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Abstract

This is part one of a three-part series of articles on the life and work of ]. ]. Duyvene De Wit, a Dutch
biologist, who ascribed to the Creation viewpoint and actively worked against the falsity of evolutionary concepts.

A Man to Remember

Dr. J. J. Duyvene De Wit, professor of biology at
the University of Orange Free State in South Africa,
was an untiring creationist whose major ambition in
life was to rally the forces of Christianity to do battle
against evolutionism on all fronts.

In his inaugural address when a professor of physi-
ology in Amsterdam he emphasized that if a scientist
who is a Christian will avoid unscientific speculations
derived from non-Christian philosophies, he can avoid
many of the conflicts that are said to exist between
science and faith. In contrast, the humanist forever
gets embarrassing controversies, because he must and
does indulge in such speculations. As a biologist he
came to this conclusion after an intensive study of
the philosophy of nature, developed by Dr. Herman
Dooyeweerd.

During the last two years of his life De Wit struck
up an intensive correspondence with Dr. George
Howe. His purpose was to bring together representa-
tives of the Creation Research Society and those mem-
bers of the new Christian philosophy of Herman
Dooyeweerd who had not embraced evolutionism.
Alas, his sudden death in 1965 put an end to this
project. His article “The Impact of Herman Dooye-
weerd’s Christian Philosophy upon Present Day Bio-
logical Thought” was published posthumously in 1965
as one chapter in the book Philosophy and Christianity.
This book contained 29 essays dedicated to Dooye-
weerd, upon his retirement from teaching philosophy
of law and other courses at the Free University of
Amsterdam.

Today evolutionists are still winning major propa-
ganda victories in the battle between creationists and
transformists. We sometimes tend to despair and won-
der whether we are fighting the good fight in a way
worthy of God’s blessing. For that reason it may be
an inspiration for us to have a closer look at the work
of this courageous fighter for creationism and to try
and find answers to questions such as these: What
motivated him? How successful were his methods?
Can his example inspire us to adopt his aim and meth-
ods? Where do we go from here? And what is his
legacy? Who was this man De Wit?

Dr. Howe sent me his correspondence with these
questions in mind. In what follows I will try to find
some of the answers, since they could prove to be in-
structive to us today.

Professional Career

J. J. Duyvene De Wit was born in Holland on March
5, 1909. He studied biology in Utrecht and received
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his M.Sc. in 1933. From 1933 to 1946 De Wit was
head of the scientific department of a pharmaceutical
company. In his spare time he continued his research
with the species of Bitterling, a small fresh water fish.

In 1939 he earned his Ph.D. “cum laude” with as
topic for his thesis: The Sexual-endocrine Organiza-
tion of Rhodeus Amarus Bloch and the Significance of
the Ovipositor Test for Endrocrinology in General.

From 1946 to 1950 he served as head of the Institute
for Animal Production under the auspices of the Cen-
tral Organization for Applied Scientific Research of
The Netherlands. He continued his research on the
Bitterling at the University of Utrecht.

In 1950 and 1951 De Wit served as Professor of
Physiology at the Free University in Amsterdam and
remained scientific advisor to the Institute for Animal
Production. From 1951 to 1964 he was Professor of
Zoology, University of the Orange Free State, South
Africa.

During these years he devoted himself not only to
scientific work but also to the battle against evolution-
ism. This latter activity eventually cost him his stand-
ing within his profession. He had begun a research
project pertaining to various representatives of the
fish of the Acheilognathinae group, commonly called
Bitterlings, but funding for this effort was suspended.
Next he was put on half pay, his teaching activities
were curtailed and he was offered a small position as
researcher.

When he first contacted Dr. Howe in 1963, he had
heard of the latter’s interest in the battle against trans-
formism and inquired about a possible teaching posi-
tion in the United States. He badly wanted a more
congenial environment in which to labor.

On July 25, 1965, just a few months after the un-
timely passing of his 19 year old son, Dr. De Wit died
while on vacation in Italy.

Professional Correspondence

In a letter of October 24, 1963! De Wit referred to
Howe’s paper: “Miracles and the Study of Creation,”
by stating that he had requested that “lines of descent
between primates and man” be removed from displays
at the Transvaal Museum.

He complained that the overwhelming majority of
Christian biologists are transformists who see evolu-
tion as the way God created man. As a consequence
they hold that “an animal heritage in man is present,
accounting for his moral deficiency, and replacing sin
in its true Scriptural meaning.” “The fight against this
is a heavy one.”

