
Chapter 3

Faustian Work and ‘The Hope  
of the Poor’

The farmer Philemon marvelled at the construction work unfolding before 
his eyes:

Those distant white
Sails seek haven for the night;
Now like nesting birds they know
Here’s a port where they can go.
Thus it is; you must look far
Now to find the sea’s blue shore,
For dense between, on wide new land,
New human habitations stand.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt of  
the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 208)

Faust’s ‘last great project’ was about building sea walls and a protected har-
bour and land reclamation. He aspired to a new productive harmony between 
land and sea, humanity and nature. Ships could sail safely in and out of the 
new harbour, instead of being wrecked on the dangerous coastal dunes, while 
the fertile reclaimed land could support more people (Goethe 1832 Act V 
‘Open Country & A Palace’ in Luke 1998: 207, 212). Ambitious infrastruc-
tures required collective human endeavour. Faust applauded:

The clash of spades: how it delights my heart!
These are my many workmen; here they toil,
The alienated earth to reconcile
To keep the ocean and the land apart,
To rule the unruly waves once more.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt’  
in Luke 1998: 222)
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74 Chapter 3

Harbours symbolised humanity collectively creating safe havens in a danger-
ous world, not just navigating natural hazards as the ancient oarsman (Duffield 
2018). Individuals and their home were not secure in a state of nature (Hobbes 
1960 [1651]: 80–4). There were limits to individual strategies of survival or 
resilience. People better protected themselves through collective action.

Philemon admired Faust’s grand vision benefiting seafaring and farming 
families. The old man would have assisted in the works, save that his aged 
limbs did not have the strength:

The fierce foaming waves, have been
Turned into a park; behold
Now this paradisal scene!
. . .
Dams and dikes built in a day
Stole the birthright of the waves
And usurped the ocean’s sway.
Now green fields and gardens lie,
Woods and villages have grown
Up all round.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘Open Country’  
in Luke 1998: 208)

Philemon appreciated the ‘new human habitation’ created under Faust’s direction 
and considered his offer to relocate them in a ‘fine new house’ on the reclaimed 
polder-ground. His wife Baucis was suspicious, though, of Faust’s overtures and 
advised her husband they belonged in their old homestead. To what extent was 
Faust acting in the common interest with his ambitious development?

Goethe depicted the ambivalence of modern development. An enlightened 
despot could override people’s concerns when they clashed with his wishes. 
Faust’s offer was not disinterested. He wanted to appropriate their homestead 
to his private fiefdom and command a coastal view for his personal enjoy-
ment. Faust’s selfish wants fatally condemned Baucis and Philemon. He did 
not accept their refusal to move and called on Mephistopheles to ensure they 
yielded. His henchmen burnt down the farm and the elderly couple were 
killed, showing Faustian modernity descending into political terror and vio-
lent colonisation. Mephistopheles further subverted Faust’s great salvation 
project into unwittingly digging his own grave. Old Nick sneered that our 
ideals and creations were in vain and ended in nothing:

With all your foolish dams and dikes;
Neptune, the water-devil, likes
To think of the great feast there’ll be
When they collapse.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt’ in Luke 1998: 222)
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 75

Shipwreck was the fate of mortal human beings. Mephistopheles did not have 
the last word or lesson for humanity though. The human spirit could resist 
evil and rise above its destruction. We could strive and build something last-
ing beyond our individual life spans through the shared world we fostered 
with each other combining our creative energies. Engineering projects were 
not merely of utilitarian value. They were a feat of human culture, Sigmund 
Freud observed, and humanity’s eternal struggle against the destructive 
forces of nature, including our own nature (Freud 1973 [1933]: 112). They 
were a ‘work of civilization’, not just ‘pure technique’ (Wagret 1968: 280). 
Faust’s redemptive dam building showed Goethe’s humanist ideals linking 
spiritual, cultural and material transformation:

Night seems to close upon me deeper still,
But in my inmost soul a bright light shines.
I hasten to complete my great designs.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘Midnight’ in Luke 1998: 221)

Faust’s grand designs turned monstrous by becoming detached from society 
and destroying Baucis and Philemon. In his vanity, Faust wanted a palace 
view unhindered by other human habitation. Fittingly after the murders, he 
lost his sight to Care. His last energies were expended mobilising the con-
struction workers to his bold scheme, which he would not live to see and 
others would enjoy. Human creations decay and have to be cultivated. Land 
reclamation has to be maintained against destructive natural and human 
forces. Experience may be galvanised to enhance engineering and the work-
ing conditions of the workers, where people have a determining political 
voice.

Goethe’s Faust explored the contradictory history of modernity with his 
decadent empire, piratical sea buccaneers, imperial speculators, and hydro-
engineers. These themes involved his long interest in Dutch history. His 1787 
drama Egmont of fifty years earlier dramatised the sixteenth-century Dutch 
struggle against the Spanish Habsburgs (Goethe 1969 [1787]). He was among 
many Europeans to be inspired by the Dutch republic, and Faust’s redemptive 
deed belonged to its hydro-engineering tradition. This chapter considers the 
Dutch struggle over the sea. The sixteenth-century Dutch engineer Andries 
Vierlingh famously described engineering innovations as ‘The Hope of the 
Poor’ (Vierlingh in Van Veen 1962: 167). The first part of the chapter dis-
cusses how Dutch innovative hydro-engineering, Dutch republicanism, and 
Dutch intellectual horizons were interlinked. The second part goes on to dis-
cuss the Dutch 1930s Zuyder Zee project of sea defences and land reclama-
tion, which was hailed as one of the wonders of the modern industrial world. 
The Zuyder Zee project and the related post-war Delta works completed in 
the wake of the 1953 North Sea floods represented the culmination of the 
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76 Chapter 3

Dutch Faustian struggle with the sea, and modern hopes for disaster eradi-
cation, anticipated in Goethe’s salvation of Faust. The Zuyder Zee project 
explicitly identified with this endeavouring spirit, and inscribed on the dam 
are the words: ‘A living nation builds its future’ (translation quoted in Wagret 
1968: 17; see also an alternative translation: ‘A nation that is alive builds for 
its future’ (Van Veen 1962: 167)). The Dutch experience inspired interna-
tional hydro-engineering to enhance lives and protection against disasters, 
and Goethe’s lines are quoted in numerous accounts.

KINGS OF SPADES

The seventeenth-century British ambassador William Temple’s 1673 Obser-
vations on the United Provinces of the Netherlands stated that the passage 
across the Zuyder Zee was ‘more dangerous than a Voyage from thence to 
Spain’ (Temple 1972 [1673]: 108). Ships only sailed there because it was a 
great trading centre; it was no easy haven to reach. Ancient writings associ-
ated the dangerous Dutch coastal region with the gates of hell. Odysseus 
reported a ‘land of fog and clouds where the Cimbres live, and where no 
bright sun ever shines upon these miserable people’ (in Van Veen 1962: 
11–12). The writer Pytheas in 325 BC described the terrifying rising and 
falling tides of the Frisian coast as the very lungs of the sea (Van Veen 1962: 
11–12). The Dutch coastal seas and marshes have been imagined as the entry 
to hell itself, and the Dutch as pursuing a holy war against the hellish seas. 
Goethe’s vision of reclaimed land protected from floods joined a tradition of 
heroic accounts of the Dutch struggle, presenting their hydro-engineering as 
transforming their treacherous position into an ‘inland paradise’ (Van Veen 
1962: 40–41; Wagret 1968: 279). Typically the sea enemy is portrayed as 
a more formidable, malevolent adversary than any human enemy (Jenkins 
1966: 25).

A series of accounts of the Zuyder Zee project and Dutch engineering his-
tory were stimulated by the 1953 North Sea flood disaster, the worst coastal 
disaster to hit the Netherlands, Belgium, and Britain in the post-war period, 
with a higher loss of life than the 1825 floods informing Goethe’s thinking 
on disasters and development (Baxter 2005). Over 2,500 were killed in three 
countries and the Irish and North Seas. A number of accounts were in Eng-
lish or translated into English, including the writer Alan Jenkins’ The Golden 
Band: Holland’s Fight against the Sea (1966), the historian Paul Wagret’s 
Polderlands (1968 [1959]), and Dredge, Drain, Reclaim: The Art of a Nation 
(1962) by the chief Rijkswaterstaat engineer Johan Van Veen (1893–1959). 
Their studies continued the tradition of laudatory accounts seeing Dutch 
hydro-engineering as unsurpassed. ‘Nowhere have the actions of the sea, 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 77

nor indeed men’s efforts to counteract them, been so spectacular’, Jenkins 
praised (Jenkins 1966: 16). Numerous accounts quote the well-known 
 sayings of ‘God made the earth, but the Dutch made Holland’ (Jenkins 1966: 
27) or ‘God made the sea but the Dutchman made the shores’ (Wagret 1968: 
279). ‘In some sorte Gods, for they set bounds to the Sea’, said one English 
 seventeenth-century writer (Feltham 1652 in Parker 1985 [1977]: 270). Or 
more crudely, ‘I think the Devil shits Dutchmen’ was the blunt judgement 
quoted by his compatriot, the diarist and British naval administrator Samuel 
Pepys facing Dutch naval power (Pepys [19 July 1667] in Parker 1985 
[1977]: 267). Three centuries on, even those whose experiences of world 
war made them sceptical of claims that technical progress was improving 
human civilisation praised Dutch hydro-engineering. The French novelist 
Georges Duhamel celebrated the Dutch story of an angel visiting Holland 
and God responding, ‘My work? He had visited the one country I had least 
to do with’ (Duhamel in Wagret 1968: 279). If Dutch history is unique in its 
hydro-engineered existence, it is also a chronicle exploiting the engineering 
innovations discovered elsewhere. Its iconic windmills, so crucial to the first 
large-scale efforts of drainage, were preceded by Middle Eastern drainage 
systems, ancient Chinese hydraulic approaches, Japanese and other Asian 
polders, illustrating human ingenuity over the centuries (Wagret 1968: 133, 
276). The rich international cross-cultural prehistory of modern engineering 
is gaining more attention today (Rossi et al., 2017).

Dutch hydro-engineering shaped its political constitutional ideals. The 
Golden Band of Jenkins’ title referred to the ancient Dutch Rustringer 
Rechtsregels code. This thirteenth-century code proclaimed:

That we Friesians shall establish and control a sea-fortress, a golden band which 
shall surround all Friesland, in which each portion of dyke shall be the same as 
the next and against which the salt sea shall thrust both by day and by night. 
(Rustringer quoted in Jenkins 1966: 29)

The Law of the Spade dictated these coastal areas and the communal respon-
sibilities to maintain the sea defences (Van Veen 1962: 28; Wagret 1968: 57). 
Their essential communal preparedness developed what the historian Simon 
Schama called a ‘hydrographic culture’, with their own warning systems and 
flood crisis strategies (Schama 1987: 44). For any individual neglect spelt 
disaster for the whole community. The thirteenth-century Rustringer continues:

We Frisians will defend our land with five arms: with sword and buckler, with 
spade, fork and spear, whether the tide be ebbing or flowing. We will fight day 
and night so that all Frisians may be free, both now and hereafter, as long as 
the wind blows through the clouds and the world remains. (Rustringer quoted 
in Wagret 1968: 57)
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78 Chapter 3

The ancient code was portrayed in Jenkins’ account as ‘a resistance move-
ment’ and ‘a declaration of independence from the sea’, implicitly associating 
the Dutch sea defence building with both the wartime resistance movement 
against the Nazis and earlier historical struggles for Dutch national indepen-
dence (Jenkins 1966: 29). He noted the fundamental relationship between 
Dutch sea defences and Dutch identity reflected in so many personal and 
place names—from Van Dyke to Rotterdam (Jenkins 1966: 36).

