The story of consensus: the case of the Dutch ‘polder’ mentality as the development from a system of survival to surviving the system

The Dutch polder appears to have gone from positive synergy to negative synergy. Originally, the ‘polder’ was a area of claimed land. It had taken a lot of seemingly unrewarding energy and teamwork to create it (typically, the fist polder was made by Cistercian monks, hard working men with a culture of teamwork, just north of Antwerp). In the later Dutch polders, the people who lived in them realized that they needed each other for survival, as it took only one negligent farmer to have the whole polder disappear in the waves. You can still tell the social structure from the landscape in the older polders: long narrow fields reaching to the dike, leaving the farmer with the responsibility for that particular section of the dike and the small canals surrounding his fields. The canals and dike-section would be inspected yearly and very thoroughly (if anything was found wanting, the inspector would establish himself in the farmer’s supply cabinet and the farmer would have to hurry making the repairs, lest he would be left without supplies.) They used to have a particular type of bankruptcy: if a person could no longer maintain his section of dike and canals, he could ask the community in a public ceremony to be relieved of his duties; something so shameful that people would try at all cost to prevent this from happening. The polder-people would have a strong sense of community, where they were facing the same risks as equals and had no need for hierarchy. There was a need for consensus on shared issues (not on all issues), as they would all drown if one of them were to ignore them.

In modern day parlance, in The Netherlands society, ‘polder’ has come to stand for a type of society in which all sorts of matters are run by committees, representing a variety of people and interest-groups. Often, the need for consensus is put to the extreme, as if there has to be total consensus on all issues. It has become the ‘safe’ approach to decision-making, to look for as wide a consensus as possible and hide behind that consensus. Most issues, in this model, are treated as if they can only be decided upon by as wide a consensus as possible.

When you compare the old and the new model of ‘polder’, you see that in the old model there was a clear focus on what really needed to be decided through consensus. More importantly, in the old model each individual knew his responsibility and would work hard to live up to that responsibility, while in the new model it has become attractive to downplay one’s own responsibilities and think in terms of the collective. Also, in the old model, the few decisions that needed consensus were enforced in a strict way, while in the new model hardly anything is enforced; in fact, people know that most consensuses are not to be believed and act upon that. One may wonder, whether the old polder would not have been flooded had the new polder mentality prevailed there.

What can we learn from this? Perhaps that consensus is safe, in that it stands for sufficient support for the decision at hand, while safety can spoil someone if it is overdone and become addictive. It is a bit like the experience in certain sports: if you, e.g. in rowing (my sport of choice) always hold the water with your oars, you are very safe, but you do not move ahead. It is far better to cope with a bit less safety, while making some movement and trusting in one’s ability to move ahead without always being completely safe.

We can also learn the importance of distinguishing what is essential from what is not essential, after which it is pretty obvious where attention should go to primarily.