In December 19632 De Wit announced the publica-
tion of an article on Teilhard de Chardin® in Creative
Minds in Modern Theology and also in Philosophia
Reformata,* a journal of Christian philosophy, of
which Dr. Herman Dooyeweerd was editor.
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In a letter of February 1964° he mentioned that he
had sent two treatises telling how difficult it is to find
scientific substantiation for evolutionism to some 25
“top biologists,” including Dobzhansky, Grobstein, Ju-
lian Huxley, E. Mayr, H. J. Muller, B. Rensch, Over-
hage, Portman, A. Remane, Stich, Stebbings, G. G.
Simpson, Waddington, and others for comments.

In March 19646 he discussed some of the replies
from the biologists to whom he had sent his treatises.

H. J. Muller of Indiana University refused to go over
his objections to transformation point by point. The
reason: he thoroughly disagreed with them!

Sir Julian Huxley was astonished that De Wit’s bias
could bring him to ignore the evidence for evolution
as presented by man’s embryonic gills and tail. And
how could he question the validity of the general the-
ory of gradual evolution by natural selection after he,
Huxley, as well as Dobzhansky, Rensch and Mayr had
written whole books showing its validity!

Dobzhansky wrote that he was a Christian and was
sorrowful and ashamed by De Wit’s attitude. He felt
that such writings would be welcomed by all militant
atheists because they displayed obscurantism, blind-
ness and were reactionary in character.

G. G. Simpson expressed his shock that a professor
in the Department of Zoology in what is “supposed to
be a university” would write such a treatise. He had
even thought that this university was located in a
civilized country! He considered De Wit to do a great
disservice to Christianity and religion. He refused to
address himself to the arguments since he disagreed
with De Wit.

Rensch referred De Wit to his books for his opinion
on the questions raised. He objected to the “mixing
of science and religion.” Religion developed slowly
and not always in correspondence with the facts,
whose investigation is the task of science. But now
fortunately many Catholic and Protestant theologians
have begun to coordinate scientific facts and religious
interpretations. These men now believe that all or-
ganisms arose through a slow process of development
through natural forces, all the way to man. He hoped
that these theologians would convince all Christians
now of the scientific merits of evolution.

It is interesting for us to see how some famous
scientists descended to the level of the ancient soph-
ists by attacking their opponent “ad hominem” instead
of with rational arguments. These sophists pointed at
some regrettable feature in their opponents’ character,
be it a Jack of intelligence (he is a fool) or a lack of
morals (he is a crook).

~ On Christian Philosophy

In April 19647 De Wit agreed with Howe’s statement
that “as soon as the light of God’s Word penetrates
apostate deliberations (religious, philosophical and
scientific . . .) then, by inner necessity, it reveals itself
as prophetic.”

Concerning opposition that such activity might bring
from committed evolutionists, De Wit wrote: “If our
work does not evoke anti-Christian reactions of all
sorts, we may question ourselves whether we are mov-
ing on the right track!” He posed an open question
for evolutionists as follows:

What have you, so-called non-conservative and
scientifically ‘enlightened’ people contributed to
the spiritual unfolding and deployment of our
world during the last century? What securities,
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standards, norms, etc. have you developed which
transcend, or even equal those which developed
already in our Western culture as the result of
Christianity taken in its true sense? Nothing but
three wars, two of which were world wars.

In a June 16, 19648 letter De Wit spoke of Chris-
tians who refuse to take a stand. He expressed the
hope that some prominent biologists would soon come
to the fore who would join him in the task of attacking
{)arwinism on the scientific as well as the philosophical
evel.

My greatest concern at present is the increasing
sympathy of certain kinds of Christians with secu-
larized science and philosophies for ecumenical
reasons. As a result the true children of God be-
come more embarrassed by them than by their
non-Christian neighbors.

On July 24, 1964° De Wit mentioned the fact that
Christians live side by side but apart from each other
because of denominational barriers. And yet, so many
are agreed on this central issue: they believe God’s
record of creation and reject man’s transformist specu-
lations. He expressed his desire to work for bringing
all scientists who are creationists together in spite of
their different backgrounds.

In a letter of August 12, 19641° De Wit further elab-
orated on the means by which he felt that this ideal
could be realized. He recognized that the major ob-
stacle is the prevailing lack of insight into the philo-
sophical aspects of biology as a science. Because of
this lack, Christian biologists miss a great weapon in
their fight against the transformists. He argued as
follows:

The question at issue, which in my opinion is of
essential importance to the further policy of the
CRS, can only be treated from the standpoint of
Christian philosophy . .. This philosophy is how-
ever not known among creationists and [ think it
absolutely necessary that they become intrinsically
acquainted with it."!

