’.  For their proposals conflicted with an overarching theme in Blackett’s book, namely the need for the United States and its 
Western allies to respect a limited, yet continuing, Soviet sphere of influence in Europe.  
190 Letter, Martin to Blackett 7 January 1949, H.36, BLACKETT. 
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women’) to take nuclear policy control out of the hands of ‘men now so conditioned by this atmosphere of 

power politics, intrigue, secrecy, insane invention, that they are more than half-barmy.’191  Within weeks of 

this article’s appearance, as Taylor and others have recounted, Kingsley Martin convened a meeting of like-

minded intellectuals at his flat and the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament was born.192  The CND’s self-

appointed president was Bertrand Russell, with Martin, Priestley and Ritchie Calder (now a Labour MP) on 

the CND Executive Committee.  Patrick Blackett was also present at this inaugural meeting, but had no 

further CND involvement. 

 

A rare early indication that Blackett’s analyses of the military consequences of atomic energy were being 

taken seriously was the appearance of an anonymous review in the 2 December 1948 issue of The Listener, 

the BBC’s weekly journal.  Prefaced with the observation that since Blackett ‘played a leading part in 

military operational research,…his views on future warfare deserve all the more respect,’ the article 

examined and supported most of Blackett’s conclusions.193  The following week Blackett wrote its author, 

Basil Liddell Hart: 
 
I had already seen the review and wondered who it could have been.  I think it was one of the fairest and 
best reviews from my point of view that has yet been made…. I am grateful to you for your various criticisms 
which I am attempting to utilise in the second edition.  I will look forward to seeing you and discussing 
various points in the New Year.194 

 
Given the similarity of these two men’s views, Liddell Hart’s praise was not unexpected.195  But half a year 

later came growing evidence of comparable praise in American publications.  On the eve of the most 

significant nuclear event since Hiroshima—the initial Soviet atomic test—some Western military thinkers 

were taking Blackett’s Consequences seriously.  

 

In a 1949 review of several recently-published books by British military men,196 H.W. Baldwin noted the 

similarity of their views with Blackett’s concerning the indecisiveness of strategic bombing.  Baldwin, the 

New York Times military editor, later described as ‘one of one of the nation's most respected military 

commentators’,197 regarded Blackett’s evidence that ‘neither Germany nor Japan was defeated by strategic 

bombing’ as ‘unanswerable.’  Furthermore, Baldwin continued: ‘Today and for the next few years…as long 

as our atomic bomb stockpile remains limited and when the only potential enemy is Russia,…there is very 

good reason to believe that Lapp, Fuller, Dickens and Blackett are right.198  The atomic bomb alone would 

not insure victory.’  This same conclusion was also now being forcefully argued by others,199 including 

                                                            
191 J.B. Priestley, ‘Britain and the Nuclear Bombs’, New Statesman 2 November 1957, pp.554-6. 
192 For a comprehensive CND history, see Richard Taylor, Against the Bomb: The British Peace Movement, 1958-1965 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1988); for CND as romantic protest (and declinist expression) see Meredith Veldman, Fantasy, the Bomb, and the 
Greening of Britain. Romantic protest, 1945-1980 (Cambridge: CUP, 1994) pp.115-204; for CND weakened by ‘socialist nationalism’, 
see James Hinton, Protests and Visions. Peace Politics in 20th Century Britain (Hutchinson Radius, 1989) pp.viii-ix and pp.96-97. 
193 Anonymous book review, Listener, 2 December 1948, p.855. 
194 Letter, Blackett to Basil Liddell Hart, 7 December 1948, HART. 
195 Recall, for example, their exchange of letters from 1946 onwards, described above. 
196 H.W. Baldwin, ‘Air Power’s Role In The Atom Age. Three New Works Discuss and Challenge Prevalent Concepts of an “Easy 
Victory”’, New York Times, 3 July 1949, p.1, p.11. 
197 Washington Post, 14 November 1991.  Hanson W. Baldwin (1903-1991) was the military editor of the New York Times. 
198 Besides Blackett’s Consequences, the other books reviewed were: R.E. Lapp, Must We Hide? (Cambridge, Mass: Addison-Wesley, 
1949); Major General J.F.C. Fuller, The Second World War, 1939-1945 (NY: Duel, Sloan & Pearce, 1948); Admiral Sir Gerald Dickens, 
Bombing And Strategy. The fallacy of total war (NY: Macmillan, 1947). 
199 See, for example, Joseph E. Loftus, ‘Strategy, Economics and the Bomb,’ Scientific Monthly, vol.68(5), May 1949, pp.310-320; and 
Carl Kaysen, ‘Professor Blackett and the Bomb,’ Social Research, vol.16(3), September 1949), pp.336-381.  Loftus was an American 
economist who, while not agreeing with many arguments, nonetheless believed that Blackett had ‘established a convincing case that 
another war in the foreseeable future would not be a push-button war decided decisively in a short period of time.’   
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Vannevar Bush, the scientist-statesman who had famously penned Science, the Endless Frontier (1945).  In 

Modern Arms and Free Men (1949),200 in a discussion of the role of science in preserving democratic 

institutions, Bush foresaw technological defence innovations keeping pace with nuclear weapons 

development.  ‘The bomb,’ he maintained, ‘will be important but not absolute.  How important depends 

greatly upon what happens in methods of defence.’201  His reasoning, admittedly, differed from Blackett’s, 

but their conclusions coincided.  A certain strand of Blackett-like ‘military realism’ had taken hold amongst 

American military strategists and political analysts. 

 

 Beyond ‘Consequences’  

The summer of 1949 brought an end to the political crisis over Berlin and growing acceptance of Blackett’s 

military analyses regarding atomic weapons’ indecisive nature.  But optimism would be short-lived, with 

the Soviet atomic bomb test of August 1949 taking most Anglo-American military experts and other 

thinkers by surprise.  As Gowing has noted, Henry Tizard ‘was one of the many who, reeling from the shock, 

thought that the Russians' explosion must be largely due to spies, and he could only believe that they had 

stolen some plutonium.’  Yet, Gowing continued, ‘this amazement was not wholly rational,’ especially given 

that a committee on which he and Blackett had served just after the war ‘had given three years as a 

possibility’ for a Russian successful test.202  Even Blackett had foreseen no Soviet bombs before 1952.203  In 

January 1950, compounding tensions on the nuclear front, Truman announced the decision to proceed with 

American development of the hydrogen bomb.204  With the anticipation of this new and exceedingly more 

destructive weapon, many of Blackett’s Consequences theses had now become outdated and he would 

discontinue writing on nuclear policy for some years.205  In the concluding sections to follow, I examine two 

final episodes in the closing months of 1949 that illuminate Blackett’s evolving thought in light of the Soviet 

test, and which help explain why he temporarily abandoned his ‘atomic heretic’ role. 

