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In 1980, a statistician proposed a law: no scientific discovery is ever named after the person who actually discovered it. He was careful to point out he hadn't discovered the law either — which means Stigler's Law of Eponymy is itself an example of Stigler's Law.

The Wrong Name takes that joke seriously. Across science, exploration, and invention, Flynn Mercer traces ten cases where credit went, for identifiable and recurring reasons, to someone other than the person who actually did the work — a photograph taken by one scientist and shown to another without her knowledge, a graduate student's discovery credited to her supervisor, a co-discoverer who never seemed to mind losing the race he'd nearly won, an inventor undone by ten dollars he didn't have.

This is not a book about villains. Several of the people who lost the naming rights to their own discoveries felt, by their own account, no grievance about it at all. What ties every case together is a structural question, not a moral one: given that someone clearly did the work, why does the name on it belong to someone else — and why, unlike a delayed correction, does a wrong name so rarely get fixed once it's had time to settle in?

FLYNN MERCER is the author of The Second Read. The Wrong Name is their second book.
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For Filippo Pacini, and everyone else the footnotes forgot.

“No scientific discovery is named

after its original discoverer.”

— Stigler's Law of Eponymy, 1980

(itself proposed first by Robert K. Merton, in 1957)
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The last book I wrote was about evidence that took too long to be believed. Partway through it, working on a chapter about a nineteenth-century cholera outbreak, I ran into a smaller story that didn't fit the book I was writing at all. An Italian anatomist named Filippo Pacini had identified the actual bacterium behind the disease in 1854 — the same year as the outbreak in question — and published his findings. Almost no one read them. Thirty years later, a German physician named Robert Koch found the same organism again, and the textbooks gave the discovery to him.

I mentioned Pacini in a single paragraph and moved on, because the book I was writing then was about delay, not about credit. But the paragraph kept bothering me after the book was finished. Pacini's case wasn't really a story about evidence waiting to be believed. The evidence had been believed, eventually — just not in his name. That felt like a different problem, close enough to the first one to be its natural sequel, distinct enough to deserve its own book.

This is that book. It's about a phenomenon with an almost absurdly perfect name already attached to it, coined by a statistician who insisted, correctly, that he hadn't coined it: Stigler's Law of Eponymy, which holds that no scientific discovery is ever named after the person who made it. I've spent twelve chapters taking that joke seriously, and I want to say plainly, here at the start, what I hope the seriousness buys the reader.

It would have been easy to write this as a book of villains — a parade of men taking credit for women's work, supervisors claiming students' discoveries, empires naming continents after whoever wrote the better advertisement. Some of that is genuinely in here, and I haven't softened it where the evidence supports it. But several of the people who most deserved the credit this book is nominally about their losing — Alfred Russel Wallace, Jocelyn Bell Burnell — turn out to have felt remarkably little grievance about it themselves, and I didn't think it was my place to be angrier on their behalf than they were. Other cases resist a clean villain entirely: Georges Lemaître's lost priority, once you look closely, seems to trace back at least as much to his own reticence and an editor's ordinary judgment as to anyone's deliberate suppression. I've tried, chapter by chapter, to follow the actual mechanism wherever it led, rather than assume in advance which cases would make the more satisfying story.

What ties all twelve chapters together, and what I hope makes this more than a list of grievances, is the same four-mechanism structure that organized the last book, turned to a harder question. Delay, it turns out, eventually resolves itself, given the right conditions. Misattribution mostly doesn't. A wrong name gets taught, cited, and printed, and every year that passes makes it a little more expensive to fix. That's a less hopeful argument than the one I made last time, and I've tried not to dress it up as more optimistic than it is. A few of these cases did get corrected — one of them, remarkably, through a formal vote by the very scientists whose field it belonged to. Most didn't, and probably never will. I think it's worth knowing which is which before you go looking for a fix.

