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...there is no subject in which we must proceed 
with more caution than in tracing the history of 
the arts and sciences, lest we assign causes which 
never existed, and reduce what is merely contin
gent to stable and universal principles. 

David Hume, 'Of tile Rise and Progres.s of tfie Arts and 
Sciences' [1742) 

Brill Publishers, increasingly infamous for produc
ing overly expensive books, advertises the book 
under review here as 'the standard English-lan
guage reference work' for the history of science in 
the Netherlands. Divided into four sections, it 
begins with a translated revision of Klaas van 
Berkel's classic study In het voetspoor van Stevin. 
Geschiedenis van de natuurwetenschap in Neder
land 1580-1940 (Meppel 1985). There follows, in 
part two, six thematic essays that cover 'topics 
which in a chronological survey cannot be easily 
accommodated,' Part three offers short biogra
phies (a la the Dictionary of Scientific Biography) 
of 'the most important Dutch scientists.' And in 
part four one finds an extended, 'somewhat anno
tated' bibliography.(p. xxvi) For the purposes of 
this review, I have decided not to question things 
such as the adequacy of the book's bibhography or 
whether its set of biographies includes everyone 
who ought to be included. In the context of this 
Journal, it seems more germane to treat the book 
as a whole and examine the image(s) it presents 
its readers of the history of science in the Nether
lands, both in terms of content and method. My 
goal is simuhaneously to reflect on the construc
tion and content of the image(s) that this book 
conveys to its international audience and to fur
ther our community's ongoing discussion of what 
kinds of questions - both general and specific -
can help us deepen our understanding of the field 
in which we work. 

1 Denis Diderot, Pensees sur l'interpretation de la na, 
Mv translation. 

There are many ways to survey a field, as the cover 
illustration of A history of science in the Nether
lands attests, none of which can pretend to be 
exhaustive. The picture, originally the frontispiece 
of ].F. Martinet's Katechismus der natuur (1777), 
contrasts the telescopic gaze of a woman who 
looks out from the balcony of an observatory with 
the more immediate - if short-range - eye-witness 
account being formed by a tutor (Martinet) and 
his charge, both of whom have their feet firmly 
planted on the ground. Aided by her instrument, 
the woman can see farther and higher, enhancing 
her ability to measure the reach of her extended 
grasp and increasing her potential to discover new-
frontiers. The tutor and his student are bound to 
miss the high points taken in by her gaze, but must 
feel compensated by their direct, experiential 
contact with the surrounding landscape. It is they 
who stand to appreciate and exploit its wealth and 
challenges. 

Some twenty odd years before this picture first 
appeared, Denis Diderot commented on the va
rieties of scientific inquiry then being surveyed by 
him and the mathematician lean Le Rond d' 
Alembert in their Encyclopédie, by invoking a simi
lar contrast. As this small excerpt demonstrates, 
there is no question as to which of the two he pre
ferred. He wrote that the mathematical philos
opher 'resembles one who looks down from those 
mountains whose summits are lost in the clouds: 
the objects of the plain are lost to him; he is left 
only with the spectacle of his own thought and 
the knowledge of the height of his vantage point, 
to which few can ascend and breathe.'' Of interest 
to us here is that this contrast between grand 
heights and local landscapes (not to mention the 
value judgements that often accompany such a 
contrast) has continued to serve as a trope for 
evaluating how people have chosen to investigate 
nature, particularly in the case of the Netherlands. 