 

 

Although Blackett declined proposals to produce a new edition of Consequences,206 he did accept, after 

considerable coaxing, an invitation to contribute to a BBC radio forum.  One week after the Soviet atomic 

test was announced, Blackett had been approached by the BBC General Overseas (Foreign) Service asking 

him, ‘as the best-known critic of Western policy on the work of the Atomic Energy Commission,’ to discuss 

‘the question of whether the fact that the Russians have the atomic bomb will, or should, alter the attitude 

in the West about the international control of atomic energy and the prohibition of the use of atomic 

bombs.’207  Blackett refused, citing several reasons including his belief that his book already covered ‘the 

great part of the arguments which must be used to approach the present position.’  Most importantly, 

                                                            
200 Vannevar Bush, Modern arms and free men : a discussion of the role of science in preserving democracy (NY: Simon and Schuster, 
1949). 
201 Bush, Modern Arms, pp.102-103. 
202 Gowing, Independence and Deterrence vol.1, p.221. 
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Deterrence vol.1, p.206. 
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207 Letter, William Ash (Senior Talks Producer, General Overseas Service) to Blackett, 30 September 1949, Blackett Correspondence 
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however, as Blackett explained, the General Overseas Service was not the appropriate forum: ‘If anything I 

say is worthwhile saying, I feel it is the British who should hear it in the first instance.’208   

 

Meanwhile, the possibility of Blackett speaking on domestic radio was being deliberated within the 

Corporation’s highest echelons following an appeal to the BBC Director-General, Sir William Haley by the 

young maverick Labour MP Raymond Blackburn.209  A self-styled ‘atomic energy expert’, Blackburn had 

attracted notoriety ever since Hiroshima as a backbench critic of the Attlee Government’s atomic energy 

policies.  In late August 1945 he had tabled a House of Commons motion calling for its international 

control,210 and a month later had appeared on BBC radio with A.J.P. Taylor and J.D. Bernal where, 

discussing the implications of the atomic bomb for the fledgling United Nations Organisation, he proposed 

an international inspection system shored up by an international air police force.211  In November, 1945, 

following indiscreet disclosures by Mark Oliphant,212 Blackburn had revealed aspects of the secret 1943 

Quebec Agreement between Churchill and Roosevelt in Parliament.213  And following the formation of the 

ASA in early 1946, Blackburn became their effective spokesperson in Commons debates on international 

control and the Atomic Energy Bill.214  Most crucially, however, as international tension mounted through 

the late 1940s Blackburn had become an increasingly bellicose anti-communist critic of Soviet atomic 

energy diplomacy.  Through a variety of pressure groups, including the New Commonwealth Committee, he 

had repeatedly called for a summit meeting between Truman, Attlee and Stalin in Moscow to break the 

international control deadlock—with the implicit threat of a preventive war should that showdown fail.  

Blackburn’s view, in fact, was shared by such seemingly disparate public figures as Bertrand Russell, T.S. 

Eliot and Winston Churchill.215  Now, in October 1949, Blackburn conceived the ‘immediately desirable’ way 

to achieve ‘the direct approach to the Politburo which the present Government is against’: a broadcast 

radio discussion to focus public opinion, where Blackett ‘would…argue the Soviet view’.216   

 

Following two further BBC invitations,217 Blackett finally relented, although he was insistent that ‘it should 

concentrate to a large extent on the military aspects of atomic energy as the basis of any possible control 

system’ and that ‘a military critic, such as Liddell Hart, Cyril Falls or General Fuller, would [make] the 
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discussion much more realistic.’218  With agreement reached, the radio programme, ‘The Atomic Bomb’, 

was aired on 11 November 1949.219  Taking part were Blackett, Raymond Blackburn, Bertrand Russell and—

representing the military point of view—General Sir Frederick Morgan.220  The broadcast discussion was 

prefaced by a recorded statement from an American commentator on US opinion,221 who made two points: 

viable inspection, ‘the basic problem of control’ was essential; and talk of American preventive war was 

specious.  Setting the tone for the ensuing discussion, he concluded ominously that ‘if we cannot get real 

control…we need not be terrified.  We can go on building up the strength…of the democracies, counting on 

no security but that of a strong man, armed and vigilant.’222 

 

Blackburn began by repeating his case for a summit meeting between Attlee, Truman and Stalin to break 

the UN deadlock.  Bertrand Russell agreed, saying Stalin should be persuaded that another world war 

would be mutually disastrous.  Both, however, stressed that Western military superiority was a continuing 

necessity, with Russell repeating his familiar ‘better dead than Red’ creed.223  The moderator then turned 

to the two key stumbling blocks in UNAEC control negotiations. On the inspection issue, stressing the need 

for political realism, Blackett argued that Western agreement to Soviet demands for limited inspection, 

perhaps covering non-nuclear armaments as well, would be preferable to no agreement whatsoever.  

Blackburn, however saw aerial inspection as crucially important for Western security, despite Blackett’s 

fallibility arguments.  

 

Discussion then dwelt on the second and most fundamental outstanding problem: the Baruch call for 

‘condign punishment’ if agreement were broken by a Great Power building atomic weapons.  Blackett, 

‘delighted and surprised’ to hear Russell concede that invoking such punishment would equate to a world 

war, reiterated his Consequences argument.  The Baruch Plan ‘was based on an incorrect analysis of the 

military significance of the atomic bomb’ whose use would not be decisive but result in ‘a long drawn out 

world war.’  Moreover, citing the ‘very great change of opinion…on this question,’ Blackett pointed out that 

‘the claims that you can defeat major continental powers shortly and cheaply by atomic bombs has been 

abandoned even by the exponents of air warfare themselves, and of course is repudiated entirely by all 

American admirals.’  With this military point in mind, Blackett had earlier spelled out the economic and 

social implications for Europe of an arms race.  Apart from ‘land armies… necessary to hold the line, atomic 

bombers [and] bases’, would be defence measures like ‘fighters, radar stations and civil defence’ including 

‘dispersed underground shelters’—all of which would mean ‘an economic burden of enormous magnitude 

on the western European world which is, as we all know, in a very difficult economic position already.’ 

 

None of Blackett’s military considerations, however, were conceded by the others and the radio discussion 

degenerated into mutual disagreement.  Blackburn, for example, declared, ‘I still believe that we still have 

                                                            
218 Letter, Blackett to Archie Gordon (Talks Producer), 24 October 1949, ‘Blackett Correspondence File’, BBCWAC; Gordon had 
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an overwhelming preponderance of power—military power as against the Soviet Union, despite the fact 

that Soviet Union has much the biggest land armies in the world.’  And on the question of preventive war, 

Blackett’s allusion to Winston Churchill’s recent call for a military showdown (‘let us bring matters to a 

head’),224 was simply met with disbelief. 

