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Abstract
According to a popular Dutch theory, water has shaped the Dutch national identity. The 
Dutch fight against the water would have stimulated perseverance, ingenuity, cooperation 
and an egalitarian and democratic society. Despite the long water management history of 
the Netherlands, water became an important part of the self-images of the nation only in 
the eighteenth Century. In the 1780s the idea that the Dutch had wrung their country from 
the sea became popular. Initially, this idea was especially popular among the (proto-)liberal 
opposition, who emphasised the importance of the nation and its achievements. By the end 
of the nineteenth Century, water had become a national symbol for orthodox Calvinists, 
Roman Catholics and Socialists too, despite their different views on the nation. Whenever 
there was fast social change, political turmoil or external threats, as in the late eighteenth 
Century, the 1930s and 1940s and since the 1990s, the link between water and the Nether-
lands was used to promote national pride and unity and stimulate action. This link has also 
been used to promote specific hydraulic works, but it is a topic for further research how 
widespread and effective this practice was. As this paper is part of a special issue, Water 
History in the time of COVID-19, it has undergone modified peer review.
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This paper is part of a special issue, Water History in the time of COVID-19. This issue was designed 
to be a venue for scholars who had been planning on presenting their research at academic conferences 
that were postponed or cancelled due to the virus. We recognize the vital importance of conference 
presentations for us to get feedback on work in progress, to share promising projects, and to begin 
meaningful conversations with peers. This special issue has undergone modified peer review, and these 
essays are to be seen as works in progress rather than final results; the authors welcome your feedback, 
conversation, and engagement.

 *	 Erik Mostert 
	 e.mostert@tudelft.n

1	 Department of Water Management, Delft University of Technology, Stevinweg 1, 2628 CN Delft, 
The Netherlands

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9546-0522
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12685-020-00263-3&domain=pdf


312	 E. Mostert 

1 3

Introduction

According to a popular Dutch theory, water has shaped the Dutch national identity. Due to 
its geography, the Netherlands have been in a constant struggle to protect the country from 
flooding and reclaim land. This struggle required perseverance, ingenuity and cooperation. 
Especially the latter would have resulted in an egalitarian society and democratic institu-
tions, the oldest being the water boards (e.g. Vuijsje and Lans 1999; Pleij 2016; Van den 
Brink 2018; Kullberg et al. 2019).

This theory is interesting from an international perspective as well. In different coun-
tries and at different times, water resources development has been advocated as a means for 
national development or regeneration, for instance in Spain from the late nineteenth Cen-
tury onwards (Swyngedouw 1999) and in Ethiopia, where the “Grand Ethiopian Renais-
sance Dam” is currently being built. The Dutch theory goes further. It asserts that the 
nation and its institutions are the result of water resources development or, as the Dutch 
lawyer Donner put it, “the State, that are the dykes” (Van der Pot and Donner 1977, p. 
138). In his book Oriental despotism, Wittfogel (1957) attributed an equally large role to 
water resources development, but he argued that large hydraulic works stimulated despotic 
regimes rather than democracy.1

The aim of this article is to explore the link between water and national identity, using 
the Netherlands as an example. National identity can be defined either in essentialist terms, 
as the objective characteristics of a group that shares a common descent, language, values 
and/or religion; or in social-constructivist terms, as the self-images of a discursively con-
stituted “nation” (e.g. Kesic and Duyvendak 2016; Leerssen 2016). In this article, I use 
national identity primarily in the second sense, as self-images. These images are cultural 
rather than individual. They are influenced by and in turn influence the educational sys-
tem, politics and the mass media. They develop in a specific historical and political context 
(Leerssen 2011, p. 20) and establish the nation as an “imagined community” (Anderson 
2006), determining who are part of nation and who are not. To be convincing, they often 
refer to facts, such as the large presence of water in the Netherlands, but these facts are 
always used selectively and they do not always stand up to close scrutiny.

The purpose of this article is to describe when water started to figure in discourses on 
the Dutch national identity and how this role has developed since. The sources I use for this 
are different expressions of Dutch culture, such as Dutch literary works, newspaper reports 
and historical works, the latter both as a primary source for the time they were written 
and as a secondary source for the period they discuss. Many of these sources are available 
online on Delpher (www.delph​er.nl), in the Digitale Bibliotheek voor de Nederlandse Let-
teren (www.dbnl.nl) and on YouTube. To find relevant texts, I used search terms such as 
“strijd tegen het water” (fight against the water) and “nationaal karakter” (national charac-
ter). In addition, I used the snowballing technique, checking potentially relevant references 
in the texts found, the references in these references, and so on. From the many texts found, 
I selected those that expressed a pertinent notion for the first time or were quite popular at 
the time, e.g. were reprinted often.

