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The Director’s Corner
by Gary White
Interesting Times?[1]

Are we living in interesting 
times? Surely we must be, since as 
I write this, for example, the United 
States government is, almost over-
night, considering, drafting, debat-
ing, legislating, etc., the single larg-
est bailout package in the history of 
the planet. Meanwhile, in a parallel 
universe, the blogosphere is abuzz 
with fears that the Large Hadron 
Collider at CERN will produce mini-
black holes that will swallow the 
whole world, or even France.[2] I 
don’t know much about the former 
except that its cost rivals our most 
expensive wars, but regarding the 
latter, I am quick to tell anyone who 
will listen that cosmic ray collision 
energies in the upper atmosphere 
vastly exceed anything that the 
Large Hadron Collider will achieve, 
so the concern about France-eating 
black holes is just so much sky-
is-falling rhetoric or, for the truly 
subversive, wishful thinking. 

Whether or not these two 
examples alone make the case for 
“interesting,” it does seem that 
modern technology and science 
is subjecting the human condition 
to an unprecedented acceleration, 
which might qualify these times as 
extraordinarily interesting, in my 
view. Thus, the arrival of the 2008 
Sigma Pi Sigma Congress, with its 
theme of “Scientific Citizenship: 
Connecting Physics and Society,” 
is especially timely. On Novem-
ber 6-8 at FermiLab, the physics 
honor society will host hundreds of 
students, faculty and other profes-
sionals with physics backgrounds 
as they listen to prominent civic 
scientists, deliberate future direc-
tions for the society and present 
their own efforts to connect phys-
ics and society. The necessity for 
large fractions of the population to 
have some understanding of science 
and technology has never been 
more acute.[3]These times call for 
civic scientists to take action more 
urgently than in any past era, in my 
view, and not only because of the 
many conveniences and complexi-
ties that science brings to bear on 
modern civilization. 

In many ways, there is reason 
for optimism on this front, because 
more action seems evident. For 
example, an all-time high of three 
U.S. Representatives are physicists, 

with Bill Foster 
recently joining 
Vernon Ehlers and 
Rush Holt. Fur-
thermore, other 
elected officials 
with physics back-
grounds seem 
more common as well—consider 
Germany’s Angel Merkel; Tennes-
see’s Governor Bredesen; and even 
AIP’s own Governing Board Chair, 
Lou Lanzerotti, who has served as 
both a mayor and a school board 
member. Other physicists have been 
successful in putting science back 
into science curriculum standards 
and keeping non-science out. Final-
ly, and perhaps closer to home, the 
“hidden physicist” stories seem to 
come in at much higher rates than 
in the past, and with a breadth that 
is almost breath-taking. The added 
value that they bring to their roles 
as programmers, engineers, man-
agers, doctors, medical and military 
professionals, and to numerous 
other fields, is evident from their 
stories. All of these examples and 
more will be seen at the Congress, 
too, so please consider joining us at 
FermiLab.

In this issue of Radiations, 
you will find much that addresses 
the idea of civic scientist: from Vic-
tor Alpher’s revealing portrait of his 
father’s science and citizenship, to 
Ed Neuenschwander’s moving re-
membrance of Alexander Solzhen-
itsyn and other physicists who have 
challenged authority at great cost, 
to the reprint of Carl Sagan’s plea 
to members of the science and reli-
gious communities to preserve the 
earth. In addition to those stirring 
examples from the past, note that 
there are present and future consid-
erations within these pages as well, 
I think you’ll find the suggested 
reading list for the upcoming Con-
gress stimulating, Krystle Williams 
fulfills the role of civic scientist 
admirably by relaying in enthusias-
tic terms how the Society of Physics 
Students is addressing diversity is-
sues with its Future Faces of Physics 
effort; and the growing list of new 
inductees represents a bright future 
for physics and society.   

I hope you are able to partici-
pate in the Congress in some way, 
either by your attendance, your 
support of student travel, or  
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vicariously through the variety of 
reports we are planning on the web-
site, www.sigmapisigma.org, and 
here in future issues of Radiations.

And after you have had a 
chance to let it all sink in, decide 
for yourself whether we live in truly 
interesting times or if, in fact, the 
whole idea that these times are 
extraordinarily interesting is yet 
another example of humans (mis-
takenly!) thinking themselves the 
center of the universe.

[1] “May you live in interesting 
times,” is often cited as a Chinese 
curse, such as Robert F. Kennedy 
did in his Day of Affirmation Ad-
dress in Cape Town, South Africa, in 
1966; but most who have studied it 
say it has origins in modern litera-
ture, via Carl Jung, or perhaps a 

The Director’s Corner contin-
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Congratulations to Sigma Pi Sigma 
for an excellent Spring 2008 issue. I was 
particularly impressed with Dr. Victor Al-
pher’s article about his father. I met Ralph 
Alpher when he was George Gamow’s 
student (and already a mature scientist), and 
knew Gamow quite well when he was at 
Colorado. The Alpher, Bethe, and Gamow 
publication was one of Gamow’s favorites, 
and being the whimsical person he was 
he always relished the authorship. Ralph 
Alpher deserves a great deal more credit for 
his many accomplishments.

