
The French government is to 
create a powerful institute for 
research on immigration and 
integration. The move has 
sparked opposition among 
social scientists, who claim that 
the body is a thinly veiled bid to 
exercise political control over 
their research.

The Paris-based institute 
will be placed under the High 
Council for Integration, 
which is affiliated with the 
prime minister’s office. It is 
expected to be inaugurated 
shortly by Brice Hortefeux, the 
immigration minister. 

The government says that 
the 23-member institute will 
serve as a ‘one-stop shop’ for 
distributing both public and 
private research funds, and help 
define “pertinent fields and 
topics” for study. 

But in a statement issued on 
2 October, 75 French historians 
and intellectuals expressed 
their “grave concerns” over the 
institute, branding it a “threat to 
academic freedom”. That threat 
arises, they say, “in a context 
where the political discourse 
tends more-and-more to present 
immigration as a danger, where 

successive legislation has 
increasingly restricted the rights 
of foreigners and where rhetoric 
serves to mask discrimination”. 
A tough immigration bill is 
currently going through the 
French legislature (see Nature 
449, 377–378; 2007).

The dissenters also criticized 
the nomination of Hélène 
Carrère d’Encausse, a specialist 
in Russian affairs and secretary 
of the French Academy, as the 
institute’s president. During 
urban riots in 2005, Carrère 
d’Encausse sparked controversy 
by identifying polygamy among 

immigrants as one of the causes. 
Ironically, several of the 

statement’s signatories are listed 
as members of the new institute 
in a document released by the 
government on 19 September. 
Paul Schor, a specialist in 
American minorities at the 
School of High Studies in Social 
Sciences in Paris, says that he 
first learnt of his inclusion when 
the list was circulated on the 
Internet. He says he has had no 
explanation for being included 
in the list, and that it was done 
without consultation. ■

Declan Butler

Immigration institute provokes outcry from social scientists 

The physics prize inside the iPod
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CHEMISTRY NOBEL
See online for coverage 
of the Nobel Prize in 
Chemistry.
www.nature.com/news

Two researchers who discovered an 
effect that has dramatically shrunk the 
size of magnetic storage devices have 
won the 2007 Nobel Prize in Physics. 

Albert Fert of the University of Paris-
South in France and Peter Grünberg of 
Jülich Research Centre in Germany split 
the prize for their 1988 discovery of an 
effect called giant magnetoresistance 
(GMR). The Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences announced the award on 9 
October in Stockholm.

The effect has been heralded as one of 
the first major applications of the fields 
of nanotechnology and ‘spintronics’.

“I am so proud and so happy,” Fert 
said in a press conference via telephone 
from France. “Science is something 
marvellous.”

At the heart of GMR are the spins of elec-
trons, which generate a magnetic field and can 
be aligned either up or down. An electron can 
easily pass through a material whose electrons 
are similarly aligned, but will encounter resist-
ance when it passes through one with electrons 
aligned in the opposite direction.

Fert and Grünberg discovered the effect inde-
pendently of each other using multiple layers of 
magnetic and non-magnetic materials only tens 
of nanometres thick. When all the layers were 
aligned in the same direction, say ‘up’, electrons 
with the same alignment passed through the 
material easily, whereas those with the opposite 
alignment struggled. But when the layers were 
organized in an alternating ‘up-down’ align-

ment, all electrons encountered resistance. The 
net effect was a rise in resistance that was much 
bigger than any seen before — hence ‘giant’.

This led to devices that are very sensitive to 
tiny magnetic fields. A hard disc drive stores 
bits on its surface as a pattern of magnetic fields. 
Until the discovery of GMR, hard discs used 
metal induction coils to read out the data. But 
the laws of induction meant that the coils, and 
thus the bits, had to be quite large. GMR opened 
up a way to build much smaller magnetic heads, 
says Claude Chappert of the University of Paris-
South. The discovery revolutionized consumer 
electronics. “I think this triggered the common 
use of MP3 players,” he notes.

By the end of the 1990s, the technology had 
become standard across the electronics indus-

try, thanks partly to the work of physi-
cist Stuart Parkin at IBM’s Almaden 
Research Center in San Jose, Califor-
nia, who came up with a simple way to 
create the thin multilayers. Although 
Parkin has shared physics prizes for 
GMR with Fert and Grünberg in the 
past, he was not included in the Nobel 
announcement. Parkin conducted 
vital work that allowed the effect to be 
commercialized, but Fert and Grün-
berg were the ones who discovered it, 
says Tony Bland, from the University 
of Cambridge, UK. “I think the field 
will generally see this as fair,” he adds.

Storing information is not the only 
application, says Fert. The discovery 
has also opened the door to the pos-

sibility of ‘spintronics’, the idea of using elec-
trons’ spins, as well as their charge, in electronic 
devices. Spintronics could soon lead to ran-
dom-access memory that remains stable even 
without power, securing data and allowing some 
computers to start up more quickly, says Bart 
van Wees of Groningen University in the Neth-
erlands. It could also create new ways for fibre-
optic systems and conventional semiconductors  
to talk to each other.

 Even further out is the possibility of process-
ing information using spin, rather than electri-
cal current. Although still highly speculative, 
Chappert says, such a computer could run faster 
and on much lower power than existing devices. 
“Spintronics could bring a lot.” ■

Geoff Brumfiel
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Spin doctors: Peter Grünberg (left) and Albert Fert.
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