In this article, the different elements of the current theory on water and the Dutch 
national identity are discussed in a more-or-less chronological order, starting with a section 

1  The only reason why no despotic regime developed in the Netherlands would have been the influence of 
nearby non-hydraulic civilisations (Wittfogel 1957, p. 12).

http://www.delpher.nl
http://www.dbnl.nl
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on the Dutch fight against the water. This section also provides a succinct overview of 
the development of the Netherlands as a nation, since without a nation there cannot be a 
national identity. The following sections go more into detail concerning floods, land recla-
mation, national virtues and the water boards. In addition, shipping and trade are discussed 
briefly since these topics have been linked to both the fight against water and the national 
identity. The penultimate section discusses emotional attachment to water as a landscape 
feature. The final section addresses the question how important water has been for the 
Dutch national identity and gives recommendations for further research.

The fight against the water and the Dutch nation

The oldest element of the theory on water and the Dutch identity, predating the Dutch 
nation by several centuries, is the fight against the water (“strijd tegen het water”). The 
fight against the water has often been likened to the fight against human enemies. Accord-
ing to the Rüstringer law, an old Frisian law from around 1300, “we (…) have to pro-
tect our land against the sea using three instruments: the spade, the burry and the fork. 
Moreover, we (…) should protect our land with sword, spear and brown shield (…) against 
unlawful dominion” (Buma and Ebel 1963, p. 90). In the play Gijsbrecht van Aemstel by 
Joost van den Vondel from 1638, to give just another example, the City of Amsterdam is 
besieged by the Count of Holland, and when the Count’s men force entry into the city, they 
are compared to a “wintery storm that threatens the dyke (…) and proves to be too strong” 
(Van den Vondel 1994, lines 1190–1193).

The fight against human enemies often received far more attention than the fight against 
the water (cf. Jensen 2016). This may be explained by the fact that the Dutch nation is 
often seen as the result of political struggle. At the time of the Rüstringer law, the Nether-
lands did not yet exist as a political or cultural entity. Instead, there were a number of sepa-
rate territories. By the mid-sixteenth Century, these had all been inherited by the Habsburg 
kings of Spain, but in 1568 a revolt against the Spanish rule broke out, led by William of 
Orange, because the taxes had been raised, local privileges were violated and Protestants 
were prosecuted. The revolting territories joined forces and together they established the 
“Republic of the Seven United Netherlands”.

The Republic was a loose federation with a common army and navy and a common 
foreign policy, but most other competencies remained at the regional or local level. There 
was, however, quite some mobility within the Republic and by the 1730s a national “com-
munication community” had developed as a result of increased publishing and reading 
(Van Sas 2005, p. 72).2 In this community, the decline of the Republic since the seven-
teenth Century was lamented and there were many calls for moral regeneration. Around 
1780, these calls turned political, when the so-called Patriots challenged the rule by the 

2  It is impossible to precisely date the Dutch nation as an imagined community at the level of the Nether-
lands since it developed gradually and not at the same speed in the different regions and social classes. The 
use of the word “Fatherland” does not prove the existence of a Dutch nation as it often referred to one’s 
town or region (Meijers Drees 2016).
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Oranges and a limited number of patrician families, and in 1787 a revolution broke out. 
This revolution was, however, suppressed. After a period of increasing French influence 
(1795–1810) and incorporation into the French State (1810–1813), the Netherlands became 
a Kingdom under the House of Orange in 1813. Yet, in the end, the Patriots, reincarnated 
as liberals, won: in 1848 the Netherlands got a liberal constitution. After some final politi-
cal skirmishes in the 1860s, they even embraced the Oranges as a national symbol (Bank 
and Buuren 2000).

In the nineteenth Century, there were not only liberals in the Netherlands, but also many 
orthodox Calvinists, Roman-Catholics and, after 1860, Socialists.3 The orthodox Calvin-
ists opposed the principle of popular sovereignty and saw the Netherlands as a Calvinist 
nation led by the House of Orange. According to one of their leaders, Providence would 
have “linked the glory of Holland with the glory of a National Dynasty, and the welfare 
of both to Religiosity and Religious freedom” (Groen van Prinsterer 1830, p. 91; see also 
Kuyper 1879, art. 1 and 2). The Roman-Catholics had been marginalised under the Repub-
lic as they were not allowed to hold public office or worship in public. Initially, they did not 
have a strong national identity and were focused mostly on the local parish and on Rome, 
but later in the century they claimed the pre-reformation history of the Netherlands (Rae-
dts 2011, pp. 249–261). When in 1898 a new Queen was inaugurated, they participated 
actively in the festivities (Bank and Buuren 2000, p. 27). The Socialists had an interna-
tional outlook and were against the monarchy.

In the first half of the twentieth Century, the Netherlands had become a highly “pil-
larised” nation, with a Calvinist, Roman Catholic, Social Democratic and “neutral” pillar, 
each with its own political party, newspapers, broadcasting corporation, schools and trade 
unions. Yet, each pillar saw the Netherlands as one nation. In the 1930s and the 1940s, 
there was even an upsurge in attention for the Dutch national identity, as witnessed by the 
many booklets on the “national character” (e.g. Kruijt 1934; Josephus Jitta 1936b; Stibbe 
1940; Romein 1942; Rüter 1945; Staverman 1946; Van Heerikhuizen 1980) and the many 
books on Dutch culture and the Dutch landscape (e.g. Brusse et al. 1935; Werumeus Bun-
ing 1940; Huf 1941; Korevaar-Hesseling 1941; Van Leeuwen 1941; Donker 1945; NN 
1950). This upsurge can be linked to the increasing threat from Nazi Germany and the 
Second World War (cf. Romein 1942, pp. 16–17).