One of the most frequently cited examples 
comes from the historian Reyer Hooykaas, who 
described the work of Christiaan Huygens and, by 
implication, the history of Dutch science in the 
following terms, 'It is as though in him [Huy
gens], as in the land that gave him birth, a dimen
sion is missing: open and wide, yet without 

<re (1754) in: Oeuvres completes (Paris 1981) vol. IX, 69. 
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cally changing borders. The plausibility of these 
portrayals is strengthened by the fact that they are 
strikingly similar to each other. The following 
description from the late nineteenth-century chem
ist Jan Willem Gunning, mentioned but not 
quoted by Van Berkel, offers a pithy example. For 
him, the Dutch 'national intellect' 

was reflected in their [Dutch chemists at the end 
of the eighteenth century] aversion to abstractions 
and seemingly profound theories which extended 
too far from observation, in their painstaking 
examination of everything that other chemists had 
a,ssumed, in their clarity of expre.ssion, their objec
tivity and non-partisanship, in their far greater 
ob.servational opcn-mindedness, in their precision.^ 

What marks the Dutchness of Dutch science for 
Gunning and so many others, is its clarity, objec
tivity and applicability.'' 

While, in passing, I want to note my disappoint
ment that the editors' introductory comments on 
the Dutch language, with which the book begins, 
are directed more toward its general linguistic 
character and history than to a sustained analysis 
of its historical relation to the development of 
scientific research and articulation (what can we 
make, for example, of the Dutch claim that their 
scientific language leant 'clarity of expression' to 
their work?), it is more pertinent to turn here to 
"Van Berkel's response to the mutually supportive 
descriptions of Dutch science's national character 
with which he prefaces his historical essay. In an 
historiographically profitable move, he argues for 
the benefit of replacing the discourse of 'national 
character' with a focus on the nationally unique, 
institutional setting(s) in which the history of 
Dutch science took place. 'It is therefore not a 
typical Dutch approach to science that makes it 

2 R. Hooykaas, Experientia ac ratione: Huygens tussen Descartes en Newton (Leiden 1979) 35-36. Quoted in the 
book under review on p. 7. 

3 H.F. Cohen, 'Open and wide, yet without height or depth', Tractrix 2 (1990) 159-165. 
4 My primary interest here is to discuss the way in which this theme is developed in the book under review 

and not to critique Van Berkel's views for their own sake. For an interesting discussion of his development 
of this theme in the context of his book Citaten uit het boek der natuur (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker 1998), see 
Geert Somsen, Geert Vanpaemel, Bas Willink, K. van Berkel, 'Boekdiscussie,' Gewina 22 (1999) 161-172. 

5 Translated and cited in Lissa Roberts, 'Science dynamics: The Dutch meet the 'New' Chemistry' in: Berna-
dette Bensaude-Vincent and Ferdinando Abbri, ed., Lavoisier in European context: negotiating a new lan
guage for chemistry (Science History Publications: Canton, MA 1995) 87 -112, esp. 87. 

6 As an aside, it is interesting to note that foreigners have offered alternative visions. Consider the image im
plicit in the reminiscences of the novelist .Ann Radcliffe, who visited Holland in the summer of 1794. WTiat 
she noted most about Dutch intellectual institutions was the way they were determined by pecuniary con
cerns. She found that Leiden University's library, for example, was only open once a week for two hours. 'It 
is the constant policy of the Dutch government to make strangers leave as much money as possible behind 
them; and Leiden was once so greatly the resort of foreigners, that it was thought important not to let them 
read for nothing what they must otherwise be obliged to buy.' Ann Radcliffe, A journey through Holland 
made in the summer of 1/94 (Academic Press; Leiden 1998) 64. 

heights or depths.'' H. Floris Cohen found this 
characterization so striking that he used it as the 
title and touchstone for his review of Klaas van 
Berkel's in het voetspoor van Stevin.' The central 
question I want to pose and use to gauge the suc
cess of A history of science in the Netherlands is 
whether this handbook, considered as a whole, 
offers a coherent picture of the historical land
scape it seeks to survey. Does the reader come 
away with an overall vision, be it of a pastoral 
field that invites peaceful grazing or an arduously 
crossed terrain? 

