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 Lindemuth from Los Alamos and their
Russian counterparts to work hand in
hand to generate first-rate science,
develop respect and trust, and con-
tribute to a safer world.

Ken LaGattuta laments the change in
contracting of the US nuclear weapons
physics design labs to for-profit entities.
I fully concur. However, I take strong
exception to his insinuation that my
work on the North Korean nuclear
problem is meant to create fear of North
Korean nuclear aggression and gener-
ate political pressure for more US
weapons R&D. That’s nonsense. My
aim is to provide as accurate a picture
as possible of North Korea’s nuclear
capabilities to assist a diplomatic reso-
lution. His critique of my having signed
a letter expressing concerns about some
specific language in the Obama admin-
istration’s Nuclear Posture Review is
similarly off the mark.

Great detective work by Denes Mar-
ton. Thanks for pointing out the unmis-
takable style of French caricaturist Jean
Effel in the stockpile stewardship depic-
tion presented by Rady Ilkaev. One of
the Russian institute’s artists clearly bor-
rowed from Effel’s characters to bring
them into the world of nuclear weapons. 
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Premature Nobel
Prize decision?

The awarding of the 2011 Nobel Prize
in Physics “for the discovery of the
accelerating expansion of the uni-

verse” (see PHYSICS TODAY, December
2011, page 14) ventures into model-
dependent speculation based on the
observations of highly redshifted super-
novae. The interpretation of the just 13-
year-old discovery that the light from
distant type Ia supernovae appears to be
fainter than expected remains a matter of
current astrophysics research.

In mainstream cosmology, type Ia
supernovae are treated as calibratable
standard candles, and since the more
distant ones are apparently increas -
ingly fainter than expected, the usual
conclusion is that the universe is
expanding at an accelerating rate. But
the methodologies that allow the
 proper calibration of peak luminosities
of the type Ia’s—and thus their use in
 cosmological studies—are empirically
based and may introduce systematic
errors that give the false impression of
an accelerating universe.

The intrinsic peak luminosities of
type Ia supernovae depend on the
 nickel-56 yield of the explosions and
vary by a factor of approximately three,
whereas the supernova searches have
found that distant type Ia’s are only
about 25% less luminous than expected
after empirical corrections are made.
But in 2011, new corrections based on
masses of the host galaxies introduced
new luminosity recalibrations1 on the
order of 10%. The field is clearly still
evolving; other systematic corrections
may need to be made in the future.

Various alternatives to an accelerat-
ing universe have also been proposed.2

Whether such alternatives are viable
remains to be seen, but the Nobel Com-
mittee for Physics has perhaps acted
somewhat prematurely by selecting a
preferred interpretation of the super -
nova projects’ data. The effect, inten-
tional or not, is to bully the skeptics into
silence, self-censorship, or ridicule,
whereas good science proceeds with a
healthy dose of skepticism and with
open minds. 

It may turn out that the universe is
indeed expanding at an accelerating
rate; however, the scientific issue of the
fate of the universe is too important to
be settled by Nobel committee fiat. The
case is not yet closed, the 2011 Nobel
Prize notwithstanding.
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The “Doctor” title:
Respect or 
confusion?

Although Robert Cassola’s letter
about the media not giving scien-
tists and PhDs proper credit by

using the appropriate title (PHYSICS
TODAY, September 2011, page 8) is very
interesting, I do not want to be called
Dr. Kovalev unless I am acting as such. 

Being a police officer or a physician
gives a person both rights and obliga-
tions while off duty: You may be need-
ed in an emergency. You have to be Offi-
cer Jones to handcuff somebody, and
you have to be Dr. Jones to treat a
patient. You also should uphold a cer-
tain level of personal integrity. So the
media simply reflect the public percep-
tion of a special status those professions
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