In the 1960s, the Netherlands rapidly became more secular and the different pillars 
slowly disintegrated. For several decades, talk of a national identity was suspect, as the 
concept was seen as parochial and was associated with extreme right-wing ideologies (e.g. 
Herman Pleij in Van Eijndhoven and Leverink 2009). This changed in the early 1990s, 
when the importance of the Dutch history and Dutch culture was emphasised again (cf. the 
opinion article of Frits Bolkestein in the Volkskrant of 12 September 1991). This renewed 
attention could be explained by unease about large-scale immigration since the 1960s, but 
also as an effect of the dissolution of traditional bonds and a reaction to neo-liberal politics 
with its emphasis on privatisation and competition.

3  The main political division in the first half of the nineteenth Century was liberalism versus conservatism, 
but by the end of the century conservatism had disappeared as a separate political current and had become 
part of confessional politics while there was also a (moderately) conservative current among liberals (the 
“Old” or “Free Liberals’). Roman Catholics sided politically with the Liberals, but this changed around 
1870 because of disagreement over confessional education and anti-liberal papal encyclicals (Oud 1982).
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Floods

In the fight against the water there were successes as well as setbacks. From the seven-
teenth Century onwards, many accounts of floods were published. Originally, they were 
often presented as Divine punishments and warnings for sins committed, such as discord, 
luxury and lack of faith (Alutarius 1656–1657; De Vries 1687; Schama 1988; Sundberg 
2015; Van Asperen 2020). In somewhat less orthodox accounts, they were (and to some 
extent still are) used to show God’s grace, for instance when flood victims are saved mirac-
ulously or welcomed in Heaven (see Mostert 2015).

Floods were often linked to the monarchy (Jensen 2018). From 1809 onwards, the reign-
ing monarch has always visited flood disaster areas to offer moral and sometimes material 
support (Bosch 2012). Moreover, orthodox Calvinist saw the hand of God in both floods 
and the monarchy. When, for example, King William III celebrated his silver jubilee in 
1874, the prints and books commemorating the occasion nearly always included a picture 
of the king visiting a flood disaster area, usually combined with pictures referring to the 
revolt against the Spanish or the Netherlands regaining independence in 1813, and some-
times with Bible texts (e.g. Andriessen 1874; NN 1874, Fig. 1; cf. Mostert 2015).

Fig. 1   God, the Netherlands and Orange—and floods. Print commemorating King William III’s Silver Jubi-
lee, showing his visit to the flooded village of Leeuwen in 1861 (bottom centre; Collection Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam, inv. nr RP-P-OB-89.241)
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Floods did not only stimulate religious and monarchist feelings, but also feelings of 
solidarity and practical relief work (Duiveman 2019). Traditionally, relief work was 
organised locally or in nearby towns, but from the eighteenth Century onwards it was 
organised increasingly at the national level. The first example is the 1740–1741 flood-
ing in the Dutch river area, when citizens of Rotterdam, Amsterdam and other cities 
collected money and goods and organised transport to the disaster area (Bosch 2012). 
The motivation given by one of the organisers, Jan Wagenaar, was that “they felt the 
need of their compatriots from afar” (Bosch 2012, p. 42). Especially the word compa-
triots (“landgenoten”) suggests that by 1740 the Dutch nation in the sense of an imag-
ined community already existed, at least in the eyes of the urban middle classes.

Large flood disasters continue to stimulate feelings of national solidarity. When 
in January–February 1995 nearly a quarter of a million people had to be evacuated 
because of a threat of flooding, a large television show was broadcasted and a com-
memorative book was published to raise money for the evacuees. In the foreword to the 
book, the Prime Minister expressed his appreciation for the “sense of community” and 
“solidarity” that the Dutch people had shown (Vandersmissen et al. 1995).

Land reclamation

Land reclamation constitutes the successes in the Dutch fight against the water. For cen-
turies, the inhabitants of what is now the Netherlands have been draining swamps and 
reclaiming lakes and coastal floodplains (Van de Ven 2004). Yet, until the late eighteenth 
Century, there is no clear evidence to suggest that they derived their national identity from 
these activities. For example, in 1644 the Dutch poet Joost van den Vondel wrote an elegy 
on the reclamation of the Beemster Lake, in which he compared the newly created polder 
with Aphrodite, born out of the foam of the sea (Van den Vondel 1930). He saw the recla-
mation as the conquest of civilisation over uncivilised nature and order over chaos (Fleis-
cher 2007), but there is no reference to a Dutch national identity—which is not surprising 
as the Dutch nation had not yet fully developed.

