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Between Two Evils
Mikhail Shifman

This we know: any number of great scientists were 
forced to flee Nazi Germany: Albert Einstein, John 
von Neumann, Kurt Gödel, Hans Bethe, Felix 

Bloch, Max Born, James Franck, Otto Frisch, Fritz London, 
Lise Meitner, Erwin Schrödinger, Otto Stern, Leo Szilard, 
Edward Teller, Victor Weisskopf, and Eugene Wigner, a 
few at first and then a flood. Most chose the UK or the USA 
as their refuge. A few preferred the Soviet Union. Among 
the latter were Fritz Noether, a famous mathematician and 
the brother of Emmy Noether, and Hans Hellmann, one of 
the founding fathers of quantum chemistry.

Their destinations became their destinies.
By the fall of 1932, the Nazi Party had entered fully into 

the German political mainstream, receiving, in the Novem-
ber elections, 196 seats in the Reichstag. The Communist 
Party of Germany rejected overtures from the Social Dem-
ocrats to form a political alliance against the Nazis. Both 
parties were doomed. On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler 
was sworn in as Chancellor. Two months later, the first 
concentration camp began its operations at Dachau.

This we know, too: or should. The cloud that had gath-
ered over Nazi Germany had already gathered over the 
Soviet Union. Vladimir Lenin’s Bolsheviks had led a coup 
d’état against the ailing government of Alexander Keren-
sky in October of 1917. The following July, they executed 
the Russian emperor and his family. The Red Terror began 
two months later. The Cheka was empowered to take hos-
tages, pass extrajudicial sentences, and enforce them. In 
the first wave of the Red Terror, thousands of people were 
executed throughout Soviet Russia. My maternal grand-
father was a self-employed tailor. His only property was 
a Singer sewing machine, which provided a living for his 
wife and four children. Twice he had to flee overnight 
to escape arrest as a bourgeois element: from Belorus-
sia into Siberia in the 1920s and from Siberia to Moscow 
in the 1930s. In Moscow, he did not repeat his mistake. 
He hid his sewing machine and found employment in a  
factory.

The Communist Party began to implement the policy of 
agricultural collectivization in 1929. Farm workers were 
forced into labor at collective farms—kolkhozes. Millions 
of the most hardworking and productive farmers were 

exiled to Siberia, where they were left to die during the 
Siberian winter. Collectivization resulted in the massive 
famine that struck the Ukraine and other areas of the 
USSR in 1932 –1933. Indirect data provide evidence that 
the Holodomor, as it is now known, killed two to three mil-
lion victims.

The Holodomor, although terrible, was limited; and 
Soviet citizens living beyond the Ukraine could regard the 
unfolding catastrophe with a sense that, if they had little to 
eat, they had, at least, little to fear.

The situation changed dramatically in the summer of 
1937. The Great Terror had begun. Arrests, executions, 
and the Gulag began to affect virtually every family in 
the Soviet Union. In 1937 and 1938, the slaughter grew to 
industrial proportions. Between August 1937 and Novem-
ber 1938, the NKVD arrested 1,548,366 people. More than 
680,000 of them were shot. An additional 115,000 “died 
under investigation”—in other words, under torture.

The atrocities committed in Nazi Germany were more 
or less in plain sight; those in the Soviet Union were hidden, 
often by propaganda. In 1937, Lion Feuchtwanger visited 
Moscow for two months. He was received by Joseph Stalin 
and attended the second Moscow show trial in January 
of 1937. Of seventeen accused top-echelon party leaders, 
thirteen were sentenced to death and shot immediately, 
and the remaining four were executed a few years later. 
Returning to the West, Feuchtwanger published Moscow 
1937, glorifying Stalin and the achievements of his regime.1 
He saw no crimes being committed. Feuchtwanger was 
not alone of course.2 A great many other intellectuals and 
writers suffered the same visual defect. One man without 
blinders was André Gide. He had been invited to the Soviet 
Union in 1936 and delivered a speech at Maxim Gorky’s 
funeral. Then he toured the country. He was able to see 
beyond the façades of the Potemkin villages shown to him. 
After his return to Paris, he wrote,

It is impermissible under any circumstances for morals to 
sink as low as communism has done. No one can begin to 
imagine the tragedy of humanity, of morality, of religion 
and of freedoms in the land of communism, where man has 
been debased beyond belief.3
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Gide was fiercely attacked as a traitor in the French 
press.

Many of the young quantum scientists living under the 
Nazis were either Jewish or Communist sympathizers, or 
both. They had no choice: to save their lives they had to 
flee. A few made the fateful decision to seek refuge in the 
Soviet Union.