He urged George Howe and John Moore to attend
a conference, to be held on the philosophy of science
at Unionville in Canada that summer.!? Dr. Moore
went and wrote a report on his experience, which was
reprinted in the October 27, 1964 issue of Calvinist
Contact, a Christian weekly in Canada.’® The reason
Moore went, he wrote, was his reading of some “tre-
mendously important” articles by Duyvene De Wit.
He found it to be “most fulfilling to my mind and
spirit.” Studying the Christian philosophy of Herman
Dooyeweerd through reading In the Twilight of West-
ern Thought'* and seeing it applied at the Unionville
conference was for him “a wonderful experience.” He
urged other Christian scholars to investigate this law-
philosophy of Dooyeweerd, because he saw the an-
swer there to the traditional theistic evolutionary
thoughts of so many Christian scholars. De Wit'?
asked that Dr. Howe have Dr. Moore write in the
Creation Research Society Quarterly about the con-
ference in these words: “Both circles of Christians (i.e.
scientists and philosophers M.V.) MUST come to in-
trinsic cooperation and understanding.”

He also mentioned that his articles on Teilhard de
Chardin and on transformism would be published in
Philosophia Reformata,'® edited by Dr. Herman Doo-
yeweerd, with a foreword by Dr. Mekkes, Professor
of philosophy in Holland. Thus De Wit’s anti-evolu-
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tionist ideas had found a good reception among re-
formed philosophers in the school of Dooyeweerd.

De Wit'" wrote that he had sent a request to the
U.S. National Science Foundation (NSF) for a grant
for research on the problem of how a species originates
and what it really is. For elucidation of these ques-
tions he proposed to do research on the commensalism
between his favorite fish, the Bitterling, and the Mus-
sel. He stated that a side issue to be investigated was
the problem of genetic pauperization. In the accom-
panying bibliography he listed 79 publications by him
on related subjects, some of them in co-authorship with
others. De Wit felt that his work would help to put
his anti-transformist position on a more scientific basis.

A request to withdraw this grant application was
mentioned in correspondence of December 14, 1964.*
De Wit received a letter from NSF asking him to with-
draw his application for a research grant. The reasons
were rather technical, but he was told that if he had
been an American, he would have stood a good
chance:

... likely you would have been on the other side
of the wire. Your credentials are excellent and the
work you are doing is important. It should be
quite a feather in the cap of the University of the
Orange Free State to have a scholar of your status
on campus.

On February 1, 1965'° he informed Dr. Howe of the
rejection of his application. He had also had further
grants for continuing his research in South Africa de-
nied. Indeed, his transformist colleagues were trying
to remove him because of his anti-evolutionary posi-
tion. De Wit also mentioned that Dr. Riemer of NSF
wrote that he would gladly support De Wit’s applica-
tion for a grant from the South African authorities
because of the scientific merits of the work as recog-
nized by the 13 American scientists who reviewed
his application.

On May 17, 1965%° De Wit reported that the booklet
on his critique of transformism had been favorably
received by several scholars in philosophy and theol-
ogy at the Universities of Potchefstroom, Stellenbosch
and Bloemfontein. He ended his letter with:

Although you will be extremely busy, of course,
during the period ahead, I hope that you will find
time to write me off and on about our common
work and task against evolutionism.
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Soon after this final letter, Dr. J. J. Duyvene De Wit,
dedicated fighter against evolutionism, suddenly died.
All we have today is the writings he left behind. In
the next paper we shall examine the fruits of his labor.
Readers who are interested to learn more about the
amazing Cosmonomic view that inspired Dr. De Wit
and others to abandon evolution as a “scientific” ap-
proach to the question of origins, may well wish to
investigate the following papers and books:

Howe, G. F. 1979. Book review of A Key to Dooye-
weerd by S. T. Wolfe. Creation Research Society
Quarterly, 16:78-79.

Wolfe, S. T. 1978. A Key to Dooyeweerd. Presby-
terian & Reformed Publishing Co., Nutley, N.J.

Kalsbeek, L. 1975. Contours of a Christian Philoso-
phy. Wedge Publications, Toronto. (Dooyeweerd
has always felt this to be the best available intro-
duction to his philosophy.)

Wolfe, S. T. 1971. Dooyeweerd and Creationism.
Creation Research Society Quarterly, 7:227-228.
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QUOTE

Charles Steinmetz, the visionary electrical engineer, said in 1930, of all things:
I think the greatest discovery will be made along spiritual lines. Here is a force which history clearly teaches
has been the greatest power in the development of men and history. Yet we have merely been playing with
it and have never seriously studied it as we have the physical forces. Some day people will learn that mate-
rial things do not bring happiness, and are of little use in making men and women creative and powerful.
Then the scientists of the world will turn their laboratories over to the study of God and prayer, and the

spiritual forces that have hardly been scratched.

Brookes, Warren T. 1984. High technology and Judeo-Christian values: mind, not money, drives the economy.
Imprimis 13(4):6. Reprinted by permission from Imprimis, the monthly journal of Hillsdale College, featuring
presentations at Hillsdale’s Center for Constructive Alternates and at its Shavano Institute for National

Leadership.