The heroes of the engineering advances of particular note are the six-
teenth- and seventeenth-century pioneering engineers Vierlingh (1507–1579) 
and Jan Adriaanzoon Leeghwater (1575–1650) (Bijker 1996). Their engineer-
ing works had a national dimension concerned with improving the conditions 
of all in society. They were wary of futile prestige projects and emphasised 
well-planned and well-maintained engineering. Vierlingh’s Treatise on Dikes 
(1570) was subtitled the Hope of the Poor Folk, for ‘Dredging, draining and 
reclaiming might rightly be called the hope of the poor countries, because 
such positive works yield riches’ (Vierlingh quoted in Van Veen 1962: 167). 
Vierlingh emphasised the communal underpinnings of engineering advances 
(Van Veen 1962: 167; Wagret 1968: 81–82). The ambitious projects could 
not simply rely on mobilising local community labour and had to employ 
seasonal workers drawn from across Europe. He feared workers banding 
together in monopolies and demanding higher wages, indicating how the 
labour disputes under these large-scale projects anticipated later industrial 
conflicts (Knottnerus 1992; Lucassen 1994: 179–81). He advocated military 
discipline and had armed men supervise construction. He was prepared to 
use force against labour unrest and called for hanging strike leaders (ibid.). 
Likewise the engineer railed against elite corruption and high office going 
to ignorant aristocratic outsiders with connections rather than experienced 
locals with engineering skills (Schama 1987: 41–4). His views demonstrate 
the contradictory character of national development and material progress. At 
critical junctures, national interests and international competition induced the 
authorities to pursue collective development by overcoming fears of social 
instability and civil disorder. The national hydro-engineering identity could 
be invoked against doubters and naysayers.

Indicative of the national importance of coastal engineering, Vierlingh’s 
words became cultural sayings: ‘knowledge is power and ignorance is 
weakness’ or ‘whoever uses force on water shall have force exerted on him 
by water’, and so on (Van Veen 1962: 139). He demanded ever vigilance 
against nature: ‘Our enemy the sea never rests. It sleeps neither by day nor 
by night, but charges savagely like a roaring lion to devour the entire land. 
God has given us the weapons to beat it; they are willow twigs, turves, stones 
and clay’ (Vierlingh in Wagret 1968: 82). He warned against passivity and 
acquiescence as merely leading to more retreat: ‘The more one retreats, the 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 79

more the sea prepares to expel one completely’ (Vierlingh in Wagret 1968: 
82). Persuasion was better than brute force. Engineering solutions should 
work with natural forces. His successor Leeghwater articulated the practical 
and the spiritual transcendent dimensions to hydraulic engineering, declar-
ing, ‘The draining of the lakes is one of the most profitable and most holy 
works in Holland’ (Van Veen 1962: 47). Leeghwater developed pumping 
with windmills for land drainage (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 187). He expanded 
Vierlingh’s sea defences and land reclamation ambitions over the Haarlem-
mermeer, which threatened the cities of Amsterdam and Leiden. His goal was 
only finally completed three centuries later in the 1850s.

The seventeenth-century Golden Age of the Netherlands and its political, 
cultural, and intellectual flourishing were interlinked with its engineering 
advances, where political struggles against foreign enemies were paralleled 
by the engineering struggles against the sea enemy (floods) (Bijker 1996; Jen-
kins 1966: 34–36; Van Veen 1962: 139, 167–8; Wagret 1968 [1959]: 81–82). 
Political constitutions had to be maintained like the sea defences. Periods 
of political and intellectual richness could slip into political complacency 
and social malaise. The temptations of commercial speculation and neglect 
haunted modern Dutch history (Rowen 1972: 164–70). Yet any rulers of the 
Netherlands could be reminded from time to time that the spades mattered to 
mastery of land or sea. Dutch engineers were as renowned as their thinkers, 
the legal scholar Hugo Grotius and the philosopher Baruch Spinoza, or their 
artists, Rembrandt and Vermeer (Israel 1995: 271–5). Unsurprisingly ships 
battling in the perilous seas were a key subject of Dutch painting expressed in 
works such as The Storm on the Sea of Galilee (1633) by Rembrandt or Ships 
in Distress off a Rocky Coast (1667) by Ludolf Backhuysen. They established 
the genre of maritime art with the human element Byron aesthetically praised 
(Byron 1991 [1821]: 129–35). Sea battles were another favourite topic of 
Dutch maritime art whether against the Spanish Habsburgs in Hendrik Cor-
nelisz Vroom’s 1617 Dutch Ships Ramming Spanish Galleys off the Flemish 
Coast 1602 or the Anglo-Dutch wars between the rival rising maritime pow-
ers in Pieter Cornelisz van Soest’s Attack on the Medway or Jan van Leyden’s 
Burning of English Ships, depicting events in 1667.

The commercial and cultural dynamism of the Netherlands invoked both 
envy and fear among fellow Europeans (Parker 1985 [1977]: 267; Rowen 
1972: 213–23). The English poet Andrew Marvell (1621–1678), a dabbler in 
Faustian alchemy, saw Dutch hydraulic engineering at first hand in the 1650s. 
The country drew extensively on Dutch engineering expertise over the centu-
ries (Wilson 1946: 101–8). Marvell wanted England to emulate Dutch mari-
time technology as its key rival. Marvell had extensive contact with the Dutch 
as the parliamentary representative of the east coastal town of Hull, and later 
representative of the Shipmasters guild (Holberton 2015). His high regard 
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80 Chapter 3

did not stop him satirising Dutch engineering and land reclamation. His The 
Character of Holland (1651) was a propagandist poem written in the lead-up 
to the first Anglo-Dutch war of 1652–1654 and republished in the second 
Anglo-Dutch war of 1665–1667 (Schama 1987: 262–3). Admiration underlay 
his ruthless mocking of the Netherlands as ‘This indigested vomit of the Sea’, 
an artificial creation ‘that scarce deserves the name of Land’ (Marvell 1972 
[1651]: 112). The Dutch were fishermen-miners with ‘mad labour’ fishing 
‘the Land to Shoar’ (Marvell 1972 [1651]: 112). Amid his insults, Marvell 
compared Dutch hydro-engineering defying the natural forces to building 
their ‘watery Babel’ higher than the original biblical tower (Marvell 1972 
[1651]: 112). His poem emphasised the continuing threat the sea posed to the 
maritime nation. In a mockery of ‘their Mare Liberum’, the fish dispossessed 
the Dutch and dined upon them: ‘Whole sholes of Dutch serv’d up for Cabil-
lan’. Reference to Shakespeare warned the maritime empire was overreach-
ing itself and jeopardising their land closer to home. They could rashly find 
themselves swallowed up and ‘For pickled Herring, pickled Heeren chang’d’ 
(Marvell 1972 [1651]: 112). The country had to remember its foundations. 
Their watery land required people with hydro-engineering skills to maintain 
their command over the sea. Hydro-engineers were the leading authorities 
in this amphibious nation, and their ruler ‘a King of Spades’ (Marvell 1972 
[1651]: 113). Their King of Spades was satirically contrasted with the ‘rising 
Sun’ of absolutist monarchy. ‘Nec pluribus impar’—‘None his equal’—was 
the motto of the French King Louis XIV. The sun king gained his majority in 
1651, the same year as the poem, in a period of civil war contesting absolut-
ist rule. However, the Netherlands honoured ‘Who best could know to pump 
an Earth so leak’ (Marvell 1972 [1651]: 113). Their liberty could not escape 
the necessity of maintaining the public water works (Marvell 1972 [1651]: 
113).

The Dutch republic had emerged as a significant European power since it 
had taken up arms against the Spanish Habsburg crown. Views on the Dutch 
republic in Britain were influenced by sides in the country’s civil war. Poet 
and monarchist John Dryden (1631–1700) complained about fellow country-
men fawning on ‘those who would ruin them’ (Dryden [1994] 1673: 7). He 
supported the British monarchy and was hostile to the Dutch republic and 
English republicanism. Dryden’s 1673 play Amboyna or The Cruelties of 
the Dutch to the English Merchants dramatised the story of the 1623 killing 
of a group of rival British, Portuguese, and Japanese traders on a Dutch-
controlled Indonesian island (Dryden 1994 [1673]: 1–77). At the time public 
outcry was suppressed by the monarch wanting cordial relations with the 
Netherlands, but it was an event invoked in anti-Dutch propaganda during 
Anglo-Dutch wars (Kewes 2004: 140–1; Mckeon 1975: 99–101; Swift 2010 
[1726]: 200–1). Dryden’s epilogue called for Britain to be an avenging Rome 
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and ‘Carthage be subdu’d’ (Dryden 1994 [1673]: 77). His propagandist anti-
Dutch and anti-republican play followed up his 1667 pro-monarchy poem 
Annus Mirabilis: The Year of Wonders championing war against the Dutch to 
make Britain become the preeminent maritime commercial power and super-
sede its overseas empire (Dryden 1956 [1667]: 47–105; Brown 2004: 59–74; 
Mckeon 1975: 99–131). This shift of power was symbolised in the British 
1664 usurpation of the Dutch American settlement of New Amsterdam and 
their renaming as New York after the Duke of York and later King James II.

Conversely Marvell’s sympathies were republican. He served as a tutor in 
the former Commander of the Parliamentary Army Thomas Fairfax’s house-
hold and later served with the ageing blind poet Milton as Latin secretary to 
Oliver Cromwell during the Commonwealth. He survived the Restoration, 
and his pleas were important in sparing Milton from execution for his repub-
lican writings against monarchy. Marvell did not live to see the so-called 
Glorious Revolution of 1688 crown a Dutch King of Spades in Britain. The 
British Parliament invited the Dutch Stadtholder William of Orange and his 
wife Mary, daughter of King James II, to overthrow her father, supported by 
the Dutch naval force (Edmundson 1922: 274–84). No doubt Marvell would 
have been among the parliamentarians supporting the invasion.

Sympathetic historical accounts portrayed the Dutch war against imperial 
rule as heroic precursors of later national and anti-imperial struggles. Their 
history was invoked by others seeking political freedom. William of Orange 
was the hero of Macaulay’s 1848 History of England and his classic Whig 
representation of the Glorious Revolution. He lauded William III as establish-
ing the constitutional foundations of the modern liberal parliamentary system 
and commercial and industrial development in the next century (Macaulay 
1906 [1848]). In a similar laudatory spirit, the American diplomat John 
Motley’s popular The Rise of the Dutch Republic (1856) and History of The 
United Netherlands (1860–1867) belonged to an international progressive 
history supporting liberal democratic ideals (Wheaton 1962: 325–7). This 
association was underscored by the key founder of liberal philosophy Locke 
completing his core works while in exile in the Netherlands and returning to 
England with the new queen Mary when William had deposed James II. Polit-
ical and economic liberalism in Britain and the United States was influenced 
by the Dutch republic (Wilson 1946: 20–8). Indeed such was the enthusiasm 
of some foreign accounts that Dutch historians complained of their idealis-
ing and distorting of history (Geyl 1988 [1932]: 16–19; Wheaton 1962). Not 
least William III’s Catholic Irish subjects would have rather different views 
of the Dutch role given the brutal war fought there. Defoe’s contemporary 
poems had defended William as laying ‘the Foundation Stone’ for national 
liberty and parliamentary ‘Legislative Power’, while others wrote mock ele-
gies at his death and made Jacobite toasts to his horse Sorrell or ‘The little 
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82 Chapter 3

gentleman in the black velvet coat’, whose molehill tripped the king’s horse, 
causing his fatal fall (Novak 2001: 168–70). Macaulay’s history was a riposte 
to David Hume and Tobias Smollett’s earlier mid-eighteenth-century popular 
volumes on the History of England, whose Tory sympathies were more scep-
tical towards William’s character and reign. Opposing histories and varying 
terminology of revolt, revolution, or war in different national historiographies 
reflected how Dutch history was viewed through distinct political and consti-
tutional lenses (Rowen 1990). Present debates in the Netherlands are disput-
ing the idea of a Dutch Golden Age since so much of its wealth, like Britain 
and other leading European powers, was bound up with colonial expansion 
and operation of the slave trade and slavery. Alongside the hydro-engineering 
of its state, the Dutch Republic had a contradictory anti-imperial and imperial 
character (Boxer 1990 [1965]; Plumb 1990 [1965]; Rowen 1972).