Hans Hellman, a pioneer of quantum chemistry, was 
born in 1903 in Wilhelmshaven near Hanover, Germany.4 
He studied at Stuttgart and Kiel Universities and gradu-
ated from the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute of Chemistry in 
Berlin—Otto Hahn and Lise Meitner’s Laboratory. Hell-
mann earned his doctoral degree under the supervision 
of Erich Regener in Stuttgart. It was in the home of Pro-
fessor Regener that he met his future wife, Regener’s 
stepdaughter Victoria Bernstein, a Jew from the Ukraine. 
In 1929 their son, Hans Hellmann Jr. was born. By 1933, 
the 30-year-old quantum chemist was almost at the top of 
the German academic hierarchy. Hellman himself was not 
endangered by the Nazi racial laws; he was of pure Aryan 
descent. Nor was he a member of the outlawed German 
Communist party. His scientific career in Germany could 
have continued had he divorced his wife. He refused to do 
so.

He received two job offers, one from an American uni-
versity and the other from the Laboratory of the Structure 
of Matter at the Karpov Institute of Physical Chemis-
try in Moscow. He chose Moscow. The family moved to 
Moscow and Hellman assumed the leadership of the 
Karpov Institute’s Theoretical Group. He gave up his 
German citizenship and became a Soviet citizen. In 1937, 
he published in Russian a classic monograph Kvantovaya 
Khimiya (Quantum Chemistry), the first textbook on the 
subject. The German edition followed shortly after the 
Russian edition.5 It was released in Vienna just before the 
Anschluss. This would be the last lucky event in Hellman’s 
life.

On March 9, 1938, he was arrested by the NKVD and 
sentenced to death. On May 28, he was executed by firing 
squad.6 The NKVD did not forget about his wife either: in 
1941, she was exiled to a small town in Kazakhstan. Their 
son was sent to a special orphanage for the children of 
enemies of the people.

Even before World War II, it was possible to obtain 
information on what was really going on in the Soviet 
Union. Niels Bohr and his circle in Copenhagen were 
well aware of Stalin’s mass arrests. Bohr and a number of 
physicists in Paris were heavily involved in the campaign 
to save outstanding Soviet mathematicians and phys-
icists from the NKVD and the Gulag. In England, David 
Shoenberg, professor at the Mond Laboratory at Cam-
bridge, shared his impressions after having spent a year in 
Moscow at the onset of the Great Terror. During his visit, 
he had witnessed the arrest of Lev Landau, who had writ-
ten a leaflet attacking Stalin. George Placzek left Kharkov 

in early 1937 and spent time in Copenhagen, London, and 
Paris, where he explained the realities of the communist 
regime to his left-leaning colleagues before he left for the 
US in late 1938. He would later join the Manhattan Project. 
After miraculously escaping from the USSR in 1937, László 
Tisza and Victor Weisskopf offered their eyewitness testi-
monies, too.

After the end of World War II, the Red Army installed 
puppet pro-Stalin governments throughout Eastern 
Europe. Political assassinations became common and a 
wave of political trials swept Eastern Europe in 1949.7 
Charged and tried, Soviet style, were the veterans of the 
Spanish Civil War, communists who returned to East Ger-
many from exile, Eastern Europeans who fought the Nazis 
on the Anglo-American side, and many others. In 1948, 
the so-called anti-cosmopolitan campaign was launched. 
Instigated by Stalin, it was a lightly camouflaged anti-Se-
mitic attack. At the same time, Soviet scientists in biology, 
cybernetics, history, and linguistics were accused of bour-
geois-idealistic methods of research.

These events were widely covered in the Western Euro-
pean and American press. The first books by witnesses to 
these atrocities were published in Europe and the United 
States. One was written by Alexander Weissberg, an Austri-
an-German physicist and engineer, who went to Kharkov 
to build a cryogenic laboratory at the Kharkov Institute 
for Physics and Technology. He was arrested by the NKVD 
in 1937, the very same day construction for the laboratory 
was finished, underwent torture in Stalin’s prisons, and in 
1940 was transferred from the Gulag to the Gestapo. He 
miraculously survived and after the war published his  
memoir.8

Books and written testimonies were not enough to dis-
courage Western intellectuals. Victor Kravchenko was a 
high-ranking official in the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union who defected to the United States during World 
War II. He published I Chose Freedom in the United States 
in 1946 and in France in 1947.9 His was the first detailed 
exposé available to Western readers documenting the 
atrocities committed by Stalin and his henchmen. He 
depicted mass arrests and executions by the NKVD, the 
Gulag, the artificial famine in the Ukraine, and the atmo-
sphere of total fear. Although a best seller, the book was 
met with ferocious attacks from European communist 
parties. Given Alexandr Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archi-
pelago, and the archival data that became known in the 
1990s, it is obvious that Kravchenko in no way exaggerated 
the situation. Reality had been much worse than he could 
have imagined.