From the late eighteenth Century onwards, many Dutch prided themselves on the fact 
that they had created their own country. This pride was expressed by the saying “God cre-
ated the world, but the Dutch created the Netherlands”, first recorded in 1818 (NN 1818, 
p. 186), but derived from an older verse in Latin (Pitcairn 1727, p. 168; see Janiçon 1729, 
p. 9, 1731, p. 13; Van Haren 1776, p. 168; Feith 1793, p. 47; Niemeijer 2016). More com-
monly, this pride was expressed by the word “ontwoekerd”. “Ontwoekerd” means wrung 
from, and it was used primarily in the sense of turning water or a swamp into productive 
land. In this sense, it is first recorded in 1783 (Al–Z 1783, p. 265). One year later, it was 
used by the popular authors Wolff and Deken (1784, p. 329). It is also used in the famous 
poem “Holland” by Potgieter from 1832, of which a translation is given Box 1.
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Box 1: Holland, by E.J. Potgieter (1833, own translation)

Grey is thy sky and stormy thy beach,
Naked thy dunes and even thy fields,
Thou created nature with a stepmotherly hand,–
Yet, I love thee dearly, O my Land!
All that thou art is the work of the Fathers;
From a swamp did the diligence of these heroes,
Too strong for the sea and the tyrant alike,
Wring Freedom a temple and Piety a church.
Stay what thou were when thou shone like a flower:
Ensure that Europe calls thee the seat of order
And the oppressed his refuge,
Land of my Fathers, my joy and my glory!
And what the dark future has in store,
Whatever its pregnant clouds may bear,
Laurels belong to the unblemished sword,
Fatherland! once the freest on earth.
In Sweden. 1832.
E.J. Potgieter.

Similar ideas are expressed in the often reprinted poem The Dutch nation by Helmers 
from 1812. “Which people”, he writes, “has more right to praise their ancestors? The 
soil their offspring walk on, each must call their work” (Helmers 2009, p. 110). Helmers 
presented reclamation as a peaceful method of conquering land: “Never, never o Father-
land! did you take up arms to take someone else’s land to extend your boundaries” (p. 
202). In later years, reclamation was presented as a peaceful activity as well (e.g. Van 
der Houven van Oordt 1898). This fitted very well in the self-image of the Netherlands 
as a peace-loving country that is provoked only when its freedom and independence are 
threatened (e.g. Stibbe 1940).

“Ontwoekerd” soon became a cliché, used in passing to express and stimulate love 
for one’s country (e.g. Feith 1793, p. 23; Van Lennep 1828, p. 8). It is used twice in 
a parody of nineteenth Century poetry extolling virtue, piety and patriotism (Paradijs 
1887, pp. 16, 61). Only occasionally the idea that the Dutch had created their own coun-
try was challenged. According to the conservative author Willem Bilderdijk, the con-
struction of dykes had stopped natural sedimentation and the reclamation of lakes had 
reduced water storage capacity, both aggravating flooding problems (Bilderdijk 1832, 
p. 24; similarly Multatuli 1877, idea 1050d). For some orthodox Calvinists, the idea 
bordered on blasphemy. According to them, God had founded the Netherlands, and 
while the Dutch had reclaimed a lot of land, God reminded them, by means of fearsome 
floods, of their dependence on Him (Groen van Prinsterer 1841, p. 2, 1846, pp. 3–4).

Land reclamation was initially especially popular among the Patriots (e.g. Wolff and 
Deken 1784; Feith 1793; Moens 1827). The Patriots emphasised the importance of the 
nation, the people of the Netherlands themselves, and presented land reclamation as one 
its main achievements. Later, land reclamation became popular among Calvinists and 
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Socialists as well, but the Calvinists emphasised that it required God’s blessing (e.g. 
Grimme 1939; Norel 1939), and the Socialists stressed that it could only fully benefit 
the country if the economic system would change (e.g. Last 1939 and the documentary 
Nieuw gronden/New earth by Joris Ivens from 1933, available on YouTube).

Currently, land reclamation sometimes has a conservative flavour (e.g. the You-
Tube video “Het land van FVD” by the Dutch anti-EU and anti-immigration politician 
Thierry Baudet). It is part of the so-called “historical canon” of the Netherlands, which 
was developed in 2005–2006 for use in schools to provide the students with the basic 
knowledge of Dutch history and culture that all Dutch citizens should possess (Commit-
tee for the Development of the Dutch Canon 2007). The canon consists of fifty chrono-
logically ordered themes or “windows”, including the reclamation of the Beemster Lake 
(https​://canon​vanne​derla​nd.nl).

Shipping and trade

Shipping and trade do not figure prominently in the current theory on water and the Dutch 
identity, but they are often seen as very important for the Dutch identity. Moreover, they 
have been linked with flooding and land reclamation. Because of the small size of the 
country and the humid conditions, employment possibilities in agriculture were limited, 
but the possibilities for fishing, shipping and trade were excellent. Hence, many turned to 
these occupations (Ockerse 1797, pp. 25–27; Hora Siccama 1848, pp. 47, 52–53; Borger 
1997; De Neve and Van Heezik 2007). Around 1600, the Netherlands started to establish 
trading posts and colonies overseas, such as the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), and 
together with trade within Europe, this brought vast wealth to the country. This was partly 
invested in land reclamation projects. Along with the development of shipping and trade, 
the Netherlands also set up a large navy, which won many celebrated battles in the seven-
teenth Century.