Another way to pose this question is to ask what 
the book's authors mean by 'a history of science in 
the Netherlands'. I found it unfortunate that the 
editors chose not to broach this question in an 
introductory overview. Instead, it is left up to the 
reader to fill in the contours of such a complicated 
landscape, a difficult task for three reasons. Firstly 
because, as the book's title - 'a history' rather than 
'the history' - implies, history writing reflects 
scientific practice in the sense that it too can be 
done in a number of distinctly fruitful ways. This 
point is underscored by the book's structure. 
What holds these parts together? It isn't enough to 
answer that they are held together by their histor
ical subject - science in the Netherlands - because, 
secondly, the word science has no single, straight
forward definition and, thirdly, the Netherlands is 
not an historically stable entity. 

It is Van Berkel who first raises the issue of 
what it means to talk about 'Dutch science' (he 
moves unproblematically from noun to adjective; 
so shall this review) in the introduction to his 
meaty contribution, here entitled 'The Legacy of 
Stevin: A chronological narrative.'-* He begins with 
reference to a number of previous observers who 
claimed to detect a distinct national character in 
the science done within the Netherlands' histori-
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'possible to treat Dutch science as a distinct entity, 
but the fact that the Netherlands have had their 
own system of scientific institutions which have 
guaranteed the continuity of the practice of science 
ever since the first days of the Republic' (p. lo). 

This is a rich approach to take, one that gives 
analytical coherence to Van Berkel's chronological 
narrative and offers us a road map for examining 
the development of his historical thinking. His 
thesis has not changed since the publication of In 
het voetspoor some fifteen years ago, but he now 
offers a different - if complementary - conclusion. 
Just as he wrote in 1985, Van Berkel continues to 
maintain that in 'the Netherlands, no institution 
has been as important for the development of the 
sciences as the university' (p. 10). The character
ization with which he now concludes his narrative, 
however, differs from that he offered in his original 
version. 

In 1985 he ended his saga by referring to the 
Nobel Prize winners S. van der Meer and F. Zernike 
in the following words: 

Dat het juist twee 'apparatenbouwers' waren die de 
prijs kregen, vormt namelijk een waardig saluut 
aan al die Nederlandse onderzoekers die in het 
voetspoor van Stevin het ontbreken van een filoso
fische dimensie in hun werk ruimschoots gecom
penseerd hebben door een grote dosis technisch en 
mathematisch vernuft (p. 223). 

The revised and expanded version found in the 
handbook also concludes with reference to Van der 
Meer, who is now taken to represent the stimulating 
consequences of practicing science in a university 
setting (as opposed to a separate research institute). 

Is it the constant confrontation with ambitious 
younger scientists who ask all manner of imper
tinent questions that accounts for the difference 
between universities and separate research institu
tes, or is it connected more with the general cli
mate of renewal and rejuvenation which marks a 
university? Whatever the reason, the close ties 
between university and scientific research which 
have marked Dutch science since the end of the 

sixteenth century appears to be beneficial at the 
end of the twentieth century as well (p. 235)." 

While perhaps largely a question of emphasis on 
his part. Van Berkel has moved from qualitatively 
characterizing Dutch science in terms of the 
technical and mathematical ingenuity he sees 
manifested in its individual practitioners and the 
products of their efforts, to directing our attention 
toward Dutch scientific practice as a generalized 
process that draws its (more or less) dynamic 
nature from the context in which it develops." 

Van Berkel's approach provides a coherently 
fruitful structure in which to place both his chrono
logical survey and the thematic essays that follow 
his overview. At the same time, it exposes the ana
lytical limits inherent in the fact that he locates 
Dutch science's institutional context primarily in 
the Netherlands' universities. The more successful 
of the thematic essays that follow his contribution 
broaden our historical vision by extending the 
interpretive reach of his institutional approach. 
Others, it must be said, open themselves to criti
cism for writing essays whose portrayal of a co
herent landscape is muddied either by the lack of 
a clear analytical framework or by the descriptive 
presentation of so many individual facts that (par
don the cliché) we can't see the forest for the trees. 
Finally, Van Berkel's approach, augmented though 
it is by the book's other contributors, highlights 
the topical absences that could so fruitfully add to 
our understanding of the history of'Dutch science.' 
We are left on our own to consider the institu
tions, individuals and activities that the book's 
authors and editors chose to leave out, with no 
clear editorial justification of why they were not 
examined. 

