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then there are geniuses like Galileo and
Newton. Well, Ettore was one of them.”

Majorana was clearly an influential
physicist who did exceptional work. How-
ever, that quote illustrates a pervasive
and harmful belief, widely held among
physicists, of the lone genius. According
to the myth, the greatest advancements
in physics are done by uniquely brilliant
individuals working alone. That idea
minimizes the many important discover-
ies made by numerous scientists in col-
laboration. It also devalues the careers of
those who do solid and influential work
over many decades but may never make
“discoveries of great importance, funda-
mental for the development of science.”
The myth’s implied corollary—that if
you cannot do great work alone, there is
no place for you in physics—contradicts
the history of the field. 

The lone-genius myth is harmful for
everyone, but it is especially damaging
for women, people of color, the LGBTQ+
community, and members of other mi-
nority groups. They frequently face im-
postor syndrome, negative cultural fac-
tors, the implicit biases of colleagues and
institutions, and a climate that minimizes
collaboration and inclusion. Perpetuating
the myth only increases those feelings
and further harms diversity and inclu-
sion efforts in physics. 

The lone-genius myth is rarely true.
Although instances exist of scientists mak-
ing breakthroughs while working alone,
they are not common. The majority of
scientists work in teams ranging from a
few people to large collaborations span-
ning multiple continents. Even scientists
who publish groundbreaking single-
 author papers usually acknowledge col-
leagues with whom they discussed their
ideas. Now more than ever, science is a
team effort that requires many people and
multiple perspectives. I strongly encour-
age science writers to describe the con-

tributions of outstanding scientists like
Ettore Majorana without subscribing to
the myth of the lone genius.

Stephanie Law 
(slaw@udel.edu) 

University of Delaware 
Newark  

Consequences 
absent from bomb
assessment
An air of unreality overcame me as 

I read David Kramer’s article about
evaluation of new nuclear bomb tech-

nologies (PHYSICS TODAY, February 2020,
page 23). The only concern mentioned is
whether the physics of the new test facil-
ity will adequately ensure the reliability
of the new designs without actual explo-
sive tests being carried out. It’s a neutral,
objective presentation of some interest-
ing physics. 

But if ever those warheads were actu-
ally used, whether in error or in anger,
PHYSICS TODAY and most or all of its read-
ers would cease to exist. Presumably,
about 25% of US residents would be for-
tunate enough to be vaporized instantly.
Maybe another 25% would die in the next
week from injuries and radiation sickness.
And would any survive the ensuing nu-
clear winter without public supplies of
electricity, fuel, food, and medicine? Rus-
sia’s people would suffer the same, as-
suming they were hit in full retaliation
by those well-designed US bombs. And
what about the rest of the world? Could
all memory of PHYSICS TODAY be wiped
out along with humankind’s accumulated
knowledge of physics?

I suggest that PHYSICS TODAY follow
up by publishing a neutral, objective,
physics-based analysis of the conse-
quences of full-scale nuclear war. It might,
of course, raise the question, Why exactly
do the world’s “great powers” need to
have thousands of nuclear weapons? 

Garth van der Kamp 
Victoria, British Columbia, Canada

Correction
September 2020, page 12—In “Units, for
good measure,” the area corresponding
to 40 miles per gallon should have been
about 0.06 mm2.  —Michael Albrow PT
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Recirculating 
Cryocooler 

Eliminates the 
use of LHe for 
‘Wet’ Systems

Existing LHe-cooled 
cryostats and probe 
stations can be 
converted to cryogen-
free operation with the 
addition of an external 
cryocooler, the Janis 
recirculating gas 
cryocooler (RGC4). 
Instead of using LHe 
from a storage vessel, 
the RGC4 delivers a 
stream of 4 K helium to 
the cryostat or probe 
station.

Contact Janis today for 
more information.

Contact us today:
sales@lakeshore.com

www.lakeshore.com/RGC