 

A final insight to Blackett’s thinking during this period can be gleaned from his late 1949 correspondence 

with his friend Rudolf Peierls, who sought his participation in an annual ASA conference scheduled for 

February 1950; Peierls’ proposed theme was ‘the question of the extent to which the possession by Russia 

of atomic bombs calls for some new action or offers any new hopes for a solution.’225  When asked to 

suggest co-speakers, Blackett, insisting that ‘the whole subject of control is essentially connected with 

military affairs’, again proposed a number of military strategists including Liddell Hart, Cyril Falls, Kingston 

McCloughry and General Fuller.226  Repeating his emerging emphasis on British defence considerations, 

Blackett stressed that ‘the most fertile line to take would be to relate the control problem to the concrete 

one of Western Defence.’  Blackett then gave the clearest sense of his expectations from the conference: 
 

I am profoundly convinced that the Russian bomb has made a huge alteration to the whole situation, although 
this is not apparent on the diplomatic surface at present.  Already there are very many indications of coming 
changes of attitude, and it is surely up to the ASA, if it touches the subject, to help to clarify the issue.  If the 
ASA takes the view that everything is left unchanged, I don’t see much point in having a conference at all!227 

 

Peierls’ dissatisfaction with Blackett’s sole focus on military aspects of atomic energy soon became 

apparent.  Although he had consented to Blackett’s insistence on inviting a military speaker, he nonetheless 

maintained ‘that the problem under discussion is really wider than a purely military one.’  ‘We are’, he 

continued, ‘not only concerned with what would happen if war broke out, but also what the mechanism by 

which wars do break out and the factors that may help avoid them and then we are going from the military 

into the political field.’  And in an uncharacteristic outburst, Peierls added: ‘I personally regard it as one of 

the weaknesses of your book that you treat the problem as a purely military one.’228  Not unexpectedly, 

their disagreement ended in mutual disappointment.  Blackett declined to speak and Peierls cancelled the 

conference.229   

 

This failed initiative had an interesting coda, which in a sense brought Blackett’s Consequences full circle.  

Peierls’ own choice for Blackett’s conference co-speaker, endorsed by fellow liberal ASA Council members, 
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had been the former diplomat and liberal internationalist Sir Charles Webster (1886-1961).  Peierls had 

come to know Webster through the Atomic Energy Study Group at Chatham House, where he had ‘been 

very impressed with [the latter’s] understanding of international affairs.’  Webster, a Chatham House 

member since its inception in 1919, had directed its American branch in wartime, and had been 

international affairs’ adviser to his old friend Philip Noel-Baker at the Foreign Office immediately after the 

war.  In short, Webster embodied the liberal internationalist approach to atomic energy control—the 

apparent converse to Blackett’s new stress on military considerations.  The remarkable irony is that only a 

year after the abandoned ASA conference, Webster himself turned to military matters through his official 

investigation into the allied strategic bombing of Germany of World War Two.  This culminated in an 

acclaimed four-volume official history—many of whose conclusions supported Blackett’s Consequences 

theses.230   

 

Conclusions 

Blackett’s Consequences was the only published attempt by a British scientific intellectual to seriously 

engage with the military and political consequences of atomic energy in the first postwar decade. In the 

process, he not only challenged and publicly critiqued state nuclear policy from a realist perspective, but 

also the views of his fellow scientific intellectuals.  Blackett’s contemporaries, and most subsequent 

historians who addressed the book, mistakenly assumed that Blackett’s underlying motives lay in pro-Soviet 

and pro-communist sympathies; many also believed he underestimated the destructive potential of nuclear 

weapons.  More accurately, Blackett’s underlying motives were to help avert an American preventative war 

which he believed likely, and whose principal casualty would be the future of European socialism. 
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Conclusion 
 

The principal aim of this dissertation has been to reconsider early Cold War scientific intellectual culture in 

Britain.  The main question which I’ve posed and sought to answer is how this culture might be best 

understood historically once longstanding assumptions, two in particular, had been abandoned or recast.  

Firstly, I have not assumed a priori that C.P. Snow’s two-cultures’ formulation of a dichotomy between 

scientific and literary culture in this period is correct.  In fact, as I have argued throughout, Snow’s claim 

that scientific intellectuals operated in a separate sphere from humanities intellectuals, with little overlap 

in political or intellectual views, runs contrary to the weight of historical evidence.  A second longstanding 

historical notion which I have not adopted in the present work is the premise that the most significant 

British scientific intellectuals of the twentieth century were those who held radical left-wing political views.  

Several corollary arguments underpinning much historical literature covering the cold war period have, as a 

consequence, become less salient to the present work.  Notable amongst these are the radical scientific 

left’s postwar failure to capitalise on their earlier political gains, and their diminished role in the face of 

anti-communist opposition from the scientific right. 
 

Rethinking central characters 

The present study began with a contextual analysis of leading British scientific intellectuals during the first 

postwar decade, based on a consistent definition which allowed for the inclusion of individuals from the 

scientific right, of non-academics, and of intellectuals who were not practicing scientists—a formulation 

which recovered a wealth of figures absent from earlier accounts.  Four selected central figures and 

historical episodes were then examined, resulting in the conclusions discussed below. 

 

In the case of George Orwell, three conclusions can be drawn from his involvement with scientific 

intellectuals and its ensuing impact on the content of Nineteen Eighty-Four.  Firstly, historians have 

variously concluded that Orwell was distrustful of scientific and material progress;1 that he had a limited 

grasp of scientific logic and philosophy;2 or that he exemplified an alleged common fear amongst literary 

intellectuals that science somehow undermined their strategic role in British culture.3  Challenging these 

arguments, the present work has instead shown that Orwell was acutely attentive to the wartime doctrinal 

disputes between opposing political factions in the scientific intellectual community, and that he was 

sympathetic to the views of the scientific right.  Secondly, analysts of Nineteen Eighty-Four have either 

overlooked or misunderstood the significance of scientific truth in Orwell’s formulation of the novel’s fictive 

Ingsoc philosophy.  The character Emmanuel Goldstein’s explanation of Newspeak and Doublethink, 

together with the content of numerous exchanges between O’Brien and his interrogator concerning 

science, all reinforce my second conclusion—that Nineteen Eighty-Four may, alongside existing 

interpretations, equally be understood as Orwell’s concern that science and scientific rationality would not 

only be jeopardised under totalitarian rule, but that an inverted and corrupt version of science might also 

help sustain such a regime.  Finally, this unrecognised aspect of Nineteen Eighty-Four stemmed from 

                                                            
1 Bernard Crick, ‘Introduction’, in: George Orwell, Nineteen eighty-four (Oxford: Clarendon, 1984), pp.79-82. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Gary Werskey, The Visible College. A Collective Biography of British Scientists and Socialists of the 1930s. (Allen Lane, 1978), p.285. 
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Orwell’s proactive wartime engagement with scientific intellectuals, encounters which are absent from all 

previous historical accounts. 