Part two of A History of Science in the Netherlands 
offers an interesting mix of thematic essays whose 
range of topics map out an oddly shaped territory. 
A number of obviously important topics, such as 
the history of the life sciences (and their prede
cessors) and cheinistry, to name only two, are not 
given their own essays, which leaves curious gaps. 
Of the six essays that are included, each offers its 

7 Interestingly, a recent interview with the University of Amsterdam physicist Daan Frenkel is resonant of this 
characterization. To explain why he gave up a lucrative position with Shell after only one year, he says, 
'...bovenal miste ik de studenten. Ik vind de aanwezigheid van studenten buitengewoon verfrissend. Dat er 
mensen zijn die je tegenspreken: Ik geloof niet dat dit zo werkt, je moet het anders doen. Die samenspraak met 
jonge mensen, daaruit put ik nog steeds veel inspiratie.' Interview in Folia 54 (8 September 2000) 15. 

8 This thesis would account, then, for the apparent decline of Dutch .science during the eighteenth century. 
But, as I have attempted to show elsewhere, focusing on activities in settings other than universities allows 
us to paint a rather different picture, both of Dutch science and its place in the broader culture. See, for 
example, Lissa Roberts, 'Science becomes electric: Dutch interaction with the electrical machine during the 
eighteenth century', /s/'s90 (1999) 680-714. 
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own unique perspectives and strengths, but it 
must be said that only three of them are successful 
in responding to Van Berkel's historiographical call. 

In his historical analysis of medicine and health 
care 1500-1800, Frank Huisman picks up both Van 
Berkel's portrayal of science as practice and the 
thread that he weaves through the university setting 
of science. But Huisman goes on to show that defi
ning aspects of medicine and health care (and 
science, more generally) developed in a much bro
ader social context. Further, he offers a dynami
cally interactive scheme in which the development 
of medicine and heakh care, on one hand, and of 
social institutions on the other, were mutually 
constitutive. Research interests and theoretical as 
well as methodological claims made by health 
practitioners were informed by the institutions -
ranging from universities and guilds to municipal 
regulators and more informally structured social 
groups in villages - that either nurtured, policed or 
discouraged these actors. Simultaneously, health 
practitioners had a (re)formative impact on their 
social and institutional environments, the changing 
structures of which responded not only to their 
'professional' activities, but to their assertions, 
maintenance and discouragement of social status 
as well. 

Huisman describes his field of inquiry as the 
'medical marketplace,' a phrase that reminds us of 
the Netherlands' strongly commercial heritage. 
Peter de Clercq's typically fine essay moves in a 
similar direction as it treats the history of scientific 
instruments in terms of its markets and makers. 
He thus also directs our attention beyond the walls 
of academia to examine the evolving (non-)tradi-
tions of Dutch instrument makers, the more 
important of whom enjoyed mutually rew-arding 
relationships with university professors, scientific 
societies and noble or even princely collectors. 
These instrument makers garnered a patina of 
intellectual and social respectability for them
selves, which reflects the relatively open nature of 
Dutch society and reminds us that its universities 
could also be relatively open institutions, at least 
in terms of the relations between 'pure' and 'ap
plied' scientific topics.'* But, like the rest of their 
artisanal fellows, these instrument makers oper
ated in the context of the market, where the insti
tutional imperatives of supply and demand (and 
their individual abilities to manipulate that curve) 
determined much of this subject's history. 