GOETHE’S EGMONT AND THE DUTCH STRUGGLE FOR 
POLITICAL FREEDOM

Marvell made the Dutch the subject of coarse satire. Goethe made the Dutch 
the subject of heroic tragedy, and his friend Schiller, heroic history and tragedy. 
Goethe’s play Egmont dramatised the beginnings of what became known as the 
Eighty Years War against the Spanish empire (Goethe 1969 [1787]; Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 1–33; Israel 1995: 137–78; Parker 1985 [1977]; Rowen 1972: 26–46). 
The conflict was bound up with religious revolution. Lutherism had been 
condemned by the Papacy and Habsburg authorities in 1520, the year before 
Luther’s infamous appearance at the Diet of Worms of the Holy Roman Empire 
in 1521. These decrees were not rigorously enforced in the cosmopolitan com-
mercial centres of the Low Countries. Their relative religious tolerance attracted 
Protestant refugees from elsewhere and encouraged dissent in the region (Parker 
1985 [1977]: 36–39). Calvinist preachers found a ready audience in the Dutch 
provinces where imperial wars, heavy taxation, and economic disorder fostered 
resentment, and a neglectful absentee official church had opened up a spiritual, 
political vacuum (Parker 1985 [1977]: 78). Contemporary accounts even wrote 
of abandoned settlements witnessing the return of wolves, a potent cultural 
symbol of wilderness (Parker 1985 [1977]: 38–39). The Beeldenstorm or 
iconoclastic fury swirled across the Holy Roman Empire between the 1520s and 
1560s (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 2–19). The conflict was precipitated by the Spanish 
Habsburg monarch sending Alba to the Spanish northern territories to suppress 
heresy and the violent iconoclastic disturbances against the Catholic Church 
(Parker 1985 [1977]: 47–65; Rowen 1972: 33–37). Count Egmont (1522–1568) 
was a leading noble of the Low Countries and had earlier fought for the Spanish 
rulers. He became one of the leaders of the Dutch revolt and was executed by 
the Duke of Alba for his role.
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Goethe’s fictionalised account of Egmont championed the political inde-
pendence of this ‘amphibious’ people (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act I: 109–10; 
Marvell 1972 [1651]). The play portrayed the Dutch defending their ancient 
constitution against imperial tyranny. The Spanish Habsburgs represented 
alien rule with an alien outlook, allowing neither political nor religious liberty 
and brooking no dissent. The Dutch were demanding to be governed in their 
own fashion (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act I: 108–13). Under the traditional Dutch 
constitution, each province had its own parliament and laws requiring the con-
sent of the estates (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act II: 139–43). The Dutch wanted 
to be ruled by their own constitution and their own people. The constitution 
opposed arbitrary rule and expected the sovereign ruler to be accountable to 
the people, not simply the people obedient to the sovereign (Goethe 1969 
[1787] Act, II: 142). This expectation reflected the less hierarchical form of 
constitution, which grew up under the ‘diligence and toil’ required in the pol-
derlands. Citizens believed they were entitled to replace their rulers if the rul-
ers failed to uphold constitutional freedoms and rights (Rowen 1972: 12–16, 
29–33). Goethe’s idealised tragic hero represented expectations of publicly 
accountable, just, and clement government and shared sympathies (Goethe 
1969 [1787] Act II: 133–8). Egmont petitioned to lessen the severity of the 
heresy laws, wanting to avoid civil war and the spectre of civilian corpses 
floating in rivers (Boyle 1991: 360). The play portrayed him as being tragi-
cally naïve in trusting that foreign rulers of Alba’s stamp could be persuaded 
to share the Dutch political understanding and accept its constitutional order. 
Yet the friendship between Egmont and Alba’s natural son Ferdinand dem-
onstrated natural affinities and possibilities of conciliation (Boyle 1991: 360; 
Israel 2012: 749–50). The humanist son is echoed in Schiller’s 1787 tragedy 
Don Carlos, contrasting enlightened dissent against reactionary imperial gov-
ernance (Schiller 2008 [1787]). Still historical judgement was on their side. 
The woodcut image of Egmont held by his beloved Clara in Act I anticipated 
his national veneration, and his final speech sounded less like a man facing 
the scaffold than a battle cry rallying the nation to victory, undercutting his 
tragic end (Boyle 1991: 521–2; Goethe 1969 [1787] Act V: 123–4; Lamport 
1969: 14–7).

Goethe presented Habsburg rule humiliating its Dutch subjects as citizens 
who were ‘a little king in his own right, solid, industrious, capable, true, 
devoted to their own ways’ (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act IV: 167). In Alba’s 
eyes, the people lacked the capacity for freedom and had to be treated as 
children (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act IV: 166). The Habsburgs, Egmont accused, 
sought to govern more easily by destroying the people’s strength. Oppressive 
military occupation broke up the collective citizenry into fearful atomised 
individuals (Boyle 1991: 357–9). They were defending a constitutional order 
drawing on the wisdom and interests of the many as superior to the more 
uncertain wisdom of the one person in the monarch (Goethe 1969 [1787] 

:QL R = A 9H A :QL R 2E DF D 4Q L =F F C 3F P A 3 R H LI P . F AHF D 5 Q P 
6QI F I I FPPH CF HA :Q?HF E ' ' : Q P 4? 2 P H EPPL. ? P H L MQ P I HF? PPF DE I A P FH PF 0A 73/ &- -

2 P A C I PPF DE I ' '& & -. . ,

2
L

FD
EP

'
'

I
FPP

H
CF

HA
:

Q?
HF

E
1

HH
FD

EP
R

A



84 Chapter 3

Act IV: 166). Citizens described the Dutch militia acting as living freemen 
against the Habsburg army behaving like demonic machines (Goethe 1969 
[1787] Act IV: 153). They were a people expecting to be able to speak their 
minds and be free to comment on the affairs of state and criticise government 
actions (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act IV, 152–3, 166). Demands for national 
independence were maintained by beliefs in personal freedom and fulfilment. 
The play allied the ancient constitution and natural liberty against imperial 
walls imprisoning people (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act V: 175–6). Egmont’s 
final speech imagined the Dutch as the seas overwhelming the dikes that con-
tained them (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act V: 189; Ryder 1993: xvi). Their ideals 
of political liberty and independence were constituted in battling against the 
seas, and the seas could be turned into a weapon of war against their foes.

Schiller’s 1788 work History of the Revolt in the United Netherlands against 
Spanish Rule also sided with the Dutch, but his Egmont was a bungling, 
easily flattered figure rather than the fine noble hero of Goethe’s drama. He 
highlighted their ambivalent path to victory as the routed people mobilised 
themselves as the semi-piratical Sea Beggars against their imperial oppressors:

Fugitives, cast out of their fatherland, seek a new one on the sea, and on the 
ships of their enemy seek satisfaction of their vengeance and their hunger. Now 
corsairs become maritime heroes, a navy assembles out of pirate vessels, and a 
republic rises up from morasses. (Schiller 1990 [1788]: 120)

Goethe would later write of Mephistopheles’ unholy trinity of ‘War and 
Trade and Piracy’ behind Faust’s power, which needed to be channelled 
back to the safe harbour of a religiously ordained world (Goethe [1832] Act 
V ‘A Palace’ in Luke 1994: 211). The original revolt had been triggered by 
religious dissent against the imperial authorities, and the fledgling repub-
lic and its Sea Beggars drew strength in the decades of war from religious 
beliefs. Their theologically driven forces anticipated the ideologically driven 
French revolutionary and Napoleonic armies as forces of political change. 
Goethe’s drama later inspired Beethoven’s 1810 musical compositions on 
Egmont affirming political liberty against oppression, whether under the 
ancien regime or under the new imperial order (Knight 1973; McNaught 
1949). A century and a half later, Beethoven’s Egmont overture was adopted 
in the 1956 Hungarian Revolution as an unofficial anthem. We now turn from 
Goethe’s Egmont to Dutch republican culture.

DUTCH ENLIGHTENMENT AND REPUBLICAN CULTURE

‘Let them leave this vain glorious thirsting for the title of a free state’, 
declared the British King James in 1607 in the fourth decade of the Eighty 
Years War (in Boxer 1990 [1965]: 32). Spanish Habsburg recognition of 
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the Dutch republic was finally achieved in 1648 under the Treaty of Mun-
ster. The peace treaty was symbolically endorsed by the States General 
on 5 June 1648 on the anniversary of Egmont’s execution 80 years ear-
lier (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 1; Matthews 1959: 28–30). The Dutch struggle 
against the Spanish Habsburg empire and the establishment of the Dutch 
republic through the eight decades of conflict captures the contradictions 
of human history and modernity in its humanist and anti-humanist aspects 
(Plumb 1990 [1965]). Republicans and imperialists, citizens and oligarchs, 
religious crusaders and commercial pragmatists, internationalists and 
nationalists, engineers, artists, and iconoclasts, legal philosophers and 
sea brigands, free traders and slave traders, anti-imperialists and impe-
rial monopolists reveal the contradictory character of the Dutch republic 
(Boxer 1990 [1965]; Rowen 1972).

The decisive aspect in the conflict was the Dutch republic’s dynamism. The 
pressures of waging war required an expanding national economy, and com-
mercial interests in turn required military backing. ‘Middle Persons of Trade’ 
is how Defoe characterised the Dutch, anticipating Napoleon’s description of 
the English as ‘a nation of shopkeepers’ (Defoe in Schama 1992 [1977]: 38). 
The republic imposed heavy taxation because of maintaining the military and 
navy to protect its overseas trade and territories (Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxii; 
Schama 1992 [1977]: 39). Its access to seas and rivers, scarcity of land, and 
the high land taxes encouraged commercialisation and investment in ship-
ping and trade (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 21; Israel 1995: 307–27). Commerce 
was needed to maintain the expanding hydro-engineering infrastructure and 
windmills, as well as the raw materials from abroad for local craft industries 
and the re-exporting of finished products (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 5).