 

The present dissertation also revises existing historiography in relation to Jacob Bronowski—who, possibly 

because he did not participate in the social relations of science movement prior to 1945, does not figure in 

historical analyses of postwar British scientific intellectuals.4  Instead, references to Bronowski in historical 

scholarship merely focus on his postwar role as an influential populariser of science;5 as a literary critic 

turned scientific humanist who argued for a moral equivalence between the domains of science and the 

arts;6 or as a prominent postwar BBC media don and popular Brains Trust panellist.  My analysis, however, 

suggests two important conclusions concerning these and other aspects of Bronowski’s intellectual career.  

Firstly, I have emphasised that Bronowski’s expressed concern to reverse the general public’s growing 

disenchantment with science and scientists in the wake of Hiroshima had been a crucial common theme 

running through the various strands of his intellectual and creative output.  In published popularising works 

like Common Sense of Science and Science and Human Values, and in broadcast dramas like The Face of 

Violence, Bronowski employed two tactics: one was to formulate a philosophy of science as benevolent, 

humanist and ethical;7 and the other was insist on the need to relocate responsibility for its destructive 

potential from practicing scientists—unfortunate scapegoats in his estimation—onto the lay public.  

Bronowski’s message was very positively received, not just by BBC management and producers who 

fostered and enabled his broadcast media career, but by the listening, viewing and reading publics.  In 

short, Bronowski met certain demands for a soothing ideology which could help play down anxieties 

engendered by the bomb’s appearance and by its symbolic association with early cold war conditions.   

 

A second conclusion concerns Bronowski’s repeated promotion of the peaceful uses of atomic energy, a 

campaign which has previously escaped historical attention.  As I have shown, these efforts not only 

involved Bronowski’s deliberate avoidance of his prior and intimate wartime connections to strategic and 

atomic bombing operations, but extended to his denial of Britain’s nuclear weapons development in his 

foreign service broadcasts and elsewhere.  While understandably personal and even unconscious motives 

may have played a part in Bronowski’s unwillingness to disclose the full extent of his wartime role, he was 

clearly less than frank about Britain’s atomic weapons for political reasons.  This conclusion also lays open 

wider historical questions concerning the degree of scientific intellectuals’ cold war collaboration with 

organs of the British state like the Information Research Department and its anti-Soviet propaganda 

programmes—knowledge of which might counterbalance longstanding historical emphases on the 

government’s suspicion (and covert surveillance) of British scientific intellectuals during this period.8 

 

                                                            
4 Jacob Bronowski is entirely absent in the principal works cited throughout this dissertation concerning postwar scientific 
intellectuals, including: Werskey, Visible College; William McGucken, Scientists, Society and State: The social relations of Science 
Movement in Great Britain, 1931-1947 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1984); and Greta Jones, Science, Politics, and the Cold 
War (Routledge, 1988). 
5 Steven Shapin, The Scientific Life. A Moral History of a Late Modern Vocation (University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
6 See B. Cattanach, Jacob Bronowski: A Twentieth Century Pontifex (PhD Dissertation, Northern Arizona University, Flagstaff, 1980); 
and John Vice, ‘Jacob Bronowski and humanism: a philosophy for the twentieth century’, New Humanist, vol.104(1), May 1989, pp.8-
10. 
7 It is interesting to note that Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, though conceived prior to 1945, undoubtedly helped to undermine the 
standing of science in the post-Hiroshima era. 
8 See, for example: Jones, Science, Politics, and the Cold War in the case of  Britain;  and Jessica Wang, American Science in an Age of 
Anxiety: Scientists, Anticommunism, and the Cold War (London: University of North Carolina Press, 1999) for the US case. 



Conclusion   

147 
 

In the case of J.G. Crowther, although he had played an important role in the left-wing faction of the pre-

1945 social relations of science movement, he has been historically overshadowed by his more famous 

scientific intellectual contemporary, J.D. Bernal.  Crowther’s is treated as a figure close to Britain’s leading 

scientific researchers, as a well-regarded scientific journalist, and as the author of books presenting science 

to the British general public.  Yet Crowther had been deeply involved with the British Communist Party 

during this era and, as the present thesis has shown, would remain a committed Third International 

hardliner after the war.  Crucially, moreover, my research has elaborated his little-known yet vital 

contribution to the formation and early direction of the communist-dominated British Peace Committee, 

where he became founding chairman.  Three main conclusions can be drawn from this study of his BPC 

involvement, each challenging current historical understanding of the radical scientific left in the early cold 

war.  Firstly, Crowther’s early postwar peace activism was inspired exclusively by his pro-Soviet sympathies 

and communist convictions: it was politics and political ideology, not science, that underpinned his public 

intellectual activism during this period.  Secondly, there is no evidence that the late 1940s Lysenkoism 

controversy—often invoked as a principal cause for the radical scientific left’s decline—deterred Crowther 

or his fellow scientific intellectual BPC members from their peace campaigns.  The final conclusion relates 

to Crowther’s relinquishment of his BPC leadership in 1951, a decision based on his refusal to adhere to 

Moscow’s demand that his organisation abandon its strident anti-Western propaganda and adopt a more 

conciliatory stance of ‘unity’.  The crucial point is that Crowther was not only impervious to widespread 

anti-communist public sentiment, but he was equally unrepentant in defending his hardliner, class-against-

class convictions that had first brought him into the Party in the 1920s.  As such, Crowther serves as an 

important counter-example to better-known figures like J.D. Bernal who followed the Party-line, or to 

others who, more commonly, shed their radical political views during the first postwar decade. 

