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[Translator's note: The following article was written exactly half a century ago. We 
are proud to open our section 'Dutch Classics' with a piece that exemplifies the 
thought of one of the Grand Old Men of Dutch historiography of science. Reyer 
Hooykaas (born 1906) studied chemistry at the University of Utrecht. He taught 
himself the history of science through writing his doctoral dissertation on Het begrip 
element in zijn historisch-wijsgerige ontwikkeling (The concept of element in its 
historical and philosophical development', 1933). He has since published a great 
many articles and books on such remarkably varied topics in the history of science as: 
science and religion; iatrochemistry; atomic theory; crystallography; uniformitarianism 
in geology; science and letters in Portugal at the time of the Voyages of Discovery; 
goals and methods of the historiography of science, and many others. 

In 1945 Hooykaas was appointed to the first chair of the history of science to 
be created in the Netherlands, at the Free University of Amsterdam. In 1967 he 
became Professor in the History of Science at the University of Utrecht. He retired 
in 1976. 

On the occasion of his retirement a collection entitled Capita Selecta uit het 
werk van Prof. dr. R. Hooykaas (Utrecht, 1976) came out, which contains a bibliog
raphy of his work up to that date. In 1983 the University of Coimbra published a 
collection of articles by Hooykaas (in English, German, and French) under the title 
Selected Studies in History of Science (663 pages). 

The present article appeared in 1939 on pages 147-178 of the Orgaan van de 
Christelijke Vereeniging van Natuur- en Geneeskundigen in Nederland ('Journal of the 
Union of Protestant Physicists and Physicians in the Netherlands'; reproduced in the 
1976 Capita Selecta). An English translation came out in 1952, on pages 106-137 of 
the Free University Quarterly (vol. 2). Here I have retranslated the entire piece, with 
the quotations being translated directly from Pascal's original language. (For passages 
from the Pensees Krailsheimer's beautiful translation in the Penguin Classics has been 
an ongoing source of inspiration and, here and there, emulation. I also wish to thank 
Hilary Marland for a final check-up of the entire text.) 

This new version of the original 1939 article has been fully authorized by 
Professor Hooykaas, who also made a few alterations to his text first written fifty 
years ago. In due course this article will find a complement in the final chapter 'The 
Thinking Reed" of a book Professor Hooykaas is completing at present (a reworked 
edition of the Gifford Lectures he gave some time ago). In addition to a brief 
summary of points made in the present article, the reader will find in that chapter 
extended discussions of such topics as: the nature of the 'heart'; the historicity of the 
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gospel; dogmatism vs. scepticism; Pascal as an historian of science, and Pascal's 
character and literary style. 

We feel that the present article may convey a sense of the singular passion 
familiar to all those who have had the privilege to attend Professor Hooykaas' 
lectures, whether in public or in private. Few topics have evoked his passion as an 
historian of science so tangibly as Pascal - not his favorite character in the history 
of science, but surely the one to express what Hooykaas holds to be key insights into 
the nature of science. These we wish to enable our readers to share. We are naturally 
aware that the text is not as recent as it once was. Yet we believe that the present 
publication may serve a dual purpose. It provides one more illustration of what 
depths of insight were within reach of those men and women who in decades before 
the history of science became a profession taught themselves how to go about such 
research in a truly historical fashion. We also believe that the present study brings to 
light insights into Pascal's thought that are fully worth pondering today. 

H. Floris Cohen] 

II faut relever le courage de ces timides qui n'osent rien inventer en physique, et confondre 
I'insolence de ces t^meraires qui produisent des nouveautes en theologie. 
("We must lift up the courage of those timids who dare not invent anything new in physics, and 
confound the insolence of those who, in their rashness, produce novelties in theology." 
Pascal, Preface pour le Traite du Vide.) 

Introduction 

The aim of the present study is to demonstrate that Pascal's scientific and his 
religious thought form one unified whole. He himself (1623-1662) kept the two apart 
with deUberate rigor, and much more systematically so than was customary in his 
time. Yet Pascal's science more than that of any of his contemporaries may be called 
'Christian'. He is modest in what he wants his science to accomplish, and his 
awareness that mathematics and physics are just human activities stands in the way 
of any exaggerated expectations - these very traits of his are Christian. The same 
thing is revealed in a more positive sense too, when we juxtapose, in both his 
scientific and his religious thought, his realism; his submission to the factual; his 
qualified appreciation of Reason. It appears finally from his ability - unlike other 
great. Christian investigators of nature - to liberate himself from the pagan philoso
phers, Plato, Aristotle, Democritus. The greatest influence exerted upon him was 
Holy Scripture, together with those whom he regarded as its true interpreters 