Importantly Dutch shipping undercut the costs of foreign rivals and com-
peted in design with the production line shipping of the Venetians. By 1648 
the Netherlands had become the pre-eminent global trading nation and was 
leading maritime knowledge (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 29; Rowen 1972: 149–57). 
The Dutch were aided by their Rederij or cooperative enterprise system in 
the shipping trade and expanding maritime insurance. They spread risks and 
fostered a diffused merchant class, with its political, social, and economic 
power (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 22). The Dutch fluit or fly boats were lighter 
with fewer crew (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 22). The Dutch became leading sea and 
land cartographer-surveyors (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 187; Wilson 1946: 30–4). 
Indicatively the maritime chart books were called Waggoners in English after 
the Dutch author Lucas Janszoon Wagenaer’s The Mariner’s Mirror (Boxer 
1990 [1965]: 183). Pepys as naval administrator complained that the British 
charts and maps were often copies even leaving terms in Dutch (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 184). Intense commercial activity spurred rapid urban growth. Its 
expansion fostered economic, social, and religious polarisations, but also cre-
ative cultural, intellectual, and political frictions (Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxv). 
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Trans-oceanic commercial venture emboldened intellectual venture pursuing 
new horizons of knowledge (Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxvi). Risk-taking stimu-
lated intellectual ferment. The hydro-nation attracted thinkers from across 
Europe. Its tensions and contradictions created space for more intellectual 
freedom than was enjoyed elsewhere (Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxv).

While the Italians had led the Renaissance, many pioneers of the Enlighten-
ment found refuge in the Dutch republic and a more conducive environment 
for developing their ideas (Hazard 1973 [1935]; Israel 2001). Among the 
significant figures who lived in the Netherlands were the philosopher René 
Descartes, who had earlier served as a mercenary in the Dutch and Bavarian 
armies during the Thirty Years War, the legal scholar Grotius, the philosopher 
and lens-maker Spinoza, the pendulum clock maker and physical theorist 
Christian Huygens, who put forward a wave theory of light and discovered 
Saturn’s rings, the microscopist Anthony van Leeuwenhoe, and the phi-
losopher Pierre Bayle, who challenged traditional superstitions (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 200–2; Hazard 1973 [1935]: 124–42, 185–212; Israel 2001: 331–41). 
The decentralised character of the Netherlands allowed censorship to be 
circumvented. Out of their mutual provincial jealousies, one province might 
suppress pamphlets, another allow publication to put pressure on the neigh-
bouring province and expose its corruption (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 44). Dutch 
publishing expanded for a domestic and international market, notably English 
and German translations of the Bible, and later works of the European enlight-
enment (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 189; Pettegree and Weduwen 2019). Bayle, 
Locke, David Hume, Montesquieu, Voltaire, Rousseau, and Abbé Raynal 
were all among those published by Dutch printers (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 207).

The Dutch struggle had been triggered by religious conflict between Calvin-
ism and Catholicism. The regent-oligarchs’ political pragmatism could over-
ride religious intolerance. Restrictions against Catholics were not necessarily 
vigorously enforced, although they circumscribed public office (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 47, 139). Marvell wrote of the Netherlands as being open to diverse 
religious faiths: ‘Hence Amsterdam—Turk, Christian, Pagan, Jew, / Staple 
of sects and mint of schism’ (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 146; Marvell 1972 [1651]: 
113). More hostilely Dryden’s prologue to his anti-Dutch play Amboyna con-
tended that republican states were ‘atheists in their very frame’ and ‘Interest’s 
the God they worship’ (Dryden 1994 [1673]: 7).

Exemplifying the Dutch Republic’s freedom and its limits is the career of 
Joost Van den Vondel (1587–1679), who is considered the leading national 
poet and playwright of the seventeenth century (Bloemendal and Korsten 
2012; Edmundson 1922: 192–4; Israel 2001: 3–5). Vondel is reputed as a 
poet of freedom and tolerance and was a friend and translator of Grotius. Yet 
he is not well known across Europe (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 189). He came from 
a Protestant refugee family but, controversially, converted to Catholicism in  

:QL R = A 9H A :QL R 2E DF D 4Q L =F F C 3F P A 3 R H LI P . F AHF D 5 Q P 
6QI F I I FPPH CF HA :Q?HF E ' ' : Q P 4? 2 P H EPPL. ? P H L MQ P I HF? PPF DE I A P FH PF 0A 73/ &- -

2 P A C I PPF DE I ' '& & -. . ,

2
L

FD
EP

'
'

I
FPP

H
CF

HA
:

Q?
HF

E
1

HH
FD

EP
R

A



 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 87

his fifties. He remained opposed to religious intolerance, Catholic or Cal-
vinist. Aversion to Calvinist excesses influenced his conversion. His 1623 
dramatic poem Palamedes was an indirect attack on the 1619 political trial 
and execution of the statesman Johan van Oldenbarnevelt and was banned for 
quarter of a century (Edmundson 1922: 127–138; Geerdink 2012: 225–48; 
Israel 2001: 488–9). His most famous work is his 1654 drama Lucifer. Amid 
its traditional resolution, his Lucifer fought under a rebel banner depicting 
the morning star, classically associated with the fallen angel (Vondel 1917 
[1654]: 192). His Lucifer presented the cause of political liberty and a free-
created state against heaven’s tyranny, and his Eve asserted free will eating 
the forbidden fruit (Vondel 1917 [1654]). A theatre production of the play 
was quickly banned (Israel 2001: 693–4). The drama reputedly influenced 
the republican poet John Milton’s Paradise Lost (2000 [1667–1674]). Their 
attacks on political tyranny, religious oppression, and censorship shared some 
affinities across their religious differences (Dijkhuizen and Helmers 2012: 
377–406; Edmundson 1885; Gosse 1879: 278–312; Wilson 1946: 50–7). 
Vondel’s later 1661 work The Batavian Brothers or Suppressed Freedom 
depicted an ancient revolt against a Roman governor (Gaakeer 2012: 459–
488; Israel 2001: 765).

Jonathan Israel’s exhaustive studies of the European enlightenment high-
light the role of the Dutch republic in the radical enlightenment, inspiring 
republican, egalitarian, and democratic ideas (Israel 2001, 2012). Spinoza 
was the philosopher especially associated with fostering philosophical scepti-
cism and dangerous ideas of atheism, freedom, and democracy (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 200; Israel 2001: 159–74). He notoriously questioned the existence 
of the devil, but he was nervous about the current state of reason among the 
Dutch masses adhering to fanatical Calvinism and superstition (Israel 2001: 
375). He was therefore wary of allowing them a political role. His 1670 work 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus represented the Dutch struggle as a restora-
tion and warned the multitude should be kept in fear until they were educated 
into reason (Israel 2001: 258–74; Israel 2012: 746). Two years later, 1672, 
and ‘the year of disaster’, was marked by foreign invasion and the murder by 
a mob of his friend, the country’s republican leader Johan de Witt. The events 
vividly demonstrated for many republican thinkers how the masses were still 
politically inimical to enlightened republican rule (Israel 1995: 796–806).

How could radical ideas be held back in this dynamic society? The 
Dutch theologian Balthasar Bekker’s four-volume The World Bewitched 
(1691–1693) systematically disenchanted the world of demons and witch-
craft, drawing on Cartesian reasoning and Spinozan scepticism towards the 
devil (Hazard 1973 [1935]: 201–12; Israel 2001: 375–405). Bekker refuted 
the devil’s status in Christianity and the possibility of demonic pacts as the 
legacy of pagan beliefs. His work fundamentally questioned the legality and 
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morality of witch trials, scathingly commenting on the conduct of contempo-
rary prosecutions. His ideas circulated among pamphlets to a wider public. 
Freethinking had gone far in the self-determining hydro-nation. The new 
heady religious and philosophical ideas did not simply circulate among schol-
arly circles in the Dutch republic but were debated among the public. Indeed 
the very idea of the public as a politically engaged citizenry was established 
in modern Europe by the Dutch and gave substance to the meaning of being 
a republic. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Rotterdam-born 
Erasmus had praised the average level of Dutch education compared to other 
European countries (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 173; Rowen 1972: 3). The radical 
thinker Franciscus Van den Enden (1602–1674) wanted popular education to 
widen and include women. In this mission, he recommended instruction shift-
ing from Latin to the vernacular, and the leading shared European language 
to be French, and to be taught to all in order to open up European culture and 
the pursuit of knowledge to all (Israel 2001: 175–80). Van den Enden also 
wrote on free political institutions and proposed a more democratic consti-
tution based on the common people and the common good. His egalitarian 
political ideas on democratic republicanism and anti-clericism contrast with 
Plato’s philosopher kings, More’s elected princes, and Grotius’ oligarchy 
(Israel 2001: 183). Similarly, the brothers Adrian and Johannes Koerbagh 
held atheist ideas and attacked the interference of the church in politics (Israel 
2001: 187). They created a legal dictionary in 1664 for the public as part of 
their attack on legal privilege demystifying law (Israel 2001: 187). Four years 
later they published A Light Shining in Dark Places, which attacked organ-
ised religion and explored religion in everyday language, and also a general 
dictionary, refuting the ideas of heresy and heretical laws, and angels and 
devils, a work which led to their trial and imprisonment (Israel 2001: 191–4).

What would keep the masses in awe with the death of the devil? Writers 
joked that the Netherlands had gone from being the land of the devil to a land 
where he had been banished (Israel 2001: 375–405). Jonathan Swift’s satiri-
cal Mr C[olli]ns’s Discourse of Freethinking Put into Plain English by Way 
of Abstract for the Use of the Poor joked how ‘England and Holland were 
formally considered the Christian territories of the Devil’, but ‘the Devil is 
intirely banish’d [from] the United Provinces, where Free-thinking is in the 
greatest perfection’ for ‘to think freely of the devil is to think him not at all’ 
(Swift 1713: 28 in Israel 2001: 377). Their irreligious reputation in Europe 
was encouraged by their shared commercial outlook articulated in works 
such as The Fable of the Bees, or Private Vices Public Benefits by the Dutch-
born English writer Bernard Mandeville, which suggested that individual 
acquisitiveness encouraged national industry and prosperity (Mandeville 
1989 [1714]; Wilson 1946: 20–8). Traditional religion was not sufficiently 
holding the mass of the population in awe, and they were being exposed to 
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disturbing philosophical and theological controversies, as well as ungodly 
commerce. The surgeon and writer Henrik Smeeks’ 1708 novel Description 
of the Mighty Kingdom of Krink Kesmes, like Bacon and More’s earlier uto-
pias, concerned a shipwrecked traveller encountering a utopian land. Smeek’s 
utopia was organised around philosophy and public reason as the way to 
truth (Israel 2001: 320). His work suggested politics determined a country’s 
religion, and religion was conventional, not absolute, and illustrated the secu-
larising impact of its commercial economy (ibid.). Democratic republican 
ideas circulated among the merchant class and commoners through popular 
journals, papers, pamphlets, and clubs (Israel 2001: 322–7). Their irreverent 
sentiments were reinforced by the Sea-Beggar songs and popular political 
ballads, with their militant and coarse lyrics (Parker 1985 [1977]: 269–70). 
Even when the authorities suppressed works, and prosecuted authors, the 
public could potentially hear of their radical ideas through the criminal trials, 
a possibility prosecuting magistrates sought to guard against (Israel 2001: 
191–4, 327).

The Dutch hydro-economy facilitated more egalitarian social and politi-
cal forms. However, this egalitarian strain was threatened by Dutch imperial 
rule. Imperial commerce enriched the regent-oligarchs. They and their elite 
culture developed at a distance from the population, whether the latter’s strict 
Calvinism or egalitarian radicalism (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 208). Political free-
dom, Arendt warned, was undermined when politics and economics merged, 
and economic interests determined politics (Arendt 1998 [1958]: 321). The 
interests of the Dutch commercial empire overrode the political indepen-
dence of colonial territories overseas and also threatened political freedom 
domestically.