 

Turning to P.M.S. Blackett, my work not only details the unrecognised importance to early postwar cultural 

history of his 1948 publication, Military and Political Consequences of Atomic Energy, but revises more 

general understandings of Blackett’s historical significance.  Unlike J.G. Crowther, Blackett’s scientific 

intellectual status and political activities have been the subject of considerable historical scholarship.9  Most 

accounts have stressed that Blackett was a Fabian socialist and not a communist sympathiser as his postwar 

contemporaries had claimed, with historians typically arguing for Blackett’s close positive ties to the British 

Labour government.10  My analysis, however, has resulted in three conclusions which contest these and 

related arguments.  Firstly, Blackett’s Fabian credentials offer scant clues to his political convictions—which 

underwent considerable evolution between the interwar and post-war eras.  As I have argued, Blackett had 

indeed held radical marxist and pro-Soviet views until the war’s end, but thereafter he reappraised his 

political stance and actively dissociated himself from the types of communist-led campaigns in which 

figures like J.G. Crowther and J.D. Bernal participated.  Secondly, Blackett’s alleged proximity to the 

corridors of power did not prevent him from becoming a persistent, harsh and vocal critic of the British 

government’s atomic energy policies from 1945 onwards.  His early opposition to the possibility of a British 

nuclear weapons development programme, along with his continuing public critiques of American-led plans 

in the United Nations for international control of atomic energy, all contributed to Blackett’s disfavour 

amongst government ministers, including Attlee himself.  Finally, Blackett’s oppositional views demand to 

                                                            
9 See, for example, Mary Jo Nye, Blackett. Physics, War and Politics in the Twentieth Century (London: Harvard University Press, 2004); 
and Peter Hore (ed.), Patrick Blackett. Sailor, Scientist and Socialist (London: Frank Cass, 2003). 
10 For a rare exception, see David Edgerton, Warfare State. Britain, 1920-1970 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), chapters 5 and 6. 



Conclusion   

148 
 

be recognised as rare amongst British scientific intellectuals, few of whom exhibited his unusually broad 

understanding of geopolitical and military issues.  Even further distancing Blackett from other scientific 

intellectuals was his explicit rejection of the scientific internationalism ideology which underpinned their 

initiatives for international control.  Taken together, these factors reinforce the overriding conclusion that 

Blackett indeed fitted his self-description as an ‘atomic heretic’, acting outside the main tide of opinion held 

by British intellectuals, scientific and otherwise, concerning the atomic bomb.   

 

General conclusions 

In addition to the above, three general conclusions may be drawn from the present work which advance 

our wider understanding of early postwar British intellectual culture.    

The bomb and rival east-west ideologies 

The first general conclusion is that two predominant factors which informed intellectual discourse and 

intellectuals’ activism during the study period were the atomic bomb and east-west political tensions.  As 

previous chapters have shown, nuclear politics were central not only to the Atomic Scientists’ Association 

members’ efforts to resolve UN international control disputes, but to J.G. Crowther’s and others’ peace 

initiatives within the British Peace Committee, to Blackett’s Consequences critique of state policies, and to 

Bronowski’s peaceful uses of atomic energy promotion.  I have argued that the backlash against the cultural 

authority of science, which the bomb and the early arms race provoked amongst the British general public 

and non-scientific intellectuals, was equally a contributing motivating factor to scientific intellectuals’ 

political activities.  Bronowski’s countermeasures against perceived scapegoating of natural scientists, 

through his appeal to a common culture and shared values between science and the arts, was one 

representative humanist response amongst others in this regard.  However, as I have also argued, although 

scientific intellectuals were prominent in organised attempts to eliminate the nuclear threat, such 

measures did not extend to their book publications, which were surprisingly devoid of direct references to 

nuclear issues.   

 

In regard to ideological discourse and disputes stemming from international tensions, the present work has 

disputed the emphasis which existing historiography has assigned to the 1948-1949 Lysenko controversy, 

insisting instead on the wider significance of Zhdanovism.  Certainly Lysenkoism helped further discredit 

Stalinism amongst the non-communist left, and it undoubtedly led some Communist scientists to relinquish 

their Party membership; furthermore, this controversy undeniably exacerbated existing divisions between 

rival political factions within the scientific intellectual community.  The weight of evidence, however, 

suggests that the direct effects of Lysenkoism were short-lived, that they were confined to the scientific 

community, and were less significant than generally perceived.  None of the main CP-member protagonists 

in Gary Werskey’s Visible College quit the Party during this period, and there is no evidence that leading 

Communist scientific intellectuals like J.G. Crowther, Eric Burhop, R.L.M. Synge or C.F. Powell were unduly 

affected by Lysenkoism throughout their peace activism.11  As well, given that genetics disputes had no 

bearing on atomic physics, P.M.S. Blackett was justifiably dismissive of his opponents’ efforts to link his 

                                                            
11 J.D. Bernal, though not a CP member, remained loyal to the CPGB until his death in 1971.  J.B.S. Haldane left the Party in 1956, and 
Hyman Levy in 1958—neither for reasons associated with Lysenkoism.  
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views on nuclear diplomacy with Lysenkoism.12  Instead, I have argued that there was a more significant 

early Cold War ideological condition that affected British Communist intellectuals in general—scientific and 

arts-trained intellectuals alike.  This was Andrei Zhdanov’s 1947 imposition of a ‘two camps’/’two cultures’ 

doctrine that lasted until Stalin’s death in 1953, of which Lysenkoism was but one brief and partial strand.  

In relation to the intellectual Marxist left, the ideology of Zhdanovism demanded that literary and scientific 

intellectuals alike discard Western values: with literary modernism to be replaced by socialist realism, and 

so-called ‘idealist’ science by dialectical materialism.  The principal response to Zhdanovism from the 

intellectual right, begun in 1950 long after Lysenkoism’s influence had waned, was a series of conferences 

held on the continent in which British scientific intellectuals like Arthur Koestler and Michael Polanyi were 

key protagonists.  These efforts culminated in the creation of the Congress for Cultural Freedom whose 

influence in Britain—through auxiliary organisations and the Encounter periodical—held sway well beyond 

the heyday of the Society for Freedom in Science (and its anti-Lysenkoist campaigns), on which much 

historiography has focussed.  

