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Freedom’s Laboratory provides a detailed history of science and its role in society 
during the Cold War. Wolfe takes a deep dive into the role the United States 
government played in scientific inquiry and discovery around the world in the years 
following World War II. The Space Race was merely one facet of the heightened, 
science-related tensions between the capitalist United States and  
the communist Soviet Union.  
 

Wolfe begins by introducing the concept of scientific freedom: the idea that science is an apolitical 
subject—or at least should be—which, ironically, is a notion fundamentally fueled by the powers 
that be. In other words, the ideology of scientific freedom was in many ways created by the United 
States government during the Cold War, and perpetuated both in America and around the world 
via public propaganda and covert CIA operations. Scientific freedom, like truth in history, seems  
to be a matter of perspective. 
 
Despite the escalation of tensions between the ideology of scientific freedom and communism 
during the Cold War, the disconnect existed even before America entered World War II. JD Bernal, 
the well-known British crystallographer, published a book called The Social Function of Science  
in 1939. Bernal criticized the role of American capitalism in curtailing scientific discovery, and 
proposed that the Soviet approach was the best means of bettering society through scientific 
advancement. Although Bernal’s book sparked intense academic debate at the time of its 
publication, it provided a crystallized version of an argument that had been circulating in  
academia for decades, since the revolution that transformed Russia from an imperial monarchy  
to a communist country. 
 
Starting with Bernal’s book, Wolfe weaves an intricate and often hard-to-follow historical 
narrative—though that is less of a statement about Wolfe’s talent as an author and more to do  
with the subject matter. The history of scientific freedom during the Cold War is convoluted, with 
innumerable players both on the world stage and behind the scenes, from scientists to politicians 
to world leaders to covert operatives. Wolfe’s dedication to providing a balanced history, both 
comprehensive and concise, is decidedly admirable.  
 
It’s a complicated concept, to consider that the very ideal of scientific freedom that defines 
American research was contrived and carefully cultivated by our government. Wolfe plays the  
role of neutral historian, presenting a series of factual events and letting readers draw their own 
conclusions, at least until the epilogue. 
 
Wolfe saves the best (or worst, depending on how you look at it) for last, comparing the tensions 
between society and science in the 1950s and 1960s to those that exist today. It is hard to ignore 
the glaring parallels between international tensions over fifty years ago and those occurring  
now—and disorienting to watch the repetition of history unfolding in one’s own lifetime.  
 
In the wake of the open-mindedness and supportiveness of the Obama administration, the Trump 
administration has taken a sharply different tack regarding the relationship between science and 
the government. Only a few months after our current president took office, scientists across the 
country gathered in Washington, DC for the March for Science—something Wolfe discusses in  
her epilogue. It is worth considering the implications of living in a society where political  
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demonstrations are not only geared towards basic human rights and equality, but the critical 
importance of freedom in scientific discovery. 
 
Science, fundamentally, should be a pursuit of fact as proven by rigorous experimentation and 
results, whereas truth in this time seems to be a relative concept dependent on perspective and 
feeling. Given the current administration’s adamant disregard for fact, or rather, its constant 
declaration of fiction as truth, it is not hard to understand why science itself—the pursuit of 
evidence-based fact—is considered a threat. 
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