REPUBLIC OR EMPIRE?

Shipping was central to the Dutch national hydro-economy, notably from 
the Baltic to Western Europe. The Dutch had triumphed over the Span-
ish Habsburgs through their semi-piratical Sea Beggars menacing impe-
rial shipping. War against Spain pushed the Dutch to find markets further 
afield, including the Russian Artic, Africa, Brazil, and the Far East, with its 
potential for the lucrative spice trade. Merchants sought to club together to 
avoid rivalry increasing the prices they had to pay for spices and lowering 
their trade profits (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 25). The Chartered Dutch East India 
Company (VOC) was created in 1602, against the views of those merchants 
favouring free trade and opposing monopolies (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 25–26). 
The VOC’s Charter went far beyond a simple trading agreement and included 
treaty powers, defensive warfare, and fortress construction—the profits to 
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be extracted required control and enforcement (Israel 1995: 318–327, 951; 
Rowen 1972: 144–9). Initially the VOC was directed against rival European 
powers, but its charter involved nascent imperial powers, leading some mer-
chants to pull out objecting to the political military implications (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 26). The West India Company (WIC) Charter was created in 1621. Its 
charter explicitly allowed for offensive warfare. The Dutch developed a ‘fort 
and factory’ model from the Portuguese, that is, commercial interests backed 
by military forces (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 231). The VOC became incremen-
tally drawn into interventions in local disputes and gained colonial authority 
supporting particular succession claims and establishing vassal rulers (Boxer 
1990 [1965]: 117, 216–17). As its European rivals, Dutch imperial power 
encompassed violent suppression, deportation, and slavery. The republic 
became the leading European slave-trading nation after 1648 until the War 
of Spanish Succession 1701–1713 when superseded by Britain (Israel 1995: 
934–46; Rowen 1972: 170–5). Grotius’ vision of international law was con-
tradicted by militarised overseas monopolies and slavery (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 
94–125; Wilson 1946: 41–9). Marvell’s poem satirised Dutch love of Mare 
Liberum against its jealous invocation of Mare Clausum where its interests 
required (Marvell 1972 [1651]: 112). Freedom and neutrality of the seas were 
championed in European waters, where they wanted access, but did not apply 
to their imperial overseas interests (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 101–2).

The Baltic trade, the North Sea, and Western Europe trade continued to 
be important alongside VOC- and WIC-generated trade (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 
48; Edmundson 1922: 159–85). How much the lucrative imperial commerce 
contributed to the country compared to the trade with the Baltic and Western 
Europe is disputed and is not straightforward to disaggregate (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 48). For imperial spoils entailed expensive wars and military forces 
to control the extended overseas routes and colonies (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 
54, 109; Israel 1995: 935–43). National debt increased under the expense of 
the military. The heavy taxation burdened the mass of the population, while 
riches were amassed by the overseas imperial economy. The land provinces 
commonly objected to paying for the navy and overseas commercial interests 
as matters for Holland and Zeeland (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 119). The VOC 
and WIC were ‘the property of private merchants’ rather than ‘national 
conquests’, a contemporary observed in 1644 (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 50). The 
oligarchs enjoyed lucrative VOC and WIC directorships, and their political 
power and immense wealth shielded these colonial companies from public 
scrutiny, accountability, and redress (Boxer 1990: [1965]: 53, 238). The VOC 
or WIC soldiers and sailors, bonded labour and slaves, faced brutal conditions 
and suffered high mortality rates. It was commented that any Dutch mission-
ary work would first need to convert the colonialists before turning to convert 
the colonised (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 165). Freedom of worship was severely 
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restricted in the Dutch overseas settlements in order to establish the official 
Dutch Reform Church, but religious conversion was thin among its colonial 
populations (Israel 1995: 951–4).

Riches from the Dutch empire helped secure the United Provinces posi-
tion in Europe, while stifling or regressing the economies of its colonial ter-
ritories, a pattern echoed in other European empires, including the European 
borderlands under Habsburg or Ottoman imperial rule. The Dutch empire 
also menaced its domestic republican constitution, as Roman imperial expan-
sion undermined its republic. Imperial possessions fostered more polarised 
class distinctions among the Dutch of empire, against the relatively tolerant 
and egalitarian spirit of its society at home (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 235–8). The 
historical city privileges and its confederation undercut the direct impact of 
its imperial rule on its domestic political constitution. The very distance of 
the overseas empire facilitated the management of its contradictions. Formal 
efforts were made to separate the law of the republic from the law of empire 
(Boxer 1990 [1965]: 210). The colonies were treated as extra-territorial, and 
there were a range of measures to restrict the impact of colonial relations on 
the homeland. In 1644 it was declared that no slaves or non-whites should 
be allowed in the Netherlands, for fear its unfree colonial relations should 
enter the heart of the republic (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 258). Even so, the empire 
boosted the oligarchical character of the republic and its capacity to counter 
popular democratic pressures and periodic unrest. By the late eighteenth 
century the republic was stagnating and its capacity to contain revolts frayed 
(Rowen 1972: 224–59).

OLIGARCHY AND PATRIOT REVOLT

The Patriot Revolt occurred between 1781 and 1787 just as Goethe was 
completing Egmont (Boyle 357–60; Edmundson 1922: 327–36; Israel 1995: 
1098–12; Israel 2012: 883–96; Schama 1992 [1977]). So what had turned 
‘the golden age’ to the stifling ‘periwig age’? The landed aristocracy did not 
have the degree of power or influence as elsewhere in Europe (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 38). Maritime and commercial interests dominated society, but they 
were falling behind their European rivals, and some sectors were experienc-
ing absolute decline (Israel 1995: 998–1018; Schama 1992 [1977]: 26). The 
financial banker and the commercial merchant economically dominated over 
the industrialist (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 329; Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxvvi). Other 
nations established direct trade links, facilitating the supply of raw materials 
for their new heavy and manufacturing industries, but Dutch industrialisation 
was hampered by the country’s lack of iron and coal deposits (Schama 1992 
[1977]: 38). A division opened up between its international banking sector 
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and the rest of national economy, although the division was perhaps less eco-
nomically pronounced than was popularly perceived (Schama 1992 [1977]: 
34–35). Stagnation was exacerbated by the export of capital and businesses 
investing more profitably abroad in foreign enterprises rather than in domes-
tic industries (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 123–4). Dutch innovation, invention, and 
enterprise declined. Their workers were now less skilled than rival French 
and English workers in their new expanding industries. A report in a Dutch 
periodical De Koopman in 1776 bemoaned, ‘We are no longer innate inven-
tors, and originality is becoming increasingly rare with us here. Nowadays we 
only make copies, whereas formally we only made originals’ (De Koopman 
[1776] in Boxer 1990 [1965]: 327–8).

Amid debates about relative and absolute decline, certain nationally signif-
icant industries contracted, and the population was static or dropped in some 
regions (Schama 1992 [1977]: 27). International protectionism threatened 
Dutch products more than foreign rivals as it had a smaller internal market 
(Boxer 1990 [1965]: 325). Its textile and dye works shrank (Schama 1992 
[1977]: 39). Seafaring, shipping, and shipbuilding experienced qualitative 
and quantitative decline (Schama 1992 [1977]: 29–31). Shipping, navigation, 
and cartography lagged, and it lost skilled labour to their rivals despite efforts 
to prevent their emigration (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 312, 325–6). Shipbuilding 
declined markedly and shifted to smaller boats, which were less significant 
in European trade (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 322). The gradual separation of ship-
owning from seafaring contributed to this trajectory (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 
318). Its fishing and ancillary industries were also undermined by competi-
tion and protectionism, with absolute decline in the important herring and 
whaling sectors (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 308–12; Schama 1992 [1977]: 31–2). 
The numbers of deep-sea fishermen fell (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 309). The Dutch 
periodical De Borger speculated in 1778 whether ‘the body of the Common-
wealth would shortly consist of little more than rentiers and beggars—the 
two kinds of people who are the least useful to the country’ (De Borger [19 
October 1778] in Boxer 1990 [1965]: 305).

The country’s wealth appeared precarious and vulnerable to being swept 
away at any time. ‘It will last my time and after me the deluge!’ De Borger 
declared (De Borger [19 October 1778] in Boxer 1990 [1965]: 328). These 
words pointed to how both the advance and maintenance of sea defences 
declined in the eighteenth century (Wagret 1968: 102). Inter-provincial 
jealousies undermined reform and infrastructure building across provin-
cial boundaries (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 330). The republic was a burgher-
oligarchy under the House of Orange. In 1747 the Stadtholder became 
hereditary. Over the decades the regent-oligarchs had effectively consoli-
dated into a restricted aristocratic circle of families, although commercial 
speculation bubbles periodically upset the circle (Israel 2012: 747; Schama 
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1992 [1977]: 51–2). Rentierism, nepotism, and corruption characterised 
the regent-oligarchs and public office (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 44–46; Israel 
1995: 1016). The republic, Schama observed, ‘was becoming simultane-
ously a richer and a poorer nation’ (Schama 1992 [1977]: 41–2). Rapid 
urban growth was accompanied by immiseration and overcrowding, and 
by the 1750s, economic urban decay (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 331; Israel 1995: 
1006–12). The heavy taxation on most goods particularly hit the poor. An 
extensive system of charitable institutions existed, especially in the mari-
time provinces of Holland and Zeeland, which provided public hospitals 
and poor houses (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 61–73). The country’s good com-
munications facilitated famine relief amid the provincial rivalries and tolls 
(Boxer 1990 [1965]: 68). However activities did not combat how inequali-
ties between the social classes increased and interests diverged, not least 
the need for taxation to pay for the military and protecting the interests and 
territories overseas (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 107). Oscillations in trade exacer-
bated problems of destitution and reliance on charitable institutions (Boxer 
1990 [1965]: 65). Those thrown out of declining sectors were not neces-
sarily in a position to gain employment in the new sectors (Schama 1992 
[1977]: 37–8). The immiseration of the poor, especially day-labourers, was 
further exacerbated by competing with the unemployed of northern Europe 
attracted by stories of Dutch wealth (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 65; Israel 1995: 
1016). The authorities feared urban mobs of irregular and unemployed 
workers, although the burgher-militia or civil guards of the republic were 
both armed and organised, whereas the workers were not (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 68–71). The threat of unrest was lessened because many could be 
absorbed by the expanding navy or military (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 72–73). 
Conditions were brutal. Naval sailors’ pay was depressed to avoid compet-
ing with merchant sailors’ pay, kept competitively low against rival for-
eign shipping. Sailors suffered poor rations, also kept competitively low, 
increasing mortality rates (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 74–75). The independent 
seafaring communities were more likely to rebel or riot than the land prov-
inces. Shipping turned to less skilled foreign sailors, who were less likely 
to mutiny (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 80). The ‘soul sellers’ for the VOC could 
always recruit from the arriving migrants (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 91–93).