When the Dutch historian Huizinga referred to the importance of water for the Dutch 
civilization in the seventeenth Century, he referred primarily to shipping and trade. These 
would have given the Netherlands an urban and commercial character without a clear class 
structure (Huizinga 1941, pp. 21–23). There is a plethora of cultural references to ship-
ping and trade in the Netherlands. In the seventeenth Century, Joost van den Vondel wrote 
two long poems “in praise of shipping” (Van den Vondel 1987), in the early nineteenth 
Century Helmers wrote extensively about shipping and the Dutch involvement in the East 
Indies (Helmers 2009), large funeral monuments for (vice-)admirals were erected (Law-
rence 2016) and many streets have been named after them, and many children’s books deal 
with shipping, including classics such as “Paddeltje” (Been 1908), reprinted more than 50 
times. The historical canon of the Netherlands also includes several windows related to 
shipping and trade, such as the windows on the Dutch East Indies Companies and admiral 
Michiel Adriaensz de Ruyter.

https://canonvannederland.nl
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National virtues

Both the fight against the water and shipping and trade would have given the Dutch peo-
ple specific personal characteristics. The first author to develop this theory in some detail 
was the radical politician Willem Anthonij Ockerse in 1788–1797 (Van Sas 2005, pp. 
303–313). According to Ockerse, the waterlogged conditions in the Netherlands and the 
threat of flooding had required the first inhabitants to work hard and develop expertise 
in building dykes and constructing wind mills. In turn, this had stimulated industry and 
the arts and sciences, in particular practical sciences such as mathematics and engineer-
ing (Ockerse 1797, pp. 28–37; see also Engelberts 1763, pp. 35–36). Since the land could 
not provide the Dutch with everything they needed, they naturally turned to fishing and 
shipping, and in the seventeenth Century established colonies overseas (Ockerse 1797, pp. 
25–27). These activities brought vast wealth to the Netherlands, but they also created a 
taste for luxury and increased foreign influence, which weakened the original character of 
the Dutch (pp. 41–42, 47–48).

The humid conditions in the Netherlands would also have a direct effect on the national 
character: it made the Dutch people phlegmatic. They were presented as slow, careful, 
thoughtful, difficult to excite and influence, and persevering, but unlikely to show flashes 
of genius; more the type of a deep and diligent thinker (Ockerse 1797, pp. 43–45; see also 
Sturkenboom 2014). In addition, the humid and unhealthy conditions stimulated the pro-
verbial cleanliness of the Dutch women concerning their house (p. 63–67). Other authors 
have explained this cleanliness by its association with moral purity (Schama 1988, pp. 
379–400), and by the need for hygiene in dairy making, which was widespread in the Neth-
erlands (Pleij 2016, pp. 133–134).

The characteristics discussed by Ockerse can also be found in many later descriptions 
of the Dutch national character (Meyer 1830; Hora Siccama 1848; Stibbe 1940; Pleij 2016; 
Van den Brink 2018). Stimulated by the natural conditions, the Dutch would be hardwork-
ing, resilient and stubborn, ingenious, and entrepreneurial. Sometimes they are also pre-
sented as religious, which is then explained by the precarious nature of their existence 
(Hora Siccama 1848, p. 45). While the term phlegmatic is rarely used anymore, the Dutch 
are still described as down-to-earth (“nuchter”) and not very emotional, with occasional 
emotional eruptions that would only confirm their generally down-to-earth character (Fruin 
and Vissering 1900; Josephus Jitta 1936b; Donker 1945; Pleij 2016).

In addition, the geography of the Netherlands would have stimulated self-reliance, inde-
pendence and a love of freedom. According to some accounts, the first inhabitants of the 
Netherlands were refugees from more richly endowed countries, who developed their own 
ways to develop and live from the land (Meyer 1830). The many man-made ditches and 
later military inundations helped to defend the country against foreign invasion, and feu-
dalism never really got a hold (cf. Huizinga 1941, p. 23; Van Schendel 1945).

A moot point is the issue of cooperation. Many authors argue that the fight against water 
was a huge task that required the cooperation of many. This would have stimulated coop-
eration in many other fields as well (e.g. Van den Brink 2018; Pleij 2016). According to 
others, however, cooperation was motivated primarily by the self-interest of the land own-
ers and did not extend beyond their own dyke (e.g. Blink 1896, p. 555; Kruijt 1934, p. 60, 



320	 E. Mostert 

1 3

1938, p. 17; Dibbits 1950, pp. 88–91). Wider cooperation often had to imposed by a strong 
central government (Romein 1934, pp. 28–29).