Rienk Vermij is so successful at extending the 
historiographical mandate to discuss his topic in 
relation to institutions, that his essay 'Science and 
Belief in Dutch History' would be more appro
priately entitled 'Science, Religion and Politics in 
Dutch History.' This lovely essay makes abundant
ly clear the historical inappropriateness of speak
ing about science as an entity apart from the 
institutional settings that inform both its practice 
and justification - themselves two elements that 
cannot be easily separated. From the seventeenth 
through the nineteenth century (like Huisman 
and De Clercq, Vermij has little to say about the 
twentieth century), the interactions between relig
ious and political institutions did much both to 
stimulate particular brands of natural inquiry and 
to shape both the character of its presentation and 
its public reception. So, for example, the impact 
of verzuiling was that, through the pillarization of 
individual religious communities, no single com
munity or group of pillars came to the fore with 
sufficient strength to launch a large-scale public 
debate about the relations between science and 
religion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century. The debates that did take place remained 
largely within the individual pillars. 

Pieter Boekholdt contributes an interesting 
essay on the history of university-preparatory 
education in the Netherlands. While I enjoyed 
reading it and recommend it as an informative 
overview of an important topic, its relation to this 
book seems peripheral, not least because the au
thor does not focus explicitly and analytically on 
the development of scientific education and its 
impact on the history of scientific practice more 
generally in the Netherlands. More fruitful, 1 
believe, would have been an essay that historically 
analyzed the whole range of Dutch scientific edu
cation, related to the variety of institutional set
tings in which it took place and which it affected. 

Michiel Vv'ielema begins his presentation of the 
historical relations between science and philoso
phy with the important reminder that scientific 
practice and the claims to which it gives rise al
ways imply a particular philosophical orientation, 
even if that orientation is one that rejects meta
physical speculation; this in response to the too 
frequently drawn assumption that if Dutch scien
tific achievements have tended to be practical, the 
intellectual milieu that has fostered them must be 
bereft of philosophical interest. LInfortunately, 

9 On the relation between Dutch universities and technology, see C.A. Davids, 'Universiteiten, iliustre scholen 
en de verspreiding van technische kennis in Nederland, eind 16e - begin 19e eeuw', Batavia .Acadeniia 8 
(1990) 1-34. Strangely, I could not find this important article listed in any of the bibliographies of the book 
here under review. 
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this important point does not provide sufficient 
analytical specificity to explain what is Dutch 
about the historical relation between science and 
philosophy in the Netherlands. Consequently, too 
much of Wielema's essay reads like a descriptive 
list of individuals whose work somehow related 
science and philosophy. While this empirical 
wealth of information certainly belongs to the his
torical landscape which this book is intended to 
portray, 1 would have liked an analytical structure 
that told me how the data is meant to be situated 
in the landscape, particularly one that would allow 
for comparison with the findings of the book's 
other essays.'" 

Finally, Gerard Alberts, Eisso Atzema and Jan 
van Maanen survey the history of mathematics in 
the Netherlands 1560-1960, with special attention 
to its relation to physics. While this essay contains 
fascinating information (as someone who does 
not specialize in the history of mathematics, I was 
especially intrigued by the authors' discussion of 
intuitionism), the reader is frustrated by its lack of 
exphcit direction. Only in the final section are we 
told why the authors chose to focus on the rela
tion of mathematics to physics: it allows for an 
interesting periodization of mathematical theory 
and practice, all of which have largely taken place 
within the university. It would have been immense
ly helpful if the authors had put these explanatory 
paragraphs at the beginning rather than the end 
of their essay and then made the analytical thread 
of their argument more clear throughout their 
presentation. I would also have liked to read more 
about the kinds of mathematical practice that 
took place outside Dutch academia. 

Ultimately, the strengths and weaknesses of these 
six essays have to be brought together with that of 
Van Berkel's extended narrative so that we can 
assess what they cumulatively tell us about the 

history of science in the Netherlands. Most of all, 
they simultaneously underscore the value of exa
mining that history in terms of the institutions in 
which it developed, and demonstrate the limiting 
effect of focusing on universities as the most im
portant institutional site for the development of 
science. By expanding their analytical purview to 
include institutional settings such as the market
place, social, religious and political institutions, 
these essays remind us that much important his
torical work still has to be done before we can dis
cern the true richness and complexities of Dutch 
science's historical landscape. 

