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Laudatio Douwe Draaisma 

J. Pieters 

About a week ago, I witnessed a very touching

several of you will have seen it too. The sce

groceries in the city. The cab driver gives her a helping hand. The elderly lady is clearly 

glad to be back in the little village where she lives. And then suddenly, as she gets out 

of the car, she is confronted by a group of

h countryside. W hat news, she asks. Two 

that, she replies. And what does she thin

the threshold of her cottage. She still does 

r lovely cottage garden. She has already won 
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has it, then it must also be true that there is less time to make a fuss about a Nobel 

The same day, on the same television news,

with the two basic mechanisms used by the 

itself otherwise, with or without success as the 

r of his central questions 
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Why life speeds up as you get older. On the autobiographical 

memory

Metaphors of Memory
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later as assistant professor at the Department of Psychology at Utrecht University. After 

the completion of his dissertation he moved to the University of Groningen, where he 

still works and where he is, currently, professor in the history of psychology. 

In 2006, with the publication of Ontregelde Geesten (subtitle: Ziektegeschiedenissen) 

(Disordered Minds. Medical Histories), Draaisma completed his trilogy on the faculty of 

memory, one could say. In the latter book, Draaisma tells the story of thirteen scientists 

whose field was the human brain and who gave their names to one or other 

phenomenon in this field, a disease or a symptom mostly: Alois Alzheimer, James 

Parkinson and Hans Asperger are only three of the medical giants Draaisma writes 

1

exceptional talent to treat a complex scientific matter (in which philosophical, historical 

and medical questions are simultaneously at stake) thoroughly without however 

disregarding his general readership. As you will shortly notice, ladies and gentlemen, 

Douwe Draaisma is the kind of scholar who has the rare gift of being able to 

simultaneously address and entertain an audience of specialists and of laymen. 

I have mentioned the three titles of Draaisma

on those, I have of course directed your 

have not talked about his numerous publications in such renowned periodicals as 

Nature, History of the Human Sciences, Psychological Medecine and the Annals of 

Science. I have also left out of the discussion his work as supervisor of several doctoral 

dissertations and in a considerable number of national and international research 

projects.

                                            
1
 At least, it was the most recent one at the moment Draaisma was awarded the Sarton-medal. In Spring 
2008 his new De heimweefabriek (Factory Nostalgia) appeared, the first instalment of what will become a 
larger monograph on the idea of forgetting. The book became an instant success in the Netherlands. 
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Ladies and gentleman, earlier in this laudatio I already suggested that there is a way of 

looking at things through the eyes of Douwe Draaisma. Those eyes are the eyes of a 

scientist, sure, but they are also the eyes of the poet. In stating this for a fact, I am not 

suggesting that Draaisma actually writes poetry, in the literal sense of the word. But he 

does have a good feeling for matters poetical. This already helps to solve the mystery 

why this historian of psychology is introduced before you by a specialist of literary 

theory. My assertion that Draaisma has a good feeling for matters poetical hints at two 

things, actually. First, there can be no doubt that the quality of his writing equals that of 

in his analyses of the workings of the 

human mind Draaisma very frequently makes use of references to literary texts in which 

the phenomenon under scrutiny (the paradoxical dialectics between remembering and 

A la Recherche du Temps 

Perdu, the wonderful story by Borges on Funes, the tragical character that does not 

Speak, Memory: these are all texts 

which Draaisma has written about and they give credit to his good taste. In writing about 

these texts, Draaisma is sure not to use literature as a mere example of what he wants 

t simply illustrations of the phenomenon at 

hand. Draaisma also has an eye for what makes literature literature and not just a case 

story for the psychologist.   

Ladies and gentleman, a university such as ours that prides itself on its endorsement of 

the principles of diversity and plurality, is no doubt right to accommodate a diversity of 

scientific models and cultures, both in terms of the production and the distribution of the 

scientific results which it obtains. I take it to be a warm and welcome signal that the 

Scientific board of the Sarton Committee has decided to offer its important annual 

award to a scholar who unites in his work, 
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