Overall material security and its civic liberties were enjoyed more by 
landlords than peasants and workers (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 67). A pattern 
of enrichment and immiseration was hardly unique to the Netherlands, nor 
were the rising food prices and stagnating agricultural wages (Schama 1992 
[1977]: 26). Critically certain economic developments and their resulting 
social polarisation became moralised and politicised in ways question-
ing the legitimacy of the regent-oligarchical rule (Schama 1992 [1977]: 
33). How did the authorities respond? The unemployment problem was 

:QL R = A 9H A :QL R 2E DF D 4Q L =F F C 3F P A 3 R H LI P . F AHF D 5 Q P 
6QI F I I FPPH CF HA :Q?HF E ' ' : Q P 4? 2 P H EPPL. ? P H L MQ P I HF? PPF DE I A P FH PF 0A 73/ &- -

2 P A C I PPF DE I ' '& & -. . ,

2
L

FD
EP

'
'

I
FPP

H
CF

HA
:

Q?
HF

E
1

HH
FD

EP
R

A



94 Chapter 3

addressed by official measures against mendicancy and vagrancy (Schama 
1992 [1977]: 43–45). In today’s terms, the authorities criminalised and 
imposed behavioural management of the poor rather than progressive eco-
nomic policies. Yet the enriched oligarchs did not exclusively determine 
the national narrative. Conspicuous consumption was an affront to patriotic 
Calvinist ideals of piety and austerity, consequently court luxury was sub-
dued compared to other European nations (Schama 1992 [1977]: 45–47). 
A patriotic republican history seeing the people as the foundation of their 
constitution could interpret the polarisations of wealth as anti-Dutch 
(Schama 1992 [1977]: 48, 54). Patriotic morality castigated the oligarchs 
in two key ways, either for oppressing the urban poor, and indulging in 
luxury, or alternatively colluding with the mob against respectable citizens 
(Schama 1992 [1977]: 47).

The American revolutionaries developed close ties with the Netherlands 
(Schama 1992 [1977]: 59). John Adams linked the American War of Inde-
pendence against Britain and its citizen militias with the Dutch war against 
the Habsburgs (Schama 1992 [1977]: 60). Key sections of Dutch society 
favoured the American War of Independence against Britain politically and 
economically as a trading rival. Public meetings and pamphlets translating 
American constitutional documents were organised in support of the Ameri-
can cause (Schama 1992 [1977]: 61). In turn a Dutch Patriotic movement 
was inspired by the American revolutionaries, who sought to reverse the 
nation’s debasement and revive its freedom against tyranny (Israel 1995: 
1085–6, 1096–19; Schama 1992 [1977]: 60). Patriotic politics drove the fatal 
fourth Anglo-Dutch War 1780–1784 in face of a reluctant House of Orange 
and banking interests (Israel 1995: 1097). The war financially damaged the 
government and propelled the Patriot Revolt against the regent-oligarchy. 
Patriot civic militias secured various towns and cities between 1785 and 
1787 and introduced democratically elected representatives inspired by the 
American Revolution and radical enlightenment ideals drawn from Diderot, 
Thomas Paine, Richard Price, Abbé Raynal, Rousseau, and others. They 
regarded the people as the source of constitutional authority and denounced 
aristocrats and the VOC directors as the enemies of people (Israel 2012: 
886–9). For imperial interests violated the national republican struggle 
against empire.

A leading Dutch figure in the Patriot Revolt was Baron Joan Derk Van 
der Cappellen (1741–1784), who helped remove the customary ‘drostdi-
ensten’ or civic labour obligations on citizens in Overijssel in 1778 (Israel 
1995: 1098–9; Schama 1992 [1977]: 64–69). Cappellen was linked with 
the American revolutionaries and had galvanised loans for their cause, 
warning them to free their slaves, or they would corrupt and corrode 
their republican foundations. For a nation holding slaves was a nation not 
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deserving to be free (Rowen 1972: 239). Slavery was evil and had rotted 
the Dutch Republic. Cappellen’s address To the People of the Netherlands 
(1781) demanded the republic be treated as the common property of its 
people:

The country belongs to all of you together, not only to the Prince and his great 
men, who consider and treat you, all of us, the whole Netherlands people, the 
descendants of the free Batavians, as their hereditary property, as their oxen and 
sheep, which they can and may shear or slaughter as they think fit to do. The 
people who live in a country, the inhabitants, townsfolk and countrymen, poor 
and rich, the great and the little ones—all together—they are the true propri-
etors, the lords and masters of the country and can say how the country’s affairs 
should be managed, in what manner and by whom they wish to be governed. 
(Cappellen [1781] in Rowen 1972: 240)

Cappellen envisaged a commonwealth founded on mutual communal respon-
sibilities to protect each other:

God, our Father, has created men to become happy and has given the duty to all 
men—excluding no one—to make each other as happy as possible. To be able to 
reach this good aim of their Creator, that is: to promote their happiness, people 
have found that they can do no better than to assemble in large numbers—some-
times a few millions—and to establish large companies, the members of which 
are all each other’s equals by nature (this is something you must always keep in 
mind) and one not subjected to another. In these companies, usually called civil 
societies, peoples or nations, the members or participants pledge to promote 
each other’s happiness as much as possible, to protect each other with united 
force and to maintain each other in an uninterrupted enjoyment of all property, 
possessions and all inherited and lawfully acquired rights. (Cappellen [1781] in 
Rowen 1972: 241)

His egalitarian political vision was influenced by being with people on land, 
whose very existence was collectively constituted. The spades were the ulti-
mate masters here:

The great that are governing you, the Prince or whoever has any authority in 
this country, only do this on your behalf. All of their authority derives from 
you. You are the participants, the proprietors, the lords and masters of the 
people’s company which has been established in this region under the name 
of United Netherlands. The great, the regents on the contrary are no more 
than administrators, managers and stewards of this people’s company. You 
are paying them with your own money, that is, the people’s money. They 
are therefore in your service, they are your servants, and subjected to your 
majority, to which they owe obedience and responsibility. (Cappellen [1781] 
in Rowen 1972: 241)
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Cappellen had no truck with the idea the wealthy, strong, or more educated 
should govern the rest:

All men are born free. By nature, no one has any authority over anyone else. 
Some people may be gifted with a better understanding, a stronger body or 
greater wealth than others, but this does not in the least entitle the more sensible, 
stronger or wealthier to govern the less sensible, the weaker and the poorer. 
(Cappellen [1781] in Rowen 1972: 241)

The Patriot Revolt was celebrated among European democrats and radicals. 
The anonymously published History of the Internal Affairs of the United Prov-
inces (1787) attributed to the British philosopher William Godwin declared:

the banner of liberty that is now unfurled from the walls of Utrecht demands 
the benediction of every friend to mankind, and the cause of the democracy of 
Holland needs only be to be understood, in order to its being consecrated to 
perpetual veneration. (Godwin 1787: 342 in Israel 2012: 883)

Participants and sympathetic observers looked back at the earlier Dutch strug-
gle against imperial Spain as they debated the implications of the American 
Revolution for Europe and how far it was legitimate to resist and take arms 
against tyranny (Israel 2012: 746). Schiller’s enthusiastic 1788 ‘history of 
that memorable revolt’ wanted to memorialise ‘common citizens’ strength’ 
and ‘awaken in the breast of my reader a joyful sense of his own individual 
self, and to give a new incontestable example, of what human beings can dare 
to hazard for the cause, and what they may accomplish by uniting together’ 
(Schiller 1990 [1788]: 117).

Goethe’s drama Egmont was prescient. Yet Goethe was among those 
endorsing the Prussian crushing of the Patriot Revolt in autumn 1787 (Israel 
2012: 749; Schama 1992 [1977]: 132). Various leading Enlightenment fig-
ures deplored the revolt for being fuelled by unreasoning passion. The new 
king Frederick William II of Prussia sent forces to the northern Netherlands in 
September 1787. His sister Wilhelmina was married to the Stadtholder Wil-
liam V of Orange, and she appealed for Prussian aid after she was detained 
by Patriots in June 1787. The settlement supported by Prussia and Britain 
increased the power of House of Orange and regent-oligarchy. The revolt 
crushed, its participants fled abroad. Their ideas stirred resistance to enlight-
ened despotism in the southern Netherlands, and even more significantly 
the revolutionary spirit in France. Instead, Goethe sympathised with the 
more conservative 1787 revolt of the southern Netherlands against Emperor 
Joseph II’s reforms—the Austrian Habsburgs ruled there from 1714—seeing 
its conflict as echoing Egmont’s dispute with Philip II (Israel 2012: 741–58). 
Goethe blamed the Habsburg ruler’s personality and unenlightened rule for 
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the revolt rather than his absolutism per se (Israel 2012: 749). Ironically his 
Egmont was read more radically and inspired participants in the subsequent 
1789 Brabant Revolution in the southern Netherlands and other revolution-
ary nationalists against empire (Boyle 1991: 357–9; Israel 2012: 741–58; 
Polasky 2005). Thus we see the opposing alignment in modern politics 
between models organised around beliefs in popular self-determination and 
the non-democratic enlightened paternalism Goethe favoured. Nevertheless 
they shared legitimacy built on modern economic development and national 
infrastructure providing material security against disaster.

ZUYDER ZEE PROJECT 1920 TO 1932

Many celebratory accounts of Dutch hydro-engineering leap over much 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to renewed efforts in the late 
nineteenth century planning ambitious state-led sea defence building and 
land reclamation. The engineer Cornelius Lely (1854–1929), as minister of 
transport and water management, drafted a plan to drain the Zuyder Zee in 
1891, but the idea was scorned and languished despite flood storms over the 
decades. The Parliament put forward a formal proposal in 1914 reigniting 
interest (New York Times 1914). The scheme might have again languished 
in the context of war. However, the 1916 Zuyder Zee flood disaster finally 
galvanised state action and initiation of the Zuyder Zee project (Jenkins 
1966: 49). The casualties in the 1916 disaster were fortunately low—sixteen 
deaths—but there was substantial material flood damage to buildings and 
livelihoods. Lely’s concerns were raised in Queen Wilhelmina’s parliamen-
tary speech. The speech emphasised improving and saving lives through 
enhanced flood defences and land reclamation, which would further promote 
the national economy and create employment stemming emigration (New 
York Times 1914).

Fisherman’s Paradise to Farmer’s Pride was how the Netherlands Min-
istry of Transport and Waterstaat characterised the Zuyder Zee project. The 
plans included enclosing the Zuyder Zee, which had formed around 1300, 
to create a freshwater lake; increased security from flooding; and improved 
drainage and transport connections (Netherlands Ministry of Transport and 
Waterstaat 1959: 10–11; Van Veen 1962: 118–69). The project aimed to 
address the growing population, food shortages, and demands for more 
farmland and fresh water. Land reclamation was not simply about land but 
about the problems of high salinity and mosquitoes in the marshlands (Van 
Veen 1962: 121). The project included de-salinating existing land, moving 
from labour-intensive small holdings to larger holdings, increasing mecha-
nisation and yield, and lowering the need for imports (Netherlands Ministry  
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of Transport and Waterstaat 1959: 14). Under the Zuyder Zee project, an 
additional nine per cent of land, 550,000 acres, were eventually reclaimed 
from the sea (Netherlands Ministry of Transport and Waterstaat 1959: 3).