The water boards

The most popular Dutch theory nowadays is that the fight against water did stimulate coop-
eration. This resulted in an egalitarian society and democratic institutions, the oldest being 
the water boards. Water boards are the regional and local water management bodies in the 
Netherlands. Regional water boards date from the twelfth Century onwards and initially 
had supervisory powers over the local communities and individual land owners respon-
sible for the different water management works. From the late Middle Ages onwards they 
increasingly executed these works themselves, financed by levies. The local water boards 
were established from the late Middle Ages onwards to finance local water works, such as a 
polder mill to drain a polder. In the twentieth Century, the local water boards merged with 
the regional water boards, of which there are currently 21 left (e.g. Mostert 2017).

The water boards were not always seen as democratic. The Patriots of the late eight-
eenth Century saw them as part and parcel of the aristocratic system of governance by the 
Oranges and a limited number of Patrician families (Ultrajectinus 1783; Voorregt 1784; 
Van der Ham and Jacobs 2004). Half a century later, the liberals considered the larger 
water boards, with their combination of executive, legislative and judiciary powers, as rem-
nants of the ancien régime in dire need of modernisation (Donker Curtius 1834, 1835; Pot-
gieter 1844, p. 644; Stuurman 1992, pp. 124–126).

The first author developing the notion of water boards as the oldest democratic institu-
tions was the lawyer Meyer (1820). According to Meyer, the water boards were the first 
communities in the Netherlands. The first inhabitants of the country would soon have 
realised that they had a common interest on top of their individual interests and had to 
cooperate in their fight against the water (pp. 23–24). This resulted in a cooperative spirit 
that spilled over into other spheres of public life as well (pp. 26–27). As cooperation 
required leadership and expertise, the interested inhabitants established local water boards 
that derived their authority exclusively from the inhabitants themselves (Meyer 1830, pp. 
68–71). Unlike many other communities, however, the water boards were motivated by 
material interests only and could therefore be seen as associations of properties rather than 
of people (Meyer 1820, p. 31).

While Meyer’s theory was mostly forgotten,4 a new theory was developed in the 1930s 
by Josephus Jitta (1932, 1936a). Josephus Jitta was interested in democratic alternatives to 
the State and the market for ordering economic life. The water boards would be the oldest 
and typically Dutch example of such an alternative, which he called functional decentrali-
sation. Functional decentralisation refers to the establishment or recognition by govern-
ment of organisations of experts and stakeholders with a common, usual material inter-
est that perform specific government functions, such as issuing advice and implementing 
policies. According to Josephus Jitta, such organisations can be very effective means of 
governance, provided legislative bodies or the executive representing the general interest 
remain in control.

4  The theory was used by Brouwer (1839, p. 3) in a controversy concerning the river polders in the prov-
ince of Gelderland (see Thorbecke 1843; Korf 1977). Brouwer’s version of the theory remained known in a 
small circle of water board lawyers until at least the 1960s (e.g. Schepel 1906; Schilthuis 1960).
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When the autonomy of the water boards started to be challenged in the 1960s, the 
theory of functional decentralisation was used extensively in their defence (Van den Berg 
1982; Havekes 2008; Mostert 2017). Moreover, from 1972 onwards the water boards were 
again presented as the oldest democratic government bodies in the Netherlands (Van Tiel-
hof 2015). This might be a reaction to criticism at the time of functional decentralisation as 
undemocratic (cf. Van den Berg 1982, pp. 64–73). Since 2014, and after much modernisa-
tion, the position of the water boards seems to be secure (Mostert 2017).

Sense of place

There is one final theme concerning water and the Dutch identity to be discussed, sense of 
place (e.g. Stedman 2003; Lewicka 2011). Sense of place refers to the symbolic meaning 
of and emotional attachment to a place. Applied to water, it refers to water as a part of the 
landscape.

Water, in particular rives and the sea, was an important subject in seventeenth Century 
Dutch landscape painting. Yet, while realistic in style, the paintings usually had an artifi-
cial composition, and typically Dutch subjects such as polders and polder mills were rarely 
painted (Schapelhouman and Schatborn 1987; Os 2008). This changed around 1860, when 
painters of the Hague School started to paint polders, lakes, canals and beaches, often with 
overcast skies. Their paintings were seen as truly national, simple and truthful, and stand-
ing in the tradition of seventeenth Century landscape painting (Van Santen Kolff 1875; 
Korevaar-Hesseling 1941).

Slightly later, around 1880, important changes took place in Dutch poetry as well. There 
had been depictions of the landscape in Dutch poetry before, but these tended to be quite 
generic and heavily influenced by ancient mythology or primarily projections of emotions. 
Around 1880, attention to the landscape itself increased and observation and emotions 
became one (Van Leeuwen 1941; Donker 1945; Van Toorn 1998). The Netherlands were 
depicted as a country of “wide rivers flowing slowly through endless lowlands” under a 
low-hanging sky, where “the voice of the water, with its eternal disasters, is feared and 
heard” (Hendrik Marsman, “Memory of Holland”, 1936). In addition, the Sea played a 
major role (Donker 1945, pp. 264–276). While the sky stood for infinity, the rivers for the 
slow flow of time, and the lowlands for the here and now where the people toil, the Sea 
stood for eternity. The Sea, “from which (Holland) was born as from a shell” and that “each 
can hear in his soul” (C.S. Adama van Scheltema, “Holland!”, 1906), and from which it 
will re-emerge when it floods the country (e.g. M. Revis, “Luctor et Emergo”, 1940), is 
also the Sea to which it eventually will return. It “pounds the shore in an endless swell” (W. 
Kloos, “De Zee, de Zee klotst voort in eindeloze deining”, 1894).