 

Historical periodization 

A second general conclusion is that standard historical periodization, which places a sharp divide between 

the Cold War and the preceding era, does not adequately account for crucial events, experiences and 

circumstances that shaped early postwar intellectual discourse.  A key case in present research is the 

background to George Orwell’s preparation of Nineteen Eighty-Four.  Whereas this novel became a 

touchstone for thoughts on totalitarianism in the early Cold War, part of its genesis was rooted in Orwell’s 

involvement with scientific intellectuals during the Second World War and his keen interest in their 

wartime political disputes.  (Orwell’s case indeed suggests a need for further historical analysis of other 

creative writers such as Arthur Koestler and possibly Aldous Huxley, to assess the impact of similar wartime 

experiences on their subsequent intellectual output.) 13   As the present dissertation has equally 

underscored, knowledge of J.G. Crowther’s earlier experiences has been crucial to understanding their 

respective postwar intellectual trajectories.  Crowther’s reasons for stepping down from the British Peace 

Committee might have remained inexplicable without awareness of his atypical communist roots situated 

in the pre-popular front era; more generally, his BPC organisation itself may be seen as part of a continuous 

series of peace movements begun in the interwar period and culminating in the better-known CND 

movement of the post-1956  era—a continuity underemphasised in most historical literature.14 

 

On a more abstract topic, the well-known anti-fascist impulse which helped give rise to a ‘scientific 

“popular front”’ in the social relations of science era,15 did not—as some have argued—end abruptly with 

the 1945 defeat of the Axis powers, but became an underappreciated leitmotif for both the intellectual 

scientific left and right in the early postwar years.  Gary Werskey and William McGucken each identified the 

beginnings of the British social relations of science movement as an alliance forged between liberal and 

                                                            
12  Even Orwell’s seeming preoccupation with Lysenkoism during and after publication of Nineteen Eighty Four  may best be seen as an 
expression of his continuing interest in the intra-scientific disputes begun during the war, and which had contributed to the wartime 
genesis of his novel. 
13 The extent of Koestler’s close friendship and correspondence with Michael Polanyi on his intellectual output has not been 
adequately addressed by historians; similarly, little attention has been paid to the intellectual cross-currents between the Huxley 
brothers, nor the impact of Aldous Huxley’s friendships with scientific intellectuals ranging from H.G. Wells to Gerald Heard. 
14 A key example is Richard Taylor and Nigel Young (eds.), Campaigns for peace :British peace movements in the twentieth century 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987). 
15 Werskey, Visible College, p.238. 
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radical scientific workers in the late 1930s to defeat the menace of fascism in Germany; it was symbolised 

by the British Association’s SRS Division, whose 1942 conference on ‘Science and the War Effort’ had the 

explicit aim of discussing ‘how to get maximum use made of science in order to overthrow Fascism in the 

quickest possible time.’16  According to Werskey, the defeat of the Axis powers three and a half years later 

was a partial explanation for the collapse of the scientific left’s political momentum; for McGucken, the SRS 

movement as a whole simply faded away once its primary anti-fascist aims had been achieved at the war’s 

end.  Yet anti-fascist rhetoric continued unabated following the defeat of Germany—levelled by the radical 

scientific left against the US and its British intellectual supporters, and by the scientific right against pro-

Soviet intellectuals.  In 1947 the fledgling Marxist historian E.P. Thompson, a future BPC activist, reiterated 

popular-front-era invective equating Anglo-American late stage capitalism, imperialism and ‘warmongering’ 

with fascism—critiques that were soon mirrored in BPC campaigns also accusing the US of promoting a 

foreign policy equivalent to that of Nazi Germany.  At the other end of the political spectrum, the early Cold 

War era witnessed growing charges of ideological links between Soviet Communism and German fascism, 

with the term ‘totalitarianism’ more commonly held to embrace both systems.17  For the anti-communist 

scientific right, the Lysenkoism controversy played into the charge that Soviet science was now as bankrupt 

as had been scientific practice under the Nazis.  The wider point is that if, having survived the wartime era, 

anti-fascist sentiment found continuing expression in Cold War scientific intellectual discourse, then this 

phenomenon very likely also had salience for intellectual discourse as a whole in Britain.  If so, this is 

further evidence for scientific intellectuals’ significance to Cold War intellectual culture, and a topic for 

additional historical research.  

 

Rethinking two-cultures 

A final general conclusion is that although C.P. Snow’s two-cultures formulation does not work for the 

1945-1956 study period, it is nevertheless possible to argue for an alternate two-cultures aspect to early 

cold war Britain.  Whereas Snow’s two-cultures paradigm differentiated so-called ‘progressive’ scientific 

intellectuals from humanities-trained Luddites living in the past, progressive outlooks were a characteristic 

of intellectual left-wingers, whether arts- or science-trained.  Conversely, this dissertation has cited many 

examples of scientific intellectuals who either advocated a curb on technological progress (e.g., Reginald 

Stapledon), or warned of its perils (e.g., Aldous Huxley), or whose personal philosophy was rooted in 

traditional values and culture (e.g., Michael Polanyi).  Previous chapters in this study have also provided 

ample evidence to support recent revisionist historiography which has argued against Snow’s notion of an 

unbridgeable barrier separating scientific and arts-based intellectual culture.  The impact of scientific 

intellectual discourse on George Orwell and his final novel, and the collaboration between intellectuals 

drawn from the arts and sciences who were active in the British Peace Committee and other peace 

organisation are but two of many counter-examples cited herein.  Perhaps the most telling historical 

evidence against the Snow model is offered by Jacob Bronowski whose intellectual output in the decade up 

to 1956 not only straddled both spheres, but his influential efforts to demonstrate a singular unified culture 

were entirely at odds with the paradigm which Snow would summon in the years to follow.   

 

                                                            
16 McGucken, Science, Society and State, p.221, quoting Scientific Worker, April 1942, p.6. 
17 See, for example, Les K. Adler, ‘Red Fascism: The Merger of Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia in the American Image of 
Totalitarianism, 1930's-1950’s’, The American Historical Review, vol.75(4), April 1970, pp.1046-1064. 
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Nonetheless, it would be historically misleading to conclude that the sciences and the arts, or their 

respective British intellectual protagonists, were not in any sense perceived differently from one another 

during the early Cold War.  Indeed, as I have argued, it was on science, scientists and scientific 

intellectuals—not humanities intellectuals—that the British general public placed primary responsibility for 

the nuclear arms race and the unprecedented prospect of a nuclear holocaust.  The diminished standing of 

science and its practitioners stemming from nuclear weapons, and the attendant loss of cultural and moral 

authority experienced by scientific intellectuals had no counterpart in the arts sphere.  Furthermore, 

although passing state secrets to the Soviets was not unique to scientists, it was scientists, especially 

atomic physicists, and not arts-trained figures, who were the primary group targeted for covert surveillance 

by Britain’s security services, and who were frequently banned from international travel by the Foreign 

Office during this period.  The point is that, as Guy Ortolano and others have noted, Snow’s two-cultures 

arguments must be understood in relation to a particular historical moment after 1956, but should also be 

recognised as a variant on many so-called ‘two cultures’ themes and conflicts which began in the 

nineteenth century and have continued without interruption to the present day.18  

 

Future work 

Future research suggested by the present study should proceed in two directions, one extending into the 

post-1956 era, the second remaining within the first postwar decade.  With respect to the former, it is 

important to stress that this dissertation’s chosen study period of 1945-1956 is historically distinct from the 

era to follow, when the Cold War entered a very different phase with new political issues and influences.  In 

the eight years after 1956, for example, Jacob Bronowski maintained a high public intellectual profile in 

