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Laudatio David P. Baker

Raf Vanderstraeten

The Sarton Chair of History of Science was established in the mid-1980s. 
It was created at the centenary of George Sarton's birthday in order to cel-
ebrate Sarton’s contributions to the history of science and to stimulate fur-
ther contributions to this field of research.  

Nearly four decades later, at the start of the academic year 2023/’24, the 
Sarton Chair of History of Science has itself become an institution. It is 
widely recognized as one of the most important awards in this field of 
research. On the one hand, the reputation of both Sarton and of previous 
chairholders and medallists has contributed to the prestige of the award. 
On the other hand, this high visibility of the award is also due to the ef-
forts of two people who served during all these years as the chairman of 
the Sarton Foundation or the Sarton Committee of Ghent University, viz. 
Michel Thiery and Robert Rubens. And I’d like to use this opportunity 
to thank Prof. Robert Rubens as well as Rita Malfliet, who assisted him 
during many years, for all their work on behalf of the Sarton Committee.

Sarton was an important and influential figure in the field of history of sci-
ence. Not surprisingly, the first Sarton Chair holder was a former PhD stu-
dent and collaborator of George Sarton, named Robert K. Merton. Merton 
had, among other things, taken up an active role in Sarton’s journal Isis: 
Merton became Associate Editor of Isis in the late-1930s, first responsible 
for what was called “the social aspects of science” and, as of 1942, for 
“sociology” (see also Merton, 1985, 1988). He visited Ghent University 
twice in the mid-1980s, first to celebrate the centenary of Sarton’s birthday 
and then, in November 1986, as the first incumbent of the Sarton Chair of 
History of Science. 
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In his inaugural lecture here at Ghent University, Merton spoke on the 
“Matthew effect in science”. He looked again at his earlier, influential 
analysis of reputation mechanisms in science, which had been published in 
the journal Science in 1968. The term ‘Matthew effect’ took its name from 
a line in the biblical Gospel of Matthew: “For unto every one that hath shall 
be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him that hath not shall be 
taken even that which he hath” (Matthew 25:29). As Merton explained, 
both in the first and the second version of his reflections on the Matthew 
effect in science, eminent scientists will often get more credit than a com-
paratively unknown researcher, even if their work is largely similar. Or 
stated somewhat differently: credit – measured in terms of citations, invi-
tations, prizes and honours – is skewed in favour of established scientists. 
Following Merton, this mechanism motivated scientists to establish their 
priorities and gain peer recognition for their work. He also argued that the 
peer review system, used to evaluate journal article submissions, and the 
citations and reference lists included in articles served to control the claims 
for new knowledge and for collegial esteem or peer recognition in science. 
In the words Merton used here, these practices had to control what was “a 
‘normal’ response to institutionalized values” (1988: 45). He also did not 
hesitate to argue that these practices had always been present, although in 
varying degrees, from the 17th century, when modern science emerged, 
until the late 20th century (his own time).

Over the years, it has become increasingly visible that Merton’s account 
paid insufficient attention to historical changes in the social conditions that 
define science. Basically, he believed in the necessity, and thus also the 
historical stability, of particular social structures, such as the peer review 
system. In the past decades, it has not often been the case that a sociologist 
is selected as the incumbent of the Sarton Chair of History of Science, 
indeed mostly historians of science are selected, but we are truly proud 
and honoured that Prof. David P. Baker from Penn State University (USA) 
has been selected as this year’s Chairholder. Importantly, David Baker has 
been able to develop a historically-informed and -oriented sociological un-
derstanding of science in his many publications. He has, in his work, fo-
cused not only on the changing social conditions that define how scientific 
research takes place, but also on the impact of the worldwide explosion of 
scientific research on society at large.
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In 2014, David Baker published The Schooled Society, a book in which he 
traces the impact of the worldwide expansion of higher education and of 
scientific thinking (as practiced in higher education) on the historical rise 
of postindustrial society and global development. This book is no doubt 
one of the most important studies in this field of research that has appeared 
in the first quarter of the twenty-first century. In more recent years, David 
Baker has deepened this perspective. He has looked, more particularly, at 
the ways in which our society is defined by science and by the global dif-
fusion of the research university. Together with Prof. Justin Powell, who 
is also present today, he edited in 2017 a volume titled The Century of  
Science: The Global Triumph of the Research University. Currently in 
press, and also co-authored by Justin Powell, is an important monograph 
titled Global Mega-Science (Baker & Powell, 2024). This book focuses on 
the global expansion of science and the ways in which scientific research 
has come to rely more than ever before on collaboration in global net-
works. For the historical period from 1900 until 2020, this book not only 
shows how science has made global claims and how it has contributed 
to globalization, but also how the production of scientific knowledge has 
been transformed by different features of globalization.

With remarkable consistency, David Baker has tried to elaborate a socio-
logical theory of science in its relation to society. Not many other scholars 
have cherished similar ambitions during the last decades. After Merton, 
developing such a theory in a historically-informed and -oriented way also 
cannot be but a daunting task. It was, however, not difficult to convince 
the Sarton Committee that David Baker is a worthy successor to Robert 
Merton as incumbent of the Sarton Chair of History of Science. And I am 
both highly pleased and honoured to invite him now to deliver this year’s 
inaugural lecture. 
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