Years ago when I was at the University 
of New Mexico, Gamow was to give a 
lecture on the age of the earth. He started 
by asking the audience if anyone knew the 
age of the earth. The answer he got was 3.6 
billion and two years. Gamow asked the 
responder how he came up with that figure. 
The answer was “I heard you give this 
lecture two years ago and the age then was 
3.6 billion!”

Edmond Gerald Meyer
Emeritus Professor and Dean
University of Wyoming
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Spotlight on Hidden Physicists cont.

Amanda Joy 
McDonald, 
Actuary, 
American Fidelity, 
Oklahoma City, OK

Amanda Joy McDonald, an 
insurance actuary in Strategic 
Development for American Fidel-
ity Insurance, recently passed the 
rigorous program of professional 
certification tests to be designated 
a Fellow of the Society of Actuar-
ies.  Only about 11,000 actuaries 
have earned the Fellow designa-
tion in the United States.

Joy earned a BS in physics 
from Southern Nazarene Univer-
sity, Bethany, OK, in 1989, where 
she published a paper in the Jour-
nal of Undergraduate Research 
in Physics.  She was elected 
into Sigma Pi Sigma in the SNU 
chapter when it was chartered in 
1994.  Joy began her career as 
an actuary before graduation by 
taking the first actuarial exam in 
November 1988.  Then life inter-
vened. She took several years off 
from Fellowship studies to raise 
children while still working as an 
actuary for American Fidelity. In 
2006, realizing she was approach-
ing the twentieth anniversary 
of starting the Fellows program, 
Joy set a goal to achieve the FSA 
before that anniversary.  That goal 
was realized a few months early 
when Joy completed the final 
requirement in July 2008.  Joy 
concentrated her actuarial studies 
in Group and Health Insurance.

Joy has remained a highly vis-
ible “hidden physicist” throughout 
her actuarial career.  She presents 
talks to university math clubs and 
chapters of the Society of Phys-
ics Students, describing how a 
background in physics prepares 
one well for actuarial studies.  
An article on that subject, co-
authored (with fellow AF actu-
ary Gene Shepherd) by Joy for 
the March 1996 issue of the SPS 
Newsletter (now the quarterly SPS 
Observer) described how an actu-
ary, like a physicist, creates and 

develops mathematical models of 
systems.  At the 2000 Sigma Pi 
Sigma Congress, held at College 
Park, Maryland, Joy was one of 
the invited panelists from busi-
ness and industry who described 
how their physics education 
provided a strong background for 
their careers.  Joy said, “Actuar-
ies design algorithms that help 
companies deal with risk.  In the 
actuarial profession, there’s a lot 
of on-the-job training.  The distri-
bution functions we derive don’t 
fit a given set of equations.  One 
has to go back to first principles 
and derive results from scratch 
in each new situation—just as we 
were trained to do in our physics 
courses and research projects—
not to memorize formulas but to 
think.”  (Radiations, Winter 2000, 
p. 13) 

In a statement to her col-
leagues at American Fidelity, Joy 
said,“The support of my depart-
ment and the camaraderie of 
the actuarial community here at 
AFA definitely had an impact on 
my ability to achieve this des-
ignation. Everyone here would 
regularly ask me how things were 
going.  Whenever anyone passes, 
we all celebrate, and we share 
in the setbacks as well. It’s been 
very motivating.”   

1950s science fiction story, U-Turn, 
by Duncan H. Munro, a pseudonym 
for Eric Frank Russell. It certainly 
seems like a modern sentiment to 
me.

[2] For a refreshingly positive 
view of the LHC see the stunningly 
popular CERN Rap video (over 3 
million views to date) by Katie Ma-
cAlpine on the SPS website, http://
www.spsnational.org/news/2007/
geneva_gazette.htm ; her earlier 
physics rap, “N3UROCH!P”, is at 
http://www.katemcalpine.com/we-
bout.html.

[3] Art Hobson makes the 
case for a scientifically literate 
populace in a recent article, de-
scribing the adult scientific literacy 
worldwide as “shockingly low” but 
rising. Perhaps surprisingly, the U.S. 
ranks second among the 34 nations 
tested in one recent measure. For 
more information, see Hobson’s 
paper in the October 2008, issue of 
The Physics Teacher, “The Surprising 
Effectiveness of College Scientific 
Literacy Courses,” citing the work of 
Jon Miller. 
Special thanks to Kendra Rand for 
valuable suggestions.