Britain, but his expanded broadcasting visibility through television and his later writings have yet to be 

examined historically.  J.G. Crowther continued to play a role in the BPC until 1956, but little is known of his 

political activities thereafter.  P.M.S Blackett’s stature rose in military intellectual circles and, along with 

Bernal, Snow, Zuckerman and Bronowski, he contributed to science policy advice and development for the 

Labour Party from 1956 onwards.  While some scholarship has addressed Blackett’s continuing political 

activities, more valuable work remains to better understand his place in intellectual culture.  But of all the 

scientific intellectuals which this dissertation has touched on, the one individual on whom additional 

historical study over a longer time frame would pay the greatest dividend is Michael Polanyi.  A political foil 

to J.D. Bernal, he was an equally ubiquitous figure on the scientific intellectual landscape in Britain almost 

up to his death in 1976.  Although there is a large and growing body of scholarship devoted to Polanyi, 

mostly by American social scientists and divinity scholars, he has received limited historical attention.  

Arguably, future work of most value would address how Polanyi’s political views, first formulated in the 

interwar era, came to shape his later output in the philosophy of science.19 

 

Turning to the present study’s time frame, perhaps the most compelling aspect that demands additional 

research is the BBC broadcast medium, whose singular importance to intellectual culture immediately 

before and during the early Cold War has been strikingly evident in most of the preceding chapters.  As I 

have shown, George Orwell came to understand the political values of the scientific left-wingers through 

                                                            
18 Guy Ortolano, ‘The literature and the science of “two cultures” historiography’, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, vol.39, 
2008, pp.143-150. 
19 A potentially valuable model for such study would be George Reisch’s recent work on the so-called ‘unity of science’ movement in 
Cold War America.   George A. Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed the Philosophy of Science (Cambridge: CUP, 2005). 
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his BBC radio productions; BBC radio both launched and sustained Jacob Bronowski’s public intellectual 

career; and the general public gained an unparalleled appreciation of intellectual discourse surrounding 

nuclear politics through Patrick Blackett’s broadcast debates with his political foes.  There has been a trend 

in recent historical scholarship to concentrate on the BBC’s role in state-sponsored Cold War propaganda, a 

phenomenon of undeniable importance given the frequent collusion of British intellectuals in such 

activities.20  Yet this historical emphasis may have served to distract scholarship from evaluating the extent 

to which the BBC institution helped shape the terms of intellectual debate and functioned as an important 

site of intellectual discourse during the early postwar years.  In this regard, a key example of the many 

historical questions which remain unanswered concerns the degree of co-dependency between the 

Corporation, its producers and its most illustrious public intellectual speakers.  As the case of Bronowski has 

suggested, not only could the BBC create opportunities for intellectuals to flourish but, reciprocally, 

intellectuals often became valuable assets to the BBC in poorly understood ways.  Equally salient are 

historical questions concerning the capacity of intellectuals to influence public debate, and even state 

policy, through their talks on the BBC’s elite Third Programme radio service.  With the availability of the 

BBC’s own listener report surveys, and the emerging capability to digitally search and analyse 

contemporary print media (including Hansard and other official reports), possible answers to such historical 

questions have now become feasible.  In summary, the arguments and themes of the present dissertation 

have illustrated the BBC’s vital role in helping validate the place of science and scientific intellectuals in elite 

British culture, demonstrating their commonality with intellectuals and intellectual themes at large.  While 

this research has begun a process of better understanding these features, considerable additional historical 

work is warranted. 

 
 
 
 
  

                                                            
20 See, for example: Michael Nelson,  War of the Black Heavens: The Battles of Western Broadcasting in the Cold War (Brassey's, 1997); 
Paul Lashmar, Britain's Secret Propaganda War (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1998); and John Jenks, British Propaganda And News Media 
in the Cold War (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006).   
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Appendix 
Early Cold War Scientific Intellectuals In Britain (1945-1956) 

 
The individuals listed below have been categorised as ‘scientific intellectuals’ on the basis of their public 
prominence as intellectuals who communicated their views on science-and-society issues either through 
their BBC broadcasts, their published writing (in books, journals and the daily press) or their active 
participation in non-government organisations associated with cold war politics.  ‘Principal Figures’ were 
active in at least two of these categories.   
 
The political views assigned to each individual have been based principally on their ODNB entries.  On the 
extreme left, those who have been assigned ‘Communist’ were CP members, either before or during the 
1945-1956 period, or were closely linked to the Party.  The term ‘Left’ generally refers to individuals who 
were sympathetic to the British Labour Party.  Further to the right, individuals deemed ‘Liberal’ were 
generally antipathetic to leftist ideology but not identifiably conservative in their political outlook.  Those 
labelled ‘Conservative’ were either known for their reactionary views or to be associated with the British 
Conservative Party, or both.  
 
  A. Principal Figures 

Name 
University 
Education Profession Political Views 

Anderson, John (1882-1958) EDBRGH (science) Civil Servant/Minister  Conserv 

Andrade, E.N. Da C. (1887-1971) LON (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Liberal 

Appleton, E.V. (1892-1965) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Liberal 

Ashby, Eric (1904-1992) IMPERIAL (botany) Biologist (Acad.) Liberal? 

Baker, John R. (1900-1984) OX (science) Zoologist (Acad.) Conserv 

Bernal, J.D. (1901-1971) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Communist 

Blackburn, Raymond (1915-1991) LON (law) Politician  Labour/Conserv1 

Blackett, P.M.S. (1897-1974) CAMB (maths) Physicist (Acad.) Left 

Born, Max (1882-1970) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Left 

Boyd-Orr, John (1880-1971) GLA (physiol) Administrator (Acad.) Liberal? 

Bronowski, Jacob (1908-1974) CAMB (maths) Scientific Civil Servant  Left 

Burhop, Eric (1911-1980) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Communist 

Butterfield, Herbert (1900-1979) CAMB (history) Historian (Acad.) Liberal 

Calder, Peter Ritchie (1906-1982) n/a  Journalist/writer  Left-Fabian 

Caldin, E.F. (1914-1999) OX (chem) Chemist (Acad.) Liberal 

Champion, Frank (1907-1976) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Liberal 

Cockcroft, John (1897-1967) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Gov’t)  Liberal 

Comfort, Alex (1920-2000) CAMB (classics) Zoologist (Acad.) Left 

Cornforth, Maurice (1909-1980) CAMB (philos) Editor/writer  Communist 

Coulson, C.A, (1910-1974) CAMB (chem) Chemist (Acad.) Christ. 

