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BERNARD NIEUWENTIJT
1654-1718

Bernard Nieuwentijt was born on 10 August 1654, the son of a
reformed minister in the small town of Westgraftdijk (province of
Holland). In early 1675 he went to Leiden to study medicine, but
later that year he moved to Utrecht, where he studied both medicine
and law. Both at Leiden and Utrecht Nieuwentijt favored the new
Cartesian philosophy. In February 1676 he defended his medical
thesis De obstructionibus, which was clearly inspired by the Cartesian
theory of matter. After obtaining his degree, Nieuwentijt settled as a
medical practitioner in Westgraftdijk. He acquired a great reputation
in his profession and as a result was appointed town physician of
nearby Purmerend in 1682. There, he married Eva Moens, the
(probably) well-to-do widow of a naval captain, in 1684 and was
elected to the city council that same year. Nieuwentijt was elected
burgomaster of this town nine times, beginning in 1702. He married
for the second time in March 1699, to Elisabeth Lams, the daughter
of a burgomaster of nearby Wormer (she died three months later).
By that time Nieuwentijt had acquired a reputation as a critic of
the new calculus as put forward by Leibniz. In 1694 he had pub-
lished his Considerationes on Leibniz’s interpretation of the new math-
ematical methods, which in 1696 was followed by his Considerationes
secundae. But long before Nieuwentijt had come across some of the
publications of Leibniz, he had developed his own approach to
infinitesimals. He published the lessons in infinitesimal calculus he
had given to his stepson in 1695 as Analysis infinitorum, the first com-
prehensive textbook in this field. Although by the time of its publica-
tion the work had already been overtaken by further developments in
mathematics, in its attention to the foundations of the new math-
ematical methods it clearly distinguished itself from other textbooks.
After an interval of some years, Nieuwentijt, who had by now
abandoned the Cartesian philosophy, again entered the field of sci-
ence. In 1715 he published a voluminous handbook on physico-
theology, Het regt gebrutk der wereltbeschouwingen (The Right Use of the
Contemplation of the World), which was the first substantial Dutch
contribution to this new genre. In this book, explicitly intended as a
rebuttal of atheism, that is Spinozism, Nieuwentijt demonstrated the
order, harmony and providence in nature, and these, according to
him, proved the existence of an omnipotent and benevolent God. In
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Nieuwentijt’s view, modern science was totally in accordance with
biblical revelation and by proving this he hoped to steer a middle
course between anti-scientific orthodox Protestantism and radical,
and potentially politically subversive, atheism. In his argumentation,
Nieuwentijt did not use rationalistic arguments but drew heavily on
the experimental evidence of modern science. In part he leaned on
the work of others, but he also cited evidence acquired in a small
‘college’ for experimental natural philosophy set up by himself and
some other prosperous burgers of Purmerend in the 1690s. Het regt
gebrwk became extremely popular. The book was reprinted several
times and translated into French, English and German. In Holland,
the book contributed considerably to the popularity of experimental
natural philosophy.

Nieuwentijt died on 30 May 1718, but two years after his death
another refutation of atheism, specifically Spinozism, was published:
his Gronden van zekerheid. In this more methodical book, Nieuwentijt
distinguished between the certainty provided by the senses (in natural
science) and by purely deductive reasoning. He argued that so-called
mathematical reasoning as practised by Spinoza was mere specula-
tion and did not lead to certain knowledge, whereas his own empiri-
cal approach did lead to certain and (in the contempory sense) math-
ematical knowledge.
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trans. J.A. von Segner (Jena, 1747); Een zekere, zakeliyjke wijsbegeerte.
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Vermij (Amsterdam, 1988).
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