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Emeritus Professor Abdus Salam, Nobel Laureate

Abdus Salam, who died on 21
November 1996, was one of the
toremost theoreticat physicists of
his generation and the fiwst '
Moslem to win a Nobel Prize. He
was a4 warm and coloudid person-
ality, but often a controversial one
in his native Pakisran.

Salami was born i 1926, in
Jhang, a snull town in the Punjab,
the son ot a mimor educational
official. His talents were clear from
an earky age. At ¥:H he becane
something of a local hero when he
won a scholarship to Government
College, Lahore with the highest
miarks ever recorded. Flis first

paper was published when he was
17, and a fourth year student at the
College. It was an ingenious
improveunient on the solution of an
algebraic problem discussed eardier
by the [ndian mathematical genius
Srinivasa Ramanujan.

In 1946, he won a scholasship to
Cambridge, where he obuainedt a
doubte fisst in physics and mathe-
matics. He briefly embarked on
experimental research, but rapidly
discovered that his talents lay in
other directions and switched to
theory. He started at just the cight
moment. Plysicists had just
leatnedd how to get fnite (aud
spectacularly conlirmed) predic-
tions out of quantum elecrrady-
anics, the theory that describes
intevactions between charged par-
ticles and electromagnetic radia-
tion, using the techniques of
renormalisation theory devised by
Julian Schwinger, Sin-itico
Tomonag, Richard Feynnman and
Freeman Dyson. Salam and his
research supervisor, Paul Matthews,
later his litelong friend and collab-
orator, showed how o extend
these nethods to other theories.
Salin’s very fiest paper on the sub-
ject aunacted widespread interest
and won him a place among the
teaders of the field.

In 1951, Salam returned, as he
had always planned, to Pakistan.
He spent three increasingly frus-
trating years as professor of mathe-
miatics at both Punjab University
and Inis alma mater, Goverminent
College, where he had hoped to
continue his research. but tound
Tittle time or stimulus and no ofli-
cial support. Finally, he retumned to
Cambridge as a lecturer and
Fellow of St John'’s College in
1954,

Three years later, at the instiga-
tion of Pattick Blackett, then head
of Imperial College's rapidly
expandimg Physics Department,
Sabam was offered the chair of the-
areticat physics. He persuaded
Matthews to join hun as a reacler,
and together they set up what
soon became one of the world's
leading centres tor tondamental
theoretical physics. His wesearch
ranged widely, but the dominant
theme was unification — the
search for a unified description ot
the ditferent fundamental forces. It
culminated in the discovery in
1967 of the eleciroweak theary,
showing how the clectronngnetic
force responsible tor most of
chemistry and atomic physics, and
the weak torce manifested
radioactive decay, e be seen as

patts of a unified synumetric struc—
ture. For this achievement, Salaim
shared the 1979 Nobel Prize in
Physics with Sheldon Glashow and
Steven Weinberg, both of Harvard.
It was with great reluctance that
Salam had decided to move to
Englind, He always hoped to be
able to use lus talents to promote
the developrent of Pakistan. In
1959, he eagerly acceptecd appoint--
nteat as 2 scientific adviser o
Presiclent Ayub Khao. Fe began
working on ambitious plans for all
kinds of developments. For exam-
ple. be brought in experts to study
the severe problem of waterlog-
ging and salinity of wrigated land.
They recommended a drastic pro-
gramme of draioage, but the pov-
ernuent wis wnwilling to devote
the required resources, and the
project failed. [ndeed, many ot
Salanr’s plans foundered on a simi-
lar lack of commitment. Only in
the high-profile areas of nuclear
energy anc space research was the
government willing to commit
enough resources o make things
happen. lronically, Salant wiis often
criticised in the developnient
community for directing all scien-
titic naapower inte these arcane
areas that did hitde tor the mass of
the people, though 1t was certainky
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not what I had wanted.

One very positive thing did
coute out of Salim’s appoinunent
as a scientific adviser. He had fele
very frustrated at being unable to
carry on his chiosen careet in his
own country, and deterimined to
help others with the same prob-
lem. He concluded that what was
needed was a lisst-chass interna-
ttonal rescarch centee to which
scientific assaciates from thicd
world countrtes would come for
regular visits, so that they could
keep up with international
research, but sull go bome to work
in their own countries. Fle con-
ceived the wdea of an international
centre tor theoretical physics, and
determined to use his position as
Pakistani delegate to the
International Atomic Encrgy
Agency to win support for the
idea. Salam was a renrrkable per-
suader, Charisimatic, with unbound-
ed energy and enthusiasm, and 2
shightly irreverent. unorthadox
approach that was much more
ctfective dum staid diplomacy
would have been Within three
yeurs, he tad peoswaded the ITAEA
to back the idea, though with very
modest funding, and got the ftalian
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Professor Abdus Salam
govertunient to foot most of the
bill, provided the centre was sited in
Trieste. In 1964, the ICTP opened
its doors in temporary quarters,
moving to a handsome new build-
ing in the subucbs of the city in
1968. It has been an astonishing
success, and has indeed enabled
large numbers of theoretical physi-
cists to continue working effectively
in third wodd countries. Towards
the end of his life, Salam was cam-
paigning vigorously for the cstab-
lishinent of three similar centres in
other scientific disciplines.

Salam played an important role
in various UN bodies, for example
as member and chairman of the
Advisory Committee on Science
and Technology. I Pakistan, his
ctforts were bess successful. After
the fall of Ayub Khan, his relations
with the government became
increasingly strained. Salam
belonged to the Almadiyya sect of
Ishim, regarded by many orthadox
Moslems as heretical. In 1974,
under Zulfikar Ali Bhutto the
Ahmadiyya were declased non-
Moslem and effectively depuived

~of civil rights. There were anti-
Ahmadiyya rioty, with widespread
luss of life and property. Salane,
who saw hinselt as a devoue -
Moslen, was outraged, and broke
off all contact with the Pakistani
government. The situation has per-
haps cased slightly in recent years;
in 1995, for example, there wus a
special summer school session in

honour of Salam, addressed by the
president of Pakistan.

‘The award of the Nobel Prize
made Salam famous throughout
the third world, espedially in

- Islamic countriés. He received a

constant stream of prizes and hon-

- ours, and spent much of his time

travelling. This gave hiny the
oppottunity to promote the idea
of the Third World Academy of
Sciences. It was set up in 1983,
and Salam became its first presi-
dent. He used his influence to
argue tirelessly for the need to
invest in science — not for its
own sake but as the only viable
way of eliminating the curse of
endemitc poverty and the terrible
divide between the rich countries
and the poor.

Salam las a secure place among
the great men of science. He was 2
most stimulating colleague, 3 man
of humanity and passion, with
many friends-and admirers, and
some detractors, not least in his
own country. In the mid 19805, he
developed a degenerative neuro-
logical disorder that made his life
increasingly difficult. He bore the
aftliction with remarkable stotcism,
continuing to work so long as he -
was physically able, on new ideas

" both in theoretical physics and for

third-word development. He dicd
pracetully at his home in Oxford.
He hadd six children, four by his
first wife and two by his second.

Appreciaiion by Tom Kibble, profes<ar
of theoretical physics, Department of
Physics.