Similar sentiments are expressed in some recent popular songs. In “The foundling of 
Ameland”, written by Freek de Jonge but best known in the version by Boudewijn de Groot 
from 2004, a baby boy is washed ashore on the Isle of Ameland, tied to a lifebuoy. On the 
waves, he had felt as in the womb. As an infant, he would stand on the beach until the tide 
would turn, unafraid of the wild sea, yelling, “I am coming, sea, sun, wind, ocean, I am 
coming.” One day in the evening sun, he undresses on the beach, starts to yell once more, 
walks on the water for a moment and then sinks into the depths and drowns.5

5  See also the refrain of the similarly popular song “Watermensen” (Water people) by the 3Js from 2007: 
“Let the water threaten me/ Let it grab me by the throat/ Only for us the water people/ The water will never 
be too much./ And if the water finally gets us/ Then it has lasted long enough/ Then we the water people/ 
Will be sent to a higher plan.”.
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It is easy to see religious references in these poems and songs, but emotional attachment 
to water can also be much more down to earth. In 2018, the Social and Cultural Planning 
Agency conducted a large survey on how Dutch people experienced the Dutch identity 
(Beugelsdijk et al. 2019). Five thousand persons were asked to react to a list with 185 items 
and indicate how characteristic each item is for the Netherlands and how much they feel 
connected with that items. The Dutch language scored highest, but also water-related items 
scored very high, such as the polder landscape, the Wadden Sea and the Dutch islands, the 
Harbour of Rotterdam, polder mills, dykes and the Delta works. Between 80 and 90% of 
the respondents considered these items to be very characteristic for the Netherlands. The 
scores for connection were lower, but still ranged from 44 to 55%.

The importance of water for the Dutch identity is also reflected in a prize-winning and 
bestselling picture book for children, titled Nederland (Dematons 2012; Dematons and 
Goossens 2013). This book contains 26 double-paged pictures of the Netherlands, start-
ing with a picture of the North Sea showing both seventeenth Century and modern ships 
and closing with a picture of the Afsluitdijk, a 32 km long dam, completed in 1932, that 
closed off the Zuiderzee, improved flood protection and facilitated large-scale land recla-
mation (see also Fig. 2). In between, there are depictions of the beach and the dunes, the 
Wadden Sea area, the Harbour of Rotterdam, the canals of Amsterdam, a steam pumping 
station, the new-year dip in the sea at Katwijk, the 1953 flood disaster, ice-skating, the 
main rivers, floating houses, and much more. Most pictures show much water and in all 
there is at least some. While written for children, the book has also been recommended to 
read with people suffering from dementia (https​://demen​tie.nl/nieuw​s/leuke​-dinge​n/gezel​

Fig. 2   Cover of “Neerlands 
nieuw gewest” (the Nether-
land’s new province: Van Hees 
and Witscheij 1931). The lion 
in the Dutch coat of arms has 
been replaced by a map of the 
Zuiderzee works, which were 
then under execution. The old-
fashioned spelling “Neerlands” 
harks back to the glorious Dutch 
past, while the sunrays herald a 
bright future

https://dementie.nl/nieuws/leuke-dingen/gezellige-tips-voor-koningsdag
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lige-tips-voor-konin​gsdag​, consulted on 22 April 2020). This suggests it reflects deeply-
held images of the Netherlands—deeply-held in the early twenty first Century.

Discussion

This article discussed the theory that the Dutch identity has been shaped by water. The 
origin and development of this theory are closely linked with the development of the 
Netherlands as a nation. The oldest element, the “fight against the water”, predates the 
Dutch nation by several centuries and initially had a more local or regional character. In 
1740–1741, the first national flood relief action was organised, suggesting that by then the 
Dutch nation was a reality, at least in the eyes of the organisers. Around 1780, land rec-
lamation started to figure prominently in discourses on the nation as a source of national 
pride and an inspiration for national regeneration. In particular the Patriots and later the 
liberals emphasised the fact that the Dutch people had “wrung” their country from the 
water. For orthodox Calvinists water became a national symbol too, but they associated 
the nation with religion and the leading role of the House of Orange and focused more on 
flooding. For Roman Catholics and Socialists, water played a smaller role, but by 1900 it 
was a national symbol for all major social groups, even if their views on the nation differed.

From the late eighteenth Century onwards, the Dutch fight against the water was linked 
to a number of national characteristics, such as diligence, ingenuity and entrepreneurship. 
The fight against the water would furthermore have stimulated cooperation, an egalitar-
ian society and democratic institutions, the first being the water boards. The theory of the 
water boards as the first democratic institutions dates from 1820 and was reinvented in 
1972, at a time when their position was challenged. From at least the seventeenth Century 
onwards, water also played an important role in Dutch imagery as a landscape element, 
as witnessed by Dutch landscape painting. From at least the nineteenth Century onwards, 
these images were seen as national, as opposed to only regional or local.