CHAPTER 1
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The Law Named After the Wrong Man
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In 1980, a statistics professor at the University of Chicago named Stephen Stigler sat down to write a contribution to a festschrift — an academic tribute volume — honoring the sociologist Robert K. Merton. Stigler had a specific idea he wanted to explore: a pattern he'd noticed across the history of science, in which the name eventually attached to a discovery almost never belonged to the person who'd actually made it first. The Pythagorean theorem was known to Babylonian mathematicians a thousand years before Pythagoras. Halley's Comet had been observed and recorded by astronomers for over two thousand years before Edmond Halley did the one thing no one else had: correctly predict its return. Gresham's Law, Venn diagrams, Avogadro's number — Stigler could have kept the list going for pages.

He gave the pattern a name: Stigler's Law of Eponymy. In its simplest form: no scientific discovery is named after its original discoverer.

And then, in the same short paper, he did something that turned a decent piece of academic trivia into one of the great self-referential jokes in the history of science writing. He pointed out that he hadn't discovered this law either. Robert Merton — the very sociologist the festschrift existed to honor — had already described exactly this pattern in a 1957 paper on how scientific credit actually gets distributed.2 Stigler was, by his own admission, naming a law after himself for an idea that belonged to someone else, as a tribute to the man who'd actually had the idea, published in a book honoring that man.

"I have chosen as a title for this paper, and for the thesis I wish to present and discuss, 'Stigler's Law of Eponymy,'" Stigler wrote, before immediately confessing the whole thing was, in his phrase, an attempt to "frame the self-proving theorem."1 The joke landed. More than forty years later, "Stigler's Law" is still the name everyone uses — cited in more than a hundred academic papers since, taught in classrooms, referenced in casual conversation among people who have never read Merton at all. Stigler has spent decades cheerfully pointing out, whenever asked, that the law bearing his name is itself the law's own best example. It has never once helped. The name stuck to him anyway.

—
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A Different Kind of Wrong Answer

This book is a sequel, in spirit, to an earlier one — The Second Read — which was about a specific and, I'd argue, underexamined phenomenon: evidence that sits around, fully intact and available, for years or decades or centuries, before something other than the evidence itself changes enough to let it finally be read correctly. A fossil misfiled under the wrong name for a century. A bacterium visible under any working microscope, dismissed as contamination because the reigning theory of stomach chemistry had no room for it. A geological theory correct in its central claim, unprovable for forty years because the instrument needed to confirm it hadn't been invented yet.

That book was fundamentally about delay — about correct answers waiting, sometimes for a very long time, to become usable. This book is about something related but distinct, and Stigler's own joke is the cleanest possible illustration of the difference. Nobody disputes that Stigler's Law is a real, observable pattern. Nobody is waiting for a new instrument, a new category, or a better argument to recognize that eponyms frequently misattribute credit. The pattern was correctly identified, by Merton, in 1957, and again, semi-accidentally, by Stigler in 1980. The problem isn't that the truth is hard to see. The problem is that the name attached to the truth belongs to the wrong person — and unlike a delayed correction, that kind of error doesn't get fixed just because more time goes by. If anything, it gets more permanent. Every year "Stigler's Law" appears in one more paper, one more syllabus, one more casual reference, is a year in which reversing it becomes a slightly larger undertaking than it was the year before.

That's the subject of this book: not evidence waiting to be believed, but credit that has already been assigned, confidently and permanently, to the wrong person — and the specific, recurring reasons why.
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Four Ways to Get the Wrong Name

Just as The Second Read organized its cases around four mechanisms of delay, this book is organized around four mechanisms of misattribution. They overlap in places, and several of the cases ahead involve more than one operating at once, but each names a genuinely distinct reason a discovery's name can end up on the wrong door.

The Second Arrival. Sometimes two people genuinely, independently arrive at the same idea at close to





[image: ]


What This Book Will Not Do
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The Shape of the Rest of the Book
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