Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz

In our class on the history of computing machines we focussed on the person of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz as a mathematical, philosophical and researching figure. My following attribution is supposed to portray Leibniz and sketch his impact on the science and technology of the 17th and 18th century. 

Whenever I come across  biographies of Leibniz on the internet or in books I read his childhood praised most of all. He was born on Sunday, July 1, 1646, but he has not always been a Sunday’s child. His father died when Leibniz was 6 years of age and his mother followed him a couple of years later. So Leibniz was made to care for himself. Maybe his inclination towards self-education helped him with it. He taught himself Latin at the age of eight and left high school at the age of 14 as one of the best students. Then he attended the philosophical and juridical faculty of University. After six years of intense studying he graduated with a doctor title and a habilitation.

Although he was offered a place to work as professor at his graduating University he preferred to involve in political affairs. According to his philosophy it was everyones duty to turn the world to a better. He wanted to improve the life situation of mankind and to work for the perfection of mind and glory of God. He thought this most effectively reachable with the help of politically important people. So he worked for the chancellor John Phillip of Schönborn in Mainz, in the course of his employment he was told to go to Paris in 1698. There he met Christian Huygens who furthered his mathematical and physical insights. It was in Paris that Leibniz made most of the mathematical discoveries that were to earn him the leading place in the mathematical history. Some of those are the infitesimal calculus, the determinant calculus and the binary arithmetics. Many of these areas have been known to Asian thinkers long before Leibniz took them up again. Some of his 60 000 pieces of writings contained correspondences with Japan, China and Vietnam. So our class supposes that he was rather inspired by the calculi of Asian mathematics than made everything up himself. 

Leibniz himself was very keen on combining as many scientific, philosophic and linguistic disciplines as possible. Thus his insights in one subject were immediately accompanied by related achievements in another area. If we take binary arithmetics, for example, this field of interest interacts strongly with his construction of his binary machine and his philosophical discussion of the Theodicy, which he published in 1710. There he argued, that just as the whole of mathematics was constructed from 0 and 1, so the whole universe was generated of the pure being of God and nothingness. Creating a world means then a most perfect combination of 1s and 0s as well. Let’s take another example, the one of infinitesimal calculus, the differential calculus in particular. Leibniz did not only find the way to correctly derive sequences using infinitely diminishing values. He was also the first to use the term of a “function” in the modern sense of being variable-dependent. His physical theory says, that the essence of matter does not consist of extension. It is better characterized of an infinite number of continuously moving points is an immediate consequence of it. Matter and space were only explanatory by circularity and infinity of energy-points. These energy-points are called  “monades” in his philosophical works. Those are genuine unities, elementary and not cleavable, which are embodied in any living and not living creature to make it individual. 

When Leibniz died in November 1716 he did not only leave his afterworld with his outstanding mathematical, physical and philosophical impact. Especially interesting for us computer science students are his two machines, the binary machine and a calculator to facilitate accounting methods with. The combination of the two includes the basic principles of our nowadays computers. This was a dream Leibniz has had for all his lifetime. This calculator is subject of some of our following attributions. 

