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Physics Under the Bolsheviks

Physics and Politics in Revolutionary Rus-
sia. PAUL R. JOSEPHSON. University of Cali-
fornia Press, Berkeley, 1992. xx, 422 pp. +
plates. $39.95. California Studies in the History
of Science.

Soviet history provides a fascinating but tragic
context in which to examine the relationship
of science and politics. Much has been writ-
ten about the destruction of Soviet genetics at
the hands of Lysenko and his allies, backed by
Stalin. The very different fate of Soviet phys-
ics, which has considerable achievements to
its credit, has received much less attention
from Western scholars. Paul Josephson’s book
provides the first detailed account in English
of the organization and politics of Soviet
physics between 1917 and the outbreak of
World War II.

Physics was weak in prerevolutionary
Russia, but it flourished in the interwar
years. The number of physicists in the
country grew from fewer than 100 to over
1000, and several, including Landau, Fren-
kel, Tamm, and Fock, made international
reputations for themselves. Physics was well
supported by the Bolshevik authorities,
who believed that it would contribute to
the creation of a powerful industrial state.
But physics also suffered from the Bolshe-
viks’ suspicion of scientists and from the
administrative and political controls they
imposed on science.

Josephson devotes much of his book to
the Leningrad physics community, and in
particular to the Leningrad Physicotechni-
cal Institute, which is widely regarded as
the “cradle” or “forge” of Soviet physics.
The institute was founded by Abram Ioffe,
who had done his doctorate in Munich with
Wilhelm Roentgen at the beginning of the
century. The Bolsheviks had no clear sci-
ence policy in mind—they had, after all,
other things to attend to—and individual
scientists therefore had a good deal of scope
in pursuing their own ideas on the organi-
zation of research. loffe was skilled at gain-
ing support, both material and political,
from the authorities, and he had a good eye
for talented young physicists.

Ioffe had a clear conception of the role of
Soviet physics. He believed that it should
serve the Soviet state but that it should also
form an integral part of European physics.
He traveled abroad extensively in the 1920s

and organized conferences to which leading
foreign physicists were invited. He helped
his junior colleagues to spend time at lead-
ing centers in the West (mainly Cambridge
and Copenhagen). By the end of the 1920s
his institute had become, as Josephson says,
“an internationally renowned physical re-
search center,” focusing on the physics of
crystals, the physics of metals, heat engi-
neering, and theoretical physics.

If the 1920s seem, in retrospect, like a
golden age, the 1930s were to prove much
more difficult for Soviet physics, as indeed
for the society in general. The authorities
continued to support physics, and out of the
Leningrad Physicotechnical Institute several
new institutes were created in Leningrad and
around the country. But physicists now came
under pressure on two fronts: to do more for
industry, and to do more to demonstrate
their ideological loyalty to the regime.

Ioffe was severely criticized by the au-
thorities for not doing enough to help the
industrialization drive. Some of the criti-
cism was misplaced. An extensive discus-
sion of Ioffe’s activities, held in the Acad-
emy of Sciences in March 1936, showed
how the Stalinist command economy dis-
couraged the transfer of scientific knowl-
edge into industrial production; this was to
prove one of the great weaknesses of the
Soviet economic system. Institutes like
Ioffe’s were not able to overcome the barri-
ers to innovation, and Ioffe made it clear
that he did not regard it as his responsibility
to do so. It was up to industry to come to
the physicists for help, he said, not for the
physicists to persuade industry to innovate.

Soviet physicists were pressed in the
1930s not only to declare loyalty to the
Soviet state but also to endorse the view that
dialectical materialism provided the proper
methodological and epistemological basis for
physics. This latter claim had serious politi-
cal implications because it made the scien-
tific merits of physical theories subject to
adjudication by the Party and its ideologists.
While debates about dialectical materialism
and physics raged in the 1930s, physicists by
and large stood firm in arguing for the
integrity of physics and in resisting the
claims of Party philosophers. In spite of the
almost complete curtailment of personal
contacts with Western physicists from the
mid-1930s on, Soviet physicists never ceased
to think of themselves as members of a wider
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international community and to regard their
science as part of an international enterprise;
they followed the foreign physics journals
with great attention.

Josephson’s book is based on extensive
Soviet sources and research in Soviet ar-
chives. There is a great deal of information
here about individual scientists and their
research, about the social and political con-
ditions under which they worked, about the
organization of science, about the philo-
sophical disputes, and about the effects of
the Great Terror on the physics communi-
ty. The detail may overwhelm the reader
who is not specifically interested in Soviet
physics, for Josephson does not always pro-
vide general arguments, or a more general
framework, to draw out the significance of
the information he provides; he does not,
for example, offer a systematic discussion of
why the fate of Soviet genetics was different
from that of Soviet physics. This is, never-
theless, a pioneering study of one of the key
physics communities of our century and an
important contribution to our understand-
ing of the organization of science.
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Avian Targets

New World Parrots in Crisis. Solutions from
Conservation Biology. STEVEN R. BEISSING-
ER and NOEL F. R. SNYDER, Eds. Smithson-
ian Institution Press, Washington, DC, 1992.
xvi, 288 pp., illus. $35; paper, $16.95.

Parrots have had special appeal for human
beings for perhaps millennia. Their bright
colors, intelligent personalities, human-like
social bonding (including use of speech),
and sheer beauty have sealed our love affair
with these birds. Unfortunately, the very
qualities that attract us to parrots may cause
their extirpation in the wild, through a
love-affair-gone-wrong. The astounding
statistics in this volume will cause you to sit
up with alarm. In addition to the usual
threats facing most tropical wildlife, includ-
ing habitat destruction and local hunting,
parrots face the “rapacious live bird trade,”
as Forshaw calls it in his moving foreword
to the volume. Moreover, the hard-hitting
chapters by Collar and Juniper, by Clubb,
and by Thomsen and Mulliken leave no
doubt as to the major villain in the po-
tential extinction of New World parrots:
the gentle citizens of the United States, a
supposed conservation-enlightened First
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