Along similar lines, one cannot help but be 
struck by the absence of other institutionally placed 
topics - especially ranging from those relating to 
gender and popular culture to those relating to 
what we might refer to as 'applied science' or tech
nology - from historical scrutiny. In this context, it 
is particularly ironic that the cover illustration of 
this book appeared three years ago on the cover of 
Gewina to announce a special issue on Dutch 
women in the natural sciences." What are we to 
make of the fact that this pictorial artefact, which 
originally graced the cover of one of the most 
popular and influential natural philosophical/ 
theological works ever written in the Netherlands, 
places an historically powerful (phallic shaped) 
scientific instrument in the active possession of a 
woman rather than a man? Most current studies 
on the history of gender and science argue that 
feeling - be it tactile or emotional - was being 
gendered as feminine and opposed to instrumen-
tally aided precision and analysis as masculine 
throughout Europe at the very time that Martinet's 
book was first reaching its peak of popularity in the 
Netherlands.'- If this process of gendering human 
activhies was an important vehicle for structuring 
and institutionalizing scientific authority, as some 
historians argue, what can we say about the case of 

10 The problem is exacerbated in the section that covers what Wielema labels the 'Renaissance', but which 
stretches from the sixteenth to the seventeenth century. Extracting Copernicus and Galileo from their insti
tutional settings and putting them together within a single historical moment leads the author to ignore the 
historically changing nature of mathematical astronomy. It was not simply the case that 'since the publica
tion of Copernicus' grand treatise, it had become increasingly apparent that the application of mathematics 
to nature provided the highway to reliable natural knowledge' (p. 353). This historical process involved a 
complex set of changes that included the rise of extra-university centers of science throughout Europe 
(courts and societies), changes in the relation between science and theology (understood not only as intel
lectual domains, but also in relation to the institutions inside and outside the university that housed them), 
and changes in the relations between pedagogical claims and practices, on one hand, and natural philo
sophical education and practices on the other. I would have been happy to see Wielema develop such an 
analytical argument as a way of portraying the historical relation between science and philosophy. 

11 Gewina 20 (1997) 4. See especially p. 32-33. I thank Fokko Jan Dijksterhuis for bringing this to my attention. 
12 See, for example, Mary Terrall, '.Vletaphysics, mathematics, and the gendering of .science in eighteenth-century 

France' in: William Clark, Jan Golinski, and Simon Schaffer, The Sciences in Enlightened Europe (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press 1999) 246 - 271. 
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the Netherlands? Did it follow the same historical 
path? If not, what does that imply for the broader 
questions of scientific development in the context 
of Dutch society and culture? 

Up until now, I have focused my analysis on the 
words 'history' and 'the Netherlands'. Let us not 
forget the third and central term of the book 
under review's title: 'science.' It is certainly worthy 
of notice that the book's authors and editors offer 
no sustained discussion of what they mean by the 
word. Yet, such a conversation needs to take place 
if we want to understand both the changing nature 
of what has been historically done and claimed in 
the name of science and the choices that (especial
ly Dutch) historians of Dutch science make when 
they talk about the history of science. A wealth of 
provocative questions are bound to be raised by 

such a discussion. Why, for example, are certain 
scientific disciplines privileged while others -
such as the life sciences and chemistry - are virtu
ally excluded from this compendium and under-
represented in our research? How and why should 
we examine and explain the history of science 
relative to its simultaneous existence as a body of 
knowledge and a set of practices? Where are the 
boundaries between science and technology, be
tween scientific and craft practices? How do scien
tific ideas and practices take shape and circulate 
between 'official' institutions and more popular 
ones? I certainly do not mean to suggest that such 
questions can be answered in a single, objectively 
true way. Quite the contrary. My point is that their 
discussion can only help stimulate and sharpen our 
appreciation of this historical landscape, no matter 
how we choose to portray it. 
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