




	 1. Water, blessed and cursed	 �

Picture 1.1 Clouds 
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and exhibiting the most 
spectacular patterns, 
transport gigantic 
volumes of water. Water 
is the cornerstone of 
economic develop-ment 
and even determines its 
limits. Water is not only 
vital for man and his 
economy, it is the very 
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an es-sential part of all 
life and is the key factor 
of the ecosystems that 
sur-round and support 
all life.

Picture 1.2 A river 
meandering in in the 
area of the Amazone. 
Rain accumulates to 
rivers. The opaque 
brown color of the water 
reveals that the riverbed 
upstream is being 
heavily eroded.

Picture 1.3 The cycle of 
water, or the hydrological 
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From “ego-pragmatism” to  
eco-pragmatism 

Water. What conception did the people of the past have? How is it regarded in this day 
and age? What have we, the inhabitants of the deltas of the Rijn, Maas and Schelde 

learned in the past 20 centuries about coping with this natural phenomenon? Was drain-
ing our moorland and constructing dykes with hindsight such a good idea after all? Aren’t 

we driving ourselves into a tight little corner? And what now? 

2.1	 The idea of our forebears about water
There was no water management in prehistoric times. Prehistoric hunters, collectors 
as well as the first farmers were totally dependant on the rain that nature bestowed 
upon them. Their paradigm 1 was “Let God’s water flow freely over God’s acres”. Water can 
be a blessing in disguise as it sometimes is much more than a storm in a tea cup. One 
moment water is scarce and shortly afterwards there is too much of  it. And each crop 
has its own specific water needs. So more than 1,000 years ago the great shaping of  
the new delta started. Farmers took simple measures to control the water level on their 
lands. The problem in the Dutch delta was mainly a surplus. The paradigm now became 
“drain the rain”. Large areas of  marshland were drained by the many ditches people 
dug to make the land arable. This peaty land decomposed and the result was a sinking 
land level. Our ancestors started a process which continues today. Other parts on high 
ground had to deal with water shortage. The solution here was irrigating arable fields. 
“Manage the water” became the next paradigm. Drain and conserve the water when it is 
available and use it to irrigate the fields in times of  drought. All over the world large 
areas were deforested and cultivated. This reduced the ability of  the soil to absorb water 
and, now unprotected, much of  it was flushed away. A rough estimate has it that two 
thirds of  the world’s fertile fields have vanished over the last ten thousand years. The 
people in Nederland living near the sea and along the rivers needed to protect them-
selves from the rising waters. They started out by building “terps”, artificial mounds. 
But that took time. Some Frisian terps outrank the pyramid of  Gizeh in volume. And 
even the terps were not much help when it came to cultivating the land which was 
inundated by tidal waters. This is precisely the reason that rich gentlemen farmers con-
structed dykes around their fields from 1000 AD onwards.
The paradigm of  that period was clearly “protect man against the water and claim land from 
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1  A paradigm is a constellation of  convictions, values and ways of  acting that the members of  a certain 
society have in common. In science it refers to the fundamental base of  the ruling theory and practice in 
a certain field in a certain age. But notions tend to change with time. A change in paradigm can cause a 
revolution in a certain field. A phenomenon is seen in a completely new light. Paradigms are a key to the 
general outlook of  an epoch.