If we define national identity as the self-images of a nation, a key question is who 
belong to that nation and consequently whose images count. Geographically, the Dutch 
water identity is skewed towards the low-lying western part of the Netherland, which is 
also the economic heartland of the country (Huizinga 1935, p. 4; Van Eijndhoven and Lev-
erink 2009; Kennedy 2019). A highly political question concerns the position of immi-
grants and their descendants. Do only the descendants of the “Fathers” who wrung the 
country from the sea belong to the nation, everybody born and raised in the Netherlands 
(e.g. Feith 1793), or everybody currently living in the Netherlands?

According to Renan (1882, p. 9), “the essences of a nation is that all individuals have 
much in common, and also have forgotten a great many things”. With respect to water and 
the Dutch nation, the things forgotten include the drainage of peat areas and peat mining. 
These activities have resulted in land subsidence, the creation of large lakes and increased 
flooding (e.g. Besteman 1997; Leenders 2004; Van de Ven 2004). This does not fit well in 
the image of the Dutch as having created their own country. Peat drainage and peat mining 
are therefore rarely mentioned in books for a broad audience (exceptions: Kruijt 1938, p. 9; 
Van Eijndhoven and Leverink 2009; Dematons, 2012).

As stated in the introduction, national identities develop in a historical context. In the 
Netherlands water formed an important part of that context, but it did not determine the 
national identity completely. According to Leerssen (2011, p. 20), national identities are 
cultivated to provide certainty in times of political uncertainty, and already in 1942, the 

https://dementie.nl/nieuws/leuke-dingen/gezellige-tips-voor-koningsdag
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Dutch historian Romein noted that most works on the Dutch national character had been 
written during crises (Romein 1942, pp. 16–17). Whenever there was fast social change, 
political turmoil or an external threat, as in the late eighteenth Century, the late nineteenth 
Century, the 1930s and 1940s and since the 1990s, there is discussion on what the nation 
is or was and should remain or become again. In these discussions the Dutch water history 
was and is used selectively to stimulate (or simulate) national unity and pride and promote 
national action.

A clear example of this selective use of history is offered by Van der Houven van Oordt, 
between 1886 and 1901 secretary of the Zuiderzee-Vereeniging, an NGO promoting the 
Zuiderzee works (Van der Houven van Oordt 1898; cf. Fig. 2). He argued that, contrary to 
many MPs, the Dutch people were in favour of these works because they “had always exe-
cuted such work with courage and gusto, (…) they considered building dykes and land rec-
lamation as their vocation; (and) it is in their character” (p. 165). In addition, the Zuiderzee 
works would provide a common goal that could unite the nation and would strengthen it 
economically and morally (pp. 177–178; see also De Pater 2000).

Currently, a large research project, led by Lotte Jensen (Radboud University, Nijmegen), 
investigates the role of disasters in shaping local and national identities in the Netherlands 
in the period 1421–1890. In this project the cultural responses in different media (painting, 
newspapers, etc.) to floods and other disasters are mapped, tracing changes as well as con-
tinuities, such as the nation’s struggle against water (https​://deali​ngwit​hdisa​sters​.nl/en; see 
also Jensen 2018, 2019; Duiveman 2019; Van Asperen 2020). The analysis in this article 
suggests that, in as far as water and the national identity are concerned, land reclamation 
was as important as flood disasters, but in a somewhat different way and for different social 
groups. In addition, this article identifies a change in the eighteenth Century: before, the 
nation was still in a nascent state or non-existent, while in the eighteenth Century signs of 
national solidarity appeared and land reclamation became a source of national pride. A final 
difference with the research project is that this article covers the period until the present.

The research conducted for this article has been far from exhaustive, and future research 
can add many details and may require some corrections. First, it would be interesting to 
analyse cultural representations of land reclamation in the Netherlands in the seventeenth, 
eighteenth and nineteenth Century in detail, as a complement to the research project led 
by Lotte Jensen. The proposed period would allow changing representations to be linked 
to the development of the Netherlands as a nation and nationalism. Secondly, it would be 
interesting to systematically analyse how Dutch school books on geography and history 
discussed water in the Netherlands and whether they emphasised floods or land reclama-
tion. This would provide information not only on the dissemination of ideas to broader 
groups, but also on differences between liberal, orthodox Calvinist and Roman-Catholic 
discourses since from the nineteenth Century onwards each group had its own schools and 
school books. Thirdly, it would be interesting to analyse the role that national identity argu-
ments played in discussions on major hydraulic works, such as the reclamation of Lake 
Haarlem (17th Century–mid nineteenth Century), the Zuiderzee works (mid nineteenth 
Century–2003) and the Delta works (1930s–1997), and to compare this role with the role 
of technical and economic arguments. The focus would not be on how important water was 
for the national identity, but conversely how important the national identity was for water. 
Finally, it would be interesting to compare the Netherlands with other countries where 
national development or regeneration has been used as an argument for water resources 
development, such as Spain.
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