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Research Highlight 
 
Nobel Prize 2013: Englert and Higgs 
 
Alison Wright 
 
The Nobel Prize in Physics 2013 has been awarded to François Englert and Peter 
Higgs "for the theoretical discovery of a mechanism that contributes to our 
understanding of the origin of mass of subatomic particles, and which recently was 
confirmed through the discovery of the predicted fundamental particle, by the 
ATLAS and CMS experiments at CERN's Large Hadron Collider". 
 
It is probably the most widely anticipated Nobel award ever made — even as the 
announcement on 8 October was delayed by an hour, it still seemed certain that the prize 
would be given for what is generally known as the Higgs mechanism, cemented by the 
discovery of a Higgs boson at CERN last year. The only uncertainty lay in quite who 
would claim a slice of the prize. 
 
In 1964, François Englert and his colleague Robert Brout published a paper1 in Physical 
Review Letters in which they outlined a possible mechanism for the generation of particle 
masses. A few weeks later — in a world without e-mail or preprint servers — Peter Higgs 
published a similar, independent work2, and also mentioned the existence of a particle 
associated with the postulated field that would provoke the mass-generating mechanism. 
(These have since been known as the Higgs boson, the Higgs field and the Higgs 
mechanism.) And just a few weeks later still, Gerald Guralnik, Carl Hagen and Tom 
Kibble followed up with their own, independent, version3 of the same mechanism. 
 
Traditionally, a Nobel prize is shared by no more than three people, and, although Robert 
Brout died in 2011, there were still five theorists with a claim to it. The Nobel Committee has 
made the award to Englert and Higgs, ostensibly as the first authors in print with their 
proposals of the mechanism and the boson.  
 
The award of this Nobel links several vital pieces of the story of particle physics and the 
building of the standard model: Yoichiro Nambu’s 1960 mathematics for spontaneous 
symmetry breaking (Nobel 2008); Steven Weinberg, Abdus Salam and Sheldon Glashow’s 
1967 unification of weak and electromagnetic interactions, with a Higgs mechanism for 
electroweak symmetry breaking (Nobel 1979); and Martinus Veltman and Gerardus ‘t Hooft’s 
1972 renormalization of electroweak theory (Nobel 1999). Also of note was Philip 
Anderson’s 1962 suggestion that symmetry breaking could be linked to the ‘problem’ of mass 
(Anderson took the Nobel in 1977 for his work in condensed-matter physics). 
 
Alongside Englert and Higgs, the citation of the Nobel Committee acknowledges the role of 
CERN, the Large Hadron Collider and the experiments ATLAS and CMS in confirming the 
existence of “the predicted fundamental particle”. It has taken the efforts of thousands of 
scientists and engineers over more than two decades to set up and perform the necessary 
experiments, in a remarkable feat of worldwide cooperation. There is no precedent for the 
award of the physics prize to an organization, but neither is there a rule against it. Alas, 
CERN’s scientists have not earned a formal share of the prize, but few could deny that they 
deserve it.  
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