An especially vicious attack on Kravchenko’s character 
by the French communist weekly, Les Lettres Françaises, 
made him sue the publication for libel in a French court.10 
The trial lasted from January to March 1949. The commu-
nist magazine was defended by counsel Joe Nordmann and 
his team, who summoned numerous witnesses to assert 
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that Kravchenko was lying. From the Soviet side: Lieu-
tenant Leonid Rudenko, writer Ilya Ehrenburg, directors 
of the Magnitogorsk, Dnepropetrovsk, and Nikopol fac-
tories, and Kravchenko’s ex-wife.11 From the French side: 
Nobel laureate Frédéric Joliot-Curie, Canadian MP Fer-
nand Grenier, journalist Pierre Courtade, writer Simone de 
Beauvoir, and others. Their testimonies were backed with 
false documents prepared by the journalist André Ulmann, 
which were received through an NKVD agent. The left-
wing press covering the trial focused on one thing:

the indignation of all honest people of our country [France] 
who have not forgotten the services rendered to France 
by our Soviet ally in the fight against Nazi barbarism, and 
17 million dead Soviet people will also appear in court as 
accusers of the traitor Kravchenko.

Kravchenko’s legal team enlisted witnesses mostly from 
the survivors of Soviet prisons and camps. Among them 
was the Gulag survivor Margarete Buber-Neumann, widow 
of the German Communist leader Heinz Neumann, who 
perished at the hands of the NKVD.12 Another was André-
Remy Moynet, a deputy in the French National Assembly 
and a former air captain who had received numerous dec-
orations from both the French and Soviet governments for 
missions flown against the Nazis in Soviet territory. “I can 
testify,” said Moynet, “that I saw inhuman episodes similar 
to those narrated on the pages of Kravchenko’s book with 
my own eyes.”13 Kravchenko also received around 5,000 
letters from displaced persons all over Europe—former 
Soviet farmers, workers, and engineers. Many of these 
had been Gulag prisoners whom the Nazis had deported 
from occupied Ukraine to German labor camps. They all 
wanted to testify that Kravchenko’s book was truthful. 
Kravchenko selected twenty of them as witnesses.

Their testimonies fully corroborated Kravchenko’s alle-
gations.

At one of the last sessions, looking at the courtroom 
that held foreign diplomats, Jean-Paul Sartre, de Beauvoir, 
Elsa Triolet, and other celebrated intellectuals present, 
Kravchenko said: “I believe that I will return to a liber-
ated Russia, otherwise my life would have no meaning. I 
believe that the world will breathe freely once more. That 
is the meaning of my struggle.”14

French communists characterized Kravchenko as a 
Menshevik, fascist, drunkard, gambler, lecher, idiot, fool, 
puppet, Neanderthal, rat-faced traitor, and rotten severed 
head.15

And this, too, we should know: when we look 
around, we see an imperfect world in which there 
is grief, poverty, resentment, death, betrayal, 

blood, and sweat. Life is unfair. Someone may be born into 
a family of loving parents, but someone else into a family 
of alcoholics. Someone may have wonderful teachers, but 

someone else indifferent and ignorant teachers. Thou-
sands of accidents make our starting conditions unequal. 
Equality before the law is not all that we might hope for 
but it is the best that we can expect.

There are many ills in modern society, even in the 
wealthiest countries. It is tempting to conclude that pol-
icies already undertaken by the USSR, North Korea, 
Cambodia, or Venezuela will cure these ills. This is not so. 
The type of rigid social control required will destroy soci-
ety, leaving the survivors in misery.

I am a physicist and believe in experimental data. Com-
munist regimes have a clear and discernible history. If they 
failed in achieving social justice, they have succeeded in 
exterminating human dignity. As a physicist, I must con-
clude that the solutions proposed were wrong.

Once in a while I meet someone who says that he, or as 
often she, is proud to be a democratic communist. I will risk 
offering a piece of advice: if you believe in a social theory 
or idea, try to find at least some experimental evidence of 
its validity. Even beautiful theories must be abandoned if 
experimental data do not support them.

And this is something every physicist knows.
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