Crowther, J.G. (1899-1983) CAMB (physics) Writer  Communist 

Dale, Henry (1875-1968) CAMB (physiol) Physiologist (Acad.) Conserv 

Darlington, C.D. (1903-1981) LON (agriculture) Geneticist (Acad.) Conserv 

Darwin, C.G. (1887-1962) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Government) Conserv 

Dingle, Herbert (1890-1978) IMPERIAL (physics) 
Historian and Phil. of Science 
(Acad.) Liberal 

Fisher, R.A. (1890-1962) CAMB (maths) Geneticist (Acad.) Conserv 

Gardiner, Rolf (1902-1971) CAMB (classics) Writer  Conserv 

                                                            
1 Blackburn was a Labour MP (1945–50) and an Independent (conservative) MP (1950–51). 
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Name 
University 
Education Profession Political Views 

Haddow, Alexander (1907-1976) ED (medicine) Medical res. (Acad.) Liberal 

Haldane, J.B.S. (1892-1964) OX (biochem) Geneticist (Acad.) Communist 

Haslett, A.W. (1906-1969) CAMB (science) Journalist/writer  n/a 

Hill, A.V. (1887-1977) CAMB (physiol) Physiologist (Acad.) Conserv 

Hogben, Lancelot (1895-1975) CAMB (zool) Biologist (Acad.) Left 

Holmyard, Eric John (1891-1959) CAMB (history) Editor/writer  Conserv 

Hoyle, Fred (1915-2001) CAMB (maths) Astronomer (Acad.) Conserv 

Huxley, Aldous (1894-1963) OX (literature) Writer  Liberal 

Huxley, Julian (1887-1975) OX (zool) Writer  Liberal 

Innes, Roy (?) MAN (physics) AScW Gen. Sec.  Communist 

Joad, Cyril (1891-1953) OX (philos) Philosopher (Acad.) Left-Fabian 

Koestler, Arthur (1905-1983) VIENNA (physics) Writer/journalist  Liberal 

Langdon-Davies, John (1897-1971) OX (history) Journalist/writer  Left 

Levy, Hyman (1889-1975) EDBRGH (maths) Mathematician (Acad.) Communist 

Lewis, John (1889-1976) BIRM (philos) Editor/writer  Communist 

Lilley, Sam (1914-1987) CAMB (physics) Historian  Communist 

Lindemann, Charles (1886-1957) BERLIN (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Conserv 

Lonsdale, Kathleen (1903-1971) LON (chem) Crystallog. (Acad.) Pacifist (Christ.) 

Massey, Harrie (1908-1983) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Liberal 

Massingham, Harold j. (1888-1952) OX (anthrop) Writer  Conserv 

Mott, Nevill (1905-1996) CAMB (maths) Physicist (Acad.) Left 

Needham, Joseph (1900-1995) CAMB (biochem) Biochemist (Acad.) Communist 

Nicholson, Max (1904-2003) OX (history) Ornithologist  Liberal 

Oliphant, Mark (1901-2000) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Liberal 

Pantin, Carl (1899-1967) CAMB (zool) Zoologist (Acad.) Conserv 

Peierls, Rudolf (1907-1995) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Liberal 

Pincher, Chapman (1914-) LON (botany) Journalist/writer  Conserv 

Polanyi, Michael (1891-1976) BERLIN (chem) Philosopher (Acad.) Liberal 

Powell, Cecil (1903-1969) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Communist 

Raven, Charles (1885-1964) CAMB (divinity) Theologian/writer (Acad.) Liberal 

Ritchie, A.D. (1891-1967) CAMB (biochem) Philosopher (Acad.) Liberal 

Roberts, Michael (1902-1948) CAMB (maths) Writer/Teacher  Liberal 

Rotblat, Joseph (1908-2005) WARSAW (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Liberal 

Russell, Bertrand (1872-1970) CAMB (maths) Philosopher (Acad.) Liberal 

Russell, John (1872-1965) LON (chem) Writer (agriculture)  Liberal? (Christ.) 

Sherwood-Taylor, Frank (1897-1956) LON (chem) 
Historian of Science/Museum 
Curator Liberal (Christ.) 

Singer, Charles (1876-1960) OX (medicine) Historian of Science (Acad.) Liberal (Christ.) 

Snow, C.P. (1905-1980) CAMB (physics) Writer  Liberal 

Stapledon, Olaf (1886-1950) LIVER (philos) Writer  Left 

Stapledon, Reginald (1882-1960) CAMB (agriculture) Writer  Conserv 

Synge, R.L.M. (1914-1994) CAMB (biochem) Biochemist (Acad.) Communist 

Tansley, Arthur (1871-1955) CAMB (botany) Plant Ecologist (Acad.) Left-Fabian 

Thomas, Ivor Bulmar (1905-1993) OX (maths) Journalist/writer  Conserv 

Thompson, G.P. (1892-1975) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Conserv 
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Name 
University 
Education Profession Political Views 

Waddington, C.H. (1905-1975) CAMB (geol) Geneticist (Acad.) Left 

Wells, H.G. (1866-1946) LON (zool) Writer  Left-Fabian 

Whyte, L.L. (1896-1972) n/a  Writer  Liberal 

Zuckerman, Solly (1904-1993) CAPE TOWN (zool) Anatomist (Acad.) Liberal? 

     
 
 

   B. Secondary Figures 
   

Name 
University 
Education Profession Political Views 

Brain, Russell (1895-1966 OX (medicine) Medical researcher (Acad.) n/a 

Chadwick, James (1891-1974) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Conserv 

Frisch, Otto (1904-1979) VIENNA (physics) Physicist (Gov’t.) Liberal 

Gabor, Dennis (1900-1979) BUDAPEST (eng) Engineer (Acad.) n/a 

Gregory, F.G. (1893-1961) IMPERIAL (botany) Biologist (Acad.) Liberal? 

Gregory, Richard (1864-1952) n/a  Editor/writer  Liberal 

Medawar, Peter (1915-1987) OX (zool) Biologist (Acad.) n/a 

Penney, William (1909-1991) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Gov’t) Conserv 

Pirie, Norman Wingate (1907-1997) CAMB (biochem) Biochemist (Acad.) Left 

Sherrington, C.S. (1857-1952) CAMB (physiol) Physiologist (Acad.) Conserv 

Tizard, Henry (1885-1959) OX (chem) Public Servant  Liberal 

Toulmin, Stephen (1922-) CAMB (philos) Philosopher (Acad.) Left 

Wooster, W.A. (Peter) (1903-1984) CAMB (physics) Physicist (Acad.) Communist 

Young, J.Z. (1907-1997) OX (zool) Zoologist (Acad.) n/a 
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