Accounts stressed that the Zuyder Zee project required state action 
because of the mammoth scale of the capital investment and engineering 
(Jenkins 1966: 97; Netherlands Ministry of Transport and Waterstaat 1959: 
15, 80). The works were collective defences of national security importance 
(Wagret 1968: 215). Market enterprise could not carry out this scale of 
project successfully on its own. National backing was critical for a project 
which would create national benefits for future generations but would not 
be profitable in the short-term (Wagret 1968: 105). State intervention would 
further prevent the past speculations and abuses of private land reclamation. 
Even before the First World War, it was realised that large-scale engineer-
ing projects required well-supported social strategies, not just technical 
expertise (New York Times 1914; Wagret 1968: 235). The first generation 
of farming settlers rarely succeeded without state support (Wagret 1968: 
221–2). New settlement had particular challenges requiring state support to 
get established, develop infrastructure, and combat diseases such as malaria 
(Netherlands Ministry of Transport and Waterstaat 1959: 15, 80). The old 
fishing communities hated the Zuyder Zee project, despite its extensive 
social component as ‘their slow, isolated way of life was radically threat-
ened by the reclamation projects’ (Jenkins 1966: 111–2). The project would 
destroy their ancient customs and religious strictness and corroborate their 
suspicions of the ‘outside world as wicked’ (Jenkins 1966: 111). The chief 
Rijkswaterstat engineer recognised the terrible loss of a traditional way of 
life for the old fishing communities:

Were men who for a thousand years, or more, had been fishermen, not to become 
farmers overnight? The older generation of fishermen in particular could be seen 
sitting ashore, gazing with sad, ageing eyes at the sea which would soon cease to 
be a sea. Their world was to be annihilated. (Van Veen 1962: 130)

Some adjusted alright, but others ‘bitterly resented this trespassing on their 
traditional society, both for economic and religious reasons’ (Jenkins 1966: 
111). The authors sympathised with their resistance but countered ‘Unfortu-
nately the welfare of the majority often overrides the rights of the few’ (ibid.). 
Global advocacy today would be hostile towards the social engineering and 
destruction of a traditional way of life as fundamentally violating its cultural 
rights. However, the development was justified as giving a new future to the 
younger generation. It is easy to forget the poverty and insecurity of such 
coastal communities prior to land reclamation. After initially suffering, the 
living standards of the old communities improved (Jenkins 1966: 112; Van 
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Veen 1962: 130). Diverse innovations were highlighted from mud skis to new 
uses of nylon (Jenkins 1966: 84, 147).

Global advocacy would perhaps be even more alarmed at the ecological 
impact of the Zuyder Zee project. Accounts of fifty years ago recognised how 
the works severely upset the balance of nature. They highlighted the dramatic 
environmental problems caused by damming and draining the Zuyder Zee. 
The transition from sea fish to river fish caused a terrible plague of insects 
as the lower fish numbers meant fewer fish eating the mosquito larvae. The 
plague of mosquitoes was actually described as nature’s revenge (Van Veen 
1962: 130). Accounts went on to document its restoration. Nature itself might 
rebalance conditions. A plague of field voles encouraged an upsurge of birds 
of prey, foxes, and weasels taming their numbers (Jenkins 1966: 91). Or a 
scientific solution could be found. They introduced eels and created culverts 
to support the fish which could eat mosquito larvae to stem the mosquitoes 
(Jenkins 1966: 86–87; Van Veen 1962: 131). In turn, the stock of eels could 
be fished by the fishermen.

Modern technology was applied to accelerate natural restoration. There 
was seed-spraying from planes to facilitate the growth of seed-beds, grasses, 
and reeds (Jenkins 1966: 65, 86–87). Their environmental concerns over-
whelmingly took a human-centred perspective optimistic about humanity 
finding solutions and reversing a harmful chains of developments (Jenkins 
1966: 15–16). Just as biblical plagues departed, so the ‘biological equilib-
rium, disturbed so roughly, readjusted itself’ (Van Veen 1962: 131). The 
authors confidentially defended the project as ethically justified: ‘With the 
reclamation of the Zuyder Zee, of course, it was not a case of man’s tamper-
ing with nature. The motives were far more laudable’ (Jenkins 1966: 87). 
General scientific inquiry joined practical scientific solutions: ‘Altogether, 
the ecology—the study of the mutual relations between animals and plants 
and their environment—of the new polders is an intensely interesting matter 
for the biologists’ (Jenkins 1966: 91).

Glowing post-war endorsement of the Zuyder Zee project was animated by the 
Zuyder Zee area not suffering in the 1953 North Sea storms and floods. Elsewhere 
the disaster caused around 1,850 deaths in the Netherlands and flooded eight per 
cent of the country (Wagret 1968: 14). Jenkins marvelled how the Dutch

had seen that the ‘Golden Band’ of the ancient Friesians could be made a reality. 
While so much havoc was being wrought in Zeeland, not a square inch of land 
had been flooded, not so much as a mouse had been drowned in the region of 
the Zuyder Zee, alias the Ysselmeer. (Jenkins 1966: 120)

For those 1953 flood-hit areas, Jenkins writes, ‘The only redeeming feature 
was the help and heroism that the disaster evoked’ (Jenkins 1966: 119). 
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Responses were future-orientated and affirmed human endeavour focused on 
national action and bilateral collaboration to aid recovery from the disaster 
and augment the national infrastructure.

In the aftermath of the 1953 floods, the Dutch sought to reduce the national 
flood risk level to one in 10,000 years. The government initiated the Delta 
project, constructing a dam and storm-surge moveable barrier, inspired by the 
success of the Zuyder Zee project (Jenkins 1966: 120–45). Within a month of 
the disaster, the project committee was set up, and the works began the fol-
lowing year (Van Veen 1962: 178). The ambitious Delta project was finally 
completed in 1998. Together, the Zuyder Zee and Delta projects were praised 
as inspiring future generations to further dreams. ‘There is everywhere an 
abundance of possibilities which call for study and action’, Van Veen wrote 
in his account of their engineering endeavour, ‘so that untold generations may 
reap the benefits of the riches sown by their ancestors’ (Van Veen 1962: 169). 
The very artifice of the Netherlands had created one of the most prosperous 
and fulfilling countries to live in. Refuting Malthusian pessimism, ‘Holland 
made through human intervention’ was ‘one of the most highly densely popu-
lations, but with one of the highest life expectancies and standards of living’ 
(Wagret 1968: vi).

THE CRUEL SEA

Across the North Sea, the British political debates after the 1953 disaster 
extended solidarity to the Dutch in their suffering and praised the interna-
tional contributions of Dutch hydraulic engineering, enriching British and 
Dutch communities (Hansard 1953). The Archbishop of Canterbury Geoffrey 
Fisher spoke of humanity’s eternal conflict with nature. His address focused 
on how the disaster brought out people’s strengths:

As I contemplate a disaster of this kind, I find comfort in these two thoughts—
one has been referred to already: the fact that nothing reveals mankind at its 
best so much as a disaster of this kind. Everybody displays all that courage 
and comradeship which it is our prayer that we should show in similar circum-
stances. . . . [A] terrible disaster of this kind has yet a kind of majestic honesty 
about it. It is part of the eternal conflict which man wages against the forces of 
nature and which are the conditions of man’s existence. It is in that conflict of 
man with the elements of nature that we come to know our creatureliness, which 
we are sometimes liable to forget, and come to prove our manhood. (Fisher in 
Hansard 1953; quoted in Furedi 2005: 20)

Among the causalities during the storms was the Princess Victoria ferry on 
31 January 1953 carrying 127 passengers and 49 crew members of whom 
133 people drowned when she sank in the Irish Sea (Kerr 1954: 71–114; The 
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Lifeboat 1953a: 533–6). The sinking was the worst British civilian sea disas-
ter since the war, but its fate was overshadowed by the larger death toll in the 
flooded North Sea communities on the east coast of England (Atkinson 2013; 
O’Hara 2013). The ferry was heading for Northern Ireland and keeled over 
when it tried to return to Scotland. Rescue efforts were hampered by delays in 
locating the ferry as aircraft were involved in other rescues. Nevertheless 44 
men were rescued by lifeboat volunteers from the Royal National Life-boat 
Institution (RNLI) at Donaghadee and other shipping (Kerr 1954: 95–114; 
The Lifeboat 1953a: 533–6). Accounts emphasised the duty and bravery of 
the crew, passengers, and rescuers. Commonly singled out is the young radio 
operator David Broadbent, who continued to signal and send Morse code 
messages before he drowned, even as the ship was at a thirty-five-degree 
angle (Kerr 1954: 82–94). Another was the passenger Nancy Bryson, who 
rallied people to sing hymns to keep up their courage. She was swept away 
while carrying a three-year-old child to one of the life boats (Atkinson 2013). 
Among their hymns was the sailors’ Eternal Father, familiar to British and 
American maritime communities:

Eternal Father, strong to save,
Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,
Who bidd’st the mighty ocean deep
Its own appointed limits keep;
Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,
For those in peril on the sea!

The hymn was written by William Whiting in 1860 and published in the Stan-
dard Hymns Ancient and Modern (Monk 1861: 222) and was rapidly taken 
up by mariners on both sides of the Atlantic in different versions (Christian-
sen 2007). The hymn accompanied various news reports of the disaster and 
remains important today. An RNLI volunteer has the first verse tattooed on 
his forearm as an alternative to the popular tattoo of the RNLI motto: ‘With 
courage nothing is impossible’ (Dwyer 2018). Famously the hymn was 
sung at a service attended by Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt 
on board the HMS Prince of Wales at the conference concluding the 1941 
Atlantic Charter, the wartime alliance, which subsequently developed into the 
peacetime United Nations (Christiansen 2007).

One phrase on people’s lips in 1953 was ‘the cruel sea’. This phrase was 
popularised from Nicholas Monserrat’s 1951 novel The Cruel Sea, published 
two years before. The novel is considered one of the best novels in English 
on the experience of modern maritime war and the wartime Atlantic convoys. 
Over 50,000 British Navy personnel and around 27,000 British merchant 
sailors were lost during the Second World War, and the experience was still 
vivid to maritime communities. Monserrat wrote how ‘the men are the stars 
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of the novel. The only heroines the ships: and the only villain the cruel sea 
itself’ (Monserrat 1956 [1951]: 10). He described ‘the strength and fury of 
that ocean, its moods, its violence, its gentle balm, its treachery: what men 
can do with it, and what it can do with men’ (Monserrat 1956 [1951]: 10). 
Monserrat unsentimentally conveyed how people lived with the anguish of 
grief or brutal wartime decisions and failures to save people (Monserrat 1956 
[1951]: 301–3). ‘Naturally there are thoughts’, observed one character, and 
‘For thoughts there is gin’, quipped another (Monserrat 1956 [1951]: 212). 
‘Some men died well’, ‘Some men died badly’, some surrendering quickly, 
others exhausting themselves as they desperately clung to life (Monserrat 
1956 [1951]: 286–98). Yet how else could they live but by clinging to life? 
The crew worked together despite the war’s meaning eluding them and the 
wartime promises of the peace remaining uncertain—promises of ‘a better 
world for everyone—freedom from fear, no big unemployment, security, fair 
wages’ (Monserrat 1956 [1951]: 427–31). At the novel’s end, the surviving 
Lockhart reflected on ‘a special kind of war-memory—showing mercy in fad-
ing quickly, drowning forever under the weight of sorrow’ (Monserrat 1956 
[1951]: 444). Monserrat’s The Cruel Sea affirmed the dignity of the people 
and how the wartime collective endeavour gave legitimacy to a peacetime 
state organising the economy, directing nationalised industries, instituting a 
national health and welfare service, and supporting ambitious regional and 
employment policies and social housing programmes.

Meaningful cultural frameworks and communal organisation are critical 
resources in disasters. Peacetime deaths were not expected, but war experi-
ences forged communities with insights to support the bereaved amid the 
fickleness of fate (Baxter 2005; Furedi 2005). Vanessa’s grandfather lost two 
nephews, John Spence Piggot and Lennox Piggot, in the ferry. Her grand-
father had served in the merchant navy and then the navy on the Atlantic 
convoys between October 1939 until July 1944 and survived sea battles. 
But with tragic irony, it was the two young men working in the bakery busi-
ness who drowned at sea simply travelling between family in Glasgow and 
Belfast. The 1953 flood responses showed communal stoical acceptance and 
support for collective action to prevent such natural disasters in the future. 
One lasting legacy of the disaster was the support galvanised for the RNLI 
whose volunteers had played a crucial role in the rescue (Kerr 1954: 95–102; 
RNLI 1953a: 533–6). No women or children survived the 1953 sinking of the 
Princess Victoria, but the 1953 issue of the RNLI’s magazine The Lifeboat 
affirmed the long active role of women in its sea rescues, giving an account 
of ‘The Women Launchers of Dungeness’ (The Lifeboat 1953b: 539–40). 
Back in 1838, the RLNI had celebrated the courageous lightkeeper’s daugh-
ter Grace Darling (1815–1842) for her rescue with her father of individuals 
from a stricken ship, and it has a museum dedicated to her today. Grace died 
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four years later of tuberculosis in 1842, the year Chadwick’s Report on the 
Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population was published. The national 
institute to rescue people from the seas had been set up in 1824, but develop-
ment of a modern public health system was only just beginning (Williams 
1965: 202–43).

In wake of the 1953 disaster, Lord Shepherd in the House of Lords reiter-
ated human efforts to overcome natural forces:

In view of the catastrophe that has occurred, it might be suggested in some 
quarters that with so much high ground in the world it is a waste of effort to 
fight against the sea, not always being sure whether what has been done is per-
manently safe. Those who have any faith in the human family, and who desire 
to see it rise above its conditions, would answer ‘No’ to such a question as that. 
(Hansard 1953)

Settlements at risk of flooding should not be abandoned. ‘In the view of all of 
us’, Shepherd declared, ‘no matter whether the land is high or low, it should 
be cultivated, and it should produce’ (Hansard 1953). Reconstruction should 
create permanent defences. Yet deliberations had been going for decades 
since an earlier Thames flood disaster in January 1928, killing fourteen, 
where the Thames had burst its banks, flooding central London, including 
the Houses of Parliament, and as far west as Richmond. Construction of sea 
defences had to take into account shipping interests and keeping the river 
navigable. Matters were still going slowly until another North Sea disaster 
in February 1962, when the dykes of the German port city of Hamburg burst 
and the floods killed over 300 hundred people, many refugees from eastern 
Germany living in weak wooden shacks (Engels 2016). Witnessing again the 
disastrous consequences of a tidal surge on a major city finally galvanised 
official action. Responding to Herman Bondi’s 1966 report on the 1953 
floods, the British government set up the Thames barrier project (Fleming  
et al., 1980; Kelly 2018). Construction was begun in 1974, and the flood bar-
riers were completed in 1982 built by a British-Dutch consortium of Costain, 
the Tarmac group, and the Hollandsche Beton Maatschappi. The Thames 
Barrier was the second largest moveable flood defence barrier after the Dutch 
Eastern Scheldt storm surge barrier completed in 1986 as part of the Delta 
works. During construction the engineers and construction workers would 
regularly come across cannon balls in the waters from the old Royal Arsenal 
at Woolwich, reminders of those less cordial North Sea maritime relations, 
some destined for those seventeenth-century Anglo-Dutch wars.

Support for the Thames development encouraged demands for a tidal 
barrier further north on the Humber estuary to protect Marvell’s Hull and 
other coastal communities. Again it was a flood hitting Hull in 1969 that 
pushed action. The city was still reeling from the triple trawler disaster, 
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killing fifty-eight fishermen in storms the previous year, which had gal-
vanised a petition led by fishermen’s wives and national attention demand-
ing improved trawler safety and maritime communication systems (Creed 
1998). Neglect was threatening to give an ominous prophetic social meaning 
to Marvell’s lines to his mistress complaining by ‘the tide of the Humber’ 
and loving her ‘ten years before the flood’ (Marvell 1972 [1681]: 50–1). 
Construction of the tidal barrier was joined with demands to build a bridge 
over the Humber as part of a regional development vision imagining Hull 
becoming a gateway to Europe and rivalling London domestically and Rot-
terdam internationally (Doherty 2017: 165, 218–32). ‘Humber: plan for a 
new metropolitan city: counter-magnet to London and showcase for Britain’ 
was the title of one advocacy report (Lane 1966). The plans hoped the bridge 
would initiate comprehensive development of the Humber, north and south 
of the river, and the wider region would lose its character as depressed hin-
terlands. Both engineering projects were completed just before the Thames 
barrier, the Humber tidal surge barrier in 1980 and the Humber Bridge in 
1981, a few years behind schedule.

Underscoring the high aspirations, the Hull poet Philip Larkin was com-
missioned to write a poem and the composer Anthony Hedges to compose 
music. Their work was performed by the Hull Choral Union and the Hum-
ber Sinfonia to celebrate the opening of the Humber Bridge (Conway 2019). 
Larkin’s poem ‘Bridge for the Living’ began with the image of solitariness 
and historical separation. ‘Isolate city . . . Half turned to Europe, lonely 
northern daughter’ (Larkin 1988 [1975]: 203). Larkin ended with the ideal 
of human sociability and that, in ‘Reaching for the world’, we realise our-
selves and ‘by bridges we live’. Before the building of the bridge, he sug-
gested how local communities had been neglected for centuries and their 
lives held back and ‘flowered to fall short where they began’ (Larkin 1988 
[1975]: 204). His poem enchanted industrial engineering as more than utili-
tarian, harmonising the ‘new design’ with the surrounding sea and land, and 
likening the bridge to a harp and its suspension cables harp strings played 
by the wind (Larkin 1988 [1975]: 203–4). Here Larkin’s poem assumed 
Byron’s aesthetic ideal of human interest enhancing the landscape (Byron 
1991 [1821]: 129–35). Today’s sensibilities are more easily reconciled to an 
iconic bridge than Faustian industrial sea defences subduing natural forces, 
although at the time, the bridge construction was actually divisive region-
ally. As the historian Rob Doherty explores, the controversies were tied up 
with questions of local democracy and opposition to the re-organisation  
of local authorities, and the traditional shires being subsumed into a Hull-
centred larger Humber region, concerns reinforced when the promised 
regional development did not materialise and existing industries declined 
(Doherty 2017: 229–31). Appreciation came later. Conversely, a generation 
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witnessing hundreds killed in floods gave moral and social importance to 
the two tidal barriers. Examining the Thames barrier nearly forty decades 
on, Michael Kelly observes how the project showed industrial engineering 
maximising human protection while minimising negative environmental 
effects:

if the ‘high modernist’ desire of the barrage lobby to transform and control nature 
more closely resembles today’s climate engineers than yesterday’s pragmatic 
technocrats, the retractable barrier was contrastingly of tremendous anthropic 
importance but of relatively low environmental impact. (Kelly 2018: 207)

Doherty and Kelly’s analysis returns us to humanist modernism’s con-
cerns with us being subjects of our lives as opposed to merely objects of 
external forces and making a secure ‘home in the world’ (Berman 1988 
[1982]: 5).

INSPIRING INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Inspiration from Dutch engineering was not confined to the circle of North 
Sea communities. The Dutch engineering success was enthusiastically held 
up as a model for international development. Countries in difficult environ-
ments could transform their conditions:

If a tiny country such as the Netherlands can help itself in the way it is doing, 
adding entire new provinces of fertile land to its territory, why cannot the same 
thing be done on a world scale? We could make the whole of the Sahara blos-
som again; bring water to the Kalahari; irrigate the deserts of Australia; dam the 
Straits of Gibraltar and gain 150 million acres of rich, cultivable land round the 
shores of the Mediterranean. We could dam the Bering Straits and turn many 
Arctic regions into a farmer’s paradise. (Jenkins 1966: 154–5)

The Dutch experience, creating a prosperous country out of unhealthy flood-
prone marshes, testified what could be done in countries across the world:

Is there any country which cannot be developed into a land of plenty? Once 
Holland was a poor part of the world—a ‘sebstja’ or salt-water swamp—
something like the Danube Delta nowadays, or any other fever-stricken 
morass, habitable only for wild ducks, gulls, geese and mosquitoes. Now it 
is an efficient and clean country with almost 800 people per square mile. It 
has the highest longevity of the world; it further has the lowest death rate, the 
largest production of cereals and potatoes per acre, the highest production of 
milk per cow and it will soon have the largest national income per square mile. 
(Van Veen 1962: 168)
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The Netherlands suggested that any human society could overcome its natural 
limits, and in that overcoming truly realise itself:

It has been said that a nation is not truly civilized until it has acquired the quali-
ties denied to it by Nature. This history of continuous creation provided by the 
polders and drained marshes forms one of the most exciting chapters of human 
geography and of the history of civilization. (Wagret 1968: vii)

Ambitious international engineering schemes could and should be devised to 
overcome world hunger:

All these things are not only feasible, they are also essential if the world is going 
to be able to feed itself. The Dutch have shown what can be done in the way of 
self-help if you think on a large-enough scale. Perhaps one day a World Govern-
ment will ‘think big’, too, on an even more stupendous scale. (Jenkins 1966: 155).

A ‘technical civilization’ was not antithetical to a better world but its founda-
tion (Van Veen 1962: 169). Human activity could enhance a country’s con-
ditions: ‘Man’s intervention can miraculously transform these unfavourable 
natural environments, for he alone can change a brackish marsh into rich 
corn-growing land, or reclaim an unhealthy and neglected region’ (Wagret 
1968: vi). Accounts typically concluded on humanity’s common struggle 
against nature and shared coastal cultural affinities across the world among 
the hardy coastal communities facing the seas’ dangers.

The writings of fifty years ago exuded belief in humanity and the future. 
However, the late 1960s also witnessed belief in industrialisation shrinking in 
Western Europe. This retreat came precisely in the period when newly inde-
pendent states were trying to launch industrialisation and impacted on inter-
national development and global disasters thinking. The scepticism towards 
industrialisation involved a turn to nature and environmental or ecological 
thinking. Indicative of the shifting zeitgeist, H. J. Ferguson, director of the 
Delta works, set up the ecological research group for the Rijkswaterstaat in 
1970 (Bijker 1996: 402), while Alan Jenkins, author of The Golden Band 
(1966), returned to focusing on nature and the environment in works such as 
Wild Life in Danger (1973).

An optimistic inventive humanity fostered a universal vision and emanci-
patory development strategies. The chief Rikjswaterstaat engineer contended 
‘One follows one’s hopes, not one’s fears’, echoing the sixteenth-century 
pioneering engineer Vierlingh’s description of their work as the ‘Hope of 
the Poor’ (Van Veen 1962: 168). Goethe’s Faust imagined the possibilities 
of collective human action protecting communities and enhancing commu-
nal life. The poem also highlighted the dangers of enlightened despotism 
descending into rapacious modernism. The next chapter outlines the rise and 
fall of Faust the Developer in international development.

:QL R = A 9H A :QL R 2E DF D 4Q L =F F C 3F P A 3 R H LI P . F AHF D 5 Q P 
6QI F I I FPPH CF HA :Q?HF E ' ' : Q P 4? 2 P H EPPL. ? P H L MQ P I HF? PPF DE I A P FH PF 0A 73/ &- -

2 P A C I PPF DE I ' '& & -. . ,

2
L

FD
EP

'
'

I
FPP

H
CF

HA
:

Q?
HF

E
1

HH
FD

EP
R

A


